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Chapter 1
I stared at Zarra like she might suddenly burst into her windchime-like laughter and tell me what a good joke this all was. But this was the farthest thing from a joke, and all I could think about was how many questions I had and how there was no time to ask them.
Not when my friends were in danger.
“Ohlavar is real,” I repeated for what felt like the fifth time. “You’ve been teleporting me to another world, and--”
“Technically, it’s another dimension,” Ky said. “So, it is another planet, but it’s--”
“Ky, go see what’s taking Jennifer so long to find Dr. Dimopoulos,” Zarra snapped.
“Right, will do,” the VRIU tech said quickly. “Sorry, Ms. Zerne.”
The tattooed tech hurried out of the lab, so only Zarra and I were left. Even though my body felt like it had just been through a blender and then run over by a dump truck filled with horse manure, I was somehow still on my feet, and I forced myself to stay that way. If I sat down now, I thought I might pass out from exhaustion. Plus, my feet were the only thing keeping me grounded at the moment, and I didn’t want to float away with all the implications of Zarra’s confession.
“Help me out here, Zarra,” I groaned. “I don’t even know where to start my questions, but I’m gonna need you to start talking somewhere, and I’m going to need you to explain why you’ve been gaslighting me.”
“Ohlavar is real, and so is the Armor of Heliotrope, or what you call the Pieces of Heliotrope.” Zarra’s gaze was level with my own, but her amethyst eyes glittered like they were lit from within.
“And this armor belongs to you?” I asked. “How the hell is that possible, Zarra? Shit, is that even your real name?”
“Yes, it is my real name,” the dark-haired woman replied. “At least I did not lie about that. And yes, the armor belongs to me.”
“Then what are you, some kind of… what?” I demanded. “You said it will break Allurie’s brain, so I can’t think of why else--”
“Leo!” Zarra grabbed my hands, but I held them clenched in tight fists. “Leo, you know me. I promise you that much, at least.”
“I don’t fucking know yo—”
“The armor isn’t good or evil,” the amethyst-eyed woman barreled on. “It was just never meant to be worn by a mortal. It will make them more powerful, like it has made Allurie more powerful. But that same power will break their minds until there is nothing left.”
“So if it’s not meant to be worn by a mortal, then it’s only supposed to be worn by… by who, a god?” I started to relax my hands into the soft grip of her warm fingers.
“Yes,” Zarra whispered. “The armor is meant to be worn by a god, or in this case, a goddess.”
“But you said it’s yours, so…” I suddenly pulled my hands away from hers and took a step back. “Are you trying to tell me you’re a… are you some kind of goddess?”
“Yes.” Zarra’s amethyst eyes glowed softly. “I am a goddess of Ohlavar.”
“Fuck,” I sighed as my brain did cartwheels. “Fuck, Zarra! What the fuck!”
Maybe that wasn’t how most people would have responded to a goddess, but my body was still humming like I might go into shock any second now. My heart was back in my chest, and my skull wasn’t split wide open on the cobblestones, but my pulse was hammering in my ears loud enough to make every other sound in the room seem like it was echoing up from the bottom of a well.
Zarra was from Ohlavar.
Zarra was a goddess.
Zarra was… but my brain couldn’t seem to process the information.
“Let me explain, Leo,” Zarra begged, and her eyes lost a little of their glow. “Just sit down so Trina can check you out, and then I’ll tell you everything.”
“I can’t wait for Dr. Dimopoulous,” I refused. “I have to go back in.”
“That’s impossible,” the dark-haired woman said. “Your heart was ripped out of your chest, and we almost couldn’t pull you back in time! I’m not just letting you--”
“I have no idea if my friends are in worse shape than I was,” I argued. “Hell, they might even be--”
But I stopped myself. I couldn’t bring myself to admit the possibility that Cornalic and Bolverk might be dead, not when they had felt real to me even before I knew Ohlavar was more than a game. I couldn’t think about how Lady Feeyaz and Moryana might be dead too, all because I wasn’t there to heal them in time. And even though Allurie had the protection of a choker made for a goddess, she might have accidentally harmed herself, too.
They had all come to mean so much to me, and I couldn’t stand the thought that even though I was okay, they might not be.
They were real.
They weren’t part of a video game.
They were my friends.
If they were wounded though, I could still get to them in time.
“At least let me explain things first,” Zarra insisted as she reached for my hand again.
“There’s no time.” I pulled my hand away from hers and started back toward the VRIU pool. “Now, you can make sure this thing is ready for me if you want, but either way, I’m going in. I won’t leave all of them alone with Allurie on a rampage like this. I can’t.”
“Leo, just wait!” Zarra chased after me and grabbed the paddle. “Give me two seconds to prepare the portal, and then you can go back through.”
“You’ll be here when I get back,” I said as I slipped out of my robe. “Then you’ll explain everything to me.”
“Is that a question, or an order?” Zarra asked.
“Dammit, Zarra!” I growled. “You lied to me this whole ti—”
“I’m sorry!” the beautiful woman said quickly, and then she started to stir the pool with the long paddle. “You’re right, and I promise I will be here when you get back, as long as you promise to sit still long enough for the doctor to look at you.”
“Fine.” I reached for the mask I normally wore in the VRIU tank, but Zarra stopped stirring long enough to catch my arm.
“You don’t need that,” she said. “You just need to go into the pool.”
“You’re gonna have a hell of a lot of explaining to do,” I growled at the beautiful woman. “Is it ready?”
Zarra gave two more strokes to the pool and then pulled out the paddle. She didn’t answer me at first and instead just stared at the pool like she could see through the portal all the way to Ohlavar, but then she took a deep breath and looked up at me.
“It’s ready,” the amethyst-eyed woman said. “Be careful, and don’t stay away too long, Leo. We need to check your vitals.”
“I’ll be fine,” I said. “We’ll talk when I get back.”
Then I walked down the steps into the pool and let the black liquid close over my head.
I almost instantly became aware of the hard cobblestones beneath my spine. The back of my head felt a little sore, but everything was just as intact here as it had been on Earth. When I heard a soft whistle-like moan close to my head, I finally forced my eyes open onto the darkness of the streets of Phycar.
The second-story window I had fallen out of was above me, and there were only a few street lamps burning to my left and right. I half-expected Allurie to be laughing at me from the window, but there was no sign of the elf girl, and there was no sign of my friends other than the quiet moan beside me.
I rolled my head to the right to see who was making the noise, and as soon as I saw Cornalic, I scrambled up into a sitting position beside the unconscious half-orc. My green-skinned friend had a small pool of blood under his head, but his chest was still rising and falling in shallow breaths. Every time he exhaled, a little groan escaped from his lips, and I wondered how many minutes I had been gone.
“Oh, Cornalic,” I whispered and then laid my hand on his shoulder.
The moment I cast Healing Touch on the muscular half-orc, Cornalic took a deep breath like I had just lifted an anvil off his chest. His yellow eyes fluttered open, and he reached up to make sure his skull was still in one piece.
Then he saw me.
“Dearest Leo!” Cornalic cried as he practically flung himself into my arms. “My dearest friend in all the world, I thought for sure-- but no matter! You are not dead, and neither am I, so there must still be some goodness in the world!”
I patted the massive half-orc on the shoulder until he finally released me. Then I glanced at the corner of my vision as the party window popped up, and I reminded myself to ask Zarra how the hell that worked later. Right now, I was just glad to see that Cornalic’s health bar had surged to about eighty percent full.
My relief was replaced by worry a second later when I realized that Bolverk, Moryana, and Lady Feeyaz all had much lower health bars. Even worse, Allurie’s name and picture were no longer part of my party window, so she must really be gone.
“Shit,” I groaned. “We’ve gotta check on the others.”
Cornalic and I helped pull each other to our feet, grabbed our weapons from where they had fallen beside us, and then staggered toward the inn’s back door. Someone ran past us as they shouted about the dead lord and lady in the castle, but we hurried inside before they could ask us if we’d heard the news.
The dead Freelans were the least of my concerns right now.
As we stumbled toward the stairs, the innkeeper blustered around the corner to see who was making such a racket. His mouth was open to scold us, but then his gaze fell on the weapons in our hands.
“Just a little practice accident out the window,” Cornalic said with a charming, fanged smile. “Not a thing to worry about! We’ll just be headed back up to our room now, and then--”
“I won’t have any trouble at my inn,” the man growled. “I heard all that noise earlier, and--”
“We’ll be out of your hair soon enough,” I snapped. “But if you don’t stand aside, you might find yourself on the losing end of another little practice accident.”
We pushed past the man before his shocked expression could recover from the threat. It probably wasn’t the smartest idea to piss off the man who knew where we were staying, but I was too worried to let Cornalic do his usual thing and smooth things over. Our friends were hurt, and Bolverk’s health bar kept ticking a little lower with every second that went by.
“I’m glad you told the man off, dear Leo,” Cornalic whispered as we took the stairs two at a time. “There is not enough time in the world to charm someone so unpleasant, certainly not when our friends might be in danger. And Allurie! Whatever are we going to do about--”
“I know,” I muttered. “Let’s just make sure no one dies first.”
We moved quickly down the hallway on the second floor and pushed our way into the room. It looked like a tornado had swept through the chamber, with furniture and weapons scattered in every direction. The floorboards had caved in beneath one corner of the bed, and the walls had several deep cracks in them.
Lady Feeyaz was still slumped over the table that had pinned her to the wall, but Moryana had crawled across the room to reach Bolverk’s body. The sword dancer huddled over him and slapped his face every few seconds like that would help him wake up, but the gnome berserker was sprawled in the same broken heap where he’d been the last time I saw him.
I wondered just how hard Allurie had thrown him against the wall.
“Leo!” Moryana gasped when we stepped into the room. “Cornalic! You are not hurt?”
“We’re fine,” I said.
“That’s impossible,” Moryana whispered. “Leo, how are you still standing? I saw you! I saw your heart in her hands, I saw--”
“I was able to heal myself in time,” I said quickly.
“But she ripped out your heart!” the sword dancer insisted. “I saw it, and I saw you fall out the window!”
“I’m fast,” I muttered as I strode across the room and knelt beside her.
“I’ve never seen someone heal from having their heart ripped out,” Moryana said. “That should be impossible.”
“Nothing is impossible for my dearest friend Leo,” Cornalic declared. “Are you really surprised that this champion among men survived something so dreadful?”
“A little,” Moryana said dryly.
“Where’s Allurie?” I demanded.
“She’s gone,” Moryana replied.
“What do you mean, gone?” My pulse throbbed in my ears.
“She ripped out your heart, laughed, and then saw that I was conscious again,” the sword dancer answered. “She kicked me so hard that I blacked out, and when I woke up, she was gone.”
“Okay.” I took a deep breath and then pulled Bolverk’s body away from the beautiful warrior. “I’ve got him now, so you can let go.”
The beautiful sword dancer released Bolverk, and I rested my hand on the little man’s shoulder to cast Healing Touch. The gnome’s body glowed with reddish-orange light as his health bar jumped up by 50%, and a line of tension instantly melted from my shoulders. Bolverk was still only at about 60% health, and I wouldn’t be able to heal him again for just over a minute, but Healing Touch was my most powerful instant heal. I could hit him with a Breath of Life in a minute, but for right now, I just felt relieved that his health wouldn’t dip any lower.
“Your mortal touch has no power over me,” Bolverk mumbled with his eyes still closed. “The gods already move among us, and it is their throne I will steal. It is their throne… I will…”
“Just take it easy for a minute, buddy,” I said when the tattooed gnome trailed off. “You’re okay now.”
I turned to Moryana and saw a deep gash along her temple. I scooted toward her so I could use the same healing ability on her, but when she leaned forward to meet me halfway, she winced and clutched her ribs.
“It seems even sword dancers can be injured,” the black-haired warrior groaned.
“It’s alright, I’ve got you,” I said, and then I laid my hand on the woman’s injured temple.
Moryana’s green eyes stayed fixed on mine when I cast Healing Touch on her. She took a deep inhale as her health bar jumped up to almost full, and I only felt a slight twinge in my chest from using the powerful heal three times in a row. When I finished, Moryana raised her hand to lay it against mine, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath before she let her hand fall back into her lap.
“Thank you, Leo,” the beautiful sword dancer whispered. “That is much better.”
“Keep an eye on Bolverk, would you?” I asked. “I’ll heal him again in a minute, but make sure he doesn’t suddenly feel better and decide to throw himself out the window looking for Allurie.”
“Of course,” Moryana replied.
“And Cornalic,” I said, “keep an eye on the hallway and make sure our innkeeper friend doesn’t come check on things or call for any guards to do the same.”
“It will be done, noble brother of my heart,” Cornalic declared. “I have vowed to watch your back, but I will also watch your front! Your sides! Beneath your feet and above your head! No one will approach you without my knowledge, and I will--”
“Uh, the hallway?” I cleared my throat to help the half-orc refocus.
Cornalic and Moryana both took their positions while I stood up and moved toward Lady Feeyaz. The dark elf’s fingers were starting to twitch against the wood like she was waking up, and her right hand stretched out to try to grasp The Darkest Death where it had fallen on the table just out of her reach.
“Lady Feeyaz, can you hear me?” I extended my hand toward hers across the heavy wooden table.
“I kept dreaming you were calling my name,” the dark elf purred but then clenched her fingers into tight fists like the words had caused her pain. “Aren’t you dead, though? Ahhhh… such sweet agony…”
“Hold still,” I ordered and then cast Healing Touch on the drow sorceress.
As soon as her body started to glow with reddish-orange light, I grabbed the staff and placed it on the ground at my feet, and then I grasped the edge of the table with both hands. It only took one quick tug to pull the thing away from the wall, so by the time it was out of her way, Lady Feeyaz was standing up straight like she had never been injured in the first place.
The dark elf smoothed her thick white hair away from her face, bent down to grab The Darkest Death, and then leaned on the staff when she stood back up.
“Well, that was all very unexpected,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“I do not think this is a game,” Moryana said with some reproach.
“I did not for a second think it was,” the drow woman snickered.
“Alright,” I cut in. “We’ve got bigger things to worry about, and we don’t have time to bicker. Cornalic, any signs of trouble?”
“We seem to be in the clear for now, dear friend,” the half-orc answered. “Shall I continue to keep watch?”
“Yeah, just to be safe,” I said. “Everybody else, search the room, grab all your things, and see if anything is missing.”
Moryana and Lady Feeyaz instantly started to search through the rubble of the room. After I hit Bolverk with a Breath of Life to make sure his health bar ticked back up to full, the gnome berserker picked himself up and started to strap his weapons back into his bandolier.
I had all my weapons and jewelry, but I had to pick through the splinters of a broken dresser drawer in order to find my pack. The moment I spotted it, my heart clenched inside my chest like Allurie had never let go of it in the first place.
My pack was open.
I immediately fished inside it and prayed I was wrong, but sure enough, the left glove and right shin guard of the Pieces of Heliotrope were gone. My Moonstone of Illusion, the Jewelry Box of Deathly Command, and the Silent Bells of the Mist were all still inside, but the two Heliotrope relics had vanished.
“Shit,” I groaned.
“Are you missing something, Leo Lennox?” Lady Feeyaz appeared at my elbow.
“Yeah, and it means we’re all in trouble,” I said. “Do you still have everything?”
“Yes, and it’s terribly sweet of you to ask.” The dark elf covered the staff in her hands with a long sheet of silken cloth and then bound it tight with cords.
“All of my things are here, too,” Moryana announced.
“And mine,” Cornalic said.
“My enemies did not rise again to take back the weapons I earned from their bloody corpses,” Bolverk said, and then he sank into a seated meditation posture in the middle of a broken ceramic basin.
“I guess this means she’s got a one-track mind,” I muttered.
When I first met the pretty elf girl, she had a one-track mind for mating, but that had slowly changed over the last few weeks so she was more able to focus on anything she wanted to. This was what made her such a quick study on the crossbow and the saber, and I had a bad feeling that her ability to throw herself fully into whatever captured her attention was about to bite us in the ass.
“So what the hell just happened?” Moryana asked.
“And are you missing something, dearest friend?” Cornalic repeated Lady Feeyaz’s question.
“Allurie took the other two Pieces of Heliotrope,” I announced.
“Forgive me for asking what may be a short-sighted question, noble Leo,” Cornalic said. “But what exactly does this mean?”
I realized my friends didn’t know anything about Zarra or the fact that the Heliotrope armor was made for a goddess, but there was no point in trying to explain any of this right now. I didn’t even have all the answers for myself yet, so I wasn’t about to launch into a half-informed explanation when I had no idea what to actually say.
Plus, the more we talked, the colder Allurie’s trail would get, and my chest ached when I thought of how much I wanted to catch up to the silver-haired elf and make everything alright.
“The choker is what made Allurie go crazy,” I finally said. “And if she took the other two pieces, I’m sure she’s wearing them, and that means she’s only gonna get worse.”
“How do you know these relics make someone crazy?” Lady Feeyaz asked. “Perhaps Allurie only got tired of never being the object of a certain handsome human’s attention.”
“I think we both know that’s not what happened here.” I glared at the dark elf. “The Pieces of Heliotrope are obviously powerful, but they weren’t made to be worn by a mortal. If she doesn’t take off the armor, then sooner or later, it’s going to completely wreck her mind and then kill her.”
“No!” Bolverk’s electric-blue eyes snapped open from where he was sitting cross-legged on the floor. “The pointy-eared girl was not given runes by the gods. Her mind is not safe from the things that creep and crawl and fly.”
“Things that--” I started.
“Leo Lennox!” Bolverk thundered.
“I’m right here,” I said but then held my finger to my lips. “Maybe keep it down a little, though.”
“We cannot let the gods break her brain!” Bolverk cried. “They cannot break her--”
“We won’t let them,” I said firmly, and then I crouched down to grab him by the shoulders. “We’ll find her, and we’ll get the armor off before it hurts her, okay?”
“Do not let them break her brain,” the gnome berserker whispered, and he sounded more panicked than I had ever heard him before.
“Won’t she take them off herself if they start to hurt her?” Moryana demanded.
“I don’t think that’s how they work,” Lady Feeyaz said. “They are powerful objects, yes? So whoever wears them will become more powerful the longer they wear the armor, until they get so drunk on this power that they never want to be without it. Not even if it hurts them.”
“I’m guessing that’s right,” I said. “And since she already took the other two relics, I’m guessing she’s on a mission to find all the other Pieces of Heliotrope before I do.”
“Lovely Allurie does like a challenging job,” Cornalic said from beside the door, and his tone was both incredibly fond and riddled with worry.
“What happens if she does find them before we do?” Moryana asked.
I almost asked her what she meant by “we” since her contract with Queen Chrysa was over now that the Freelans were dead. I decided to save that question for another time though, because at the moment, I could use all the help I could get to track down the pretty elf girl.
“I think it’s safe to say that would be… very bad,” I said with a glance at the Mindlock runes on Bolverk’s skull. “We’ve already seen how much destruction she can cause, and I think she’ll keep doing the same thing on her quest to find all the relics before us.”
“Then we should start tracking her,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“We can ask around this district and see if anyone spotted her,” Moryana said.
“I might be able to pick up the trail of the relics if she hasn’t gone too far yet,” the dark elf added.
“Where are the other Pieces, Leo Lennox?” Bolverk demanded. “We must find them before Allurie!”
“I don’t know,” I admitted as I rubbed my temples. “I was using the relics to find the location of the next closest one, but now that she took them all, I don’t have any way of tracking down any other relics close to here.”
“But Allurie will know exactly where to find the next relic,” Moryana said. “And she will become more powerful with each new relic she finds?”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “Shit, this is bad.”
“It is true that lovely Allurie is the fastest elf I have ever seen,” Cornalic said. “She is also the most focused when she puts her mind to it, and she is one of the best marksmen I have ever seen. Oh! Excuse me, one of the best markswomen.”
“Is this supposed to make us feel better?” Moryana sighed.
“Ah, but I haven’t reached the ‘but’ part yet!” Cornalic gave me a fanged grin. “Buuut, my dear friend Leo is even faster! Even more focused! Even more--”
“I don’t know if I’m faster than an Allurie who’s amped up on ancient relics of power.”
“She cannot have gone far, brother of my heart,” Cornalic declared. “We will track her down.”
“I hope you’re right,” I said. “We have a few hours before dawn, and I think our welcome is about to be over here anyway, so let’s see what we can find before it gets light out.”
“And if we do not find anything before sunrise?” Lady Feeyaz arched her white eyebrow.
“Then I’ll go back… home…” I said. “I know someone there who might have more information for me, and she can probably help us track down Allurie.”
“She?” the dark elf repeated. “You certainly do make friends everywhere you go, Leo Lennox. And where is home for you, exactly?”
I was going to have to explain a lot more than just the armor, but now still wasn’t the right time. Cornalic knew I disappeared sometimes, and I was pretty sure Moryana and Bolverk knew too, but Lady Feeyaz might have more questions than my other friends.
“Does that really matter right now? Let’s head down into the street and see if anyone has seen her. Lady Feeyaz can try to pick up the power signature of the relics at the same time. We’ll see what we can come up with, and then we can go from there.”
After we gathered the rest of our things, we spent a few minutes cleaning ourselves up as much as we could. We were all covered in dried blood, mostly from our enemies, and we had to clean up our armor, too. Moryana was the bloodiest from our fight in the castle, so she took a little extra time scrubbing her face and arms to make sure she wouldn’t terrify anyone we came across.
Once we all looked some sort of presentable, I tossed a few gold onto the bed that would more than pay for the damage to the room. The innkeeper seemed like an asshole, but he was also just trying to make a living like everybody else, and I felt bad we’d completely trashed the place. The gold was more than a fair price for what we’d done, and it eased my conscience as we crept down the stairs to sneak out the back entrance of the inn.
As soon as we entered the street again, I glanced to the right and left like Allurie would suddenly appear and tell us what a fun game we were playing, but that she was bored now and wanted to play something else. But the silver-haired elf didn’t magically pop out from any of the alleys around us, and I knew none of this had been imagined.
Allurie was in real danger, and we were the only ones who could help her.
“I doubt she went back to the castle,” I said. “If she’s following the pull of the relics, she’ll go wherever the next closest one is, and I don’t think there’s more than one of them in Phycar.”
“So you think she already left the city?” Moryana asked.
“Maybe,” I said. “She might also be hiding somewhere while she waits for a Mind mage shop to open up, and then she’ll teleport to a new city.”
“Hiding and waiting doesn’t exactly seem like the new Allurie’s style,” Lady Feeyaz snickered.
“It’s still Allurie,” I said. “She’s just… I don’t know, it’s like the armor is possessing her or something.”
“Excuse me!” Cornalic called to a man who was hurrying past us on the street with a giant pack strapped to his back.
“No time,” the man snapped. “The castle’s been attacked, and that means we’re all next!”
“Who attacked it?” Moryana asked.
“Does it fucking matter?” the man demanded. “It means there’s about to be a shift in power, and I’m leaving before it gets bad.”
“Just tell me if you’ve seen a pretty elf girl!” Cornalic called after the man started down the street again.
“No, but if you know of one you’d like to offer, I’ve got enough supplies for one more!” the man chuckled.
I almost told Lady Feeyaz to zap him with her violet lightning but forced myself to stay calm. Killing one random asshole in Phycar wouldn’t bring us any closer to finding Allurie, so I let him hurry down the road and started to look around for someone else who had been woken up by all the shouting about the dead Freelans.
“We should split up,” Moryana said. “We could find out more if we separate.”
“Normally, I’d agree with you,” I said. “But if Allurie is around here somewhere, I don’t want any of us to run into her when we’re by ourselves. Lady Feeyaz, can you feel any trace of the Pieces of Heliotrope?”
“Not yet,” the dark elf replied. “Perhaps we should move toward the city gates and see if I sense anything there.”
I nodded and led my friends toward the eastern entrance to Phycar. Cornalic and Moryana both tried to stop two more people to ask them about Allurie, but one man insisted he had to get to the market to set up bright and early, since people would be sure to panic-buy as much food as they could afford. The other man told Moryana he hadn’t seen a pretty elf, but he would settle for a pretty human.
Of course, the sword dancer immediately sliced her scimitar through his pants so they fell down around his ankles. Then Lady Feeyaz held Moryana back before she could cut off anything else, and the man clutched his shredded pants and hurried down the road as fast as his bare ass could stumble.
When we reached the eastern gate of Phycar, it was wide open, but Lady Feeyaz still couldn’t pick up any signs of the relics. We would have to decide whether or not we would leave the city or stay a little longer and look for Allurie here. If we made the wrong choice, we might lose her trail completely, and then I didn’t know what would happen to the silver-haired elf.
I also didn’t know why Zarra needed the armor so badly, but I figured it couldn’t be good. For a second, I wondered if I should have waited longer before I dove back into Ohlavar, just so I could get a little more information from my business “partner.” But if I’d waited, Bolverk probably would have died, and my other friends might not have made it, either.
Just as I was starting to feel trapped between our options, I saw the guards at the entrance gate all snap to attention and lock pikes with each other to block the road from something outside.
“Help!” a man’s voice called from outside the gate. “For the love of Light, somebody help us! There’s a crazy elf in the woods, and she just tried to kill us all!”
“Jackpot,” I muttered.








Chapter 2
I ran toward the gate with my friends right on my heels. There were a dozen soldiers at their guard posts by the entrance, but I could see a crowd of ten or more men on the other side of the gate. They all looked like they could use a decent shower, their clothes were a little worse for wear, and they each had a number of cuts and bruises like they had just come from a fight.
“An elf did this to you?” one of the guards sneered. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather change your story to something a little less embarrassing? Maybe you could say you fell down a well or got in a fight with a tree or something.”
“No, it was an elf!” the outlaw repeated. “I swear, we won’t be any trouble, we just need shelter. Please!”
“What if this has something to do with the attack on the castle?” a second guard whispered to the first soldier.
“Oh, yeah, because an elf and a bunch of outlaw ruffians seem like they could really be the masterminds behind that kind of attack,” the first guard chuckled.
“Exactly!” the second guard replied. “So then--”
“By the Mind, I was being sarcastic,” the first guard said with a roll of his eyes.
“Please, you have to at least let us into the city!” the outlaw in the lead practically begged.
“We don’t have to do anything,” the head guard answered. “We don’t like your kind in the city, so it sounds like you’re just gonna have to try your luck with this crazy elf you’re so scared of.”
“We could just wait inside the city until sunrise,” the outlaw tried. “She said if we didn’t hurry up and get lost, she would rip out our intestines and feed them to us.”
“And we know she can do it, too!” a second outlaw added. “Poor Fyrn, he didn’t think she actually would.”
“May he rest in the Light,” the lead outlaw said gravely.
“Wait, wait, wait!” the head guard gasped. “You know, I heard you say ‘she’ a second ago, but I thought I heard wrong. Are you telling me an elf girl did this to you? A girl?”
The guards all laughed like it was the funniest joke they’d ever heard, but I was tired of waiting for the soldiers to make up their minds. Maybe they would let the outlaws in, or maybe they would send them away. I didn’t care either way, but I did need to find out where these men had seen Allurie and how long ago she’d been there.
“We’ll help you,” I announced.
The guards all pivoted to face me, and they reached for their weapons before we raised our hands to show we didn’t mean any harm.
“We’re adventurers,” I said quickly.
“We just finished a dungeon run,” Moryana added as she stepped forward to my side. “We heard shouts and thought we’d come to see if anyone needed help.”
“Well, uhh…” the head guard hesitated.
I glanced at the beautiful sword dancer and wasn’t surprised that the soldier talking to her had gotten tongue-tied. Her long black hair was pulled into a high ponytail, but she twirled the end of it around her fingers now, and her green eyes looked only playful at the moment instead of deadly. Moryana could have made any man drop to his knees, with or without her curved blades.
“It won’t hurt anyone to let us help them, will it?” Moryana smiled. “Maybe you could just let them in until the sun comes up. If they give us any trouble, I’ll be sure to call for help, and you and your men wouldn’t have any trouble taking care of a few measly outlaws, hm?”
“Well, yeah, but…” The soldier in charge licked his lips. “I guess I just don’t understand why you want to help them.”
“Oh, let’s call it curiosity,” Moryana said with a wink. “I know you fine gentlemen can’t leave your posts tonight, but I’m terribly curious myself what kind of big bad elf girl might be in the woods.”
“It’s more likely these outlaws just got in a scrap with each other, and now they’re looking for someone to blame,” one of the other soldiers said.
“Still, it wouldn’t hurt to check.” Moryana shrugged. “If they’re lying, you can send them back into the woods at dawn. If they’re telling the truth, then wouldn’t you want to know about a crazy elf in your forest?”
“Alright,” the soldier sighed. “Go on in.”
The guards moved aside and let the outlaws spill into the city, and they immediately moved toward us. This was definitely a different group than the one we battled when we accidentally teleported into the Outlaws’ Forest, and I wondered how many different factions filled the woods.
“Did she have silver hair and a choker around her neck?” I asked quietly when the outlaws reached us.
“Yes!” one of the outlaws gasped. “How did you know?”
“We’ve been tracking her,” Moryana replied. “Where did you last see her?”
“And when?” Cornalic added.
“Maybe about ten minutes ago,” the head outlaw replied. “We were all asleep in our camp, and then we heard what sounded like a tree struck by lightning. By the time we grabbed our weapons and came out of our tents, she had already killed three of our men.”
“Did she say she wanted anything?” Lady Feeyaz asked from underneath her violet hood.
“She said we were in her way.” The man shivered. “We were camped on the riverbank southeast of here. It’s about half a mile from the city.”
“Hmm… close enough to attack travelers to and from the city, but far enough that you won’t draw the attention of the guards,” I muttered, and the outlaw offered a frank nod of agreement. “So, that’s it? She just said you were in her way?”
“She also said she didn’t like our faces,” another man offered. “She killed Fyrn and some of the other guys before she told us all to get lost, and we didn’t try to argue.”
“So she was headed southeast?” I asked. “Is there anything southeast of here?”
“Other than a series of caves, not really,” the head outlaw replied. “Not until you get all the way to Meskna.”
“That’s the neighboring country to Enane, right?” I whispered to Moryana.
“Yes, the country that attacked Phycar around a century ago and lost quite badly to the Freelans,” the sword dancer answered.
“Is there anything in the caves of any value?” I asked the outlaws.
“And I suggest you tell the truth,” Lady Feeyaz purred from underneath her cloak. “Unless you’d like us to rip out your intestines instead of the angry little elf girl.”
“No, no, we won’t lie!” the head outlaw insisted with a glance back at the guards. “The caves honestly aren’t worth much. They’re mostly just good hiding places whenever soldiers decide to patrol the woods. They’re cold and wet, but they have some nice connecting tunnels between different places in the forest.”
“Okay, is there a big city on the border with Meskna?” I checked, since there had to be a reason Allurie was heading southeast.
“I believe Oledd is the first city across the border,” Moryana replied. “But I know little about it.”
“My travels have also never taken me there, dear friends,” Cornalic sighed. “More’s the pity! If I could be helpful right now, I would feel like the richest man in Ohlavar! I would trade all the gold in my pack for just a tiny bit of knowledge that might help us find--”
“You don’t have any gold in your pack,” I said, since after we spent most of our money, we split the remaining coins between Moryana, Allurie, and myself for safekeeping.
Of course, now I wished we had split it four ways instead of three.
“Well, that may be true, but if I had gold in my pack, I would certainly trade it!” my green-skinned friend said.
“Oledd,” Bolverk grunted and took a menacing step forward. “Tell what you know, or I will eat your children when I take my throne, before the gods have their chance to do the same.”
If I hadn’t known Bolverk, it might have been funny to hear such a threat from this four and a half foot tall gnome with no shirt and dyed neon-blue hair. But even the outlaws must have sensed his power, because not a single one of them laughed.
“It’s a rough city,” the head outlaw said quickly. “We stay away from the border, since Meskna as a whole isn’t known for their wealth. Oledd is no exception to this, aside from a few nobles who take everything they can from the poor.”
“I guess there’s assholes everywhere,” I muttered. “So there’s nothing else of real value that you know of in Oledd?”
“There are some decent dungeons down there, if you’re looking for adventuring work.” Another outlaw shrugged. “The nobles have drained all but the hardest ones, though.”
“That seems about right,” Moryana sighed.
“I think we have enough information,” I said. “Let’s move out.”
“Are you really gonna chase down that crazy elf?” the head outlaw asked. “I wouldn’t risk it if I was you.”
“Good luck with the guards, guys,” I replied without answering.
I half-expected the soldiers to give us a hard time when we walked toward the eastern entrance of Phycar, but they seemed bored more than anything else.
“Shouldn’t you be a little more worried about the attack on the castle?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking when we walked past them.
“City taxes pay us, not the Freelans,” the head soldier snorted. “Unless the whole city council is dead, I’m gonna stay right here until someone orders me to do otherwise.”
“Fair enough,” I muttered, but we still hurried down the road before the guards could change their minds.
“I’m afraid that’s what you get when you rule by fear,” Cornalic sighed. “Even the soldiers who are supposed to work for you do not care whether you live or die, as long as their own lives are not at stake.”
“I think that’s basic human nature.” I shrugged.
“My dear Leo, not at all!” Cornalic gasped. “Look at yourself! And Moryana! You have no real reason to help each other, but you continue to throw yourselves into danger for your friends! For strangers, even! You did not have to save Queen Chrysa from the pirates, dearest Leo, and you did not have to become her champion, but look at all you accomplished! And Moryana, you did not have to risk your life to come help us against the Freelans, but here you are!”
“Careful, Cornalic,” Moryana chuckled. “You might make me blush.”
“I see water,” Bolverk spoke up. “We should follow it southeast until we reach the outlaws’ camp.”
“Maybe we can pick up some trace of her there,” Lady Feeyaz said.
I touched my broadsword for reassurance as we moved deeper into the woods toward the winding river. My eyes had already adjusted to the darkness, and my friends should be able to hear or see any danger well before it reached us.
I only hoped we would be able to pick up Allurie’s trail soon before we lost her completely.
We followed the river southeast of Phycar, and sure enough, we came upon the outlaws’ abandoned camp about half a mile outside of the city. It looked in even worse shape than our room at the inn, almost like a rabid bear had broken into the camp and then torn everything and everyone to shreds.
Dead outlaws were scattered throughout the collapsed tents, and each of their faces were a mix of surprise and horror at the fact that their chests had been ripped open. Some of their ribcages were smashed, but others just had their guts pulled out and strewn around the campground like moldy spaghetti.
I was honestly surprised any of the outlaws had escaped, but then again, it sounded like they had only escaped because Allurie let them go. Which made me wonder if the elf girl had let them go because she didn’t want to bother with killing all of them, or if the Allurie I knew was still in there somewhere. Maybe she had fought against the Heliotrope armor long enough to let the outlaws run away.
It didn’t matter right now, though. We just had to focus on picking up her trail so we could see if she went to Oledd or if she was headed somewhere else.
“If she wasn’t such a danger to herself or us, I would be impressed,” Lady Feeyaz said as she stepped over another outlaw’s body.
“Allurie was impressive even before she put on the choker,” I said.
“Yes, but now she is… well, now she reminds me a little of myself,” the drow sorceress chuckled.
“That’s touching.” Moryana rolled her eyes.
“Can you sense any kind of presence from the Pieces of Heliotrope?” I asked.
“Not yet,” the dark elf replied. “I will keep trying.”
We spent the next quarter of an hour picking through the destroyed campsite, but there was no sign of Allurie or the relics. The only clue was a few footprints in the muddy riverbank southeast of the campsite, and they looked small enough to belong to the elf girl.
“I guess Oledd is our best bet,” I sighed at the edge of the ruined camp.
“It seems that way,” Lady Feeyaz agreed. “I cannot sense the relics, so she must have quite a head-start on us, but I will tell you that I feel… I don’t know. Something strange. It reminds me of when I felt you approaching, Leo Lennox.”
“Maybe that’s the leftover trail of the relics?” I asked. “What does it feel like?”
“Like the sun is about to set in a rain of fire and blood,” the dark elf purred. “But perhaps that is too dramatic… I suppose it simply feels like something powerful is… waking up.”
“But does it feel like it’s waking up to the southeast, in the direction of Oledd?” Moryana asked with an arched eyebrow.
“It does seem stronger in that direction,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “I wish I could tell you more, but that is all I feel right now.”
“It’s better than nothing, so I’ll take it,” I said. “Let’s see how fast we can follow her.”
“There is only one slight flaw with your brilliant plan, my dear friend,” Cornalic said. “The sun will rise before we are able to reach Oledd, and Lady Feeyaz cannot be out in the daylight.”
I glanced up at the sky visible through the treetops above us and realized the massive half-orc was right. It was still dark, but I could see the silhouette of leaves against the sky better than when we first entered the forest. We might still have a decent bit of time before the literal sunrise, but it would be light before then, and Lady Feeyaz’s protection potion had already worn off.
“Shit,” I muttered.
“I could take shelter in the caves and try to catch up with you later,” Lady Feeyaz offered. “Do not let me slow you down, Leo.”
“You’re not slowing us down,” I said. “And we’re definitely not leaving you behind. You’re one of us, whether you like it or not.”
“Oh, I think I like it very much,” the dark elf said with a sly smile.
“We need to rest anyway,” I continued. “I know you all have to be exhausted, and we shouldn’t face Allurie when we’re so tired. Plus, she’s gotta rest at some point too, right?”
“Does she?” Moryana smirked. “She seemed quite awake the last time we saw her.”
“The armor might be making her crazy, but she still has to sleep,” I said.
“Sleep never comes when you look for it,” Bolverk muttered. “It must catch you unaware, like an enemy that lies in ambush.”
“Then let us hope lovely Allurie is ambushed by sleep soon,” Cornalic said.
We continued to follow the riverbank southeast, but we spread out slightly so we could find an entrance to the caves that the outlaws had told us about. It took us another hour of trekking through the forest, but eventually, Cornalic waved us over when he found a three-foot-tall entrance to a cavern.
“Allow me,” Lady Feeyaz purred, and then she disappeared through the small entrance. A few seconds later, the drow woman poked her head back through the entrance with a smile. “It almost feels like home in here.”
“For you, maybe,” Moryana muttered.
After we all joined the dark elf inside the cavern, I realized the entrance was the smallest part about this place. The rest of the cave was a good two feet taller than me, and the whole chamber was in the shape of a dome, so it felt like we were inside a giant Easter egg. There was a small tunnel at the back of the chamber, but Lady Feeyaz nodded to a smooth rock at my feet.
“We can block that tunnel, if you’d like,” the drow woman said.
“It can’t hurt,” I replied.
At first, I assumed I would need Cornalic’s help with this, but when I grabbed the edge of the rock, I remembered how strong I was in Ohlavar. I ended up picking up the whole thing, carrying it over to the tunnel, and then wedging it against the opening that led deeper underground.
“We’ll move again when the sun goes down,” I said as I brushed my hands off. “Chances are, Allurie is headed to Oledd, and I hope I’m about to get a little more information on how to track her.”
“So, you are going home now?” Cornalic surmised.
“Only until tonight,” I replied. “Keep your heads down, and try to avoid any trouble until I get back, okay? I don’t think Allurie will come back this way, but if she does, definitely don’t try to confront her without me.”
“How will you go home from here?” Lady Feeyaz rubbed her thumb along her bottom lip like she was tempting me to take a bite.
“Don’t ask me for more of an explanation than this,” I sighed. “But I’m about to teleport home.”
“Do you have an object that allows you to teleport?” The dark elf tilted her head. “Leo Lennox, I knew you were interesting, but this is--”
“It’s not an object,” I interrupted. “It’s just something I can do, like how I can identify items or read the Old Ones’ language.”
“How curious,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “Can I watch?”
“I guess so,” I groaned. “There’s nowhere else to go, so I don’t have much of a choice.”
“When it is dark, we will challenge the gods for their thrones,” Bolverk said as he plopped down on the cold cave floor. “I will find sleep before he can ambush me this time.”
“Good luck with that, buddy,” I said. “I’ll be back tonight.”
There was no way around it, so even though it felt a little strange, I laid down on the cold floor beside the gnome berserker. I felt everyone watching me, but I did my best to ignore them. Then I closed my eyes, counted to twenty, and opened my eyes in the VRIU pool.
As soon as my head emerged from the tank, I saw Zarra, Dr. Dimopoulos, Ky, and Jennifer all huddled around the pool waiting for me.
“Uh, could I get a little privacy?” I asked. “My heart didn’t get ripped out of my chest this time.”
“Of course!” Jennifer gasped. “Sorry!”
The blonde and the doctor turned around so I could slip into the robe Ky handed me, but Zarra’s gaze didn’t leave my face. After I secured the robe around my waist, Zarra grabbed my hand, marched me over to a stool, and sat me down.
“This will only take a moment, Leo,” the beautiful woman whispered. “Then, I am all yours.”
I was still furious with her for keeping so much from me, and I still felt overwhelmed by the amount of questions I had, but the moment Zarra said my name, I felt a shiver of pleasure run down my spine. Was it really because she was some kind of goddess? Or was it just because I had fallen for her so hard?
I’d fallen for a woman who had been lying to me this whole time.
I wasn’t sure how I could feel so strongly about both Zarra and Allurie, but I couldn’t compare my feelings for them to each other. It would be like trying to compare the sun and moon, when both were so beautiful but so different.
I forced myself to focus when Dr. Dimopoulos came over and started to take my blood pressure.
“I feel fine,” I said. “I don’t think any permanent damage was done.”
“Just let her make sure,” Zarra said. “I cannot afford to put you in danger if you are not completely healthy.”
“Blood pressure is fine,” the older Greek woman announced. “Pulse is slightly elevated, but… no, it’s relaxing now, too. Must be the excitement of the return trip, eh?”
I took a deep breath and tried to be patient as the doctor examined my eyes, ears, and mouth, and then I took a few more deep breaths as she listened to my lungs and my heartbeat. After she took three small vials of blood from my arm, she straightened up and turned to Zarra.
“Everything seems to be in order,” the Greek doctor said. “I will run his blood and test all his levels to make sure, but Leo seems to be perfectly healthy.”
“Thank you,” Zarra said and then squeezed the older woman’s hands.
“Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get these started in the machine and then go see my other patients,” Dr. Dimopoulos said. “I’m already behind schedule.”
“Thank you for waiting here until Leo got back,” Zarra said. “You know I couldn’t do any of this without you.”
“Keep telling me that, and maybe I won’t ask you for a raise this year,” the Greek woman chuckled. “Well, I probably still will, but maybe I’ll ask for a smaller one.”
“Ky and Jennifer, you can both go, too.” Zarra nodded to the door.
“You don’t want us to review the footage?” Jennifer asked.
“You can do it later,” Zarra replied. “I need to talk to Leo first.”
“It’s okay, we didn’t find Allurie yet anyway,” I told Jennifer and Ky. “You won’t really miss much if you skip the footage this time.”
After Ky, Jennifer, and Dr. Dimopoulous left, I got dressed in my usual Arnacript shirt and shorts, and then Zarra pulled up a stool beside me.
“You know we could sit in my living room,” I told her. “Are you sure you’re comfortable?”
“So sweet, always thinking of my comfort,” the amethyst-eyed woman sighed. “Even though I can see how mad you are at me. Here is fine. This room is soundproof, and I would prefer our conversation to remain private.”
“My room isn’t soundproof?” I asked.
“Not completely, but at least it’s not bugged,” Zarra teased.
“Comforting.” I rolled my eyes. “Now, start at the beginning. Ky said Ohlavar was in a sister dimension to Earth?”
“Yes, and I suppose we might as well start there,” the beautiful woman sighed. “There are a great number of different dimensions in the universe. Some are closer than others, and some are so far apart that it would be nearly impossible to travel from one to the other.”
“I’m guessing that’s not the case with Ohlavar.”
“Ohlavar is in the dimension right beside Earth’s dimension,” Zarra replied. “This means there’s a lot of similarities and overlap between the two places.”
“What kind of similarities?” I asked.
“Well, language, for example,” Zarra explained. “The languages evolved to be quite similar, but it’s not just that. The land masses also more or less resemble each other, and so does the environment with all its different seasons. The way we look, the way we think, even the myths are similar.”
“Okay, I’m with you so far,” I said. “I don’t really understand how one dimension could influence the other in terms of mythology and language, but if you say so.”
“That’s because there are certain times and certain places where the separation between the dimensions becomes thin,” Zarra explained. “In some of the old myths of Earth, they called this the ‘veil between worlds,’ and ancient people knew these were times to be careful, or you might accidentally slip into another dimension and then not be able to find your way back.”
“So I’m guessing sometimes people found a way to go back and forth, and that’s how some of the myths and languages evolved to be similar?” I asked. “Through some kind of shared knowledge?”
“In part, yes,” the amethyst-eyed woman answered. “But it is also simply because they are sister dimensions, so they were always going to evolve in a similar way.”
“I know people on Earth have never heard of Ohlavar,” I said. “Even though I guess if they did, they might call it by some other name.”
“It is much harder for people to slip from one dimension to another now, for whatever reason,” Zarra said. “So yes, anyone who knows about Ohlavar would not know it by that name.”
“Do people in Ohlavar know about Earth?” I asked.
“It is a similar kind of situation,” the beautiful woman replied. “Many of them know about other dimensions, and have dreamed of your world, but they do not know the name. I have seen in some of your footage that your friends have called you an Old One?”
“Yeah, but nobody seems to know much about them other than that they came from the heavens and existed before the Time of Heliotrope. Allurie also said they really liked mating, but I think she would probably say that about anybody.”
“It’s one way to explain the people who have crossed between dimensions,” Zarra said with a shrug. “Just like some of your people called the people of Ohlavar Gods, Fae, Paranormals, or Nephilim when they saw them suddenly appear here. There’s no real magic on Earth, unlike in Ohlavar, so it only took a few people passing between dimensions for the people on Earth to create myths to explain it all. Of course, the actual gods of Ohlavar also came to Earth from time to time, and that certainly helped things along.”
“Speaking of gods,” I said as I leaned forward on my stool. “Are we ever gonna circle back around to the part where you said you were a goddess? Or the part where you said the armor belongs to you?”
The beautiful woman took a deep breath, but she didn’t answer. She just furrowed her brow in thought and slipped her hair tie loose so her dark hair tumbled down like a waterfall around her face.
“What did you mean, Zarra?” I pressed. “Why did you say the fate of everything rests on you getting the armor?”
“It’ll be easier to show you rather than tell you, Leo,” the purple-eyed woman finally answered. “Come with me.”
I stood up and followed Zarra out the side door to the VRIU lab her employees had left through earlier. As soon as we set foot in the hallway, a woman with dark blonde hair rolled a cart toward us that was covered with trays of food. The woman looked familiar, but I couldn’t place her until she looked up at us with dark eyes.
“You’re from the restaurant, right?” I asked as I remembered the girl who Zarra had asked to confirm her eye color.
“What are you doing here?” Zarra demanded before the woman could reply.
“Ms. Zerne!” the dark-eyed blonde said quickly. “Dr. Dimopoulos sent me with some food for Mr. Lennox.”
“Please, just Leo is fine,” I said.
“Mr. Lennox does not need food at the moment,” Zarra said with an icy edge to her voice.
“I would have knocked earlier, but I didn’t want to interrupt!” the blonde waitress said. “I’m sorry if I’m too late, but the doctor said he would probably--”
“I’ll eat later,” I interrupted. “We’re kind of in the middle of something, but thanks for checking in.”
“Of course,” the waitress said with a little nod. “So I should just… uh, get rid of all this?”
“I don’t care what you do with it,” Zarra scoffed. “We are dealing with other shit right now.”
“You could always save it for later,” I suggested.
“Yes, of course!” the waitress said again. “Sorry, Ms. Zerne. Sorry, Mr. Lennox.”
As soon as the dark-eyed blonde rolled the cart back in the direction of the restaurant, we started down the hallway, but I glanced over at Zarra while we walked.
“You didn’t have to be rude to her,” I muttered. “You have no idea how hard it is to make ends meet, and she’s just trying to do her job.”
“I know, I’m sorry,” Zarra sighed. “I get frustrated when someone is in my way, and I am in a hurry. I forget how much small moments like that mean to humans.”
“Life is made of those small moments,” I said. “Or are you so old that you’ve forgotten?”
“Shit, Leo,” Zarra said with a smirk. “You really know where to hit a girl where it hurts, don’t you?”
“You’re a goddess, right?” I chuckled. “I imagine that means you were born more than a few years ago.”
“Fair enough,” the dark-haired woman sighed.
After we walked for a few minutes, I recognized the direction we were headed in.
“We’re going to the AI vault?” I asked.
“Well…” Zarra glanced over at me and winked. “We’re going to the vault, anyway.”
Immediately, I realized that since Ohlavar wasn’t a game, there was no AI, so something else must be inside the vault. I remembered how fiercely protective of that room Zarra had been during the break-in, and I wondered what the hell she was hiding in there that would help explain the armor, the fact that she was supposed to be a goddess, or any of the rest of it.
When we reached the main vault door, Zarra nodded to the security guards, and they stepped aside to allow us access. There was no one inside the lobby, so our footsteps seemed extra loud as we walked across the marble toward the large metal vault door at the back of the room. After Zarra punched in a code on the door, it hissed open, and we walked into the brightly-lit room on the other side.
It looked exactly how I remembered it: about forty feet by forty feet, with a glass floor that reflected a tangle of wires, metal walls, and tall server towers. We were in the observation area, but I could see the main room on the other side of another airlock door, and there were several technicians in white coats inside.
“I don’t understand what any of this has to do with--” I started.
“Just wait,” Zarra said, and then she typed in another code on the airlock door to the main vault area.
As soon as we passed through the airlock, the white-coated technicians all snapped to attention like Zarra was their general.
“Leave us for a few moments,” Zarra commanded. “I will let you know when you can return.”
“Yes, Ms. Zerne,” they replied in unison, right before they filed out the door like good little soldiers.
Zarra waited until the airlock door closed behind them before she led me forward to one of the server towers. It was the biggest tower in the room at a good seven feet wide and deep, and it was probably ten feet tall. When we reached it, Zarra took a deep breath and then carefully placed her handprint on a small square panel on the side of the tower.
Immediately, the server tower hissed, and the entire side facing us retreated into the floor to reveal a small room inside the tower. There was a bed inside it surrounded by plants and flowers, but I barely even noticed the greenery.
I couldn’t take my eyes off the woman asleep on the bed.
She looked exactly like Zarra.








Chapter 3
I looked back and forth between the Zarra beside me and the sleeping Zarra, but no matter how many times I looked, they were both still there, and they both still looked just alike. The sleeping woman had the same mocha skin tone and the same dark waterfall of hair, only it was curly while Zarra’s was straight. The covers were pulled up to her waist, and she wasn’t hooked up to any kind of medical devices.
“This is my twin sister,” Zarra whispered. “We are the last living deities of Ohlavar.”
“Damn.” I glanced over, but Zarra’s lips were pursed tight as she kept her gaze fixed on the sleeping woman. It looked as if she was struggling to avoid a painful emotion, and I lowered my voice respectfully. “Can she hear us?”
“No,” Zarra replied. “Or if she does, it doesn’t matter. She hasn’t woken up in… well, a very long time.”
I sank down into one of the two chairs beside the sleeping woman.
“I know it’s a lot, Leo,” Zarra continued. “You… Uhh… seem to be taking this well.”
“I’m probably still in shock. What happened to the other gods?” I rubbed my temples before I gave up and leaned back in the chair. “You said survivors, so does that mean everyone else is dead?”
“All the other gods were killed,” the beautiful woman replied.
“Let me take a wild guess,” I groaned. “Whoever killed them is why you need the armor.”
“You’re good at this,” Zarra chuckled.
“I’ve played a few video games in my time.” I shrugged. “Ohlavar might not be a game, but it sure as hell fits the script.”
“Another reason Ohlavar Quest is so convincing.” Zarra winked but then lost her smile. “But yes, you’re right about the armor.”
“So who’s more powerful than the gods?” I asked. “Aren’t you all supposed to be almighty and unstoppable, all that good stuff?”
“Not really,” the purple-eyed woman sighed. “We’re much more like the gods of the old myths of Earth. We are flawed and human-like in many ways, but we happen to be extraordinarily powerful, and we each have some areas where we are more powerful than others.”
Zarra sat in the chair beside me, and I let the jasmine perfume that trailed her calm my nerves a bit.
“You said earlier that sometimes the old gods of Ohlavar came to Earth,” I recalled and sent her a questioning glance.
“Where do you think Earth’s best myths came from?” the woman laughed. “We inspired many of the oldest mythologies, like the Mesopotamian, the Egyptian, and, oh! Some of my favorites were the Hindu myths.”
“Okay, so you’re gods, and you’re super powerful but not perfect. The same question still applies. Who was more powerful than you?”
“Demons,” Zarra said like it was the most matter-of-fact statement in the world. “Technically, demon dragons. If I draw upon lore and mythos you would understand.”
“Demon dragons.” I nodded slowly. “That sounds… bad.”
“They are demons who most often take the shape of dragons,” Zarra explained. “They can take other forms too, but they prefer the shape of dragons.”
“Okay.” I took a deep breath as my mind continued to spin. “Tell me what happened.”
“No one knows which dimension the dragons came from,” Zarra said. “But when they showed up in Ohlavar, the gods quickly realized that they feed on excess magic the way ghouls and zombies feed on human flesh.”
“And since the gods would have the most magic, I’m guessing that’s why you didn’t get along,” I said.
“Yes, this is what started the war,” Zarra replied. “They wanted to consume our magic. The war was terrible, long, and as brutal as you can probably imagine, but it ended with the death of all the gods except for my sister and me.”
“You said she hasn’t woken up in a long time.” I glanced again at Zarra’s sleeping twin. “Is she in a coma or something?”
“Something like that,” the amethyst-eyed woman confirmed. “She was badly wounded, very close to death, but I was able to save her and get us to Earth, so the dragons couldn’t kill us, too. But her injuries were… extensive.”
“She doesn’t look too bad,” I said in what I hoped was a reassuring tone, and Zarra sent me a small but grateful smile.
“That’s because most of the damage is in her blood,” Zarra said. “Injuries work differently for the gods, but the long and short of it is that her blood is cursed now, and the only way to keep her alive is to keep her asleep.”
“Forever?” I raised my eyebrows.
“Not forever,” Zarra said quickly. “Just until I defeat the demon dragons. I need the blood of a dragon to cure her, and then she will finally wake up again. Look, I know you feel like I’ve lied to you, and I have, and I’ll get to the nuances of my decisions soon, but I’ve done all of this for my sister and to save the people from my world. Please… I know I’ve asked you for a lot, but can you understand this? You would do anything to help your parents, just as I’m doing for my sister.”
“I… I am listening to you, aren’t I,” I sighed and then met her purple eyes. “Keep talking. I’m not going anywhere.”
“Thank you, Leo,” the dark-haired woman replied softly. “It has been lonely, to say the least. When I told you that I never had anyone in my corner before, I wasn’t lying. Other than my sister, anyway, but it’s been a long time since I really… felt like she was here with me.”
“I can understand that,” I muttered as I recalled the way it felt to visit my parents before they joined me here at Arnacript. “What happened when you got to Earth?”
“We landed in Palestine just as they developed chariots and iron weapons,” Zarra said. “It was cute, really, to see how proud of themselves they were and how quickly their civilization advanced after that. It didn’t take long before the Greeks rose to power, and then it was just a series of one war after another. But I was used to it by then.”
“You’re talking about thousands of years ago.” I stared at her. “Like… before Jesus?”
“Yes.” Zarra’s purple gaze didn’t waver from my own. “I told you I’m a goddess, didn’t I?”
“Yeah, but I didn’t think…” I trailed off and had to push my feet into the floor to ground my thoughts before they completely scattered. “Shit, is that why you said you were Palestinian? Because the first place you teleported to with your sister was Palestine?”
“Yes.” Zarra’s laugh sounded like wind chimes that wanted to sweep me away. “I am not technically Palestinian since I’m not from Earth, but I lived with those people for so long that I felt a real connection with them. So, now I tell people I am Palestinian.”
“What about your parents?” I asked. “I met them.”
“Hired actors.” Zarra offered me an apologetic smile.
“And the VR training tech you sold to the Israeli army?” I demanded.
“That was true,” the purple-eyed woman whispered, and she looked away from me for the first time. “I really did need funding, and they were the most logical buyers.”
“What about the connection you felt with the Palestinian people?” I repeated her own words back to her and saw her flinch.
“I made a decision, and now I have to live with the guilt of that decision,” Zarra whispered. “I’ve made a lot of questionable choices, Leo, but that one… it’s one of the choices that haunts me the most.”
“I’m sorry, Zarra…” I ran my hand through my hair. “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
“It’s fine,” she said and shook her head before she looked up at me again. “I hate it, but I would do it again if it meant I could get closer to killing the demon dragons and saving my sister. That is what matters most now.”
“I suppose I can understand that,” I allowed. “So… were you and your sister the most powerful goddesses of Ohlavar?”
“Oh, thank you for thinking that,” Zarra laughed suddenly and then covered her mouth. “That’s the best joke I’ve heard in a while.”
“Is that so crazy to think?” I asked. “How else were you both able to escape when none of the other gods did?”
“We were the least powerful, to be honest,” Zarra admitted with a long sigh. “But that’s why we were able to escape. I suppose it’s time to tell you what we are the goddesses of, so you’ll have a better idea what I mean.”
My heart started to hammer inside my chest, and I thought for a second it might have something to do with whatever powers Zarra was on the verge of telling me about. Then I realized it was only because the beautiful woman had leaned forward, so the scent of jasmine swirled around both of us like a mist to keep out the rest of the world.
“I’m listening,” I said finally.
“We were the twin goddesses of mischief,” Zarra said with a sly smile. “The trickster goddesses of chaos and illusion, a little like the Norse stories of Loki. We were able to use illusion and chaos to survive and escape.”
“Oh, fuck,” I whispered, as I started to understand the implications of her powers.
“A lot of things make more sense now, don’t they?” Zarra smirked.
“What kind of illusions?” I asked quietly.
“I imagine you have a guess, but just to make sure you’re convinced, let me show you.” The beautiful woman closed her eyes for half a second, and when she opened them again, they looked like blazing amethyst gems.
I saw movement from the corner of my eye and glanced toward the sleeping woman, but Zarra had somehow moved to the other side of her bed. When I looked back at the chair where she’d been, she was still there, too.
Suddenly, Zarra was a triplet.
Then the seated Zarra rippled, and six more Zarras filled the inside of the server tower.
“You can make mirror images of yourself,” I whispered.
“Not just mirror images,” one of the other Zarras replied. “If you touched me, you would find that I am not an illusion.”
“None of us are,” another Zarra said. “We are all flesh and blood.”
“Do you want a test?” The real Zarra smirked. “We could all go back to my room, and then you could feel just how real all of my duplicates are.”
“Maybe later,” I laughed, but I still reached out to touch one of the other Zarras.
She felt as real as Zarra did, and when she leaned forward to cup my cheek, I inhaled the sweet jasmine scent of her long hair, and I couldn’t find a single difference between her and Zarra.
“We feel the same because we are the same,” Zarra explained. “They aren’t fakes or mirrors. They’re me, just… duplicated.”
“Can they be hurt?” I asked.
“You can ask us directly, you know,” one of the other Zarras said.
“Can you be hurt?” I asked again. “Or can you be killed?”
“We can disappear if we take a critical hit,” one of the duplicates answered.
“But the only way they die is if I’m killed,” Zarra explained. “If the original dies, then so does everyone else.”
“I guess that helps explain why you were able to get away from the demon dragons,” I said. “If you created enough duplicates of yourself, they wouldn’t know which one they had to kill in order to really kill you.”
“Exactly,” Zarra agreed, and then her mocha skin shimmered to reabsorb all the duplicates that had filled the room.
“This also explains why Chip keeps thinking there’s some kind of instant rail system underground,” I said. “He’s convinced he’s seen you move from place to place faster than it’s possible to walk. Even I’ve called your office and talked to you, when I saw you in a totally different wing seconds earlier.”
“Hmm, an instant rail system would be helpful for the employees,” Zarra chuckled. “I’ll have to remember that and thank Chip for the idea. But yes, this is why it’s possible for me to be in more than one place at the same time.”
“So, you make duplicates of yourself.” I took a deep breath. “I’m guessing you also have powers of manipulation, to help with whatever chaos you like to create?”
“I prefer to think of them as powers of persuasion,” Zarra said with another sly smile. “But yes, that’s the idea.”
“Did you ever use them on me?” I demanded.
“Well…” The dark-haired woman bit her lip. “I might have used just an ever so slight amount on you when I was trying to convince you to come work for me.”
“To work with you,” I corrected.
“Of course,” Zarra said quickly. “You were very hesitant at first, and I really needed you. I still need you, Leo.”
“Okay,” I sighed.
“I can also trigger or borrow other people’s powers,” Zarra continued. “Including yours, in case you were wondering. Spirit of Stone, for example. Or Minor Heal.”
“Shit!” I said. “So you did use Spirit of Stone the day of the break-in!”
“It sounds like you already knew.” The beautiful woman arched her eyebrow.
“I watched the security footage slowed down with the UV waves,” I told her at last. “I saw myself use Guardian of Fortune on you, and then I saw you use Spirit of Stone on both of us.”
“I’d ask where you got access to the footage, but I think I have a good idea,” Zarra snickered.
“He’s just looking out for me,” I said.
“Which means he’s doing his job,” the amethyst-eyed woman replied. “Don’t worry, he’s certainly not in any kind of trouble. He’s just quicker than I expected for a human.”
“Yeah, but he’s not just a human,” I chuckled. “He’s an ex-SEAL, so I’d never assume you have the drop on him.”
“Fair enough,” Zarra said with a shrug.
“You said you used Minor Heal, too,” I reminded her. “When was that?”
“When you barged into my office and cut your face with a razor blade.” Zarra frowned. “I almost thought my ruse was up that day before I blocked your own healing ability.”
“Wait, you can block abilities, not just borrow them or trigger them?” I asked.
“It all falls under the same category.” The dark-haired woman shrugged. “So, yes. If I let you heal yourself in front of me, I would have no choice but to answer your questions, so I had to block your magic.”
“Then why was my face healed by the time I got to Ohlavar?” I suddenly felt the strong urge to move around, so I stood up and pushed my chair back.
“Because I used Minor Heal on you when I bandaged your face,” Zarra answered. “I used the same thing on your carpet-burned knees after we finished our, ah, exertions on the floor of my office that day.”
“I did notice they suddenly seemed to be fine,” I said.
“You can’t see the effects of your spells here like you can in Ohlavar,” Zarra continued. “But they’re still there, see?”
The dark-haired woman pulled a small throwing knife from somewhere and hurled it straight at my stomach. I jerked up my hands to block it, but the knife bounced off an invisible shield around my body and clattered to the floor instead.
“Spirit of Stone again,” Zarra said with a playful smile. “I can borrow anyone’s powers and use them as if they were my own.”
“I already believed you.” I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t need another demonstration.”
“I just wanted to be thorough,” the amethyst-eyed woman laughed, and then she stood up to retrieve her knife before she straightened in front of me.
“And does your sister have the same powers?” I asked. “Making duplicates of herself, triggering or blocking other people’s abilities, manipulation, persuasion, all of that?”
“She has different powers,” Zarra said. “She can make illusions that look real, and she has the ability to read others’ thoughts, but her greatest strength was always teleportation.”
“Do you mean she can teleport anywhere?” I glanced at the sleeping woman and how peaceful she looked, and I wondered if she felt any pain from her cursed injury.
“Yes,” Zarra said. “She can open up a portal to another place or another dimension. When we lost the war with the dragons and had to flee, she was so injured that she couldn’t make a portal herself. So, I triggered her powers for her and brought us to Earth.”
“Holy shit,” I whispered as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. “She’s the AI. Well, obviously not an actual AI, but she’s how you send me to and from Ohlavar.”
“She is,” Zarra confirmed. “I engineered the VRIU tank that Ky maintains for you, and it does make the portal easier to open and close, but the power behind the teleportation is always my sister. I use her powers every time I send someone through or bring them back, and I monitor your vitals the same way. That’s how I know when it’s time for you to come back, and that’s how I knew something was wrong when Allurie ripped your heart out.”
“You could feel it?” I asked.
“I didn’t know exactly what happened…” Her tone softened as her gaze became a little distant, like she was remembering that stressful moment. “I felt your vitals go off the charts, and I could sense how close you were to death. I was able to pull you back through the portal in time, but… only barely.”
“You were the one who healed me,” I said, and it wasn’t a question.
“Technically, you healed yourself.” Zarra reached up to stroke my cheek. “But yes, I did trigger your healing abilities. First, I triggered Minor Heal, then Mark of Healing Drip. Then I borrowed Healing Touch to use on you myself, and then I triggered Breath of Life to finish you off. Still, it was a close call. Too close.”
“Thanks for saving my life,” I said with a smile. “I thought for sure I was done for.”
“Not while I have anything to say about it,” the dark-haired woman replied, and her amethyst eyes flashed in a way that proved how much she meant this.
I found myself gazing into Zarra’s eyes for several silent moments until her hand finally dropped from my face. I could have sworn she was wrapped up in the same feeling I was, because her cheeks flushed a little and she looked away toward her sister instead.
“What’s your sister’s name?” I asked gently.
“Zahira,” Zarra whispered. “It means brilliant or shining one.”
“Zarra and Zahira,” I repeated. “Twin goddesses of chaos, and somehow I find myself in a room with both of them.”
“When you say chaos, you make it sound so bad,” Zarra chuckled. “We don’t mind being bad, of course. But I do usually prefer the terms ‘mischief’ or ‘tricks’ instead of chaos. Mischief just sounds like good fun, don’t you think?”
“According to you,” I laughed. “But if you two were the least powerful of the gods, then why was the Heliotrope armor made for you?”
“Ah…” Zarra hesitated, and I felt her mood instantly shift. “If we’re being completely honest, the armor wasn’t made for me. It will simply conform to fit me, since my sister and I are the only ones left.”
“Who was it made for?” I asked.
“Does it matter?” Zarra gave a harsh laugh. “Another goddess who is dead now, so ownership of the armor has passed to me. It’s the only way the dragon demons will be defeated.”
“Then why can’t you just get the armor for yourself?” I sank back down into my chair. “Wouldn’t that be a lot easier than sending me through and not really telling me what’s going on?”
“The dragons would immediately sense my return,” Zarra whispered as she laid one hand on her sister’s shoulder. “They feed on excess magic, remember? And a god is the most magical thing of all, so they would sense me on Ohlavar and come down to attack me faster than I could gather all the Pieces of Heliotrope.”
“Come down?” I repeated. “From where, the mountains or something?”
“They live on Ohlavar’s moon now,” she said. “Some of them also live deep underground too, far below the deepest dungeons. But most of them live on the moon. They sleep there whenever they are not active, but they are close enough to my world that they can sense any great changes in the amount of magic in Ohlavar.”
“And when they sense a big increase in magical power, they come down and destroy everything?” I asked.
“Yes, they consume all the magic, destroy everything, and then retreat back to the moon to sleep until the next time.” Zarra turned back toward me and resumed her seat in the chair across from mine.
“Wait, does that mean… has this happened more than once?” I asked. “You make it sound like it’s a cycle.”
“That’s what the Time of Heliotrope is,” the dark-haired woman said. “It is a term for every time the magic in Ohlavar increases too much, and the dragons come down to destroy everything. The last time it happened was five hundred years ago, when the mages of my world really grew in power and started to cast an insane amount of magic that woke up the dragons. Then they came down, devoured the mages, destroyed everything, and went back to sleep.”
“That’s why you said Ohlavar Quest was programmed to start five hundred years ago,” I realized. “That’s why no one there remembers anything before that time.”
“Right again.” Zarra smiled but then grew serious again. “There’s so much natural magic in Ohlavar, this cycle just keeps repeating itself. There have already been four ‘Times of Heliotrope’ when the amount of magic exploded and triggered the dragons to come down, and there will be more and more until I can stop the dragons and end the cycle.”
“That’s a lot of pressure,” I said. “I guess that’s why you don’t want to just go through and risk finding the armor yourself. If you don’t end up killed by the dragons, you’ll accidentally trigger another Time of Heliotrope, and then you’ll have to start from scratch again.”
“It has been challenging, to say the least.” Zarra offered me a grim smirk. “But now I have an advantage I’ve never had before. I have you, Leo.”
“So your entire plan was for me to gather all the relics, and then you would come through, put the armor on, wake up the dragons, and go into battle against them?” I asked.
“Yes,” Zarra said with unusual seriousness, and then she leaned forward to grasp my hands. “And with you by my side, I thought I might actually stand a chance.”
“But why would you go back at all?” I squeezed her hands a little tighter. “You have power and money now, so why would you try to go back to Ohlavar on what might end up being a suicide mission?”
“There’s Zahira, first of all,” Zarra said and glanced at her sleeping twin. “I’ll never get her back if I don’t defeat the dragons and use their blood to cure her.”
“Okay, I get that,” I said. “What’s second of all?”
“Second of all…” Zarra trailed off and dropped my hands before she finally forced herself to look up at me again. “My entire existence as a goddess was to fuck with people, Leo. Don’t get me wrong, it was great fun, but even before the war, it started to feel… empty. I want to help people now, not hurt them. I want to help my people, the people of Ohlavar. They haven’t had anyone to help them in a very long time, you know?”
“So you’re a selfless goddess of mischief?” I smiled. “That sounds more like the Zarra I know.”
“I know I lied to you a lot, Leo.” The beautiful woman reached forward to rest her hand on my knee. “But I wasn’t lying when I said I only wanted to protect you.”
“From what, exactly?” I asked and laid my hand on top of hers. “If you want to be honest with me, you have to be honest about everything.”
“I know, and I will be,” Zarra sighed. “You have to understand that I’ve been trying to send people through the portal to get the relics since… well, since Zahira and I first came to Earth. I’m talking about thousands of years, Leo. Through hundreds of different VRIU versions to make the transition easier for those great warriors.”
“But… no one’s been able to do it?” I raised my eyebrow. “What makes you think I can—”
“I’ll get to you in a minute,” Zarra teased. “The point is, no matter who I sent through, or how I tried to explain it, it always fucked people up. Teleporting to another dimension is hard on the body and the mind, especially when you don’t really understand what you’re doing.”
“So you didn’t tell everyone that they were teleporting to another world where there used to be gods but now there are demon dragons who live on the moon?” I snickered.
“I did,” Zarra said. “That was the problem. It broke their minds. It fucked them up. Some of them lasted for a few months, but most of the time the power began to change them. They… well… they either went insane, or they… killed themselves.”
“Fuck me,” I whispered.
“I had to change the story,” she continued.
“What did you tell them instead?” I asked.
“The one that seemed to work the best was when I told them I was a time traveler, and I needed their help to save the world. I got half a year before they started to figure out I wasn’t telling the truth, and then they started to…” Her voice trailed off.
“I don’t feel like I’m going insane yet,” I said with a grin. “I feel vindicated that you aren’t gaslighting me anymore.”
“I tried everything, Leo,” Zarra said. “I even tried to send all sorts of different people through, to see if that made a difference in how they fared.”
“And it obviously didn’t work.” I pulled my hand away from hers and leaned back in my chair.
“No,” Zarra sighed. “I tried to send warriors, clerics, scholars, farmers, and eventually even Navy SEALs through, but it never made a difference. I tried different training programs, and I even tried no training programs at all, but nothing changed. It always ended the same way. They all lost their minds, and the only difference was how fast or slow they lost them.”
“Then what made me different?” I asked.
“The 80s.” The dark-haired woman grinned. “Oh, Leo. I loved the 80s. When humans invented video games, I knew I had finally found something that could work. I wondered if I could make people believe I was sending them into a game. Would it keep them from going insane? Could they find the relics without causing themselves any harm?”
“That’s when you started to develop Ohlavar Quest,” I guessed.
“Yes, even though it still took a long time for everything to come together,” Zarra answered. “Plus, I had to wait for humans to develop a similar kind of VR technology that would make Ohlavar Quest seem relatively possible.”
“So everything you said about helping people with Alzheimer’s…” I tried to keep my voice steady as I thought of my parents. “Was that all a lie?”
“No!” Zarra leaned forward and grabbed my hand. “Not at all, Leo! I really do want to help people with Alzheimer’s, and my patients and their families can tell you that I already have.”
“By sending them to another dimension where they might be in danger,” I challenged. “Those are my parents, Zarra. You can’t fuck with their lives like they’re toys or pawns in your grand scheme.”
“Listen to me,” Zarra growled. “I know what it’s like to have the most important person in your life suddenly not really be there, even though they’re still alive. I know what it’s like to see your loved ones trapped inside their own bodies like a prison. I have watched Zahira remain trapped inside herself for thousands of years. So don’t tell me I am fucking with people’s lives. I am trying to help them, just like I am trying to help my sister!”
Zarra’s voice shook with more emotion than I’d ever heard from her as her hand clenched hard on mine, and when she suddenly went silent again, I could feel a tremor in her grip.
“Okay, I’m sorry,” I said as I squeezed her hand, and her shoulders visibly relaxed as she took a deep breath. “I believe you.”
“I really did know a woman with Alzheimer’s who was very important to me,” Zarra whispered after a moment. “It was a long time ago, when I still lived in Palestine, but she became like a grandmother to me. It wasn’t really a lie when I told you my grandmother had Alzheimer’s. Of course, that was long before scientists and doctors had any idea what Alzheimer’s was. Eventually, the world started to understand it and gave it a name, but it was around long before then.”
“I really am sorry about your grandmother,” I said quietly. “I guess I just don’t understand how it’s safe to send people like my parents through, when so many other people you sent through ended up dead or crazy.”
“Their brains are different,” Zarra explained. “And I’m not completely sure why yet, but something about the way the disease changes their brains makes it easier for them to accept Ohlavar. It really does rewire their brains. It makes new neural pathways that connect parts of their brains that were disconnected by the disease, and it actually gives them the chance to recover. I only wish I had known about this in time to save my grandmother. In time to save a lot of people, actually.”
“But isn’t it still dangerous?” I asked. “You barely pulled me back in time before I died, so what if--”
“Your quest is completely different,” Zarra interrupted. “Yours is much more dangerous. I send our patients, and that includes your parents, to a very stable part of Ohlavar. The dungeons are very easy, the people are generally quite friendly, and there is very little danger. Plus, they only go for a controlled amount of time, and I am able to monitor their vitals through the portal very closely.”
“I can’t argue that my parents seem like totally different people than how they were a few years ago,” I said. “It feels like I finally have them back, so I guess if this is what it takes…”
“See?” Zarra smiled. “Didn’t I tell you I wanted to help people now?”
“I’m not gonna hand out any humanitarian awards just yet.” I smirked. “But back to the specifics. You came up with the idea for Ohlavar Quest, and you figured out it could help people with Alzheimer’s, so you would be able to market it as a game and as a medical treatment. I get all that. But why were you so determined to get me on board? Couldn’t any gamer have done the job?”
“You’re kidding, right?” Zarra frowned. “Leo, you’ve been the World Champion for the past ten years. You are the best, and that’s why I wanted you. Although, if I’m being completely honest…”
“That’s the idea,” I said when she trailed off. “What else?”
“I wanted you because you were the best,” Zarra continued. “The best video game player, the best martial artist, everything. You trained like a champion, so you were the champion. But when you told me that day in the restaurant that my eyes were purple… oh, Leo. I knew for sure you were my champion then.”
“Why?” I asked. “And why does everyone else see them as hazel?”
“Because it means you can see magic,” Zarra whispered. “Every now and then, people on Earth are born with this ability. Usually, they’re born when the two dimensions are so close together that the power leaks through a little.”
“Is that why my eyes turn purple sometimes?” I asked. “Because I’m seeing my own magic?”
“Yes,” Zarra replied. “I also think this is why you have already done more and gone farther than anyone else ever has before. I wanted to tell you the truth so badly, Leo, but… I was just so worried that it would hurt you. When I’ve told people before, they sometimes seem fine at first and tell me they understand, but then they ultimately can’t handle it, and then they lose their minds. I couldn’t let that happen to you.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Because you…” Zarra took a deep breath. “You mean too much to me. I never thought it was possible to feel this way about someone, but you-- well, you continue to surprise me. I may have kept a lot of truthful things from you, Leo, but I never lied about how much you matter to me. I… I truly do love you.”
“I love you, too, Zarra,” I sighed, and I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. “But I think you already know that.”
“I might have guessed it,” the beautiful woman said after she let out a long exhale.
“Okay, then,” I chuckled. “So, I get why you lied to me, but let’s get back to this magic armor. You need it to fight the demon dragons, otherwise you’ll never save your sister and Ohlavar will always be at risk of another attack.”
“Right,” Zarra confirmed. “But now we’ve run into a slight complication with Allurie.”
“What’s going to happen to her?” I asked, and I couldn’t help the tension that instantly seeped back into my voice. “All you said is that it will fuck her up and break her mind.”
“She’ll feel compelled to gather the rest of the Pieces of Heliotrope,” Zarra said carefully. “They call to each other because they want to be reunited, so she’ll feel the strong urge to find them all. The more pieces she puts on, the more control the armor will have over her mind until it starts to shatter. At the same time, she will also become more powerful with each new relic, and she will also be that much harder to defeat.”
“She already has three pieces,” I said. “She took the other two from my pack.”
“Then she is already in more danger than I realized,” Zarra admitted. “Actually, all of us are.”
“You mean, because she’ll be so powerful?” I asked.
“Partly,” Zarra replied. “But I’m not the only thing that can wake up the demon dragons. So can the armor. And as more and more pieces are gathered into one spot, it will be more and more likely that the dragons will sense the armor’s magic, wake up, and consume Allurie and then all of Ohlavar.”
“And now Allurie is missing,” I groaned. “Shit.”








Chapter 4
I stood up again and stepped out of the server tower so I could pace back and forth outside it. This was all sorts of bad, but I was surprised by how remarkably calm I felt about everything. Well, I didn’t feel calm about what might happen to Allurie, but I had handled the news that Ohlavar was real and Zarra was a goddess pretty well.
It helped that I’d already guessed the truth about Ohlavar.
Even though I would never have guessed that Zarra was a goddess, it really just filled in a lot of blanks for me. All the questions that had been bothering me suddenly made sense, and I now knew I wasn’t fucking crazy.
Sure, this situation was dangerous and crazy and might not end well, but out of everyone she could have chosen to help her stop the demon dragons from destroying her world, Zarra had picked me.
And damn if that didn’t make all my years of training really feel like they were worth something.
“Leo?” Zarra whispered, and her arm slipped through mine. “Are you okay?”
“My mind’s not falling apart yet, don’t worry,” I chuckled. “I’m just worried about Allurie. We think she might have gone to Oledd to find another relic there, but we can’t say for sure.”
“Has Lady Feeyaz picked up any traces of the armor?” Zarra leaned her head on my shoulder.
“Not really,” I said. “She felt something, but she wasn’t really sure what it was. It didn’t feel like the normal energy she picks up on from powerful objects.”
“I can help with this,” Zarra said as she squeezed her fingers around my right bicep. “It will be hard to track her, but there is a way.”
“I’m listening,” I said.
Another hand slipped around my left bicep, and I jumped before I looked over and saw it was one of Zarra’s duplicates.
“I can’t help myself,” the duplicate said with a little laugh. “Now that you know, I don’t have to keep myself so restrained.”
“Let’s just focus on how we can track Allurie for now,” I told the duplicate and then glared at Zarra.
“My mistake,” the amethyst-eyed woman chuckled, and then the duplicate on my left arm vanished. “So, the way to track Allurie is through the energy residue that the Pieces of Heliotrope leave behind. It goes cold after a while, like most trails, but Lady Feeyaz especially should be able to sense it.”
“You’re gonna have to give me a little more,” I told Zarra. “What does this energy trail look like or feel like?”
“It’s a smell,” Zarra explained. “Sometimes, there’s a feeling too, but Lady Feeyaz will probably be the only one who can sense that.”
“Okay, a smell and a feeling,” I repeated. “Those don’t sound like they’re gonna be vague at all. What will the trail smell like?”
“Have you ever smelled lily-of-the-valley?” Zarra asked. “It’s a small, delicate plant with little bell-shaped flowers.”
“Not that I know of,” I said. “Can you compare its scent to something I would know?”
“I can do better than that,” the amethyst-eyed woman chuckled. “How’s this?”
Zarra pulled her arm away from mine, flicked her fingers, and then held out a plant stem the length of my hand. It was covered with small white flowers in the shape of bells, and I raised the blooms to take a deep inhale. The flowers smelled soft and sweet, and they reminded me of a fainter version of Zarra’s jasmine perfume.
“So this smell will follow Allurie wherever she goes?” I handed the stem of flowers back to the beautiful woman.
“For me?” Zarra smirked. “How did you know this is one of my favorite flowers?”
“Just a hunch,” I laughed, and then I watched a little in awe as Zarra flicked her fingers again and created a whole bouquet of lily-of-the-valley in her hands.
“But yes, this smell will follow Allurie wherever she goes in the armor,” Zarra answered my question.
She let the flowers fall to the ground, and they all vanished just before they hit the floor. They had felt and smelled just like real flowers, and I started to wonder about the full extent of Zarra’s powers.
I was only seeing the beginning.
“You are powerful,” I said. “The flowers smelled a little like you. They smelled… real.”
“They smell like the old magic of Ohlavar.” Zarra shrugged and then glanced over her shoulder to where her sister lay. “That’s not my power, though. I just borrowed it from her.”
“Borrowing others’ magic seems like the biggest trump card,” I said with a smile.
“Funny you say that,” she chuckled. “I just used to use it to prank the other gods and goddesses. Ahhh, Leo, they hated my sister and I. We were always fucking with them. It wasn’t until the dragons came that I even thought about using my abilities in a useful way. By then it was too late. I’ve had many years to think about this, but it is incredibly ironic that I’m the only one left. Well, my sister and I…”
“I’m sure they are… I mean… they’d probably be happy with what you are trying to do now if they could see you?” I whispered after the beautiful woman had stared at the wall for a bit.
“It doesn’t matter.” Her mouth hardened. “I’m not the same childish fool I was then. I don’t need their blessings. I know what I have to do, and I’ve spent the last few thousand years working toward it. Leo, no elf maid is going to stop me from saving the world or my sister.”
“Okay, so we can try to sniff out this scent and use it to know whether Allurie has passed a certain way recently. But how long will we have before the trail goes cold? How long does this scent last?”
“A few hours, at the most,” Zarra replied. “Also, you should know that it’s very faint, so it’s easy to lose when surrounded by other smells.”
“Great,” I groaned. “So I’m supposed to follow the smell of a flower through the woods, even though the forest is filled with other flowers, and then I’m supposed to still be able to sniff it out when we enter Oledd and whatever smells we find there?”
“Hopefully,” the amethyst-eyed goddess answered. “Although between you and me, the smells of Oledd will probably outweigh anything else you might sense. It is an… unpleasant place.”
“Rough and smelly,” I chuckled. “Sounds like a great city.”
“It used to be,” Zarra said. “But that was a very long time ago, and based on the reports I’ve received… watch your backs while you’re there, that’s all.”
“We usually do.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “At least lily-of-the-valley gives us something to start with, but what about this feeling that the armor is supposed to give off?”
“Like I said, Lady Feeyaz will probably be the only one who can sense it,” Zarra answered. “She is a drow and a high-level sorceress, so she is much more sensitive to these kinds of things. But she should be able to sense something, and maybe you will, too. You’ve certainly surprised me before, Leo. In the best possible ways, of course.”
“I hope so.” I took a deep breath. “The trail might already be cold when I go back, since we’ve had to rest during the day for Lady Feeyaz.”
“Then you should keep heading in the direction of Oledd, and I’m sure you will pick up her trail,” Zarra said. “The sensation that you and Lady Feeyaz should be looking for is a little hard to describe. You know the feeling when you think you’re alone in a dark room, but suddenly you start to feel like there’s someone else there in the dark with you, just watching you?”
“You mean like when the hairs at the back of your neck stand up?” I asked.
“Something like that,” Zarra replied. “It’s not necessarily a scary feeling, though. It’s more like… curiosity, maybe. Like you and the other person in the darkness have both suddenly realized you’re not alone, and you wonder if it’s the beginning or ending of everything.”
“Lady Feeyaz said she had a feeling like something powerful was waking up somewhere,” I said. “Could that be from the armor?”
“Oh, yes,” Zarra answered. “That’s exactly it. A mixture of dread, curiosity, power, something along those lines.”
“You couldn’t make the trail a little easier to follow?” I smirked. “You realize that’s all really vague.”
“I know.” Zarra glanced back toward her sleeping sister’s chamber. “I know this is nearly impossible. It’s not fair to you, Leo, not when I can’t be there to help you and--”
“Nothing in life is fair,” I said gently as I reached out and grasped her hand. “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t still try.”
“Soooo…” she took a deep breath and looked into my eyes. “Am I forgiven?”
“There was nothing to forgive,” I whispered.
“I lied to you,” she sighed and glanced back at her sister.
“You explained why,” I said. “Look, I… I don’t feel angry. How could I? If that was my sister— hell, my mom and dad— and I knew that anyone helping me might go fucking crazy if I told them the truth because I’d seen it happen? I’d do what you did. We are good, Zarra. I love you, and I can’t wait to watch you hug your sister when she wakes up.”
“You… you…” She looked away from me. “I think you might be better than I deserve, Leo Lennox. You are a wonderful man. Thank you.”
“We’ll find Allurie, and we’ll find the armor,” I said as I rested my hand on her shoulder. “We’ll save Allurie, Ohlavar, and Zahira.
“Thank you, Leo,” Zarra whispered. “I couldn’t do any of this without you.”
“Right back at you,” I chuckled, and then I turned the beautiful woman around to face me.
When Zarra finally looked back up at me, her purple eyes were shining with tears, and I couldn’t believe I’d ever doubted this woman. I wouldn’t sugarcoat it to myself that it would be hard to follow Allurie’s trail, but I would have done it for Zarra even if there had been no clues about where the pretty elf girl had gone.
But we could try to follow the faint scent of perfumed flowers, just like we could try to follow the strange feeling of dread and power that Lady Feeyaz had already sensed in the woods. It might be more difficult than a trail of footprints or broken branches, but it wasn’t impossible, especially not for the world champion.
Only now I wasn’t just the champion of Earth.
I was the champion of Ohlavar, too.
I was Zarra’s champion, and I wouldn’t let her down.
“Come here,” I said and then pulled the beautiful woman into a tight embrace.
Zarra buried her face in my chest and melted into me. It seemed impossible that this soft woman in my arms was a goddess older than millennia, but I had seen for myself how powerful she was. I didn’t know what it meant that I loved her, and I definitely didn’t understand how I could love her and Allurie at the same time. I just knew that I did, and that I would do everything in my power to help save Allurie from the armor and to help Zarra free her world from the demon dragons.
“I need to get back to my friends and tell them all this,” I finally said and then kissed the top of her hair. “Well, not all of this, but at least the part about how we can track Allurie.”
“Of course.” Zarra leaned back in my arms and looked up at me. “I hope I have at least shown you why I couldn’t tell you the full truth, so you don’t think I--”
“I understand.” I cupped her cheek. “I wouldn’t have believed you at first, anyway.”
“Let me just close up Zahira’s room,” the beautiful woman said. “Then I’ll take you back to the VRIU lab.”
I followed Zarra back to the server tower but stayed just outside it while she said goodbye to her sister. She leaned over and kissed Zahira on the forehead, smoothed out a few of her sister’s wilder curls, and then adjusted the covers. Zarra squeezed her sister’s hand and whispered something I couldn’t quite hear, and then she stepped out of the tower and closed it back up again.
As soon as the door slid back into place to hide Zahira, Zarra led the way to the airlock door. She gave a few instructions to the white-coated workers who had waited outside for us, and after they all slipped back through the airlock, we hurried across the marble vault floor and left the whole chamber behind.
At first, we were silent on our way back to the VRIU lab. I was sure I had more questions to ask her, but right now, I was too busy trying to process everything Zarra had already told me. More questions would have to wait until later, especially since I wanted to get back to my friends as soon as possible. We needed to leave the cave the moment it started to get dark, and hopefully we would still be able to pick up Allurie’s trail.
I glanced at Zarra a few times while we walked, but her face was unreadable. One minute, she looked completely relieved, and the next minute, her expression was a cross between worry and confusion. I wondered if she could make a duplicate of herself for every single emotion she experienced, and then I started to think about just how many Zarras that would be.
When we were almost back to my suite, we passed two security guards who saluted Zarra like she was their general before she waved them on their way. It reminded me of something Chip told me about a while back: there was no real office camaraderie at Arnacript and that it felt a little like a cult. He had also told me more recently that he couldn’t find records in the real world for a number of Arnacript employees, and I knew I couldn’t go back to Ohlavar without asking one more question.
“What about Ky and Jennifer?” I asked. “What about everybody else on the Arnacript staff? Do they know about… well, about you? Or do they know they’re really sending people through a portal, not into a VR game?”
“It’s complicated,” Zarra replied.
“I know there’s no records on Earth for some of your employees,” I said. “So what’s that about? Are they even from here at all, or… well, are any of them from Ohlavar?”
“Keep your voice down,” Zarra hissed, even though there was no one else in the hallway with us. “All my employees here are from Earth. All the engineers are really engineers, all the doctors are real doctors, and all the investors are genuine investors.”
“Then why--”
“Most of them think Ohlavar is a game,” Zarra cut me off. “None of the investors know anything, of course, or they would have tried to shut me down. A few doctors and engineers know the truth about the portal, but they mostly work in the AI room to help keep an eye on Zahira.”
“But what about the lack of records?” I asked. “Chip couldn’t find any traces of a lot of your employees when he went digging around.”
“I should have known Chip had something to do with this,” Zarra chuckled. “He’s right, though. I’ve wiped most of their records from Earth, and trust me, it’s been for a good reason.”
“And what exactly would that reason be?” I demanded.
“I’ll tell you later, I promise,” Zarra said and then glanced over at me with a sly smile. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough information for one day?”
“I’m just glad to hear they’re not illusions or figments of my imagination,” I chuckled. “So they’re real people, but you’ve just eliminated all records of them from Earth?”
“Most records,” Zarra corrected me. “It’s for their own protection, believe me.”
“What about Jennifer and Ky?” I asked just as we reached the door to the lab. “Do they know the truth?”
“Jennifer, Ky, and Dr. Dimopoulous all know the truth,” Zarra replied. “They work with you directly, so I needed them to know everything. It was the only way they could really keep a close eye on you and make sure nothing went wrong.”
“I guess that makes sense.” I waited for Zarra to punch in the access code before I opened the lab door for her.
When we stepped inside, Jennifer and Ky were both there. They immediately jumped to their feet, and Ky moved to grab the paddle and start stirring the liquid.
“Hiya, Champ,” the VRIU tech said with a nervous smile.
“You don’t have to be nervous around me,” I sighed. “I get why you both lied. You were just doing your jobs. It’s cool. We are all on the same page now.”
“Thank god,” Jennifer sighed with relief. “It was really hard, but we didn’t want to put you in danger, and Ms. Zerne said--”
“So hold on,” I said. “If I’m going through a portal, then why do you two need to be here at all? Why does Ky have to stir the liquid when it’s not actually a VRIU tank?”
“The tank is a machine that helps maintain the portal,” Ky answered. “Teleportation is a tricky business, especially between dimensions and with the nanomachines, but—”
“Nanomachines?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Uhhh…” Ky glanced at Zarra.
“The Champ and I haven’t talked through all the specifics of the tech yet,” Zarra said. “But Ky does need to do what he’s doing.
“Okay,” I said as I gave Ky a wide smile. “You’re not stirring things around just for show?”
“All part of the process, Champ,” Ky said with another nervous smile.
“Okay,” I sighed. “But Jennifer, if you really can’t see me in Ohlavar at all, then are you just playing solitaire on the computer whenever you’re in here?”
Jennifer glanced at Zarra, and the amethyst-eyed woman gave a slight nod, like she was granting the blonde woman permission to speak.
“We can watch you in Ohlavar, but only after the fact,” Jennifer explained. “We can never watch you live because we… well, we have to download the footage before we can watch you.”
“Download the footage?” I asked. “What the hell does that mean?”
Jennifer grimaced as she looked at Zarra.
“We put… a few nano computers in you,” Zarra sighed.
“You did what?” I growled.
“It only records while you are in Ohlavar,” Zarra said. “It’s Jennifer’s technology, actually. Perfectly harmless. It allows us to see everything that happens in Ohlavar after the fact, and it gives you the UI. Her idea was that if you missed anything that might help us get the Pieces of Heliotrope faster, we would be able to guide you toward them.”
“Not that you’ve missed anything!” Jennifer said quickly. “We just wanted everything to be as smooth as possible, and--”
“How many of them are in me?” I interrupted. “Can you get them out?”
“Of course!” Jennifer said. “It would be a very minor procedure. It could be done in less than half an hour.”
“I don’t want to waste time with that right now, but when I have a minute to spare, you’re gonna need to do that procedure,” I grunted.
“It will be useful to keep them in,” Zarra said. “I’m sorry we lied to you about that, Leo, but the UI and recordings are the best way for us to help you. Part of the process of going into the tank and coming back out is to download the footage from your chip, and that’s why Jennifer is always here. She has to download the footage, but she also has to watch it, and sometimes your sessions go on longer than eight hours, you know.”
“Ky helps me on the longest sessions,” Jennifer said. “But I really am sorry we had to lie to you.”
Maybe I should have been angrier than I was, but I kept remembering Zahira’s face inside the server tower, and I realized I couldn’t really blame Zarra for everything she had done. I would have done almost anything to help my parents, and they had been sick for less than a decade. Zahira had been injured and comatose for thousands of years, so I could only imagine the kind of desperation that Zarra had felt before she found me.
“It’s fine,” I said. “Or it will be fine, anyway. Just make sure you get this shit out of me once this is all over.”
“We will,” Zarra promised.
“Then let me get back in there.” I took a deep breath. “I’ve got a lot of work to do. But uh… do you think you could not record me this time? Since I know the truth now and everything?”
“Don’t record him this time,” Zarra told Jennifer. “We’ve invaded his privacy long enough.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Jennifer said.
“I’ll be back when I can,” I said. “Hopefully we’ll pick up some trace of Allurie, and I won’t be back for a while. I guess you’ll be able to sense something if things go wrong, though?”
“I will,” Zarra answered. “I’ll pull you back if I have to, but try not to get your heart ripped out a second time.”
The beautiful woman said it with a teasing smile, and I wanted to tell her that if my heart was in danger from anybody, it was her. But as crazy as it seemed, I really did trust Zarra. Her morality might be a little gray in some areas, but that was only because she had been around for so long and because she was so desperate to save her sister and her entire damn world from the demons who had taken it over.
“Wish me luck,” I said when Ky stopped stirring the black liquid. “And Zarra-- don’t go anywhere, okay?”
“I promise I’ll be here when you come back,” the amethyst-eyed woman said. “I know you’ll have more questions, and I want to hear everything that happens while you’re tracking down Allurie.”
I moved behind the privacy glass, stripped off my clothes, moved to the edge of the pool, and then glanced back at Zarra.
“Be careful,” the beautiful woman whispered.
“I’ll do my best,” I said, and then I stepped down into the pool.
As soon as the black liquid closed over my head, I felt myself spinning for half a second, and then I opened my eyes in the cave inside the Outlaws’ Forest. I blinked to adjust my eyes to the dimness, and by the time I rolled into a sitting position on the cold stone, I saw my friends all huddled on the other side of the cave.
“Leo!” Cornalic was the first one to spot me, and he immediately jumped to his feet to come over to me. “It feels like a hundred years have passed in your absence, dearest friend!”
“I kinda feel the same way,” I chuckled as the massive half-orc embraced me. “Have you had any problems while I was gone?”
“Other than wondering how exactly you disappeared in the first place?” Lady Feeyaz purred as she swayed over to join us. “Or why we went to a teleportation mage when you have this extraordinary ability yourself? Or how--”
“I meant have you had any problems with Allurie?” I interrupted.
“We haven’t left the cave, since that is what you told us to do,” Moryana said as she came to stand beside Lady Feeyaz.
“You say that like you’re suddenly a good girl who always does what she says she will,” the drow sorceress snickered.
“I could be good, if Leo wanted me to be.” Moryana gave me a smirk. “But maybe Leo would prefer it if I was bad?”
“It is always more fun to be bad,” Lady Feeyaz agreed.
“So you haven’t had any trouble with Allurie?” I asked.
“No one has bothered us, my noble friend,” Cornalic said. “We’ve slept and planned and ground our teeth with impatience for the sun to set, but we have been undisturbed since you left.”
“The ground is disturbed,” Bolverk muttered from where he was still seated on the other side of the cavern. “It grumbles beneath us, and I do not blame it.”
“Does somebody want to translate?” I asked.
“There was a small earthquake about half an hour ago,” Moryana said. “Nothing major, just a slight rumble, but it upset our berserker friend.”
“The path to Ascension cannot be found if the ground splits open,” Bolverk said. “The lava will run its course over the surface and drown us all in fire, and then even the steps to the Throne of Ascension will be lost. I will never have my harem of half-orc women, and I will never be able to give you all your own harems, too.”
“Yeah, okay,” I sighed. “Let’s try to stay focused. How long until it’s dark enough for you to leave the cave, Lady Feeyaz?”
“If we can wait another hour, my amulet will protect me from the rest of the fading daylight until it grows completely dark,” the drow woman replied.
“Good, then that gives us some time to plan,” I said.
“Were you able to find out anything back home that might help us find Allurie?” Moryana asked.
“I think so,” I replied. “I talked to a, uh, friend of mine.”
“She sounds pretty,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“How do you know it was a ‘she?’” I frowned.
“Your face looked like you had just come from the heat of battle,” Bolverk said. “Only a woman or a fight can do that to a man, and there are no bloodstains on your clothes.”
“Okay, well… that’s not the point,” I said quickly before they asked any more questions about Zarra. “My friend said the armor is even more dangerous than we realized. I told you before that it’s not meant for mortals, but that’s because it was made for a goddess.”
“Oh, that is very old magic,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “How does your ‘friend’ know of such things?”
“Wellll,” I sighed. “Long story short, Allurie will feel compelled to find all the pieces, and the more pieces of armor she puts on, the crazier and more powerful she’ll get.”
“Until what?” Moryana asked.
“I assume until she has all the relics,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“We can’t let it get that far,” I said. “The armor will kill her if she wears it for too long, but that’s not all.”
“That sounds bad enough already, my friend,” Cornalic said as he scratched his head. “Don’t tell me the rest of your news is worse than this.”
“I’m afraid it is,” I replied. “The armor was designed to fight against demons, and if too many of the pieces end up in the same place, it’ll wake up the demons, and then all of Ohlavar will be royally fucked.”
I explained as much as I could to my friends about the armor and the demon dragons, but I left out the part about how I knew the goddess who was supposed to wear the armor to face Ohlavar’s oldest and deadliest enemies. I just said we had to stop Allurie before she woke up the demons and triggered another Time of Heliotrope, and then we would figure out what to do from there.
My friends accepted this information pretty well, but since they thought I was an Old One, I wasn’t really surprised. They already thought I had access to more lore and knowledge than they did, so it didn’t seem to throw them off that I knew someone who had told me all about the Pieces of Heliotrope.
By the time I finished telling them about how we were supposed to track Allurie, the sun had gone down enough for us to leave the cave. We gathered up our supplies, strapped on our armor and weapons, and crawled through the entrance back into Outlaws’ Forest.
“So, does anyone feel a great prickle of dread at the back of your necks?” Cornalic whispered in the gray twilight of the woods. “Are your hairs all standing on end, or do you feel like someone is watching you from the darkness?”
“No, but I might start to feel that way if you keep talking about it,” Moryana muttered.
“I don’t like perfume,” Bolverk growled. “I prefer my women to smell like the blood of the enemies they have slain. They should also have large breasts. And large muscles. And be orcs.”
“We’re not trying to smell actual perfume,” I clarified. “The floral scent is just something the armor leaves behind.”
“Armor should smell like the fields of death,” the gnome berserker continued. “It should smell like scorched soil and the screams of evil men as they die. It should smell like honor and--”
“I do not disagree with you, dear Bolverk,” Cornalic interrupted. “But in this case, I think we are supposed to be tracking the smell of the oldest magic, not the smell of the armor.”
“Either way, I don’t smell or sense anything,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“If we keep following the river, I’m sure we will find something,” Moryana offered. “We found her footprints before sunrise this morning, and even if we lose her physical trail, we should be able to pick it up again when we get close to Oledd.”
“Then let’s follow the river toward Oledd,” I told my friends. “Spread out and shout when you find something.”
It took close to an hour before we picked up Allurie’s trail again, but after we followed her footprints in the mud for another hour, we lost them again. There was still no feeling of dread in my gut or any smell of lily-of-the-valley yet, but we kept moving toward Oledd, anyway. Finally, about half an hour after it became fully dark, the gates of the city appeared in front of us.
They looked like they had seen better days.
Both gates were as high as the walls of the city, but they were lopsided like they had been halfway torn off their hinges. The wood looked like it had been peeling for about two hundred years, so the doors were made of little more than splinters now, and the metal was so rusted that it looked like it might turn to powder if I touched it.
“The outlaws weren’t kidding when they said this city was a dump,” I muttered as we started toward the destroyed gates.
“I don’t think this is actually how Oledd usually looks,” Moryana whispered. “Look at the left side of the gate.”
I followed the sword dancer’s gaze, but I didn’t see what she meant at first. I had already noticed the guards clustered around the gate, but when I looked again, I realized what Moryana saw.
The guards were joined by a small group of workmen who all stood clustered around the gate on the left. Their tools littered the ground around them as they pointed to different parts of the door, and I understood they were trying to figure out the best way to repair it.
This damage must have just happened.
I moved forward and studied the gate on the left a little more closely. I saw the definite imprint of a projectile that had shattered the wood by the top set of hinges, and I wondered how someone had thrown a projectile up high enough and with enough force to do such damage.
“Who the fuck are you lot?” one of the guards suddenly demanded.
“Bounty hunters,” I said quickly. “Have you seen a silver-haired elf pass this way?”
“Who the fuck do you think did this?” the guard grunted. “If she’s wanted dead or alive, I recommend you try to take her dead. She’s a bad sort, that one.”
“What happened?” Cornalic asked.
“She came up to the gates and asked who had the most valuable items in the city because she’d like to have them,” the guard answered. “Naturally, I told her she could get fucked, and she didn’t take too kindly to that. She started screaming about not wanting to fuck any of us, that only one man in the world could have her, or some shit like that. Then she grabbed my mate and threw him into the door hard enough to-- well, you can see the damage for yourselves.”
“Did he--” I couldn’t bring myself to ask the question.
“One of my men is a healer and was able to save him in time,” the guard replied. “But after she tore the gate off its hinges, she just disappeared inside the city. I sent some men after her, but they said they lost her trail when she headed toward the nobles’ district. Of course, it’s more likely they just didn’t want to deal with the nobles, but gods help those rich bastards if she got a hold of any of them.”
“Thanks for the tip,” I said. “But you just stopped tracking her after that? You have no idea where she went?”
“My guess is she stole some shit like she planned, killed anybody who got in her way, and then blew town.” The guard shrugged. “Don’t know any more than that, and I don’t really care, either. Just glad she’s not here anymore.”
“I understand perfectly,” Lady Feeyaz said. “Thank you for your help, and we’ll be sure to give her your regards when we catch up with her.”
The dark elf slipped her arm through mine and pulled me forward. I wanted to stay and ask the guard more questions about what direction Allurie might have gone, but I figured Lady Feeyaz knew what she was doing, so I went along with her.
As soon as we were out of earshot of the guards, Lady Feeyaz tightened her grip on my arm a little more and pressed her cleavage against my bicep.
“I’ve picked up the trail,” the dark elf whispered. “I feel the same sense of power that I did earlier, only it feels a little stronger now.”
“We can’t be too far from her, then,” I said. “Lead the way, Lady Feeyaz. We’ll follow you.”
“Even if you lead us through the gates of hell, I will follow you if you take us to the elf girl,” Bolverk muttered.
“You must really like the blue hair dye Allurie did for you,” Moryana chuckled.
“Or perhaps he really hates it and wants to find her so she can change it,” Lady Feeyaz said with a smirk. “I’ve never heard you be so sentimental, Bolverk.”
“Sentiment is for when we remember our fallen comrades,” the tattooed gnome growled, but when I saw him tighten his fists at his sides, I knew he was more worried about the beautiful elf than he wanted to admit.
We followed Lady Feeyaz’s lead through Oledd for a little over an hour. The path took us along more scenes of destruction in the run-down city, but it was hard to tell what might have been done by Allurie and what was just part of the poverty-stricken town. None of the buildings had intact roofs, and half of them had crumbling walls or broken windows.
It was the middle of the night, so most people were home instead of in the streets, but every now and then, we passed by a group of thugs. They studied us as we passed them, but we must have looked like more trouble than we were worth, so they left us alone, and Lady Feeyaz only had to use her purple lightning as a warning one time.
After we had walked through the city for an hour, I started to feel a slight prickle along the back of my neck, and Cornalic started to smell a faintly floral perfume. We followed the feeling and the scent, and it led us through the streets for another half an hour before we reached the southern gates of the city. These gates weren’t torn up like the others, but the guards told us they had seen a flash of silver and purple earlier that night, but it had moved too quickly for them to get a clear picture of it.
“That doesn’t sound good,” I muttered. “What’s the next closest city south of here?”
“Eh, there’s not really a city,” one of the guards replied. “There’s a little village about five miles from here, but nothing else for at least twenty miles. Other than the dungeons, of course.”
“The dungeons?” I repeated.
“Aye, the farmlands are littered with them between here and the village,” the guard answered. “Most of them aren’t worth the time it would take to explore them, though. All but the most impossible dungeons have been picked over to death.”
“Thank you for your help, friend,” I said. “Be safe on the watch tonight.”
The guard grunted and waved us on our way, and I wondered if Oledd had been so worn down with crime that the guards didn’t give a shit who came and went from their city, as long as they didn’t literally threaten their lives.
We hurried into the open countryside south of Oledd, and after another half an hour, all of us started to smell the same sweet perfume Cornalic had first sensed. The strange feeling of power and dread became stronger for both me and Lady Feeyaz, and my feet even stopped moving once when it felt like I had run into a wall. I forced them to move again after a few seconds though, and I knew this meant we had to be close to Allurie.
Finally, sometime around midnight, the overwhelming feeling and scent swelled to a crescendo right outside an old graveyard. There was a huge mausoleum close to the entrance with its doors wide open, and I’d have bet anything it was the entrance to a dungeon.
When we tried to move past the graveyard and found that the scent of lily-of-the-valley became fainter, I backtracked and had us crouch down behind one of the pillars at the cemetery entrance.
“She has to be here,” I said.
“You think she took on a dungeon by herself?” Moryana asked.
“You saw what she was capable of,” I replied. “Don’t you think she could handle it?”
“Yes, but--”
“Shhh!” Lady Feeyaz hissed.
I followed the drow woman’s gaze and saw a flash of movement by the mausoleum doors. I kept my body crouched behind the pillar but leaned forward a little more so I could see better, and sure enough, the silver-haired elf girl was skipping out of the massive tomb as she whistled an upbeat little tune.
“Should we call out to her or surprise her?” Moryana whispered.
“Definitely surprise her,” I said. “If we--”
But I stopped myself before I could finish. Right as I was about to launch into my plan of attack, the moon came out from behind the clouds and reflected off the purplish-silver armor that Allurie wore. But it wasn’t just the Heliotrope choker, the right shin guard, and the left glove that glittered in the moonlight.
The silver-haired elf also wore a glove on her right hand and a new belt around her waist, and there was no way to mistake the silvery-purple armor for anything else.
Allurie had already found two more Pieces of Heliotrope.








Chapter 5
“Uhhh, dearest Leo?” Cornalic whispered. “Do we have a backup plan in case she already found more of these powerful relics? Because as far as I can tell, she--”
“The plan is to get her before she disappears on us,” I growled. “Now!”
The silver-haired elf girl was already moving away, and I didn’t want to find out if her new relics made her faster as well as stronger. Her back was turned to us, and I thought we stood a chance since Moryana, Cornalic, and Lady Feeyaz could all move silently.
The moment we set foot in the cemetery, I realized how wrong I was.
“Nooo!” Allurie shouted and whirled back in our direction. “You can’t have them, Leo! These are my toys, not yours!”
“Shit!” I shouted. “Go!”
Bolverk was the first one to charge into the cemetery, but Lady Feeyaz immediately fired a blast of violet lightning after him as backup. The lightning reached Allurie at the same time the gnome berserker did, and for a second, I thought she might be too surprised by our appearance to react in time.
“Armor!” Allurie cried, and the air around her immediately shimmered with the magical shield from the Bracelet of Medium Armor that I’d given her.
When Bolverk swung his Club of Never-ending Pain at the elf girl, the blow glanced off the shimmering shield around her body. It looked like it sent a jolt up the tattooed gnome’s arm, but he just swung his club toward her again. The same thing happened, so he grabbed one of his hand axes and started to attack Allurie with both weapons, but by then, the rest of us had caught up to him, drawn our weapons, and formed a circle around the silver-haired elf.
“Back up, Bolverk!” I ordered. “The shield will last for three minutes! Lady Feeyaz, you’re on!”
The drow woman had kept her distance from the rest of us so she could continue to shoot her violet lightning, and she stood a few feet behind me now. Only magical attacks would be able to penetrate the protection of Allurie’s bracelet, so the rest of us just stayed in a circle around the elf girl to keep her from escaping.
Lady Feeyaz hurled one blast of purple fire after another at Allurie, but the silver-haired elf danced around every one of them like a dancer. It almost seemed like she could anticipate the exact angle of each streak of lightning before Lady Feeyaz even fired it, and she ducked or spun away from each one just in time.
“Heehee!” Allurie giggled after she avoided another blast of lightning. “Too slow, evil drow! Do you want to play again?”
“Can’t we do anything?” Moryana panted as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other to try to keep Allurie fenced in.
“Not until her shield is down,” I said and then adjusted my grip on my broadsword. “Lady Feeyaz is the only one with magical offensive abilities, and that’s the only thing that might break through the shield.”
“I’m not having much luck,” the drow sorceress said, and then she sent another blast of lightning toward the elf girl.
“You can’t catch me, I’m pretty little Allurie!” the silver-haired elf rhymed in a singsong voice, and then she twisted her body to the side to avoid the purple fire.
“This is bullshit,” Lady Feeyaz growled. “Let me try a different tactic.”
The dark elf held up her hands, but no lightning came out this time, and I realized she must be trying to use one of her illusion abilities on the other elf. Allurie’s Saber of the Ancient Tortoise gave her some resistance to illusion and charm abilities, but I hoped the drow woman would have better luck with her illusions than she had with her lightning.
Lady Feeyaz continued to spin some illusions that we couldn’t see, and I guessed we had about two minutes left before the magical shield faded around Allurie. But the moment the blasts of lightning stopped, Allurie drew her two sabers and started trying to break out of our circle.
I suddenly wished we hadn’t equipped Allurie with such good weapons and armor.
The silver-haired elf wielded the Saber of the Dawning Sky with her left hand and the Saber of the Ancient Tortoise in her right hand. Both sabers spun around so fast they looked like nunchucks in an old kung-fu movie.
Allurie used her right-hand saber to attack Cornalic and Moryana, and she launched her other saber against Bolverk and me. She seemed like two separate people as she attacked the four of us all at once, and all of the illusions that Lady Feeyaz spun against her seemed to do fuck-all.
“Leeee-ooo!” Allurie sang in an unsettling, cheery tone. “I took your heart once already. Do you want to give it to me agaaaaaiiiiiin?”
“Allurie, listen to me!” I shifted my broadsword to block another blow from her saber, and then I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself to avoid her second saber swing.
“No!” The strange purple light in Allurie’s eyes flashed with fury. “I’m tired of listening! It’s always ‘Allurie, do this! Allurie, do that!’ But now, you listen to me!”
“We are listening!” Moryana’s curved scimitar rang out against one of Allurie’s sabers.
“Let us help you!” I said as my broadsword blocked the elf girl’s other saber.
As soon as both her sabers were occupied against Moryana and my blades, Cornalic plunged one of his daggers toward Allurie’s exposed back, and Bolverk jumped high in the air to try to bring his club down on her skull. I knew the only way to save her was to injure her badly enough that we could take off the Pieces of Heliotrope, but it still twisted my stomach when I only cast Guardian of Fortune on Cornalic and Bolverk instead of on Allurie, too.
The beautiful elf girl must have sensed Cornalic and Bolverk half a second before their attacks met their target. She instantly flipped both sabers around so they were reversed in her grip, and then she shoved them backward. At the same time, Allurie arched her spine into a deep backbend that made Cornalic’s dagger miss and made Bolverk overshoot his target and tumble down in front of her.
If I hadn’t cast Guardian of Fortune on Cornalic, both of Allurie’s sabers would have gone straight into his ribs. He twisted away as the protective teal glow faded from around him, but Bolverk wasn’t so lucky. The tattooed gnome tried to roll to his feet in front of Allurie, but the elf girl instantly spun her sabers back around and brought them up toward his back.
I hit Bolverk with another Guardian of Fortune, but the spell only blocked one of the sabers. The other one slipped in between his ribs, and I swore I heard one of his lungs pop like a balloon inside his chest. His body went slack, but Allurie punted him like a football before he could even hit the ground.
“Cornalic, a little help!” I cast Minor Heal on the berserker as his limp body plummeted back to the ground, and orange light immediately surrounded the gnome.
“I will get him!” Cornalic cried out.
The half-orc moved as fast as smoke through the dark cemetery, and he stretched out his massive arms to catch Bolverk just before the gnome berserker slammed into one of the gravestones. The gnome’s body was still limp even after my use of Minor Heal, so I hit him with a Breath of Life, too. When his health bar on my party window started to tick back up above fifty percent, a wave of relief flooded my body.
The feeling of relief disappeared as soon as I realized only Moryana and I were left to keep Allurie from escaping, at least until Bolverk recovered enough to rejoin the fight with Cornalic.
“Do you think you could work a little faster, Lady Feeyaz?” Moryana gasped as she smacked away one of the silver-haired elf’s brutal strikes.
“My work is harder than swinging a sword,” Lady Feeyaz said in such a dark tone that I glanced back to check on the drow woman.
The sight of the dark elf almost took my breath away. She had thrown back her violet hood, and her long locks of white hair seemed to float around her face in a gust of wind that only touched her. Her pale green eyes seemed almost as white as her hair, and her skin looked like it was made from the night sky itself. She held her right hand out toward Allurie, but her left hand gripped The Darkest Death like she was getting ready to whip it out of its silken cover and use it against the elf girl.
But it wasn’t just the beautiful drow woman who made me pause for much longer than I should have. It was the way the sky looked behind her. The night had been only partly cloudy a few minutes ago, but now the entire sky behind Lady Feeyaz was filled with huge dark thunderclouds. They were moving toward us so fast that I could already see the rain falling in sheets, and it looked like the rain and lightning would reach us any second.
“It’s only an illusion, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Shouldn’t it only affect Allurie?” I demanded as the thunderclouds blew toward us even faster.
“Perhaps not when it is this powerful,” the dark elf muttered.
Then the storm rolled right on top of us. I expected rain to instantly soak me to the bone, but when I looked up at the impossibly dark clouds, I realized the sheets of rain I saw earlier weren’t actually water at all.
They looked like fucking pterodactyls.
Huge, winged creatures with claws and beaks as long as my broadsword all swooped down toward us, and I forced my feet to stay planted. The creatures screamed as they dive-bombed us, and I swore I could feel their breath on my face as their claws barely missed my cheek.
It was the most realistic illusion I’d ever seen, and if it didn’t make Allurie panic, I knew nothing else would.
“Leo!” Moryana cried. “Her shield is down!”
I twisted back to face Allurie and found her fully engaged in a fight with Moryana. The leather-skirted warrior was doubly armed with her scimitar and one of her curved daggers, and the two women swayed and lunged back and forth with each other in a graceful, deadly dance.
I cast Healing Vengeance on Moryana and watched her health bar tick up by one percent at the same time Allurie’s health bar dropped with each new attack she made against the sword dancer. Then I used the same ability on myself and barreled into the fight against the pretty elf girl.
Just before my broadsword carved a path into Allurie’s hip, the silver-haired elf dropped into a deep crouch to avoid my swing. She instantly launched into a spinning kick that sent Moryana staggering away, and then Allurie jumped back to her feet to face me.
She finally seemed to see the screaming pterodactyls that surrounded us now thanks to Lady Feeyaz’s illusion, but the sheer panic on her face lasted less than a second.
“Ha! Try again, you dumb evil witch!” Allurie laughed as she swung her right-hand saber through the closest pterodactyl.
The blade passed through the illusion like it wasn’t even there.
Lady Feeyaz snarled behind me, but there was no time to think about how quickly Allurie had seen through the most impressive illusion I’d ever experienced. I didn’t know if it was because of her saber’s resistance to illusion abilities or if it had something to do with the five Pieces of Heliotrope she wore, but it didn’t matter now.
We would have to find some other way to stop her.
Moryana had recovered from her stumble, and we both had a few seconds left of Healing Vengeance. The sword dancer launched an attack against Allurie’s back at the same time I attacked her from the front, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Cornalic and Bolverk running in our direction to join the fight again.
Then the clouds of pterodactyls disappeared from around us, and Allurie was immediately engulfed in a sea of purple fire.
Lady Feeyaz sent one wave after another toward her, and now that she couldn’t avoid all of our attacks at the same time she avoided the violet lightning, Allurie’s health bar actually started to drop in small chunks. But just when it looked like we might have a chance of injuring her badly enough to save her, Allurie’s strange purple eyes blazed with the power of her Eye of the Storm ability.
“God damnit!” I growled.
Then the pretty elf girl instantly turned into a spinning tornado of silver hair and blades. She moved faster than any of us could follow her movements, but we all kept up our attacks as best as we could. Cornalic created a double of himself so two of him seemed to tag-team Allurie from both sides. Bolverk aimed his club at the elf’s legs to try to knock her down, Lady Feeyaz continued to hurl purple lightning, and Moryana used her sword dancing abilities to spin into the fight right alongside Allurie.
I plunged my broadsword into the spinning tornado, but the blade was blocked with such force that an electric shock seemed to shiver up my arm. I tried again and felt the same thing, but this time, my arm became totally frozen in place for a few seconds.
I looked at my arm like I could order it to move just by glaring at it, and then I realized why it felt like my arm had been fried by a zap of electricity.
It was because it had.
Two crossbow bolts from Allurie’s Thizzle Thrower were sticking out from the top of my shoulder. They must have penetrated my armor because of how close Allurie was when she fired her crossbow, and I wondered how the hell she had moved fast enough that I hadn’t even seen her switch out one of her sabers for her crossbow.
“Shield!” I shouted, and my Bracelet of Deflection triggered a three-by-three-foot shield on my left arm.
I hit the rest of my friends with a Guardian of Fortune all at once, and my chest gave a slight twinge from back-to-back casts. I gritted my teeth and followed up Guardian of Fortune with a Minor Heal for myself, but my chest only ached a little bit more with the extra ability. The heal forced the crossbow bolts out of my body, and as soon as they fell to the ground, I launched myself against Allurie again, only this time with a magical shield on one arm.
Half a dozen more crossbow bolts bounced off my shield before Allurie turned her attention to my friends. I swung my broadsword at her unprotected back, but she dodged the blow as she hit Cornalic with a crossbow bolt.
The half-orc ripped it out of his chest, and I used Minor Heal to repair any damage he had taken, but it almost didn’t seem to matter. Allurie spun around shooting crossbow bolts so fast it was like she had control of a gatling gun, only it spat out electrified bolts instead of massive bullets.
The elf girl peppered us with so many crossbow bolts, I had to cast heals on my friends one right after the other, and I switched back and forth between heals and protective casts until the edges of my vision started to grow a little fuzzy.
I knew I couldn’t keep this up for much longer.
Suddenly, a huge ball of purple fire sailed past me on the left and engulfed Allurie. The elf girl shrieked and stopped spinning, and the rest of us closed in to try to wear her down before she recovered. Bolverk knocked her legs out from beneath her so she dropped to her knees, and Cornalic rushed in to pin her arms behind her back.
I curved my broadsword toward her ribs from the left, and Moryana slung her scimitar toward the elf’s torso from the right so we could try to deliver a finishing non-fatal blow to Allurie. Another wave of purple fire surrounded the elf on her knees, and the flames licked at the rest of us, but we held our positions.
My broadsword tore through Allurie’s armor and sliced open her ribs, and the look of pain on her face almost made me turn my sword on myself next.
“Whyyyy?” Allurie cried. “All I did was love you, Leo!”
Her eyes closed, and she started to slump forward, so Moryana pulled back her scimitar before it injured Allurie any more. But in the same moment that I saw Moryana pull back from her attack, I realized Allurie’s health bar hadn’t actually dropped down enough for her to be unconscious.
She was faking it.
“Moryana, watch out!” I shouted, and I immediately cast Guardian of Fortune on the beautiful sword dancer.
Allurie’s head rocketed back to slam into Cornalic’s chest, and it sounded like his sternum cracked from the force of the blow. He gasped and released his grip on the elf girl, and I saw the two poisoned daggers in her hands half a second before they found their targets.
Haze’s Left Nail buried itself in Bolverk’s thigh, and Haze’s Right Nail plunged into Moryana’s stomach. The gnome cried out and clawed at his eyes, and Moryana swung her scimitar wildly to try to block the next blow she couldn’t see.
Both my friends would be blind from the poisoned daggers for the next few seconds, so I hit Bolverk with a Spirit of Stone to make sure he was completely protected, and then when my vision went a little blurry from mana fatigue, I shot forward to Moryana’s side.
My magical shield had vanished, but I stood in front of the blinded sword dancer and blocked Allurie’s next attack with her poisoned daggers. The short blades rang out against my broadsword, and I twisted my weapon fast enough to knock one of the blades out of her hand.
Allurie’s eyes blazed with Eye of the Storm again, and she caught the dagger before it could even hit the dirt.
“Why do you love everyone but meeeee?” Allurie cried, but she switched out her daggers for her crossbow again before I could answer.
She spun around in a circle and fired a dozen crossbow bolts at all of us. A few boomeranged off of Lady Feeyaz and back toward the silver-haired elf, but she dodged each of them before they even got close to her. I cast one spell after another to keep my friends safe, but my blurry vision was getting worse, and it felt like there was a tank sitting on my chest.
I wasn’t sure how much more mana I had to spare.
Then Allurie suddenly stopped, frowned at me, and gave a heavy sigh.
“Okay, I’m bored now,” the elf girl announced. “Byeee!”
She reached into one of the pockets of her armor, pulled out a pouch I had never seen before, and poured out a silvery powder onto the ground. Immediately, the air filled with a thick fog that made me feel like I’d been struck with blindness from one of Allurie’s poisoned daggers. The fog poured down my throat when I tried to inhale, and it felt like I was choking on acid.
I cast every ability I could on my friends and me, but almost as soon as I started to choke, a burst of wind damn near knocked me off my feet. It cleared the fog away from us in a matter of seconds until it was like the magic powder had never hit the ground in the first place.
The moment the fog had cleared away, I saw that Allurie was gone.
Lady Feeyaz was leaning heavily on her staff with one hand stretched out toward us, and my three other friends were all bent over around me as we tried to catch our breaths.
“Was that wind from you, Lady Feeyaz?” I panted.
The dark elf nodded but didn’t say anything, and I guessed the ability had taken more out of her than she wanted to let on. I didn’t know what kind of ability that was, but based on what I’d seen from the dark elf so far, I figured she had way more powers than she’d told us about yet.
“I don’t see her,” Cornalic gasped as he helped Bolverk stand up straight. “It is as if she vanished into thin air! Do you want me to go after her, dear brother?”
“No,” I replied. “Help me with Bolverk and Moryana.”
The blindness had faded from both my friends, but I had only been able to protect them from more damage during the fight, so I hadn’t actually healed them yet. Bolverk’s thigh was bleeding badly, but at least Allurie had missed any key arteries.
I cast Minor Heal on the tattooed gnome, and my vision grew so blurry that I was barely able to see the blood stop streaming from his leg. The whole cemetery flipped upside-down and back again, and when Cornalic appeared at my side and offered me his arm, I was grateful for the help.
“Mana,” I choked out to trigger my Ring of Minor Mana so my next cast wouldn’t cost me any fatigue.
“Do not worry, I’ve got you, my friend,” Cornalic said as he helped me turn toward Moryana.
As soon as the sword dancer took her hands off her stomach, a huge glob of blood oozed out of her abdomen, and I saw how deeply Allurie’s dagger had sliced her open. I grabbed her hand and used Healing Touch, and the blood immediately stopped flowing from her stomach.
“I think that was a close call,” Moryana whispered and then gave my hand a little squeeze before she dropped it. “If Allurie had stabbed me a second time… well, all that matters is that she didn’t. Thanks to you, Leo Lennox.”
“Anytime,” I coughed out.
My vision was more stable now, so I stood up straight from where I had been leaning on Cornalic for help. No one else needed healing, so as long as I had a few minutes to recover, I should be alright.
The only problem was that Allurie was long gone.
“Fuck!” I groaned. “We were so fucking close.”
I almost punched my fist into the wall of the mausoleum beside us, but I stopped myself. It wouldn’t help us if I took out my anger on a giant slab of stone, and it would only cost me more mana to heal myself from the injury.
“She’s even more powerful than she was with the choker,” Lady Feeyaz moaned.
“And now she has five relics, not just three,” Moryana added.
“Magic dust should only be used by the gods of trickery,” Bolverk muttered. “It is not meant for pretty elves or gods of battle. We are warriors, not tricksters!”
“Yeah, what the fuck was that?” I asked as I kept looking toward the horizon to see if I saw any traces of Allurie’s trail.
“My dearest friend, I may be able to help with this, since I do have some familiarity with secret powders and potions and similar Shadow work,” Cornalic said. “I have not seen that exact kind, but it acted very much like a powder I saw a summoner use once. He claimed that he was able to summon the most powerful demons to do his bidding, but I believed he might be nothing but a cheap trickster, so I challenged him to summon a demon to do my laundry. Naturally, this fellow had to do it since his good name was at stake, but I saw him throw a powder on the ground a moment before he announced the demon had arrived. Everyone choked on the powder and cried out in fear, but--”
“Didn’t you choke on it, too?” Moryana smirked. “Or did your bear steed ride in and save you?”
“Ah, this was much later after my dear bear friend had gone to be with his ancestors,” Cornalic said. “No, no, I was saved only because I exhaled and closed my eyes when I saw him pull out the powder, so my lungs and eyes were spared, and I could see that there was no demon except the demon of greed that had possessed this man.”
“I know we’re a little off topic, but what happened to the summoner?” I asked.
“I killed him,” Cornalic said with a frown. “I took the money he stole from good people and gave it to these pretty girls I knew in town, and they were so grateful! They told me I had to dance with them for three days straight, and as a gentleman, of course I was happy to oblige them.”
“So you took the hardworking people’s money and spent it on whores?” Moryana laughed.
“No, no, these are not--”
“Let’s get back to Allurie.” I rolled my eyes at the half-orc’s wild story. “Allurie must have found that powder in her dungeon run, since I’m guessing that’s where she found the other Pieces of Heliotrope, too. I just don’t know how she found them so fast.”
“Like I said, she is even more powerful than when she attacked us back in Phycar,” Lady Feeyaz said. “And if this is how powerful she is with only five relics, imagine how much more powerful she will be with all fifteen.”
“It won’t get that far,” I said. “We can’t let it.”
“Then we must follow the elf girl until we pick up her trail again!” Bolverk started to charge away from us. “We will catch up with her, and next time, we will be more fierce! I will call on every god and tell them they are cowards unless they help us! They will--”
“Slow down, Bolverk!” I ran after him and caught the gnome berserker by his bandolier. “Come back, we’ve gotta have more of a plan than that.”
“What is wrong with a plan to fight harder and faster?” Bolverk demanded, and he continued to try to walk away from me as his bandolier stretched in my hand.
“Nothing, except for the fact that it might not work,” I answered. “Besides, what if all the gods are dead and can’t come when you call them?”
“We are not dead, Leo Lennox!” the berserker thundered and spun around to face me. “We are not--”
“Okay, okay, you’re right!” I said quickly when I realized how upset Bolverk looked. “I’m sorry, okay? Just come back so we can discuss our plan in more detail, alright?”
“The gods cannot be dead,” the tattooed gnome whispered. “Because then I am dead, and the Throne of Ascension is crumbled into dust.”
“They’re not all dead, I promise,” I said, and at least I knew that much was true. “Come on.”
Bolverk fixed his gaze on his feet but followed me back to rejoin our friends. He plopped down on top of a fallen gravestone, and I sank down onto the steps of the mausoleum between Moryana and Cornalic. Lady Feeyaz leaned up against one of the mausoleum columns, and I took a deep breath before I began.
“Okay, so we need a better plan,” I sighed.
“I know our fight did not go the way we anticipated, dear Leo, but what other option do we have?” Cornalic asked. “We have to chase her and stop her before she hurts herself.”
“And before she wakes up the demon dragons and triggers another Time of Heliotrope,” Moryana added.
“We definitely have to stop her,” I said. “But I think we’re gonna have to go about it a different way. We can’t just keep chasing after her and reacting to whatever she does. She’ll keep getting more pieces of armor, she’ll keep getting stronger, and we’ll always be one step behind her.”
“I assume this means you have a better idea?” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“I hope so,” I said. “What if we try to get ahead of her instead of following along behind her? It could put us on the offense, and that might be enough to flip the odds in our favor.”
“How?” Bolverk asked.
“Think about it,” I said. “We already know where two of the other Pieces of Heliotrope are.”
“We do?” Lady Feeyaz arched an eyebrow.
“We do,” I repeated. “One is somewhere in Binna, and the other one is in the Underdark below Cutno, guarded by an overseer.”
“I would prefer not to tangle with an overseer,” Moryana said. “They are impossible to kill.”
“Nothing is impossible to kill,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “But I admit that I am also not eager to fight an overseer for a relic.”
“So, we don’t go to the overseer,” I said. “We go find the relic in Binna, and pretty soon, Allurie will come looking for it. But by then, we’ll have time to set up some kind of trap for her, and we’ll be ready when she gets there.”
“What if she’s already on the way to Binna?” Moryana asked.
“I would be a little surprised if she was, lovely Moryana,” Cornalic replied. “Quator is a very big continent, and Allurie has only searched for relics in Phycar and in Oledd. There are five kingdoms on this continent, and she has only explored two cities in two of these kingdoms.”
“The odds are that there will be more relics here,” I said. “So if we teleport back to Rinniji while Allurie keeps busy, we can tell Chrysa what’s happened and then go to Binna to find the relic there.”
“What if Allurie goes after the overseer’s relic before she comes to find us in Binna?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“I doubt she will,” I said. “Allurie will probably want to save the overseer for later. The armor might be making her a little crazy, but it won’t make her stupid. She’ll want to get as many relics as she can before she faces the overseer, so she probably won’t go to Cutno before she goes to Binna. And even if she does, it’ll just give us a little more time to prepare for her.”
“It’s not a bad plan.” Moryana nodded. “I like it better than chasing after her and hoping for the best.”
“I know she’ll get more powerful as she gets more relics,” I said. “But at least this way, we’ll have a chance to prepare for her. Plus, as soon as we get the relic from Binna, we’ll be able to use it to see where the next closest piece of armor is, and that should give us a heads-up when Allurie is moving in our direction.”
“It’s a good idea,” Lady Feeyaz agreed. “We cannot continue to chase her like this, especially since I cannot follow her in the daylight. We would only fall further and further behind.”
“And we’d be more and more tired from chasing her,” I said. “We’ve already seen how strong and fast she is now, so we need to face her at our best, not when we’re already tired from running after her.”
“Then we go to Binna!” Bolverk jumped up and charged through the cemetery again, but this time, Cornalic ran after him and pulled him back.
“Not so fast,” I chuckled. “It’s after midnight, and we’ll need to find shelter soon.”
“If we head back to Oledd, we should make it well before first light,” Moryana said.
“I think I might prefer to take my chances with the village that the guard mentioned,” I said. “Oledd is a giant rat nest, and I want us to be able to rest before we head out tomorrow evening.”
“Do you think a small farming village will have a Mind mage who can teleport us back to Tylue?” Lady Feeyaz smirked. “If they have one, he may only be used to teleporting cows from one end of the village to the other.”
“My own humble village had two Mind mages,” Cornalic said. “Do not be so quick to dismiss us simple country folk, dear lady.”
“And what exactly did your two Mind mages do in your little village?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“Ahhhh, welllll, they did mostly move cattle from one pasture to another to make things easier for the farmers,” the half-orc admitted with a bashful smile.
“I love it when I’m right,” Lady Feeyaz laughed.
“I know you do,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Either way, let’s try our odds in the village. If they don’t have a Mind mage, we’ll go back to Oledd and try our luck there. Worst case, we’ll go back to Phycar, but I think we’ll find someone before then.”
Since we all seemed to have recovered from our fight with Allurie, we headed in the direction of the village that the Oledd guard had told us about. The hills became steeper as we walked further south, and we couldn’t go too fast in case Allurie was waiting to ambush us and finish the job. But after an hour of slow walking, we made it to the outskirts of a sleepy farming village.
There was only one main road through the whole town, but plenty of side paths that led to a number of small houses all along the edge of the village. Bigger houses and barns stood further out in the darkness, and I guessed they must be the wealthier farms with more land. A few emberbrands lit the main road through the village, so the town as a whole couldn’t be too poor.
“Anybody see an inn?” I muttered.
“No, but I think I see something better,” Cornalic said.
We followed the half-orc down one of the dirt paths that led to a cottage-sized house at the edge of the village. Its front garden beds were a little overgrown but otherwise in good order, and there really wasn’t a lot to distinguish it from any of the other small houses around it.
“What are you going to do, walk up to the door and just knock?” Moryana demanded. “How could they help us?”
“They have a barn,” Cornalic said with a wink, and then he went right ahead and knocked on the door.
He had to knock two more times before a brown-furred fenia opened the door with a heavy fire poker in one paw.
“Grr, what kind of civilized folk go banging around on strangers’ doors in the middle of the night?” the fenia farmer grunted. “My wife and I are trying to sleep, so fuck off if you don’t want trouble.”
“Please excuse us, good sir,” Cornalic said with a bow. “We have no wish to disturb your rest, but my friends and I are adventurers, exhausted from our time on the road. We will leave your lovely village tomorrow evening, but we were hoping you could recommend us to a bit of shelter for tonight? Perhaps there is a small inn nearby?”
“Or a Mind mage who could get us out of here?” Lady Feeyaz asked from under her hood.
“Grr, we don’t have any inns,” the fenia answered. “Too small, not enough visitors. And Garris closes promptly at sunset, so you’ve already missed him.”
“Garris?” Cornalic repeated.
“Lady was asking for a Mind mage,” the fenia farmer said with a nod at the dark elf’s hooded figure.
“Now who’s right?” Cornalic gave the drow woman a fanged grin, but she couldn’t even glare at him without giving herself away as a dark elf.
“Yes, but he just said there’s no inn here,” Moryana whispered. “We still need somewhere to sleep.”
“Let them stay in the barn,” a woman’s voice called out behind the fenia farmer.
“Grr, I doubt these city folks want to sleep in a barn,” the fenia said over his shoulder.
“They look tired.” A golden-striped fenia woman joined the cat-man by the door, and she slipped her paw around his waist. “Between the root cellar and the barn, there should be plenty of places for them to sleep, especially if…”
“We can pay you for your trouble,” I said when the fenia woman trailed off.
“Grr, if you insist, I won’t be rude and refuse,” the golden-striped fenia chuckled. “I’ll get blankets.”
When she returned to the door less than a minute later, her arms were loaded down with blankets. She gave each of us one and then held out her paw with a smile.
“Whatever you can manage will be appreciated,” the fenia woman said.
I gave her a decent number of silver coins for the shelter she was offering, and she seemed satisfied. I would have offered her gold, but I didn’t want any rumors to start about the wealthy adventurers who were staying in their cellar and barn.
“Grr, this way,” the fenia farmer said, and I noticed the fire poker was still in his grip.
We followed him to the back of his house, and he pointed to a root cellar at the base of the wall.
“Couple of you can fit down there,” he said and then nodded to the barn behind his house. “I reckon the rest of you can make yourselves comfortable in the barn. Grr, there’s a hay loft up top and one down below. And don’t get any ideas about stealing our livestock! Our cows don’t take kindly to being touched by strangers, and they’ll let you know about it.”
“I don’t blame them.” Moryana smirked.
“Grr, good night, then,” the farmer said. “Don’t wake us up again.”
As soon as the farmer disappeared around the corner of the house, I glanced at my friends.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to take the cellar,” Lady Feeyaz said. “It will be the best protection from the sun.”
“I will go with you into the depths of the ground beneath our feet,” Bolverk declared. “It is not safe in the dark.”
“That’s very sweet,” the dark elf said with a smile. “I wouldn’t mind the company.”
“I’ll take the hay loft,” I said. “Cornalic, do you want to join me?”
“Actually, I was hoping to sleep on the soft hay,” Moryana cleared her throat and looked at Cornalic.
“There is plenty of room down here for me, too,” the half-orc said. “If it becomes uncomfortable, I will join you, but I think I will bunk with Bolverk and Lady Feeyaz for tonight.”
“Suit yourself.” I shrugged. “I’ll check in with you some time tomorrow.”
After Bolverk, Cornalic, and Lady Feeyaz all headed down the steps into the root cellar, Moryana and I headed to the barn. The barn was lit with a few emberbrands along the walls, so I saw that there was a small room stacked with hay bales at the end of two rows of cattle stalls, and there was also a small hay loft up top.
“I’ll go up top,” I said. “You can stay down here.”
“If you say so.” Moryana pressed her lips together like she wanted to say something else but then changed her mind.
Once I climbed up the ladder, I kicked my boots off and started to strip off my armor. I didn’t really have a plan now that I was up here, but it felt good to take off my weapons and armor for now. When I sank down onto one of the half-undone bales of hay, I was surprised by how comfortable it felt, so I laid all the way down but kept my eyes fixed on the ceiling.
If I closed my eyes for twenty seconds, I would end up back on Earth, and that was probably the smartest thing to do. I could regroup with Zarra and tell her my latest plan, and I could see if there was any other information she could help me with. I didn’t want to leave my friends, but I could tell Moryana to call for me if they needed me to come back.
I sat up so I could tell Moryana before she went to sleep, but the moment I sat up, I jumped.
Moryana had joined me in the loft without making a sound.
The beautiful sword dancer had taken down her long black hair so it tumbled over her shoulders, and she had taken off her corset armor as well. Now all she wore was a thin red tunic that clung tight across her breasts before it flared out to just below her hips. She licked her red lips with a smile, and then she strode toward me now like a puma.
“Leo Lennox,” Moryana sighed. “We need to talk.”








Chapter 6
“What exactly did you want to talk about?” I tried to keep my gaze on her face instead of on the way her breasts swayed back and forth underneath the stretched-out fabric of her tunic.
“I would rather do other things than just talk,” the sword dancer snickered. “But I consider myself a direct person, so if I have a problem, I wish to talk about it directly.”
“Are you saying you have a problem with me?” I raised an eyebrow.
“You tell me,” Moryana said as she seated herself on the hay bale across from me.
She was close enough that our knees touched, and I was surprised by how warm her skin felt even through the fabric of my pants. It wasn’t cold outside, but it was a little chilly, and the feeling of her warm skin was enough to make me wish it was freezing outside, just so we would have an excuse to get closer.
I almost rolled my eyes at myself. Moryana was beyond beautiful, and her sword work was as graceful as it was deadly, but I couldn’t possibly feel anything for her other than attraction. I knew how I felt about Zarra and Allurie, and I knew I was attracted to Moryana and Lady Feeyaz, but it wasn’t more than that.
Still, when Moryana brushed her leg against mine again, I had to fight against the urge to throw her down in the hay and just take her.
“Oh, Leo,” the black-haired sword dancer sighed. “You are keeping something from me, and I have to admit that I am quite hurt by this.”
“What do you think I’m keeping from you?” I asked carefully.
“That’s exactly what someone with secrets would say,” Moryana chuckled. “You should have said you weren’t keeping any secrets from me, but now I know there is something you are not telling me.”
“You already know I disappear sometimes,” I said. “And I was telling the truth when I said I can teleport.”
“Can you teleport anywhere?” the sword dancer asked.
“No, I don’t really control it,” I answered. “I can only teleport home and then back here.”
“So you really are an Old One?” Moryana asked as she raised an eyebrow.
“Something like that,” I replied, but I hesitated before I said anything else.
I couldn’t decide how much to tell her. Moryana seemed like she was probably a good person, and she had helped me out of a number of scrapes, just like I had saved her life a few times. She had more than proven she would be a team player, especially since no one had forced her to come to Phycar with us in the first place. She had offered to come because she wanted to help us defeat the Freelans’ death magic, and she had risked her own life again and again to do so.
But so far, only Cornalic and Allurie knew the truth of where I went when I disappeared, and even they didn’t know the whole truth. Of course, that was mostly because I had only just learned that Ohlavar was real and not just a game, so there hadn’t really been a chance for me to explain things to them yet. I’d simply told them that my home was somewhere else, and sometimes I had to go back from time to time to be with my family and check up on things.
Could I tell Moryana I was from another world? Zarra had worried I would go crazy when she told me, so could the same thing happen to Moryana? Or would that only matter if she teleported to Earth and back again? Hell, maybe it wouldn’t actually matter at all.
“I think by now you know that I will always have your back,” Moryana said after a few seconds of silence. “I might be a mercenary, but I am an honorable one, and I did not have to stick around and help you with Allurie.”
“So why did you?” I asked.
“I like you, Leo Lennox,” the black-haired sword dancer said with a not-so-subtle smile. “Exciting things always seem to happen around you, and I like being a part of that.”
“So you just stayed around because you like trouble?” I teased.
“Perhaps.” Moryana pressed her lips together. “But I mean it. If you trust me in battle, don’t you think you can trust me with whatever secret you’ve been trying to hide?”
“Shit,” I groaned and dropped my head into my hands. “When you put it like that, it sounds bad.”
Fuck it. I hadn’t lost my mind yet after Zarra told me the truth, and Moryana and my other friends already knew about legends of the Old Ones and their realm. They knew about demons, magic, and fucking necromancy, so I was pretty sure they could handle the truth that there was another world in the universe.
“Okay,” I sighed and then looked back up at the beautiful sword dancer. “I don’t know if I’m an Old One, but that’s the closest word for it that I have. I’m not from Ohlavar. When I disappear and go back home, I’m not teleporting to another place on this planet. I’m from a whole different world.”
Moryana’s only reaction was to purse her lips a little more. Her fierce green eyes narrowed slightly like she was trying to decide if I was joking or not, but after she studied me for a few seconds, she finally nodded.
“I have heard of such things,” the sword dancer replied.
“Really?” I asked.
“Don’t act so surprised,” Moryana chuckled. “Did you think you were the only one who knew about the existence of other worlds?”
“Uhh, kind of?” I laughed.
“I do not know many details,” Moryana said. “But I have heard stories of people in strange clothing who suddenly appear in the middle of a field or the middle of a busy street. I have heard my father tell me about flying contraptions of metal in the sky that look like birds, but their wings do not flap. I have also seen a similar metal contraption for myself, but this one had wheels instead of wings. It appeared for only a few seconds before it vanished again, almost like a mirage in the desert.”
Shit, this was crazy. Zarra had talked about how the veil between our two dimensions sometimes grew really thin, but had Moryana really seen a car on Earth before the veil thickened again? And had Moryana’s father really seen airplanes before?
All of this might explain weird disappearances on Earth. Sometimes planes or cars or even people disappeared and were never seen again, like all the stories about the Bermuda Triangle. Maybe the Bermuda Triangle was actually just a place where the dimensions of Ohlavar and Earth were so close together that things could easily slip from one world to the other.
“Then I guess you really do know,” I said finally. “I’m from a place called Earth, and if I lay down with my eyes closed for more than twenty seconds, I teleport back there automatically.”
“Why did you come here?” Moryana asked.
“That’s a little more complicated, and probably something I’ll need to explain to you all at the same time,” I said. “But the short version is that I was sent here to collect the Pieces of Heliotrope.”
“And to stop the demon dragons from waking up again?” Moryana guessed.
“Well, maybe not to stop them from waking up,” I said. “But I was sent to help stop them from destroying Ohlavar again.”
“I suppose that is a reasonable answer for now,” the sword dancer replied. “Sooner or later, perhaps you will tell us all who sent you. Maybe you will even tell us who you are on this Earth of yours, since only someone very important would be sent to do such a job on another world.”
“I’m not really interested in talking about who I am on Earth,” I said. “I’m more interested in who I am on Ohlavar.”
I was surprised by the words when they slipped out of my mouth, but I immediately realized they were true. Before I met Zarra, I had been bored and restless on Earth for years, and nothing really felt like it had any meaning. Sure, I was the world champion of Astafar Unlimited, and I had more money and trophies than I knew what to do with. Millions of people loved me, and I could have any woman I wanted, but at the end of the day, I’d wanted…
Well… I didn’t quite know at the time.
I wanted to do something that mattered. I wanted to feel like I was doing more than just playing the same game for no real reason year after year. Then Zarra had walked into the picture and offered me the chance to do something completely new, and I’d felt excited for the first time in years.
And when she finally told me the truth about Ohlavar, I realized just how much my actions in Ohlavar meant. I could help save Zarra and her sister, and I could help save Allurie and my friends. I could even help save this whole world if I found all the Pieces of Heliotrope in time.
“It’s funny you should say that,” Moryana whispered. “Because I am much more interested in who you are on Ohlavar, too.”
The beautiful sword dancer suddenly started to unbutton her red blouse from the top. She didn’t take her gaze off my face, but my eyes flicked back and forth between her teasing smile and her generous cleavage as it started to spill out of her tunic.
“Moryana, I--”
“I know how you feel about Allurie,” Moryana said, and she stopped unbuttoning her shirt just underneath the swell of her breasts. “And Lady Feeyaz has your eye often. I can even tell that there is a woman back home you think of from time to time, since there is no way to mistake the look on your face when she comes to mind.”
“Then you understand that I--”
“This doesn’t have to be love, Leo,” the beautiful sword dancer said with a smile. “I just want you.”
Moryana climbed onto the bale of hay with me and straddled my lap. Her black hair fell around me like a cloud, and a scent like rain and warm vanilla surrounded me until it felt like we were the only two people on the planet. My hands rose up to cup her hips before I even realized they were moving, and when I slipped my palms up a little higher, I realized she wasn’t wearing anything under her tunic.
“Don’t you want me, too?” Moryana purred in my ear.
“Fuck,” I groaned. “You know I do.”
“Then take me, Leo.” The sword dancer nibbled at my ear. “Make me yours.”
I kept one hand on her hips and slipped my other fingers into her thick, dark hair. Then I pulled her face down to meet mine, and when our lips finally met, Moryana moaned softly like she had been waiting for this moment since the first time we locked eyes with each other in the palace in Tylue.
“You taste so goooood,” Moryana whispered as she ran her tongue over my lips.
“So do you,” I groaned.
Our tongues found each other then and danced together for what felt like days. Her pelvis grinded against my lap, and I started to grow hard in response to the pressure of her hips on mine. When she pressed her cleavage against my chest, I grabbed the front of her blouse and started to pop open the remaining buttons one at a time.
“Just rip it,” Moryana moaned. “I don’t care. Just hurry.”
“Not a chance,” I snickered. “I’m going to take my time with you.”
Our mouths continued to devour each other while I finished unbuttoning her tunic. Her body shuddered against mine every time she gave another moan, and when I was almost done with her blouse, I started to graze my tongue down the side of her neck.
After I pulled the tunic off and threw it to the ground, I forced myself away from her lips so I could lean back and admire her body. Moryana was tall and slender, but every muscle was lean from years of training. Her taut stomach rose and fell with each breath, and her perfectly round breasts stood high on her chest so her dark nipples faced forward, like they were just waiting for me to take them in my mouth.
“Is something wrong, Leo?” The bold sword dancer actually blushed when I couldn’t take my eyes off her.
“Not a damn thing.” I grinned. “You’re just so beautiful that I can’t stop looking at you.”
“Then maybe I should put my shirt back on,” Moryana teased.
“Don’t you fucking dare,” I laughed, and then I scooped her up underneath her hips, stood up, and carried her over to a bed of loose hay.
When I laid her down on the hay, I was surprised by how soft it was, but since there were still a few prickly bits, I quickly shrugged my own shirt off and slipped it underneath her back for a little extra padding.
“These would help, too.” Moryana smiled as she tugged at my pants.
“If you insist,” I chuckled, and then I slipped off my pants and slid them underneath the beautiful sword dancer.
I lowered myself on top of her and kissed her again, but I couldn’t keep my hands from running all over her silky athletic body. Her muscles were so strong and smooth that I wanted to massage every inch of her with my hands first and then with my tongue.
Moryana’s fingers traced up the inside of my thighs, but I grabbed her hands before she could grasp my cock.
“But you are so hard,” the sword dancer gasped. “I want to feel you inside me.”
“Not yet,” I said as I pinned her hands to the hay at her sides. “Like I said, I want to take my time with you.”
Moryana moaned as I traced little circles with my tongue down her throat and chest, but I kept her hands pinned to the hay when I started to flick my tongue across her dark nipples. They grew stiff the moment my tongue ran across them, and I teased her for a few seconds before I finally took as much of her breast into my mouth as I could fit.
“Ohhhh…” she moaned.
I released my grip on her hands so I could massage her breasts at the same time I sucked on them, and then I buried my face in her cleavage. I could have happily suffocated in between her perfect tits, but then Moryana arched her back so much that I thought for a second she might climax before I even touched her pussy.
I kept playing with her breasts, but now I slid one hand down her flat stomach and over the small swell of her mound. When my fingers found her entrance, Moryana was already so wet that I almost made a joke about a slip-and-slide before I remembered she wouldn’t know what that was.
Not unless she’d seen one before through the veil between our two dimensions.
I started to gently massage the outside of her pussy lips until she dripped all over my fingers. I had to taste her then, and when I licked her juices off my fingers, Moryana looked up at me and bit her lip.
“Oh, is it too much?” she gasped.
“Did you seriously just ask me if I think you’re too turned on by me?” I laughed. “There’s no such thing, Moryana. I love how wet you are for me.”
“Really?” The sword dancer smiled.
“Oh, yeah,” I replied. “Especially because it makes it easier for me to do this.”
I slipped my fingers inside her entrance and marveled at how tight she felt. I started to work my fingers deeper inside her a little more at a time until I was able to curve my fingers back slightly. Then I began to massage the inside of her tunnel while my thumb circled her clit, and the more I massaged her, the more the beautiful warrior moaned in pleasure.
Then I leaned my face down and began to lick her gushing flower.
“Ohhh… there is gooooood…” she moaned.
“You taste really good,” I whispered in between licking her hot little nub, and Moryana’s breaths grew more shallow as I coaxed her toward her orgasm.
“I’m… Leo…” she panted when her muscles began to tremble underneath me, I clamped my free hand over her mouth to keep her from waking up the village during her climax. She cried out into my hand and then bit down on my skin, but I just grinned as I felt her sweet juices flow over my fingers and tongue.
“Oh, Leeeeo,” Moryana gasped after her orgasm peaked, and I finally took my hand off her mouth. “Shit, did I hurt you?”
I glanced at the bite mark on my hand and laughed. There was only a slight trickle of blood there, but I just cast Minor Heal on myself and watched the skin seal itself back over.
“Good as new, see?” I smiled. “I thought I’d better keep you quiet, so the whole village didn’t come out with pitchforks to see who was screaming inside this barn.”
“Probably a good idea,” the sword dancer sighed. “I couldn’t help it, you just felt so good. I haven’t had a release like that in… well… it has been a while.”
“Glad to be of service.” I licked my lips again so I could taste her wetness there.
“Do I really taste good?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said as I held out the fingers that had just been in her pussy to her mouth so she could have a taste. When she finished licking my fingers clean, Moryana bit her lip and looked up at me with her clear green eyes.
“I wonder what Lady Feeyaz tastes like,” Moryana whispered. “She is very tasty looking.”
“Yeah, she is,” I chuckled. “But right now I just care about devouring you.”
I leaned down to kiss the black-haired warrior again, and she melted under my touch. After I slipped my hands underneath her hips, I lifted her off the hay and let my cock graze against her entrance. This time when Moryana reached for me, I let her wrap her hand around my shaft and guide me toward her pussy.
“I’ve wanted this since the first time I saw you,” Moryana whispered as we both watched my penis angle toward her vagina.
I pushed the tip of my cock inside her tight tunnel, and then we both let out a long moan as I slowly worked my way deeper inside. Every time I pushed a little further inside her, Moryana gasped and gripped the hay beneath her, and every time I pulled out so I could tease her even more, she bit her lip in anticipation.
Finally, I shifted my hips, planted my hands in the hay on either side of the beautiful sword dancer, and plunged my cock all the way into her tight sheath.
“Fuuuck, you feel good,” I groaned as her walls clenched around me.
“By the Shadow, so do you,” Moryana gasped.
I flipped her legs up over my shoulders so I could slide deeper into her, and then I went back and forth between thrusting and grinding our hips together. Her tunnel tightened around me like a glove every time I plunged my cock into her, but I wasn’t surprised by the sword dancer’s athletic control of every single muscle in her body.
At one point, Moryana lowered her legs from where they rested against my shoulders, and she wrapped them around my waist instead. The move changed the angle of my thrusts so she could grip my cock even tighter with her pelvic muscles, and we cried out together at how good it felt.
When it sounded like she was getting close to another climax, I shoved my cock into her again and started to grind against her in small circles. She gasped louder and louder as I pressed harder against her, and then she clapped both her hands over her own mouth.
“Mmmff!” Moryana gave a muffled cry.
Her legs trembled around me until she had to drop them back down to the hay, but her body continued to spasm in pleasure even after she let her hands fall back to her sides.
I kept my hips exactly where they were until the last wave of her climax subsided, and then I slowly pulled out.
“Oh!” Moryana bit her lip. “Are we…”
“Don’t worry, we’re not done,” I chuckled. “I just want to change positions.”
“You can have me in any position you want,” the sword dancer whispered. “Just get back inside of me… please.”
“Then get on top of me,” I ordered.
We switched positions so my back was on the hay, but when Moryana started to straddle my lap, I shook my head.
“Not that way,” I said. “Turn around and face the other direction.”
Moryana shifted her legs so she faced the entrance to the hay loft, and so her firm ass faced me instead. Once she was in position, I guided my stiff cock toward her pussy again, and this time, she slid all the way down onto it.
She slowly started to raise and lower herself on my shaft, and after she found her tempo, I timed my hip thrusts to match her. It only took a few seconds for us to find a rhythm together, so then every time she plunged her pussy down onto my cock, my hips thrust up into her at the same time. Somehow, Moryana felt even better than she had when our positions were reversed, and I had to take deep breaths to keep from just unleashing my seed inside her.
Then I gripped her tight ass as she rode my cock so I could shove my hips into her even deeper. Her body was warm against mine, and even though it was chilly, our bodies had already started to sweat together so the scent of hay and sweat mingled together in the barn loft.
A few minutes later, I decided I wanted to watch her ass bounce instead, and I released my grip on the sword dancer and watched her round cheeks slap my lap every time we moved together. Moryana looked like a dream come to life, and I could have made love to her in this barn until the demon dragons came down from the moon and engulfed all of Ohlavar in a sea of fire.
Moryana climaxed again while she was riding me. When her legs couldn’t stop trembling, I helped her off my lap and laid her back down on the hay so I could take over. I adjusted the fit of our bodies so she could keep resting her legs on the pile of hay beneath us, and then I cradled my hands under her head for support before I thrust into her again.
The sword dancer’s eyes rolled back in her skull with each new thrust, and she clamped her teeth down on her own lip to keep from crying out. Her face was flushed from our efforts and from how many times she had already climaxed, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep myself from filling her tunnel to the brim the next time she orgasmed for me.
“Ohhh, Leo,” Moryana moaned. “I’ve orgasmed so much. I’m so wet for you. This feels incredible.”
“I want you to cum again,” I whispered in her ear.
“Only if you promise to release inside me,” the beautiful warrior gasped.
“You sure?” I groaned as her demand made my willpower start to buckle.
“Yesssss…” she hissed. “Fill me up. I… want you to pour into me. I need your seed… oh, please, Leo. We should peak together. Deep inside of me…”
“Fuckkkk,” I groaned.
“That’s good,” Moryana panted. “That’s very good. Leo, I’m about… to… oh! Oh, fuu--”
She slapped her own hand over her mouth to cut off her scream, but the feeling of her body as it tensed up and released was too much for me to take. I thrust into her again as her orgasm swelled to its climax, and then I gave her one more thrust before my body spasmed in response to hers.
“Yesss…” I groaned as my sperm sprayed out of my shaft and deep into the beautiful sword dancer’s tunnel, and we both shuddered again as our climaxes swelled with each other.
“Ohhh,” she growled as I kept pumping into her. “So warmmmm… it’s filling me up. Yesssss…”
Our passion lasted another half minute, and when I felt us begin to come down from our peaks, I thrust my cock into her deeper to release the last of my sperm into her womb. Then I held myself inside her until our orgasms finally ended.
“Wow.” I kept myself inside her but collapsed on top, so our chests rose and fell together as we caught our breaths.
“Wow, indeed,” she whispered as she traced her nails through my hair.
Then we just laid there together for a few minutes and basked in the warm afterglow of our passion.
“You feel so good and hard inside of me still,” she finally whispered.
“You feel so soft, wet, and warm around me,” I replied as I nuzzled into her neck.
“I want to taste us together,” she whispered. “Can I?”
“Hmm?”
“Pull out and lay on your back,” she purred.
“Okay.” I came up on my elbows, gave Moryana a deep kiss, and slowly pulled from her tight tunnel while we both gasped. Then rolled onto my back beside her while she came up on her knees.
The sword dancer then grabbed the base of my shaft and took my half-hard cock in her mouth.
“Ohhh, that’s all sorts of good,” I moaned as she licked it like it was her favorite flavor of ice cream cone.
“You are still rock hard…” she whispered a few moments later when both our juices were cleaned from my shaft.
Then she rose up higher on her knees, swung her right leg over my hips and gave me a coy smile as she slowly lowered herself back down on me.
“Fuuuuck,” I sighed as we both watched me slide deep inside of her again, and then we took long breaths as our bodies were joined once more.
“You feel so good inside of me, Leo Lennox,” Moryana muttered as she slowly gyrated her hips in circles so I rubbed against all the velvety parts of her.
“Yeahhh…” I growled as I pulled her torso down against my chest, and then our mouths met as I traced my fingers down the muscles of her back.
We twisted slowly against each other for what felt like another half an hour, and our pleasure built as I worked deeper into Moryana’s incredible tunnel while kissing and touching every part of her breasts, chest, neck, and lips. We finally both came to our peaks with shuddering gasps, and I released a second time as deep as I could up into her tunnel while her body clenched and spasmed around me.
“My, my, my, Leo Lennox,” Moryana sighed happily against my chest afterward. “I asked you to fuck me, but I didn’t think you’d make love to me. That was better than I had ever imagined.”
“Does that mean you’ve been imagining the two of us in bed?” I teased.
“Only every night,” the sword dancer whispered in my ear.
“I’m flattered,” I laughed.
“You should be,” Moryana said. “Not every man gets to go to bed with a sword dancer, you know. Especially not this sword dancer. I’ve never much cared for men.”
“Oh? Why is that?”
“Most can’t best me in combat.”
“I haven’t actually bested you in combat,” I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure you’d kick my ass if we fought.”
“You won the challenge against me,” Moryana chuckled softly in my ear. “Hopefully, my performance as your lover excited you as much as your victory over me excited my heart.”
“You were perfect,” I told her, and then I pulled her closer against me.
Moryana gave another contented sigh before she snuggled up in my arms and rested her head on my chest. Her athletic body fit perfectly against mine, and my eyes started to feel heavy. I would go back to Earth in a little while, but for right now, I just wanted to hold Moryana in my arms. As long as the sword dancer was at my side, it felt like I was unstoppable, and I felt like the luckiest bastard in any dimension that Moryana had chosen me.
Then my eyes drifted shut again, and the next time I opened them, I saw nothing but complete blackness. My arms flailed out, but I didn’t feel Moryana anywhere around me. My chest tightened with panic, but then my hand hit the side of the VRIU tank, and my body sagged in relief.
I had accidentally fallen asleep with Moryana, and now I was back on Earth.








Chapter 7
“How’d it go, Champ?” Ky asked after I emerged from the VRIU tank.
“Fine… kinda…” I grabbed the robe the tattooed man held out to me. “I didn’t get the relics back yet, though.”
“Eh, there’s still time, right?” Ky smiled, but he looked nervous as hell.
I really wasn’t mad at him or Jennifer, but it might take a few days for me to convince them of that. They were only doing their jobs, and at the end of the day, they had only wanted to keep me safe.
As soon as I slipped on the robe, I glanced around the VRIU lab. I saw Jennifer in her usual spot behind the computer, but I was pleasantly surprised to see Zarra in a chair right beside her.
I had half-expected Zarra to disappear on me to take care of other business elsewhere, but she had stuck to her promise
Unless this was a duplicate Zarra.
“How do I know that’s really you?” I arched an eyebrow.
“Nice to see you, too,” the amethyst-eyed woman snickered. “But to answer your question, they are all me, so you’ll have to be fine with that.”
“You didn’t find Allurie?” Jennifer whispered and then turned red when she seemed to realize that she had cut off her boss.
“Oh, we found her, alright,” I scoffed. “The only problem was that she found two other Pieces of Heliotrope before we caught up to her.”
“Shit,” Ky cursed. “That means she already has five relics.”
“Yep,” I sighed. “We caught up to her south of Oledd and tried to fight her, but she’s really fucking strong. And she’s faster than she was even just as an elf, and she was already pretty damn fast. We’re all fine, but she escaped before we could get any of the armor off her.”
“The armor is only doing its job,” Zarra said. “It’s just not supposed to do it for a mortal, that’s all.”
“I know.” I pulled my stool over to sit beside Zarra and then adjusted my robe. “I think I have a plan, though.”
“You can both leave us,” Zarra suddenly told Ky and Jennifer. “I’ll call you back whenever Leo wants to go back to Ohlavar.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jennifer said quickly, and Ky gave a little salute.
As soon as they left the lab, I glanced at Zarra.
“You’re not worried that one of them is a mole, are you?” I asked.
“No, I’ve had them checked out left, right, backward, and sideways,” Zarra replied. “I just wanted a chance to talk to you alone for a minute.”
“I’m all yours,” I said.
“Oh?” Zarra purred, and then she traced a finger down my bare chest until she stopped at my robe. “I don’t think so.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” I frowned.
“It means for someone who didn’t catch Allurie, you seem awfully happy,” Zarra said with a smirk, and then she leaned forward. “As a matter of fact, you seem about as happy as you do when we have sex.”
“Zarra, I--”
“You even smell a little like sex,” the amethyst-eyed woman purred in my ear. “Don’t look so concerned, Leo. I said I was fine with you making love to other women.”
“That was when you were trying to convince me it was just a game,” I stated flatly.
“And now you know it’s not a game, and you still had sex?” Zarra smirked at me. “I don’t blame you at all. You have surrounded yourselves with beautiful and capable women.”
“You really don’t mind if I have sex with other women?” I cleared my throat.
“I’ve been around for a long time,” Zarra chuckled. “I’m quite evolved, you know. Just like I’m pretty good at reading people and guessing when they’ve had sex. Let me guess… Moryana?”
“How did you know?” I asked.
“Like I said, I’m pretty good at reading people.” Zarra smirked as she leaned back in her chair. “But seriously, Leo, I wasn’t kidding when I told you to sleep with whoever you wanted to in the game. Just because you know it’s a real world now doesn’t change anything. If anything, it should make you more comfortable with the experience. You are doing the heavy work here. There is no reason you shouldn’t have the rewards as well.”
“Yeah, but--”
“Does the way you feel about Allurie make you love me any less?” the beautiful woman whispered.
“No, but--”
“And did having sex with Moryana make you love me any less?” Zarra asked.
“Of course not,” I replied.
“Then don’t you see?” Zarra smiled. “You are an incredible man, Leo. Why shouldn’t you be with more than one woman at a time?”
“I don’t know, but… I know I slept with Moryana, but I would—”
“Trust me.” The dark-haired woman reached up to trail her fingers along my cheek. “You only ever make me happy, Leo. It’s fine. I just want your love, and I have it. Once my sister is back and my world is saved, I’ll have everything I ever wanted. We are so close. I don’t want you to worry about loving all these amazing women.”
“Okay.” I wrapped my fingers around hers and then kissed her hand.
“Now, tell me everything that happened with Allurie,” Zarra said. “And tell me what plans you and your friends have made to catch up with her again.”
I told Zarra what happened in the cemetery and tried to remember as many details as I could. Then I told her about our plan to go to Binna and get the relic there so we could try to set up an ambush for Allurie when she came to collect that piece.
“Plus, this could actually work in our favor,” I added. “Allurie managed to get two more relics in less than a day, so she’ll probably gather all the rest of the armor pieces for us really fast. Hell, maybe we should just let her get all of them, and then we can ambush her right at the end.”
“It might come down to that, honestly,” Zarra said with a frown. “It’s possible you’ll be able to save her from the armor in Binna, but she’s already so powerful that I’m not sure.”
“I know,” I sighed. “And the longer she wears the armor, the crazier and more powerful she’ll get.”
“We just have to get that armor off her,” Zarra said as she sank her head into her hands.
“We will,” I said and then reached out to grab her hand again. “Come on, is it too early for breakfast?”
“A little, but the restaurant’s always open.” Zarra looked up at me with a smile. “You’re starving, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, probably because somebody told me once that eating in Ohlavar wasn’t real,” I said with a pointed roll of my eyes. “You had me convinced that your chefs created crazy realistic tastes that you funneled as a liquid through my mouthpiece when I ate in the game.”
“You make it sound so bad when you put it like that,” Zarra groaned.
“It was a good lie,” I chuckled. “Otherwise, I would have had too many questions about eating in a video game. But now that I know the truth, let me ask-- when I eat food in Ohlavar, I’m really eating actual food, aren’t I?”
“Yes,” Zarra said.
“And I’m usually starving when I get back,” I continued. “But I’m not usually very hungry when I’m there. Why is that?”
“That’s some magic you would have to ask Zahira about,” the amethyst-eyed woman replied. “My sister understands more about how the portals work. All I know is that it can affect all of your body’s systems, especially while you’re still getting used to the jumps. That’s why your heart rate used to skyrocket when you’d come back through, and that’s why you aren’t usually hungry until you get back. It’s also why you can go for so long without sleeping in Ohlavar.”
“Those are some pretty nice perks,” I said.
“They’ll fade eventually,” Zarra warned. “The longer you spend in Ohlavar, the more your body will get used to it. That’s why your heart rate doesn’t go crazy when you come back through anymore, and eventually, you’ll start to get just as hungry there as you do here.”
“Good to know,” I said. “I’ll have to eat something when I go back just so I can really enjoy it. But I’m starving right now, and I don’t want to wait, so come on.”
Zarra stood up and led me out of the lab into my suite. After she secured the door behind us, she squeezed my hand again and then released it back to my side, so I could throw on some clothes before we went to breakfast. Once I was dressed in my usual Arnacript uniform of shorts and a T-shirt, I rejoined Zarra in the living room, and we started toward the restaurant together.
“So, what do you usually eat for breakfast at four o’clock in the morning?” Zarra snickered.
“Shit, is that really the time?” I chuckled. “I can’t say that I usually eat a lot of anything at four in the morning, but I could just about devour the whole kitchen right now.”
“Then we’ll get some of everything,” Zarra said.
We passed one of the Arnacript security offices on our way through the facility, and I glanced through the window out of habit. There were double the usual security guards inside, and I stopped short when I saw that they all had automatic rifles strapped across their backs. Most of them had grenades in pouches on their vests, and each of them looked like they had enough ammo to take on a small army by themselves.
“Uhh, are they supposed to have all of that?” I demanded.
Zarra leaned around me and peered into the security office. One of the guards saw her and stood up a little straighter, and then they all turned and seemed to click their heels together. Zarra only waved and smiled, and then she slipped her arm through mine and pulled me back down the hallway.
“They’re fine, don’t worry about them,” the beautiful woman said.
“Yeah, but they’re all armed with serious rifles,” I said. “And grenades. And a crazy amount of ammo.”
“All the better to keep us safe with,” Zarra said.
“From what, exactly?” I asked. “Does this have anything to do with the ridiculous security locks all over the place, like on the door to my VRIU lab? Or does it have anything to do with the break-in?”
“A little of both, to be honest,” Zarra sighed.
“Does that mean things can come through the portal?” I demanded. “I’ve noticed Ky looks at the tank really nervously sometimes, like he’s worried something’s gonna pop out of it and eat us all.”
“That’s possible, but not likely,” Zarra said with a little laugh. “The doors do help prevent anything like that, but I’m not too worried about it. I control the portal through Zahira, so the only way something could sneak through would be if it came back with you or one of my patients. Possible, but unlikely to happen.”
“So, if you’re not really worried about things coming through the portal from Ohlavar, is the extra security mostly just because of the break-in?” I asked.
“I’ll tell you more once we’re seated,” Zarra whispered when we reached the restaurant.
The hostess looked like she was half-asleep at her podium, and I didn’t blame her since there was only one other person in the restaurant. He looked like a security guard I’d seen around the hallways before, but I didn’t recognize him, and he didn’t look up from his deep dish of a four a.m. brownie sundae.
As soon as the hostess saw Zarra, she stood up so straight that she hit her elbow on the podium.
“Ms. Zerne!” the brunette gasped. “Mr. Lennox, hi! Sorry, um, you can take a seat anywhere you like. We’re not super crowded, as you can see! Ha, um…”
“Does Ms. Zerne really make you work the hostess stand at four a.m.?” I teased.
“Oh, it’s just in case there’s any--”
“He’s only teasing,” Zarra said with a roll of her eyes. “Come on, Leo. We can sit by the window and watch the sun when it comes up.”
“Thanks.” I smiled at the blushing hostess and then followed Zarra to a booth beside a huge arched window. “So, you were telling me about the break--”
“I didn’t think I’d see anybody here so early, so imagine my surprise when I saw you come in, Mr. Lennox!” a woman’s voice gushed from behind me before she appeared beside our table.
It was the dark blonde waitress who had tried to bring me food after Allurie ripped my heart out. I smiled at her, and she blushed before she turned to Zarra.
“Oh, and Ms. Zerne, good morning.” The waitress turned pale. “I hope you’ve had a good night.”
“Fine, thank you,” Zarra said. “Mr. Lennox is quite hungry, so we’ll take some of everything. Waffles, sausage, bacon, French toast, cereal, eggs. Oh, and would you like toast?”
“Sure, but you’re gonna have to help me eat some of this,” I chuckled.
“We’d also like coffee, please,” Zarra told the dark-eyed waitress.
“Right away,” the other woman said quickly. “I’ll--”
“One more thing,” Zarra sighed and pursed her lips like the next words were going to be the most ridiculous things she’d ever said. “What’s your name?”
“Lora,” the dark blonde waitress answered. “You asked me about your eyes a few weeks ago? Am I in trouble? I didn’t mean to--”
“Lora, you’re not in trouble,” Zarra sighed again. “I just wanted to apologize for how rude I was earlier. I know you were only trying to help Leo, and I shouldn’t have scolded you for doing what the good doctor told you to do.”
“Oh, it’s fine, you don’t have to--”
“I’m afraid I do,” Zarra interrupted. “My friend told me I was quite rude, and he was right. I’m sorry. Will you accept my apology?”
“Of course!” Lora gushed. “It’s fine, I understand! You’re the president of the company, and I’m just a waitress. You don’t have to apologize to me or anything, it’s fine.”
“Just because I’m the president doesn’t mean I can be a rude bitch,” Zarra laughed. “Thank you for being so nice about it, Lora. Oh, and I take my coffee black.”
“I remember,” the waitress said with a smile. “I’ll put your orders in, and I’ll be right back with those coffees.”
“Thanks,” I said.
After the dark blonde waitress left, I smirked at Zarra.
“I know, I know!” Zarra rolled her eyes again. “I felt bad when you scolded me for being rude to her.”
“Even after thousands of years, I guess there’s still room for evolving a little bit more, hm?” I teased.
“Apparently,” Zarra chuckled. “Anyway, we were talking about the break-in. That’s the main reason why I’ve beefed up all the security lately, and it’s especially because I’m not sure where the next attack might come from.”
“Where did it come from last time?” I asked. “Who were the people who broke in?”
“I’ve been dreading this question,” Zarra whispered.
“Why?” I asked, but then my stomach suddenly dropped like I’d swallowed a stone. “Shit, Zarra. It wasn’t just some kind of corporate espionage, was it?”
“No,” Zarra answered. “The break-in was the work of the demon dragons.”
“Shiiiit! How is that even possible? Aren’t they stuck on the moon in Ohlavar or something?”
“Yes, but they have agents they use on Ohlavar and on Earth,” the amethyst-eyed goddess replied. “These agents do whatever the demons tell them to. They are cruel, unstoppable, and more evil than you can imagine.”
“Where the fuck do they come from?” I demanded. “Do they come through your portals here?”
“No!” Zarra said. “No, like I said, I control the portals at Arnacript, but there are other portals on Earth, Leo.”
“Where?” I asked quietly, as I started to realize the implications of everything Zarra was telling me.
“I’m not sure,” the beautiful woman admitted. “That’s kind of the problem. All I know is that the demon dragons have been sending their agents through other portals somewhere on Earth. They’ve been trying to kill me and Zahira, and since they found out about you, they’ve been trying to kill you, too.”
“How the hell do the demons send their agents through when they’re supposed to be asleep?” I asked.
“I hate to admit it, but I don’t know that, either,” Zarra said. “I know the demons gave orders to their agents before they went to sleep after the last Time of Heliotrope, and I assume their agents continue to act on those orders. Or it’s possible that the demon dragons are still able to communicate with their agents through dreams and visions. Maybe their minds are awake, even though their bodies are still asleep.”
“Can’t you just make an illusion and trick them into thinking you’re somewhere else?” I asked.
“Believe me, I’ve tried,” Zarra sighed. “But whenever I send people through to Ohlavar to try to collect the Pieces of Heliotrope, these agents figure it out and use that information to track me down. Do you remember when I told you earlier that I wiped most of my employees’ records from Earth so there’s no trace of them?”
“Yeah, I remember,” I said.
“This is why,” the beautiful woman explained. “I can--”
“Here you go!” Lora said as she reappeared beside our booth. “Two coffees and all the breakfast items we have to offer! Your waffles and sausage are still cooking, but I’ll bring those out directly. I thought you could go ahead and get started on everything else in the meantime!”
The waitress set down a whole tray full of food, and my stomach roared like a dinosaur when I realized just how hungry I was. I couldn’t remember the last time I ate, but it felt like I had run a marathon without anything in my stomach.
“Thanks, Lora,” I said.
“You bet!” the waitress replied. “I’ll be back with everything else soon.”
After she disappeared back to the kitchen, I started on a plate of French toast and bacon, but Zarra just nibbled on a piece of toast with her coffee.
“I thought you were gonna help me with this,” I said.
“I will,” Zarra said with a small smile. “I just need to get this next part over with first.”
“What next part?” I set my fork down and swallowed a mouthful of strong coffee. “Is this about Arnacript’s employee records?”
“Not really, but it’s related,” she admitted. “Like I was saying, I can restore everyone’s records after they leave for other jobs, but as long as they work for me, I erase all traces of most of my employees. It makes it much harder for the dragons’ agents to connect anyone to me and my work, so it keeps both my employees and myself safer.”
“That’s good though, right?” I reached for the plate of scrambled eggs. “So, what’s the problem?”
“It never seems to work,” Zarra replied, and she started to rub her temples like she was trying to massage away a headache. “The agents are always one step ahead of me, and that’s how they were able to break in that day. They were so close to reaching Zahira, and I thought--”
“She’s okay,” I said as I reached across the table to grab Zarra’s hand. “They didn’t get her, but… shit, I guess that explains why you were so desperate to get to the AI vault on the day of the break-in.”
“If anything happened to her, I couldn’t go on,” Zarra whispered. “And I could never go back to Ohlavar. I could never send anyone there or bring anyone back, and I could never get the armor or use it to defeat the dragons.”
“We won’t let anything happen to her,” I said as I squeezed her hand.
“That’s the main reason I’ve amped up security around here so much,” Zarra said. “Because if they found Zahira… if they killed her, I wouldn’t even want to go back to Ohlavar. Nothing would matter anymore.”
I dropped her hand and took another sip of coffee. When I thought back to the day of the break-in now, it all made sense. I thought Zarra was crazy to risk her life for an AI server, but she had known who the attackers were all along, just like she had known why they were there.
But then my stomach tightened, and I had to push away my plate of half-finished scrambled eggs. The dragons’ agents were responsible for the Arnacript break-in, but it sounded like they had come after Zarra and her people many times before. She said their agents had been trying to kill her and her sister, but she also said they’d been after me.
“The assassination attempts,” I whispered. “When I was bringing my parents here, and when I… when Sal and Dale…”
I couldn’t bring myself to finish the sentence. My hands were shaking so much that I sloshed coffee over the top of my mug when I set it down, and then I just clenched my fists in my lap.
“Leo, I--”
“And here’s your waffles and sausage!” Lora said cheerfully.
I had been so distracted that I hadn’t even seen the waitress come over to the table, but I couldn’t lift my gaze to acknowledge her. I didn’t want her to see how upset I was or have her ask me what was wrong, and I didn’t trust myself to speak right now.
“Thank you,” Zarra told the waitress. “That will be all.”
“I can get you some more coffee if--”
“I said, that will be all,” Zarra spat.
“Y-yes, ma’am,” the waitress stammered. “Sorry!”
Even after Lora left the table, I couldn’t bring myself to move. The whole restaurant suddenly seemed dark, and all I could focus on was the single drop of coffee that was slowly sliding down the side of the mug.
“Leo?” Zarra whispered.
“Sal and Dale,” I repeated. “Was that the work of the demon dragon fucks?”
“Yes,” Zarra choked on the word. “Yes, the demons’ agents are the ones who tried to assassinate you both those times. They tried to kill you the day you brought your parents here, and they… fuck, Leo, I’m so sorry. They’re the ones who killed Sal and Dale.”
“Did you know?” I asked quietly.
“Not at first,” the beautiful woman replied. “I suspected, but I didn’t think the demon dragons knew about you then. You hadn’t even agreed to work for me yet. Plus, you were so famous that it seemed plausible this was a completely separate situation. But then when I started looking into it, it seemed more and more likely that they were behind everything.”
“And you decided to bring me in anyway?”
“I knew I must have chosen the right man if their agents were already trying to kill you even before you had agreed to work with me,” Zarra said. “They only tried so hard to kill you because they recognized the same thing that I did: if anyone could get the armor, it would be you.”
“I guess that makes sense.” I forced my hands to unclench in my lap before they got permanently stuck that way.
“I also knew that the safest place for you would be with me,” the amethyst-eyed woman continued. “As long as you are inside Arnacript, I have a better chance of protecting you and your parents. That’s why your contract has you stay on site for two years. It’s all to keep you safe, Leo.”
“But it wasn’t enough to keep Sal and Dale safe,” I said as I finally raised my gaze to meet hers.
“I know, and I am so sorry for that,” Zarra said. “I had no idea the demons’ agents even knew I was talking to you, and I definitely didn’t know they were going to try to attack you before you even signed with me. If I had known, I would have done things differently.”
“Would you still have tried to sign me?” I wrapped my hands around my half-spilled coffee.
“Yes,” Zarra replied. “I just would have sent an army to protect you.”
I took another sip of coffee and then ran my fingers through my hair.
“I’m really sorry, Leo,” the beautiful woman repeated.
“I know it’s not your fault,” I sighed. “You don’t have to apologize. But I’ll tell you one thing for sure… I sure as hell want to find all the Pieces of Heliotrope now. The sooner we get you that armor, the sooner we can destroy the demons, and Sal and Dale can finally rest in peace.”
“And I promise I will do everything in my power to help you and to defeat the dragons,” Zarra said. “I swear it.”
It was hard to swallow the fact that both Sal and Dale had died because I was considered a threat to these demon dragons, but there wasn’t anything I could do to change the fact that they were dead. The best thing I could do for them now was to try to live in a way that would make them proud.
And of course, I would also avenge their deaths by ripping the demon dragons into a thousand pieces, setting those pieces on fire, and then throwing their burned ashes into the bottom of the ocean.
“Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s get back to the facts. You said these agents are coming through portals somewhere on Earth, right?”
“Yes, but I have no idea where they are,” Zarra replied. “Sometimes, I can sense their energy residue, and I go after them wherever I sense their presence. This is why I sometimes leave suddenly for days on end. But then by the time I get to their last location, they’ve already vanished, packed up, and closed that portal to open another one somewhere else.”
“What do you mean?” I asked and then speared another piece of toast for myself. “Are you saying they can close and open portals like Zahira?”
“It’s not quite the same thing, but it is similar,” the dark-haired woman answered. “The demon dragons are parasites. They can open up portals to travel from one dimension to another, and this is how they ended up on Ohlavar in the first place. I think they give their agents some of their powers to do this same thing, and that’s why they can come through to Earth’s dimension.”
“That doesn’t sound good for Earth’s chances of survival,” I muttered.
“The dragons might come here eventually, but it wouldn’t be their first choice,” Zarra chuckled. “There’s no real magic here, or at least, not enough for them to consume. That’s why they’d rather stay in my home dimension and just wait for the magic to grow to a peak again.”
“Still, that’s not good if they can just keep sending agents through to come after you, Zahira, and me.” I started on my waffle now and was pleasantly surprised it was still hot. “Do you have any idea how many agents they have here on Earth?”
“My best guess is hundreds,” Zarra admitted. “That’s why they all know way more about me, and what I’m doing here, than I know about them. I only have myself to rely on, plus a small handful of people who know the truth, but most of them aren’t warriors.”
“Hundreds?” I repeated. “Fuck, Zarra, those are bad odds.”
“I know,” the beautiful woman groaned. “But do you know how long it takes for me to figure out if someone can handle the truth? Plus, I also have to figure out if I can trust them or not, and I have to keep everything under lock and key until then. At the same time, the dragons just keep sending more and more agents through, and they find out more and more because I’m so fucking outnumbered!”
“No wonder you have insomnia,” I muttered. “You’ve been trying to deal with enemies in two different dimensions for… well, for a long time.”
“It has gotten worse recently,” Zarra said. “After I found you, actually.”
“That might be a nice win for my ego if there weren’t still people trying to kill us,” I said with a smirk. “Is that when you think Arnacript got a mole?”
“It could have happened when you started working here, or it could have happened earlier,” the beautiful woman answered. “I’m still trying to figure that out, but I won’t know for sure until I know who the mole is.”
“But you’re sure that there is a mole?” I asked.
“One hundred percent,” Zarra replied. “It’s the only thing that would explain everything.”
“Okay, so have you narrowed it down at all?” I reached for a dish of hash browns and scooped half of them onto my plate.
“I have a few suspects in mind, but nothing definite yet,” she sighed. “Whoever they are, they’ve done a really good job of covering their tracks.”
“You should let Chip help you,” I said. “He’s really good at this sort of thing.”
“Chip is very good at shooting and protecting,” Zarra chuckled. “But he’s only been here a few months. I think I’ll be able to figure out the mole in my own organization better than him.”
“If you say so, but I wouldn’t knock it until you’ve tried it.” I shrugged. “You might be a goddess, but he’s an ex-Navy SEAL.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Zarra said with an amused smile. “Like I said, I do have my list of suspects narrowed down to just a few people, but I can’t accuse anyone just yet, not until I’m absolutely sure. I’ve actually been thinking about using the mole to leak false information to my enemies, just to see what sticks.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “Even though that means the mole will still be here, so they can still collect their own information. Plus, they might just be waiting for a chance to take down you, me, or your sister when we’re alone.”
“Zahira is never alone,” Zarra said. “But I do worry about the two of us. I don’t think one mole is enough to take out either one of us on our own, but it is something to consider.”
“Think about talking to Chip,” I said through a yawn. “I need to talk to him anyway, but I think I’m gonna have to sleep first, and then I need to get back to Ohlavar this afternoon or this evening before the fenia farmer starts thinking that we’re up to something.”
“Have you had enough to eat?” Zarra asked.
“I’m stuffed, thanks,” I said as I pushed my plate away. “There is one more thing, though. I’ll tell you everything that happens while I’m gone, but I really don’t want to be recorded anymore.”
“I understand, and I really am sorry about that,” Zarra said. “I’ll make sure we aren’t pulling any of the video from you.”
“How does it work?” I asked as we both got up from the table. “Ky said something about nanomachines?”
“Yeah… they are in the food.” Zarra sighed. “It’s the way we can give you the UI interface.”
“Shit,” I said as I glanced down at the empty plates.
“Not this meal,” Zarra said. “We put it in the miso soup you liked so much. I can disable them, but they offer a huge advantage because they are cross referencing items you see with what is in our database. It also translates the script you read. I’ve done extensive testing on them, and they are harmless. We can disable them once you’ve helped me save my sister, or… if you really want, I can take them out now.”
“They aren’t going to fuck with my brain or anything?” I asked. “I’ve heard they are using this technology a bunch in the medical field, but--”
“That’s where I got the idea,” she said with a shrug. “I had most of the game angle worked out by the early two thousands when they first started doing virtual reality helmets, but the lag between inputs was too long. When they started figuring out nanomachines for eye surgery and such some ten years ago, it all started to come together. As I said, we can take them out, but they are safe.”
“I understand why you needed to do it,” I said as we walked toward my room. “You can’t just send somebody to another dimension and not have any way to monitor what they do there.”
“Thank you for understanding, Leo.” Zarra smiled at me. “You’ve been great about this, and I’m sorry that--”
“We are fine,” I interrupted her as we reached my door. “You don’t need to apologize anymore. You did what you had to do to protect your sister and me. I get it. I’m just glad we aren’t lying to each other anymore.”
“Thank you,” Zarra leaned in and kissed me gently on the lips. Her mouth tasted a bit of the delicious food we just ate, and our quick kiss turned into a steamy make out session as we both stumbled into my room.
I kicked the door closed behind us, and then we tore each other’s clothes off before I devoured each inch of Zarra’s body. She climaxed half a dozen times to my touch, and after I found my own release, we fell asleep on my bed with her head resting on my chest in almost the exact same position Moryana had fallen asleep.
I slept longer than I meant to. When I woke up, it was six o’clock in the evening, and Zarra was no longer in my bed. I realized I had left my friends over twelve hours ago, so I ordered a turkey club sandwich to be delivered to my room, hopped in the shower, and then got dressed as quickly as I could.
After I wolfed down the sandwich, I headed to the VRIU lab. Only Jennifer and Ky were there this time, but I didn’t mind that Zarra was gone. She had a million other things on her plate, and now that we were on the same page with everything, I understood that her job sometimes meant she needed to be elsewhere.
I was chit chatting to Ky and Jennifer to try to let them know I really wasn’t mad at them, but suddenly I heard a whisper that seemed to come from the VRIU tank itself.
“Leo!” a woman’s voice cried out.








Chapter 8
I stared at the black liquid.
“Leo, can you hear me?” the voice repeated, and this time, there was no mistaking who it belonged to.
“Moryana,” I whispered.
“What was that, Champ?” Ky asked.
“Uh, is it ready for me?” I nodded at the pool of black liquid. “I really need to get back.”
“Oh, absolutely,” the tattooed tech replied. “You can jump in whenever you’re ready.”
I wanted to ask them why I could sometimes hear my friends through the portal, or maybe I just needed to ask Zarra later. None of her explanations had included anything about that possibility, and it was a little strange that it happened at all, since the portal was supposed to close again once I came back through. And there definitely wasn’t an explanation for why I seemed to be the only one who could hear my friends through the portal.
“Leo!” Moryana cried again.
“Okay, I’ll see you when I get back,” I said quickly, and then I stripped off my robe almost before Ky could tint the privacy glass.
As soon as the black liquid closed over my head, I opened my eyes in the hay loft beside Moryana.
“There you are,” the sword dancer hissed. “We’ve got to move!”
The first thing I noticed was that Moryana was fully dressed and armed, so that probably wasn’t a good sign. I glanced at the orange-gold evening sun as it filtered in through the slats of the barn and made the hay around us look like it was on fire, and then I glanced over the edge of the hay loft and saw Lady Feeyaz waiting below with her hood fully drawn up over her head.
“What happened?” I rolled to my feet and started to dress as fast as I could.
“I don’t know, but there are Meskna soldiers here, and they’re looking for us,” Moryana answered.
“Like national soldiers?” I demanded as I buckled my armor over my tunic.
“Yes.” Moryana handed my weapons belt to me. “Apparently, someone informed a nearby outpost that there were dangerous criminals here, and they described us right down to the freckle on my ass.”
“I noticed that,” I said with a smirk, but then I realized what it meant. “Shiiiit.”
“That was more or less our reaction, too,” Moryana muttered. “It means Allurie sent national soldiers after us to try to slow down our pursuit of her.”
“Super, so she’s getting more powerful and clever,” I groaned. “Alright, let’s go. Where are Bolverk and Cornalic?”
“Waiting outside with the farmer,” the sword dancer answered. “The soldiers are searching the whole village, and my guess is that we have less than five minutes before they’re on top of us.”
“Less than that, dear friends!” Cornalic cried from outside the barn.
Moryana slid down the ladder to the barn floor first, and I followed right behind her. Lady Feeyaz moved like a shadow through the barn after us, but when she stumbled slightly near the door, I lunged for her and grabbed her arm.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“My amulet will protect me for a short time,” the drow woman whispered. “But it is still painful, Leo Lennox.”
“Okay, I’ve got you,” I said, and then I led both women outside.
The fenia farmer stood beside Bolverk and Cornalic just outside the barn door, and they were all studying the road that led to the farmer’s house. I didn’t see any soldiers yet, but I knew my friends’ sight and hearing was better than my own, so they had to know what they were talking about.
“Where are they?” I asked.
“Grr, close enough,” the fenia farmer said. “Look, I don’t want to turn you in, since your friends helped me out today, and you’ve paid me good money, but I also don’t want to get caught harboring criminals.”
“We’re going now, and thank you,” I said.
“You’ll never make it across open ground,” the fenia sighed. “The soldiers have horses. Go to Garris the Mind mage. If you tell him I sent you, he’ll help you out.”
“Where can we find him?” Moryana asked.
“Turn right in front of my house and go down the road until you see the fruit stand,” the farmer replied. “Turn left into the alley, and you’ll catch him locking up the back door. But you better hurry, since he does close right at sunset.”
“Shit, let’s move!” I said. “Thank you for your help!”
Bolverk was the first to charge toward the front of the fenia farmer’s house, but Moryana ran after him to keep him from doing anything stupid. I followed as fast as I could with Lady Feeyaz, and Cornalic brought up the rear.
“What did the farmer mean when he said you helped him out today?” I asked as we hurried along.
“Cornalic and Bolverk did a few odd jobs for him,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “Lifting heavy things, repairing a fence, that kind of stuff. He gave us lunch and dinner in exchange, so it was quite a nice little setup, if you like that kind of small-town charm.”
“That was nice of him,” I said.
“I do not think the national soldiers are much loved by the common folk of Meskna,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “He doesn’t want to get in trouble, but he also doesn’t want to help them.”
“Lucky for us,” I said, and then I doubled our pace.
As soon as we reached the main road in front of the farmer’s house, I realized we were going to have to fight our way to the Mind mage’s shop. The soldiers were still going from door to door about fifty yards in front of us, and the fruit stand where we were supposed to turn was another fifty yards past them. The moment we entered the street, the soldiers glanced in our direction, and then they all turned toward us with their hands on their weapons.
Allurie must have given them one hell of a good description.
“Throw down your weapons!” the captain shouted. “In the name of Meskna’s national security, I--”
“Cornalic, get to the Mind mage and tell him to wait for us,” I said instead of listening to the rest of the soldier’s message. “We’ll catch up shortly.”
“It will be done, my dearest brother,” the half-orc growled, and then he used his Shadow Hide ability to evaporate into the shadows beside us.
“Everybody else, run!” I ordered.
We sprinted down the road at the same time the soldiers started running toward us. This seemed like a bad idea, but there were only a dozen soldiers, so I was pretty sure we could take them. I didn’t really want to kill them when they were just doing their jobs, but then the captain in the lead shoved aside a pregnant woman so he could get to us faster.
“Fuck these guys,” I snarled. “Bunch of assholes.”
Lady Feeyaz had halfway ripped the silk cloth off The Darkest Death before I grabbed her hand to stop her.
“Too many civilians,” I said.
The dark elf fired a powerful blast of purple lightning at the soldiers instead, and the captain’s face turned into a smoking crater right before we met them.
I pulled out my Short Sword of the Stone King and punched the hilt into a soldier’s nose as I brought it up into a fighting position. As he staggered backward with a broken nose, I plunged the short sword into another soldier’s stomach. I must have been lucky today since he instantly caught my weapon’s 15% chance of fire damage, and red flames erupted all across the leather armor over his stomach.
The soldier screamed and patted his shield against his stomach to try to put the flames out, but Bolverk made sure he never got the chance. The gnome berserker leaped on top of the soldier, grasped his skull with both hands, and then twisted the guard’s neck until it snapped.
“None shall stand in the way of the Avatar of Heliotrope!” Bolverk thundered. “Die, you fools!”
I punched another asshole in the face with my free hand while my short sword blocked the blow of a red-faced soldier. He started to slide his sword off mine, but I moved my blade quicker than he expected, and he wasn’t able to parry my next attack. My short blade sliced through the exposed skin just below his elbow, and it went deep enough to spurt a small geyser of blood into the air.
When Lady Feeyaz sent another burst of violet fire toward my opponent, I turned away from his smoking throat so I could direct my attention to another soldier. I saw Moryana shimmer and flicker like a dark whirlpool as she took down two soldiers at once, and I glanced at Bolverk long enough to make sure the tattooed berserker didn’t need any healing. He looked completely fine, and actually, he seemed to be grinning as he happily hacked his hand axes into an enemy’s chest.
“More are coming,” Lady Feeyaz said. “Two hundred yards.”
I threw my short sword up to block another swing of a soldier’s blade, and then I kneed him in the groin so he doubled-over. I jumped to the side to avoid his weak attempt at a thrust, carved my weapon through the back of his neck, and then looked up to see what Lady Feeyaz had sensed.
Sure enough, the late evening sun glittered off more armor two hundred yards ahead. The newest soldiers were too far away to tell how many there were, but I could at least tell that these assholes were on horseback.
“Spook the horses!” I shouted.
I cast Spirit of Stone on Lady Feeyaz to protect her from a spear one of the horse riders threw at her, and as soon as the spear clattered to the cobblestones, the dark elf flung her hand toward the oncoming riders.
It was like every horse suddenly saw its own ghost.
They went fucking wild.
The horses ran in every direction, and their riders all shouted as they tried to rein them in. But whatever illusion Lady Feeyaz had used was stronger than anything the soldiers could do, so the horses galloped everywhere except where they were supposed to go. They trampled a street vendor cart in their path, and a few fenia children had to scamper out of their way and jump onto a nearby roof to avoid the thunder of their hooves.
When they started stampeding down the road toward us, I knew it was time to go. I thrust my short sword one more time in between the ribs of a soldier in front of me, but when he still tried to plunge his dagger toward my thigh, I slammed my head into his skull to finish the job.
As soon as his body dropped, I looked up to see that the stampeding horses were twenty yards away now. There was no time to finish off the rest of these assholes without getting run over, and we would still have to dodge them if we wanted to get to the Mind mage’s shop.
“Time to go!” I shouted and then grabbed Lady Feeyaz’s hand. “Now, Bolverk!”
The gnome berserker roared like a bull as his Club of Never-ending Pain finished smashing a soldier’s skull in. Then he jumped up and ran toward me, and I saw Moryana follow right behind him. The sword dancer sliced her scimitar through another soldier as we sprinted toward the horses, but with only ten yards between us, I started to angle my run toward the alley just up ahead.
“Keep going straight!” Lady Feeyaz panted.
I trusted that the dark elf knew what she was doing, but the moment I shifted back to run straight ahead, my whole body tensed for the collision we were about to have. The horses were so close that I could see the whites of their eyes now, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on each of my friends without even thinking about it.
Then all the horses parted around us like a wave.
It was like a brick wall suddenly appeared in front of us, but only the horses could see it. They funneled around us like we were inside a protective bubble, and the soldiers were so busy trying to regain control of their mounts that they didn’t even spare us a second glance. Instead, the only thing I felt was a few stray flecks of horse spit and a gust of wind that engulfed us as they galloped past.
We didn’t pause long enough to see what happened to the rest of the street behind us. We just kept running forward until we saw the fruit stand, turned a sharp left, and then found our way to the back of the Mind mage’s shop.
Cornalic was standing just outside the back door, and as soon as he saw us, his face erupted into a huge, fanged grin.
“Oh, my dear friends!” Cornalic cried. “I was just about to come to your rescue, but I told myself, ‘Now Cornalic, your friends are fierce fighters, and they have Leo to protect them, so they’ll be alright,’ but then I thought maybe I should still--”
“Cornalic!” I gasped as we all skidded to a stop beside him. “Is the shop open?”
“Oh, yes, we’ve just been waiting for you!” the half-orc said. “Come in and meet Garris! I don’t know much about these kinds of things, but he seems to be a remarkable Mind mage! His shop reminds me of this--”
“Maybe tell us about it later before the cavalry catches up,” Moryana snickered.
Cornalic opened the door and ushered us all inside, but I waited until all my other friends had gone through the door before I followed them. I gave one final glance down the alley behind me, but there was no sign of the soldiers or their horses yet, so I figured we were safe. We could handle more of them if they showed up, but I really didn’t want to get this Mind mage in trouble, especially not since he was friends with the fenia farmer who had given us shelter in the first place.
When we were all inside, I turned to see the inside of the Mind mage’s shop. It didn’t look like any mage’s shop I’d seen before, but it still felt incredibly powerful. The walls and floors were completely bare except for a small table and stool in one corner by a window, but every inch of the ceiling was covered with plants.
Dried and fresh herbs dangled from the ceiling like hanged corpses swaying in a slight breeze. They were mostly shades of green, red, and purple, but a few yellow clusters of blooms hung lower than the rest. They looked as soft as silk, and I automatically reached up to touch them.
“I wouldn’t do that if you want your eyeballs to stay in your body,” an unfamiliar voice said.
I forced my hand back down to my side before I could brush the yellow blooms, and then I looked around for the source of the voice. It came from a four-foot-tall gnome with thick spectacles and a shaved head. The gnome was standing beside the small table, even though I swore he wasn’t there just a moment ago. He studied all of us over the top of his spectacles, but his gaze lingered on Bolverk a few seconds more than the rest of us. Finally, he jerked his head in a quick nod.
“I’m Garris, in case you’re confused,” the gnome chuckled. “I hear you ran into a bit of trouble with the soldiers, eh?”
“All a complete misunderstanding, of course,” Cornalic said quickly.
“Eh, we’ve all had a bit of trouble with the soldiers from time to time,” the Mind mage said. “And to be honest, I’d respect you a bit more if it wasn’t a misunderstanding.”
“So, the soldiers are not well-liked around here?” Moryana asked.
“They’re not well-liked anywhere,” the gnome mage snorted. “They are a bunch of drunk assholes who use any half-excuse of justice to bully and rob us.”
“They do not serve the gods,” Bolverk muttered. “They are imposters, and they must be obliterated before I can take the Throne of Ascension.”
“Hmm,” the Mind mage said as he narrowed his eyes at Bolverk.
“We did kill quite a few of them,” Lady Feeyaz added before Garris could ask any questions about the berserker gnome. “So, perhaps you can help us out for a slightly lower rate?”
“Hm, that depends on how many of them you managed to kill,” Garris said. “And it depends on where you want to go.”
“We’re in a little bit of a hurry,” I said with another glance at the back door.
“Relax, human,” the gnome said. “The soldiers won’t find you here unless I want them to.”
“Are you certain about that?” Moryana still had her scimitar in one hand, and her grip tightened slightly on the hilt.
“If I have herbs that’ll make your eyeballs detach from your skull and fall out like rotten grapes, don’t you think I have herbs that ward off curious eyes?” Garris smirked.
“My apologies.” Moryana sheathed her scimitar. “I thought you were exaggerating when you mentioned the eyeballs a moment ago.”
“You’d technically have to consume that plant to make your eyeballs fall out,” the Mind mage chuckled. “Still, if you touch them and then touch your face, you’ll itch so badly that you’ll want to claw your own eyes out, so better safe than sorry, eh?”
“We need to go to Tylue,” I said. “Can you teleport us there?”
“It’s just like a human to be so straight to the point,” Garris sighed. “I can teleport you there, alright.”
“You’ve been there?” Lady Feeyaz almost let her hood slip down, but she caught it just in time.
“I’ve never been outside my own country,” the gnome mage replied. “But I assume from your clothes and your style of speaking that you’ve been there before, so we’ll have to rely on your own memory of the city to make the jump.”
“I’m sure that will be fine,” I said with another glance at the door. “How much will you charge?”
“I estimate that we killed at least ten soldiers,” Lady Feeyaz said. “But I can go back outside and make it more, if that will drop your price.”
“I’d rather keep trouble away from my doors, for my sake as much as for my friend who sent you,” Garris said. “Normally, I’d charge 2,000 gold for such a big trip, but I’ll drop it to 1,800 for you.”
“I can give you five hundred,” I said. “But I can also offer you a Short Sword of Balance and Silent Bells of the Mist to make up the difference.”
After I explained what both items did, the gnome sniffed and pushed his thick spectacles up his sharp nose.
“I thought I smelled the hint of magic about you, and no wonder with your identification abilities,” the Mind mage said. “I’ll take your deal, human.”
“Thank you,” I sighed. “We appreciate your help.”
“And I appreciate your business,” Garris chuckled.
I had been meaning to sell my other short sword ever since I found the Short Sword of the Stone King, and I didn’t really have any need for the Silent Bells of the Mist. They were helpful when we needed a clear sense of direction, but they carried too much of a risk that our enemies could find us, so we had only worn them once.
If Allurie was sending droves of soldiers after us now, we really didn’t need a larger target on our backs.
I handed over the items and the gold to Garris, and he disappeared into a back room to stash the goods. When he came back, he scanned the ceiling full of herbs and flowers, and then he finally pointed to a spot on the floor just underneath a cluster of dried red plants.
“Stand just there in a circle, and fold your arms across your chests,” the gnome mage instructed.
“Don’t you need some kind of crystals or special chamber or something?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“You’re in a farming village, not a major city,” Garris chuckled. “You especially should know the greatest power in Ohlavar comes from the ground, and you’re standing underneath the most powerful plants in Meskna.”
“Me especially?” the dark elf repeated his words.
“Yes, you especially.” The Mind mage rolled his eyes. “You’re a drow, aren’t you? Your kind are quite powerful, and you come from the ground, eh? Or maybe I should say that you come from under the ground.”
“You know she’s a dark elf?” Cornalic whispered.
“Aren’t you terrified?” Moryana asked.
“Should I be?” the gnome mage chuckled.
“Most people piss themselves at any mention of a big, bad drow.” Lady Feeyaz sounded like she was trying not to laugh beneath her hood.
“If you wanted to kill me, you would have done it already,” Garris said with a shrug. “Besides, I’ve spent enough time wandering these hills that you’re not the first drow I’ve ever seen. You’re the first who has ever seen me, of course, but that’s another matter.”
“I wish we had more time to stay and learn a little more about your plants here,” Lady Feeyaz said. “You’re quite an interesting gnome, Garris.”
“Eh, maybe next time,” the Mind mage said. “Let’s get you all to Tylue before the soldiers start going from door to door again.”
We arranged ourselves in a circle underneath the red plants that hung from the ceiling, and we each crossed our arms over our chests like the gnome had instructed us. After he told us all to picture the palace in Tylue, Garris circled us silently and then stopped with his hands held high.
The dried red blooms above us suddenly shivered like they were in a windstorm. They tumbled down like dried drops of blood all around us, and the moment the first one touched my skin, my whole body started to prickle with the uncomfortable feeling of teleportation. I clenched my fists as the prickly feeling turned into the sensation of sharp needles in all my pores, and then it felt like the whole room was spinning around me.
I closed my eyes to try and keep myself steady, but as soon as the spinning feeling stopped, the pain stopped, too. My feet hit solid ground, and I opened my eyes to find myself in the palace gardens in Tylue.
The last time we teleported here, Allurie had ended up stuck at the bottom of one of the canals, so I quickly looked around to check on my friends. They had all arrived on the same garden path as me, except for Bolverk, who was stuck at the top of one of the tall hedges. The tattooed gnome muttered and swung his axes around at the hedge until he dislodged himself and tumbled to the ground, but he immediately bounced back to his feet and strode over to join us.
“Everybody in one piece?” I muttered.
“I think so,” Moryana replied. “I was a little worried Garris might send us to the middle of the ocean, but he kept up his end of the bargain.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you seem to have a difficult time trusting people?” Lady Feeyaz smirked.
“I only trust people who have proven themselves worthy,” Moryana said with a wink at me.
“To be fair, lovely Moryana, our new Mind mage friend did not run screaming when he realized Lady Feeyaz was a drow, so I think that might be a point in his favor,” Cornalic said.
“Fair enough.” The sword dancer shrugged.
“Come on, let’s go find the queen,” I said. “Lady Feeyaz, are your eyes okay for now?”
The sun had just gone down in Tylue, but there was still a sliver of light along the horizon, and there were plenty of emberbrands scattered along the garden paths. The drow sorceress had drawn her hood further over her white hair, but she hadn’t instantly started to scream in pain when we arrived in the gardens, so I figured her amulet must have a little juice left.
“My eyes are still shut to keep out the worst of the pain,” the dark elf said. “I have roughly half an hour before I need complete darkness.”
“Then we’ll make this as fast as we can,” I said. “We must not have alerted any guards yet.”
“Would you like me to raise the alarm?” Moryana smiled. “It might get the queen to the throne room more quickly if we announce ourselves in style.”
“That’s okay,” I laughed. “But you can run ahead and try to find her. I think it will be best to have a private conversation with her, Sharles, and Cesnie. The whole court doesn’t need to know our business, so ask her to go to her private chambers.”
“I’ll see you all there,” the beautiful sword dancer replied, and then she vaulted across one of the canals and disappeared into the darkness.
We followed after Moryana, but I made sure I went slowly enough that I could support Lady Feeyaz with her eyes closed. Bolverk brought up the rear, but Cornalic walked on my other side.
“So, dearest brother of my heart,” Cornalic said. “Is there something you wish to tell us about the lovely Moryana? It is a private business, to be sure, but if you need a kind ear to listen to your tales, then I can offer you not one, but two such ears!”
“I think I’ll keep it private business,” I chuckled. “But thanks, anyway.”
“My offer always stands, dearest friend!” the half-orc declared. “My ears are all yours!”
“I have excellent ears for listening too, just in case you have ever wondered,” Lady Feeyaz purred beside me. “Of course, it is not only my ears I would offer you, but any part of me you take a fancy to.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I snickered.
When we entered the royal chambers, Moryana was waiting for us in the common area of the suite. She was standing to the right of Queen Chrysa, and Lady Cesnie Kayleic stood to the left of the young queen. They were all talking so intensely that they didn’t even see us come into the room at first, and I smiled at the sight of the three women together.
Moryana looked as stunning as usual, and I would never have guessed just from looking at her that she had just come from a fight on another continent. There hadn’t been a moment for us to talk about the fact that we slept together, but she didn’t act any differently than she had before.
Chrysa was seated in a grand chair between the other two women, and she looked like she had just come from court. The beautiful brunette was dressed in a dark gold gown that brought out the highlights of her thickly coiled hair, and a heavy red pendant rose and fell between her generous breasts every time she inhaled. She looked so innocent and sweet that it was hard to remember she was now the queen of an entire country, and my fists clenched at my sides when I thought about how much I wanted to protect her from any harm.
On the other side of the young queen, Cesnie Kayleic stood with one hand on her dragon-shaped rapier hilt. Her platinum-blonde hair was in its usual perfect bob, and her steel blue eyes were half-closed like she was already bored with the conversation around her. She was dressed in light chainmail, but the leather plates she wore were now dyed the dark burgundy color of Sanduport instead of dark green.
“I like the new outfit color, Cesnie,” I announced from the doorway.
Chrysa jumped up from her seat, and all three women turned toward us together. I gave a little bow of respect to the queen, but the brunette queen just cried out, picked up her skirts to run toward me, and jumped straight into my chest.
I caught her and wrapped my arms around her as Chrysa buried her face in my neck. When my shoulder suddenly felt a little damp, I realized the young queen was crying, and I immediately regretted my choice of greeting. Moryana might have told her that we were alive, but we hadn’t been able to communicate with the queen at all since our first teleport to Phycar went wrong.
Up until a few minutes ago, she had probably been all but convinced that we were never coming back.
Bolverk huffed impatiently beside me, and Chrysa suddenly pulled back from our embrace. She wiped her face as I set her back down, and then she drew herself up tall like a true queen.
“I apologize, Leo,” Chrysa sniffled. “I’m just so happy to see you all!”
“Don’t worry, she did the same thing when I came into the room,” Moryana joked.
“Moryana told me you were alive, but it’s so good to see you with my own eyes!” Chrysa smiled. “And Cornalic and Bolverk! And I know we haven’t formally met before now, but you must be Lady Feeyaz! And--”
The brunette queen stopped mid-sentence and took another step back as she studied each of us. I braced myself for what she was going to ask, and I couldn’t bring myself to meet her gaze. Chrysa was almost as fond of Allurie as I was, and she would be devastated to hear what happened.
“Where’s Allurie?” Chrysa asked.
“I didn’t get a chance to tell her yet,” Moryana said. “I thought it might be better coming from you.”
“Alright, where is he?” Sharles’ booming voice thundered from the doorway to the royal chambers. “Where’s the man of the hour, returned from the dead to surprise us all? Although it’s not really a surprise, since we’re all well aware of what a fierce warrior you are!”
I turned toward the big man and smiled, even though I was about to kill the mood when I told them what happened to Allurie. Sharles was too charming not to return his smile though, so I shook his hand when he reached us, and he bowed to me and my friends.
Then he seemed to pick up on the heavy mood in the room.
“Where’s Allurie?” Sharles repeated Chrysa’s question. “Why do you all look like you’re at a bloody funeral?”
Chrysa’s hands flew to her mouth to stifle her low cry.
“Allurie is not dead!” I said quickly. “I know that’s what it looks like, but she is still very much alive.”
“Maybe we should all sit down,” Cornalic suggested. “We have a long tale, and it would perhaps be best to have some refreshments while we do it?”
“Of course,” Chrysa whispered. “Sharles, could you--”
“I’ve already ordered food and drinks, my queen,” the big man replied. “The servants should arrive any moment now.”
“I think the half-orc is right,” Cesnie said. “We clearly have a lot to discuss, so why don’t we sit down?”
The beautiful brunette queen nodded and returned to her chair. After Cornalic and Cesnie pulled over a few extra chairs to form a circle around the queen, the rest of us sat down around her. Only Bolverk refused a chair and sat straight down on the cold ground instead, but he seemed more comfortable there, anyway.
Before we could get started, servants arrived with more trays of food than the eight of us could possibly consume. Roasted duck and tender pork loin were the main proteins, but there were also mountains of fresh fruit and steaming bread. Mounds of sauteed vegetables rounded out the meal, and I recognized all of them except for a few that must grow only on Ohlavar, not Earth.
The servants pulled up a small table we could eat around, and after they poured us all a glass of wine and served our food, they left us alone to discuss business.
I hated to admit how hungry I was when we had so much to talk about, but now that I knew Ohlavar was real, and I could actually eat food here, my stomach rumbled like I hadn’t eaten in days. I heard Cornalic’s stomach roar beside me, and Bolverk snapped out of his meditation to study all the food in front of us, too. Even Moryana licked her lips in anticipation, but none of my friends touched their food.
It was like they were all waiting for me to give them permission.
“Go ahead and eat,” I said. “A few minutes won’t make much of a difference, and gods know we need the fuel.”
It would be too difficult to eat and talk about everything we needed to, so we spent the next few minutes eating and drinking in silence. The food tasted so good that I almost laughed a few times at the fact that I used to think this was all an elaborate part of the VR. It would have been an impressive feat of technology, but at the end of the day, it was even more impressive that I was actually teleporting to another dimension and eating the food here.
After we finished, Sharles summoned the servants again to clear everything and remove the table. Once they left, we all settled back into our positions, and I racked my brain to think of how I wanted to start our conversation.
“So,” Cesnie began. “Allurie is not dead?”
“No,” I replied with a glance across the circle at Chrysa.
“Then…” Chrysa’s voice got stuck in her throat.
When the queen’s dark brown eyes met mine, they glittered with tears, and I had to fight the urge to fold her up in my arms and tell her everything would be alright. But then Chrysa swallowed her tears, glanced at Cesnie and Sharles for reassurance, and cleared her throat.
“Before Leo begins, would you mind if I dimmed the lights in here?” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I will replace it with my own light, but otherwise, I will have to retreat for the evening.”
“Of course, please do whatever you need,” the brunette queen replied.
Lady Feeyaz slipped one hand out from underneath her cloak and flicked her wrist. All the emberbrands in the room immediately plunged into darkness, and it was just one more reminder of how powerful the drow woman was. A moment later, a small purple spark appeared above the dark elf’s hand, and I heard Chrysa give a small gasp at the same time Sharles shifted uncomfortably in his creaky chair.
Cesnie seemed unfazed. Her only reaction was to meet my gaze across the circle of chairs, but the way her blue eyes shone in the purple light made me think of Allurie, and my stomach tightened into a pretzel-like knot.
As soon as Lady Feeyaz cast her purple fire around the room to light up the emergency manual torches, she sank back in her chair and dropped her hood. She smiled at the looks of surprise from Sharles, Cesnie, and Chrysa, and then the dark elf glanced over and winked at me.
“I believe your friends might have thought I would look like a golem,” the drow woman purred. “Do you think they’re pleasantly surprised?”
“Forgive me, Lady Feeyaz,” Chrysa apologized. “It was rude of me to stare. I have never seen a drow in person, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone more beautiful, either. You look… amazing.”
“Aren’t you a sweetheart?” The dark elf smirked. “I can see why you’re so fond of the pretty queen, Leo.”
“Let’s get back to why we’re here,” I cleared my throat.
“Indeed,” Sharles replied. “When Rasim came to the palace to inform us that something went wrong with your teleport, I’m afraid we all thought you might be done for.”
“He could sense that?” Moryana asked.
“Apparently,” Cesnie said dryly. “Plus, he sent a Mind message to the mage who was supposed to receive you, so we knew you never made it there.”
“I’m still not really sure what happened with our teleport, to be honest,” I sighed. “Something fucked it up, and we ended up in the middle of Outlaws’ Forest instead of in Phycar.”
“I can’t believe that didn’t kill you,” Cesnie said. “Usually when something goes wrong with a teleport, your body ends up broken into a thousand different pieces. Or so I’ve heard, anyway.”
“I guess we got lucky,” I replied, and then I explained everything that had happened since the last time we left Tylue.
I told them how we fought our way out of Outlaws’ Forest, and broke down all the things we had to do to break into the Freelans’ castle and steal their jewelry box. My friends added parts I forgot about, and then I finally got to our fight in the castle and how we killed Sir Rodin and Lord and Lady Freelan.
“That’s incredible,” Chrysa whispered. “You took on the entire might of the Freelans by yourself!”
“I wasn’t exactly by myself,” I chuckled.
“Oh, of course not!” the brunette queen said. “I meant all of you, not just Leo.”
“But you have the jewelry box?” Cesnie demanded.
I reached into my pack and pulled out the enchanted box. It looked even creepier than I remembered, and the violet torch fire cast strange shadows on the screaming skull decoration.
“Well done,” Sharles whispered. “Who would think that such a little box would be so powerful?”
“I think the more important question is now that we have it, what do we do with it?” Cesnie asked.
“We should destroy it,” Moryana said. “Then any remaining amulets will also be destroyed, so if other members of the Freelan family have any, they won’t be able to use them.”
“Or we just use it to our advantage,” Lady Feeyaz pointed out. “I have been thinking about what the identification on the box said: ‘The box knows its master.’ I think that whoever possesses the box can also control all the amulets. If destroying the box destroys the amulets, then it makes sense that ownership of the box also means ownership of the amulets.”
“But what about Nardeth Arusalah, may he rest in peace?” Cornalic asked. “Don’t you think the Freelans would have tried to control the amulet he stole from them, so he couldn’t use it to steal more things from them?”
“Not if they didn’t understand how to do it,” Lady Feeyaz said with a low laugh. “The Freelans strike me as people obsessed with extravagant displays of power. They were more concerned with show than anything else, so they might not have spent much time coaxing the box and the amulets into doing everything they were truly capable of.”
“Let me guess,” I chuckled. “You think you could make the box work to your advantage?”
“I think you already know I could,” the dark elf purred.
“Forget about the jewelry box for now!” Chrysa demanded. “What happened to Allurie?”
“My apologies, Queen Chrysa,” Lady Feeyaz said before I could jump in. “I only want to be helpful when it comes to the jewelry box, but I forgot you do not know about pretty little Allurie yet.”
“After we found the jewelry box, we also found another Piece of Heliotrope,” I said. “Then later that night, after we fled the palace, Allurie put one of the relics on, and…”
“And what?” Chrysa whispered when I trailed off.
“The relics aren’t supposed to be worn by mortals.” I sank my head into my hands. “They were created for the gods, so when anyone else wears them, they get insanely powerful, but they also… well, they also start to go insane.”
“She attacked us,” Moryana continued the story. “The relic made her lose her mind, and she tried to kill us.”
“What?” Cesnie demanded.
“The elf girl ripped out Leo’s heart, but it was not her fault,” Bolverk muttered from his position on the floor. “She is possessed by the old magic of Ohlavar, and we will stop her before her mind is too broken to be healed by Mind runes. We must. We must! We--”
“We will,” I said and reached out to lay my hand on the gnome berserker’s shoulder.
“We will?” Bolverk looked up at me with fear plainly visible in his electric-blue eyes.
“I promise,” I said and squeezed his shoulder.
The gnome berserker nodded, closed his eyes again, and pulled out one of his daggers to play with while the rest of us kept talking.
“Did she really try to rip out your heart?” Cesnie arched a perfect blonde eyebrow.
“She did rip it out,” I sighed. “I was able to heal myself, but by the time I did, it was too late to stop her. She took my other relics and is now on a quest to find the rest of them as fast as she can.”
“Let me guess,” Cesnie said. “The more she finds, the more powerful she grows?”
“Yep,” I replied. “And the more insane the relics will make her.”
“Oh, poor Allurie.” Chrysa’s face was white. “So, what do we do now? How can we help her?”
“We came back here to try to get ahead of her,” I explained. “She’s probably still running around on the Quator continent, and she’ll only leave once she finds all the other relics there. Then she’ll find someone to Mind teleport her to the next closest relic, and eventually she’ll end up in one of two places. We know there is a relic somewhere in Binna, and we know there is a relic outside of Cutno in the lair of an overseer.”
“An overseer?” Sharles gasped. “Surely you won’t have to face such a beast. I thought they were only figures of legend, like the gods.”
“Trust me when I say that the overseer and the gods are very much real,” I chuckled. “Some of them, anyway.”
“I think you might be even more interesting than I first thought, Sir Leo,” Cesnie said as she tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “You must be, if you are familiar with an overseer. Perhaps you will explain at some point how you know the gods are real.”
“I have a feeling it might come up again,” I muttered. “But let’s get back to our plan. We want to go to Binna now, get the relic for ourselves, and then wait for Allurie to show up there. We should be able to ambush her, and if we can just disarm her long enough to take the relics off her, she should go back to normal.”
“And if not?” Sharles asked.
“That is not an option,” I growled.
“We will find her and stop her,” Cornalic said. “Lovely Allurie is stronger and faster than she ever has been, but we have a plan, and with dear Leo at the helm, I have no doubt that we will succeed.”
“There’s just one more thing,” I added. “If too many Pieces of Heliotrope are gathered in one place, it will basically trigger the apocalypse, so we’re in a little bit of a time crunch here.”
“I’m sorry, what did you say?” Chrysa’s brown eyes went wide.
I explained what the Time of Heliotrope meant, and as I told them about the demon dragons on the moon, I watched their expressions turn to an equal mixture of surprise and horror.
“That sounds… bad,” Cesnie said.
“A stunning observation,” Moryana snickered.
“No better way to say it.” The blonde woman shrugged.
“Leo, I cannot thank you enough for getting the jewelry box and killing my enemies,” Chrysa said before the two warrior women could swipe at each other again. “You have all saved Sanduport from a long and costly war, and you have my eternal gratitude.”
“It was our pleasure, dear lady,” Cornalic replied.
“Whatever you decide to do with the jewelry box, I will agree to,” Chrysa said. “I trust your judgment completely, Leo, and right now, the box is the least of my priorities.”
“I don’t know if I would go that far, my queen.” Cesnie raised her eyebrows.
“I mean it,” Chrysa said firmly. “Now I realize how small the problems of one kingdom are when compared to the apocalypse that Allurie might accidentally trigger. And when I think about the fact that something might happen to Allurie, I…”
“I know,” I whispered.
“You have the full support of my country behind you,” the brunette queen said. “Whatever you need, you only have to name it. I hope you know I would do anything for, ah, for Allurie, so if I can do anything to help you, do not hesitate to ask.”
“We could use some more money to fund our trip to Binna, if you can spare it,” I said.
“Of course,” Chrysa replied. “Sharles?”
“I will see to it personally,” the big man said as he rested his hands on his stomach. “Poor little Allurie, I hate to think about what she must be feeling right now.”
“Do you think she knows what’s happening?” Cesnie asked.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I know the real Allurie has to still be in there somewhere, but the armor is crazy powerful. When we fought her, she wasn’t trying to injure us. She was definitely trying to kill us.”
“Allurie is still in there,” Lady Feeyaz said. “The armor is strong, but so is Allurie’s willpower. I think that is why she became bored and left instead of finishing us off. It is like she is possessed, so as long as we get the armor off her before it completely consumes her, she should go back to normal.”
“And as long as we also get the armor off her before we wake up all the demon dragons on the moon,” I muttered.
“Can we do anything for you besides fund your travels?” Chrysa asked. “Oh, but Moryana, that reminds me, I will pay you a bonus for staying with Leo. Your contract only extended to the retrieval of the jewelry box, so you’ve gone above and beyond what I paid you to do.”
“You have more than fulfilled your contract,” Cesnie agreed. “Even I have to admit that you’ve got honor, for a mercenary.”
“Was that so painful for you to admit?” Moryana smirked.
“Maybe,” the blonde woman chuckled.
“Cesnie is right,” Chrysa said. “You’ve gone beyond the extent of your contract, so you certainly don’t need to do anything else. You are free to travel and take on another job, whatever you like.”
“I won’t say no to the bonus, my queen,” Moryana said with a sly smile. “But if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll stick around and see this one through to the end.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “I’d be happy to have your help, but you know how dangerous this will be. If you want to bow out now and take safer work somewhere else, I will understand.”
“What’s the point of living if you don’t take a few risks?” Moryana winked at me. “Besides, I like the company.”
“It would be an honor if you accompanied us, lovely Moryana,” Cornalic declared. “You are a charming companion, and your sword work reminds me of this elf priest I knew once. Half-elf, actually, since he turned out to be my third cousin once removed, or is it second cousin twice removed? Truth be told, I cannot remember exactly how we are related, but--”
“I don’t know if that’s super relevant to our discussion at the moment,” I chuckled.
“Ah, you are right as always, my noble friend,” Cornalic said with a fanged grin. “I’m only happy that Moryana is coming with us.”
“So am I,” I said, and I really meant it.
“Then I hope you will not mind one more member of your party,” Cesnie said as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Because I’m coming with you.”








Chapter 9
“Cesnie, what do you mean?” Chrysa whispered.
“Exactly what I said, my queen,” the blonde woman replied. “If Leo and the others are going to Binna to stop and save Allurie, then I am going with them.”
“I appreciate the offer, don’t get me wrong,” I said. “But doesn’t the queen need you here to help negotiate with Gartuna? Or did you all settle that while we were gone?”
“We are close to a settlement,” Sharles answered. “They are being particularly stubborn, but they are afraid to go to war. Sanduport’s allies make us a difficult target, and we also have much more access to supplies through trade routes and port cities. If they can avoid a war, I believe they will do it. They just need enough concessions to save face, and that is what I am still negotiating.”
“Can you handle it without Cesnie?” Chrysa asked. “The royal family of Gartuna has a special fondness for Cesnie since she was so loyal to Queen Yrisi before her death.”
“You know Sharles is much more charming than me,” the blonde woman chuckled. “He’ll be fine without me. Besides, I will help your case against Gartuna even more if I go with Leo to Binna.”
“Really? How?” the brunette queen asked.
“Sharles will tell Gartuna that I can no longer participate in negotiations because I’m traveling to Binna for trade discussions,” Cesnie replied. “Gartuna is already worried about our connection to Binna, and this will make them even more nervous to make a move against us.”
“That’s a clever plan,” Sharles said.
“Those are what I am known for,” Cesnie said dryly. “But it will also benefit Leo, since my guess is that no one has any idea where the relic in Binna is.”
“You’re right,” I sighed. “All I know is that it’s in Binna, but I can’t tell you more than that.”
“Lucky for you, I’ve volunteered to come along for the ride,” Cesnie said in a smug tone. “I was Queen Yrisi’s right hand for a while, but my reputation was known throughout the continent of Rinniji even before her reign. So, if you’re looking for diplomatic connections with all the most powerful nobles in Binna, then I’m your woman.”
“Shit, that could be really helpful.” I ran my fingers through my hair.
“Why do you think I volunteered?” The blonde woman sounded bored.
“If you go with Leo, you could seek an audience with the queen and the other important nobles,” Chrysa said. “If there is a Piece of Heliotrope in Binna, they are more likely to know about it than anyone else.”
“They’re also more likely to have one of these relics in their private collection,” Sharles added.
“Maybe even in the royal palace itself,” Cesnie said.
“I can also help with this,” Lady Feeyaz offered. “I will be able to sense when we are close to another piece. If we go to the royal palace in Binna, and they have a relic there, I will know.”
“And if they don’t, I will figure out who might know where one is,” Cesnie said.
“If Chrysa can spare you, then I’d be glad for the help,” I said. “Allurie always works fast, but she’s even faster now that she has this immortal armor. That means we need to somehow be faster than her if we want to get the relic in Binna before she gets there.”
“Sharles?” Chrysa looked to her advisor.
“We can spare her,” the big man replied. “From what Leo has told us, the fate of all of Ohlavar rests on what happens with Allurie. If there is anything we can do to stop another Time of Heliotrope from happening, then we’ll be glad to do it.”
“Then take whatever you need,” the brunette queen said. “Will you leave in the morning?”
“I’m afraid we’ll have to leave sooner than that,” I said. “We need to get as far as we can while it’s still dark, for Lady Feeyaz’s sake.”
“Teleport to Murini,” Chrysa said. “It’s on our northern border with Binna, and it would be better if you made the crossing into their country by land instead of by teleportation.”
“I thought Sanduport and Binna were allies,” Moryana said.
“We are, but it’s slightly more complicated now that Binna knows we might have to call on them in a war against our other neighbors,” Chrysa replied. “I wouldn’t want them to have any reason to back out of our treaty, especially since we are pushing for a little bit more support from them than we currently have. I do not want them to feel taken advantage of.”
“We teleported to Phycar without permission,” Moryana pointed out.
“Yes, but we aren’t trying to preserve a national friendship with them,” Sharles chuckled. “Besides, with Lady Cesnie in your party, you should have no trouble traveling to the capital quickly. I am sure the citizens of Binna would be eager to help you.”
I glanced at Cesnie for confirmation, and the blonde woman smirked.
“I’m a little bit of a celebrity,” Cesnie said. “Then again, so are you, Leo, since you’re the champion of the new queen of Sanduport.”
“It’s a good idea to travel by land anyway,” Lady Feeyaz spoke up. “I can try to pick up any sense of the relic in Binna on our way, and we can also ask around as we travel to see if anyone in the country has news or information that might help us out.”
“I can be ready in twenty minutes,” Cesnie said.
“So soon?” Chrysa’s lower lip trembled, but then she shook her head. “No, of course, you’re right. If you leave now, you’ll be able to travel all night before Lady Feeyaz needs shelter from the sunrise.”
“If we hire a wagon in Murini, we can travel faster,” I said. “I’m not familiar with the geography of Binna, so how far do you think we can make it by sunrise?”
“If you’re fast, you might make it as far as the capital, Nadi,” Sharles said. “It’s at the top of a small mountain, so I don’t know if you’ll be able to reach the top before sunrise, but you should be able to get to the foot of the capital.”
“Then let’s leave in ten minutes,” I said with a glance at Cesnie.
“I suppose I can be ready by then,” the blonde woman said. “I was going to polish my sword again, but it’s not completely necessary.”
“Are you sure you’re not thinking about someone else’s sword that you’d like to polish?” Moryana smirked.
“I’m not going to dignify that question with an answer,” Cesnie scoffed.
“Can we use Rasim again?” I glared at the sword dancer when her words made Chrysa blush.
“I’m sure that would be fine,” the brunette queen replied. “I’ll send a servant ahead to tell him that you’re coming.”
“You don’t need to do that,” Moryana said. “I can run ahead myself and tell Rasim we’re on the way. The fewer people who know about any of this, the better.”
“What makes you say that?” Cesnie chuckled. “Is it the delicate balance of power between nations or the threat of an apocalypse that might engulf the entire world?”
“How about a little bit of both?” the sword dancer replied.
“I will come with you,” Bolverk announced. “My head needs to run laps, or it will split open before I can take the Throne of Ascension.”
“I’ll go with them as well,” Cornalic said. “We will make sure Rasim keeps his doors open for you, dearest Leo.”
“Thank you,” I said. “We’ll follow right behind you.”
After Cornalic, Bolverk, and Moryana bowed and left the royal suite, I turned back to the others. It would have been nice to lay down and rest a few hours, but I knew I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. If I closed my eyes for more than twenty seconds, I would disappear back to Earth. Since there was no way to sleep while I was in this dimension, we might as well start our journey now so we could make as much progress before sunrise as possible.
“Thank you for the meal, Sharles,” I said. “You’ve more than prepared us to be on the road again.”
“Believe me, I wish I could do more,” the big man sighed. “But let me go get some money for your journey. It is the least I can do after everything you have done for Queen Chrysa.”
After Sharles and Cesnie left to make their preparations, Lady Feeyaz retreated to one of the empty rooms in the royal suite to give herself a few minutes in complete darkness. That left only Chrysa and me in the room together, and the young queen immediately blushed so deeply that it looked like her cheeks were on fire, even in the purple lighting.
“Are you okay?” I asked. “I know this was a lot of information, and if you--”
“Am I okay?” Chrysa repeated. “Leo, I should be asking you that! I can’t imagine how you must have felt when everything happened to Allurie. I know you’ve been worried sick about her.”
“I have been,” I sighed. “The last time we saw her, I kept trying to talk to her and see if I could get through to the real Allurie, but it was bad. I know she’s still in there, but…”
When I trailed off, the brunette queen stood up and came to take the chair beside mine. She laid her hand on my arm and gave me a little squeeze, but before she could take her hand away, I laid mine on top of hers.
“Can I do anything to help you?” Chrysa asked. “Not as a queen, but just as… as me.”
“I feel reassured just by being with you,” I said with a smile. “You have a really calming presence, and it makes me feel like everything is going to be okay.”
“I wish I could do more.” Chrysa leaned her head against my shoulder. “You have done so much for me, Leo, and I feel like I’ve only given you more problems.”
“Hey, don’t say that!” I shifted in my chair and cupped the beautiful brunette’s face in my hands. “Don’t you dare say that.”
“But I’m the one who sent you after the Freelans, and if you’d never found the jewelry box, then you never would have found the choker,” Chrysa said. “Then Allurie would--”
“No one can ever see the full future of how a decision is going to play out,” I said. “But it was my choice to go after the jewelry box, just like it’s my choice to go to Binna and wait for Allurie there. But don’t think for a second that I wouldn’t go back and kill the Freelans and Sir Rodin Worred for you all over again.”
“For me?” the beautiful brunette whispered.
“I can’t marry you, Chrysa,” I said as I smoothed a stray lock of brown hair back behind her ear. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t care about you. I would do anything for you, understand?”
“What about a kiss?” The young queen blushed as soon she said the words, but she didn’t drop her gaze from mine. “Consider it a good luck charm… for… my champion?”
“Who am I to refuse the luck of a queen?” I smiled and then slid my fingers into her hair so I could pull her closer.
Her lips were soft against mine as she gently returned my kiss, but before I could pull away, her teeth tugged on my lower lip. Her tongue darted in between my lips to find my own, and then I forgot all about the fact that she was a queen and I was from another dimension. All I could think about was how good she felt in my arms and how sweet her lips were on mine.
I wasn’t sure how long we kissed, but when someone knocked at the door, we both pulled back as quickly as we had started. Only a second later, Cesnie came back into the room, and she took one look at our flushed faces before she rolled her steel blue eyes at us.
“I see I cannot trust Sir Leo alone with a beautiful woman for even a moment,” Cesnie snickered. “Although, perhaps I merely want to find myself alone with him in a room one of these days.”
“A-are you prepared for departure?” Chrysa recovered herself, and we both stood up to face Cesnie.
“Yes, my queen,” the blonde woman replied.
Cesnie wasn’t kidding. She had already looked ready for battle earlier that evening, but now she looked ready for a war. Her dragon-hilted rapier was sheathed at her side, but she had now strapped her small metal buckler shield to her back. She had a matching metal helm tucked under one arm, and the dark burgundy plume that was draped from it was the same shade as the leather of her armor.
“Like what you see?” Cesnie smirked as she joined us.
“Let’s just say that you look prepared,” I chuckled.
Cesnie leaned forward and whispered something in Chrysa’s ear that I couldn’t hear, but I watched the queen’s posture relax when Cesnie finished. Before I could ask what the blonde had told her, Sharles returned with enough money to fund our journey twice over, and I told Lady Feeyaz it was time for us to leave.
“We’ll send you a Mind message as soon as we discover anything,” I told Sharles and Chrysa. “Good luck in your negotiations with Gartuna. I don’t want to add any pressure, but if the demon dragons do attack, you won’t be able to afford a war on two fronts. And trust me, the dragons are definitely the worst of the two choices.”
“I understand the urgency,” Sharles said. “I only hope Gartuna will be agreeable.”
“What about the jewelry box?” Cesnie asked.
“I think I’ll hold onto it for now,” I said. “It might end up coming in handy, so I’m not ready to destroy it just yet.”
“But Leo, it’s death magic!” Chrysa whispered.
“I know,” I replied. “But like most magic, I think whether it’s good or bad depends mostly on the person who wields it.”
I didn’t think now was the best time to tell her about the Necromancer’s Amulet that Lady Feeyaz wore or about all the powers that The Darkest Death possessed. I wasn’t sure exactly what we were going to do with the jewelry box, but if we got rid of it now, it would feel a little like turning our nose up at a hard-earned prize.
Plus, we might still need Lady Feeyaz to raise an army of the dead.
“Look after yourself, Leo,” Chrysa said and then gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “I will be thinking of you every day you are away.”
I bowed to the queen, shook Sharles’ hand again, and then led my friends back through the palace into the city of Tylue. On our way to Rasim’s Mind mage shop, Lady Feeyaz was careful to keep herself concealed, and we all walked quickly through the dark streets.
“What did you tell Chrysa?” I asked Cesnie.
“I only said that no woman with a pulse would blame her for wanting to kiss you,” the blonde warrior woman chuckled. “There was no reason for her to feel embarrassed about doing something so natural.”
“No woman with a pulse, hm?” I smirked at her.
“I said what I said, Leo Lennox,” Cesnie replied, but she didn’t look at me.
When we reached Rasim’s shop, my three other friends were waiting for us. The reed-like mage seemed irritated that he had to work so late, but his irritation became a little nicer once we handed the payment over to him.
Rasim had been to Murini plenty of times before, but Cesnie was the only member of our party who had been to the border city. We had to rely on her and Rasim for their memories of Murini, and I trusted that they both knew what they were doing, so we wouldn’t end up stranded with our toes in one city and our skulls in another.
This time when we teleported, there was only a brief sensation of pain, but it didn’t feel like we were spinning out of control like it had when we traveled to Phycar. Instead, we landed perfectly in the shop of another Mind mage, and she was able to direct us to a place where we could buy horses and a wagon for our journey across the border into Binna.
Murini was a typical border city. Extra soldiers were on just about every corner to enforce the divide between the two countries. Sanduport and Binna might be allies, but they would have been foolish not to have extra security to make sure everyone stayed friendly. But everything about Tylue was coastal and bright, and everything about Murini seemed a little darker and more serious.
There were even more pubs than soldiers, and we watched one crowd of miners after another head out for a drink after a long shift at work. Plenty of whores plied their trade on the corners, but no one seemed bothered by their presence, and I was a little surprised Cornalic didn’t even glance twice in their direction.
The half-orc always bragged about the girls he found in every city, but maybe the situation with Allurie was weighing too heavily on his shoulders now.
When we reached the vendor that the Mind mage told us about, Cornalic was all prepared to haggle over the price of two horses and a wagon that would carry the six of us north. But before he could even get started, Cesnie stepped in first, and as soon as the vendor saw her, he drew himself up a little taller.
“Lady Cesnie!” the gnome vendor gasped. “Anything I have is at your disposal, for a very small, ever so slight, incredibly modest fee, I assure you.”
“Does that include your discretion?” the blonde woman asked.
“Ah, you get my discretion for free,” the vendor chuckled.
“You really are well known around here,” I said.
“Didn’t I tell you?” Cesnie snickered. “Although, Moryana has a bit of a reputation too, if we’re being honest.”
“Moryana the sword dancer?” the gnome gasped again. “The thirteenth wonder of the world?”
“How many wonders does Ohlavar have?” I muttered.
“Plenty that you haven’t seen yet,” Cesnie gave me a crooked smile.
“For Lady Cesnie and Moryana the Bold, I can offer my two finest horses and my fastest wagon,” the gnome vendor said. “All for the low price of five hundred gold.”
“Try again,” Cesnie said in a bored voice.
“Um, four hundred?” the gnome asked.
“Three hundred and fifty,” the blonde woman corrected him. “And two weeks from now, you can tell everyone that you are a supplier to Lady Cesnie Kayleic. That should give you a significant boost in sales to make up for the difference, don’t you think?”
“But I would not mention my name, if I were you,” Moryana added before the gnome could reply.
“Three hundred and fifty it is,” the vendor agreed. “Let me get everything ready for you.”
The horses were as fine as the gnome had promised, and I was glad the wagon didn’t look like it would stand out too much on our journey. It looked sturdy and efficient, but it wouldn’t give us away as anyone important. We were only traveling across the border and then through the countryside of one of Sanduport’s allies, so I didn’t expect to run into any trouble, but I still didn’t want to call too much attention to ourselves.
“Shall I take the reins, dearest friend?” Cornalic asked. “I trust you may need to rest and, ah…”
The half-orc trailed off with a subtle glance toward Cesnie. I had almost forgotten that the blonde warrior woman didn’t know about my ability to vanish and reappear suddenly, but since she would find out sooner or later, it might as well be now.
“Yeah, I’ll need to teleport home,” I replied.
“And how do you propose to do that?” Cesnie arched one of her perfect blonde eyebrows. “Are you secretly a Mind mage as well as a warrior and healer?”
“Not really,” I chuckled. “I can only go back and forth to one place, my home.”
“Can you bring anyone with you?” Cesnie studied me so intently that it felt like I had forgotten to put on clothes.
“No, it only works for me,” I said, but I wondered if that was true.
If I was ever desperate to escape, would I be able to somehow bring my friends through the portal with me? Maybe I could hold onto them, and they would appear in the VRIU pool beside me. Then again, if I tried to bring anyone back to Earth without telling Zarra first, they might end up broken into a thousand different pieces all scattered across both dimensions.
“How very interesting,” Cesnie said, even though she still sounded bored. “Don’t let me stop you, Leo. Do what you need to.”
Cornalic took the reins, and Cesnie sat up front with him. Moryana, Bolverk, and Lady Feeyaz stayed in the back of the covered wagon with me, and I was surprised to realize how quickly the steady gait of the horses lulled me to sleep. It felt a little jolty at first, but once I relaxed into the rhythm, I knew I would be out in a few minutes.
“I’ll be back by sunrise or a little after,” I told my friends. “If you reach Nadi before I’m back, you can take lodgings somewhere, and we’ll arrange an audience with the queen and nobles when I return.”
“We’ll miss you while you’re gone,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Don’t worry,” Moryana added. “We will make sure everything goes smoothly in your absence.”
“I never doubted you,” I said with a smile.
“Be safe, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz said.
I closed my eyes and felt someone run their fingers through my hair. It instantly relaxed me, and I let myself start to drift to sleep until only a few seconds later, I spluttered awake inside the VRIU pool.
As soon as I emerged from the pool and slipped on my robe, I saw that Ky, Jennifer, and Zarra were all there. I caught them up as quickly as I could, and I thought briefly about going back to Ohlavar. I didn’t love the idea of my friends crossing into a new country without me, but Cesnie had promised that Binna was friendly, and I already knew I could hear Moryana call out for me through the portal if they ran into trouble.
If everything went smoothly, there really wouldn’t be a whole lot for me to do in Ohlavar until we reached the capital of Binna. The journey itself should be pretty uneventful, so I might as well stay on Earth and take care of a few things here, and that included catching up on a little sleep.
“It’s a good plan to take Cesnie with you,” Zarra said. “Her connections should help you in Binna, especially since Moryana has also decided to stay with you.”
“I think Moryana and Cesnie are both more famous than I realized,” I said. “A lot of people seem to know who they are.”
“That will certainly be true on the continent of Rinniji,” Zarra replied. “Sword dancers used to be more common a long time ago, but they are rare enough now that they are quite special.”
“I’m just lucky Moryana decided to stick around to help us out,” I said.
“I wouldn’t call it luck,” Jennifer muttered from behind her desk.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Oh, I didn’t think I said that out loud!” Jennifer gasped. “Sorry, I just meant, uh, well, it’s probably not an accident that Moryana and Cesnie and Lady Feeyaz have all volunteered to go with you, when they’re all so powerful and beautiful. None of them had to go, but they all wanted to.”
“And why do you think that is?” I smiled at the flushed blonde.
“Um, b-because, uh… shit, I don’t know how to say it,” Jennifer said as even her ears turned red.
“I think Jennifer is trying to say that they have chosen to be with you because their strength and power is drawn to yours,” Zarra said with an insinuating smile. “You are very much like your namesake, Leo. You are a lion, and you draw beautiful, fierce women to you like a magnet. Isn’t that right, Jennifer?”
“Y-yes,” the blonde software engineer stammered.
“I don’t know about all that, but I appreciate the compliment,” I laughed.
“That’s a fact, not a compliment, Champ,” Ky said with a grin. “A scientific observation, you might say.”
“Well, either way, thanks,” I chuckled.
“You should get some rest,” Zarra said. “You’ll be busy once you reach the capital of Binna. Nadi will have plenty to entertain you with.”
“Yeah, I’ll rest,” I said. “But first, I’ve been meaning to ask you something about the portal. Sometimes I hear--”
“I’m sure you still have plenty of questions,” Zarra interrupted, “but before we get too sidetracked, you should know that Chip has been looking for you, and if you don’t talk to him soon, I’m afraid the poor man will think I’ve kidnapped you forever.”
“Shit, I’ve been meaning to talk to him, I just haven’t had time,” I said.
“You can ask me your questions later,” Zarra said. “For now, why don’t you talk to Chip before he decides I’ve spirited you away to another planet?”
Zarra laughed when she said it, but I frowned. I knew she was only joking, but I didn’t like thinking about how worried my friend must be about me. Chip might have started off as my bodyguard, but he had quickly become one of my best friends. I might not have known him as long as Jax and Garf, but Chip was as solid as they come, and I valued his friendship more than Zarra realized.
“Don’t make fun of him,” I said firmly.
“I was only teasing,” Zarra said, but when I held her gaze, she seemed to realize how serious I was. “I’m sorry, Leo. I know he is your friend, and I won’t tell you how much to say to him, but… be careful.”
“Chip can handle whatever I throw at him,” I said. “I know you doubt him, but I never have.”
“Uhh,” Ky said and then cleared his throat to try to break the tension in the room. “When would you like to jump back in, Champ? We can be here whenever you need us.”
“I’d like to get back to Ohlavar around sunrise or maybe a little before,” I said. “Why don’t we plan for about five o’clock, and I’ll let you know if anything changes?”
“That works for us!” Ky replied.
“I’ll see you later, Zarra,” I said.
“I will be anywhere you need me,” the amethyst-eyed woman said and then gave me a playful wink.
I half-expected one of Zarra’s duplicates to be waiting for me in my bedroom, but when I left the VRIU lab, my suite was empty. I wanted to get cleaned up, but I decided to call Chip first and see if he could meet.
The big ex-SEAL had left me several voicemails from a couple different security offices throughout the day, so I called him back at the last number he had used.
“Leo!” Chip answered before the phone even finished its first ring. “Fuck, I was about to bust into your suite and make sure you weren’t dead!”
“Sorry, shit has been crazy the last few days,” I said. “Want to get in a quick workout, or are you still on the clock?”
“Nah, I’ve been off for a couple hours,” Chip replied. “I was waiting as long as I could to hear back from you, so yeah, I’ll meet you at the gym.”
“Cool, see you in a minute.” I hung up and changed into some workout gear, and then I headed straight to the gym.
Halfway there, I felt like somebody was following me.








Chapter 10
I immediately looked over my shoulder, but the corridor behind me was empty.
It would have been hard for someone to hide in the wide-open hallways of Arnacript, but the hair at the back of my neck stood up anyway, and I clenched my fists at my side in case anyone attacked. It felt like there was someone right in front of me, but as far as I could see, I was the only person in the long blank hallway.
It made me nervous that the Arnacript mole was still on the loose, since it could be anybody. The demon dragons on Ohlavar’s moon had sent the agents who killed Sal and Dale, and for all I knew, it was only a matter of time before they tried to kill me again. Sure, they were mostly after Zarra’s sister, but if they killed me at the same time, then Zarra’s chances of collecting the armor were pretty much shot.
If I were the mole, I would wait until just the right time to strike. I would want to get my target alone somewhere I could take him down without noise or much of a fight, but I would have to do it at almost the same time I also eliminated Zarra’s sister. Otherwise, security would be so heightened that I could never eliminate both targets on the same day.
It would be much easier if the mole coordinated his attack with someone else, but since I hadn’t been attacked again since the day of the break-in, I figured the mole must be working alone inside Arnacript. Maybe he was waiting for the right time to lead another break-in, or maybe he was researching new weak spots in the additional security measures Zarra had implemented. Then once he had a new plan, he would strike again.
At least now I knew I could use my magic abilities on Earth, too.
I glanced over my shoulder one more time before I entered the gym, but I still didn’t see anyone. Hell, I didn’t even hear anyone. It was really just my sixth sense tingling to tell me something was wrong, but I hoped I was only being paranoid.
Chip showed up to the gym a few minutes after I got there, and he pulled me into a bear hug before I even got a proper look at him. When he released me a second later, I stepped back with a grin.
“I missed you too, buddy,” I laughed, but then I saw his t-shirt and felt my heart stutter inside my chest.
It was one of his old Navy SEAL t-shirts with the emblem of the group on the front of the fabric. It was a golden eagle clutching a gun in one talon, but the eagle’s other talon was perched on top of a golden trident.
“The soldier with the trident,” I whispered as I recalled Bolverk’s words. “Fuck, man! That’s fucking you!”
“Are you feeling okay, Leo?” Chip demanded.
“Somebody in Ohlavar told me a soldier with a trident would speak words of warning to me,” I said. “I know that sounds weird, and the guy who said it is a little crazy, but I think he might actually know more than I realize.”
“Whatever, man,” Chip laughed. “You might have to explain that one to me more in a minute, but right now, I’m just glad to see you.”
“Same here,” I said, even though I wondered how the hell Bolverk knew about Chip and the logo of the Navy SEALs. “We have a lot to talk about.”
“Yeah, we do, but let’s get some music going first,” Chip said with a warning look.
I didn’t tell him not to blast his music. Zarra and I didn’t have any secrets from each other now, but the mole was still out there somewhere, and I wasn’t about to advertise everything I knew to any recording devices in the room.
Once Chip set up his music and set the ear-splitting sounds to full blast, we racked a couple weights and started lifting. We lifted for a few minutes without speaking just to look convincing in case anyone was watching the security cameras in the gym. It also gave me a chance to figure out where I wanted to start with all the information I had to tell Chip.
Zarra had warned me to be careful with how much I told Chip, and I knew this was because she was afraid of what the information would do to his mind, just like she had worried about how I would handle the news. But I appreciated that Zarra trusted my own judgment with how much to tell Chip, and at the end of the day, I knew him better than she did.
The ex-SEAL had probably seen even more fucked-up and crazy shit than I had. I knew he could handle anything I threw at him, and that was exactly why I was going to tell him everything.
“Oh, let me show you this video I found the other day,” Chip said casually, but a muscle in his jaw twitched, so I knew this wasn’t just a video for fun. “It’s pretty cool. It’s in UV wavelength, so you get to see all sorts of shit that you might normally miss.”
I swung my legs over the side of the bench, and Chip plopped down beside me. He angled his phone screen so it couldn’t be seen from the security camera in the corner of the room, and I craned my neck a little to watch the video.
The video was taken from footage of my VRIU lab. I didn’t even know there was a camera in there, but I watched as the black liquid in the tank suddenly started to swirl and light up with every color of the rainbow, and then I saw Zarra throw herself into the pool. She pulled my body out of the liquid, and my body glowed red, then orange, then blue, and finally golden-white.
By the time she hauled me out of the tank, my body was still glowing, but the light was softer now. There was no sound, but Zarra’s desperation to save me was obvious in the footage, and I knew Chip must have lost his mind when he played it back.
“I didn’t even know there was a camera in the room,” I muttered.
“There wasn’t,” Chip said. “I snuck one of my own in so I could keep tabs on you.”
“Of course, you did,” I chuckled.
“Leo, what the fuck happened?” the big ex-SEAL whispered and then slid the phone back into his pocket. “What the fuck did I just watch?”
“Okay, buckle up.” I took a deep breath. “You know how I thought I might be teleporting to another world?”
“Yeaaah…” Chip trailed off.
“So, it turns out, I am,” I said.
“Well, that makes a lot of fucking sense,” Chip muttered like I had just told him that grass is green. “Let’s do some pull-ups.”
We moved over to the pull-up bar, and I started on my first set. Chip glanced toward the door a couple times, but no one else came into the gym, and there was no way anyone could hear us over the shrieking death metal music. Still, we had been interrupted plenty of times before, so I didn’t want to waste any more time.
“Tell me everything you know,” Chip said quietly when we switched places.
I told him everything. I started with how Ohlavar and Earth were neighboring dimensions, and I told him about the demon dragons who now lived on the moon there. I explained what the Time of Heliotrope was and how all of Ohlavar would be destroyed again if I didn’t find all the pieces of armor and stop Allurie in time.
When I told him about Zarra, I thought he might stop me and check to see if I was running a fever, but he just dropped down from the pull-up bar and led me toward the free weights. I explained how she was a goddess and what had happened to her and Zahira, and then I told him how Zarra was the only one who could wear the armor and stop the demon dragons.
When I got to the part about the dragons’ agents, I had to put down my pair of hundred-pound dumbbells to keep my breath steady. I told him how the dragons sent their agents through portals to Earth to attack Zarra and her sister, and then I told him how they had even sent their agents after me. I said they were behind the attack on the day of the break-in, the attack when I first brought my parents to Arnacript, and they had also been behind the attack that killed Sal and Dale.
I told him I would do whatever it took to stop them, for Zarra’s sake, for my own sake, and most importantly, for Sal and Dale.
“How you feeling?” I asked when I finished. “You doing okay? Your brain doesn’t feel like it’s gonna split in half, does it?”
“Nah, but I could use some water,” Chip replied.
After we both downed a paper cup of water from the tank in the gym, we moved to the floor so he could start on a push-up set.
“You know, I’m not really surprised by any of this,” my big friend continued. “The shit about Zarra is a little out there, but it explains a hell of a lot, so who am I to argue?”
“Did anyone ever tell you you’re a solid dude?” I chuckled.
“Eh, I just call ‘em like I see ‘em,” Chip answered. “Besides, everything makes so much fucking sense now, I actually feel like I’m not going crazy for the first time since I started working here.”
“Really?” I picked up a pair of hundred-pound weights and started doing a few overhead presses.
“Yeah, I’ve been puzzling over a few things that I couldn’t quite figure out,” the ex-SEAL replied. “But now everything is kinda falling into place for me, and that includes the attack on Sal and Dale.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“You asked me to look into the history of this area, remember?” Chip picked up an Olympic bar and started on a set of bicep curls.
“Yeah, of course,” I replied. “Did you find anything?”
“More than you can imagine,” Chip answered. “There are a crazy amount of legends from this area about gods appearing to people thousands of years ago. Some people now seem convinced that these gods must have been aliens, but either way you look at it, there are myths of otherworldly visitors that go back a long-ass time.”
“From what I understand, those kinds of legends are pretty common all over the world,” I said.
“Exactly,” the big ex-SEAL replied. “That makes sense with everything Zarra told you, but it’s the rest of the information I found out that might be more interesting to you.”
“I’m listening.” I set down my weights and did a quick shoulder stretch to shake off my last set.
“There are these things called ley lines all over the world,” Chip said quietly. “To break it down as simply as I can, they’re these invisible lines that have increased energy readings compared to other places in the world. Magnetic shit often goes wonky around them, people have reported weird sights and feelings at these places, and there are a fuck-ton of legends about how people can slip through these energy lines into other dimensions or realities.”
“Shit,” I muttered. “That definitely sounds like what Zarra was talking about.”
“Right,” Chip replied. “But the important thing is that one of these ley lines runs right through the middle of the Arnacript facility.”
“Why am I not surprised?” I groaned.
“The line that runs through Arnacript is on a roughly north-south track, and there have been an insane amount of weird occurrences all up and down this line over the past couple hundred years,” Chip said. “But more importantly and more recently, the attack on you and your parents? That was almost right on top of this line. The attack on Sal and Dale? Also almost right on top of this same line.”
“Holy shit,” I whispered. “Do you think the dragons’ agents are using this ley line to travel to and from Ohlavar?”
“One hundred percent,” Chip replied. “You said they can create and close portals whenever they need to, right?”
“That’s what Zarra thinks,” I answered. “I know the dragons can, so my guess is that their agents can, too.”
“Then they must be limited in the number of places they can create portals on Earth,” the big ex-SEAL said. “They must need the energy of the ley lines to help them open and close the portals, and maybe there’s something special about the one where Arnacript is located.”
“Or maybe they just use that line precisely because it’s the one that Arnacript is on top of,” I said.
“I’m not sure what to do with this information, to be honest,” Chip sighed. “But if Zarra wants to track down the assholes who keep coming after you both, my best guess is to deploy teams all along this ley line.”
“That’s huge, man,” I said as I went to grab us both another paper cup of water. “I don’t know if she has the manpower for it, but it’d be a great place to start.”
“At the end of the day, it’s like trying to use a bucket to stop an overflowing dam,” Chip said with a shrug. “If you don’t stop the problem at the source, more shit will just keep spilling out.”
“Yeah, I’m kinda afraid of that.” I crushed the empty paper cup and tossed it into the garbage. “If I don’t get the armor for Zarra in time, the demon dragons will just keep doing this same shit. They’ll keep triggering the Time of Heliotrope in Ohlavar, and they’ll keep sending agents through to Earth to kill Zarra and anybody who tries to help her.”
“What can I do to help?” my big friend asked.
“You haven’t found out who the mole is yet, have you?” I chuckled. “That would at least let us sleep a little easier at night.”
“No, but I’ve set up a little bit of a trap, so I’ll find out soon,” Chip replied. “I’ve installed extra tiny-ass security cameras in a couple key places in the building, and I’m gonna review some footage tonight that should help me.”
“Doesn’t Arnacript already have enough security cameras?” I snorted.
“Yeah, but everybody who works here knows where they are,” the ex-SEAL pointed out. “They know where they can’t avoid them, and they know where the blind spots are, but they won’t know about my cameras.”
“You’re good, you know that?” I grinned. “Let me know if you find anything.”
“Trust me, I will,” Chip growled. “Right after I put a bullet in between their eyes.”
“Just as long as you find out whatever information they know before you do,” I replied.
“I’m good at what I do, and normally, that wouldn’t be a problem,” the ex-SEAL said with a shrug. “But after what these assholes did to Dale, and Sal too, I don’t know if I’ll be able to restrain myself.”
“I know what you mean,” I said. “I just wish finding the mole could bring them back, but I know it won’t.”
“Nothing will, man,” Chip sighed. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t avenge their deaths. I know some people say vengeance doesn’t make you feel better, but that’s bullshit. It doesn’t fix the problem, and you’ve still gotta grieve, but at least you can have a little peace of mind when you know the bad guys have been punished.”
“I know.” I laid my hand on the big man’s shoulder. “I’m really sorry about Dale. I know you two went way back.”
“Yeah.” Chip’s expression took on a far off look for a few seconds, but then he exhaled and shrugged again. “All the more reason for me to find this fucking spy soon, you know?”
“If anyone can do it, it’s you,” I said.
“Imagine if Sal and Dale could see us now,” Chip said with a sad smile.
“Sal would tell us we were both crazy,” I laughed. “But not for what we’re doing. He’d say we were crazy for not negotiating more money into our contracts the moment we knew interdimensional enemies were involved.”
“Yeah, and Dale would have already dove head-first into the VRIU pool,” Chip said. “He would have held onto your ankles and made sure he popped out on the other side so he could watch your back there, while I kept watch over you on this side.”
“I think you might be right about that,” I chuckled. “Look, I don’t know how all this shit is gonna shake down in the end, but I do know one thing for sure.”
“Yeah, what’s that?” Chip set down his weights and grabbed a towel to wipe off his sweat.
“There’s no one I trust to have my back more than you,” I said. “And if some shit ever goes down here or in Ohlavar, there’s nobody I’d rather have with me than you.”
“Ah, shit,” Chip said and then buried his face in the towel for a few seconds. “Sorry, I got something in my eye there.”
“Whatever you say, man,” I said with a smile at the marshmallow softness inside the tough ex-SEAL.
“Well, look, I don’t know how the portal works and everything,” Chip said. “And I’m not gonna kamikaze myself if the portal won’t let me through, since I’d rather not get stuck between two dimensions. But if you ever need backup or something while you’re in Ohlavar, you know I’m your guy.”
“Thanks, Chip,” I said. “You’re always looking out for me.”
“That’s what friends do.” The ex-SEAL tossed his towel into the dirty hamper at the side of the room and then nodded toward the door. “We’ve been in here for a while, so we should probably get going in case somebody plays the tapes back.”
“Thanks for the workout,” I said. “And good luck with your hunt.”
“I’ll keep you updated, as long as you do the same,” Chip said.
“You got it, man,” I replied.
When I got back to my suite, I showered, shaved, and got ready for bed. I almost glanced in the mirror on my way out of the bathroom to check the color of my eyes, but then I figured there was no point. Besides, if my eyes were purple at the moment, it would only make me think of Allurie, and right now, the thought of the pretty elf girl twisted my stomach into a hard knot.
Instead, I didn’t even bother changing into pajamas. I headed straight to bed while I was still naked and then fell asleep almost before my head hit the pillow. I woke up a few minutes later from a dream I couldn’t remember, and then the rest of the night followed the same pattern. I fell asleep almost instantly every time I woke up, but then a few minutes after I passed out, I had some weird or fucked-up dream that forced me awake, and then I repeated the same cycle.
One time when I woke up, I thought I might have seen the blonde woman in the golden armor in my dreams. It felt like she had tried to tell me something, but I lost the thread of the dream the moment my eyes opened. I tried to think about her as I fell asleep again, so I might pick up the dream wherever I left it, but my brain had moved on to different images, and I didn’t dream about the woman with the golden hammer again.
Some time after three a.m., I dreamed someone was pounding on my door. They sounded like they were in trouble, and I tried to roll out of bed to go help them. My limbs felt like they were stuck to the bed, so I held myself perfectly still for a few breaths, and then I jerked my body out of the sheets.
I woke up one second before my body hit the ground.
I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself without even thinking about it, so I didn’t feel the impact when my face smashed into the floor beside my bed.
“Shit, that was one hell of a dream,” I muttered as I pushed myself to my knees.
Then I heard someone pounding on the door to my suite.
“Leo!” Zarra shouted from outside.
The knocking wasn’t a dream.
“Leo!” Zarra’s voice sounded right behind me this time.
I spun around to see Zarra on the other side of my bed, but when I felt her hands grab mine, I looked back to see another Zarra kneeling on the floor beside me.
“Fucking duplicates,” I groaned.
“Leo, you have to come with me,” both Zarras said.
“Why, what’s going on?” I yawned and pushed myself to my feet.
“Chip found the mole,” Zarra said as she started to tug me toward the door. “If you don’t stop him, he’s gonna kill her before we can find out anything.”








Chapter 11
“He already found the mole?” I asked as I started grabbing clothes from the drawer. “Where are they now?”
“I’ve got them in one of the security offices,” the Zarra duplicate beside me said. “But I can’t hold Chip back much longer without hurting him. Leo, we have to find out what she knows first!”
“Shit, shit, shit,” I growled and then finished pulling my clothes on. “Okay, let’s go!”
Both the Zarra duplicates disappeared, but the moment I flung open the door to my suite, I saw another Zarra in the hallway right outside.
“This way,” she said and then grabbed my hand.
We raced down the hallway but only had to turn one corner before I heard Chip’s voice from behind the door of the security office just ahead.
“Answer me!” the big ex-SEAL thundered. “Or I swear to whatever god you pray to--”
I busted through the door before he could finish his sentence, and the Zarra duplicate beside me vanished. Another Zarra was inside the office with Chip, and I guessed this must be the real Zarra. She stood right behind the ex-SEAL and kept trying to pull him back, but I couldn’t see past Chip’s broad frame. I only saw that Daisy was also in the office, and she kept helping Zarra whenever she tried to pull Chip back from his target.
“Chip!” I shouted.
The ex-SEAL slammed his target’s body into the wall and then pressed his forearm against their throat. He kept them pinned there but twisted his body slightly so he could look back at me, and it was just enough for me to see who he was attacking.
It was Lora, the dark blonde waitress from the Arnacript restaurant.
“Chip, what the fuck?” I yelled. “Let her go!”
“Not a chance,” Chip growled and then turned back to wrap his meaty hand around Lora’s throat. “Not until this bitch admits what she is.”
“You have… the wrong… person!” Lora choked out as her face started to turn purple.
I sprinted across the room to pull Chip off the waitress, but he beat me to it. He flung her into the corner of the security office, where she collapsed in a shaking heap. He started toward her again, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him back.
“Nobody comes in or out of this room,” I told Zarra and Daisy.
“I’ll make sure of it,” Daisy said, and I didn’t have time to wonder at the fact that the chipper girl suddenly seemed to move with an air of military precision.
“Chip, what the hell?” I demanded. “That’s Lora! She’s a waitress, don’t you recognize her?”
“It’s the perfect fucking cover,” Chip growled, but his gaze was locked on Lora, and he wouldn’t look over at me now.
“I swear it’s not me,” Lora whimpered from the floor. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
“You trust me?” Chip glanced at me.
“Of course, I do,” I replied.
“Then trust me when I say she’s the mole, Leo,” the ex-SEAL said. “I swear on Dale’s grave that this bitch is the mole.”
“That’s impossible,” Zarra said. “She works in the restaurant. She doesn’t have access to any papers or files, and we barely ever see her! Lora, I’m so sorry, I--”
“Zarra, stop.” I held up my hand. “Chip is right. If he thinks she’s the mole, then I believe him. But you can’t just kill her, man. We need information from her, and you have to prove to Zarra that Lora is the leak.”
“She’s not just a leak,” Chip growled. “She’s a fucking assassin.”
Chip took a menacing step toward the woman, and only my complete trust in my friend kept me from leaping to Lora’s defense. He told me earlier that he was going to review some footage of the security cameras he had planted secretly around the facility, so he must have seen something. Still, Zarra looked less than convinced, and I knew she would need some hard evidence in order to believe him.
“Tell us what you found out,” I told my friend.
“I have footage of her waiting outside the lab with food on the day Leo almost… you know,” Chip said.
“We know that already,” Zarra snapped. “She said Dr. Dimopoulos asked her to bring some food for Leo, but we told her we didn’t have time to eat. I was trying to explain something to Leo.”
“Did you ask the doctor if she really sent her?” Chip demanded.
“Uhh… no,” Zarra admitted. “But she’s a waitress!”
“Even poor people can be moles,” I said with a roll of my eyes at Zarra’s snobbiness.
“Call the doctor,” Chip ordered. “Ask her.”
“Okay, okay, wait!” Lora said from the floor and then held her hands up in surrender. “You’re right that the doctor didn’t actually send me, but that’s all you’re right about!”
“Then why did you happen to show up on that day with a cart full of food, when nobody asked you to?” I asked.
“I heard Mr. Lennox needed some help, that’s all!” Lora said. “I decided to take some initiative, so I just brought some food to see if I could do anything.”
“And then you lied and said the doctor sent you,” Zarra said. “That doesn’t look good, but she hasn’t actually done anything wrong.”
“She didn’t just show up with the food,” Chip said. “The camera footage shows that she was waiting in the hallway until you two left the VRIU lab. Then she came forward like she just got there, even though she had been standing there the whole time. I don’t know if she was trying to eavesdrop or what, but she just waited in ambush until you two came out.”
“Maybe I was nervous!” Lora said. “Mr. Lennox and Ms. Zerne are intimidating as hell, in case you haven’t noticed.”
“Oh, really?” Chip folded his massive arms across his chest. “I guess they didn’t seem too intimidating when you destroyed the two cameras aimed at Leo’s suite door.”
“What?” Zarra and I demanded at the same time.
“She did that tonight after Leo went to sleep,” Chip said. “Here, see for yourself.”
“That’s impossible,” the waitress gasped as Chip handed his phone to me.
“You only think it’s impossible because you didn’t know about the secret cameras I planted in the hallway,” Chip growled. “You only knew about Arnacript’s cameras, not about the ones I added into the mix for extra security.”
Lora actually turned a little pale, and when she didn’t say anything else, I held up Chip’s phone so Zarra could watch the security cam footage with me, and Daisy stood on her tiptoes so she could peer at the screen, too. It was silent, but I didn’t need to hear anything to understand what was happening.
The footage showed the dark blonde waitress as she walked down the hallway outside my suite. She balanced a tray of food on one hand, and her other arm was stiff at her side. When she got closer to my door, she slowed down, and a laser beam shot out from a device in her hand up toward one of the Arnacript cameras. She held it steady for a few seconds before she moved forward and did the same thing to the second official camera aimed at my door.
I couldn’t see what happened to the cameras, but I knew she must have used a hot enough laser to break them. And I could only think of one reason someone would need the cameras trained on my room to be down.
“What did you have on that tray?” I whispered.
“Keep watching,” Chip said, and now his fists were tensed at his sides.
Lora looked in both directions down the hallway outside my room, moved toward the door, and then started to reach underneath a pile of napkins on her tray. Before she could pull anything out from under the napkins, Daisy came walking down the hall from behind Lora, and she scared the waitress so badly that she nearly jumped out of her skin.
Both women chatted for a minute on the camera, and then Lora turned around and walked back toward the restaurant. Daisy stared after her for a minute, glanced at my door, and then disappeared from view in the other direction.
“I should have known something was wrong,” Daisy said from beside the door. “She said she was just picking up empty trays from some food Leo had ordered earlier, and I believed her. I thought it was a little strange that there was so much food left on the plates, but she went right back to the restaurant. I camped out for a little longer in view of Leo’s room, and when she didn’t come back, I figured everything was fine.”
“Only because her plans were foiled,” Chip muttered. “What was on the fucking tray, Lora?”
The waitress didn’t answer, and I realized that her face had lost all traces of fear. She actually seemed like she might laugh, but when she caught me looking at her, she dropped her gaze to the floor again to try to hide her expression.
“Okay, but what were you doing there?” I turned toward Daisy as I remembered my suspicions about the VRIU tech. “You always seem to be right on top of me lately, and did you really just happen to be walking by at the exact time Lora--”
“Daisy’s fine, Leo,” Zarra said. “She works for me.”
“No shit.” I rolled my eyes.
“No, I mean she doesn’t work for Arnacript,” Zarra said. “She’s my personal bodyguard.”
I glanced back and forth between Zarra and Daisy, and I realized that Daisy no longer seemed like the sweet, cheerful tech with the pixie cut. Now, her square stance and upright posture, along with her short hair and the way her eyes scanned the room constantly, all said the same thing.
This woman had been in the military, and my guess was she’d probably been in special forces like Chip.
“I assigned her to trail you in case the mole went after you alone,” Zarra continued. “That’s why she keeps popping up wherever you are. I told her to keep close tabs on you, so she’s just been following my orders.”
“Did you think I was the mole?” Daisy chuckled. “I’ll have to work on my image. I thought I was coming across as cute and cheerful, but maybe I was trying too hard, so you got suspicious.”
“We did,” I said as I nodded to Chip.
“Yeah, so let’s get back to the real mole,” Chip said. “What was on the tray, Lora? What did you have hidden under those napkins?”
“I know it looks bad that I destroyed the cameras,” Lora admitted, but she didn’t answer Chip’s question. “And if you give me a second, I can explain.”
“You’re gonna need more than a second to come up with a convincing lie,” I said.
“I also found several bugs in the restaurant,” Chip said before Lora tried to explain herself again. “They were stuck underneath a couple of the tables, and they were all tuned to the same frequency. And guess where I tracked that frequency to: Lora’s room here in the facility.”
“It really is the perfect cover,” I whispered. “Servers are like cops. They can go pretty much anywhere they want, and nobody thinks twice about them.”
“Exactly,” Chip said. “Think about how many things you and Zarra have discussed in the restaurant that she would have been able to listen in on, even without the help of the bugs she planted. Think about all the other Arnacript employees that she could have listened to in the restaurant or in their private rooms as she made deliveries day after day.”
“She’s been here for years,” Zarra whispered. “She could know… fuck! She could know everything!”
A slight smile played along the corners of Lora’s mouth before the waitress suppressed it and let a mask of fear fall over her face again.
“Where was she on the day of the break-in?” Daisy asked. “Let me pull up the footage from that day, and--”
“Already done,” Chip cut in. “Go to the video right before that one.”
“You’ve been collecting evidence against her for a while,” Zarra said with an arched eyebrow.
“I collected evidence against a lot of people, but she’s the only one it stuck to,” Chip said.
When I pulled up the previous video on the ex-SEAL’s phone, I held it so Zarra and Daisy could keep watching. The video was of the hallway outside the rec room, where Daisy, Chip, Zarra, and I had all been when the break-in started. I only recognized where we were because the rec room door was painted a different color than most of the other doors in Arnacript.
There was nothing visible on the video at first, other than the time and date stamp in the bottom corner, and the seconds just ticked by on the video without showing anything. Finally, security guards entered the frame and sprinted toward the rec room door. They talked to Zarra for a minute and entered the room, and I remembered the long minutes that had stretched by until Zarra realized it had been an inside job.
“Watch the wall about an inch over from the left side of the screen,” Chip instructed. “Keep your eye on it when we all leave.”
I forced my eyes to stay glued to the white wall instead of the rec room door. When Chip, Zarra, the four armed guards, and I ran out of the room, there was a slight shimmer along the wall. It looked like the reflection of light off a pool of water, but then it vanished. After the seven of us sprinted away from the rec room, Daisy followed right behind us and ran in the opposite direction.
“I told her to go check on your parents personally,” Zarra said. “I didn’t want you to worry or think I was overreacting by assigning her to you as a bodyguard, so I told her to keep playing cute and harmless. Since Chip and I were with you that day, I thought she would be more helpful in securing your parents than in watching over you.”
“I guess I understand that,” I said. “But Chip, what are we supposed to be seeing here?”
“It took me a couple times before I saw it, too,” the ex-SEAL replied. “Play it back, and zoom in this time.”
I rewound the video by fifteen seconds and watched it again, and my stomach tightened when I saw the reflection of light the second time. I had missed it on the first go-round, but there was no mistaking the fact that the reflection was in the shape of a woman.
“Okay, that’s creepy, but how do you know it’s Lora?” I asked.
“You don’t!” Lora pleaded from her position on the floor. “I don’t know what you think you’re seeing, but--”
“Enough,” Chip snarled. “The only reason you don’t have a bullet swimming in your brains right now is because Zarra and Leo may have some questions for you.”
“P-please believe me,” the waitress sniffled.
“Now go to the last video on my phone,” Chip told us. “Then you’ll see why I’m so fucking pissed off.”
I still wasn’t sure what to make of the strange light in the shape of a woman, but I flipped through my friend’s videos until I reached the last one. It was footage of the hallway to the gym, and the time stamp showed that it was from last night, just before Chip and I worked out together.
“This isn’t one of our camera angles,” Daisy said.
“That’s because it’s another one of mine,” Chip replied. “There are a lot of blind spots around here. You aim too many cameras at doors and access points. It leaves blind spots in the hallways, so shit like this goes undetected.”
“Shit like what?” Zarra demanded.
“You’ll see,” Chip said, and then the big man pulled out his pistol but kept it pointed at the floor.
As I watched the video with the two women, I saw myself enter the frame and walk down the hallway, and then I saw myself stop and turn around. I remembered the prickly feeling along the back of my neck, but there was nothing else visible in the frame with me, so I kept moving forward.
Then Lora appeared from thin fucking air behind me.
She followed me like a shadow, and all the hairs on the back of my neck stood up again as I watched the footage. It was like seeing a horror movie and not being able to yell out to the main character that they were in danger, so I could only watch as the waitress reached under her skirt and started to pull out a knife that was strapped to her thigh.
I turned around again just before I passed out of the frame in the video. At the same moment, Lora vanished completely, and in her place, there was only a slight reflection of light in the shape of a woman.
Zarra gasped beside me, and my stomach did another backflip. The female assassin who had attacked me in the Caribbean had used a knife, and all the feelings from that day came rushing back now like a tidal wave that threatened to knock me off my feet.
I saw a flash of Dale’s bloody body in my mind, and I remembered the throbbing of my own heart in my ears as I fought the woman who was trying to kill me. I saw Sal’s body too, and then my friends’ blood seemed to mingle with the blood of the assassins in my memory, until my whole vision went red.
“Do you believe me now?” Chip growled.
I blinked to shake off the images of my dead friends, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the footage now. Lora didn’t appear again though, and instead, Chip appeared in the frame pretty soon, and then there was no other trace of Lora or the camouflaged version of her.
“She only let herself be visible for a second because she was in one of Arnacript’s blind spots,” Chip said. “But I had eyes on her, anyway.”
“It is possible the dragons’ agents have abilities like invisibility or camouflage,” Zarra whispered. “But I didn’t think… oh, Leo, she would have tried to kill you if Chip hadn’t come along!”
“And when that didn’t work, she disabled the cameras outside my door,” I said. “But Daisy caught her that time, so she wasn’t able to break into my room.”
“She’s the mole, Zarra.” Chip’s finger hovered above the trigger of his pistol, but he still had the muzzle aimed at the floor.
“I don’t think there’s any way to argue with the evidence,” Zarra said. “Remind me to give you the biggest pay raise you’ve ever seen, Chip.”
“I can’t believe she was so close to…” I trailed off as the full implications of all the videos settled in.
Lora wasn’t a waitress.
Lora was an agent who worked for the demon dragons of Ohlavar. She had the ability to make herself invisible in some way, and it looked like she had tried to kill me on at least three separate occasions. If I hadn’t left the rec room with Chip and Zarra on the day of the break-in, she might have slipped inside and tried then. If Chip hadn’t joined me in the gym so soon, she could have tried again, and then if Daisy hadn’t run into her later, she might have actually been able to kill me in my sleep tonight.
“Why didn’t you try to kill me sooner?” I asked quietly. “Why did you wait until the break-in? And then why didn’t you try again until tonight?”
“Answer him!” Zarra growled, and the fluorescent lights in the security office all flickered.
“What are you going to do, kill me? As if that will change anything.” The waitress’ face had lost all its sweet innocence. Instead, her lips were curled in an evil smile, and her eyes now glowed dark red. Her skin shimmered like fish scales in the bright lights of the office, but when Lora’s shoulders began to disappear, Zarra held up her hand and blocked the other woman’s magic.
“No, you don’t,” the amethyst-eyed woman said, and her voice sounded much calmer now. “You will not escape so easily now that I know who you are, bitch.”
“It won’t matter.” Lora locked her dark red eyes on mine. “Even if you kill me, you cannot stop us. We are coming for you, Leo. We are coming for Zarra. We are coming for Zahira, and it is too late to stop what has been set in motion.”
“You are nothing but a cheap lackey,” Zarra said, and she took a deep breath before she strode across the room to stand beside Chip. “You are so replaceable that you might as well not exist, do you understand that? There is no point for you to even keep breathing.”
“Maybe,” Lora chuckled, even though Zarra’s cold tone had sent chills down my spine. “But don’t you think I’ve already told my employers everything they need to know to finish you and your bitch sister?”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ve told them plenty, just like I’m sure you know plenty,” Zarra said, and then her fingers began to flick back and forth in the same way Lady Feeyaz’s did when she was spinning an illusion. “That’s why you keep coming so close to killing me and Leo, isn’t it? Because you know so very much about us?”
“You can’t fool me with your illusions,” the dark blonde woman snarled, but her dark red eyes went wide as she glanced all around the room. “My employers have given me powers, and--”
“Aw, don’t you get it?” Zarra smirked. “I have control over your powers now. I’ve blocked them, and I might even decide to borrow them myself. How does that feel? Did you feel the same level of frustration when your plans to kill us failed again and again?”
“You can’t stop all of us,” Lora said, but her expression was more panicked now.
“Why didn’t you try to kill us earlier?” I stepped forward between Chip and Zarra. “Were you just waiting for the right moment?”
Lora suddenly clawed at her own throat like she was trying to pull off someone’s hands from around her neck.
“My illusion is surprisingly convincing, isn’t it?” Zarra laughed. “How does it feel to be all alone with none of your demon abilities to protect you? How does it feel to have a snake wrapped around your throat, squeezing the life out of you? I wonder, will you die from lack of oxygen or from a crushed throat first?”
The dark blonde woman was choking now as if Chip still had his arm braced against her throat, but I didn’t intervene. This woman had tried to kill me, Zarra, and Zahira, and she was probably the one who had leaked the information about my parents’ transfer to Arnacript, so she was behind the attack on them, too.
Then I realized Lora had to be the one who found out that Zarra was trying to get me on board with Arnacript in the first place. She must have leaked that information to the demon dragons or to other agents, and that was why assassins had shown up on my Caribbean vacation to stop me before I even started working with Zarra.
Lora was the reason Sal and Dale were dead.
“Leo asked you a question,” Chip said as his finger itched toward the trigger of his gun.
The waitress pawed at her throat, and Zarra flicked her fingers again to let the woman breathe. Lora coughed like she had just come up from the bottom of the ocean, but her breaths came out in such ragged gasps that she couldn’t say anything at first.
“Explain the timing of your attacks, or my next trick will be worse,” Zarra commanded, and the goddess’ body suddenly shimmered to produce two duplicates on either side of Lora.
Both duplicate Zarras grabbed the waitress’ arms and yanked them so hard to the side that it looked like they might rip right out of their sockets.
“Get on the radio, Daisy,” Chip said. “I’m gonna need you to tell security to disregard gunfire from this wing here in a minute.”
“On it,” Daisy replied without hesitation.
Chip aimed his pistol at Lora’s knee, but I jumped in front of him and lowered his arm again. The duplicate Zarras both looked up in surprise, and Zarra herself growled beside me.
“Leo, we have to do this,” the amethyst-eyed goddess said.
“I know,” I sighed. “And it’s still better than what she deserves for what she did to Sal and Dale. But there’s no point. I think I already know the answer.”
“Did you manage to guess it?” Lora wheezed with laughter. “Did you manage to guess what we have in store for your pretty elf friend once she gathers all the Pieces of Heliotrope?”
“You don’t have to torture her, just kill her,” I growled. “We don’t need her anymore.”
“Pretty Allurie will beg for death when my masters get their hands on her,” Lora said with an evil grin. “They will rip the armor off her piece by piece, and each time, they will make her crawl to them first. She will cry and plead, but none of it will matter in the end. Her screams will only be the first to haunt the skies of Ohlavar.”
Lora suddenly opened her mouth as wide as a snake, and a forked tongue flicked out between her lips. Her skin shimmered like scales again, and before any of the Zarras could react, the waitress ripped free of their grip and launched herself straight at me.
The room thundered with a single gunshot, and then Lora’s body dropped to the ground like a stone. Chip had put a bullet right between her eyes, just like he had promised.
“I’m calling it in,” Daisy said behind me, but I could barely hear her over the ringing in my ears.
“Leo, are you okay?” Zarra whispered, but I couldn’t look away from Lora’s dead eyes.
I couldn’t stop thinking about the same empty expressions that were on my friends’ faces after assassins killed them. My heart stopped behind my ribs, and my stomach seemed to swim up into my chest cavity like it might try to leap out my throat, and even though I knew Lora was dead, I couldn’t make myself move.
“Leo!” Chip rested his hand on my shoulder, and I could feel his intense gaze on my face. “Leo, it’s over. Come back, it’s alright. You didn’t cause Sal and Dale’s deaths, she did. You’re here, Leo. Your feet are on the ground.”
Slowly, the ringing faded from my ears, and it felt like my heart started beating again. I clenched my eyes shut and registered the sensation of my feet on the ground, and the feeling helped bring me back into my body.
“How’d you know?” I muttered.
“Years of experience, man,” Chip answered. “I know that faraway look because I’ve felt it come over me more times than I can count. I’ve seen it on my friends’ faces, too. You watched two of your best friends get killed right in front of you. That does some fucked up things to a person’s brain.”
“You can say that again,” I exhaled.
My breaths were deeper and steadier now, and when I opened my eyes, the room was back in focus. The out of control feeling was gone, and my stomach felt like it was finally settling back down instead of trying to claw its way out of my throat.
“You deserve one hell of a pay raise, man,” I said with a little laugh.
“You know I don’t do it for the money.” Chip shrugged. “Feeling better?”
“Yeah, I think so,” I answered. “Thanks.”
“Security will send someone in to clean this up,” Daisy announced with a nod toward Lora’s body. “Should I carry out a sweep of the facility?”
“Yes, but first I want to check on my sister,” Zarra said. “I’ll send a duplicate with you to check on Zahira, and then you can finish sweeping Arnacript for any other signs of trouble.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Daisy replied, and then she headed out the door alongside a Zarra duplicate.
“Are you alright, Leo?” Zarra asked softly as she turned back toward me.
“Yeah, I just wish this meant it was over,” I said. “I know she was behind all the assassination attempts, or at least the information that she leaked was behind them, but… I don’t know. It just sucks that she’s only a cog, and the actual machine of demon dragons and all their other agents is still going strong.”
“I understand, but Leo, why did you say to kill her?” Zarra asked. “We could have interrogated her and found out all the information she leaked and maybe even found out about future plans the dragons might have.”
“Torture doesn’t usually make people tell the truth,” I sighed. “Besides, I couldn’t listen to her talk about Allurie like that.”
“Yes, but--”
“Plus, I already figured out the answer,” I interrupted the amethyst-eyed goddess.
“What do you mean?” Zarra demanded.
“I think the demon dragons tried to kill me so many times at first because they were afraid I would be able to find all the armor,” I said. “That’s kind of what we assumed, right? So they thought as soon as I found all the pieces, I would hand them over to you, and then you would defeat them.”
“Yeah, but then after their initial few attempts, they didn’t try anything else for a while,” Chip said. “So what changed? And why did Lora try to come after you twice tonight?”
“Because now the dragons know about Allurie,” I answered. “They know she has the armor, so they don’t think they need me anymore.”
“You think they want her to collect all the armor?” Zarra demanded.
“That’s my guess,” I replied. “They probably wanted to stop anyone from gathering the armor at first, but then I started to find the pieces anyway, and now Allurie is doing the same thing. My best bet is that they’re going to wait until she has all of the armor or almost all of it, and then they’re going to kill her, take the armor, and make sure you can never get your hands on it ever again.”
“And you’re the only person who could stop Allurie other than the dragons,” Zarra whispered. “So they needed to kill you.”
“Yep, I think that was the idea,” I said. “If they killed me before I could save Allurie, then she and the armor would fall into their grasp. But if I survived, I would be able to save Allurie, get the armor, and still hand it over to you.”
“I wonder how long it will be before her employers realize Lora is dead,” Chip said. “Or whatever her real name was, since ‘Lora’ seems a little too human to be the name of some kind of invisible snake-woman.”
“I don’t know,” Zarra admitted. “But just in case we didn’t already have enough motivation to work quickly, now we have even more. And as far as the snake thing goes, I couldn’t block that. The invisibility might have been magic, but her tongue and her skin growing all scaly for a second means she wasn’t completely human. She was just trying to go back to her true nature to help herself escape.”
“I don’t remember snake-human hybrids on the list of races you told me existed in Ohlavar,” I said.
“There are an endless number of races on Ohlavar, both above and below the surface of the ground,” Zarra replied. “It would have been impossible to describe them all to you, and--”
“Hold on,” Chip said. “If Lora has been in communication with her employers, these demon dragons--”
“I see Leo decided to go ahead and tell you everything,” Zarra said with an arched eyebrow.
“Aren’t you glad I did?” I chuckled.
“Okay, but how has Lora been in communication with these dragons?” Chip continued. “Aren’t they all supposed to be asleep or something?”
“My theory is that they can still communicate in dreams and visions,” Zarra answered. “I think it’s more like hibernation than actual sleep, so they’re conscious on some level, just not fully awake. Or there might be just one of them or an agent who is running things while they are in hibernation. At any rate, they will want to wake up when she gets all the armor and before I can get it.”
“I guess it doesn’t matter if they are awake or have an agent,” Chip muttered. “It’s the same problem. Do you think they’ll only wake up fully when the armor is basically all gathered in one spot?”
“I believe so,” Zarra replied, and then she tilted her head to the side like she was trying to listen to something. “Ah, Zahira is fine. I’m in the vault with her now.”
“That’s good, but I’m not surprised,” Chip said. “Based on what I found, Lora was the only mole.”
“She wasn’t even on my list of suspects.” Zarra rubbed her temples. “How did I miss her?”
“Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Chip told her. “She was easy to miss, and I only got proof when I set up my own cameras.”
“Who else was on your list of suspects?” Zarra asked. “I’d like to compare it to mine to see how far off I was.”
I smiled as Zarra and Chip started trading notes about who they suspected, who they crossed off, and who they kept the closest tabs on. I knew it must have taken a lot for Zarra to swallow her pride and admit she was wrong about the mole’s identity. Especially since she had initially laughed at the idea that Chip might be able to help her at all, when he was just a human, and she was an immortal goddess.
Of course, I wasn’t surprised my friend had saved our asses. I was pretty sure that was just business as usual for a SEAL, even after discharge day.
By the time security came in and cleaned up the body, Chip and Zarra had decided that Lora had definitely been the only mole. For the most part, their lists of suspects had matched up, so the ex-SEAL had pointed out all the faults in Zarra’s list and why none of her suspects could be the mole. Once they were both satisfied that there was nothing else to worry about, at least not inside the Arnacript facility, they turned toward me.
“Shit, what time is it?” Zarra yawned. “Leo, you must be exhausted!”
“Actually, I’m pretty awake,” I said. “I thought my adrenaline might crash, but it really just leveled out, so I feel alert but not amped.”
“It’s a little after five,” Chip said. “You should probably get some rest, man.”
“Nah, I told Ky and Jennifer that I’d hop back in around five,” I said.
“After everything that just happened, you still want to go right back?” Zarra asked, and then she slipped her fingers into mine.
“Well, yeah,” I laughed. “Didn’t we just say it was even more urgent that I get back and save Allurie? We’re on one hell of a ticking clock if we want to save her, save the armor, and defeat the dragons.”
“As long as you’re sure you’re okay to jump back in,” Chip said.
“Yeah, it’d probably be good for me right about now,” I said.
I didn’t tell them I had already passed a pretty restless night, or that I was so worried about Allurie that I didn’t think there was any way I’d get back to sleep now. I didn’t want them to think I needed more rest when what I really needed was to do something before I went crazy from just sitting still.
Allurie wasn’t just in danger from the armor anymore. Now she had caught the attention of the dragons’ agents, and they would track her until she collected every last Piece of Heliotrope. Then they wouldn’t just take the armor from her and make sure Zarra could never get it. I could only imagine the kinds of torture the dragons would use against Allurie, partly to get the armor, but also just because they could.
I had to get to her first.
“I know Daisy is doing a security sweep to check on things, but I’ll go ahead and search the facility to make sure I’ve gotten all the bugs that Lora planted,” Chip announced.
“That’s a good idea,” Zarra replied. “Thank you, Chip. I mean it. You’re a good man, and I owe you much more than I can express.”
“Eh, it was nothing,” Chip said, but the ex-SEAL’s cheeks started to turn a little red at the beautiful woman’s compliment.
“Leo, I can walk you back to the VRIU lab if you want me to,” Zarra offered.
“Actually, would you mind if I headed back on my own?” I asked. “Now that Lora is dead, there shouldn’t be any danger, and I think I’d like to clear my head before I go back to Ohlavar.”
“Of course, whatever you need,” the amethyst-eyed woman said.
Before I left, I gave Chip a quick bear hug.
“Thanks for everything, buddy,” I said. “You’re a fucking lifesaver, you know that?”
“Eh, get out of here,” Chip said with another slight flush of his cheeks. “You know I hate that mushy shit.”
“Then perhaps we should compliment you until you’re used to it,” Zarra teased. “I think I will come with you to check on all of Lora’s bugs. It might do us both some good.”
“Have fun,” I chuckled, and then I turned to Zarra and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be back when I can.”
“I’ll count the minutes.” The beautiful woman smiled.
While Zarra and Chip started their sweep of Arnacript for any traces Lora might have left behind, I headed back to the VRIU lab. Ky and Jennifer were both waiting for me like usual, so I caught them up on what happened with Lora as quickly as I could.
“Damn.” Ky shook his head. “Just… damn! She always seemed so nice.”
“Yeah, but don’t you think she was always just a little too cheerful?” Jennifer muttered. “I knew waitresses are supposed to be nice, but I always wanted to tell her she didn’t have to try that hard, but I couldn’t think of a way to say it without sounding like a bitch.”
“I guess now that you say that, I can see what you mean,” Ky said as he scratched his bald head. “Plus, I know we work all the time, but I don’t think I’ve ever been in the restaurant without seeing her there. She always said she was picking up extra shifts.”
“Ooh, it gives me the creeps to think about her listening to us all.” Jennifer shivered.
“Trust me, I’m right there with you,” I said.
“Well, hey, don’t let us hold you up, Champ!” Ky said. “We can send you through and then keep talking about all the ways we didn’t see this one coming, but you don’t have to stick around for that.”
“I did tell my friends I’d be back by sunrise at the latest,” I said. “So yeah, I should probably go back in.”
“It’s ready whenever you are,” Ky said.
I waited until the privacy glass fogged up, slipped out of my clothes, and walked down into the pool of black liquid.
When I opened my eyes, I found myself face to face with Cesnie and Moryana. Moryana had a knowing smirk on her face, but Cesnie’s bored expression had actually been replaced by surprise for once.
“Did you miss me?” I grinned.








Chapter 12
“We were merely wondering when you’d come back,” Cesnie said as her steel blue eyes took on their usual bored expression again.
“What time is it?” I sat up in the back of the wagon and saw that Lady Feeyaz and Bolverk were also both in the back with us, so only Cornalic must have been up front at the moment.
“It is about an hour before sunrise,” Lady Feeyaz replied from beneath her hood. “We have not reached the capital yet.”
“Are we close?” I glanced out the back of the covered wagon.
The pre-dawn light was just beginning to show up on the horizon behind us, and it painted the hills of Binna in deep shades of purple and blue. Trees were scattered every so often across the landscape, but they mostly seemed to just be territory markers to separate one farm from the next. The rest of the countryside was covered with one farm after another. Some had tall fields of wheat or corn, and others had huge herds of cattle and sheep that had been left out to graze all night since the evenings hadn’t turned too cold in these parts yet.
I guessed we had about half an hour left before the purple pre-dawn light turned golden, and I hoped we would make it to Nadi by then. Otherwise, I just had to hope Lady Feeyaz had been able to charge her Amulet of Minor Light Protection long enough under the moon last night.
“You can see the beautiful city for yourself if you come up here with me, dear brother!” Cornalic cried from the front. “It cannot be more than twenty minutes away.”
“Then we should be inside before sunrise,” I said and started to climb my way across the moving wagon to get to the front.
“Will we take lodgings then?” Moryana asked.
“That depends on if you all have been able to get any sleep tonight,” I replied.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Cesnie sighed. “There was nothing better to do, so I fell asleep shortly after we crossed the border into Binna.”
“You mean there was no one better to do,” Moryana corrected the other woman.
“Isn’t that what I said?” Cesnie smirked.
“Cornalic, how about you?” I called through the wagon flap.
“I am deeply flattered that you put my needs even above your own, dearest friend,” Cornalic said. “But have no fear! Bolverk took the reins for a while, and I was able to sleep well until only a few moments ago.”
“Bolverk? Lady Feeyaz?” I asked.
“I am well-rested and ready for any exertions you would like to make,” the dark elf purred.
“Good to know,” I chuckled.
“Gods do not sleep,” Bolverk muttered. “Sleep is when they try to come and steal the minds of the best warriors. I will not let them catch me, Leo Lennox.”
“Okaaay,” I sighed. “Since you’ve all had some sleep, we’re gonna skip the lodgings and head straight to the palace. I want us to seek an audience with the queen of Binna right away.”
“So, no foreplay?” Cesnie arched a blonde eyebrow.
“Not for this,” I said. “If this shit was urgent before, it’s even worse now.”
“Did something happen while you were home?” Moryana asked.
“Let’s just say I found out some more information,” I muttered. “Allurie is in even more danger than we thought, and so are all the rest of us.”
“Then tell me when we are close to Nadi,” Cesnie said. “I will come up to make sure we are let through to the palace right away.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I just hope the queen is able to help us figure out where the next Piece of Heliotrope might be.”
“I have not sensed anything in the countryside that we have driven through,” Lady Feeyaz said. “But I would be surprised if a relic was hiding under one of these farmers’ fields. It is much more likely to be inside the treasure stores of the royal family.”
“I wouldn’t count on that too much,” Cesnie said with a light laugh. “Binna is known for their farmland, not their treasures.”
“It’s still our best option,” I said. “Just keep trying to sense whatever you can, and maybe you’ll pick up something, Lady Feeyaz.”
“As long as I do not have to be in direct sunlight, I will do my best,” the dark elf replied.
I climbed through the wagon flap to join Cornalic up front, and I took a deep breath of fresh, early morning air. The sun was still well below the horizon, but the sky was lighter in front of us than behind us. The hills continued to look just the same, except for one tall hill that rose up directly ahead.
It was big enough that it could have been a small mountain, but the sides and top of the mound all looked smooth, like they had been worn down by time. Tiny lights all glittered from the top of the high hill like little radioactive ants, and I wondered if the lights were torches or emberbrands.
“It really is beautiful,” I said.
“Just wait until we get inside the city itself, dear Leo,” Cornalic said. “I have heard tales that Nadi is a sight to behold, especially when the first sunlight of the day touches its rooftops.”
“That sounds like torture,” Lady Feeyaz groaned from the back of the wagon.
“Why have you never visited the place?” I asked the half-orc.
“I am afraid all my grand adventures have never brought me here,” Cornalic sighed. “But to tell you the truth, my noble friend, I am glad I have never been here before now.”
“Why is that?” I smiled.
“Because it means you and I will get to explore it together!” My green-skinned friend clapped his meaty hand on my shoulder. “New places are always best explored with friends, don’t you think?”
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” I said with a grin. “Now, why don’t we see how fast we can get to the top of that mountain?”
“It will be but the work of a moment, dear Leo!” Cornalic flicked the reins, and the horses immediately started to run faster.
The dirt path churned up dust as the wagon bounced along, but the vendor in Murini had told us the truth about his horses and the wagon. They were all sturdy and held together just fine, even when we hit several bumps and potholes in the road. The wind hit us full in the face as we raced across the landscape, and I felt a burst of gratitude to still be breathing.
I didn’t know what would have happened if Lora had successfully broken into my room earlier tonight, but I did know that I was one lucky bastard to have such good friends. Chip was as steady as they come, and in that way, he reminded me of Cornalic. I had a feeling the two men would hit it off if they ever met, and I wondered if I would ever be able to bring Chip here and show him around.
Cornalic only slowed the horses down when we reached the base of the mountain. There was a large guard post in the middle of the road, and we pulled over to the right to get permission to drive up to the city. As soon as Cesnie announced herself though, the guards stumbled over themselves about which of them would wave us through first.
After we passed the guard post, Cornalic drove the horses fast again, but the road was too curvy to run them at breakneck speed. The path wound all around the mountain, so every time the horses began to lengthen their strides, the road curved again and they had to slow down so they wouldn’t send us flying off the side of the high hill.
We finally passed a second guard post at the top of the mountain, and they opened the gates for us just as the sun rose above the horizon. As we drove inside the mountaintop city, the golden sunlight spread across the rooftops of Binna’s capital, and the entire city seemed to blaze like it was on fire.
I whistled as I looked at the city stretched out in front of us. Nadi was a dazzling display of gold-flecked walls and copper accents that all had a green sheen from exposure to the elements. The roofs were all made of metal too, but it was a rose-colored steel or gold I didn’t recognize. The sunlight flared on all the metal for a few seconds before the sun rose a little higher and the intense reflection stopped, but the whole city still looked like a sparkling gem on top of the mountain.
“Alright, Cesnie,” I said. “Tell us how to get to the palace.”
The royal palace was perched on the edge of the mountain, so its back walls looked out over a sheer drop on the steepest side of the hill. The walls were made of the same gold-flecked stone as the rest of the city, and the only real difference between the palace and all the other buildings was the sheer size of the four-story structure.
When we drove up to the palace gates, Cesnie joined Cornalic and me in the front, and Lady Feeyaz wrapped her cloak and hood around her even more tightly. It was partially to protect herself from the sun, but it was also to keep anyone from seeing that she was a drow. We could have tried to find lodgings where the dark elf could wait for us in the darkness, but after everything that had just happened back on Earth, I didn’t want to waste any time.
If the queen and nobles of Binna didn’t know where the closest Piece of Heliotrope was, we were going to have to come up with another plan as soon as possible.
“Lady Cesnie Kayleic,” the blonde warrior woman announced at the palace gates. “From the royal court of Sanduport, come to pay a humble visit to your queen.”
“It’s an honor, my lady,” the soldier said with a deep bow. “Court is not open yet, but you may wait for an audience.”
As we drove into the royal courtyard, I noticed that there weren’t a hell of a lot of soldiers. I expected the place to be packed with guards, but the number of soldiers I saw looked more like an honor guard than a force capable of defending the palace against any invaders. Their armor was made from the same rose-colored metal that covered the roofs of Nadi, and they all wore long golden feathers in their helmets, so they looked more like they would be assigned to march in a parade instead of protecting a palace.
Once we passed through the palace gates, a handful of servants rushed forward to take our horses. They assured us they would take good care of them and our wagon, so I hopped down from my seat, along with Cesnie and Cornalic. When I went around to the back of the wagon, Moryana and Bolverk had already jumped out, but since Lady Feeyaz had her eyes closed against the bright light, I gave the beautiful dark elf a hand to help her get down.
The servants gave Bolverk more strange looks than they gave Lady Feeyaz, so I figured no one was suspicious, but I threaded her arm through mine to keep her close and to help guide her forward. After the servants took our horses and wagon, the soldier from the gates led us across the zen garden-like courtyard and into the palace itself.
The soldier flagged an elven servant girl, told her we needed an audience with the queen, and then left us in her hands with another deep bow. The elf girl skipped along in front of us and told us some new fact about every room we passed through, but I didn’t pay much attention. I was mostly trying to figure out if the gold flecks in the stone walls were real gold and how long it must have taken to carve every archway out of this heavy rock.
After we climbed four flights of stairs, we reached the empty throne room. The walls and floor were undecorated, but the ceiling was domed and covered with a glittering geometric mosaic. There was one massive wooden chair at the far end of the room, with velvet cushions stacked high on the seat and the back. The rest of the room was ringed with a circle of smaller wooden chairs that all faced each other, and the only other decoration in the room was a single fist-sized stone on the floor in the middle of the circle of chairs.
“I thought you were showing us to a waiting area.” Moryana narrowed her eyes at the elven serving girl. “The soldier said we had to wait until court was open.”
“No, I was told to show you directly to the throne room!” the servant replied. “I have to return to my duties now, so please excuse me.”
The elf spun around on her heels and bounced out the door in a way that reminded me of Allurie, and my heart ached for a moment. I hoped my friend was okay, and I hoped we really would be able to stop her here in Binna once we got the next Piece of Heliotrope. I didn’t know what kinds of dangers she would face as she gathered the rest of the relics, but the dragons’ agents were already on the lookout for her, so I could only imagine what she was up against.
Still, we had already experienced how powerful the armor made her and how much it enhanced her natural abilities, so she should be able to take care of herself. I just hoped it wouldn’t make her so strong that we couldn’t defeat her ourselves, otherwise I didn’t know how we would ever save her.
“I do not like this room,” Bolverk declared. “It is too steep, but it does not lead up the path to the Throne of Ascension. It is from this height that dragon fire falls heaviest on golden rooms and treasure hoards.”
“What do you know about dragons, Bolverk?” I whispered.
“Dragons are better left sleeping, or their tails will curl around the world until they devour themselves,” the gnome muttered. “Only a harem of half-orc women could stop them, but I cannot gain my harem until I find the path to Ascension.”
I rubbed my temples in frustration. Bolverk almost had a moment of clarity just now, but it quickly disappeared into his usual Mindlocked nonsense. Still, he wasn’t wrong that something felt a little strange in this room. We were supposed to wait until the queen and nobles rose and opened court for the day, so it seemed odd for us to be shown to the throne room like we owned the place.
“Should we be worried?” I asked Cesnie. “This isn’t going to be some kind of ambush, is it?”
“You’re always so suspicious, Sir Leo,” the blonde woman snickered. “Although, I suppose that may be why you are still alive.”
“Perhaps Queen Chrysa sent a Mind message to tell the queen here of our arrival,” Lady Feeyaz said. “Maybe they are expecting us.”
“No, we agreed that our journey here would be kept secret,” I said. “Maybe they just showed us in right away because of who you are, Lady Cesnie.”
“Perhaps,” the blonde woman replied, but her fingers drummed impatiently against the dragon hilt of her rapier. “The people of Binna are normally quite formal when it comes to receptions like this, so it is a bit unusual.”
“That’s comforting.” I rolled my eyes. “Unusual like it’s strange, or unusual like we should have our weapons ready?”
“There’s only one way to find out,” Cesnie said, and from the way her fingers danced along the hilt of her rapier, I wondered if she might be a little itchy for a battle.
I had no doubt that there would be plenty of opportunities for a fight soon, but I sure as hell hoped this wasn’t about to be one of them. I felt reassured by the fact that we had been allowed to keep our weapons when we entered the throne room, but I kept glancing toward the door every time I heard a noise.
“Do you sense anything, Lady Feeyaz?” I asked, even as my brain played through all the best defensive positions in the room in case we were attacked.
“I have not felt anything powerful since we entered Nadi,” the dark elf replied. “Even the palace seems to have little to offer.”
“Shit, I hope this was the right play,” I muttered.
“If anyone knows where treasures like the Pieces of Heliotrope are to be found, I am certain the queen will,” Cornalic said. “We will humbly ask her for her assistance, and I feel sure that she could never refuse a face as handsome as yours, my friend. With your looks and your charm, she will--”
“Thanks for the confidence boost, buddy,” I laughed before Cornalic launched into a full-scale ballad of my praises.
“Do not doubt your plan now, Sir Leo,” Cesnie said. “The half-orc is right. Even if the queen doesn’t possess one of these relics, she might know where one is.”
“But she wouldn’t just get it for herself?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“I realize you couldn’t see the guards from underneath your cloak,” Cesnie answered, “but let me assure you that Binna is not known for their military might. It might be difficult for them to spare the resources to hunt down a relic, even if they knew the location of one.”
“Let’s just keep our fingers crossed that this is the case,” I said.
“You’re in good hands with me,” Cesnie said with a cunning smile. “I am here as Queen Chrysa’s diplomat to make sure Binna is fully on board as our ally. If peace talks with Gartuna fall through, and they decide to attack Sanduport to avenge the death of Queen Yrisi, we will need to know that Binna stands ready to support us in anything we might require.”
“Right, but what’s that got to do with the relics?” I asked.
“Sanduport is not the only one interested in continuing the friendship between our two countries,” Cesnie answered. “Binna would lose even more than we would, so they will be very interested in keeping us friendly. That is why I think they will try to help us find the relic, and it is also why I do not think they intend any kind of ambush on us.”
“You couldn’t tell us that earlier?” I groaned.
“Well, I don’t think they intend an ambush unless they’ve secretly been taken over by some of these hellspawn who seem so bent on destroying you,” Cesnie chuckled. “Or by assassins from Gartuna or some other country.”
“Did anyone ever tell you that you are not very reassuring?” Moryana chuckled.
“I prefer to be honest.” Cesnie smirked. “I’ve been told that it is one of my best qualities. Personally, I can think of a few other, ah, attributes that might be better, but I suppose that’s just a matter of opinion.”
“Someone’s coming,” Cornalic whispered. “Sounds like… six, at least.”
“Let me do most of the talking,” Cesnie said. “Binna nobles can be quite sensitive.”
Half a minute later, I heard the footsteps that Cornalic had detected in the hallway outside. The door to the throne room swung open, and two honor guards entered the domed chamber and snapped to attention.
“Her Royal Majesty, by the grace of the Light, Queen Yasmin of Binna,” one of the guards announced.
The woman who entered the room first took my breath away. She was shorter than me by at least a foot, but she carried herself like she was taller than Cornalic. She looked like she was twenty years older than me, but she was still stunning. Queen Yasmin was dressed in red silks that draped across her body to highlight all her curves, and the vivid color brought out all the olive tones in her skin. A matching red veil covered the top of her black hair, and a golden tiara secured the veil to her head.
“Don’t forget about the rest of my party, darling.” The queen smirked at the guard who had announced her entrance.
The guard stammered something incomprehensible as he tried to pull his gaze away from Cesnie and Moryana, so the other guard picked up the slack.
“Her Majesty is accompanied by Lady Jaya of Nadi, Lady Marisol of Kecha, and Lord Burun of Purri,” the second guard announced.
We all bowed deeply as three more nobles entered the room. They were all dressed in rich silks of gold and turquoise, but no one else wore the same rich red shade as the queen. As soon as they had all entered the throne room, two servants followed them with trays of food and drink, and then Queen Yasmin waved her hand to the guards.
“You may leave us and take up your positions outside the door,” the queen commanded. “I think we are perfectly safe as long as Lady Cesnie Kayleic is here.”
Cesnie bowed again, and the queen strode across the room to take the blonde warrior woman’s hands. Up close, I could see that Queen Yasmin’s eyes were rimmed with thick black eyeliner, and she only looked at Cesnie, as if no one else was in the room.
“It has been too long since you have graced my halls, Lady Cesnie,” the queen said.
“I have longed for the fresh air and beautiful sights of Nadi since the last time I left,” Cesnie replied with another, smaller bow.
“All of Binna lost a sparkling gem when you returned to Sanduport.” Queen Yasmin smiled but still didn’t let go of Cesnie’s hands.
“The brightest gem will always be on the throne of Binna, as long as you reign, my queen,” Cesnie replied.
I realized that the two women’s formal greeting sounded like an elaborate verbal dance, and I was even more grateful that Cesnie had come with us on this mission. Cornalic could charm the hind leg off a mule if he tried hard enough, but this kind of formal back and forth wasn’t exactly my cup of tea, and I would have hated to bungle anything up. There was too much at risk to make any mistakes now.
“I see your manners are as enchanting as ever,” the queen laughed as she finally released Cesnie’s hands.
“It is easy to enchant, when the subject is so beautiful,” Cesnie said with a wink. “It’s an honor to see you again, Queen Yasmin.”
“Drink and eat, and be welcome to my house,” the dark-haired queen said, and then she offered Cesnie a glass of wine and a small savory pastry.
We all waited until Cesnie finished eating and drinking, and then Yasmin nodded and spoke again.
“I see you have not come alone.” Yasmin took a step back and finally glanced at the rest of us for the first time. “You’ve brought quite an impressive party along for the ride.”
I almost stepped forward and introduced myself, but Cesnie’s fingers stretched out to lightly brush mine and keep me in place. I forced my feet to stay where they were, and a second later, I was glad that I did.
Queen Yasmin started to greet each of us by taking our hands and looking into our eyes, and I guessed this must be part of the formal reception that Cesnie had mentioned.
“Moryana the Bold, the famous sword dancer,” Yasmin said as she grasped the other woman’s hands. “What an honor it is to receive you in my court. Please, allow Lady Jaya to bring you and Cesnie to your seats.”
“The honor is all mine, my queen,” Moryana replied with a bow. “I will go anywhere you send me, with Lady Jaya or to the moon, if it would bring you joy.”
“I see you are as skillful with your tongue as you are with a blade,” the dark-haired queen chuckled. “Drink and eat, and be welcome to my house.”
After Moryana ate and drank in the same way Cesnie had, Lady Jaya led the two women warriors into the circle of chairs to take a seat. Then Queen Yasmin turned to me next. No one had announced us, and they hadn’t even asked our names at the palace gates since we were with Cesnie, so I fully expected to introduce myself and the rest of my friends.
“I do not need you to tell me who you are,” Yasmin said as her warm hands grasped my own. “Your reputation has preceded you, Sir Leo of the Lennox Clan. Champion of Queen Chrysa and savior of all of Sanduport from the clutches of death magic, or at least… so I’ve heard. Still, the descriptions I heard do not nearly measure up to the man I find before me now.”
“You flatter me, but I see that you are as well-informed as you are beautiful,” I said with a deep bow, and I hoped it was a graceful enough response.
“Yes, I am,” Queen Yasmin agreed. “I am curious about you, Leo Lennox. But I thank you for your greeting. Wait here while I greet your friends. But please, drink and eat, and be welcome to my house.”
I bowed again before she released my hands, but as soon as I was free, I let out a breath I didn’t even know I was holding. This woman was powerful, and I wondered if it was just because of her years of experience, or if she had some magic of her own. I ate and drank her refreshments and was surprised by how filling the small spicy pastry was, but now wasn’t the time to ask what it was made of.
“I do not know you,” the dark-haired queen told Cornalic after I finished eating. “But your face tells me that I am going to like you.”
“Some say that a half-orc’s face is one that only a mother can love,” Cornalic said as he took the queen’s hands. “But my mother always told me that those who see my heart will love my face, too. She would tell me, ‘Now, my good Cornalic’ and this was before I became Cornalic of the Mind, or she would have called me by my full name. But she would say, ‘Oh, my good Cornalic, your face will make some people think you are a barbarian, and it will turn them against you, but only the people who do not matter.’ And, my dear queen, I have found it is true that beautiful souls will always recognize each other, and that in the end, they are the only ones who matter. And just as you have recognized my heart, I have recognized yours, too.”
“I think you must be the very best sort of person, Cornalic of the Mind,” Queen Yasmin said with a smile. “We will get along very well.”
“My queen,” Cornalic said with a deep bow, and then he performed the same ritual of eating and drinking that the rest of us had.
The dark-haired queen took Bolverk’s hands next, and I braced myself for whatever was going to come out of the gnome berserker’s mouth. Bolverk had his gaze fixed on the floor, but Yasmin didn’t seem to mind. Instead, she studied the runes on the tattooed gnome’s shaved skull, and she waited until he finally brought his electric-blue eyes up to meet hers.
“I think you must be from somewhere very far away,” the queen said gently, and I thought her Perception attribute number must be through the roof.
“I am Bolverk, the God of Battle, the Lord of War,” the gnome berserker said. “Son of the Wolf God of the Four Winds and the Goddess of the Underworld, and now I serve the Avatar of Heliotrope.”
It wasn’t the craziest thing Bolverk had ever said, and I thought for a second that we should have put him up in lodgings before we came here. But Queen Yasmin seemed unfazed by the tattooed gnome’s introduction, and instead, she just squeezed his hands in greeting.
“There is always a place in Binna for fierce protectors of the innocent,” Yasmin said. “Remember that, Bolverk of Battle and of War.”
The gnome dropped his gaze again, and the queen released his hands. He ate and drank like she instructed him to, and then Yasmin turned to the second noblewoman behind her.
“Lady Marisol, please bring Bolverk and Cornalic to their seats,” the dark-haired queen instructed.
The turquoise-robed woman led my friends to the two chairs opposite from Cesnie and Moryana, and then the queen turned her attention to Lady Feeyaz beneath her heavy cloak. If Yasmin tried to take the dark elf’s hands and expose them to the bright light of the throne room, Lady Feeyaz might panic and jerk back to avoid the pain of the light on her skin, and I wasn’t sure how the nobles of Binna would react to a drow.
Again, I wondered if I had been too hasty, and if we should have just found lodgings first, but it was too late to change my mind now. Besides, Queen Yasmin seemed to be very fond of Cesnie, so I hoped the blonde woman would be able to smooth over any misunderstandings.
But then the dark-haired queen only laid her hands on the drow woman’s shoulders and gave them a gentle squeeze.
“Since you come with Lady Cesnie, I know you are not an assassin I must fear,” Yasmin announced. “If you hide weapons beneath your cloak, they are not meant for me. If you hide battle scars, they do not need to be seen by me. And anything else you might be hiding, I can forgive purely because of the sweet perfume in the air around you.”
“It is night jasmine, my queen,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “A flower named after your own sweet self, perhaps. Although, your beauty only grows stronger with the birth of the sun each morning, and each night when the sun sets, your wisdom grows like deep roots to the center of the world.”
“Another flatterer, I see,” the dark-haired queen said with a smile.
“It is not flattery to praise the sun for its brightness,” the dark elf chuckled. “Lady Feeyaz Tyth, of many places, but most recently of Arnicoal.”
“I will let you keep your secrets, Lady Feeyaz,” Yasmin said. “But one day, I may call on you to keep some of mine.”
“It would be my honor,” the drow woman replied, and then she ate and drank the dark-haired queen’s refreshments.
“Lord Burun, please escort my lovely new friend to a seat,” the queen instructed. “But take her by the arm, not the hand.”
The golden-robed noble bowed and did as he was told, and then Queen Yasmin turned back toward me.
“Allow me to escort you to your seat, Sir Leo,” the dark-haired queen said.
“Only if you will allow me to escort you to yours,” I replied.
Queen Yasmin laughed, and the sound echoed off the mosaic dome above us. We led each other to the largest of the chairs in the circle, and after she seated herself there, I sat on her right side. Cornalic, Bolverk, and Lady Marisol were on my right, along with Lady Feeyaz. Cesnie, Moryana, Lady Jaya, and Lord Burun were all seated to the left of the queen.
I liked Queen Yasmin a lot already, since she seemed as smart as a whip but also like she had a good heart. Still, I felt so impatient to find out about the relic that I almost had to sit on my hands to keep from getting too ahead of myself. I trusted that Cesnie knew how urgent the situation was, and I knew she would play things out exactly how they should go.
“Now that the formal introductions are out of the way, we can get down to business,” Queen Yasmin said with a smile. “I assume you are here to cement the alliance between our two countries? Especially considering that peace negotiations between Sanduport and Gartuna have still not finished?”
“Perceptive as ever, my queen,” Cesnie replied.
“As you know, we are a rural country,” the dark-haired queen said. “We have many resources to offer Sanduport, like as much food and coal as you would require in a time of war, but you do understand that we do not have much of an army ourselves.”
“That is part of what has made the friendship between our two countries so strong,” Cesnie said. “We will always defend you, and you will always ensure that we have the resources to do so.”
“Unfortunately, we have even less of an army than we used to,” Yasmin said, and her fingers began to play with the edges of her red veil. “A number of our fiercest knights have gone missing lately, and I am afraid they will not return again.”
Cesnie didn’t say anything at first, but I recognized the calculated look in her steel blue eyes. She was preparing herself to negotiate, and she was waiting just long enough to make Queen Yasmin curious about what her response would be.
“We have known each other a long time, Queen Yasmin,” Cesnie said finally. “If you need help, you only need to ask, and my services are at your disposal.”
“I am so glad our two countries are such good friends,” Yasmin said. “That is why I feel so confident you will be able to help me with our problem.”
“What has been troubling you, dear queen?” Cornalic asked.
“Farms all around Nadi have been attacked in recent weeks, my dear Cornalic,” Yasmin replied. “None of the knights I send to deal with the matter return alive, and every day, more and more farmers are forced off their land because of these attacks.”
“That puts you and Sanduport in a delicate position,” Cesnie said. “It would be bad for everyone if supply chains were interrupted.”
“Precisely,” the dark-haired queen confirmed. “The farmers who make it into Nadi say there have been strange creatures coming out of the Haunted Mines of Tarrech. It is one of the most difficult dungeons in Binna, and these creatures are the ones who have been terrorizing farmers and making them run to the city.”
“That sounds like a challenge,” Moryana said. “Most dungeons are designed to keep monsters inside, so if these strange creatures have been able to escape, they must be quite fearsome.”
“Farmers have spoken of creatures without skin and creatures who control fire with their forked tongues,” Queen Yasmin said. “There have been flashes of dark lightning all around Nadi every night for weeks now, and every morning, more crops have been ruined as if an army of clawed creatures ripped up each stalk and grain by hand.”
My heart thudded faster against my ribcage, but I didn’t think anyone else could tell. Creatures with forked tongues and strange abilities sounded a little bit like dragons, and they definitely sounded like snakes. I thought about the snake-like creature the waitress from the Arnacript restaurant had started to turn into before Chip killed her, and I wondered if she was one of these hellspawn.
And if there were more creatures like her in Binna, how hard would they be to kill?
“It would be an honor to help the people of Binna,” Cesnie said carefully. “But such an honor does not come without risk.”
“Such a risk does not come without reward,” Queen Yasmin said with a wink. “I may not keep many treasures here in the palace with me, since I prefer to return most of my riches to the people of Binna, but the Haunted Mines of Tarrech are supposed to house some of the greatest treasures in all of Rinniji.”
“Have any of your people ever seen these treasures?” Cesnie asked.
“Not many, since like I said before, we are not a country known for our fighters,” Yasmin replied, and then she gave me a sly look. “We prefer to make love instead of war.”
“Uh…” I fumbled over my next words.
“If I may, my queen?” Lady Marisol asked, and when the queen waved her hand, the noblewoman continued. “Many adventurers have tried this dungeon, but few have made it very far into its depths. The treasures deep within it are said to be legendary, relics of a time before the gods died, when mortals and immortals walked the land together.”
My palms itched with excitement, and I had to take a deep breath to stay calm. This was the closest we had gotten to finding out about the Piece of Heliotrope hidden somewhere in Binna, and I thought we might actually have a shot at getting it before Allurie did.
Now we only had to go through the dungeon, find the relic, and get back out alive.
“Lady Marisol has such a way with words,” Queen Yasmin chuckled. “It is true that the Haunted Mines of Tarrech are supposed to have many treasures, and that includes relics. So, if I may speak plainly, let me tell you what I propose.”
“Proposing already?” Cesnie smirked. “Then again, I suppose we have known each other for a while now.”
Yasmin chuckled and played with the edges of her red veil again.
“We will do whatever we can to help you,” I offered.
“I thought you might feel that way,” the dark-haired queen said. “So, if you all can stop these strange creatures from terrorizing my farmers, then you can keep anything and everything you find in the dungeon, and you will also secure the goodwill of my country to support your own country for as long as the sun rises in the east. What do you say, Lady Cesnie?”
“As much as I would love to speak for our whole group, I am afraid that responsibility does not belong to me,” the blonde warrior woman replied. “What is your decision, Sir Leo?”
I exhaled and focused on the feeling of my feet on the floor. It was a no-brainer to take the job, since there were no real downsides. If we finished the dungeon run successfully, we should have a Piece of Heliotrope in our possession that we could use to attract and trap Allurie. We would also score a major victory for Sanduport, since it would make Binna even more friendly toward Chrysa’s kingdom than they already were. So really, the only drawback was the possibility that we might die in one of the hardest dungeons in the whole country.
But I’d be damned if I didn’t like a challenge.
“Tell us where to find this dungeon,” I announced.








Chapter 13
After we agreed to run the dungeon for Queen Yasmin, the stunning woman set us up in our own quarters in the royal palace. I would have preferred to set up camp in a local inn so I could try to get a better feel for the people of Binna and maybe pick up a story or two to find out more about these creatures who had been terrorizing the farmlands. But Cesnie said that if we refused Yasmin’s offer of hospitality, I might as well slap her across the face.
When I saw the quarters for myself, I decided staying somewhere so nice might not be the worst thing in the world.
Queen Yasmin had given us one of the nicest suites that was usually reserved for visiting nobles. The ceiling and floor were made of a pale stone flecked with pieces of gold, and they were both so smooth that they looked like they could have been polished glass. Every inch of the walls was covered in mosaic tiles that were all arranged into geometric patterns of red, gold, and pale pink. When they caught the light of Lady Feeyaz’s purple-burning torches, the tiles all shimmered like tiny stars.
We would only be here for the day, and I wouldn’t actually sleep here myself since that would spit me right back to Earth, but they were beautiful rooms to be in as we planned our next moves. There were three separate bedrooms off the main living area, so I volunteered to bunk with Cornalic, Moryana and Cesnie chose to room together, and Bolverk insisted on taking the couch in the living area so Lady Feeyaz could have the third room all to herself.
I thought about going back to Earth to sleep for a little while, but I didn’t feel tired at all. I was too concerned with how quickly we needed to finish the dungeon run and find the next Piece of Heliotrope. I was pretty sure we could run the dungeon tonight, so even though I wanted my friends to have a chance to rest before the sun went down, I needed to plan our strategy for the Haunted Mines of Tarrech first.
“Alright, everybody take a seat for a second,” I announced after I made sure the doors to our suite were secure.
Then I plopped down on one of the maroon velvet couches. Bolverk was already seated on the polished floor in front of me, so Cesnie and Moryana promptly sat down on either side of me on the couch. Lady Feeyaz sat on one of the velvet chairs across from me, and she was able to push her hood back since we had closed the windows and doused all the lights except for her torches of purple fire.
I looked around for Cornalic, but the half-orc was running his hands over the patterned mosaic on the wall.
“Uh, Cornalic?” I called. “Do you want to come and strategize with us?”
“Of course, my dear friend,” the massive half-orc sighed. “I was merely admiring the way these tiles catch the low light. It reminds me of the silken veils that Queen Yasmin wore, and I wondered if this mosaic might somehow feel as soft as her hands did on mine, but alas! They are porcelain tiles, not velvet, so the strength and softness of her grip will have to live in my memory alone.”
“I think someone might have developed a bit of a crush on Queen Yasmin,” Lady Feeyaz said with a smile.
“She is pretty, for a human,” Bolverk grunted. “Like a freshly forged blade that has tasted its first blood.”
“My berserker friend is right,” Cornalic declared. “For it is true that I think the queen of Binna is as stunning as the bright moon among the stars, or as beautiful as the sun upon the highest snow-covered mountain peak, but it does not matter. I am only a poor half-orc orphan, and I felt fortunate simply to be in her presence, as a grain of sand basks in the warmth of the noonday sun.”
“The world doesn’t deserve you, Cornalic,” I chuckled. “Now, come join us, so we can come up with the best way to approach this dungeon.”
“Besides, the faster we accomplish our goal, the more impressed Queen Yasmin will be,” Lady Feeyaz teased.
“That is certainly not an offer I can refuse, dear lady,” Cornalic said as he seated himself in a velvet chair beside the drow woman.
“So, what’s your plan, Sir Leo?” Cesnie asked. “I assume you have one, or you wouldn’t have been so eager to volunteer to do this impossible dungeon run.”
“Isn’t it in Sanduport’s best interests if we do?” Moryana asked. “Queen Yasmin said it would ensure the friendship of your two countries.”
“Possibly, although I probably could have negotiated us toward a different understanding.” Cesnie shrugged. “Then again, if we don’t die, this might be the easiest way.”
“I’m not really someone who plans out every detail of a dungeon dive,” I said, and I wished again that Jax and Garf could be with me right now, not just because they were my best friends, but also because they were the best dungeon strategists I knew.
“Great,” Cesnie said with a roll of her eyes. “So we’re just going to fly by the seat of our pants and hope for the best?”
“I only said that I didn’t plan out every detail,” I corrected her. “I didn’t say I had no plans at all.”
“My mistake,” Cesnie snickered. “Please, tell us how you plan to complete a dungeon that all other adventurers have found impossible. And in case any of you forgot, it is also a dungeon that has been spewing nightmare creatures out on a regular basis to terrorize the farmlands all around Nadi.”
“First of all, we’ve dealt with nightmare creatures before,” I said as I thought about the hellspawn that had attacked me in Phycar. “Second, we’ve also already done a dungeon that everyone else found to be impossible, and yet here we are, still living and breathing and planning our next moves.”
“I did not mean to offend,” Cesnie said carefully, and I noticed the blonde woman was looking at me with a little more interest now.
“It’s fine, let’s just get down to business,” I replied. “I want us to hit the dungeon tonight, so we need to finish all our preps today.”
“Tonight?” Lady Feeyaz repeated, and then she ran her thumb over her lower lip in such a sensual way that it was impossible to look anywhere else. “Well, I suppose that does make sense, if we wish to set up a trap for pretty little Allurie before she gets here.”
“How long do you think we have until she comes to Binna?” Moryana asked.
“Probably not that much longer, to be honest,” I answered. “We took a slight delay when we went through Tylue instead of straight to Binna, even though we didn’t have much of a choice about it. My guess is Allurie has probably finished finding the relics on the Quator continent, and now she’s heading back to this part of the world to find the next one.”
“Then let’s make sure we find it first, my dearest Leo,” Cornalic said. “What do we need to do to prepare for the dungeon?”
“We have plenty of money, thanks to Chrysa,” I said. “But I’d like to unload a few more items we don’t need anymore. It’ll give us a little extra money, and then we can shop around and see if there are any abilities or weapons that might help us tonight.”
“What about the dungeon itself?” Cesnie asked. “Allurie was your ranged support thanks to her crossbow, so what have you been doing without her?”
“Mostly making it up as we go along,” I muttered. “Lady Feeyaz has been our best ranged fighter after Allurie left, since she can use her magic from a distance. Bolverk is our tank, so he draws most of the enemies’ attention to himself. Cornalic is our rogue and the best at sneak attacks that do high damage. Moryana and I both concentrate on up-close damage, and I also play the role of party healer.”
“I am happy to continue the role of ranged support,” Lady Feeyaz said. “I have my own magic abilities as well as my staff, and these should be enough.”
“What if we encounter enemies with a high resistance to magic?” Cesnie asked.
“Then perhaps Leo could purchase one additional weapon for me,” Lady Feeyaz said with a sultry smile. “I’ve always been fond of a bow.”
“Would a bow and arrow be fast enough in a dungeon?” Moryana asked.
“They will be if I am the one who wields them,” the dark elf snickered.
“I can get a bow for you,” I agreed. “Then you can really concentrate on magical and non-magical ranged attacks. The rest of us will continue in our usual roles, and Cesnie can join Moryana in up-close work. We all know how deadly she is in hand-to-hand combat, so I think we might actually have a good shot at the Haunted Mines of Tarrech.”
“There’s only one way to find out.” Cesnie smirked at me.
“The shops in Nadi are probably all open by now, so I’d like to go shopping while we have plenty of time to prepare,” I said. “Lady Feeyaz and Bolverk should probably stay here, so other than a bow, is there anything else you two would like us to pick up for you?”
“Unless you find an enemy for me to kill so I can pry his weapons from his cold, dead hands, I need nothing,” Bolverk said.
“Okay, roger that,” I chuckled. “Lady Feeyaz?”
“I only need a bow and arrows,” the dark elf purred. “I will be more than content with that, Leo Lennox.”
“Moryana, Cornalic, Cesnie?” I asked. “Are you all coming with me or staying here?”
“I do not need anything additional,” Moryana answered. “So I would like to go into Nadi and explore it while you shop around for new abilities and gear. I would like to hear what other people know about these nightmare creatures in the countryside.”
“Thanks, I would appreciate that,” I told the beautiful sword dancer.
“I am also quite happy with what I have already, dearest brother of my heart,” Cornalic said. “I would much rather you spend the money on yourself and our friends, to tell you the truth. I may explore the palace in the same way Moryana wishes to explore the city, and perhaps I will be able to find something that could be of use to us all.”
“Are you sure there isn’t someone in particular who you wish to explore a little more?” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“If the beautiful Queen Yasmin did me the honor of shining her face in my direction again, I could die a humble, happy half-orc,” Cornalic sighed as his yellow eyes took on a dreamy, faraway look. “But I am afraid I might be of more use if I go to the kitchens of the palace and discuss these matters with the servants.”
“Whatever you think is best,” I said with a smile. “Cesnie, it looks like it’ll just be you and me who go into town.”
“How delightful,” the blonde warrior woman purred.
When Cesnie and I were ready, we headed out on foot into the city. It would have been faster to take a carriage or wagon around town, but we had already asked enough favors from Queen Yasmin, and I didn’t want to take any more before we had actually solved her problem of the nightmare creatures who were terrorizing her people. Besides, Cesnie had been here before, so she knew all the best places to go, and this meant I didn’t have to ask a driver for any help.
The first place we stopped by was a merchant shop to unload our excess items. We sold the Saber of Subtle Shock, the Bracelet of Summoning, the Ring of House Yinnia, and a handful of gems and other small pieces of jewelry we hadn’t gotten around to selling yet. The man gave us more than a fair price for all our items, but I wasn’t surprised since Cesnie had been the one who recommended his store.
When I’d still thought that Ohlavar Quest was a game, I would have been annoyed that I had to sell my excess gear instead of carrying it around until I found a better use for it or someone else to give it to. But since Ohlavar was real, it made sense that I couldn’t just carry around all the weapons in the world. I could only wear what I could use, and there wasn’t much point in holding onto anything else.
The merchant didn’t have any items we were interested in buying, so instead, we took our newly earned money and headed to another shop on the next street. This one was simply called Weapons by Nayeri, and when we entered the store, it smelled so strongly of metal and fire that it seemed like an active forge was set up in the middle of the shop.
A short dwarf woman was on a ladder beside the door, and she jumped down to the ground as soon as we entered. Her hair was thick and dark red, and she was wearing a blacksmith’s apron over her clothes. She glanced from me to Cesnie and back again, and then she grunted.
“Since you’re humans, I guess you’re here for swords or something else boring,” the dwarven woman muttered.
“You must be Nayeri,” I chuckled as I thought about how much she reminded me of my friend Gratia. “We’re actually looking for a bow and a set of arrows.”
“Odd choice since you’re not an elf, and you don’t have any other ranged weapons,” Nayeri replied as she scanned our weapons. “But suit yourself.”
“The bow is for an elf, not for us,” Cesnie said.
“An elf with an unusually high Shadow attribute,” I added. “So if you have anything that sounds like a good fit for her, we’d appreciate it.”
“Hmff,” the dwarf woman grunted. “You two don’t seem like the type who hang out with elves with high Shadow attributes, but if you say so.”
“We don’t?” Cesnie smirked. “How very interesting.”
“Maybe you do,” Nayeri corrected herself. “You’ve got a little bit of the look of Shadow about you, now that I look at you closer. But not him. He looks like a servant of Light.”
“It’s not the first time I’ve heard that,” I muttered as I remembered that was what the undead Queen Dorni had called me.
At the time, I’d thought Queen Dorni was just a fantastic AI-created dungeon boss, but now that I knew Ohlavar was real, I wondered what the undead queen meant by her words, or how she knew anything about me in the first place.
“So, do you have anything or not?” Cesnie asked in a bored voice. “We have a dungeon to complete tonight, and I have no wish to waste my time with subpar weapons from a dwarf who doesn’t want to sell them to us.”
“Subpar?” Nayeri spluttered. “Subpar? Why, I’ll have you know my weapons are respected throughout Binna and even Sanduport, you little--”
“Then why don’t you show us something?” I interrupted.
“Fine, follow me,” the dwarf woman huffed, and then she spun around to lead us toward a tall shelf in the back of her shop. “But you should know that my weapons have been used to slay the very worst monsters you can imagine, so I doubt any dungeons around here will prove much of a challenge to my items.”
“Not even the Haunted Mines of Tarrech?” Cesnie asked with a smirk toward me.
Nayeri stopped in her tracks and whirled around to face us.
“Anything you would like to share?” Cesnie arched one of her perfect blonde eyebrows. “Or are your weapons not good enough for that dungeon? We can always take our coins somewhere else, if you don’t think you have anything up for the job.”
“You’re fuckin’ fools if you think you can get through that dungeon alive,” Nayeri spat. “Why in the name of the Shadow would you want to go and do something like that?”
“We’ve heard the reward is worth the risk,” I answered.
“No reward is worth that kind of risk,” the dwarf woman said.
“Not even relics?” I asked.
“The only kind of relics down there are the kind better left untouched,” Nayeri muttered. “They’ll only bring trouble on you, and chances are, they might bring trouble down on the rest of us, too.”
“What makes you say that?” Cesnie asked.
“Unlike you humans, dwarves live a long time,” Nayeri replied. “I remember things from before either of you were even born, and I remember the last fella who went deep into the Haunted Mines of Tarrech. He came back out with some ancient relic, I think it was a thigh guard or something, and he was the toast of the town, but…”
“But what?” I asked when the dwarf woman paused.
“But then he started getting attacked every night, sometimes by men who wanted to rob him, but sometimes by the same kinds of creatures that are terrorizing the farms every night now,” Nayeri answered. “He finally put the relic back in the dungeon to try to appease whatever gods he had pissed off, but the nightmare creatures found him and killed him anyway.”
“Even though he put it back in the dungeon?” I glanced at Cesnie, and the blonde woman actually looked excited.
“Threw it in, as far as I remember,” the dwarf woman replied. “And good riddance, too. We’ve had attacks off and on ever since, but they’ve ramped up more recently, and now it’s bad enough that they’re driving people off their farms.”
“And you think this is all because this adventurer stole a relic that didn’t belong to him?” Cesnie asked.
“I can’t think of a better explanation.” Nayeri shrugged. “Obviously he woke up something he wasn’t supposed to, and I can’t say I was sorry to hear about his death. Serves him right after messing around with things that didn’t belong to him.”
The dwarf woman turned toward the rack of weapons behind her and started to scan the shelves, but I noticed her fists clenched at her sides. It was like she was reliving a painful memory instead of just telling us some gossip she had picked up at a local pub, and I wondered what her story was.
“Was your shop always here in Nadi?” I asked.
“No,” the dwarf woman grunted.
“You used to work in the country, didn’t you?” Cesnie glanced at me with a slight nod, and I realized the blonde woman had picked up on the same tension I had sensed.
“Had a blacksmith shop on my husband’s farm,” the dwarf woman replied without turning back around. “Always told him he was crazy for wanting to be a dwarven farmer. That’s as bad as being a dwarf who wants to drink tea instead of beer. But he insisted, so I let him have his way.”
“The creatures who came looking for the relic,” I said. “They killed him?”
“Aye, they killed him,” Nayeri growled. “Killed him, destroyed our farm, and drove me off the land before that worthless adventurer decided to put the relic back where it belonged. He didn’t realize it was already too late.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Cesnie said with a surprisingly gentle tone in her usually hard voice.
“We want to put it back, Nayeri,” I said before I even realized that was what I wanted to say. “Obviously when this adventurer tried to return the relic, he didn’t do it right. We want to return the relic to where it belongs, so all these attacks will stop happening.”
“It won’t be enough to bring him back,” Cesnie added. “But maybe we can keep anyone else from feeling the same pain that you do.”
“Why wouldn’t you take the treasure for yourself?” Nayeri asked, and her hand hovered above a bow on the rack in front of her. “It’s worth a fortune.”
“I’m not saying that we wouldn’t keep any other treasures we found,” I chuckled. “But that relic clearly belongs to someone else, and they should be the only one who gets it.”
“If you really mean that, I’ll show you the bow I got a few months ago from a crew that went into drow territory.” The dwarf woman’s hand dropped back to her side, and she turned around to glare at both of us. “But if you keep it for yourself, don’t think that all the fancy gear or weapons or magical relics in the world will keep me from hunting you down and ripping it from your cold dead hands.”
“I promise that I do not intend to keep it for myself,” I said. “I will keep it only long enough to restore it to its rightful owner.”
“Then follow me into the back,” Nayeri grunted.
Cesnie and I trailed behind the dwarf woman as she led us through a door and straight to a blacksmith’s forge out back. Strips of metal were littered all around the forge, and the fire was still as hot as a desert at high noon, even though the coals had burned down to almost nothing. We were in the open air of the street, but the smell of burning metal was still strong. A few half-finished weapons were scattered around the anvil, and a single completed bow rested on top of it.
The bow was incredible. It was made from a silvery-blue metal that curved slightly outward at both ends into elegant spirals. A woman’s sculpted hand served as the riser, and the bowstring was so thin that it almost looked like the thread of a spiderweb.
“How is that?” Nayeri puffed up her chest. “Pretty good, right?”
“It’s beautiful,” I agreed. “You said you got it from adventurers who went to drow territories?”
“So they said,” she snorted. “I believed it after holding it.”
“Can I hold it?” I asked.
“You can fire at that target over there, for all I care,” the dwarf woman said with a nod at a wooden bullseye across the street. “Just make sure you don’t hit any civilians, eh?”
As soon as I picked up the bow, I flipped it over in my hands and read the description that popped up. Then I tried to control my excitement about the bow’s description so we could negotiate the best price with Nayeri:
Enchanted Bow of the Eternal Huntress
Damage: 30% above standard - bow
Durability- Magical
Br--
Qu +2
In--
Wi--
Pe +2
Ch +3
Co +3
Lu +5
This bow is enchanted with magic from deep in the Underdark, where strange rivers flow and create trees that need no sun. Thanks to this magic, the Enchanted Bow of the Eternal Huntress creates its own arrows. As long as the wielder possesses a Shadow attribute of 80 and a Mind attribute of 40, this bow will create a True Strike arrow every time the string is drawn. These arrows will almost always hit their target (95%) and almost always penetrate any magical armor (90%). If an enemy attempts to pick up any used arrows to send them back against the wielder’s party, the arrows will dissolve in their hands.
“Holy shit,” I muttered, even though I hadn’t meant to say it out loud.
“It feels good, doesn’t it?” Nayeri chuckled. “And the best part is, this beauty creates her own arrows, so you don’t have to worry about running out or carrying any during battle.”
I sighed a little in relief when I realized the dwarf woman didn’t know I could read the identification tag on her enchanted bow.
“That’s handy,” I replied. “How much are you asking for her?”
“Ten thousand gold,” the dwarf woman said as she dug her hands into the pockets of her smithing apron. “And that’s a pretty good deal if you think about all the arrows you’d constantly have to buy with any other bow, not to mention the fact that no one else can use these enchanted arrows against you.”
“Eight thousand, with our assurance that we will do our best to restore the relic where it is supposed to be,” I countered.
“We can also give you the sum in eight hundred platinum,” Cesnie added. “From what I understand, platinum is a little harder to come by in Binna, so it is more valuable than its equivalent in gold.”
“Hmm,” Nayeri said as she narrowed her eyes at both of us. “That’s an interesting offer, but don’t you want to try it out for yourself first?”
“I don’t have a high enough Shadow attribute.” I shrugged. “Cesnie?”
“No, but that shouldn’t matter since it’s not for us,” Cesnie replied but then leaned a little closer to me to whisper. “Are we sure that our… friend has a high enough Shadow attribute to use it?”
“Oh, I think she’ll be fine,” I chuckled as I thought about how easily the drow woman commanded The Darkest Death, even though its required Shadow attribute was impossibly high.
“Alright, I’ll give it to you for eight hundred and fifty platinum, and that’s still a hell of a steal,” Nayeri announced.
“Done,” I said quickly before she could change her mind.
We handed over the coins, and the dwarf woman wrapped up the bow for us to protect it on our way back to the palace. It was a great find, and it would be more than worth the money to have an endless supply of arrows wielded by the drow woman, on top of all her magical abilities.
“Good luck,” Nayeri muttered when she handed us the wrapped bow. “I hope the power of the Underdark will be with you, so you can actually do what you promised.”
“If it’s within our power, we will,” I told her, since I wanted to restore all the relics to Zarra even more than the dwarf woman realized.
After we left Nayeri’s shop with the bow in hand, we started toward an ability shop that Cesnie was familiar with.
“You were sweet with her,” I told the blonde warrior woman as we walked down one of Nadi’s golden streets together.
“Are you so surprised that I have a soft side?” Cesnie smirked.
“A little,” I chuckled. “You don’t really seem to like people to see you as anything other than an incredible warrior and a master strategist. I think the only time I’ve ever seen your mask off was when Sir Rodin almost killed you.”
“I admit that I let my humanity show for a moment when I thought I was going to die,” Cesnie replied with a shrug. “Then you saved my life, and I could move on.”
“You don’t have to be so hard all the time, you know,” I said. “Especially not when you’re around friends.”
“Is that what we are?” The blonde woman arched an eyebrow. “Are we friends?”
“I’d like to be,” I answered.
“Hmm, and here I was hoping you wanted to be more than that,” Cesnie said with a low laugh. “I suppose I will have to settle for friends until you change your mind, Sir Leo.”
“You know you’re just changing the subject again,” I chuckled.
“Maybe I like being hard all the time,” Cesnie said and then gave me a sly grin. “Or maybe I just like thinking about you being hard all the time.”
“You’re as bad as Allurie,” I chuckled, but the thought of the pretty elf girl made my heart ache. “But I think you might just be trying to cover up part of yourself you don’t want anyone to know about.”
“Maybe,” Cesnie said, and her gaze was fixed firmly forward now. “It is not the easiest thing to become the best Castles player in the country and the former queen’s champion before you’re thirty years old, you know.”
“I can imagine,” I said. “But since you have the title of Lady, I assume you were brought up in that world? That had to make it a little easier, right?”
“My parents were builders who died when I was seven.” Cesnie shrugged. “I worked for years to save up enough money for weapons and armor, and then I became skilled enough to earn my own title. No one gave it to me, Leo Lennox.”
I felt bad that I’d judged her to be someone born with a silver spoon in her mouth just because she was Lady Cesnie Kayleic, but I was even more impressed by her now than I had been before. She had taught herself how to be one of the best fighters I’d ever seen, but she had also taught herself how to navigate the delicate world of politics and diplomacy.
“Damn, I’m sorry,” I finally said. “I had no idea.”
“Because I didn’t want you to,” Cesnie said with a small smile. “I don’t like to advertise my background to most people. They tend to take advantage when they know too much about you.”
“But you don’t think I will?” I asked.
“I think we might be even now,” she chuckled. “I’ve seen you vanish and reappear with my own eyes, so I know a few of your secrets, too. Although, I would be happy to know more.”
“You’ll probably know more than you want to before everything is said and done,” I replied. “But now that I know how hard it was for you to get where you were, I almost feel bad that I beat you in the tournament. You were the queen’s champion and the Castles champion before I came along.”
“You beat me fair and square,” the blonde woman replied. “There’s no need to feel sorry. Besides, I was always curious if someone would ever be able to beat me. If someone had to do it, I’m glad it was you.”
“I think you really mean that,” I said.
“I’m full of surprises,” Cesnie said with a smirk. “Maybe one day you’ll be lucky enough to find out more of them.”
“I hope so,” I said seriously, and then I smiled to myself as the blonde woman’s cheeks flushed slightly pink.
Cesnie and I searched several ability shops before we found anything interesting enough to purchase. We bought her an ability called Earthshaker that would really use her shield to its full ability:
Earthshaker - Light 45, Body 30. Wielder can slam their shield into an opponent with three times the normal impact. There is a 20% chance of a critical hit when this ability is triggered. Ability can be used three times before a thirty minute reset is required. Trigger word is “Shake.”
I also found another protective ability for myself, so I would be able to use more than just Guardian of Fortune and Spirit of Stone on a regular basis:
Lucky Streak - Light 65, Mind 30. Enchantment Spell. Intended target is enchanted with Lucky Streak. While enchantment is active, attacks against target will do 0 damage, and target’s ability to deal damage will double. Enchantment lasts caster’s Light attribute divided by 15 in seconds (4.8 seconds). Once Lucky Streak has ended, target cannot be enchanted by another Lucky Streak spell for 200 seconds - caster’s Light attribute (128 seconds).
The ability was crazy expensive, but we had a bunch of platinum now, and Cesnie said I should get it.
The rest of my friends hadn’t needed anything, and even though I looked for them anyway, I didn’t find any abilities that would be more helpful than what they already had. Instead, after we each purchased an ability for ourselves, the blonde and I headed back to the palace to wait until nightfall.
Moryana and Cornalic came back later that afternoon, but they hadn’t discovered much more about the Haunted Mines of Tarrech than we’d learned from Nayeri. Cornalic learned that the greatest treasures were supposed to be at the bottom of an abandoned mine shaft deep inside the dungeon, and I guessed that the adventurer who stole the relic last time might have thrown it back down this shaft.
Moryana had heard that the first part of the dungeon was actually a burial ground for miners who died there, and then the proper dungeon would start once we entered the empty mines themselves. I was surprised the mines had been abandoned when there were supposed to still be treasures in the Underdark, but Moryana assured me the mines were so haunted that miners and mining companies eventually stopped trying to go further.
I wondered exactly how many miners had been killed there, since the dungeon had its own burial grounds.
We were committed to finding the relic though, so I wasn’t going to back down now. Since I wanted to start toward the dungeon as soon as it grew dark, we went over our plan of attack one more time late that afternoon. Then just before we headed out of the palace, I gave Lady Feeyaz her new Enchanted Bow of the Eternal Huntress.
“Oh, Leo,” the dark elf purred, and she immediately began to stroke the silvery-blue bow like it was a lover. “She’s beautiful.”
“I thought you might like her.” I smiled. “She creates her own arrows, and your enemies can’t use those arrows against any of your own party members later.”
“As long as you have a minimum Shadow attribute of 80,” Cesnie pointed out.
“Ohhh,” the drow woman purred as she kept stroking the bow. “I think I will be able to manage.”
After I told my friends the rest of the weapon’s description, Cornalic whistled and twirled his dagger between his fingers.
“Are there really trees in the Underdark that do not need any sun?” the massive half-orc asked. “I have traveled far and wide, even in the Underdark, but I have yet to see such a thing.”
“It is true,” Lady Feeyaz said as she stood up and slung the bow across her back. “But such trees and rivers are deeper than most people ever get to venture. This metal is very rare indeed, since it is usually only found deep in drow territory below the surface of Ohlavar.”
“I think we might have gotten a better deal from Nayeri than I realized,” Cesnie muttered.
“You might be right,” I replied. “Maybe she was worried it would be a hard item to sell in a city that isn’t known for their military or adventurers.”
“Or maybe she didn’t understand how enchanted this weapon would be until she tried it for herself,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“Then it’s a good thing we found the perfect person to wield it,” I said with a smile.
“Thank you, Leo,” the dark elf purred and ran her fingers down my arm. “You really know the way to a girl’s heart.”
“I’m glad you like it,” I laughed. “Now, if everybody has their gear, let’s get out of here. The dungeon is about forty minutes away by wagon, and I want to get there as soon as it’s dark.”
“We are ready, and we follow your voice, dearest friend!” Cornalic cried. “We will follow you to hell and back, but only after we have knocked the demons from their thrones! We will climb the highest mountains with you in the lead, and when we reach their summit, we will laugh at all those who wish to oppose us! We will--”
“Thanks, Cornalic.” I grinned. “I always appreciate your enthusiasm.”
Now that we were all as equipped and ready as we could be, we headed to the palace courtyard to take our same wagon and horses out of the city. The evening sun cast the whole city in a golden glow, and even though Lady Feeyaz grabbed my arm a little tighter at all the light, she didn’t cry out in pain.
Cornalic and I took the two seats in the front of the wagon, while Bolverk, Moryana, Cesnie, and Lady Feeyaz all settled into the back. Just before we rode out of the courtyard, my spine prickled like someone was watching me. When I glanced back at the golden palace, I saw Queen Yasmin standing at one of the windows, still wrapped in her red silk veil.
I nodded at her from my seat in the wagon, and then I elbowed Cornalic so he could turn around and acknowledge the striking queen as well. The overly muscled half-orc gave a fanged grin and lifted his hand in a little wave, but when he turned back around, his green skin was slightly tinged with pink along his cheekbones.
I didn’t want to embarrass him, so I didn’t say anything, but I smiled to myself at how flustered the muscular half-orc seemed to be around the beautiful, older queen. Then I grabbed the reins from him and urged the horses out of the palace courtyard.
We drove all the way back out of Nadi the same way we had entered it, but I had to go a little slower on the way down the mountain. It would have been too easy for the horses to get ahead of themselves, lose all control, and then send us flying off the side. The fading daylight made the curves of the road seem extra shadowy too, and I didn’t want the horses to go too fast and get spooked by something that wasn’t there.
After we passed the guards at the bottom of the mountain, I continued to steer according to the directions Queen Yasmin had given us. The Haunted Mines of Tarrech was located at the base of the next tall hill, and I could already see it loom ahead against the darkening horizon. We passed a few farms on our way to the dungeon, but it only took a quick look to see that these were some of the farms that had been destroyed by the mysterious creatures we were about to face.
Endless fields of crops had been ripped to shreds on either side of the road, and some of the ruined crops even looked like they had been burned to make sure that not even the seeds could survive. A farmhouse in the distance was half-burned down, and the half that was still standing looked like it would only take a single gust of wind to knock it the rest of the way down. There were no bodies as far as I could see, and I wondered if these farmers had been able to get to Nadi in time to save themselves, or if there was simply nothing left of their bodies after the creatures had finished with them.
I slowed the horses down as we approached the base of the tall hill that was home to the dungeon. The mound of earth was probably two-thirds the height of the mountain that Nadi stood on top of, but there was no path to the top. Instead, I spotted a hitching post at the base of the small mountain, so I hopped down and tied up the horses as soon as we reached it.
The sun had already set, but there was just enough light left in the sky to see the entrance of the dungeon. A small doorway had been carved into the base of the hill, but there was no actual door. It was just a rectangular hole in the side of the mountain, and I couldn’t see anything through it other than complete darkness.
“Can anybody else see what’s on the other side of the door?” I asked as the six of us approached the entrance.
“I’m afraid not, dear Leo,” Cornalic said. “I only see darkness, but I do hear whispers from the other side. Perhaps it is only the ghosts of dead miners who wish for someone to acknowledge their pain, but I cannot be sure. They are too faint for me to understand, but they do not sound happy.”
“That’s reassuring,” Moryana groaned.
“I don’t think it’s called Haunted Mines of Tarrech for nothing,” Cesnie snickered.
“Anybody else?” I asked.
“I also cannot see anything,” Lady Feeyaz said as she slipped her arm through mine. “But I do feel the presence of something very powerful inside. It almost feels like it is calling out for someone to find it.”
“Do you think it’s a Piece of Heliotrope?” I asked.
“I think that would be a safe assumption, Leo Lennox,” the dark elf whispered. “I feel a shiver along my spine that has only happened with the relics of Heliotrope.”
“Then let’s do this,” I said. “Lady Feeyaz, you light our way once we’re inside. Everybody else, you know your positions.”
Normally, Bolverk would have charged first into the dungeon, but since we weren’t sure exactly what was on the other side of the open doorway, I decided to enter first with the drow sorceress. Right before we crossed the threshold, I saw Lady Feeyaz spark purple fire from her fingertips, but the moment we entered the dungeon, the violet flames died back down again.
The Haunted Mines of Tarrech were already lit from within.








Chapter 14
Emberbrands were spaced out every dozen paces around the circular chamber we had entered, but they didn’t have the normal golden glow. They burned dark red, so the whole room looked like it had been washed in bloody paint. The room itself was a good fifty-by-seventy yards, maybe a little bigger, and I was confused at first by the lack of gravestones.
This was supposed to be the burial ground of all the miners who had died here, but there were no actual grave markers, just a single stone placed underneath each glowing red emberbrand. The rest of the room was entirely empty except for a single cage built right in the middle of the chamber’s floor.
“The lights seem… unusual,” Lady Feeyaz whispered.
“If the drow is saying that something is unusual, I have a feeling we should all be quite alarmed,” Cesnie said.
“The drow has a name, you know,” I said with a pointed look at the blonde woman.
“My mistake,” Cesnie replied. “I meant Lady Feeyaz.”
“I am afraid she is right, though,” Cornalic said. “I’ve done a lot of dungeons in my time, and some of them have even been lit with emberbrands or other magic. But I’ve never seen one lit with emberbrands of this color.”
“There’s words here,” Bolverk grunted from a dozen paces away, and I saw that he was standing in front of one of the stones placed beneath an emberbrand.
When I joined the berserker gnome, I realized the stone was engraved with words, so I read them out loud:
“Under the leadership of Tarrech the Greedy, an unknown number of miners died here,” I read. “Here lie the bodies of those we could recover. May their souls find peace, and may the body and soul of Tarrech rot forever.”
“This one says the same thing,” Moryana called from one of the other stones.
“I think they all do,” Cesnie said as she strode over to look at another one. “They must have buried them in a mass grave in this chamber, and my guess is that by the time they recovered the bodies, they couldn’t identify any of them.”
“That’s fucked up,” I muttered. “I wonder how many miners are buried here.”
“I wonder if Tarrech got what he deserved,” Cornalic said. “I certainly hope so. These poor miners and their families were just trying to make ends meet, and I would bet on the grave of the wolf-mother who raised me as a wee orphan, that this Tarrech fellow never shared the profits of this mine with the miners who made his wealth possible.”
“Unfortunately, that’s usually how it goes,” I replied.
I glanced around the open chamber for another minute to make sure we weren’t missing anything important. There was a small shrine by the entrance with a number of mostly melted candles and a few copper coins, but it was so covered in cobwebs that I doubted anyone had come here to honor the dead in a very long time.
When I didn’t see anything else that could help us, I moved toward the cage that was built into the floor. I thought maybe we would have to fight some enemy hidden inside before we triggered the next part of the dungeon, but when I reached the cage, I realized it wasn’t a prison cell at all.
It was an elevator shaft, and the cage was the elevator itself. The shaft had simply been built into the floor, so the top of the elevator cage was even with our feet. I opened the top of the cage and glanced inside to make sure it was empty, and a wave of relief washed over me when I saw the hand crank inside the elevator.
“I wish we could leave someone behind to make sure we can escape,” Cesnie said. “I have no wish to stay behind myself, but it makes me nervous that we only have one elevator to rely on when we leave.”
“You mean because, otherwise, we’ll be trapped underground forever?” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “Don’t worry, Lady Cesnie. The drow have ways of coming to and going from the surface that humans cannot even imagine, so if we get stuck, I’ll find another way out of this place.”
“Just make sure you take me with you,” Cesnie said with another uneasy glance inside the elevator cage.
“Everybody, inside,” I ordered.
Bolverk was the first to jump into the old elevator, and the whole cage rocked the moment his feet landed on the bottom. I winced at how hard he jumped, but the elevator didn’t suddenly plunge to the bottom of the shaft, so I hoped it was more sturdy than it looked. Cornalic and Moryana slid gracefully down into the elevator next, followed by Lady Feeyaz. Cesnie knelt beside the cage as she prepared to lower herself down, but she looked up at me first with the slightest hint of nervousness in her steel blue eyes.
“If we get trapped down there and can’t get out, I hope you know that I will haunt you forever, Sir Leo,” the blonde warrior woman muttered.
“There are worse people to be stuck with forever in a haunted afterlife than you,” I said with a wink.
“Clever,” Cesnie snickered. “I suppose I feel the same way, but that doesn’t mean I am keen on going down an abandoned mine elevator.”
“If you’re looking for someone who is keen on going down--” Lady Feeyaz started.
“Let’s stay focused,” I groaned.
As soon as Cesnie was inside the elevator cage, I slipped down after her, pulled the top of the cage back down to lock us inside, and then wrapped my hand around the manual hand crank in the corner. The walls and roof of the cage were metal bars that made it feel like we were inside a jail cell. The floor of the elevator was made of the same metal bars, so we had to balance on top of them to avoid slipping through, but it was so dark beneath us that we couldn’t see a damn thing.
The hand crank was a little stuck at first, but it started to move after I tugged on it for a few seconds. Once it began to spin counterclockwise, I kept cranking it, and the elevator cage shrieked and groaned like it hadn’t been used in over a century.
“I hope this doesn’t end before we even get started,” I muttered, but I didn’t think my friends could hear me over the screams of the elevator pulley system.
After I spun the hand crank around one more time, the elevator gave a massive shudder and then dropped so fast that we all stumbled into each other. Cesnie collided with my shoulder, but I slipped my arm around her waist to keep her upright, and I saw Bolverk and Moryana help each other stand up straight, too.
The elevator slowed down a few seconds later, and then I was able to guide it down more gradually with every new turn of the crank. The further down we went, the darker everything became, but we couldn’t have seen anything outside the metal bars anyway, since we were inside a shaft of dirt and rock. I didn’t want to admit it, but I was just as nervous as Cesnie about how the hell we were going to get back up once we were finished down here.
A few minutes later, the elevator creaked to a halt, but the shaft still prevented us from seeing out. We could only look through the bars below our feet and see the same dark red glow that had been in the chamber above us. The dark glow showed a smooth stone floor beneath the elevator shaft, and when the hand crank wouldn’t turn anymore, I realized this was the end of the line. There was another door in the base of the elevator cage, so we would have to open it and drop down to the floor.
“Me first,” Bolverk grunted, but before we could even open the cage, the gnome berserker stepped between two metal bars and dropped through the opening to the floor below.
“I would prefer to take the door, please,” Lady Feeyaz said.
We all stood to the sides of the elevator as best we could, and then Cornalic let the cage door fall open from the bottom. It looked like the door was made to double as a ladder, but the half-orc still just dropped down after Bolverk, and then the rest of us climbed down to the floor one at a time. Before I turned to look at our new surroundings, I glanced at the elevator and saw that there was a recall button in case anyone summoned the elevator back to the top of the shaft while we were down here. It wasn’t much of a reassurance that we wouldn’t get stuck, but it was better than nothing.
Finally, I turned around to face the beginning of the dungeon. I half-expected creatures with no skin to be waiting for us, or maybe just creatures with forked tongues who could control fire, like Queen Yasmin had mentioned. Something was clearly destroying all the farms around Nadi, and since all signs pointed to the Haunted Mines of Tarrech, it had to be here.
But we found ourselves completely alone in the room at the base of the elevator shaft. The ceiling was so low that I had to stoop down to keep my head from ramming into the stone above me, and the floor was littered with abandoned mining equipment like broken wheelbarrows, rusted pickaxes, and some other tools I didn’t recognize. Dark red emberbrands were scattered around the room like they had all been knocked off the walls, and if they had been made of actual fire instead of magic, they would have burned down the whole mine a long time ago.
It was a small chamber though, so this must have been the staging area for the miners before they went deeper underground. There was a tunnel on the opposite side of the room that sloped down, and since there was no other way out of the room, I guessed we didn’t have much choice about which direction to go.
I led the way toward the tunnel, but it was less than half my height, so I realized we were going to have to crawl through it. I couldn’t see anything except for darkness ahead, and I hoped this tunnel would open up onto a bigger room sooner rather than later.
“Everybody ready?” I muttered.
“Maybe I should have mentioned this already,” Cesnie whispered. “But I have a slight fear of enclosed spaces.”
“Nothing’s gonna happen to you,” I reassured her. “I’ll be right beside you the whole time, okay?”
“You better be,” the blonde woman replied.
“I will go first to light the way,” Lady Feeyaz offered.
“Good idea,” I said. “Bolverk and Cornalic, follow behind her, then Moryana, and then Cesnie and I will bring up the rear.”
Lady Feeyaz hurled a ball of violet fire down the tunnel to light her way. It streaked through the darkness like a burning meteor, but it disappeared before it collided into anything solid. She threw another fireball forward, but this one stopped two dozen yards into the tunnel and simply hovered there to help light our path. It only made the rest of the tunnel seem darker, and I didn’t blame Cesnie for feeling a little claustrophobic.
Whatever we were about to descend into was going to make for one hell of a return journey.
We all had to adjust our weapons so we could crawl forward through the tunnel on hands and knees. Since he was the shortest of all of us, Bolverk was able to stand up a few times when the cavern got a little taller, but it always narrowed a few feet later, so he had to drop right back down to his hands and knees.
It was disorienting to be in total darkness except for the balls of fire that Lady Feeyaz created every few dozen yards, and I had to reach out a few times and touch Cesnie’s shoulder to reassure her. This kind of dungeon entrance alone would have been enough to scare off a lot of adventurers, and I forced myself not to think too much about how vulnerable we would be if anyone attacked us.
“If you had told me a few days ago that there was a tunnel you wanted to explore with me, I would have been excited,” Cesnie muttered softly so that only I could hear her. “This was not what I had in mind for our first date, though.”
“Oh, yeah?” I wanted to keep her distracted so we didn’t think too much about how many tons of rock were suspended right above us. “So what did you have in mind instead?”
“I was thinking of a little game of Castles,” the blonde said through gritted teeth. “Followed by a candlelit boat ride through the canals… after I beat you, of course.”
“Sounds romantic,” I laughed.
“That was the idea,” Cesnie groaned.
When I squeezed her arm again, I felt her muscles tremble with nervousness, but I knew there was nothing to do except keep pushing forward. We would enter the real dungeon eventually, so we just had to keep our heads on straight until then.
The tunnel was built on a gradual slope downward, and eventually, the ground beneath us started to feel damp. Then I started to see droplets on the ceiling above my head, and the dampness turned to a trickle a few minutes later. Eventually, the entire ground grew so slippery that we started to half-skid and half-crawl our way forward.
Bolverk lost his grip on the ground completely and slid straight into the back of Lady Feeyaz, and the drow only had time to gasp before their collision spun them both down the tunnel. We followed them as fast as we could without losing our own balance, but the dark elf and the tattooed gnome slipped around a bend in the tunnel up ahead with a slimy swooshing sound.
“Shit, we have to catch up to them,” I muttered.
“I’ll go, dearest Leo,” Cornalic whispered. “You’ll catch up.”
The overly muscled half-orc flipped himself onto his ass, planted his hands on the ground, and then pushed off so he could slide down the rest of the tunnel like he was trying to win an Olympic gold in Luge. He disappeared around the same bend a few seconds later, but Moryana, Cesnie, and I didn’t treat the tunnel like a slip and slide. Cornalic had a natural grace, but I wasn’t about to risk busting my head wide open before we even found our first dungeon minion.
“It’s open here,” Cornalic called from the darkness, and his voice echoed all around us in the tunnel. “Just a little further, dear friends, and you will be free!”
“If your relic isn’t down here, I will personally go back and wring Nayeri’s neck with my bare hands,” Cesnie muttered.
“You’ll have to wait in line,” Moryana hissed.
Half a minute later, I saw a dark red glow from around the bend in the tunnel up ahead. We doubled our pace and half-slipped our way forward, and then we finally rounded the bend and crawled out of the tunnel into a wide-open cavern, where Lady Feeyaz, Cornalic, and Bolverk were waiting for us.
“Fucking finally,” I gasped as I stood up and stretched out my arms and legs as wide as they could go.
“The strange emberbrands are here, too.” Lady Feeyaz nodded to the dark red magic torches planted in the walls all around the room.
“I can’t tell if they’re supposed to help us or warn us,” I said. “Either way, they don’t give me the best feeling when I look at them.”
“They are quite creepy,” Moryana said as she fingered the hilt of her scimitar. “I’d actually feel better if someone was attacking us now. It is better than this building tension.”
“I wouldn’t care if those emberbrands jumped off the walls and slapped me in the face right now,” Cesnie sighed. “I’m just happy to be out of that gods-forsaken tunnel.”
“Same here.” I touched all my weapons and my pack to make sure everything was intact, and then I looked at the chamber we had spilled out into.
The walls and ceiling glittered with strange green ore in the walls, so it looked like we were inside a giant emerald. It was strange that the workers hadn’t tried to mine any of the shiny green crystals, but maybe the cavern walls weren’t sturdy enough to handle any mining in this section.
The tunnel we’d emerged from was one of four tunnels in this cavern, and the water that trickled down it now dripped into a series of small streams that ran across grooves in the floor like deep veins. One of the other tunnels was directly across from ours and looked even smaller, and there was a small minecart at the base. The other two tunnels were on our right and left, but they were both big enough for us to walk inside without stooping over.
“The cart over there is on rail tracks.” Lady Feeyaz gestured to the minecart across the room. “They must have sent ore up to the surface through this tunnel, while the workers used our tunnel to go up and down.”
“I wonder where the rail tracks come out,” I said.
“There’s a good chance that tunnel has already collapsed somewhere closer to the surface,” Moryana said. “I would not rely on it for an escape route, anyway.”
“Then let’s just hope we can get out the same way we came in,” I muttered. “So, we know what two of these tunnels are, and that only leaves two other options. What do you all think, right or left?”
“Left,” Lady Feeyaz said immediately. “That is where I feel the tug of power most strongly.”
“Then left it is,” I replied.
I pulled my Longsword of the Chilling Edge out just in case we were walking into an ambush. As I led the way toward the tunnel on the left, my boots splashed into the shallow streams, and I noticed that in the dark red glow of the strange emberbrands, the streams really did look like veins gushing blood across the floor of the chamber.
“So where the hell are these creatures that keep attacking Queen Yasmin’s people?” Cesnie whispered as her fingers danced across the dragon hilt of her rapier.
“I have a feeling they’ll make themselves known to us soon enough,” I replied.
As soon as I set foot in the tunnel, a cold breath of wind blew in my face and sent a shudder down my spine. There was another dark red glow from further ahead in the tunnel, but it was too dark to see what was immediately around us.
I gestured for Lady Feeyaz to light it up.
The first bolt of violet lightning that she sent down the tunnel collided straight into the bony jaw of a shrieking skeleton.
“Shit, back up!” I shouted, and we instantly all poured out of the tunnel and back into the main chamber.
Now that we had triggered the first wave of minions, we just had to wait for them to come to us so we wouldn’t be trapped inside the tunnel with them. The rest of my friends drew their weapons, and Lady Feeyaz retreated far enough that she could cast her spells and fire her arrows safely.
Then the skeletons attacked.
They streamed out of the tunnel in a wave of bones and rusted pickaxes, and I guessed there were at least two dozen who all sprinted toward us like we had personally offended them. About a third of the skeletons were glowing the same dark red shade as the emberbrands, and I braced myself for whatever magic they threw our way.
I rushed forward to take on three skeletons at once, and my longsword easily carved through the neck of the first one, so his grinning skull toppled off his shoulders and shattered at my feet. I rocked my blade back in the other direction to block the pickaxes that the other two skeletons swung toward me at the same time, and I used the momentum of my block to force them into a backward stumble.
The skeleton on the right tripped into the trickling water behind him, and I slammed my boot down on his kneecap. It crunched underneath my weight, and the dead man howled in pain, but I was already lopping my sword through his neck. When his vertebrae snapped in half, his whole body collapsed into the water beside his shattered knee.
I ducked to avoid another swing of the other skeleton’s pickaxe, and I rolled forward to give myself a little breathing room. Then I glanced at my friends to make sure none of them needed a heal, but I saw that Moryana was surrounded by half a dozen skeletons who had cut her off from the rest of us.
I cast Lucky Streak on the beautiful sword dancer, so for almost the next five seconds, she couldn’t receive any damage, and the damage she dealt against her enemies would be double. As soon as I hit her with the ability, Moryana seemed to grow a pair of golden-orange wings, and her blades began to lay waste to the skeletons around her.
I hit Cornalic and Cesnie both with a Guardian of Fortune almost without thinking about it, and then I focused on the skeleton who was still trying to gut me with his pickaxe. I swung my longsword again and cut his hands off at the wrists, and the pickaxe clattered to the ground with the skeleton’s fingers still clutching it. When his hands kept trying to crawl toward me and grab my ankles, I brought my blade down on top of his skull to split him wide open, and his hands finally fell still.
Then I sprinted toward a group of skeletons that were pummeling Bolverk, and I hit him with Healing Vengeance. His health bar started to tick back up every time another skeleton tried to hit him, and their own health bars began to drop. The gnome berserker gave a thunderous laugh and hammered his Club of Never-ending Pain into his targets like he was playing a xylophone, and one by one, he smashed them apart into fragments of bone and dust.
“Dearest Leo!” Cornalic shouted from two dozen paces away.
It looked like Bolverk had things well in hand now, so I pivoted toward my half-orc friend. He was battling six of the skeletons who were glowing dark red, and I quickly realized that whatever magic they were using was blocking Cornalic’s own magic abilities. He must have already used his Delightful Hair Tie of Charm to trick them into thinking he was their ally, since that would explain the cluster of skeleton corpses currently at his feet. I figured this meant he was still able to use his magical items, but his abilities seemed to be blocked, so he was struggling a little more than usual.
Cornalic was incredibly skilled, but that was still a lot of skeletons to take on at once.
“Lady Feeyaz!” I shouted as I dashed toward Cornalic.
My back was to the dark elf, so I couldn’t see her react. I only focused on the massive half-orc in front of me, but the moment I cast Lucky Streak on him, the arrows started flying. Silvery-blue arrows made only the slightest whisper as they sped across the chamber, and then three of them blew apart the skulls of three separate glowing skeletons.
“Nice!” I called at the same time Cornalic whirled like a madman against the remaining skeletons.
Not a single blow touched him for the next few seconds, but his dual Short Blades of the Double Shadow slammed into the chest and skull cavities of every skeleton that still stood around him. When I reached his side, I carved my longsword into a few of them.
Even with all their magic, their spines didn’t stand a chance against my massive blade.
When my longsword cut through their vertebrae just below their ribcages, two of them snapped in half like stale crackers. Their bones turned powdery as they tumbled to the ground, and I exhaled sharply to keep from breathing in any of the bone dust by accident. As I turned my blade toward two new glowing skeletons who were running into the fight, I felt their magic-blocking ability surround me, but I didn’t need to use my magic to kill them.
Instead, I used my longsword to lop off the head of the first skeleton who rushed me, and I watched the second skeleton’s skull explode when it got skewered by one of Lady Feeyaz’s arrows. Another wave of skeletons dashed toward us before the other assholes even hit the ground, but my sword was ready for them, too.
One skeleton flung an axe toward my face while he was still running. I tried to use Guardian of Fortune to block it, but when my body didn’t start to glow with protective light, I remembered that my magic was still being blocked by some of these bony fuckers around me. I ducked just before the axe could bury itself in my nose, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Lady Feeyaz surround herself with a dark protective shadow.
The axe bounced off the shadow that surrounded the dark elf, and then it boomeranged right back toward the asshole who threw it in the first place. The spinning axe snapped his head back so hard that he dropped like a stone, and Lady Feeyaz gave me a wicked smile.
“Don’t worry about me, Leo Lennox,” the drow sorceress growled, and then she sent a burst of lightning at a group of skeletons who were trying to sneak up on her back. “These fools have clearly never met a drow before.”
“Well, they’ve definitely never met you before,” I chuckled.
I was still ducked down in a deep squat, but I spun my longsword toward the ankles of the other oncoming skeletons. Two of them hopped over my sword like they were playing jump rope, but the third one was too slow. My blade cracked through one of his shin bones, and a second later, a silvery-blue arrow shot through his throat and made his jaw fall slack.
The other two skeletons who had avoided my blade split up so one of them was at my back and the other was still at my front. They circled me for a few seconds, but when neither of them got struck by one of Lady Feeyaz’s arrows, I realized she must be busy watching someone else’s back.
“Behind you, Moryana!” the drow woman called, just before she released more arrows that sounded like soft whispers in the giant cavern.
“I’ve got them!” Moryana called back.
The two skeletons on either side of me lunged toward me at the same time, and they were both glowing dark red, so I still couldn’t use any of my magic against them. I waited until I could feel their rotten breaths on my skin, and then I dropped to my stomach faster than they could pull themselves back.
They collided with each other in a clash of bones and pickaxes, and while they tried to untangle their clacking joints, I rolled onto my back and swiped my longsword up between them. The blade shaved off a piece of one asshole’s chin, and the other skeleton found himself missing a few fingers after my sword finished its pass.
I jumped to my feet before they could wrestle me to keep me down. Their arm bones were still pretzeled together on one side, but they turned toward me and tried to rush me like we were playing a game of reverse Red Rover.
I gritted my teeth and decided to beat them at their own game. I dashed forward and barreled into their interlocked arms hard enough to snap them and break free to the other side. Then I whirled right back around with my longsword raised, and I slashed my blade through both their necks at once.
“Beautiful work, dearest Leo!” Cornalic cried as he plunged his Dagger of the Double Shadow into the glowing eye socket of another opponent. “Truly, you are--”
“We’ve got more incoming!” I shouted.
Five more skeletons sprinted out of the tunnel toward us now, and Cornalic instantly lunged forward to head off two of them. The three others headed straight toward me, but they weren’t glowing like the others, so I had full use of my magic against them. I cast Spirit of Stone on myself to make me totally invincible for the next few seconds, and then I hurled myself at my opponents like a tidal wave.
My skull cracked into the forehead of the first skeleton hard enough to fracture it, and I followed this hit up by plunging my longsword upward into his empty ribcage and all the way up into his jaw bone. The force of my blade on his old bones popped his head right off like a champagne cork.
His ribcage was still stuck around my blade, so I jerked his headless body to the side and slammed it into one of the other two skeletons. This asshole tried to brain me with his pickaxe before I was able to yank my longsword free from his friend’s body, but Spirit of Stone gave me one last second of protection before it faded.
Then I slammed my elbow up into the third skeleton’s chin while the second skeleton pulled his pickaxe back for another blow. As the third skeleton wobbled backward, I shifted my longsword into my right hand and swung it toward his neck as best I could manage with one hand. At the same time, I brought my left hand up to grab the second skeleton’s wrist before he tried to gore me with his pickaxe again.
My blade severed the third skeleton’s neck with one strike. The second skeleton was still trying to swing his pickaxe at me, but my grip on his wrist was too tight for him to do anything but snarl and lash out at me with his free hand. I wouldn’t be able to get my longsword at the right angle to finish him off without slicing the blade right into myself too, so I just relied on my strength and then squeezed my hand even tighter around this asshole’s wrist.
His bones crunched under the force of my grip, and he gave a surprisingly human howl. When he tried to pull away from me, I pulled him closer with his crushed limb and headbutted him hard enough to make a hairline fracture run down the front of his skull. Then I slammed my forehead into his one more time, released my grip on him, and finished him off with a thrust of my longsword.
Now that all the skeletons around Cornalic and me were dead, I spun back toward the rest of my friends to check on them. Moryana and Bolverk were still doing just fine, and Lady Feeyaz was switching back and forth between her new enchanted bow and her usual violet lightning. I hit Bolverk with Healing Vengeance to give him a little extra boost, and then my gaze was drawn to Cesnie.
An entire wall of skeletons were advancing on the blonde warrior woman from out of the tunnel, but Cesnie only smiled like she had invited them here herself. Then, just when they started to run toward her at full speed, the blonde fighter moved.
“Slow!” Cesnie shouted as she flung one hand toward the oncoming skeletons.
They all suddenly slowed down like their feet were caught in thick mud, and the more they struggled against the purple glow, the slower their movements became. While they were all trying to recover their normal vigor, the blonde warrior woman lunged forward, and her rapier destroyed four of them before she seemed to come up for air. Then she grabbed her shield off her back and smashed it into more of the skeletal assholes until their bones popped out of their sockets and sent them tumbling down, but her rapier kept working at the same time.
Cesnie had obliterated them all before the purple glow faded from their bodies.
I had to force my gaze away from the blonde woman, or I could have just watched her fight all night. Her style was much more controlled than Moryana’s, but it was just as beautiful to watch. And now that I knew Cesnie had earned her way to her title and taught herself to be the world-class warrior and strategist that she was, I was even more impressed by her style.
But there were still more skeletons to kill, so I made myself focus on the task at hand instead of admiring the beautiful swordswoman’s technique. I used Guardian of Fortune to block almost every blow against my friends, and I used my longsword to block every attack on me, but it was obvious the skeletons were losing heart.
They had numbers on their side when they first entered the chamber, but now we outclassed them both in numbers and in sheer skill, so one by one, they dropped to the floor of the strangely glowing cavern. I had to use Minor Heal on Bolverk once when he ran off and got himself surrounded by assholes, but I immediately followed it up with Mark of Healing Drip to help him finish healing and wear down his enemies.
I hacked my longsword down on top of another skeleton’s skull like I was trying to butcher a Christmas ham, and when he collapsed into the stream at my feet, I realized the whole chamber was suddenly quiet. I looked around and saw that all the other skeletons were dead too, and I grinned at my friends.
“So far, so good,” I chuckled.
“That was a hell of a fight to have at the beginning of a dungeon,” Cesnie said. “I am not surprised we handled it so easily, but it is curious.”
“Yeah, but the weirder thing is there’s no way these skeletons are the ones who have been terrorizing the farms around here,” I replied. “At the end of the day, they’re just skeletons. They don’t have crazy claws or forked tongues, they don’t breathe fire, nothing like that.”
“I am afraid you are right, as usual, dear friend,” Cornalic sighed. “These cannot be the fearsome nightmare creatures that have sent everyone running into Nadi.”
“Then what do you think the nightmare creatures are?” Moryana asked.
“I’m afraid I already have an idea,” I muttered as I remembered the snake-type creature the waitress turned into. “Or at least, I have a good guess.”
“We’ll find out for sure soon enough,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “And if it means I have another chance to use this beautiful bow that Leo gifted me, then I can’t say I will be disappointed to have another fight.”
“I’m surprised you only used your bow and your lightning,” Cesnie said to the dark elf as she came over to stand by me. “When some of the skeletons got too close to you, I thought I would see you do some up-close work with your staff.”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ll get to see me use my staff before we finish this dungeon,” the drow said with a smirk. “Although, I don’t think it’s my staff you’re especially interested in at the moment.”
Cesnie’s cheeks blushed slightly pink, but it could have been the flush of battle as easily as it could be any kind of embarrassment. But I didn’t want to dwell on the drow woman’s teasing, so I ignored her comment. We still didn’t know how much of the dungeon we would have to conquer before we found the Piece of Heliotrope that was supposed to be down here, and I felt more and more certain that Allurie was probably closing in on us.
The thought of the pretty elf girl reminded me that we had bodies to loot.
“It is unfortunate that Allurie is not here to loot the bodies,” Cornalic sighed, as if he had read my mind. “I have never seen anyone work faster than her, and always with such a cheerful smile. I took it for granted that she would always be here, and now--”
“She will be here,” I cut him off. “She’ll be back with us again, just not right now. We’ll just have to loot the bodies as fast as we can, and then let’s try to go down the tunnel again.”
We all bent down and started to look around the skeletons’ corpses to see if they had dropped anything, but there wasn’t much other than a few gems and coins. Their weapons also weren’t worth anything, but I wasn’t surprised since Lady Feeyaz had felt a tug of powerful objects from deeper within the dungeon.
This was only the beginning.
As we divided up the gems and coins between the six of us, I had to swallow how much I missed Allurie. When Cornalic said he had taken the elf girl for granted, it felt like someone had punched me in the gut because I realized that I had, too. She had followed me from Cutno, she had stowed away on the boat from Arnicoal to Tylue, and she had generally clung to me like a starfish that I couldn’t ever peel off.
She had been exasperating at first, but even after the pretty elf girl grew on me, I just assumed she would always be there. I never told her enough times how amazing she was and how lucky I was to have her in my life. Hell, I wasn’t sure if I had ever even told her that I liked having her around.
Allurie had given me her heart without hesitation or question, and I had never even thanked her for it. I hadn’t even realized until it was too late that I loved her too, and I sure as shit hadn’t told her that or told her what an incredible person she was.
I just hoped it wasn’t too late to tell her.
“Are you ready to go, brother of my heart?” Cornalic asked gently, and then he clapped a meaty hand on my shoulder. “I know you must be thinking of her, but do not worry. We will save her, and the lovely Allurie will come back to us. She’s possessed by the armor of Heliotrope right now, but her heart is still yours, dear Leo.”
“You’re a better friend than I could have ever asked for,” I said with a smile. “It’s like you read my mind.”
“That is not unusual when two souls like ours are cut from the same cloth,” Cornalic sighed and laid his hand on his chest. “If I had a machine that allowed me to travel through time, do you know the first place I would go? It would be right back to the orphanage, and I would tell little Cornalic, ‘Do not be sad, little Cornalic! You will meet your brother one day soon, and your soul will recognize him at once, even though he is a handsome human, and you are but a humble half-orc.’ And then little Cornalic would smile at me and ask if I really meant it, and I would tell him that all of our dreams will come true! Perhaps one day he will even meet a wealthy widow who will see the warmth of his heart and not the fierceness of his fangs.”
“Okay, let me clarify my answer,” I chuckled. “You’re better than anyone deserves, Cornalic.”
We headed back down the tunnel where all the skeletons had emerged from, but no one stopped us this time. Lady Feeyaz led the way with a ball of purple fire in one hand, and after a few minutes, she stopped and held up her hand to call a halt.
“The feeling of a powerful item nearby is stronger here,” the dark elf said. “We’re getting close, but it looks like we have to take a slight detour first.”
The tunnel was wide enough for the rest of us to push forward and see what Lady Feeyaz meant, and as soon as I reached her side, I saw what the problem was.
The tunnel abruptly dropped off into a massive chasm. It looked like the cavern might continue on the other side of the abyss, but that was at least a hundred yards away with no way to get there. In front of us, there was a mine shaft that dropped down into the darkness, but unlike the elevator we had used earlier, this shaft looked like it was made of wooden planks instead of metal, and there was only a rickety ladder on one side instead of an elevator cage.
“Nayeri did say the adventurer threw the relic down a mineshaft,” I sighed as I tried to see the ground far below. “Do you think it’s at the bottom?”
“If it’s not at the bottom, we’re at least on the right path,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “It’s not an exact science to sense objects of power, you know. It’s more like playing a game of hot-or-cold, and right now, the trail is definitely getting warmer.”
“Then I guess we better start to climb down,” I said. “Maybe you could give us a little light first, though. Three of us have human eyesight, remember?”
“Ah, yes,” the drow woman said with a dark laugh. “I forgot that you cannot see the bottom, but don’t worry. You’re in for a lovely treat.”
“Why do I get the feeling you’re being incredibly sarcastic?” Cesnie groaned.
“See for yourself,” Lady Feeyaz answered, and then she hurled a blast of violet lightning down to the bottom of the abyss.
The purple sparks stopped just above the base of the canyon and hovered in the air so we could see what was in store for us. As soon as my brain registered what I was seeing, I rolled my eyes at the huge underground lake we were about to descend into.
“Great,” I muttered. “Because what’s better than fighting a bunch of nightmare creatures we don’t know about? Fighting them in a fucking underground lake, that’s what.”
“It will be an adventure for the ages, my friend,” Cornalic said. “I would write a song about it if I had any musical talent, but alas! My own mother did not live long enough to teach me the songs of her people, and my wolf-mother only taught me to howl in the way her kind do, and I do not think you would care for that kind of concert.”
“Thanks anyway,” I said with a smile. “Alright, who’s going down first?”
“Oh, you walked right into that one,” Lady Feeyaz purred and then ran her fingers down my chest. “I’ll go first, unless Moryana or Cesnie want to fight me for the pleasure.”
“Too late,” Cesnie said with a smirk. “Bolverk is already on his way.”
I followed the blonde woman’s gaze to the wooden scaffolding and saw that Bolverk was already a dozen yards down the ladder.
“Well, that ruins a perfectly good joke,” the dark elf sighed. “I suppose I’ll go now.”
“No, I’ll go next,” I corrected her. “Then you, Moryana, Cornalic, and Cesnie.”
“Saving the best for last?” Cesnie deadpanned.
“Something like that,” I chuckled.
After I sheathed my longsword, I knelt down and grasped the top rung of the wooden ladder. It felt half-rotted, but the scaffolding hadn’t even creaked when Bolverk started to climb down, so I hoped it would hold up a little longer. As soon as I had a good grip, I started to climb down hand over hand, and I was so eager to get to the bottom that I had to remind myself to go slow so I wouldn’t lose my grip.
The scaffolding started to sway when the rest of my friends began to climb down after me, but they made sure to space out their descents so the ladder wouldn’t bear too much weight in one area at once. Luckily, none of the wooden supports broke off and sent us flying, and I just focused on making sure my footing was always secure before I put my full weight on it. Then, after what felt like an eternity of climbing, I heard Bolverk splash into shallow water below me, and I dropped down right after him.
Lady Feeyaz’s violet fire still hovered in the air beside us, so I was able to look around and see that we were in the shallows of a huge lake. The ground sloped down away from the wooden scaffolding, so the water looked like it got much deeper a few feet from where we stood. But there were several tiny isles scattered throughout the lake, so even if we had to swim, there would be places to rest, too.
When the rest of my friends reached the bottom of the mineshaft scaffolding, I nodded toward the closest isle in the lake.
“Tell me if I’m wrong, Lady Feeyaz,” I said. “But I think that’s the direction we need to head.”
“Oh, you are very right, Leo Lennox,” the dark elf purred. “The water is making it harder for me to pinpoint the powerful object’s location, but it definitely lies in that direction.”
“That’s convenient,” Cesnie muttered.
“Hm, what was that?” Lady Feeyaz arched one of her white eyebrows at the other woman.
“I said it’s convenient that a drow like you just so happens to think the relic lies deeper under the surface of the world,” Cesnie answered. “If Sir Leo didn’t trust you, I might think you were leading us into a trap set up by your own kind so you could take the relic for yourself.”
“Cesnie!” I snapped. “You--”
“It’s alright, Leo,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “I think your little blonde friend is feeling a bit insecure around me, that’s all. Of course, I can’t blame her. Look at me, for gods’ sake.”
I forced my eyes to remain on her face when the drow sorceress gestured to the ample curves of her body, but Lady Feeyaz just licked her lips and winked at me.
“Trust me, I am not insecure,” Cesnie bristled beside me. “I only mean--”
“Enough,” I said sharply. “Lady Feeyaz might be a drow, but she is also my friend, and she doesn’t want to run into the rest of her kind any more than we do. Now Cesnie, you can either come with us and help us find this relic, or you can stand guard here by yourself until we return. Which one is it gonna be?”
“I’ll come with you,” the blonde fighter said immediately. “I’m sorry, Leo. I apologize, Lady Feeyaz.”
“No insult taken,” the beautiful sorceress said with a slight bow.
“It’s fine, let’s just keep our heads on straight, okay?” I huffed. “We’ll have enough to worry about with whatever creatures are waiting for us up ahead, so I don’t need you all sniping at each other.”
“Of course,” Lady Feeyaz said with a smirk at Cesnie.
“I see gold,” Bolverk announced, and then the gnome berserker started to splash his way into the water.
“Bolverk, we need a plan!” I called as I waded in after him.
“I have a plan,” the tattooed gnome grunted. “I see something gold. I swim across the lake. I get the gold.”
“Flawless logic, my friend!” Cornalic said behind me.
We were all able to wade through the first dozen yards of the lake, but a few seconds later, my feet lost all contact with the ground. I kicked forward after the gnome berserker, and I glanced behind me just long enough to make sure everybody had their heads above water.
“Ohh!” Moryana yelped.
“What is it?” I demanded, but I had already cast Guardian of Fortune on her as a reflex.
“Nothing, I think it’s fine,” the sword dancer called back. “I thought I felt something brush against my leg.”
“Ahh, fuck,” I muttered. “Swim a little faster, just in case!”
I said a silent thank you to my trainer Calic for all the swimming he’d made me do over the years. It was great for cardio and endurance, but it was also a great exercise for coordination, and now my legs and arms worked in perfect harmony to propel me forward through the dark waters of the underground lake.
I was the first to reach the closest tiny isle, so I helped my friends all scramble out of the water when they reached me. This mound of land was no bigger than the living room in my Arnacript suite, and there was nothing here except for a few stone caskets that had been half-buried in the sand.
“Sense anything?” I asked Lady Feeyaz.
“You mean other than feeling incredibly wet?” the dark elf laughed as she squeezed some of the water out of her hair. “No, I think your relic still lies ahead. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s across that bridge.”
I followed the drow woman’s gaze across the vast lake. There were two more tiny islands like this one, and then there was a slightly bigger island beyond those two. A giant bridge started on the larger island, but the other end of it was hidden by a curve in the cavern wall, so I couldn’t tell where the bridge led.
We’d find out soon enough, anyway.
“Cornalic, could you work on these caskets to make sure they aren’t traps?” I asked. “We might as well check them for loot while we’re here, and then we’ll swim to the next isle and do the same thing.”
“For you, dear brother, I would open a thousand stone caskets,” Cornalic declared.
It only took the muscular half-orc a few minutes to figure out that just one of the tombs was booby-trapped. He popped open the others, and then while we divided up the gems and coins, Cornalic worked on opening the last one. He ordered us all to stand behind him, and then a single arrow sped out of the casket and buried itself in the lake behind us.
“Looks like some more gems.” I shrugged. “I know we’re not hurting for money, but it’s also never gonna hurt to have a little more.”
“That is certainly the truth,” Cornalic sighed. “You never know when your luck might turn for the worse, but as long as you have a good friend at your side, it will always change for the better eventually! Of course, gems and coins might help your luck change for the better, too.”
“Of course,” I agreed with a laugh.
After we divided up the rest of the gems to carry between us, we all started swimming through the water again. It only took a few strokes in before I could already tell that this part of the lake was even deeper. The water was bone-chillingly cold, not quite enough to cause hypothermia right away, but it might if we stayed in the lake for more than a few minutes. The air was lit with a series of purple fireballs that Lady Feeyaz had suspended above the dark waters, but I still couldn’t see anything beneath the surface of the lake.
As I continued to stroke my way forward, I thought something brushed against my leg. When it didn’t happen again, I shrugged it off as a ripple from all my friends’ bodies in the water with me, but it made my jaw tense. We were still a dozen yards away from the next shoreline, so I couldn’t think too much about it, and I tried to focus on pumping my arms and legs through the water.
Then Bolverk howled in pain beside me, just before something pulled him down below the surface of the water.








Chapter 15
“Shit!” I shouted and then immediately started to tread water. “Bolverk!”
The tattooed gnome’s electric-blue mohawk popped above the surface of the lake for half a second before he was dragged back down. The water thrashed all around the spot where he disappeared, but I couldn’t see a fucking thing in the dark water.
“Ember!” I shouted as I grasped my short sword and pulled it free of its sheath.
The sword blade flared like the sun beneath the water, and Lady Feeyaz cried out somewhere behind me. She filled the air above us with violet balls of fire to help us see, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to get any closer as long as my sword was glowing so brightly.
As soon as my blade started to glow underneath the water, I caught another glimpse of Bolverk’s electric-blue hair. I kicked toward him at the same time I cast Lucky Streak on the berserker gnome, and then a second later, I saw his attacker.
The creature almost looked human, except for the fish-like tail and the mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. It opened wide like a piranha to chomp down on Bolverk’s leg, but Lucky Streak protected the tattooed gnome, and the humanoid piranha lashed out with its claw-like hands instead of its teeth.
My friends and I were all ringed in a circle around Bolverk and the creature now, but the beast’s body was so tangled up with my friend’s torso that we couldn’t risk attacking. The chance of injuring or even killing Bolverk was way too high, and we had no advantages in the dark waters.
“Lady Feeyaz, get to shore!” I shouted, since she would be able to help us more the further away from my light she got. “Cesnie, you’re with her!”
Neither woman argued with me. They both started kicking toward the next closest island, and that left only Moryana, Cornalic, and me in the lake around Bolverk. The water churned around the two opponents so much that it became fizzy and difficult to see through in spite of my Ember light, but I couldn’t think of any way to help the tattooed gnome except to cast one Guardian of Fortune after another on him.
A few seconds after they had been thrashing together, the cloudy water turned red with blood, and I realized it didn’t matter what I did.
I just had to do something.
“Stay back!” I warned Moryana and Cornalic so I wouldn’t risk accidentally striking them, too.
Then, with my Short Sword of the Stone King still glowing in my hand, I flipped myself around and kicked until I disappeared beneath the surface of the water.
I opened my eyes to the darkness of the lake, but my blade gave off enough light that I didn’t run into anything in front of me. When my eye sockets started to sting with dirt or blood, I wasn’t sure which, I blinked away the pain and kicked forward to where the worst of the blood was coming from.
I couldn’t see Bolverk, but I cast Minor Heal on him anyway, and the flow of blood stopped pouring toward me through the cloudy water. Instead, I was able to see Bolverk and the piranha-like creature locked in a death grip with each other as each one wrestled for dominance.
As I kicked toward the two opponents, I made my sword glow even brighter until it forced their attention off each other. My distraction only lasted for a second, but that was all Bolverk and I needed. The moment the humanoid asshole looked away from the brightness, I kicked hard enough to cover the distance between us in under a second.
Then I stabbed my short sword into his scaly chest at the same time Bolverk smashed his Club of Never-ending Pain into the creature’s skull. Blood poured out of his chest, and his body went limp beside us, but the tattooed gnome still beat his heavy club against the asshole’s skull. Finally, Bolverk opened his mouth and yelled in victory, but he choked when bloody water poured into his mouth.
I threw Bolverk over my shoulder as best I could underneath the water, and then I kicked my powerful leg muscles to propel us back to the surface of the lake. As soon as our heads hit the air, I sucked in a gulping breath, and Bolverk started to hack up the lake water he’d inhaled.
Cornalic was at my side immediately to help hold Bolverk and keep him from forcing us both back underwater while he regained his breath. When Moryana swam over to join us, I let them both take over holding the gnome so I could concentrate on treading water and taking in a few more deep breaths.
“Are they alright?” Lady Feeyaz cried from shore, and I realized she couldn’t look in our direction because of my glowing sword.
“They’re fine,” Cesnie answered quickly. “I think they killed whatever it was.”
“Just stay right there!” I called to the two women on the island. “We’re right behind you.”
“I’m fine!” Bolverk spluttered and then freed himself from Moryana and Cornalic. “Stupid ambush. They will not catch the God of War so unprepared again!”
“Come on, dear friends,” Cornalic said. “I am not sure what kind of creature that was, but it reminded me of a piranha.”
“Shit, do you have piranhas here, too?” I chuckled. “Small world, I guess.”
“Well, you know what they say about piranhas, yes?” Cornalic asked as he started to pump his muscular arms in powerful strokes toward the shoreline.
“No, what do they say?” I asked, but I had already started to kick my feet silently underneath the water to move toward the island.
“They love the smell of blood,” my green-skinned friend replied.
“Fuck,” I growled.
We swam as quickly as we could toward shore, but I wasn’t as fast as I wanted to be. I still had the glowing sword in one hand, and it slowed me down a little. Still, I didn’t want to sheath it in case something pulled me down underwater any second now, so I mostly used my legs to thrust myself toward the shore.
I tried to keep each stroke of my arm as quiet as possible so I could hear or feel any movements under the water, but it was damn near impossible with all four of us swimming through the lake together. All I felt was the ripples of their legs and arms pumping through the water, but we only had about ten feet left before we reached the island with Lady Feeyaz and Cesnie.
“Moryana, behind you!” Cesnie suddenly cried.
I flipped backward and plunged underwater almost before Cesnie finished calling out her warning. The moment I opened my eyes, my sword showed me a whole horde of humanoid piranhas swimming toward us, and every last one of their razor-sharp maws were open so wide that I couldn’t even see their eyes.
I propelled myself forward and gutted the first asshole right before he sank his teeth into Moryana’s leg. When his blood filled the water around me, the rest of the creatures seemed to push forward even faster, and I only had time to see Moryana flip around and dive beneath the surface beside me.
Then everything was a chaos of blood and darkness.
I whipped my glowing sword around and hacked it into the closest creature’s arm. His skin was surprisingly thick, so my blade got stuck for a second before I ripped it back out. By then, the asshole had grabbed my arm with his claws, but as soon as he tried to pierce my armor, I cast Lucky Streak on myself.
Golden-orange wings of light sprouted from my back, and I slid my blade out of the creature’s arm. When I felt someone else try to grab me from behind, I jammed my elbow backward and felt something crunch under the strength of my blow. Then, even though my lungs were burning from lack of air, I thrust the glowing weapon forward at the other asshole again.
This time, the blade plunged into the scales of his chest. It sank in all the way to the hilt, and the light from my short sword suddenly disappeared and left me in total darkness below the water. I started to kick myself toward the surface and felt my boots collide with another enemy, but that only made me kick harder to keep him from getting a hold on me.
As I kicked my way toward the surface, I yanked my blade free from the piranha-like human’s chest, and the lake flared with light again. I couldn’t see my friends in the murky water, but I knew they had to be in the same boat I was, so I cast Minor Heal on Cornalic, Moryana, and Bolverk just in case they had been injured. My chest burned a little from the back-to-back casts, but that also could have been because it felt like my lungs were about to pop if I didn’t reach the surface.
I didn’t think I had gone that far down when I dove under the surface, and a wave of nausea passed over me when I thought these creatures might have pulled my friends further down than they thought, too. Even with the Ember glow of my short sword, I couldn’t see a fucking thing past my own hand because the water was so cloudy, so I had no idea where they might be.
My lungs felt like they were on fire now. I couldn’t tell if the edges of my vision were starting to get blurry or if that was just from the cloudiness of the water. I had one more big burst of energy left in me, so I gave a final kick to shoot myself upward.
When my head finally broke the surface, I gasped and let the oxygen flood my lungs. I kept kicking my feet to keep my head above water, but I sucked in a few more mouthfuls of air until the edges of my vision started to come back into focus.
“Leo!” Cesnie shouted from the shoreline. “Leo, let me help you!”
“No!” I yelled back. “Stay with Lady Feeyaz! Have you seen anybody?”
“Cornalic popped up a second ago, but then he dove right back down!” Cesnie answered. “I haven’t seen Moryana or Bolverk!”
“If you dim your sword, I can help,” the drow sorceress called.
“I can do better than that,” I said. “Just avoid anything glowing under the water.”
I let Ember fade from my short sword and then cast Guardian of Fortune on all three of my friends still in the lake. As soon as I saw the water start to glow with teal light in three separate spots beneath the surface, I signaled to Lady Feeyaz.
“There!” I shouted. “Hit the water all around them, just don’t hit them!”
The dark elf already had her bow and arrow in hand, and she released two of them before I even finished speaking. She aimed them both at what looked like empty spaces between the Guardian of Fortune glows that surrounded my friends, and she angled her shots even better than I’d hoped. The distortion of the water didn’t impact her aim at all, and I was surprised to see that even the speed of the magical arrows wasn’t hindered. Instead, the arrows disappeared below the surface, and a second later, blood bloomed in the water from both places she had shot.
“I’ll keep shooting in between!” Lady Feeyaz called. “I won’t hit you!”
“I trust you,” I called back.
I cast Guardian of Fortune on all three of them again so we could keep track of where they all were. Then as soon as I made a note of where they were, I took one big inhale and dove underwater again. I swam toward the closest teal light, but I couldn’t see anything in detail until I was right on top of it. Then I realized I’d found Moryana, and I instantly thrust my short sword into one of the creatures attacking her.
The sword dancer was already surrounded by three floating corpses she’d just killed, but three more of the piranha-like creatures had wrapped themselves around her legs and were trying to drag her down to the bottom of the lake. After my blade finished one of them, it freed Moryana to carve her scimitar through the throat of another asshole, and I plunged my short sword into the stomach of her last remaining enemy.
When the creatures all drifted away with their eyes glazed over in death, I grabbed Moryana by the arm to make sure she wasn’t hurt. She didn’t seem to be bleeding, but her eyes were totally panicked, and she clutched at her chest.
My lungs were already burning with lack of oxygen again, so it didn’t take a genius to figure out what the sword dancer needed. I didn’t know how she had stayed underwater so long to begin with, but if I couldn’t get her to the surface fast enough, she would be in serious trouble.
I flipped the grip of my short sword around so the blade pointed down and away from her, and then I wrapped Moryana in a tight bear hug. The moment she was secure in my arms, I started kicking toward the surface. She tried to help me kick a few times, but each kick was weaker than the one before, and her body started to grow a little more limp in my arms with every passing second.
Then I burst to the surface a few seconds later and gasped fresh air into my lungs. I cast Breath of Life on Moryana, and when the beautiful sword dancer started to inhale again, my shoulders sagged in relief. She still wasn’t back to her full strength, but she hadn’t passed out either, so I would take that as a win.
“Cesnie, come help her!” I shouted.
The blonde warrior woman was already wading into the lake. As she started to swim toward us, I glanced around and saw that the bodies of almost a dozen creatures were floating on the surface of the dark water. Arrows skewered their skulls and torsos, and a few of them were so full of arrows that their bodies had partially torn open, like they’d been ripped apart by a fish hook. It looked like Lady Feeyaz had been shooting fish in a barrel, and I wondered how many more of them were swimming through the lake waters just beneath my feet.
“Cornalic? Bolverk?” I demanded.
“Both came to the surface and then were pulled back under,” Lady Feeyaz replied.
“Keep shooting!” I ordered, and then I cast another Guardian of Fortune on both Bolverk and Cornalic so their bodies would keep telling the dark elf where they were.
Cesnie reached my side a second later, but some of the color had already come back into Moryana’s face.
“I can help,” the sword dancer panted.
“No, I need you to get to shore,” I said. “Cesnie, make sure she gets there.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got her,” Cesnie replied, and then she slipped her arm around the other woman.
After they both started to swim back to Lady Feeyaz, I cast another Guardian of Fortune on my two friends still in the water. My chest ached from the multiple casts, but I had to keep them glowing so I could find them, and so Lady Feeyaz wouldn’t shoot them by accident.
This time, there was only one burst of teal light underwater.
My heart started to pound at the idea that something might have happened to Bolverk or Cornalic, but I told myself they might be fighting back to back, so the glow of light that surrounded them looked like it belonged to one person instead of two. The next time the light faded, I hit them both with the same enchantment, and then I dove back down to help.
I kicked my legs hard enough that I rocketed forward through the water and toward the teal glow of light. My arms parted the water in front of me, but I was still holding my short sword in one hand. Every time my arms pushed backward to propel me faster, the blade caught on one of the creatures I couldn’t see. I just carved it through each enemy and then kept swimming forward past the pools of blood that filled the water all around me.
When I finally reached the teal glow, it immediately faded, and I had to cast the same enchantment again so I could see my friends. Cornalic was right in front of me, and the massive half-orc had lost none of his grace underwater. He whirled, stabbed, and thrust his dual blades at every creature within killing distance, and it damn near looked like he was doing an elaborate dance of death to some melody only he could hear.
Bolverk was below Cornalic instead of beside him. It looked like the piranha-like creatures were doing their best to pull the gnome’s arms and legs out of their sockets so they could gnaw on his individual limbs like turkey drumsticks. Bolverk was hammering them with his giant club and one of his hand-axes, but more assholes kept piling on top of him and dragging him down.
Since Cornalic seemed to be doing just fine on his own, I instantly started swimming down to reach Bolverk. He was bleeding from a deep gash across his bare chest, and I hit him with a Minor Heal partly to help repair his skin, and partly so I could keep seeing what I was doing.
I jabbed my short sword into the throat of the closest creature, and then I punched another asshole in the throat before my sword swung up to slice halfway through his torso. I slammed the hilt of my sword down on a third creature’s skull, and when his bones didn’t immediately cave in, I rammed the hilt down two more times with as much strength as I had. His skull turned to mush when I finally broke through it, and blood and brains floated up out of his crushed head.
As soon as I freed Bolverk from a few of his opponents, the gnome berserker seemed to gain a fresh burst of energy. He yelled in excitement and inhaled a mixture of lake water and blood that made him cough and splutter, but then he kept hacking and clubbing everything within reach.
When we had finished off the last of Bolverk’s opponents a few seconds later, I grabbed the gnome berserker’s forearm and started to pull him toward the surface before he could protest. It was too dangerous to keep fighting these enemies underwater, especially when I didn’t know how many were waiting somewhere else in the lake. A person could drown in less than a minute if they didn’t get fresh air, so if any of us were trapped underwater for too long, I didn’t think all the healing abilities in the world would be able to bring someone back from the dead.
Bolverk and I burst to the surface a few seconds later, and Cornalic popped up right after us. After I started to propel us toward the shore, Cesnie waded back into the water to help us, and she helped pull Bolverk along so the gnome berserker wouldn’t just jump back into the lake to keep hammering our enemies.
I only felt something brush my leg one more time on my way to the shore, but before I could flip my sword around and stab it, Lady Feeyaz fired an arrow only a foot away from my body. The corpse of another piranha-like creature floated to the surface immediately after she fired, and I shot her a grateful look.
“Fuck,” I panted as soon as we all crawled up onto the small island.
“You should get further away from the lake.” Moryana offered me a hand. “I doubt those creatures can come out, but it does not hurt to be cautious.”
“I’d rather not be dragged down to the bottom, so I won’t say no,” I chuckled as I let the beautiful sword dancer help me to my feet. “Is everybody okay?”
I looked at my friends, but everyone seemed to be in one piece. Cornalic was breathing lightly as if he had only gone for a brisk walk, but Bolverk was panting like an angry dog who had been pulled out of the water before he finished his game of fetch. Moryana seemed fully recovered from her ordeal underwater, and Cesnie and Lady Feeyaz were perfectly fine, other than being completely soaked.
“We seem to be fine,” Cesnie said with a careful glance at everyone else. “That was a nasty surprise, though.”
“Lucky for us, Lady Feeyaz is one hell of a shot with her bow,” I said.
“I did not want to risk electrocuting everyone by using my magic.” Lady Feeyaz shrugged. “I’ve never tested it in water before, so I’m not sure if the purple sparks would work like lightning and fry everything, or if they would act more like flames and simply be doused by the lake.”
“Thanks for not experimenting on us,” Moryana chuckled.
“At least we know what’s in there now,” I groaned. “I thought we were finished for a few seconds there, except for Cornalic.”
“Oh, you are too kind, my dear friend,” the half-orc said with a little bow.
“No, really,” I insisted. “You’re a natural underwater. Are you secretly a world-class swimmer or something?”
“Ah, I owe that all to my wolf-mother,” the half-orc sighed. “Sometimes, we had to swim for miles across the lake where we lived. When hunting was scarce in the forest, we would swim out to the islands and hunt the creatures there for sustenance. There was one time, dear Leo, when the first frost had just fallen over the forest, and we had to swim through icy waters to reach our usual hunting island. You must imagine my surprise when we found a ghost at the edge of the island, who claimed he had the right to hunt there instead of us! My wolf-mother challenged him, of course, and--”
“Has anyone ever told you that you know how to spin one hell of a story?” Cesnie laughed.
“I have been told that I have a gift with words, dear lady,” Cornalic replied. “I’m not sure of that myself, though. I only know how to tell the truth, but for some reason, the stories of my youth and childhood always seem to make people smile! It is a wonderful ability to bring joy to people, so if the stories of a humble half-orc orphan can do that, then I am glad.”
“You only know how to tell the truth, hm?” Moryana smirked.
“Of course, lovely Moryana,” Cornalic answered. “Why, I would not know how to lie even if I had to!”
All of us exchanged a silent glance.
I didn’t think it was even kind of possible that half his stories were true, but they always made me laugh, so I figured I would let him have his fun.
“Okay,” I said after I took a deep breath. “What now?”
“There is still one more island between us and the bridge,” Lady Feeyaz said. “We will have to swim to the next island, and then we’ll have to swim again to reach the land mass with the bridge.”
“Then hopefully we’ll be done with the swimming part of this dungeon,” I muttered. “The bad news is that we just chummed the waters with all those assholes we killed, so more of those human piranha things are probably on their way.”
“How will we get to the next island?” Moryana asked.
“Swim faster?” Cesnie joked.
“Let me see what I can do,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “But if this works, I might need someone to help me swim.”
“We’ll do whatever you need,” I said.
“Ooh, promise?” the dark elf snickered.
I laughed and rolled my eyes, but the drow sorceress only smiled and turned to face the direction we’d come from. She held both her hands up like she was about to direct an orchestra, and then her mint-green eyes started to glow almost as white as her hair. There was no wind, but the lake started to ripple in front of her in little waves that slowly grew bigger and bigger.
“When I say move, make sure you swim fast,” Lady Feeyaz whispered.
“We will,” I promised and then glanced at the rest of my friends.
Cornalic and Bolverk were watching with wide eyes, while Cesnie and Moryana pretended like they weren’t completely glued to the sight. When Lady Feeyaz began to mutter something under her breath, I shifted my gaze back to the rippling water just in time to see the effects of her magic.
Dozens of piranha-like creatures all started to leap up out of the water like dolphins before they dove back down again. They were all headed away from the section of the lake we needed to swim across, and I realized that the drow woman must have created one hell of an illusion to make them all swim in the opposite direction.
“Move!” Lady Feeyaz hissed.
There was no time to ask her what the illusion was. My friends all turned and sprinted toward the opposite side of the tiny isle, and as soon as they dove in and started swimming, I grabbed the dark elf’s hand and pulled her with me into the water.
Lady Feeyaz was fine until we were about halfway to the next small mass of land. Then her legs began to falter, and her body started to droop down into the water.
“Not so fast,” I growled as I kicked over to her side.
I looped my arm around her chest and kept propelling us forward. I had never swum so fast before in my life, and my lungs felt like they might burst with each new stroke. But one by one, I watched my friends stagger out of the water onto the next island, and this gave me just the push of extra energy that I needed.
When my feet kicked up sand in the shallows by the island, I adjusted my grip around Lady Feeyaz and stumbled up the soft sand onto the shore. We both panted to catch our breaths, but the dark elf had to lean on The Darkest Death staff so she wouldn’t just collapse.
“That’s a lot of creatures to create an illusion for,” the drow sorceress finally gasped. “But now we only have one more gauntlet to run before we make it to the bridge.”
“Then I have good news for you,” Moryana said. “We’ll have to take a breather here and check these tombs for loot.”
I looked up to see what the sword dancer was talking about and realized there were four more stone casket tombs half-buried in the sand of this small isle. Part of me just wanted to keep swimming straight to the bridge, but I knew we should search every place we came across in case we found the relic. Lady Feeyaz may have thought she sensed it up ahead instead of right here, but that didn’t mean we shouldn’t check to be completely sure.
“Could you do your thing, Cornalic?” I asked.
“Of course, dearest Leo!” my green-skinned friend replied. “It will take me but a moment.”
While Cornalic worked to disarm any possible traps that were rigged to go off when we opened the caskets, I turned to Lady Feeyaz. She was still breathing heavily, so I rested one hand on her lower back and waited until the rise and fall of her chest slowed down. When she finally straightened back up, she glanced at me with a small smile.
“Thank you, Leo Lennox,” the dark elf purred. “You are a true gentleman.”
“Not always,” I chuckled.
“Oh, I hope not always,” Lady Feeyaz teased as she batted her long lashes at me.
This time, I didn’t roll my eyes at her, and the drow returned my somewhat-lewd grin as I let my gaze drift down her drenched frame.
It was odd, but I was suddenly incredibly grateful to have the sultry elf in my life. Even deep in a dungeon, with the threat of demon dragons and losing Allurie still looming over my head, she could command every ounce of my attention.
And at the moment, I needed someone like her to keep me from getting too caught up in all the what-ifs. Someone who wasn’t easily ruffled by the dangers that kept piling up in front of us, and even seemed to revel in the challenge of it all.
Not to mention, she looked good as hell doing it.
Lady Feeyaz’s grin widened when my gaze drifted back up to her face, and I had a feeling she knew exactly how much I appreciated her presence right now. We shared a quiet chuckle before I dragged my attention off her, but I kept my hand on her lower back while we waited side by side for Cornalic to finish his work.
In only a few minutes, Cornalic had opened all four of the stone tombs. The first one was empty, but the half-orc said it hadn’t really been closed all the way, so that wasn’t much of a surprise. The second one had a few more gems in it, along with some silver coins, but the third one actually had some loot inside.
“Still no relic, I see,” Cesnie said when she peered into the third casket.
“No, but there’s some nice jewelry in there,” Moryana said. “So, if you don’t take first pick, I will.”
“No, I’ll take first pick,” the blonde woman said quickly. “I’ll take that ring.”
“Don’t you think we should all decide who gets first pick?” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “Or are you happy to just barge ahead like you’re the one in charge of this operation?”
“I might not be in charge, but the last time I checked, neither are you, drow,” Cesnie snapped. “Unless your master plan is to lead us all so deeply underground that we can never escape and we all become slaves to your people.”
“Oh, yes, because that’s why I’m trying so hard to keep you all alive.” Lady Feeyaz rolled her eyes. “The drow can’t use dead slaves, so I better keep you alive, right?”
“If that is a joke, then you are the only one laughing,” Cesnie growled.
“Fuck me, that’s enough,” I said sharply. “We’ve already been over this. I trust Lady Feeyaz, and that will have to be enough for you too, Lady Cesnie.”
The blonde woman took a step back like I’d slapped her when I called her by her title, but I wasn’t done yet.
“Lady Feeyaz left the Underdark to escape her people, not to secretly lure people back to them,” I continued. “We couldn’t have gotten the jewelry box or defeated the Freelans without her help, and I’ve spent enough time with her to know we don’t stand a chance of saving Allurie if she isn’t with us. So either get on board with her, or keep your concerns to yourself.”
I winced after I said the last sentence. It sounded a little harsh, even to me, but it was too late to take back the words now. Besides, Cesnie really did need to realize that Lady Feeyaz was as much a part of our team as she was. If we couldn’t all work together, we might never find the Piece of Heliotrope down here, much less make it out of the Haunted Mines of Tarrech alive.
“I apologize.” Cesnie took a deep breath. “Again.”
“I do not take it personally.” Lady Feeyaz shrugged, but I felt her gaze flick toward my face like my speech had surprised even her. “The drow as a whole are not known for making friends. There is a reason all surface-dwellers fear us.”
“Good, then let’s loot these last two caskets and get the fuck out of here,” I said. “We’ve still gotta make it across one more stretch of water before we get to the bridge.”
“I do not want your weak treasures,” Bolverk announced and then held up something shiny. “I have this, and I do not want more.”
“What is that, my friend?” Cornalic asked.
“It is one of the creatures’ teeth,” Moryana said with a smirk.
Sure enough, the tattooed gnome held up one of the piranha-like creatures’ teeth as if it was a prized shark tooth he’d found on a beach. He immediately speared the tooth with one of his daggers, and as soon as he made an impressive hole in it, he threaded it onto the chain of the amulet already around his neck.
“Glad you found something you like,” I chuckled. “Okay, so what do we have in this casket?”
“A ring and a necklace, plus some more coins,” Cornalic answered. “I believe Lady Cesnie would like the ring.”
“Are you sure you don’t want Leo to tell you what it does first?” Lady Feeyaz snickered. “He is very helpful… as you know…”
“Oh, uh, yes,” Cesnie said with a slight blush.
It was sweet to see the confident warrior woman a little thrown off in her interactions with Lady Feeyaz, but I also wished the drow woman would ease up about pushing Cesnie’s buttons. No one had forced Cesnie to come with us, just like no one had forced Moryana, but they’d both volunteered to risk their lives to help me find Allurie. At the same time, I couldn’t blame Lady Feeyaz for taking a few swipes at Cesnie, since the blonde warrior clearly had trust issues.
Having so many strong-willed and drop-dead gorgeous women around was definitely starting to complicate my headspace, especially now that I knew how very, very real each of them were.
“Here, let me see.” I held out my hand to take the ring from Cesnie.
Once I turned it over in my fingers, I glanced through the blue text description and then read it out loud:
Ring of Illumination - For five minutes every hour, the Ring of Illumination will allow the wearer to see clearly in the darkness. Trigger word is “Sight.”
“Oh, I could certainly use that,” Cesnie said. “But only if no one else wants it.”
“I believe Bolverk, Lady Feeyaz, and myself can see well enough in the dark,” Cornalic declared. “So, that ring certainly seems like it was made for humans.”
“Let’s see what else we find, and if there’s not a better fit for you, then you can have it,” I told the blonde. “Now, let me see this necklace.”
Moryana reached into the casket and pulled the necklace off the neck of the skeleton inside. It was a simple pearl pendant that hung from a thin silver thread, but the thread was sturdier than it looked. I turned it over in my hands and immediately knew who this item should go to.
Necklace of the Deep Unknown - For thirty seconds every two hours, the wearer of this necklace can become completely invisible, as if they were encased in the shadows of the Underdark. Trigger word is “Hide.”
“Lady Feeyaz, why don’t you try this on?” I asked after I read the description out loud. “This seems like it would be right up your alley.”
“It would be my pleasure,” the dark elf replied.
After I handed the necklace to the drow woman, I took Cesnie by the arm and walked over to the last casket with her. I gestured for Cornalic and the others to stay back so I could speak to Cesnie for just a moment alone, and my half-orc friend nodded and gave me a knowing smile.
“I know you mean well,” I told the blonde fighter quietly. “I didn’t mean to be so harsh a second ago, but--”
“No, you were right to be harsh,” Cesnie sighed. “I realize I may not always be the best team player.”
“Let me guess, you’ve got trust issues,” I chuckled.
“Something like that,” Cesnie replied.
“Why?” I asked.
“Why do I have trust issues?” Cesnie smirked. “That’s a bit of a personal question, don’t you think? Especially since we haven’t even had a proper date yet.”
“So you want to go on a date?” I asked.
“I’ve been throwing myself at you since you saved my life,” Cesnie sighed. “You either don’t take hints well, or…”
“I take hints fine,” I said, “but it’s not like we’ve spent a lot of time together. Also, I think that’s a bullshit excuse.”
“Bullshit?” she scoffed.
“Yeah. It’s not the real reason you aren’t being honest with me.” I shrugged. “If I had to guess, I’d say it has something to do with the former queen of Sanduport, Yrisi. You were her champion, but I get the impression she wasn’t always the easiest monarch to work for.”
“She was a little snake-like, that much is true,” Cesnie admitted. “She double-crossed almost everyone she ever dealt with, and that included me a few times.”
“Then why did you keep working for her?” I asked.
“I took an oath for my country,” Cesnie said in her usual bored voice, but her blue eyes glittered with anger. “And unlike Queen Yrisi, I have always been a woman of my word.”
“Did anyone ever tell you you’re a good woman, Cesnie?” I smiled.
“I don’t know if that’s the first phrase that springs to mind when most people think of me,” the blonde warrior woman chuckled. “Most call me a stuck-up bitch who thinks she’s too good for everyone else around her. Their words are true, but thank you for being nice, Sir Leo.”
“You know I’m not really a knight,” I told her. “You don’t have to call me ‘Sir Leo.’ Just Leo would be fine.”
“Noted,” Cesnie replied, but then she gave me a sly look. “Maybe I just like the way ‘Sir Leo’ rolls off my tongue. It makes me think of other things that I might like to do with my tongue, too.”
“Very funny.” I rolled my eyes. “You are being quite bold now.”
“It seems that I have two women to compete with,” Cesnie said as she nodded back to where Moryana and Lady Feeyaz stood. “I must also make up for lost time.”
“It isn’t a competition,” I chuckled.
“Everything is a competition,” she said as she turned her blue eyes back to meet mine, “and I always win.”
“Unless you are playing against me.” I smiled. “Let’s go check out the last casket, okay?”
“Whatever you say, Sir Leo,” Cesnie said with an emphasis on my name.
I gestured for the rest of my friends to come join Cesnie and me, and then all six of us peered into the last casket on this little island. Two skeletons were inside, but half their bones had already disintegrated into dust, so neither skeleton jumped up and tried to attack us. One of the skeletons wore a silver headband studded with tiny diamonds, and the other figure had a small, blue-sheathed dagger beside his crumbling hip bone.
“Okay, what are we working with?” I muttered as I leaned forward into the casket.
I held up the glittering headband first and read the purple text aloud:
Suspense-Destroying Headband - For one minute every two hours, wearer has a 75% chance of anticipating an enemy’s move before they make it. Trigger word is “Not today!”
“If no one has any objections, I think that might belong to me,” Moryana said.
“Go right ahead,” I told her, and then I picked up the blue-sheathed dagger from inside the casket.
Dagger of the Bold and Brave
Damage: 20% above standard - dagger
Durability- Magical
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Once every hour, the wielder of this dagger has a 25% chance of striking a life-ending blow any time a target’s health has dropped below 50%.
“Isn’t ‘bold and brave’ a little redundant?” Cesnie arched her eyebrow.
“Not at all, dear lady!” Cornalic cried. “Bold means taking risks that no one else would dream of. Brave means ready to face danger whether or not you choose the risk yourself.”
“Still kind of sounds like a technicality,” the blonde woman chuckled.
“So you don’t want it, Cesnie?” I smirked. “Because I think this is meant to be yours. Bolverk, Cornalic, and Moryana all have daggers already.”
“Are you sure you don’t want it?” the blonde asked. “Or what about you, Lady Feeyaz?”
“I have my short sword, and that’s good enough for me right now,” I replied.
“I have daggers of my own, but thank you,” the dark elf purred.
“Really?” I raised an eyebrow. “Why have I never seen them?”
“I have all sorts of things you haven’t seen yet,” Lady Feeyaz snickered. “Maybe when we get done with this dungeon, you’ll let me show you some of my… hidden things.”
“We’ll see,” I chuckled. “So, Cesnie, would you rather have the ring or the dagger?”
“I’ll take the dagger,” the blonde answered. “It will be a good supplement to my rapier, and while the ring is useful here, it’s not very powerful.”
“That works for me,” I said. “I’ll take the Ring of Illumination, then.”
I slipped the ring on my finger and had to resist the temptation to trigger its power instantly. It would only allow me to see clearly in the darkness for five minutes out of every hour, so I needed to save it until I really needed it. And since we still had plenty of dungeon left to go through, I figured I’d better save it for now.
“One more bit to swim through, and then we’ll be at the bridge,” I said with a nod toward the route we needed to take.
“Hopefully the bridge is secure enough for us to walk across it,” Moryana said. “It would be unfortunate if it gave out halfway through.”
“There’s only one way to find out,” I chuckled.
“Dearest Leo, before we proceed, I must admit that I feel quite puzzled,” Cornalic said. “So far, we have been attacked by skeletons and strange piranha-like creatures, but the skeletons are not powerful enough to cause the damage Binna’s farms have experienced. And I believe it is impossible for those piranha-like creatures to leave the water, so they also cannot be the ones who have left the dungeon to terrorize the farmers.”
“There has to be some other kind of creature down here,” I said. “Something that fits the description Queen Yasmin told us about.”
“I am sure you are right, dear friend,” Cornalic replied. “But that is a little concerning, don’t you think? We haven’t run into this other creature yet, and this means it must be deeper in the mines. But this also means that whatever has been terrorizing the farmers also is not afraid of these underwater flesh-eaters.”
“Oh, that is bad,” I muttered. “I hadn’t thought about it like that, but now that you mention it… shit. This could get tricky.”
“Do not worry, we will prevail,” the overly muscled half-orc assured me. “With you as our fearless leader, and the talented band of fighters you have assembled, we are sure to win against any opponent we face.”
“I hope you’re right,” I sighed, but an image flashed across my mind of Lora as she began to turn into the snake-monster in Arnacript.
“If we are ready, I can cast another illusion,” Lady Feeyaz said. “We will need to swim faster because I do not think I can hold it quite as long, but if you all go first, I can hold them off.”
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Absolutely,” the drow sorceress purred.
“Then you tell us when you’re ready,” I said.
Lady Feeyaz repeated the movements she had done just a few minutes ago, and at the last second, she dropped one hand and hissed for us to move our asses.
The moment she gave the word, we plunged into the water and started swimming toward the next patch of land. I was a great swimmer, but I wasn’t used to swimming in a full set of armor with weapons, so my muscles were already screaming at me from our last swim a few minutes ago. I was grateful my friends all knew how to swim, and I wondered briefly what I would have done if Allurie was with us.
The pretty elf girl wouldn’t drown thanks to her Armor of the Pearly Sea, but she also couldn’t swim. She would have just sort of floated in the middle of the lake until the underwater flesh-eaters devoured her or one of us pulled her along to safety.
I was suddenly even more glad that we were doing this dungeon instead of her. As long as we found the relic and got it out of the Haunted Mines of Tarrech before she tried to enter, Allurie would have no reason to come down into the mines. Then at least she would be safe from these humanoid flesh-eaters in the lake.
Maybe it should have felt a little strange to worry about Allurie so much when I knew she would have killed us in a heartbeat if we got in her way. But I knew that was just the armor making her crazy.
That wasn’t really Allurie.
The real Allurie was kind, funny, helpful, and the best person I’d probably ever known.
My thoughts slammed back into reality when my feet kicked up sand in the shallows of the next island. Everyone except for Lady Feeyaz was already staggering up out of the water, so I stumbled up onto shore and then glanced back to make sure the dark elf was right behind me.
The drow woman’s white hair gleamed as it streamed out behind her, and it almost looked like the full moon had found a way to shine here in the depths of the Underdark. She half-swam, half-glided through the water, and I was so entranced by her graceful movements that it took me a few seconds to see the other figures swimming in the water.
Thanks to Lady Feeyaz’s latest illusion, most of the piranha-like creatures had disappeared toward the opposite end of the lake, but at least a dozen of them were chasing her now. She was only a few feet from the shallows of the island, and without a second’s thought, I started to wade back in to help her.
“No!” the dark elf cried. “Stay back!”
I might not have listened to her normally, but she sounded so firm that I didn’t argue. Instead, I backed up a few paces onto the shoreline with the rest of my friends, and a second later, I saw why Lady Feeyaz had wanted me to be out of the water.
The moment the dark elf stepped foot on the sand, she whirled back around and flung out her right hand. A huge burst of violet lightning streaked out of her palm and into the dark lake, and the moment it struck the water, purple sparks danced across the surface until the water itself started to smoke.
One by one, the corpses of Lady Feeyaz’s pursuers floated to the top of the lake. All of them were face-down and motionless, and as they continued to pop up, I gritted my teeth at the scent of burned fish in the air.
When she was done, the drow sorceress leaned on The Darkest Death and turned around with a smile.
“I suppose that takes care of that, eh?” Lady Feeyaz smirked.
“Nice work,” I told her.
“Too bad I couldn’t do that earlier, or I would have electrocuted all of us at the same time,” the dark elf said. “But at least I was able to take out a few more.”
“This’ll be fun to go back through on our way out,” Cesnie said.
“Maybe we’ll find another route back to the surface, Lady Cesnie,” Cornalic replied. “It is impossible to know what we will find in the heart of the Underdark!”
“You can say that again,” the blonde warrior woman muttered.
“I have good news, if you’re looking for any,” Lady Feeyaz announced. “You know the powerful object I keep feeling?”
“It is the whole reason we came down here in the first place,” Bolverk grunted.
“It’s very close,” the dark elf purred. “In fact, I think it might be right across that bridge.”
“Shit,” I whistled. “Let’s do it, then.”
There were no stone tombs on this island, so I immediately led us toward the set of stairs that took us up to an old bridge. The bridge was a wooden arch, and most of the support beams in the arch itself still looked intact. It was a good fifty yards long and was wide enough for three people to walk side by side. It would take us over another stretch of the lake, and the path on the other side seemed to continue on solid ground.
If we could just make it across this bridge, we would find the relic, and maybe we would find the nightmare creatures that had been terrorizing Binna, too.
Then we could get out of here before Allurie came for this Piece of Heliotrope.
I couldn’t have said why if anyone asked me, but I had this sinking feeling that Allurie was even closer than any of us thought. Sal would have called it my gut instinct, right before he told me I should always trust whatever my gut told me. Of course, Dale would probably have asked me for some kind of objective proof instead of just listening to my gut.
I wished they were here to help me, and I wondered for a moment if the Underdark of Ohlavar was populated with ghosts from multiple dimensions. But I knew Sal and Dale lived only in my head now, and only in the heads of everyone else who remembered them.
“Leo?” Moryana whispered.
I realized I’d been standing at the foot of the stairs for a few seconds without moving. I shook off the feeling that Allurie might already be in Binna, if not closer, and I tried to shake off the feeling that this dungeon might be haunted by more than just dead miners.
“Sorry, I’m ready now,” I said, and then I started up the stairs to the bridge.
A few steps were missing, but I jumped over them easily to the next stair until we reached the top of the bridge. I pulled out my broadsword just in case and then led the six of us onto the wooden arch bridge. The structure groaned a little under our weight, but it held together a lot better than I would have guessed.
I glanced at the dark water below us a few times, but then I forced my attention back to the bridge itself. It wouldn’t do any good to think about what might be waiting for us below in the lake, and it made a lot more sense to think about what we might find on the other side of the bridge.
When we were two-thirds of the way across the bridge, Lady Feeyaz lunged forward and grabbed my arm.
“Something else is up ahead,” the dark elf hissed.
The urgency in her voice made us all stop in our tracks.
I didn’t see anything except for an empty bridge and an empty shoreline on the other side. The sand looked like it gradually turned into stone, and the shore turned into a moderately-sized tunnel about a dozen yards away from the edge of the water. The dark elf had lit our path forward with purple fireballs that hovered in the air on either side of the bridge, but even with their light, I couldn’t see anything.
“What is it?” I whispered.
Before the drow sorceress could answer, the air filled with shrieks like souls being tortured, and then two dozen figures materialized from the shadows right in front of us on the bridge.
They looked like humans, except they were missing half of their skin. Some of their organs and bones were completely exposed to the air, almost like zombies, only it looked like it had been done on purpose. The rest of their skin shimmered like snake scales in the dark purple light, and when each one grinned in unison, long forked tongues flicked out between their lips.
“Shit, they’re the same as Lora,” I whispered.
Then the snake-like creatures attacked.








Chapter 16
They moved faster than I thought was possible. Their clawed fingers stretched toward us as they ran, and at the same time, their jaws unhinged so they could breathe fire at us. As soon as they exhaled dark red fire that matched their glowing eyes, Lady Feeyaz jumped in front of us and surrounded us all with a dark shadow.
The sorceress’ magic shield boomeranged the fire right back toward the snake-like creatures, but they were completely unfazed. The fire slid over their scales like water, and I realized they must have some kind of resistance to all kinds of fire. That meant Lady Feeyaz wouldn’t be able to use her magic fire against them, either, but she still had plenty of other ways to kill them.
And so did the rest of us.
I swung my broadsword toward the torso of the first asshole who reached me, but he blocked my blow with his forearm. I expected my blade to pass right through his scales, but I found that his arm had suddenly hardened into an iron-like substance. The impact of my weapon on the iron sent a reverberation up my arm into my shoulder, but I headbutted the creature before he was able to tear his claws through my armor.
This attack seemed to take him by surprise, and his glowing red eyes went a little crossed when he rocked back from my headbutt. Then I swung my broadsword back around toward his other side, and as his skin started to harden again, I just kept swinging like I didn’t notice. But I also pulled out the Short Sword of the Stone King with my left hand.
Only one second after I let my broadsword slam into the creature’s suddenly hard arm, I shifted my stance and plunged my short blade into the exposed kidney at the base of his skinless back. It sank into his organs like I had thrust my weapon into a bowl of pudding, and the creature only managed one weak grab at my throat before he collapsed to the bridge.
“Their skin is like a shell!” I called. “Hit them wherever their organs are exposed, or take them by surprise!”
“It will be done, dearest Leo!” Cornalic cried, and I saw the muscular half-orc slice his dual blades through the stomach of a creature behind him, much to the surprise of the creature that Cornalic had been fighting right in front of him.
Two more creatures lunged for me now, and I instantly hit myself with Guardian of Fortune a second before they breathed fire at me. My cast blocked the stream of fire from one enemy but not the other, and my face immediately felt like I had shoved it in a pool of hot lava.
I cast Minor Heal on myself before my eyeballs melted out of my face, and the fire damage evaporated just in time for me to see that both creatures were trying to force me off the side of the wooden bridge. The handrails were so low it wouldn’t have been hard to topple me over, but just when my hamstrings hit the railing, I dropped to my knees to avoid the creatures’ claws.
Then I plunged both blades up toward their exposed abdomens. The creature on the right twisted away in time, but the asshole on the left wasn’t fast enough, and my short sword tore into his stomach. When I pulled my blade back out of his abdomen, it ripped the creature’s organ the rest of the way open, and a mixture of grass and fleshy scales spilled out in a pile of steaming acid.
I almost gagged at the stench, but there was no time to wonder if the scales in this monster’s stomach were from feasting on his own kind or from devouring the piranha-like creatures in the water.
Either way, we had to put them down.
The asshole on the right lunged for me again, and I had just enough time to cast Lucky Streak on Lady Feeyaz and Cornalic before he reached me. Then the creature grabbed the front of my leather armor like he was going to shove me off the bridge, but I kneed him in the groin first.
When he didn’t let go but howled in pain, I swung my short sword up and severed his forked tongue with one quick jerk of my wrist. As soon as his tongue flopped to the bridge beside us, the snake-like creature released me and hissed only smoke instead of fire.
“Their tongues control the fire!” I shouted as I backed up to get a better angle on my opponent.
I looked over his shoulder to see Moryana trigger her Elusive Blade ability, and Bolverk and Cesnie were tag-teaming a group of monsters back toward the middle of the bridge. Cornalic was flitting around like a hulking ballerina with his dagger, but I didn’t see Lady Feeyaz anywhere. She must have triggered her Necklace of the Deep Unknown so she could disappear into the shadows, and that would explain the silvery-blue arrows that appeared out of nowhere all over the bridge just seconds before they each buried themselves in a new target.
Then my opponent suddenly disappeared right in front of me, and I remembered that Lora had the ability to vanish and reappear as well.
I couldn’t tell where the hell the snake-like creature had gone, and I dragged my broadsword through the skinless shoulder of another monster before I caught a glimpse of a tiny speck of light just a foot away from me. I finished carving my broadsword through the other asshole’s shoulder all the way down to his collarbone, and then when he tumbled off the side of the bridge, I cast Spirit of Stone on myself.
Teal bricks of light surrounded me half a second before a stream of fire poured toward me from the speck of light. This fucker really thought he could make himself invisible long enough to torch me, but the dark red flames bounced harmlessly off Spirit of Stone.
And now that I knew exactly where he was, I knew exactly where to thrust my short sword.
I plunged it toward the speck of light at the same time I brought my broadsword around, and I felt resistance against both blades even though it looked like I had only stopped to hover them mid-air.
When I slid my blades a little deeper into my invisible opponent, the creature materialized again, and I could see how much damage I had inflicted on him. My broadsword was halfway through his scaly neck, and my short sword had found his exposed liver. I pushed both blades even further into his body, and when his forked tongue fell limply from his mouth, I knew he was finished.
I planted my foot against his chest, jerked both blades out of his corpse, and let him fall at my feet.
“They can make themselves invisible!” I called, and then I spotted a speck of light sneaking up on Cesnie. “Cesnie, behind you!”
The blonde warrior woman finished sinking her new dagger into the open mouth of the asshole she was fighting, but before she could even turn around to face the nearly invisible creature behind her, a silvery-blue arrow whizzed into the shimmering speck of light. The monster instantly materialized, and the arrow had skewered his throat, so he dropped to the bridge right away.
Cesnie gave a shaky nod of thanks toward Lady Feeyaz when the drow woman reappeared a second later. I was impressed that the dark elf had known exactly where to send her arrow without striking Cesnie too, but I wasn’t surprised by her level of skill.
I was just surprised she hadn’t used The Darkest Death yet, but Lady Feeyaz always seemed to know exactly when to pull out the big guns, and now clearly wasn’t the time.
When I saw my half-orc friend take a blast of fire to his back, I hit him with a Breath of Life so his health instantly started to tick up again. Cornalic spun around with his dual blades like an artist getting ready to work, and then he carved so many slices into his attacker that the corpse was damn near unrecognizable by the time it hit the bridge.
No one else needed a heal yet, but I cast Guardian of Fortune on Bolverk when a cluster of snake-like creatures cut him off from Cesnie. The gnome berserker avoided their clawed attacks just as two more monsters advanced on the blonde warrior woman, but I hit Cesnie with Lucky Streak just before they reached her.
Cesnie grinned beneath her gleaming helmet, and she jumped into the air at the same time she raised her buckler shield high.
“Shake!” the blonde woman thundered to trigger her new Earthshaker ability.
When she crashed back down to the bridge, she slammed her shield into the throats of both her attackers at once. It was such a powerful blow that the bridge quivered under our feet, and one of the creatures’ heads popped right off of their severed neck. The other monster clawed at his half-broken neck, but Cesnie finished him off with a rapier thrust straight up through his open chest cavity into his heart.
I wanted to congratulate Cesnie on her kills, but three more monsters materialized in front of me first. I could have sworn there were almost two dozen bodies already on the bridge, since I kept having to watch my step so I didn’t trip over their corpses, but every time I thought we had almost finished off all these assholes, more of them appeared out of thin air. It was starting to get a little annoying, especially when all three of the creatures in front of me opened their jaws and breathed fire.
I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself, but there was still too much of a risk, so I dropped into a crouch. Their fiery breath sailed right over me, but the dark red flames caught the low railing on the bridge instead and started to burn through the wood.
I didn’t know if it was magic fire or if it was just really, really hot, but either way, it didn’t seem to matter that the wood was damp from the moist air all around the lake. The flames licked across the railing and started to spread across one of the planks beneath my feet, and I could only think of how fucked we would be if this whole bridge burned down.
Super fucked.
I sheathed both swords so my hands were free, dove and rolled through the legs of one of the nightmare creatures, and then popped back up at the other end of the burning plank. I grasped the unlit end of the thick wood and felt the muscles in my back strain as I began to rip it up by the nails, but I saw my three opponents race toward me from the corner of my eye.
“I could use a little help!” I shouted.
Cornalic was at my side before I even blinked. He thrust his dagger into the eye socket of one fire-breather, and by the time I finished yanking up the thick plank, the massive half-orc had finished off the other two creatures with his dual blades.
“Didn’t I tell you I would always have your back, my brother?” Cornalic grinned, and then he danced into another part of the fight to help Moryana.
The railing on the other side of the bridge was still burning, and so was the other end of the plank I now held in my hands. I swung it toward an oncoming trio of scaly monsters, and it knocked all three of them on their asses. This gave me long enough to pitch the unwieldy plank off the side of the bridge like I was competing in the Highland Games.
I raced forward and saw the plank disappear into the water with a little hiss of steam, and then I kicked out the burning railing to keep it from spreading across any more of the bridge. As soon as the fiery rails plummeted into the water after the plank, I whirled back to face the three fuckers on the ground, and I just barely caught myself before I fell through the new gap in the bridge.
“Don’t let them torch the bridge!” I warned as I unsheathed my broadsword again. “It might be our only way out of here! And watch your fucking step!”
All three of the creatures I’d knocked down sprang toward me over the gap in the bridge without a problem, so I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself again when I saw their mouths start to unhinge.
Their fiery breaths couldn’t touch me through my shield of teal light, and while the flames filled the air between us, I thrust my sword straight into the abdomen of the creature on my far right. When I pulled my blade back, bloody scales spilled out of his gutted stomach, and I turned my weapon on the asshole in the center next.
His claws wrapped around my throat before I could sever his head from his body, and the creature on the left lunged forward to tear his claws into my back. I hit myself with Lucky Streak right before the second asshole’s claws ripped open my spine, and then I rammed my elbow back into his sternum hard enough to crack it.
As soon as he released me and stumbled back, I saw Cornalic toss Bolverk through the air like a football. The gnome berserker thundered like he really was the god of war, and as he soared through the air, he raised his Club of Never-ending Pain high like an anvil hammer.
His feet crashed into the chest of the creature who had attacked me from behind, and then he brought his club down with such a swing that the fire-breather’s skull blew apart like he’d just been shot with a sniper rifle.
“Damn!” I grinned as I finally thrust my short sword into the creature whose claws were around my throat.
My brief sense of victory immediately vanished when I looked around to see even more half-skinned creatures with forked tongues than there had been before.
“Fuck!” I hacked my broadsword down into the top of another creature’s skull to split him wide open. “Does anybody know what these fucking things are?”
“I told you they were coming, Leo Lennox!” Bolverk shouted, and when he said my name, all the snake-skinned monsters shrieked like their eyeballs were bursting inside their skulls. “I told you the hellspawn were coming for you! They intend to keep us from ascending the stairs to our harem of—”
“Do you know how to stop them?” I shouted over him. “Because it looks like more of them just keep coming!”
“The more hellspawn we kill, the greater our victory will be!” the gnome berserker screamed. “The greater our victory, the faster our feet will find the path to Ascension!”
After his brief moment of clarity, the tattooed gnome continued to spout his usual nonsense, but I realized I already knew the answer. Ohlavar might not be a game, but I could still treat it like one in order to win. And if there was one thing I knew that would stop more minions from spawning, it was to defeat their fucking boss.
“Get to the other side of the bridge!” I ordered. “Forget these assholes! We have to find their leader!”
“I’ll clear the way!” Lady Feeyaz called.
A wall of purple fire erupted in front of the drow sorceress, and I was about to tell her not to waste her energy, since her flames just slid off these bastards earlier. Then the wall of purple fire darkened until it was a wall of black ashes instead, and Lady Feeyaz held up both hands as she drove the wall of magic forward.
Any creatures who were caught in its path instantly started to dissolve. The ashes acted like acid, and it burned away their scales, their muscles, and even all the way down to their bones.
Some of the creatures tried to surround themselves with their own red flames for protection, but most of them chose to dive into the water below instead of risking Lady Feeyaz’s wrath.
As we all raced after the dark elf, I noticed the nightmare creatures slithering up out of the water again. They looked like actual snakes in the water, but the moment their bodies hit the sandy shore, they dashed forward on human legs again, and I wondered what the fuck kind of hellspawn these were.
The wall of acidic ashes faded as soon as we reached the other end of the bridge. I tore down the stairs first with Bolverk, and Lady Feeyaz held herself back so she could bring up the rear again with her arrows and ranged magic. Cesnie and Moryana were right behind me, and Cornalic bridged the gap between all three women.
The moment my feet hit the sand at the bottom of the stairs, I saw a dark red flare of light from the tunnel immediately up ahead.
“Boss in the tunnel!” I called.
The snake-like creatures that had escaped through the water were already rushing us, but I knew there was no point in killing them as long as the boss was still alive. I couldn’t even tell where all these assholes were coming from, but I knew they had to be linked to the life force in the tunnel.
“I will draw him out!” Lady Feeyaz cried back.
Then with a wicked grin, the dark elf touched the Necromancer’s Amulet around her neck. I knew what was coming next, but I saw Cesnie watch half in horror, half in fascination, as the drow woman raised back to life all the fire-breathers we’d killed. Cesnie had seen the little Freelan girl do the same thing at the end of the queens’ tournament, but I guessed it was even stranger to see a member of her own party summon the dead.
“Riiise!” Lady Feeyaz thundered. “Rise and attack your old master!”
Every dead snake creature on the bridge instantly rose to their feet and staggered down the stairs toward the sand. The other monsters paused their rush toward us long enough to stare in confusion at their slain companions, but the living dead stumbled past them without a second glance.
Some of them held their severed heads in one hand, but most of them were still leaking blood or the contents of their stomachs, and they didn’t seem to mind. They just pushed forward into the tunnel with their claws outstretched and their jaws unhinged to breathe red fire on anything in their path. Then, a few seconds later, there was a huge flash of dark red fire from deep within the tunnel.
“Who dares use my children against me?” a voice suddenly boomed from the tunnel, and it sounded like the thunder of a volcano about to explode.
“Someone who knows you do not belong here,” Lady Feeyaz screamed back. “The Underdark is mine, you fool, not yours!”
I had to fight to stay focused instead of staring in awe at the beautiful dark elf. Her white hair fluttered in some magic wind, and her pale green eyes flashed with anger. But then the living snake creatures recovered from their surprise at seeing their dead companions come back to life, and when they all attacked us again, my broadsword was ready for them.
I buried my blade in the chest of one creature, and I used my free hand to stab the eyes of the asshole beside him. His claws tore open my wrist despite the Guardian of Fortune I’d casted on myself, but then my fingers squished his eyeballs like overripe berries.
He tried to breathe fire on me so I would pull back, but the next Guardian of Fortune I cast shielded me from his flames. I followed it up with a quick Minor Heal to stitch back together the strips of flesh on my wrist, and then, since he couldn’t see me coming, I jabbed my short sword into the side of his skull. It slid through his head and came out the other side like a shish kabob, so I ripped it free and let his corpse thud into the soft sand.
Then I glanced ahead and saw that the dark red fire in the tunnel was closer now, and I knew the boss had to almost be right on top of us. Lady Feeyaz was still flicking her fingers in small gestures at her side, so I guessed that she was still controlling her undead troops, but if the strength of these fire-breathers was any indication of their boss’ strength, she would need all the help she could get.
“Cesnie! Moryana!” I shouted. “Keep these assholes off our backs! We’ll take on the boss!”
“Yes, Leo!” both women cried at once.
Bolverk and Cornalic didn’t need to be told what their roles were. While the two women warriors formed a rearguard to protect our backs against the onslaught of endless snake-like creatures, I advanced with Bolverk and Cornalic to join Lady Feeyaz at the mouth of the tunnel.
It only took two more seconds for the hellspawn boss to show himself.
I had thought he might simply be more powerful than his minions, but as soon as he stepped into view, I realized there was more to it than that. This fucker looked just like the others, except for the fact that he was twice their height, so he towered above all of us like a fairy-tale giant. I half-expected him to call out “fee fi fo fum,” but instead, his dark red eyes only glowed brighter when he saw us below him.
Then two massive scaly wings extended from his back.
Then the giant dragon-man launched himself into the air just outside the tunnel, unhinged his jaw to flick out a forked tongue, and then breathed a stream of fire as he soared overhead.








Chapter 17
“Shiiiit!” I cried, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself and all of my friends at the same time.
My chest screamed from the six back-to-back casts, but the spell protected all of us except for Cesnie, and she was only slightly singed thanks to the buckler shield she’d held above her head. I cast Minor Heal on her anyway, and after another brief squeeze around my heart and lungs, I straightened back up to see where the snake boss had gone.
He had completely vanished from overhead. He had to be hiding somewhere just above us, but that asshole could make himself damn near invisible, just like his minions, and it was almost impossible to pinpoint where he might be.
“Is he a demon dragon?” Cornalic panted. “Because he most definitely looks like one!”
“I don’t think so,” I gasped. “But I think he works for them.”
The army of undead snake creatures poured back out of the tunnel to chase after the boss they’d been set on like good little hounds. They all hesitated a few steps outside the tunnel, but then they turned their faces to the sky and breathed fire toward the same spot straight above us.
The scales of the serpent boss glimmered when they were struck by the red fire of his minions, and Lady Feeyaz immediately launched a stream of her own purple flames up toward that spot. She followed it up with a volley of silvery-blue arrows from her enchanted bow, and the first few seemed to bury themselves into nothing but air before the boss shimmered back into visibility.
He was directly overhead, and none of the enchanted arrows in his chest seemed to have slowed him down.
“Take out his wings!” I ordered just as he unhinged his jaw again, and I instantly had to cast Guardian of Fortune on all six of us.
My chest ached a little more this time, but the edges of my vision only grew blurry instead of black, so I figured I wasn’t in immediate danger of passing out. As soon as the protective light surrounded each of us, the boss’ dark red fire blazed down like flaming hail onto the sand. The lava of his breath was so hot that it killed his own minions, both living and the undead, but it only tore through the defensive light around Bolverk and Lady Feeyaz this time.
The dark elf hissed as the flames burned around her, but they didn’t seem to touch her at all. I guessed she must have surrounded herself with her own dark protective shadow, but the gnome berserker wasn’t so lucky. His pants went up in flames, but he rolled forward into the edge of the lake to put the fire out before I could even cast a heal on him.
Then Lady Feeyaz flicked her fingers, and her undead army all staggered back to their feet, only with a little less skin than before. They breathed fire on their boss as he soared back and forth overhead, but their dragon-like breath was weak compared to his own, both because he was their boss and because the undead were never quite as strong as the living.
The only way to kill this guy would be to take him out of the air.
While Lady Feeyaz’s resurrected troops continued to try to breathe fire up at their boss, the dark elf alternated back and forth between her own purple flames and her enchanted arrows. She aimed each cast at the creature’s scaly wings, but he was faster than he looked, and every time she almost caught him, he vanished and then reappeared to blast another round of fire at us.
If we had both Allurie and Lady Feeyaz, we would have been able to drop him back to the ground pretty quickly, but it was more difficult since the dark elf was currently our only ranged fighter. There was little the rest of us could do other than provide assists to Cesnie and Moryana as they battled the boss’ minions, and I also continued to cast heals and protection as often as my mana allowed.
But just as I started to think we might all have to take cover in the deadly lake to avoid the next hail of fire, I saw Bolverk hacking apart every snake creature who came within ten feet of his two hand axes. They cut through their scales better than most of our weapons, maybe because his Brawn attribute was so high or maybe just because he was constantly sharpening his weapons.
Either way, it gave me an idea.
“Cornalic!” I shouted. “Slingshot!”
“Sling what?” Cornalic cried, but when he saw me nod toward Bolverk, the half-orc burst into a fanged grin. “Ah, slingshot! Of course, dearest brother!”
“Bolverk!” I called, but I had to fight my way through the crowd of fire-breathers to reach the gnome berserker.
I grabbed the gnome by the back of his electric-blue mohawk and yanked him back before he threw himself into the middle of eight assholes on his own. Then I spun him around to face me and hissed the plan to him.
“Ready?” I demanded.
“I was ready before you were even born,” Bolverk growled.
“I hope so,” I chuckled, and then I pushed him away. “Now, go!”
The gnome berserker sprinted away from me about a dozen yards, hacked apart two more snake creatures with his hand axes, and then pivoted back toward me as gracefully as a tattooed, mohawked ballerina. Bolverk dashed toward me at full speed, but by now, Cornalic had fought his way over to my side, so I cast Guardian of Fortune on all three of us just before the gnome reached us.
Then I dropped down on one knee, interlocked my fingers, and set them on my knee for him to step on. Cornalic did the exact same thing so our knees touched, and Bolverk didn’t even slow down when he vaulted up into our hands. Instead, the moment he jumped up and planted both feet on our knees, Cornalic and I pushed up to stand with all the strength in our arms and legs at the same time. The force of his run and our strength together propelled the little berserker up into the air like a catapult, and he soared up toward the flying boss with both his hand axes extended.
The flying snake creature saw Bolverk coming at the last second, but I cast Lucky Streak on him at the same time Lady Feeyaz hammered the boss with a barrage of arrows. He had to twist to the side to duck them, and by the time he avoided them all, Bolverk had finished his flight and landed right on top of this asshole’s back.
The berserker gripped his thighs around the creature’s waist and instantly started to tear his axes into the fucker’s wings. The snake creature tried to twist his neck around to breathe fire on the gnome, but he couldn’t get the angle right, and Bolverk just kept hacking happily into his scaly wings.
Then the boss reached back to rip open Bolverk’s thighs with his claws, but I cast Spirit of Stone on him, and all the creature’s efforts were wasted. The undead army and Lady Feeyaz kept up their attacks on the winged nightmare at the same time, and half a minute later, Bolverk had completely broken every bone in the creature’s right wing, so his entire right side sagged as he began to twist in the air.
Less than twenty seconds after that, Bolverk had hacked apart the boss’ left wing so much that it looked like it had gone through a paper shredder. The boss screamed and spun wildly as it dropped like a stone into the lake, but I immediately ran toward the water after them before this asshole could feed Bolverk to the piranhas or drown him out of spite.
“I’ll drive him to you!” I called over my shoulder, but Cornalic was right behind me.
“I will be right here if you need my help in the water!” the massive half-orc cried. “If not, I will be here to slay this dragon creature to practice for the day when I finally avenge my mother!”
I held my broadsword up like a torch as I dove into the water, but I didn’t cast Ember so I wouldn’t blind Lady Feeyaz. Instead, I shouted “Sight!” underwater to trigger my Ring of Illumination, and it didn’t seem to matter that the water muffled the word.
Instantly, I could see everything in the dark water as clearly as if it was high noon on a cloudless day. I saw the distant figures of piranha-like creatures that had escaped our slaughter earlier, but right in front of me, I spotted Bolverk and the snake boss locked in a wrestling match to see who could drag the other one down to the floor of the lake first.
Bolverk had twice the heart but was only a third of the dragon-man’s size, so it looked like he was getting the worst end of the deal. But the snake creature’s wings were so shredded that he kept getting tangled in the broken bones and sinews that all hung limp down his back.
I pumped my legs to swim toward Bolverk and the hellspawn boss. They were so caught up in their own struggle that they didn’t see me at first, so I angled my broadsword as I approached and then jammed it up underneath the creature’s left shoulder blade.
The boss’ skin had turned as hard as iron though, and my broadsword bounced off like I had just slammed it into a vault door. It was at least enough to break the snake creature’s hold on Bolverk, so as soon as the boss released the gnome, I gestured for Bolverk to swim back to shore.
His lungs must have been close to empty, because the gnome berserker actually followed my order this time and immediately started kicking toward the surface of the lake. Cornalic would help him get out as soon as his head broke the surface, but I still had a solid twenty seconds of air left in my lungs thanks to all the cardio sessions Calic had put me through over the years.
And I intended to make full use of each fucking second.
The boss had shielded himself against my first blow and now whipped around to slash his claws across my face. I brought my sword up to block his hand right before the claws landed, but now that he had turned around, I realized just how big he was up close. It was one thing to see him in the air above us, but it was a totally different picture to fight him hand to hand underneath the water.
I rocketed my feet up and used them to push off his chest. Then I flipped over backward, somersaulted underwater, and switched out my broadsword for my Longsword of Chilling Edge.
If anything was going to give me an advantage against a fire-breathing snake-man, it was my longsword.
By the time I was upright again and starting to float back toward the surface, I guessed I had about eight seconds of air left before things got a little dicey. The force of my kick had only worked because it caught the boss by surprise, but it had managed to rock him back about two feet.
And that was exactly the right distance away for me to use my longsword.
I gripped the hilt with two hands and carved it toward his face, and I caught his lower jaw hard enough to slice off the tip. His roaring, fiery breath dissolved into steam as soon as it hit the water, but I guessed the steam had clouded his vision for a second. My sight was still completely clear thanks to my enchanted ring, so I quickly pulled my longsword back before he could trace its movements, and then I sliced it into the side of his long torso just underneath his ribs.
Luck was on my side with that blow, and the longsword’s chilling effect sent spidery blue veins all across the boss’ scaly skin. He roared frantic air bubbles and tried to kick toward the surface, but I managed to sneak in one more stroke with my blade into his thick shoulder before I kicked back to the surface with burning lungs.
My head burst into the air of the cavern one second before the boss’ head popped up beside mine. I started to chase him before he could make the first move, and the chilling effect must have really hurt him, because this asshole really started to run.
Or maybe he just wanted to get back on dry land so he could blast me with another breath of fire.
I found my footing in the shallows after a few seconds, and then I chased the huge boss up onto the shore beside the bridge. Bolverk had somehow managed to get back up on top of the bridge and now launched himself off it like a cannonball, and Cornalic appeared out of nowhere to drive his dual blades up into the abdomen of the snake boss, since the creature’s stomach was about even with the half-orc’s head.
Bolverk landed on top of the giant dragon-man’s shoulders right as Cornalic’s dual blades went in for a second strike. As the gnome berserker wrapped his legs around the serpent creature’s throat, he started to hammer his Club of Never-ending Pain straight down on top of the boss’ skull. At the same time, Cornalic weaved in and out and all around the creature’s legs, and every time the half-orc appeared, he made a new cut in the boss’ scaly skin.
Lady Feeyaz’s undead troops looked like they had all been directed against the rest of the living snake creatures, so Moryana and Cesnie had a little more backup. The dark elf herself concentrated on her purple flames alone, and now every time the hellspawn boss tried to breathe fire on us, Lady Feeyaz’s purple flames met his dark red ones, and they both canceled each other out.
Bolverk and Cornalic were coordinating their attacks like a well-orchestrated dance, but I couldn’t see the boss’ health bar, just like I couldn’t see any of ours at the moment. I didn’t know if that was because there were no longer any nanobots inside me, or because Zarra had decided there was no need for that part of the portal magic anymore.
Either way, I didn’t have to see this hellspawn asshole’s health bar to know he was done for. The moment I joined my friends on shore and he didn’t immediately sense me behind him, I could tell it was over.
The boss’ skull was gradually losing its hard shell, and little cuts had begun to appear all over his scaly head. Whenever Cornalic danced close enough for a hit, he managed to slice a vulnerable organ at the same time he snapped another one of the bones in the creature’s tattered wings.
He tried to breathe fire one more time against Cornalic, but the athletic half-orc rolled out of the way in time, and I closed in to act as Bolverk’s second. Then I aimed my longsword at the back of the boss’ knees, and the blade cut straight through all the muscles and tendons in one perilous swipe.
The hellspawn boss shrieked and exhaled fire, but the blow had crippled him, and he crashed to his knees. Bolverk sprang off the creature’s shoulders so we could both get a better angle, and now that the snake-man’s head was roughly the same height as mine, I spun my longsword around like an executioner’s axe and hacked it straight into his neck.
It made it halfway through his throat before it got stuck, but the moment I jerked it back out, Cornalic and Bolverk were there to finish the job. The half-orc’s dual blades made a bloody canvas of the snake boss’ face, and Bolverk switched to one of his daggers so he could drive it straight into the hellspawn’s heart.
The boss gave one more exhale of fire, but it came out as only a weak puff of smoke. Then his corpse toppled forward and stained the sand dark red, and a second later, I looked up to see the last of the living snake-men being hunted down by their undead brothers and by Moryana, Cesnie, and Lady Feeyaz.
As soon as all our enemies were dead at our feet, I flopped down on the sand with a grateful laugh. Bolverk sat right in the middle of the dead boss’ spine, and Cornalic joined me on the sand after he rinsed his blades off in the water.
“Whooo!” I shouted and punched the sand in excitement. “I almost can’t believe we fucking killed him. That was all sorts of awesome.”
“Can you truly be surprised, dearest Leo?” Cornalic demanded. “Between your skill with a blade, your brilliant healing, and your devilishly handsome good looks, all enemies will fall before you!”
“That was still one hell of a fight,” Cesnie said as she took off her helmet and ran her fingers through her hair.
The blonde woman came over to stand beside us, and she was followed closely by Moryana. The sword dancer prodded the dead hellspawn boss with her foot, as if she wanted to check his status for herself, but she still didn’t look pleased.
“If that creature only worked for the demon dragons,” Moryana said with a frown, “then I hate to think about what we will face when we fight the demons themselves.”
“Hopefully we’ll have a little more help when it gets to that point,” I said, but I didn’t mention Zarra yet.
There would be a time and a place for the rest of my explanations, but it wasn’t right this moment.
“At least we know what’s been attacking the farmers of Binna,” Cesnie said. “The missing skin, the forked tongues, the fire breathing-- that all fits the description Queen Yasmin gave us.”
“Don’t forget the claw marks on all the fields that were ripped up,” Cornalic added.
“Leave it to you to remember the queen’s description word for word,” Cesnie chuckled.
“I cannot help that I found each word uttered by the queen to be like sweet music to my ears,” the muscled half-orc sighed. “I hung upon every word as if it was nectar meant only for the gods.”
“The gods do not drink nectar,” Bolverk mumbled. “Nectar is for birds.”
“Our part may be over, but the fight’s not quite finished yet,” Lady Feeyaz purred as she strode over to join us, but she remained standing. “I just have one more bit of business to take care of. Bolverk, would you mind?”
“Fine,” the gnome berserker grunted and then hopped off the dead boss’ body.
The dark elf touched her Necromancer’s Amulet again, and I saw Cesnie’s face grow pale.
“Riiiise,” the drow sorceress said again.
This time, the hellspawn boss staggered to his feet, along with all the rest of the snake-like creatures we had just killed. They all swayed on their feet beside the undead troops that Lady Feeyaz already commanded, and I felt a shiver run down my spine at the sight of all these undead snake monsters who were now at the dark elf’s command.
“Now, you all listen to me,” Lady Feeyaz said, as if she was about to give a lecture to a group of children. “I want you all to clear this lake out for us. Hunt down every last creature in these waters and kill them so our path back out of this dungeon is clear. Do you understand?”
“Yessss,” the undead all whispered together.
“Wait for me beside the lake when you are finished,” the drow woman finished. “Now, go!”
The snake-like monsters all dove into the waters with their massive boss in the lead. The sight enhancement from my ring had faded by now, so I couldn’t see any of them beneath the water, but I knew they would do exactly what Lady Feeyaz had ordered them to do.
“That was brilliant.” I smiled at the beautiful dark elf. “Thank you for thinking of that.”
“Just in case we have to go out the way we came in, I thought I might as well make it a little easier on ourselves,” Lady Feeyaz replied.
“Look.” Cesnie pointed to the sand that had been stained dark red by the hellspawn boss’ blood.
There was a silver ring in the sand that almost looked too simple to really be loot, but I didn’t see anything else left behind by these hellspawn assholes. I bent forward to grab it and then turned it over in my hand.
Ring of Unworldly Healing - Once every hour, the wearer can use the trigger word “heal” to restore up to 50% of their health.
“Shit, no wonder he was so hard to kill,” I chuckled. “Cornalic, I think this ring is meant to be on your finger.”
“Oh, I couldn’t possibly!” the half-orc protested. “It is far too beautiful and powerful to--”
“Why don’t you try it on your finger?” Moryana interrupted. “If it doesn’t fit, then it’s not meant to be, but Leo’s right. It does look like it’s your size.”
Cornalic let me slip the ring onto one of his fingers, and it fit perfectly on his meaty hand.
“That definitely means it won’t fit any of us,” I said with a smile. “So you better just enjoy it.”
“As always, your generosity astounds me, dearest friend,” Cornalic sniffled. “I will treasure it always, but not as deeply as I treasure our friendship.”
“If you think that’s good, then I have even better news for you,” Lady Feeyaz announced. “I think the relic is just up ahead. I can feel its power pulsing through the tunnel.”
“I bet Lady Feeyaz would like to feel something else pulsing in another tunnel,” Moryana snickered.
“Lead the way, Lady Feeyaz,” I said.
Cornalic and I stood up to follow her, but the tunnel was wide enough that we could just about all walk side by side. Bolverk trotted along at our rear beside Cesnie, but I walked up front with Moryana, Cornalic, and Lady Feeyaz.
The tunnel glittered with the same strange green ore we had seen at the beginning of the Haunted Mines of Tarrech, but it was totally dark except for Lady Feeyaz’s floating ball of violet fire that led the way. Our path curved to the right after about a dozen paces, and then the tunnel began to slope down.
“Look at the floor,” Cesnie whispered. “It’s worn smooth.”
“What does that mean?” Moryana demanded.
“Water must flood this tunnel sometimes,” the blonde warrior woman replied. “Maybe when the surface floods or gets a lot of rain, that’s somehow connected to the lake down here, and it makes the lake flood up into the tunnel.”
“That would explain a lot,” I said. “Like how the caskets on those islands were half-buried in sand, but also half sticking up from the ground.”
“Perhaps the lake has natural tides,” Cornalic suggested. “There must be a surge and retreat of the lake waters based on whatever is happening in the world aboveground.”
“Do you feel it yet?” Lady Feeyaz hummed.
“I feel cold and wet,” Bolverk muttered. “That lake may have tides, but it is not natural. My bones are cold.”
“We’ll get you warmed up as soon as we get out of here,” I reassured the gnome berserker. “Maybe I should look for a warming spell next to add to the rotation, so no one dies of hypothermia.”
“It would take more than a little cold to kill the god of war,” Bolverk grumbled. “I only meant that I feel cold, and I do not like to feel cold. I like to feel the noonday sun on my bare chest as I bathe in the warm blood of my enemies.”
“You’re a funny little thing, aren’t you?” Cesnie arched an eyebrow.
“I wouldn’t call him little to his face, if I were you,” I chuckled.
“My mistake,” the blonde woman said quickly.
The tunnel split in two different directions now. To the left, it continued to slope downward, but to the right, the path started to lead up again. I didn’t even hesitate before I moved down the left-hand path, and Lady Feeyaz gave a dark laugh beside me.
“You feel it, don’t you?” the dark elf purred. “I think your magic abilities are coming along even faster than you realize.”
“I’m just following my gut,” I replied.
“Where else do you think magic comes from?” Lady Feeyaz winked.
The left-hand tunnel curved into a spiral shape, and just before we turned the corner, I felt what I could only describe as a throb of power. It was like someone tapped my chest with a sledgehammer, gentle enough not to shatter my ribs but hard enough to send a little reverberation through my whole skeleton.
“Shit,” I whispered, and then I hurried forward.
Lady Feeyaz sent her floating purple light up ahead with me, so when I turned the corner, I found myself in a dead-end chamber that glittered with eerie violet light. The cavern was empty except for a ring of heavy stones on the ground, and each one looked about as tall as my thighs, so it would have taken a decent bit of effort to roll or carry them all here.
In the middle of the ring of stones, there was a silvery-purple helmet.
I knew it was a Piece of Heliotrope before I even touched it, but it felt more powerful than the other relics I’d found so far. Maybe the helmet was an especially important piece, or maybe Lady Feeyaz was right, and I was becoming more sensitive to magic. Either way, I was just glad we’d finally found it.
The helmet was the same strange silvery-purple metal as the other relics were, but I knelt down beside the ring of stones to examine it more closely. It was almost a gladiator-style helmet, with protective covering over the skull, the temples, and the sides of the face. A nose piece extended down from the low forehead, and it left the lips and eyes completely free so nothing would get in the way of the wearer’s vision or speech.
Most of the metal was the same color, but a crown was etched into the skull portion of the helmet, and it was a slightly darker purple than the rest of the metal. Tiny intricate flowers were engraved all throughout the crown portion, and the top of each spike became a 3D flower that sparkled like tiny amethysts.
“Damn, that’s beautiful,” I whistled, and then I started to reach over the ring of stones to grab it.
“Wait!” Lady Feeyaz thundered.
My fingers stopped an inch before they crossed the ring, and I instantly pulled them back.
“I think the stones are enchanted with dark magic,” the drow woman whispered.
“How do you know?” Cesnie narrowed her steel-blue eyes at the other woman.
“Oh, I’m sorry, did you miss the part where I raised everyone we killed back to life?” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “It takes a practitioner of dark magic to recognize someone else’s work, so let me do my job here.”
“None of the other relics were guarded by dark magic,” I said. “So, why is this one?”
“None of them were in a cave guarded by hellspawn, either,” Cornalic pointed out. “Unless you consider the Freelans to be hellspawn, of course.”
“I might,” I laughed. “But that’s a fair point.”
Lady Feeyaz knelt on the cavern floor beside me and held her hands up against two of the heavy stones in the ring around the helmet. A dark shadow began to seep out of her palms, and the inky substance slowly curled around the entire ring while the drow sorceress muttered incantations under her breath.
“So, these hellspawn work for the demon dragons, right?” Moryana asked. “They do their bidding until the demons themselves come down from the moon, yes?”
“As far as I know,” I answered.
“Then it is strange, because you would think that they would have destroyed the relic completely, since it’s the only thing that can destroy their masters,” the sword dancer said. “You don’t think it’s a little odd that it’s just… sitting here?”
“A little, but it’s not completely crazy,” I replied. “For one thing, the Pieces of Heliotrope are indestructible. I don’t even know if the gods can destroy them, but these hellspawn probably can’t.”
“Hellspawn cannot touch what is holy,” Bolverk announced as he started to sharpen one of his axes on the rough cavern wall.
“I think our berserker friend may be right,” Cornalic agreed. “These hellspawn probably couldn’t touch the helmet, or they would have buried it much deeper where it could never be found. But since it is here instead, the hellspawn must have only guarded the relic. Perhaps they were trying to keep it from ever being found and used against their masters, and this was all they could do to accomplish that.”
“Shit, that does make sense,” I said. “Plus, according to the dwarf woman who sold us Lady Feeyaz’s bow, the relic used to be down wayyyyy deeper before an adventurer found it. He threw it back down a mineshaft later, but if it made it to the lake, then the lake could have washed it down this tunnel during one of the times when it flooded.”
“Then since the hellspawn couldn’t touch it, they just built a circle of enchanted stones around it to help keep it from ever being taken,” Moryana finished.
“I understand all of that, but what does any of this have to do with why these hellspawn creatures suddenly started attacking the farms around Nadi?” Cesnie demanded. “If they’ve been down here the whole time, then wouldn’t they have been terrorizing this country for years?”
“Maybe they haven’t been down here the whole time.” I shrugged. “Or maybe they’ve been sleeping for a really long time. Like some kind of hibernation, you know? The demon dragons hibernate, so why not the creatures who work for them, too?”
“Oh, my dear friend, I think I realize what happened,” Cornalic whispered. “I believe Allurie has woken them up. The Pieces of Heliotrope all call to each other, yes? So perhaps when you started to collect the relics, and then Allurie started to collect them at breakneck speed, all the relics became awake.”
“And that might have been all the push these hellspawn needed to wake up, too,” I said. “Or they felt the tug of the relic’s power and came to make sure no one else got their hands on it.”
“Almost there…” Lady Feeyaz whispered.
I glanced back over at the ring of stones and saw that the inky shadow had surrounded the entire circle, and now flashes of red and violet fire danced back and forth across the surface of the dark cloud. I almost asked her what would have happened if I had just reached in and grabbed the helmet, but I figured I could use my imagination for that horror-fest.
“And… got it!” The dark elf clapped her hands in a sweet way that reminded me of Allurie.
As soon as Lady Feeyaz announced she was finished, the dark shadow vanished in a puff of smoke, and all the red and purple sparks vanished with it. She reached across the stones, grabbed the helmet, and then handed it to me before she sank back on her heels.
“Thank you,” I said as my fingers brushed hers. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”
“Maybe you can show me your full appreciation later,” Lady Feeyaz teased.
“We’ll see,” I chuckled, and then I turned the helmet over in my hand.
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“Now we just have to wait for Allurie,” I sighed. “I don’t think it’ll take her long to get here, and hopefully we can use this helmet to snare her, knock her unconscious, and get the rest of the armor off her before it kills her.”
“Can you tell where the next closest Piece of Heliotrope is?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
I examined the helmet again until I found one of the etched flowers that was a slightly darker shade than the others. When I shifted the relic in my hands, one of the flower petals ticked just a smidge in the opposite direction, and I realized it was pointing back toward the entrance of the dungeon.
“I’m not sure this kind of compass will be helpful until we’re back above ground,” I said. “Right now, I can’t tell if it’s pointing in a specific direction or just back to the entrance of the Haunted Mines of Tarrech.”
“Then we should go back and find out,” Cesnie said with a nod.
“I am sure you are right, lovely Cesnie,” Cornalic sighed. “But it does seem such a shame not to explore the rest of the dungeon. We have already done so much, and who knows what other treasures we might find?”
“I’m afraid we’ll have to come back some other time to explore.” I stood up and clapped my hand on the massive half-orc’s shoulder. “Our quest is too important to get distracted now.”
“Of course, you are right, dearest Leo,” Cornalic said. “Who knows what quests await us in the future? Perhaps we will return here one day, or perhaps the secrets of this dungeon will wait for someone else to explore them. Our most important task at the moment is to save Allurie and to stop the Time of Heliotrope from happening once again.”
“Then I think it might be time to see if my little undead minions have finished clearing the lake,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “We should have an easy return journey thanks to them.”
“You mean thanks to you,” I said with a smile. “Let’s do it. Cornalic, as a kind of consolation prize, maybe you should be the one to tell Queen Yasmin we have cleared the hellspawn from the dungeon.”
“Truly, you are a man without equal, noble Leo.” Cornalic clapped his fist to his chest in a little salute. “It would be my greatest honor, but I do worry that when I behold the beautiful queen again, I might find my tongue tied into knots inside my mouth.”
“You’ll be fine,” I chuckled. “Now come on.”
The helmet was the largest relic we had found so far, so it barely fit into my pack, and I would have to get another bag as soon as we got back to Nadi. It made it a little awkward to carry on my back, but we shouldn’t have to do any real fighting on our way out of the dungeon, so it should be okay for the moment.
When we reached the shoreline with the bridge, the hellspawn boss and the entire army of his undead minions were waiting for us. My hand automatically flew to my sword before I remembered they were under the control of Lady Feeyaz, and then I relaxed as I saw that they were all swaying back and forth on their feet, like they were waiting for her next orders.
“Is the lake clear, my pets?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“All your enemies are dead, my lady,” the hellspawn boss boomed.
“Good boy,” the dark elf purred and then turned to us. “Would you like a ride back to the other side of the lake, or would you prefer to swim?”
“Just to be clear, would those things be our ride?” Cornalic whispered.
“Yeaaah, so I’d rather swim if it’s all the same to you,” I said. “I know they’re under your control, Lady Feeyaz, but I think it’d be a little too weird for me to use a hellspawn snake creature as a kind of canoe.”
“Very well,” the drow sorceress chuckled and then turned back to face the snake creatures. “If the lake is clear, that is all I need from you for now. You may rest now, unless I call on you again.”
“Thank you, my lady,” the boss rumbled with a deep bow.
Then all the other hellspawn bowed with him, and they turned around and waded into the waters of the lake. Their bodies seemed to melt into the dark water, and after a few seconds, they disappeared from the surface completely.
“What did she mean by ‘unless’ she calls on them again?” Cesnie whispered. “I thought the amulet said once she releases them to death, they stay dead.”
“You’d have to ask Lady Feeyaz that.” I shrugged. “But I wouldn’t worry about it too much. We’re on the same team, remember?”
“I remember.” Cesnie swallowed and tried to smile, but I could tell she still eyed the dark elf nervously.
I led the way back across the bridge, and then we swam from one island to the next on our way back to the rickety ladder. Nothing attacked us during our swim, and other than feeling like the chill of the water was settling into our bones, we didn’t run into any other trouble.
We climbed back up the ladder, hurried out of the tunnel, and reached the main chamber where we had fought the skeletons earlier. They were all still dead, so we picked our way over their bodies and returned to the elevator shaft. It was a little harder climbing up into the elevator than it was dropping down into it, but once we were all secure inside the little cage, I started up the hand crank to take us back to the entrance of the haunted mines.
About halfway up the shaft, the elevator cage slammed to a stop.
“Uhh… is everything okay?” Cesnie whispered. “If this is some kind of hazing ritual, I don’t find it funny.”
“I find it a little funny that you think we would use a hazing ritual to make you part of our group,” Moryana chuckled. “In case you missed it, you are already one of us.”
“I didn’t do anything,” I said, but when I tried the hand crank again, it seemed to be stuck. “Cornalic, could you help me turn this?”
“At once, dear friend,” my muscular friend replied, but even after he joined his strength to mine, we couldn’t get the hand crank to budge.
“Ohhhh, Leooooo!” a sweet voice floated down the elevator shaft from above us. “It’s called an emergency lock. Very useful when chasing down a cruel man who has stolen your heart and left you with nothing… well, nothing but beautiful items of incredible power that make me just about invincible.”
“Oh, fuuuck,” I whispered.
“Did you really think you could steal what belonged to me, Leo?” The sweet voice turned hard. “Did you really think you could take it from me, the same way that you took my heart?”








Chapter 18
“Allurie?” I whispered, even though I knew the answer.
“Of course it’s me, silly!”Allurie chirped. “Now, hand over the relic, and maybe I’ll let one of you live! Let’s see, eenie, meenie, miney, moe! Catch a Leo by his--”
“Allurie, listen to me!” I called.
“Nope! But I’ll give you a count of three… two… oops!” The pretty elf girl giggled as the elevator cage suddenly dropped a few feet and sent us all crashing into the bars of the roof. “Should we try that again?”
“Does anybody have any ideas?” I hissed and wrapped my fingers around the bars to try to keep from bouncing around like a pinball again.
“I can distract her,” Cornalic said. “I haven’t used my Delightful Hair Tie of Charm recently, and I think it will work on Allurie.”
“If you’re making plans to stop me, you can forget about them!” Allurie called down. “I’m a brand-new Allurie, Leo.”
“Brand-new, eh?” Cornalic winked at me. “We’re all pretty fond of the old Allurie, but I’d love to see a brand-new Allurie, too.”
“Ooo, really?” Allurie clapped her hands at the top of the elevator shaft, and the sound bounced down all around us. “I have so many fun new toys, you’ll love them!”
“Maybe you could bring us up, and we could see them?” I asked. “Then we can talk about the relic.”
“No!” Allurie growled. “Just Cornalic. I don’t trust men who have stolen my heart, or the women who have stolen my Leo from me!”
“I’ll come up now by myself,” Cornalic said. “Just don’t shoot me with your crossbow when I open the elevator cage, okay?”
“Okay, I’ll bring the cage up a little so you can climb out, but everybody else better stay put!” Allurie said.
“You’re the boss!” Cornalic replied.
“I don’t know about this,” I muttered.
“It’ll be fine,” the muscular half-orc said. “I just have to distract her long enough to release the crank lock, and then you all can come help me fight her. I’m very charming, my friend. Especially with my enchanted hair tie.”
The elevator rumbled again when Allurie pulled us back toward the surface, but I still couldn’t see her through the bars of the cage above our heads. The elevator stopped when we were about ten feet below the surface, so Cornalic opened the upper door, climbed on top of the elevator, and then dropped into a low crouch.
He twirled the ends of his hair tie together right before he launched himself into one hell of a jump. As soon as his hands caught the sides of the shaft, he pulled himself up and then disappeared from view.
“Dearest Allurie, you look positively glowing!” Cornalic cried. “All your new armor really suits you!”
“Thank you!” Allurie sounded like she was smiling. “Do you like it? I was afraid the boots might look a little clunky, but I think they’re nice.”
“Most definitely, dear girl,” Cornalic replied. “And look, now you have the matching shin guard to the other one, and two beautiful thigh guards as well!”
“Shit,” I groaned.
“Does that mean Allurie already found five more relics?” Moryana whispered.
“Let’s hope that’s all she’s found,” I muttered, and I kept my ears trained to the conversation above us.
“Would you mind if I took a closer look at your boots?” Cornalic asked. “The engraving work is so beautiful.”
“I know, I love it!” Allurie clapped her hands again.
Something screeched above us, and then Cornalic yelled, “Now!”
I yanked on the hand crank, and the elevator immediately rocketed all the way back to the surface. I threw Bolverk up out of the cage first so he could go help Cornalic, and Lady Feeyaz followed right behind him. Then I climbed up after the dark elf and started to turn around to help Moryana and Cesnie up, but I stopped myself halfway into my turn when my gaze fell on Allurie.
The effects of Cornalic’s Delightful Hair Tie of Charm must have worn off, because Allurie had tackled him to the ground and held one of her poisoned daggers pressed against his throat. Only Cornalic’s incredible arm strength was holding back her hand, but I instantly cast Spirit of Stone on him just in case.
“We’ll be fine, just go!” Moryana called from inside the elevator.
I didn’t want to leave Cesnie since she was a little claustrophobic, but I also knew that Moryana wouldn’t let anything happen to the other woman. Allurie was nowhere near the elevator crank lock, so they should have enough time to scramble out of the cage while the rest of us tried to stop Allurie from killing Cornalic.
I sprinted toward the pair on the ground, and I saw that Bolverk was already barreling toward them, too. Lady Feeyaz had slipped into the shadows along the side of the entrance chamber, and for a second, it didn’t look like she was doing anything to help. Her enchanted bow was still slung across her back, and her deadly staff was still wrapped in its silken covers, but the dark elf had one hand over the Necromancer’s Amulet that hung down between her breasts.
“Obeyyy,” Lady Feeyaz rumbled, and I swore I could feel the walls of the Haunted Mines of Tarrech tremble around me.
“Allurie!” I shouted. “Allurie, he’s your friend!”
Bolverk collided with Allurie like a freight train and knocked her clean off the toppled half-orc. As they tumbled to the ground together, Cornalic sprang to his feet and whipped out his dual blades. Then he glanced over to nod at me.
“She has ten relics now, dearest Leo,” the half-orc panted. “This will not be an easy fight.”
“I never thought it would be,” I groaned. “But fuck me, that’s bad.”
Bolverk and Allurie rolled around the floor together as they each tried to stab each other in the throat, but the pretty elf girl was too slippery, and the gnome berserker was too quick. Finally, they rolled apart from each other and jumped up like they were about to restart their wrestling match.
But first, Allurie glanced over Bolverk’s shoulder and saw me.
Time seemed to stop for a moment, and I wondered if Lady Feeyaz had triggered her time-slowing ability, or if it only felt like it as I locked eyes with the beautiful elf girl.
Allurie was even prettier than I remembered. Her silver hair was pulled up halfway in a braid, but the rest of her rainbow-streaked hair was left loose to hang down her back. Her eyes were still the haunted purple color of the armor instead of their usual clear turquoise, and she wore ten Pieces of Heliotrope now compared to the five she had the last time we saw her on the continent of Quator. Now she had both gloves, both shin guards, both thigh pieces, both boots, the belt, and the choker.
She looked so beautiful and strong in her silvery-purple armor that for a second, I forgot all about my quest, the demon dragons, and even Zarra.
All I could think about was how much I wanted to take her in my arms and tell her I loved her, that I missed her, and that I couldn’t imagine doing any of this without her anymore.
Then for half a second, I thought Allurie’s eyes started to fade to their normal turquoise, and the elf girl’s lower lip trembled.
“Leo?” Allurie whispered in a half-choked voice. “Leo, I’m scared!”
“Allurie, it’s gonna be oka--”
“Aaaargghh!” Bolverk thundered into the pretty elf girl’s side and knocked her on her ass.
By the time Allurie leaped back to her feet, the hard mask had fallen back over her expression, and her eyes glowed the strange purple color again instead of the turquoise I loved.
“Fuck!” I shouted, and then I threw myself into the fight after Bolverk.
I spotted Cesnie and Moryana from the corner of my eye, but there wasn’t even time to tell them how best to attack Allurie. Besides, there wasn’t much point in having a plan, since the moment the powers of the armor really turned on, all our plans would go out the window, anyway.
Allurie had been fighting Cornalic with her daggers, but she instantly switched them out for her dual sabers. The silver-haired elf slashed one straight toward Bolverk’s exposed stomach, and only a last minute Guardian of Fortune prevented his guts from spilling out. Then the pretty elf girl curved her other saber up toward me, but my broadsword blocked her hit.
Cornalic disappeared into the shadows and reappeared right behind Allurie, but the elf girl instantly flipped the grip around on her swords so she could stab them backwards toward Cornalic. He jumped back in time to avoid them, except for a slight nick to one arm, but a Minor Heal stopped the bleeding almost before it began.
Then all five of us surrounded Allurie at once, but Lady Feeyaz still held herself back from the fight. I could hear the dark elf muttering something under her breath, but I didn’t turn around to see what she was doing. I just brought my broadsword against Allurie again, but she ducked my blow at the same time she blocked the scimitar and rapier of Moryana and Cesnie.
“Not today!” Moryana cried to trigger her Suspense-Destroying Headband.
The sword dancer and the elf girl locked onto each other with such ferocity that it was hard for the rest of us to get close to them without hurting Moryana. Her scimitar and curved dagger seemed to anticipate almost every move Allurie made, so each saber attack the elf girl attempted was blocked or dodged by the other woman.
But each time Moryana managed to get past Allurie’s defenses, the armor of Heliotrope kept her blades from doing any damage, and even the little bit of blood she did draw seemed to heal over right away.
I didn’t know if that was a bonus granted because of the number of Heliotrope pieces she wore, or if she had found other healing items during her search for the relics. At the end of the day, it didn’t really matter, though.
It just meant this was going to be even harder than I imagined.
Cornalic darted in and out of the ring the two women formed with each other, but even his attacks couldn’t pierce Allurie’s armor. Whenever it looked like he was about to get a hit, the elf girl simply spun away and attacked Moryana from a new angle, and once, Allurie even lashed out with one of her poisoned daggers.
I cast Lucky Streak on the massive half-orc right before the dagger sliced open his forearm. When golden-orange wings sprung from his back and protected him against Allurie’s attack, the elf girl snarled and whirled back to lunge at Moryana. She switched back and forth between her daggers and her sabers so fast that it was almost impossible to see which weapon she‘d armed herself with until the moment she used it to strike.
As soon as the light of Lucky Streak surrounded him, Cornalic sheathed both his blades and dove toward Allurie’s back. He managed to slip both hands underneath her shoulders and started to haul her backward, but the elf girl was somehow still able to flip her own weapons around to parry every blow that Moryana brought against her.
“Allurie, please!” I shouted while Cornalic tried to tighten his hold on her shoulders. “I know you’re in there! I saw you! I’m sorry that I ever hurt you, and it will break my heart if I never get a chance to make it up to you!”
“You should have thought of that earlier, Lying Leo,” the purple-eyed elf girl snarled as her legs kicked the empty air.
Then, faster than I could blink, Allurie kicked her legs out so hard that she shoved them off of Moryana’s chest. The elf flipped over backward at the same time she slammed the hilt of her weapons down onto Cornalic’s fingertips, and he was forced to let her go. When Allurie finished her backward somersault, her feet crashed down to the ground behind the half-orc, and both Cornalic and Moryana rushed her again.
But this time, Bolverk, Cesnie, and I were ready for her, too.
I cast Healing Vengeance on myself and Cesnie just before our blades resounded against Allurie’s. The elf girl moved so fast that she seemed to block us both at the same time, but she also was able to spin around and parry everything Moryana and Cornalic threw against her.
One of Allurie’s sabers sliced through the tiny strip of exposed flesh at my elbow, but Healing Vengeance protected me, and I knew Allurie’s own health had just dropped by the same percentage mine should have. The elf girl growled like an angry cat and stabbed a poisoned dagger at me next, but Cesnie’s rapier blocked that blow and stabbed straight into Allurie’s abdomen just below her ribs.
“Nasty blonde witch!” Allurie cried out, but the blow didn’t seem to slow her down at all.
Instead, the silver-haired elf girl grabbed the rapier by the blade with one of the gloves of Heliotrope. She pulled it out of her stomach like she was swatting away an annoying fly, but then she jerked it closer so Cesnie was forced to lunge forward with it. Then Allurie headbutted the blonde on the helmet hard enough that it should have fractured Cesnie’s skull, but instead, Healing Vengeance faded a second too late, so the blow only made the blonde warrior rock unsteadily on her feet.
“Shit, Cesnie!” I called as I pounced forward to keep the blonde fighter on her feet.
My arm shot out around her waist, and I cast Breath of Life without even thinking. I hated that I couldn’t see anyone’s health bars, and I would have to make sure I had enough nanobots in my system next time. At least I could still identify items, or none of us would have been able to use the items we’d just found in the dungeon below.
While Cesnie recovered, Bolverk rolled in and out between Allurie’s legs and around our circle of fighting, but his repeated efforts to pummel Allurie with his club or his hand axes only got him thrown one way across the room and then the other.
I spent a few Minor Heals on him to whip him back into fighting shape, and every time, he bounded to his feet and leaped forward again like a coil that just kept springing up again.
“Elf girl!” Bolverk shouted. “My hair will not be blue forever!”
Allurie almost paused, and I hoped for a moment that the tattooed gnome’s words might have broken through the armor. But half a second later, the pretty elf girl thrust a poisoned dagger toward the gnome’s back, and only my Guardian of Fortune kept it from piercing him.
Cesnie had rocked upright again by now, and her steel-blue eyes looked mad as hell beneath her helmet. She thrust her rapier toward Allurie again and again while Moryana did the same thing with her scimitar. The two swordswomen hemmed in Allurie from the front and back, so Cornalic and Bolverk were all free to sneak in and attack her from the sides whenever they saw an opening.
Bolverk knocked her to the ground a few times from sheer brawn, but Allurie kept managing to use the momentum to roll back to her feet with renewed energy. Moryana was in the full flow of her sword dance, so she and Cornalic got in an equal number of attacks, but Allurie either dodged or blocked them every single time.
I was so busy casting protection and heals on my friends that I barely had enough energy left to fight the beautiful elf girl. Each cast made my vision blur a little more along the edges until my lungs started to ache like they were in a vise, and I struggled to gauge how much mana I had left. Whenever my vision cleared again, I attacked with my broadsword, but Allurie was always ready for me.
I saw her glance at me curiously a few times while we fought, and one time, I was pretty sure she looked scared, but then the cruel mask fell over her face again, and the armor took control of my friend again.
“Lady Feeyaz, could we get a little help?” I gasped.
“Give me fifteen more seconds,” the dark elf growled from the shadows of the chamber.
“This is no time for a nap break!” Cesnie pleaded as Allurie’s dual sabers drove her back against a wall.
“The dead cannot always be rushed,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
I brought my broadsword down on Allurie’s unprotected back to help keep her from running Cesnie through with her long blades. It took every ounce of my willpower not to break my sword away at the last second, but I forced it to bear down on the beautiful elf girl.
It was the only way I would be able to save her.
My blade sliced through a lock of her silvery rainbow hair, but when I expected it to carve straight through the elf girl’s back, it only rammed into Cesnie’s breastplate instead.
Allurie had spun out of the way and left only a lock of her hair on the ground behind her.
“Fuck!” I shouted and pulled my broadsword back.
“I’m fine, let’s just try again!” Cesnie called, so then the two of us whirled back around to see where Allurie had gone. “Now, Slow!”
Allurie’s body was suddenly encased in a purple glow as the blonde fighter’s ability triggered. It slowed her down, but the elf girl moved so fast normally that now she simply moved at the pace of the rest of us instead of some superhuman double-time.
I sheathed my broadsword as I dashed toward the pretty elf girl, and Cornalic nodded at me from her other side. He and Moryana kept Allurie distracted enough that I was able to run up behind her, but before I could grab her around the waist, the purple debuff faded, and Allurie fired a crossbow bolt straight at my heart.
The Guardian of Fortune that I cast on myself wasn’t quite in time, and the crossbow bolt buried itself just below my throat. If it had been a few inches higher, I wasn’t sure that even Shroud of Divine Light could have brought me back, and I still stumbled backward as the sharp pain rippled through my chest.
Then I gritted my teeth, yanked the bolt out, and cast Minor Heal on myself. Stars danced across my vision for several seconds before it cleared again, and I just focused on breathing in and out as the searing pain near my throat slowly ebbed.
“We have company,” Lady Feeyaz suddenly called from behind us. “I suggest you all make a little room.”
The walls of the chamber trembled like we were in the middle of an earthquake, and the elevator cage blew up out of the shaft. Metal bars flew in every direction around the dungeon entrance, and I cast Guardian of Fortune on all of us until my chest felt like it might burst like a popped water balloon.
Then, all the undead of the Haunted Mines of Tarrech poured up out the elevator shaft.
First came the snake-like hellspawn we had defeated. They were led by their towering boss, and I realized they must have used their claws to climb up the sides of the elevator shaft. Their eyes all glowed red as they spilled into the chamber, and their forked tongues flicked between their lips as they exhaled small bursts of fire to threaten Allurie.
The snake-like creatures advanced toward us, but they were immediately followed by the skeletons we had first encountered in the dungeon. I didn’t know how the hell they had crawled their way up the elevator shaft, but I also didn’t have time to wonder about it, because a moment later, hundreds of ghosts of dead miners stepped through the walls of the chamber, and each one bore a very real hammer or pickaxe.
“How the hell--” Cesnie gasped.
“That’s cheating!” Allurie pouted, but her lips instantly spread into an evil grin. “But I don’t mind. I will kill your friends first, and then I will kill you and take my armor!”
“Now!” Lady Feeyaz cried.
The ghosts and the living dead streamed toward Allurie so fast that she was forced to retreat a few steps before they overran her. They almost had her backed into a corner, but at the last second, Allurie ducked out the entrance of the dungeon and disappeared into the darkness of the fields outside.
“Don’t let her get away!” I shouted.
“Chains!” Cesnie called after the pretty elf girl, and then she immediately followed it up with another cast. “Now, Haste!”
A purple glow immediately appeared outside after her first cast, and I remembered from the last time I saw Cesnie use Chains that Allurie should be rooted in place for the next few seconds. The blonde fighter’s arm also started to glow purple when she called for Haste, and she dashed forward twice as fast as the rest of us out into the open air outside the dungeon.
My friends and I raced after Cesnie and Allurie, and we were joined by hordes of the undead. I cast Guardian of Fortune on Cesnie before I even set foot outside, but my vision spun so much that I had to grab the wall for support before I passed out on my feet.
Cornalic’s meaty hand wrapped around my arm a second later and helped me stay upright, and I cursed how much mana I’d used in the last few minutes.
“Are you well, dearest Leo?” my green-skinned friend asked.
“Shit, shit, shit,” I groaned. “Yeah, hold on.”
I touched the pommel of my Broadsword of Charming Mind to reset my mana fatigue, and a flood of relief swept through my body like I’d just soaked in a hot tub for an hour.
“Okay, I’m good!” I said. “Let’s go!”
Cornalic and I were the last ones to leave the Haunted Mines of Tarrech, and when we emerged into the dark fields outside, everything was complete chaos. Corpses of the undead littered the grass, but no matter how ripped apart they were, they slowly pulled themselves back together so they could attack Allurie again. Ghosts rushed back and forth over the fields with their pickaxes flying, and it almost looked like the wind itself was armed with weapons.
The purple casts from Cesnie had vanished, but I was still able to pinpoint Allurie’s location just from the tornado of silvery-violet metal in the middle of the fighting. The rest of my friends were all staying right on top of her, but Moryana was doubled-over on her knees, and even Lady Feeyaz was picking an electrified bolt from Thizzle Thrower out of her shoulder.
“I’m right behind you,” I told Cornalic, and then right before I rushed into the fight, I cast Breath of Life on Lady Feeyaz.
The drow sorceress drew herself up tall again, but I ran toward Moryana before I tried to heal her. Since none of my friends’ health bars were showing up, I couldn’t tell how badly she was hurt. She was still on her knees though, so I imagined it couldn’t be good.
As soon as I reached her, I touched her lightly on the shoulder and cast Healing Touch on the beautiful sword dancer. A reddish-orange glow surrounded her whole body, and before the effect faded, Moryana’s scimitar rocked up to block a crossbow bolt right before it hit me in the neck.
“Thanks,” I said and then pulled her to her feet.
“Likewise,” Moryana snickered.
I looked back toward the silver tornado of Allurie’s hair and armor. If the elf girl was afraid of the ghosts and all the undead, she certainly didn’t act like it. She simply switched back and forth between her weapons even faster, so the ghosts and undead kept getting electrocuted by her Thizzle Thrower, the skeletons kept getting smashed to pieces by her dual sabers, and the hellspawn snake creatures kept leaving a trail of bleeding organs everywhere they tried to attack her.
Cesnie was timing her own attacks to complement the efforts of the undead. Whenever they swarmed Allurie, the blonde warrior woman waited until they were just about to retreat, and then she rushed in with her rapier and dagger. Cesnie was able to get in a few strikes each time before Allurie turned her full attention on her, but more than once, the blonde fighter almost didn’t jump back in time.
Allurie seemed untouchable.
I launched into the next tide of undead so we could battle Allurie together, and I caught Cesnie’s eye across the crowd of half-skinless monsters. The blonde fighter looked exhausted but determined, and she jerked her head just a little to her right like she was trying to give me instructions.
Then I saw the opening Cesnie was trying to show me, and I immediately lunged to my left to follow her directions. My broadsword carved a deep gash into the back of Allurie’s knee, and the elf girl whimpered in pain. I wanted to turn the blade on myself as punishment for attacking her, but I couldn’t think about how much the blow had hurt her.
Especially not when Cesnie followed up my blow with another cast.
“Shatter!” the blonde warrior woman cried.
This time, Allurie screamed like a thousand shards of glass had just buried themselves in her stomach. She actually stopped spinning for a minute and sank to her knees, but she continued to fire one bolt after another from her Thizzle Thrower. Her shots went all over the place though, and I remembered that when Cesnie had used that ability on me before, my vision had gone completely purple and black before I recovered.
Cornalic and I lunged forward together to grab Allurie’s arms, and then Cesnie leaped forward with her Dagger of the Bold and Brave ready to strike.
Only then did I remember that if Allurie’s health was below 50% right now, Cesnie had a one in four shot of actually killing the elf girl with just one blow from her dagger.
“No!” I shouted. “Not the dagger!”
Cesnie immediately switched out the dagger for her rapier, but it was already too late. Allurie twisted her crossbow back with one hand and fired at Cornalic, and the bolt buried itself in his skull just behind his temple.
Shit.
The massive half-orc plunged to his knees, and I let go of Allurie so I could rip the bolt out of his head before it killed him.
As soon as I cast Healing Touch on my overly muscled friend, I breathed a sigh of relief when he started to breathe and blink again, and then I looked back toward Allurie.
The silver-haired elf girl stood in the middle of some kind of silvery aura of light, and not even the ghosts seemed able to penetrate it. She was staring at Cornalic with a look of pure horror on her face, and as soon as he began to blink and move again, tears sprang to her eyes.
“Allurie, let us help you,” I pleaded. “I know the armor is powerful. I know it feels good, but--”
“You let them hurt me, Leo,” Allurie sniffled, but the edges of her silver aura had started to fade.
“Only because we are trying to save your life,” I said. “That armor will kill you, please just--”
“No!” Any softness I had seen in Allurie instantly disappeared. “No, the armor will protect me!”
Bolverk and Cesnie were sneaking up behind Allurie so they could grab her the moment the last of the silver aura faded, and all the hosts of the undead were poised just outside the circle so they could pounce on her, too. If I could just keep Allurie talking a little longer, we might actually be able to knock her unconscious and free her from the armor in time.
“You can keep your stupid dungeon relic,” the pretty elf girl pouted. “For now, anyway. I’ll just go get the rest of the relics, and then when I’m even more powerful, I’ll hunt you down until I get this last one from you. Then not even the dead will be able to stop me.”
“Want to bet?” Lady Feeyaz growled behind me.
But then the silver-haired elf girl unleashed such a torrent of crossbow bolts that it was like she was firing an automatic weapon in a circle all around her. I spit one cast after another to block or heal all my friends from the wrath of Allurie, but she was so fast that none of us were able to get close enough to stop her, and I was pretty sure everyone else’s mana was just about tapped out, too.
“See you soon, Leooooo!” Allurie sang, right before she took off like a rocket toward the northern horizon.
Her silvery-purple figure moved so fast that it almost looked like she was teleporting from one hilltop to the next, and maybe she was. I had no idea what the Heliotrope armor was actually capable of, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if it made her move from one spot to another like a goddess.
Cesnie moved toward the horses from the wagon, but I grabbed her arm and held her back. Allurie was already a good half a mile away, and there was no way we would be able to chase her down now that she had such a strong head start. She had the indestructible armor of the gods on her side, so we couldn’t just chase after her like we had tried to do in Quator.
We had been so close this time, but the ten Pieces of Heliotrope made Allurie fucking unstoppable.
We needed a new plan.
“Fuck!” I gripped the hilt of my broadsword so tight that I thought I might dent the metal. “Fuck, we almost had her!”
“There’s only four more relics to go,” Moryana panted. “How the hell are we going to stop her before she gets them all and then comes back for the helmet?”
“Allow me to try something,” Lady Feeyaz whispered.
“Even the undead weren’t able to stop her,” Cesnie pointed out. “So I’m not sure what you think you’re going to do.”
The dark elf ignored the blonde fighter’s criticism, and instead, she wrapped both hands around the shaft of The Darkest Death staff. It was still wrapped in its silken cloth, but Lady Feeyaz didn’t seem bothered by this.
“Good luck, pretty little Allurie,” Lady Feeyaz purred as she stroked the staff for a moment.
Then the drow sorceress slammed the end of it down at her feet.
The whole ground quaked beneath us like a fracture might split open all of Ohlavar, and a few seconds later, things started to seep up out of the ground like pieces of dense fog. At first, they looked like shapeless ghosts, but as more and more of them started to spill out of the ground, they started to take on more solid forms.
Their mist-like bodies hardened into scales and feathers, and their limp jaws grew row after row of dagger-length teeth. Some of them crawled on all fours like lizards, and some of them sprouted wings from their backs before they took off into the air like giant, flesh-eating bats. They gave off a foul smell like rotten sewage, but when their bodies began to shimmer in shades of dark red and violet that made them look like they were on fire, the smell faded.
“Hunt, my pets!” Lady Feeyaz thundered. “Hunt, but do not kill!”
At least a dozen of them poured out of the earth, and then every last one of them surged toward the northern horizon after Allurie.








Chapter 19
“What the fuck were those?” I whispered as the unsettling creatures disappeared into the darkness.
“They looked like demons.” Cesnie tightened her grip on her rapier as she took a step back from Lady Feeyaz.
“Not demons, sweet Cesnie,” the dark elf chuckled. “I do not command demons like the dragons who live on the moon or deep under the surface of the world.”
“Then what were they?” I demanded. “And what are they going to do to Allurie?”
“I assure you she is perfectly safe,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “They are more like minor demons than real demons. You might call them evil spirits or banshees. I have tasked them with hunting down Allurie, so she will have her hands full with them, and she should not be able to gather the rest of the relics quite so fast.”
“You never told us you could do that,” Moryana said with an admiring gaze at the dark elf.
“You never asked.” The drow woman shrugged. “It is much easier to raise the dead than it is to summon evil spirits, but it can be done in certain places where the ground is very, very old.”
“And you’re sure they won’t hurt her?” Cornalic whispered.
“I would never have summoned them if there was even a chance that they would hurt her,” Lady Feeyaz said firmly. “They will track her, hunt her, and report her movements back to me whenever they find her. They may even fight her and try to weaken her, but her armor has convinced me that she will be protected, and they have strict orders not to kill.”
“If they can slow her down, then that will give us time to come up with a new plan,” I said. “And since there are only four relics left besides the helmet we still have, those… uh… evil spirits, I guess, might be just what we need.”
“It is a small victory, but the God of War is still satisfied,” Bolverk said as he walked over to us like an angry bulldog. “We have the helmet, Leo Lennox. We defeated the hellspawn, and we fended off the elf girl.”
“That’s a huge victory, not a small one,” I sighed. “At least we know the armor can’t be complete without this helmet, so even if Allurie manages to get all four remaining pieces before we stop her, she’ll still have to face us again if she wants the helmet.”
“Then we should plan our next moves immediately,” Cesnie said.
“I couldn’t agree with you more,” I said. “But first, we need to get back to the palace and tell Queen Yasmin that at least she won’t have to worry about these hellspawn anymore.”
“Oh, I almost forgot,” Lady Feeyaz laughed and turned toward everything she had summoned. “Hellspawn! Ghosts! All the undead!”
The dark elf’s hordes of minions swayed back and forth as they turned to face her.
“I release you,” the drow sorceress said. “You may return to your graves and the depths of the world, but if I ever need you, I will call on you again, and you will answer.”
“Yessss, my laaaaady,” they all hissed in unison.
The ghosts passed through us like we weren’t even there as they streamed back into the dungeon behind us, and they were followed by the skeletons and snake-like hellspawn. As soon as they all passed into the Haunted Mines of Tarrech, there was a brief flash of dark purple light, and I guessed they had collapsed back into death now that they had returned to where they came from.
After Lady Feeyaz dismissed the undead, we all jumped back into the wagon, and this time, Cesnie drove us back to Nadi. I guessed it was some time after midnight, based on where the crescent moon was in the sky, but it looked like we still had a few hours before dawn. As soon as we got back to the palace, we would tell the queen the good news, dry our clothes and get warm, and then plan our next moves against Allurie.
On the way back to the capital, I glanced at the spot on Cornalic’s skull where Allurie’s bolt had buried itself. There wasn’t even a scar, so Healing Touch must have been enough to completely undo the damage, but I couldn’t get the elf girl’s horrified expression out of my head when she saw what she’d done.
“Allurie is still Allurie,” I whispered. “I know the armor is making her totally crazy, but when she thought she killed Cornalic…”
“I saw her expression, too,” Cesnie said. “She looked terrified that she might have actually killed him.”
“I did not miss the way she gazed at Leo, either,” Lady Feeyaz added, but there was no amusement in her tone for once. She sounded more genuine than I’d ever heard before. “When she first saw him again… she was back with us. Her eyes were filled with love for a moment.”
I glanced at the drow and found her studying my expression, and she offered me the smallest smile before she looked away again.
“Let’s not forget that Allurie literally ripped out Leo’s heart,” Moryana pointed out. “I don’t think we can trust her not to kill us just because she felt regret one time.”
“I agree, but it means that even with ten relics, Allurie still isn’t past saving,” I said. “We still have time.”
“Poor Allurie,” Cornalic sighed. “We will save her, dearest friend. I know we will, as surely as I know that one day, I will avenge the deaths of my mother and my entire village.”
“Thanks, Cornalic.” I smiled at the massive half-orc and then leaned back against the side of the wagon. “Don’t let me fall asleep, okay?”
“If you need someone to keep you awake, I believe I can help with that,” Moryana said with a smirk.
“Wake up,” Bolverk grunted as he poked me in the side, then five seconds later, he poked me again. “Wake up!”
When the gnome berserker continued this pattern of poking and demanding that I wake up, I glanced at Moryana with a grin.
“I think Bolverk has me covered for now, but thank you,” I chuckled.
On the way back to Nadi, I let my mind go as blank as possible so I wouldn’t freak out at how close we’d been to capturing Allurie.
And I wondered how many relics had to be in one place before they woke up all the demon dragons.
Did the entire suit of armor have to be reassembled first? Or were ten or eleven relics together in one place enough? Could we reach the next relic before she did, and how many other Pieces of Heliotrope were guarded by hellspawn like the helmet was?
I had too many questions and not enough answers. At least we still had the helmet, so I could use it to track down the next closest relic. Plus, it meant Allurie wouldn’t be able to fully assemble the Heliotrope armor without confronting us one more time.
I didn’t think we would get more than one more shot.
When we returned to the palace, I was surprised to see Queen Yasmin and an escort of twenty golden guards waiting for us in the courtyard. The stunning older woman was wearing a green silk dress with an emerald veil over her black hair now, and her eyes were still rimmed with dark eyeliner even though it was the middle of the night.
As soon as a servant came to take the horses and wagon, we all assembled in front of the queen and bowed.
“My queen,” Cesnie said. “I hope we did not wake you from your sleep.”
“I could not sleep as long as I knew you were all in danger, and all for the sake of my country,” Yasmin said with a smile. “When I saw you pull up to the gates, I ordered the servants to draw hot baths and bring refreshments for each of you so you may rest and recover.”
“Your generosity is without equal,” Cesnie said. “But before we retire for the night, we should tell you what we found.”
“You may wait until the morning, if you wish,” Queen Yasmin said, but her eager expression told me that she was already impatient to know if we’d succeeded.
“If we tell you now, it will give the servants more time to finish their preparations,” Cesnie said with a shrug. “Cornalic, would you like to tell the queen our good news?”
The massive half-orc stepped forward and gave such a deep bow that his long black hair fell forward over his shoulders. He actually seemed a little nervous, even though I’d never known my charming friend to be nervous about anything.
“We found the creatures who have been attacking your farms, dear queen,” Cornalic said. “They were hellspawn who had been awoken in the deep, whose only goal was to cause pain and suffering to mortals.”
“Hellspawn,” Queen Yasmin repeated softly. “That would explain many things, Cornalic of the Mind.”
“But fear not, dear lady,” Cornalic hurried on. “We eliminated every last one of them and their massive leader. They will not trouble you or your people again.”
“What a mighty fight that would have been to see.” Yasmin bit her lip. “Ah, but I am a queen and not a warrior, so I must trust others to fight my battles for me. I think I am very lucky that I had you to help against these hellspawn.”
Cornalic’s green skin turned a dark shade of pink along his cheekbones and all down his long ears.
“I mean all of you, of course,” Queen Yasmin said with a smile when she seemed to remember that she and Cornalic were not alone. “Did you find any treasures for yourself in the dungeon?”
“We found what we were looking for,” I replied.
“Then I am glad you already have a reward,” the dark-haired queen said. “But please, before you leave, you must take as many supplies as I can offer you, and gold, too.”
“Thank you, my queen,” Cesnie said. “If I could ask one other favor as a reward?”
“Name it,” Yasmin said.
“Do you have any Bags of Holding that will conceal the magic of any object inside?”
“You mean an Anti-Magic Bag of Holding?” Queen Yasmin asked, and she glanced at me curiously. “You must have found something very interesting in the dungeon, but that is none of my business. I am happy for you to have your reward, since it will save my farmers and my economy, and I am also happy to supply you with an Anti-Magic Bag of Holding.”
When the queen turned to give orders to one of the guards, I shot Cesnie a grateful look. I would never have thought to ask for something like that, mostly because I didn’t know it existed. But if we stored the helmet of Heliotrope in an Anti-Magic Bag of Holding, then it would conceal its power.
That meant Allurie wouldn’t be able to track the location of the helmet and hunt us down, at least not until we wanted her to.
After the guard returned with a small bag that would fit anything no matter what we put inside it, I bowed to thank the queen again.
“Now, as much as I would like to relive every moment of your daring dungeon raid, I know you must be exhausted,” Queen Yasmin said with a smile.
“It is true that we are a bit tired,” Cesnie said. “And I believe we must leave before noon tomorrow. Is that right, Sir Leo?”
“I’m afraid so,” I sighed. “We can only stay long enough to rest and make plans, but then we have to go take care of something that’s, uh, pretty urgent.”
“Very well,” the dark-haired queen answered. “It will be an honor to host you as long as you are here, just like it is my honor to consider Sanduport such a close ally.”
“Our sister countries are truly lucky to have each other,” Cesnie said, and I realized that both women had just solidified the vows of alliance between Binna and Sanduport, so our success in the dungeon had done the trick.
Queen Chrysa now had a permanent ally in Queen Yasmin, and I was grateful for any part I’d played in helping the beautiful southern queen keep her kingdom strong.
After we were shown back to our suite in the palace, I told everyone to take the rest of the night off. We could talk in the morning about next steps, but I knew they had to be exhausted. And if I sat still for too long, I might be, too.
Everyone retreated to their private rooms, but I hesitated before I entered mine. I put the helmet relic into the Anti-Magic Bag of Holding, and I paused outside my door. I knew I should probably go back to Earth and get some sleep since I’d been in Ohlavar for a long time now, but something was bothering me that I couldn’t seem to let go.
I knocked softly on Lady Feeyaz’s door.
“Come in,” the dark elf purred.
I entered her private room, locked the door behind me, and set my weapons and bags down beside the door. I took a few steps forward but didn’t see her in the bedroom, and I wondered if I had imagined the drow woman’s voice.
“I’m in here,” Lady Feeyaz called from the bathroom. “Just getting ready for a soak, that’s all.”
I stepped into the bathroom, but the dark elf was already in the tub. I immediately glanced away from her naked body, and Lady Feeyaz gave a light laugh.
“Relax, Leo Lennox,” the drow woman purred. “There are bubbles, so you won’t see anything. Not unless you want to, anyway.”
I looked back toward the tub and fought to keep my gaze on the dark elf’s face. Her long white hair tumbled loose around her, and her dark shoulders were bare above the water. There was a hint of cleavage just below the water, but there were too many bubbles for me to really see anything below the surface.
I almost exhaled to blow every bubble out of the way, but I held myself back.
“I didn’t know you were in the tub already,” I finally said.
“Won’t you join me?” Lady Feeyaz smirked. “Or do you have something else on your mind?”
“I need you to explain a few things to me.” I sat down on the edge of the tub and scratched my head. “I’m just not sure where to begin.”
“Is this about the evil spirits I summoned?” the drow sorceress asked. “I was afraid that might upset everyone, but you have to understand that I did it to help us.”
“Yeah, I get that,” I said. “And I’m not upset that you did it, but I am… surprised.”
“Was it a good surprise or a bad surprise?” The dark elf swirled some of the bubbles in the tub.
“I haven’t decided yet,” I admitted. “I thought you could just use The Darkest Death and the Necromancer’s Amulet, Lady Feeyaz. So what the fuck was all that other crazy undead shit?”
“I assume you mean the ghosts and the evil spirits,” the drow woman said. “You already know I can raise any dead souls that my party kills during battle, so the skeletons and hellspawn shouldn’t have been a surprise.”
“Yeah, but I thought… shit, I don’t know,” I sighed. “But okay, let’s start with the ghosts and the spirits. How the hell did you do that?”
“Just a little trick I picked up when I still lived among my people.” Lady Feeyaz shrugged, and the bubbles threatened to disappear from around her cleavage before she swirled the water to make more.
“That’s kind of a bullshit answer,” I said. “I’ve never heard of a necromancer powerful enough to do any of that shit, and I’m pretty sure our friends haven’t, either. Hell, those miners have probably been dead for hundreds of years, but they came instantly and obeyed you without question!”
“Well… I used the Necromancer’s Amulet to raise the dead that we had killed,” Lady Feeyaz said carefully. “But I have other powers that let me raise up other dead spirits that we did not kill, like the miners. Just like I have other abilities that allow me to raise the evil spirits and send them to do my bidding.”
“Fuck me, that’s a lot of power,” I whispered. “Is that some kind of drow thing?”
“Leo, Leo, you sound very upset,” the dark elf sighed. “Don’t you want to climb into this tub and have a hot soak with me? The stones are keeping the water nice and warm.”
“I’m not upset, not really,” I answered. “You saved our asses, and we couldn’t have done that dungeon without you.”
“So, what’s the problem?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“To use The Darkest Death, you need a minimum Shadow attribute of 350,” I said quietly. “That’s insanely high. I thought it was impossible for someone to have so much Shadow ability before I saw you use the staff against the Freelans, and between the staff and everything you were just able to summon… just how the hell powerful are you?”
Lady Feeyaz sank down into the tub a little more. The tips of her white hair floated on top of the water, and she exhaled to create more bubbles across the surface. When she pushed herself back up, she rose a little higher so the top of her breasts emerged from the water, but she stopped just before her dark nipples came into view.
“Oh, Leo Lennox,” the drow woman purred. “To be completely honest with you, it was only tonight that I really began to use a bit of my real power. I figured it might be a good time to use some of them, but… well, it didn’t quite go as planned. I suppose that’s what happens when you go up against someone who is wearing armor made for the gods.”
“Tonight was only a bit of your real power?” I repeated.
“We drow live for a long time, Leo,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “Much longer than humans, so we have a much greater chance to acquire knowledge, skills, or whatever we need to make ourselves more powerful.”
“Okay, keep going.” I dipped my fingers in the warm water and fought against the urge to throw myself in the tub and enjoy the hot bath with the beautiful woman.
“For a long time, I collected knowledge because I loved it,” Lady Feeyaz continued. “Then I collected it because I knew it was the only thing that would allow me to escape from the rest of my people.”
“But if you’re so powerful, and I mean absolutely batshit powerful, like you can raise anything from the dead and summon evil spirits that looked scarier than anything I’ve ever seen before…” I trailed off.
“Was there a question in there somewhere?” Lady Feeyaz teased.
“Why haven’t you used your full powers before now?” I asked. “And why didn’t you ever tell me how high your Shadow attribute was?”
“Ah, I see your confusion,” the dark elf whispered. “You think I was keeping secrets from you.”
“Well… a little,” I admitted.
“When I lived among the drow, I was a priestess,” Lady Feeyaz said softly, and all the purple candle flames in the room suddenly dimmed. “See?”
I followed her outstretched finger and saw that the bathroom mirror had fogged up, even though it had still been clear when I walked in. As I stared at it, I saw figures move across it, and they slowly became clearer until I realized I was watching the magic equivalent of a movie.
The mirror showed Lady Feeyaz somewhere in the Underdark, surrounded by purple torches and scores of other dark elves. They were all facing a huge stone temple that was built into the wall of the cavern. Two waterfalls crashed down on the left and right sides of the temple, but the front of the temple was made of stairs that went all the way to the rooftop.
“The drow worship darkness and evil,” Lady Feeyaz whispered, and now I watched the image of the dark elf as she ascended to the very top step of the temple. “And the only way to invoke the aid of evil is to do something evil to appease it.”
“What about the evil spirits you summoned tonight?” I asked. “Did you have to do something evil for them to answer you?”
“I did not ask for their aid,” the drow sorceress chuckled. “I commanded them, and that is a very different thing.”
“Okay, but the rest of your people, they just asked for help from evil spirits and shit like that?” I asked. “And they made some kind of evil sacrifice to get their help?”
“Yes,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “And when I was one of their priestesses, I led their rites. All of them, unfortunately.”
“Lady Feeyaz, you don’t have to show me any of this,” I said gently.
“No, I think I need to,” the dark elf countered. “You want to understand me and my powers. You want to know why I have not used them all, and I want you to understand that I do not want to keep any secrets from you, Leo Lennox. Please, let me do this.”
“Okay,” I said, since I couldn’t resist the pleading look in her pale green eyes.
“Like I said, I led all the rites for my clan,” Lady Feeyaz continued. “There were other priests and priestesses, but I was the youngest, and so most of the more brutal rituals became my responsibility. The drow like to assign the worst tasks to the youngest members of their family, to make them cruel as early as possible.”
The image on the mirror now showed Lady Feeyaz beside a human man at the top of the temple. She was armed with a dagger, and with one stroke, she disemboweled the human. She threw his intestines off the side of the temple down one waterfall, and she ripped out his stomach and liver and threw them down the other waterfall.
Then I realized the man’s heart was still beating, and his eyes were still wide open. He could feel everything that was being done to him.
All the watching drow cheered in honor of the sacrifice as Lady Feeyaz thrust her hand into the human’s chest cavity, ripped out his heart, and then kicked the man to tumble head over heels all the way down the temple stairs. She raised his quivering heart overhead, called out words in an unfamiliar language, and squeezed the heart to let its blood run all down her arms, her hair, and her face.
Then the image on the mirror vanished.
“I do not want to have secrets from you, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “But I am not proud of who I was when I lived among the drow. I was cruel and violent, but only because that’s what it took to survive.”
Dale had talked to me about something like that once, and the dark elf’s words immediately made me think of my dead friend. He never talked much about his time as a Navy SEAL, and neither did Chip, and I knew that was only partly because their missions had been top-secret.
It was also because he had to do some fucked up shit in his line of work, and some of it haunted him for a long time. He still had nightmares when I first hired him, and they slowly got better the longer he worked for me, but sometimes, before he died, I still caught him staring off into the distance.
Whenever I did, Chip always caught me by the shoulder and shook his head. He told me that we all had demons of our own to face, and that Dale’s demons came from the fact that he always chose the greater good. He always chose however he could save the most number of people, regardless of what it meant he had to do.
“I understand,” I finally said. “You made yourself what you had to be. If you hadn’t acted how they wanted you to act, they would have killed you too, right?”
“Death for a traitor priestess is worse than anything you can imagine,” Lady Feeyaz said. “Every day, I dreamed that I would become powerful enough to escape, and every day, I feared that someone would read my thoughts and discover my plans.”
“But you’re free of the drow now,” I said. “You escaped, despite all the odds. So, why do you hide who you are from your friends? Why hide what you can do? I think your powers are incredible. You’re amazing, Lady Feeyaz.”
“Do you think so?” the dark elf laughed. “Most people do not share your feelings, Leo Lennox.”
“Baron Yinnia?” I guessed. “Or maybe just his successor?”
“The former baron and I at least had an understanding,” Lady Feeyaz said. “He might have wanted our relationship to be something more, but he respected my powers too much to ever push the issue. I was able to help him with his collection, and in exchange, he gave me a safe place to live.”
“And his successor?” I repeated.
“The baron’s successor was less pleasant,” the dark elf said. “He thought he could control me, and he thought he had to, or I would rise up in the middle of the night and kill them all. It would have been easy to do, of course.”
“Then why didn’t you?” I asked. “You said before that you didn’t want to be alone and friendless on the surface. Is that really all?”
“It almost sounds pathetic when you put it like that,” the drow woman laughed again.
“It’s not pathetic to want someone who cares about you and looks out for you,” I told her. “And it’s not pathetic to want to care about someone else and look out for them, too.”
Lady Feeyaz studied me for a moment without speaking. Her pale, mint-green eyes were unreadable, but they were hypnotically beautiful, and it took every ounce of self-restraint not to pull the dark elf into my arms.
“Thank you for saying that, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “Before you came to my rescue in Arnicoal, I was worried that I might end up stuck there much longer than I ever intended to be. It was only supposed to be temporary until I found people that I liked, who liked me, too--”
“You mean friends,” I teased.
“Yes, friends,” the dark elf chuckled. “I thought I could find friends and something good to do with my life, or at least something interesting. But… well, like I said, most people do not share your feelings, Leo.”
“That’s only because they don’t know you.” I shrugged. “You shouldn’t have to hide your powers or who you are. I’m sorry that you ever had to.”
“I’m stuck between two worlds,” she sighed. “I can’t return to the underdark because my people would destroy me, but the people up on the surface aren’t much more accepting of my race, and the sunlight is brutal. Then you came along and… well… I didn’t want you to think I’d betray you. I’m not like my kin, Leo Lennox, but my gauge of what is acceptable or not is a bit influenced by my desire to stay with you.”
“You didn’t want me to turn you away.”
“Exactly.” She smirked. “So now you see why I haven’t raised evil spirits before? Or why I’ve only tapped into a fraction of my power before? I finally… I have finally met people who do not run when they see me, who seem to like my company as much as I like theirs. I like having… friends. I did not want to scare them off. It isn’t fun… being alone. I’ve been alone my entire life.”
“Did you see any of us run away?” I asked gently.
“No,” Lady Feeyaz whispered, but then she lowered herself further into the tub until only her eyes were visible above the water.
“Even Cesnie didn’t run away, and she’s definitely more than a little scared of you,” I said. “But she trusts me, and that means she trusts you, too.”
The dark elf raised her head above the water a little so she could speak, but she also reached one hand out of the bubbles and started to unfasten my armor.
“You’ve worn this for too long,” Lady Feeyaz said. “You should take it off.”
“Don’t change the subject,” I warned her, even as I started to take off the armor myself. “Just be honest about who you are, Lady Feeyaz. That’s all I ask. You didn’t claw your way out of drow society just to hide yourself and your abilities forever. Let people get to know you every now and then, okay?”
“That’s easy for you to say,” the dark elf laughed. “You are handsome, skilled at everything you do, an incredible fighter and healer, and you always know how to make me laugh. Everyone who meets you loves you, Leo. Everyone who meets me worries I’ll enslave their souls. When all I want is a bit of kindness.”
I let the armor fall to the floor beside the tub so I was left only in the simple tunic and trousers I wore underneath the leather. I wasn’t sure why I had decided to take off my armor other than the fact that it felt good to be without it for a minute, but now there was almost nothing stopping me from jumping in the tub with the beautiful drow woman.
“I know that I have friends now,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “You, Cornalic, and Moryana all seem to like me, and I even have my moments with Bolverk. Cesnie might come around eventually, and I think pretty little Allurie might have liked me a little before she put on the Heliotrope armor. She always acted like she was frustrated with me, but I think it was her own way to tease me, like I enjoyed teasing her.”
“See?” I smiled. “You haven’t been out of Arnicoal for a month, and you already have so many people who care about you. That’s not all just going to magically vanish one day because you think it’s too good to be true.”
“I’m sure you’re right, but it is a very new feeling… it is what I’ve always wanted, but I’m still a bit skeptical that it will last.” Lady Feeyaz reached her fingers up to trace little circles down my forearm. “Do you know what it’s like to be alone your entire life?”
“No, I don’t,” I admitted. “Even when I was a kid, I always had my two best friends, and they’re still some of the most important people in my life.”
“It’s crushing,” the dark elf whispered and then dropped her hand back into the water as her gaze suddenly took on a faraway look. “It’s like you are surrounded by the ocean, and every time your head breaks the surface and you start to float, another wave knocks you down and drags you to the bottom. And every time another wave comes, you remember everything that you’ve ever done, and you have to fight your way back to the surface. But then another wave comes, and another, and another, and--”
Her eyes looked so far away that it was like she was trapped in the Underdark again, and without even thinking about it, I climbed into the stone tub in front of her with all my clothes still on.
“Hey, hey, it’s okay…” I leaned forward and grabbed her shoulders. “Lady Feeyaz… Feeyaz, it’s okay. Do you feel the stones of the tub under your feet? You’re not somewhere else. You’re right here, and you’re with me.”
A flood of recognition washed over the beautiful dark elf’s face when my words sank in, and she blinked a few times before her eyes focused on me again.
“Look, I don’t know what it’s like to be alone,” I said, and I still didn’t let go of her bare shoulders. “But I know what it’s like to feel alone, like you don’t have anyone to talk to, and no one can understand what you’re going through. But that’s not true. You have me, okay? You’ll always have me.”
“Does this mean any time I’m feeling sad, you’ll climb into a bath with me without even taking your clothes off?” Lady Feeyaz gave me a teasing smile.
“Yeah, maybe it does,” I chuckled. “Would that be so bad?”
“I think I could get used to that,” the dark elf replied.
Maybe it was because we were in the warm bath together, or maybe because I knew Lady Feeyaz was completely naked beneath the water. Hell, maybe it was just because I had been wanting to do this since the first moment I saw her.
Whatever the reason, I pulled Lady Feeyaz closer to me, and then I kissed her delicious mouth.








Chapter 20
The sweet taste of honey filled my mouth almost as soon as our lips met. I kissed her a little more firmly, and the dark elf leaned forward so eagerly to kiss me back that she splashed water and bubbles all over the floor beside the tub.
Her lips felt like a ripe plum against mine, but I wanted to taste all of her flesh, not just her mouth, so I ran my tongue over her lips to tease them apart, and Lady Feeyaz was more than willing to let me explore wherever I wanted to.
Then, as our tongues began to dance together, I slid my hands down her bare arms and found her narrow waist beneath the water. Her dark skin was impossibly smooth and soft, like crushed velvet, and I started to run my fingers down her waist until I found her generous hips.
“Mmm,” the dark elf whispered against my lips. “Did you find something you like?”
“I think you know I did,” I laughed, and then I found her hand under the water.
I guided it toward my trousers, and as soon as she felt my erection, the drow woman’s eyes went wide.
“Oh!” she gasped and bit her lip. “Oh, we need to get you out of your clothes as fast as possible.”
“I’m glad you agree with me.” I shrugged off my wet shirt, but I had to stand up in the tub to take off my dripping trousers.
As soon as I tossed my pants off to the side, I started to lower myself back down into the tub, but Lady Feeyaz placed her hands on my thighs to stop me.
“I might have a better idea,” the dark elf purred as she traced her fingers up my inner thighs.
“Only if I get to return the favor when you’re done.” I smiled down at the dark elf on her knees in the tub.
“Yes, please.” Lady Feeyaz bit her lip and then rose up a little taller so she could reach me.
Now her dark nipples just barely rose above the bubbles in the tub so I could see the full swell of her magnificent breasts. She flicked her tongue along the tip of my cock, and it sent such a shudder of pleasure through my body that I swayed a little on my feet. Then, with her pale green eyes still looking up at me, the dark elf wrapped her lips around my shaft and took me into her mouth.
Lady Feeyaz gave a muffled moan as she slid her lips further down my shaft, like my cock inside her mouth felt as good to her as it did to me. Her tongue stroked back and forth along the sides at the same time her lips pressed down a little more firmly, and the sensation of just the right amount of pressure made my toes curl against the heated stone floor of the tub.
“Shit, you really know what you’re doing,” I groaned, as the dark elf continued to bob her head up and down on my stiff cock.
“I have dreamed of this moment since the first time I saw you, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz purred between mouthfuls of my cock. “It is all I think about when I am around you.”
“Fuck!” I gasped when she pushed herself forward and took my full length in her mouth. “If this is what you think about whenever we’re around each other, I don’t know how you ever get anything done.”
“Trust me, it’s very, very hard,” Lady Feeyaz whispered after she slid her mouth off me.
Then the dark elf devoured my cock again, and I couldn’t concentrate enough to talk anymore. Every time she slid all the way down, I thought she couldn’t possibly go any further, but she kept taking more and more of me in her mouth. She held my full length inside her longer every time too, so she could tease my entire length with her tongue while I was still inside her hot mouth.
Lady Feeyaz might have been thinking about this moment since the first time she saw me, but the truth was that I had been thinking about it, too. Now each time she held me in her mouth a little longer and looked up at me with her big pale green eyes, I groaned and pushed my cock further back into her throat.
She made a few soft gagging noises the deeper I thrust into her mouth, but then she just buried her face against me even more, like she couldn’t get enough. Once she slid back off me again, Lady Feeyaz trailed her tongue in one long stroke along the bottom of my shaft, and I knew I couldn’t hold myself back anymore.
“Oh, shiiit,” I moaned.
I slipped my hands into the dark elf’s hair to hold her tighter, and I thrust my cock into her two more times before I let myself explode. My body spasmed as I released my load inside her mouth, and Lady Feeyaz gave a muffled cry as she swallowed my cum.
I held her down on my shaft until I had completely finished, but even after I released my grip on her hair, the dark elf kept herself in place. Then, as her tongue ran slow circles all around my cock, she slowly dragged her lips off me until she finally sank back on her heels in the tub, licked her lips, and looked up at me with a grin.
“You taste better than I ever imagined you would,” Lady Feeyaz said with a contented sigh.
“Wowwww,” I groaned. “Did you ever imagine this next part?”
I dropped back down into the warm water, wrapped my arms around her slender waist, and picked her up. Then I set her on the smooth edge of the tub where there was plenty of room on the heated stones for her generous ass. The moment I set her down, I dropped to my knees in the warm bath water, but before I worshiped her body with my tongue, I let my eyes worship her first.
Lady Feeyaz was impossibly beautiful. She looked like a drow goddess, not just a priestess, from the way her thick white hair streamed down over her shoulders to the way her dark skin seemed to shimmer in the purple glow of the candle flames. Her big breasts sat full and high on her chest with her dark nipples fully erect, and when I looked down her hourglass figure toward her slit, I was surprised to see that she was completely shaved, so there would be nothing in between her and my tongue.
“You’re fucking beautiful,” I said.
“Thank you,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “How do you want me, Leo?”
“You just stay right fucking there,” I said. “I’ll take care of everything.”
I gently pushed her thighs open a little more, and then I ran my tongue over her dripping breasts. Her skin tasted just as good as her mouth, and after I took as much of her breasts as I could into my mouth, I teased her nipples with my teeth.
Lady Feeyaz shuddered with pleasure and reached for one of the towels beside the tub. As soon as she grabbed it, she tightened her fist around the fabric and gave a low moan, and I knew it wouldn’t take much to make her cum for me.
I grazed my tongue down between her heavy tits and then slowly ran it in little circles across her taut stomach. When I finally dropped my face in front of her narrow slit, I smiled at how wet she already was for me.
“Fuck, this looks tasty,” I whispered before I gently rubbed my tongue around the outside of her pussy.
“Ohhhh…” The dark elf moaned louder every time my tongue curved around one of her lips again, but I only flicked it across her clit a few times just to get a taste. I knew she would have a better climax if I didn’t apply too much direct pressure, so I set her thighs on my shoulder so she was spread open on the edge of the tub, lowered my face a little more, and then carefully slipped my tongue inside her tight pussy.
Her tunnel opened for me like a flower, and I instantly started to devour it. My tongue curved inside to massage her, but I also buried my face against her slit so my lips could kiss the outside of her pussy. I slid my hands up to cup her breasts, but when Lady Feeyaz moaned and threw her head back in pleasure, I slipped one hand down to grab her hips and keep her from falling backward in ecstasy.
“I want you to cum for me,” I told her between thrusts of my tongue into her dripping tunnel. “I want to taste all of you.”
“Fuuuck…” Lady Feeyaz moaned. “Oh, by the gods, fuuuuck that feels good… oh, fuck… oh, fuck, ohhhh!”
Her legs trembled on my shoulders as the climax swept over her, but I kept my tongue exactly where it was inside her until her body finished spasming. Then I gave one more gentle lick to lap up the last of her sweet juices, and I finally rocked back on my heels.
“Oh, Leeeeo,” the dark elf sighed as her chest rose and fell to try to recover her breath. “By the Shadow, I think I would drown right now if you put me back in the tub. My legs are so shaky!”
“That just means I did my job right.” I winked at the beautiful drow woman. “But don’t worry, I won’t put you back in the tub. Hell, I won’t even make you stand up.”
“What do you--”
“You didn’t think that was it, did you?” I smirked. “That was just the warm-up.”
Then I scooped her up in my arms, stepped out of the tub, and carried her into the bedroom. We left a river of water behind us, but I didn’t give a shit. I had waited too long for this moment to worry about mopping up some bath water, and I didn’t even try to dry our bodies off before I threw her down on her bed.
“Now,” I said with a grin, “where were we?”
“You were about to claim me as your own,” Lady Feeyaz purred, and before I could climb on the bed after her, the dark elf flipped over onto all fours and wiggled her ass toward me. “Make me yours, Leo Lennox.”
“Fuck,” I groaned at the sight of her perfectly round ass jiggling back and forth.
“That’s the idea,” the dark elf snickered.
I moved onto the bed on my knees, slipped my hands around her impossibly narrow waist again, and pulled her wide hips toward me. I was already hard as a rock again, so Lady Feeyaz reached back between her legs to help guide me toward her waiting entrance. As soon as the tip of my shaft pressed against her tight pussy lips, I could have cum right then and there, but I held myself steady and then slowly pushed in an inch at a time.
“Ohhhh…” we both moaned in unison as our bodies were finally connected.
I thrust into her velvety tunnel a little more every time I pulled out and pushed in again, and each time, her round ass bounced a little more against my cock. When I finally shoved my full length inside the beautiful woman, she whined and tightened her pelvic muscles to send an extra wave of pleasure through my body.
I kept one hand on her slender waist but slid my other hand up her back until I grabbed her white hair. Then I pulled on her mane until she lifted up off her wrists, and I pulled her back even more until her back was pressed up against my chest.
“Ohhh!” Lady Feeyaz moaned. “Pull it harder, Leo!”
I yanked back on her hair more, and I slid my other hand around to massage her big breasts at the same time. Our hips grinded together as I fucked her from behind, and I kissed and nibbled on the side of her neck before I let my tongue devour her soft skin there.
I wanted to feel her whole body spasm against mine, and based on her moans, I guessed she was pretty close.
“I think I’m gonna--” Lady Feeyaz gasped. “Yes, just like that! Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t-- ohhhh!”
The dark elf’s body trembled against mine as her climax overpowered her, and I pushed deep inside of her and relished in the sensation of her tunnel squeezing my length over and over again for what felt like a full minute.
When she finished cumming, she sagged in my arms, leaned her head back against my shoulder, and let out a long sigh.
“I think that position might have been a winner,” I purred in her ear.
“You can say that again,” the drow sorceress moaned.
“Then let’s try another one,” I said.
“Tell me what you want,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “I want to pleasure you.”
“I want you to flip over onto your back,” I growled in her ear. “I want to see your face the next time you cum.”
“And I want to see your face when you fill me with your seed,” the dark elf purred.
“Fuck, you know how to drive a man crazy,” I groaned.
“As long as I drive you crazy, that’s all I ever want,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
I pulled out of the beautiful drow woman so she could turn over onto her back, and then I guided my shaft back into her wet tunnel. She started by propping one leg up on my shoulder, but after I had warmed her up for a few minutes in this position, she propped her other leg up, too.
Then my cock thrust into her so deeply that her green eyes rolled back into her skull.
“Just like thaaaat,” the dark elf purred and lifted her legs even higher. She bit her lip as I plunged my shaft in and out of her at an unrelenting pace, and it seemed like I knew everything her body wanted even before she did. I fucked her hard for a few minutes before I slowed down to grind against her clit in tight circles with my pelvis. Then I started to make smaller thrusts that slowly started to build again, until finally, I was back to deep, hard thrusts that made Lady Feeyaz grip the headboard like she might tear the metal in half.
“Yesss, just like that,” Lady Feeyaz gasped. “Oh, Leo, you feel so goooood!”
I slammed my cock into her again and again, and the dark elf’s lashes fluttered as her eyes once again rolled back in her head. She gripped the headboard even tighter now, and she clamped down on her lip so hard that she drew a little blood.
“Release deep inside me, Leo,” the dark elf moaned. “I want you to fill me up. Please… please… please… pour your seed into me. Deep into me.”
“Fuck,” I growled, and then I pumped my hips even faster into her.
Lady Feeyaz’s breaths became faster and more shallow as she built toward a third climax, and I let myself build toward one, too. When she finally screamed in ecstasy, I pushed as deep as I could into her tensing body and let my orgasm come.
“Yessss,” we both gasped as my cock began to spray into her, and I crushed her chest against mine as hot and cold electricity coursed down my spine.
My body spasmed again and again when her tunnel did, and more of my seed gushed into her until I had completely emptied myself inside the beautiful dark elf. Then I collapsed on top of her but kept my cock inside her quivering pussy, and when I finally pulled out and rolled over, Lady Feeyaz was instantly on her knees beside me.
“I need to keep tasting you…” the drow sorceress purred before she licked up the last of our wetness from my shaft.
“Damn,” I moaned to the sensations of her tongue on my sensitive cock, but it only took her a few licks to clean me, and then she sank back into the pillows.
“I didn’t know it was possible to feel this good,” the drow woman whispered in my ear. “I’m filled with your warmth. Thank you for releasing inside of me, Leo.”
“You don’t need to thank me for sex.” I smiled at the pretty dark elf.
“I’m just not used to… this…” she muttered as she pressed her face into my neck. “Someone loving me, and trying to make me feel good. When I asked you to release inside of me, I half-expected you to refuse. I’m evil. I’m unloved. I’m… an outcast everywhere.”
“No, you aren’t,” I sighed as I reached over to stroke her thick white hair. “I’m happy we are lovers, and I’ll never refuse you. You’re really incredible, you know that? You left your world to come here even though you knew it would be almost impossible, and you’ve survived and flourished against incredible odds.”
“Well, I haven’t really felt successful until joining you,” she sighed. “Now my life feels worth living again.”
“We go together well,” I said. “You are incredible.”
“You think so?” Lady Feeyaz smirked. “I feel the same way about you, Leo Lennox. In fact, I think you’re so incredible that I bet you could go again.”
Her fingers slowly slid down to my shaft and started to gently stroke it.
“Mmmm,” I groaned as heat shot through my veins.
“We haven’t actually finished our bath yet, you know,” she said with a sly smile. “Maybe there’s something we could do about that.”
“Oh, you’re gonna get it now.” I grinned. “You better get that ass in the tub before I do, or you’re gonna be in trouble.”
“Ooh, does that mean I’ll get punished?” Lady Feeyaz snickered. “Do you promise?”
I reached for the dark elf’s waist to pull her close to me, but she rolled away out of my reach. Then with a laugh, she danced back toward the bathroom, and I staggered on shaky legs after her.
We made love in the tub, on the bathroom rug, on the edge of a dresser, and finally on the bed again before our bodies were completely spent. The dark elf sorceress was absolutely intoxicating, and I could tell she felt the same way about me.
When we were finally finished and I started to fight sleep, I held her in my arms, and she rested her head against my chest. I stroked her white hair away from her face, and the dark elf reached up to interlace our fingers together.
“I know you’ll disappear when we go to sleep,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “Just do me a very small favor before you teleport back to your home.”
“Sure, what is it?” I asked.
“Promise me that you’ll come back,” the dark elf said quietly.
“Of course, I’ll come back.” I kissed the top of her hair. “I’ll always come back, okay?”
“Thank you, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz purred and then nestled herself more deeply into my arms.
I waited until I heard her breathing grow soft, but even then, I didn’t teleport back to the Arnacript facility. For a while, I just held the beautiful dark elf in my arms and listened to her gentle breathing.
I couldn’t believe that Lady Feeyaz and I had finally become lovers. We’d been dancing around this with each other for months now, ever since the first time we met. I just never thought we would actually have the opportunity to follow through with our long flirtation, but now that we had, I didn’t know how we had waited so long.
The drow woman was as beautiful as some ancient dark goddess, but it wasn’t just that. She was also clever, incredibly powerful, a fierce warrior and sorceress, and on top of all that, she had a wicked sense of humor. And tonight, Lady Feeyaz had finally let down her walls so I could see that underneath all her ferocity and flirtations, she was soft and surprisingly sweet, and she was scared of being alone just like almost everybody else in the world.
After a few minutes of holding her and listening to her breathing, my own eyelids started to sag, so I finally let them close and slowly counted to twenty. Then the next time I opened them, I emerged into the black liquid of the VRIU tank, felt around until I found the steps, and stepped back onto the surface of Earth.
“Good to see you, Champ!” Ky whistled as he handed me a robe. “We were thinking about sending a search party in after you!”
“Really?” I wrapped the robe around myself.
“Nah, we figured you were okay, but you were gone for a long time,” the tattooed VRIU tech said.
“I only started to feel tired toward the end.” I shrugged and then glanced over to see that Jennifer was the only other person in the room with us. “Zarra’s not here?”
“No, Ms. Zerne is taking care of some paperwork with, uh…” Jennifer hesitated. “Well, there’s a lot of paperwork to take care of after what happened with Lora.”
“I guess you guys don’t often have shootings in the Arnacript facility,” I chuckled. “I imagine that made for a lot of forms to sign and explanations to hand out to everybody who thinks this is just another high-security VR corporation.”
“Yeah, there were definitely some questions in the break room,” Ky sighed. “Nobody ever asks any questions, mostly because they’re all too interested in the pay and benefits Ms. Zerne offers, but there haven’t been any gunshots since the day of the break-in, so rumors started flying almost as soon as the gun went off.”
“What kind of explanation did everybody get?” I asked.
“The usual.” Jennifer shrugged. “Corporate espionage.”
“And no one thinks that sounds a little suspicious since there was another break-in not that long ago?” I raised an eyebrow.
“Not really,” Ky answered. “Everybody who works for Arnacript knows how revolutionary the tech is supposed to be, even if they’ve never experienced it or aren’t in Ms. Zerne’s inner circle. So nobody really seemed surprised that some other hack tried to break in and steal all of Arnacript’s secrets.”
“I guess that’s fair,” I muttered. “But how much paperwork can there really be? It’s not like Lora has any kind of paper trail on Earth, right?”
Jennifer and Ky glanced at each other for just a second, but it was long enough for me to notice the worried look they exchanged.
“What is it?” I asked. “Lora was from Ohlavar, so there shouldn’t be any records of her here, right?”
“We really don’t know,” Jennifer admitted. “Yes, she was some kind of snake-human hybrid thing, so that tells us she’s from Ohlavar, but Ms. Zerne just said there were… complications.”
“She didn’t go into details,” Ky added. “But I think she’s been talking to your buddy Chip if you want to find out more from him.”
“That’ll work,” I agreed. “Thanks, guys. I want to hop back in later today after I get some rest. Is noon good for you?”
“Sure, take your time, Champ,” Ky said. “You were in for a long time, and I know Ms. Zerne would want you to have plenty of rest. We’ll be back here before noon and have everything ready for you, but don’t rush back on our accounts.”
“This is our job, you know,” Jennifer said with a smile. “We get paid to be here, so it’s not like you’re inconveniencing us.”
“Thanks,” I chuckled. “See you later, then.”
When I entered the bedroom of my suite, the full weight of my tiredness slammed into me, and I collapsed on the mattress. I managed to call Chip’s office before I fell asleep, and I left a voicemail for him to meet me at my room around noon so we could catch up.
Then I passed out and didn’t wake up until two in the afternoon.
I jumped when I saw the time since I hadn’t meant to sleep that long. When I swung my legs over the side of the bed, my body didn’t instantly groan in pain, so I figured I must have needed the sleep. It had given my muscles a chance to repair themselves, and now I felt energized to take on whatever Ohlavar had to throw at me today.
But first, I needed to talk to Chip.
I called my friend’s office again and let him know I was up. Then I took a quick shower and brushed my teeth. By the time I was dressed and went to unlock the door to my suite, my friend had showed up at my door with a tray of sushi rolls, so we sat down in the living room and started ploughing through the food.
“How’d you know I was hungry?” I grinned after I finished my first dragon roll.
“You’re always hungry,” the big man chuckled. “Your metabolism is crazy fast, especially with how much you do in Ohlavar. It’s like you’re a Navy SEAL in another dimension.”
“I don’t think I’d go that far,” I laughed. “But I am hungry.”
After we finished our late lunch, I caught Chip up on everything that happened during my last session, and then I asked him for any updates from Arnacript.
“It’s a fucking mess, man,” Chip told me. “Lora has family on Earth, or at least her hire paperwork says she does. Zarra has been tracking them down. At first, she wanted to see if they were real, but it turns out they are. Now she’s trying to figure out if they had any relationship with Lora, or if these were just random strangers that Lora picked to pass herself off as a human.”
“I think I see the problem,” I groaned. “If they are strangers, then Zarra doesn’t want to ask them about Lora and explain anything about who she is or how Lora got their information. But if they really are her family, then they might be snake-human people from Ohlavar, too.”
“Exactly,” Chip replied. “Either way, it’s a little messy, so Zarra is trying to get all the facts before she does anything else.”
“I hope she’s using you to help her figure things out,” I told the big ex-SEAL.
“Yeah, she actually is,” Chip chuckled. “I think Zarra feels a little bad that Lora wasn’t on her list of possible moles when she was at the top of my list.”
“So now she’s trying to make it up to you by making you work overtime?” I laughed. “Maybe she should give you extra vacation instead.”
“Eh, you know I don’t care about that,” Chip said. “I’m not gonna take a vacation as long as you’re here. Somebody’s gotta keep an eye on you, and I sure as shit don’t trust anybody else to do that but me.”
“You’re the best, you know that?” I grinned. “I’m gonna hop back into Ohlavar now, but make sure you get some sleep and take care of yourself too, okay?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine,” the ex-SEAL replied. “You just worry about Allurie. Good luck, Leo, and don’t stay over there too long.”
“I’ll do my best,” I said.
As soon as Chip left, I did a few quick stretches and then headed back into the VRIU lab. Ky and Jennifer were waiting for me like they promised, so I walked down the steps into the VRIU pool in less than a minute and then opened my eyes inside Lady Feeyaz’s bedroom in the royal palace of Nadi.
The dark elf was gone, but I heard the velvety richness of her voice in the main living area of our quarters, so I dressed as quickly as I could and then headed out to join my friends.
It was the middle of the day, but the curtains were drawn, and the only light was from the bright purple glow of candles all around the room that Lady Feeyaz had lit with her magic fire. The dark elf sat in one of the large plush chairs, Cornalic and Bolverk sat on a couch together, and Cesnie and Moryana sat on another couch beside each other.
As soon as they heard me enter the room, they all looked toward me and jumped to their feet.
“Dearest Leo, you have returned to us!” Cornalic cried. “We have been racking our heads to come up with a new plan, but I told everyone not to worry because as soon as my dear brother came back, he would be sure to have a plan already in mind!”
“You were gone a long time,” Bolverk grunted.
“Sorry about that, but I can only sleep at home,” I said. “My body was more tired than I realized. You weren’t worried, were you?”
“We were only starting to get worried,” Moryana said, but then she smirked at Cesnie. “Or at least, some of us were.”
“I only thought it was strange that Leo hadn’t come back yet because he said he wanted to try to get out of here by noon,” Cesnie said with a frown.
“Are you sure it’s not because Lady Feeyaz was the last one to see him?” The sword dancer grinned. “Or because when she saw him, they were probably both very naked?”
I glanced at Lady Feeyaz, but she just shrugged and gave me a smile. It didn’t bother me that the dark elf told our friends we spent the night together, but it did surprise me that she had been so honest. Of course, Cornalic had such a sixth sense about these things he probably would have guessed the truth anyway, so maybe I shouldn’t really have been surprised that everybody knew.
“Don’t worry,” Moryana snickered. “I’m certainly not the jealous type.”
“Are you trying to say that I am?” Cesnie scoffed.
“I don’t know,” the sword dancer replied. “Are you?”
“That’s enough,” I told Moryana. “Cesnie has the right to keep her feelings to herself, whatever they might be.”
The blonde fighter drew herself up tall, but when she met my gaze, she gave a little blush despite her best efforts. Her blush grew darker when Moryana and Lady Feeyaz started laughing, so I hurried over to join everyone and sat down in one of the plush chairs.
“Everybody, sit down,” I sighed. “Unfortunately, we’ve got a hell of a lot of work to do.”
“So… no time for a threesome, then?” Lady Feeyaz smirked with a sly glance at Moryana.
“Or a foursome?” Moryana winked at the dark elf and then gave another wink to a red-faced Cesnie.
“We’ve got serious shit to figure out,” I sighed. “First, we’ve gotta figure out what to do about Allurie.”
“The pretty elf girl has ten relics,” Bolverk announced. “We have one, the overseer has one, but she will get the other three even with the fiends of hell chasing her down.”
As much as I hated to admit it, Bolverk was right. Allurie would probably have thirteen relics the next time we saw her, and only a miracle would keep her from getting the last two. But she would have one hell of a fight to get the helmet from us, just like she would have one hell of a fight to get the last piece from the overseer.
But that gave me an idea.
“I’m afraid you’re probably right about that,” I told the gnome berserker. “The evil spirits that Lady Feeyaz summoned should help slow her down, but they won’t stop her. I think she’s already too powerful for that.”
“And she’s clearly too powerful for us to fight head-on again,” Cesnie said. “Especially if she adds three more Pieces of Heliotrope to her armor.”
“Yeah, I’m not saying it couldn’t be done, but it’s way too dangerous,” I agreed. “She might kill one of us in the process, or we might accidentally kill her. There has to be a better way.”
“Perhaps my fiends can restrain her long enough for us to remove the armor?” Lady Feeyaz suggested.
“Maybe,” I replied. “But again, that means we’d have to go up against her head-on. I think she’s too powerful for that. It’s too much of a risk.”
“Then how will we face her, dearest Leo?” Cornalic asked. “I have a feeling you’re about to tell us a brilliant plan you’ve concocted to solve all of our problems.”
“Well, I don’t know if it’s brilliant or not,” I chuckled. “But hopefully it’s better than nothing.”
“So you do have a plan!” Cornalic clapped his meaty hands together. “I knew it! I told myself, ‘Dear Cornalic, do not worry about what will happen to Allurie, because your brave and brilliant friend Leo will come up with an amazing plan, and then we will all help him to execute it amazingly!’ And now I find that it is true! So, what is your plan, my dear friend?”
“We’re going to the continent of Coalna.” I took a deep breath. “We’re going back to the Underdark, and then we’re going to find the overseer.”








Chapter 21
“Sorry, what?” Cesnie demanded. “Did you say we’re going to fight the overseer? You know those creatures are impossible to face. They’re worse than the fiends of hell, and I have no wish to fight those, either.”
“Aw, you’re not backing down now, are you?” Moryana smiled.
“I have never backed down from a fight in my life,” Cesnie snapped. “But I also know when I am outclassed and need to find another way to face an enemy. An overseer has the same kind of old magic as the drow, only they are somehow more evil and powerful.”
“You are not wrong about this,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “My kind fear very few creatures in the underdark, but we do fear the overseers, and the legends say that the foul creatures can destroy entire drow or deep dwarf cities. I have only heard a legend of victory over an overseer once, and it involved ten thousand dark elf wizards, warriors, and priestesses giving their lives in combat to destroy the god-like being. Even speaking about them makes my blood run cold.”
“Let me finish explaining my plan,” I said. “Allurie is going to save the two hardest relics for last, right? That’s the helmet we have and the relic that the overseer has. Since she’s already tried to take the helmet from us, she’ll probably try to get the relic from the overseer, and then she’ll face us to get the last piece of armor.”
“So the overseer will be her second to last stop?” Moryana asked. “Then she’ll move on to us again?”
“I think so,” I answered. “So, as far as I can tell, we have two options. One, we can fight the overseer ourselves, get his relic, and then lie in wait for Allurie kind of like we did in the Haunted Mines of Tarrech.”
“That didn’t go quite as we planned, though,” Cesnie pointed out.
“True,” I replied. “And that leads me to our second option. What if we don’t fight the overseer at all? What if we just wait for Allurie to show up and then let her fight the overseer?”
There were a few beats of stunned silence while my friends just stared at me. Even Lady Feeyaz seemed caught off-guard for once, and Bolverk scowled harder than I’d ever seen him scowl.
Then my half-orc friend abruptly cleared his throat.
“A classic strategy, dearest Leo!” Cornalic gave me a fanged grin. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend, or something along those lines, yes?”
“That’s the idea,” I agreed. “We can use Lady Feeyaz’s magic to help us sneak in and not be detected by the overseer, and then we’ll lie in wait until Allurie shows up. She won’t know we’re there, so she’ll fight the overseer instead of us.”
“Do you really think Allurie can win against the overseer?” Cesnie asked.
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “But either way, I think it will help even the odds. If Allurie kills the overseer, then he’ll be out of the picture, but Allurie will also be really weakened from their fight. Then we’ll be able to attack her right after and take her out.”
“And if Allurie loses?” Cornalic asked, and his smile was less convincing this time.
“If the fight starts to go badly, and it looks like the overseer is going to kill Allurie, then we’ll step in and help her,” I replied. “That means Allurie would still be weakened enough from the fight that we could take her out, but the overseer would also be damaged enough that we should be able to kill him.”
“Two birds, one stone,” Bolverk grunted. “I do not like waiting for a fight, Leo Lennox. But I will wait if it means we might get two fights instead of one.”
“Thanks for your cooperation,” I chuckled.
“It is a good plan,” Lady Feeyaz said. “All we have to do is reach the overseer before she does. Then as long as we make sure the overseer and Allurie don’t see us before they fight each other, we should be fine.”
“Do you think you can sneak us inside the overseer’s lair?” I asked the dark elf. “Or at least close enough to see what happens?”
“That will not be a problem,” the drow sorceress replied.
“Can we get there before Allurie does?” Cesnie asked.
“We can if we leave here soon,” I answered. “We can teleport from here to Arnicoal, then we’ll haul ass to the Underdark below Cutno.”
“I only have one more question,” Cornalic said. “What happens after the overseer is dead and we stop Allurie? When we have all fifteen pieces all together, won’t that trigger the demon dragons to come down from the moon?”
“Probably,” I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “But the thing is… ah, shit.”
I hadn’t planned to tell my friends everything, but I realized we were too far into this now. I couldn’t keep it to myself anymore, not when we were so close to having all fifteen Pieces of Heliotrope in one place. As soon as we gathered all the armor, the demon dragons would definitely wake up, if they weren’t waking up already, and then I would need to tell Zarra to come and claim her armor.
Then my guess was that we would all be in a fight not just for our lives, but for the entire existence of Ohlavar.
“Leo?” Moryana whispered. “What’s wrong?”
“You already know this, Moryana,” I sighed. “But I think it’s time I tell everybody else, too.”
“Tell us what?” Cesnie demanded.
“I’m not from Ohlavar,” I said. “And I’m not from some realm of the Old Ones or whatever you call it. I’m from another dimension.”
At first, everyone just stared at me all over again like I had sprouted horns, but then Cesnie gave me a sly smile.
“I’m not sure how to tell you this, Sir Leo,” the blonde woman chuckled. “But we already knew that.”
“Uhhh,” I cleared my throat. “How do you know that? Or wait, what exactly do you know?”
“My dear friend, your customs and manner of speaking are unlike anything else we have ever found in Ohlavar,” Cornalic replied. “We know you teleport to and from your home, and we also know of the existence of other worlds.”
“I am not the only one who has heard strange stories of other dimensions,” Moryana said with a shrug.
“Besides, you say you do not have a very high Body attribute, but you are stronger than anyone I have ever seen,” Lady Feeyaz said. “And when I sense your magic, it is like nothing else I’ve ever encountered.”
“We are gods!” Bolverk thundered as he jumped to his feet again. “You and I were meant to take the Throne of Ascension, Leo Lennox! My harem of half-orc women is waiting for me, and when we take the first set of stairs, I will make sure your harem is waiting for you, too.”
“I think I’m all set in that department,” I chuckled. “But shit, I can’t believe you all already knew I was from another world.”
“We still do not know the details,” Cesnie said. “And we do not know why you came here, only that we are very glad you did.”
“It’s a hell of a long story,” I replied. “But the short version is that I was sent here to do a job.”
“Who sent you, brother of my heart?” Cornalic leaned forward on his knees like we were trading stories around a campfire.
“A goddess of Ohlavar,” I answered. “Have you ever heard of a goddess named Zarra?”
Everyone shook their heads except for Lady Feeyaz. The dark elf bit her lip when I said the name, and then her surprised expression slowly melted into a smile.
“Do you know her?” I demanded.
“I have heard of her,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “In the last Time of Heliotrope, some knowledge was preserved in the Underdark that was lost up here on the surface. I remember stories about twin trickster goddesses named Zarra and Zahira, and while I do not remember much more than that, I do not find it hard to believe that a goddess would come to you for help, Leo Lennox.”
“Her story isn’t really mine to tell, so I won’t go into details,” I said. “But basically, she and her sister are the only goddesses who survived the last war with the demon dragons, and now Zarra is the only one who can stop these demons from consuming all of Ohlavar again.”
“The armor is hers,” Moryana whispered, and it wasn’t a question.
“Yeah, the Heliotrope armor belongs to her,” I answered. “She sent me here to gather all the pieces because it’s too dangerous for her to be in Ohlavar before all the armor is together again. As soon as we collect it all, she can claim the armor for herself, fight the demon dragons, and hopefully defeat them once and for all.”
“Well, if we manage to defeat an overseer and Allurie, I feel like we’ll probably stand a good chance against these dragon demons, too,” Cesnie said in her usual bored voice.
“That’s the plan, anyway,” I said. “I know that might be a little more than you all signed up for, so if you want to duck out now, I won’t have any hard feelings. It’s one thing to face an overseer, but it’s a whole different ball game to fight ancient demon dragons who slaughtered almost all the gods.”
“My dearest friend, I hope you know that I would follow you into battle even if I knew that my fate was sealed for the afterlife,” Cornalic said as he leaned forward to clasp my hand. “If you told me tomorrow that following you would only lead to my death, then I would still follow you, and I would fight on in the afterlife to reach you again.”
“Thanks, buddy.” I squeezed the massive half-orc’s hand before I dropped it and looked at the rest of my friends.
“My fate was sealed the moment I saw you,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “I am yours as long as you will have me, Leo Lennox. Do with me what you will.”
“I agree with Lady Feeyaz,” Moryana said. “I have no interest in being anywhere but by your side, Leo.”
“Save Allurie, help the goddess, kill the demons, take the Throne of Ascension,” Bolverk muttered. “That is our sacred task, Leo Lennox.”
“Cesnie?” I asked. “Last chance to bow out, and I won’t blame you if you do.”
“Like I said,” the blonde fighter sighed. “I have never backed down from a fight in my life, and I am not about to start now. You have my sword and mind as long as you need it, Sir Leo.”
“Thank you all,” I sighed. “I feel like one lucky son of a bitch to have you all with me, and I’m not quite sure what I did to deserve you.”
“You mean other than being the strongest, bravest, kindest, most generous man that any of us have ever known?” Cornalic laughed.
“Hm, yes, I wonder why a goddess would choose him with that list of credentials,” Lady Feeyaz teased. “How puzzling.”
“Quite a puzzle, indeed,” Moryana snickered.
“Alright, save your sarcasm,” I laughed. “Let’s tell Queen Yasmin we’re leaving.”
“The lovely queen actually stopped by earlier this morning,” Cornalic said. “I am afraid that I was a bit tongue-tied when faced with her beauty again, but Cesnie told her that you were still resting.”
“The queen knows we want to leave today,” Cesnie added. “She has a Mind mage on her royal staff who can teleport us wherever we need to go, so all we have to do is tell her when we’re ready.”
“Good, then we should be able to keep Lady Feeyaz out of the sun,” I replied. “Can you send word that we’re ready now?”
“Of course.” Cesnie stood up and went to ring a bell beside the main door to our living quarters.
“Queen Yasmin also already dropped off more gold and supplies than we know what to do with,” Moryana told me. “We had to force her to stop giving us things because we couldn’t carry them all.”
“I think she wants to make sure Queen Chrysa understands how much of a loyal ally Binna is prepared to be,” Cesnie said as she came back over to join us.
“Plus, I think she might be a little sweet on a certain fanged half-orc,” Lady Feeyaz said with a light laugh. “Queen Yasmin might be a little older, but she is still a striking woman.”
“Alas, I could never hope to attract a woman as stunning as Queen Yasmin,” Cornalic sighed. “I must be content to admire her from afar and compose songs and poetry in her honor.”
“Don’t sell yourself short,” I told my massive, green-skinned friend. “Any woman would be lucky to have you, Cornalic.”
Before the blushing half-orc could reply, a knock sounded at our door, and Queen Yasmin entered our chambers. Another woman came in right behind her, and she seemed to be about twenty years older than the queen, with iron-gray hair instead of black.
“I am glad to see you well-rested, Sir Lennox,” the dark-haired queen announced after we all stood up to greet her. “I have brought my personal Mind mage to teleport you wherever you wish to go. I would trust Ayana with my life, so you can trust her to keep your next location a secret.”
“Thank you, my queen,” I said with a bow. “My friends told me you have already been too generous with us, and now I find that your generosity truly knows no bounds.”
“Perhaps you will have a life as a courtier after you retire from battle,” Yasmin said. “Your words are smooth, Sir Leo.”
“I think I would prefer to keep fighting,” I chuckled. “Battle is easier for me than smooth words, and there are always causes worth fighting for.”
“I thought you might feel this way,” Queen Yasmin said and then smiled over my shoulder at Cornalic. “Perhaps one day, someone else might like to keep me company with smooth words and an easy smile.”
“Such a man would be more fortunate than all the gods and mortals combined,” Cornalic said with a deep bow.
“Indeed,” Queen Yasmin replied as she tried to hide her smile. She obviously found my friend adorable, and it made me like her even more.
“Where would you like to go?” The Mind mage took a step forward beside the dark-haired queen. “Back to Sanduport, or somewhere else?”
“Can you send us to Arnicoal?” I asked.
“Of course,” Ayana answered. “Would you like to go to the shop of another Mind mage there, or do you have a specific location in mind? I can send you anywhere as long as you have a picture in your head.”
I was pretty familiar with Arnicoal, but most of the locations might put us in immediate danger if we teleported there. Instead, I decided to go with one of the two places in the city that I knew without a doubt would be safe.
“Let’s go straight to Artus’ house,” I said. “We could go to Ahsan’s shop since we’ve used him before to teleport us, but I’d like to save as much time as possible. Everyone has been there except for Cesnie, so do you all think you can hold an image of his house in your minds well enough to teleport there?”
My friends all agreed, so I decided that was the best option.
“But before we go, will you send Queen Chrysa a Mind message to update her with what happened here?” I asked Yasmin. “Will you tell her that the alliance is secure, and we have gone to Coalna to track our friend there?”
“It will be my pleasure to do so,” Queen Yasmin answered. “That’s no problem, is it, Ayana?”
“Not at all, my queen,” the Mind mage said with a bow.
“Then I think we’re ready to go to Arnicoal,” I said.
“Stand in a circle with your toes touching,” Ayana instructed. “Lock your arms around each others’ waists to keep the circle tight, and I will give you a countdown.”
After I positioned myself between Moryana and Cesnie, I slipped my arms around their waists, and they hooked their arms around me, too. We all pressed in close together, and then I closed my eyes and pictured Artus’ house as clearly as I could.
My fenia friend would be surprised to see me, but he would welcome us with open arms, just like he always did. I imagined the walkway up to his door, the door itself, and then from far away, I heard Ayana begin to count.
“Three… two… hold on tight!” the Mind mage called.
There was no pain with this teleport. Instead, it suddenly felt like we were all wrapped in a warm blanket at the same time the ground disappeared beneath our feet. When I opened my eyes, my vision was filled with stars, but a few seconds later, my feet landed on solid ground again, and the blurry stars crystallized into the front of my friend Artus’ house.
“I guess that’s why Ayana is the royal Mind mage,” I muttered. “That shit was smooth.”
I glanced at my five friends to make sure they were all intact, but I immediately lunged forward to grab Lady Feeyaz. The afternoon sun was beating down on us, and the dark elf started to drop like a wilted flower in the bright light.
“I’ve got you,” I said as I supported her with an arm around the waist. “Cornalic, get the door!”
My half-orc friend was already knocking on the front door, and it only took a few seconds before Artus opened it.
“Cornalic!” the fenia spice trader gasped, but then he glanced at the rest of us. “Grr, come on, get her inside before she melts.”
We all hurried inside the cat-man’s house, and he doused all the lights as we headed to the kitchen. His wife, Urllia, was by the stove, but as soon as she saw us, she moved to close the curtains over the sink, so the kitchen was left in mostly darkness. Moryana and I helped Lady Feeyaz over to the table, and I finally took a breath after we all took a seat beside the dark elf.
“Thank you,” Lady Feeyaz whispered, and then her fingers sparked a little tongue of purple fire to light the candles in the chandelier above us.
“By the Body, it’s good to see you, Leo,” Artus rumbled. “Grr, if I’d known you were coming, we would have made preparations!”
“Are you trying to tell me that my house isn’t fit for guests?” Urllia smirked.
“Grr, no,” Artus chuckled. “Your house is always so well-kept that a queen could visit and feel right at home.”
“And don’t you forget it,” the panther-woman replied.
“I’m afraid we’re not here for very long,” I told them both. “This is really just a stopover point.”
“Wait, where’s Allurie?” Artus asked. “Grr, did I accidentally lock her out before--”
Artus’ question was cut off by the sound of thunderous footsteps bouncing downstairs and heading into the kitchen. I recognized the footsteps right away, but just in case there was any question about who they belonged to, they were immediately followed up by a loud voice with a distinctive dwarven accent.
“Who the fuck snuffed out all the bloody lights?” Gratia demanded as she marched into the room.
“Good to see you too, Gratia,” I snickered.
The dwarf woman stopped short when she heard my voice, blinked a few times to adjust her eyes to the low purple light, and then barreled toward me almost faster than I could stand up to meet her.
Gratia wrapped me in a bear hug and pounded me on the back before she finally released me. She shook Cornalic’s hand and nodded at Moryana, but she only glared at Cesnie and Lady Feeyaz.
“I wish you’d come for a visit by yourself, but I’ll take what I can get,” the dwarf woman growled. “How the hell are you, Leo?”
“Leo,” Urllia said quietly. “Where is Allurie?”
“That’s why we’re here,” I replied, and then I gave them the short version of everything that had happened since the last time we were here in Arnicoal.
“So, Allurie’s gone off the deep end of crazy thanks to some magic armor,” Gratia groaned when I finished. “And your solution is to go fight a fucking overseer to get more of this magic armor? By the Light, Leo, are you sure you aren’t wearing any of this crazy armor yourself?”
“Poor Allurie,” Urllia whispered. “She’s such a sweet girl.”
“Grr, apparently now she’s sweet and deadly.” Artus rubbed the fur on his cheeks. “Is there anything we can do to help?”
“Uh, how about we talk Leo out of his ridiculous plan to make Allurie fight an overseer and see what happens?” Gratia huffed.
“I know it sounds crazy,” I sighed. “But it’s the only way to save Allurie and then save the rest of Ohlavar.”
“Sir Leo was sent by a goddess,” Cesnie said. “If he says we can handle an overseer, then we will handle an overseer.”
“Oh, so you were sent by a goddess, is that it?” Gratia demanded. “I guess that explains why you’re so bloody talented, but it’s no reason to throw your life away. Fuck that goddess. You could have a good life here, Leo, and who knows? You might even outlive these demon dragons before they come down and wipe everything out again.”
“The demons will wake up as soon as the armor is all together again, if not sooner,” I replied. “But even if I knew I would die before they woke up, I’d still try to do this. I’m not going to let them destroy Ohlavar again, not when I can do something to stop it.”
“It’s very sweet how attached you have become to our world,” Cesnie chuckled.
“Our world?” Gratia grumbled. “What the fuck does this snooty blonde bitch mean by--”
“Take it easy, Gratia,” I cut her off. “Cesnie is my friend.”
I had already decided I wouldn’t tell Artus, Urllia, or Gratia about Earth. I wasn’t even sure how Zarra would feel about me telling my other friends, but I wasn’t going to keep that secret from them. I had told Artus, Urllia, and Gratia enough to explain things, but I didn’t want to push too much and tell them something they might not be able to handle.
“Sorry, Leo,” Gratia mumbled. “Listen, if you’re so determined to go fight this overseer, that’s fine. But, by my grandfather’s bearded beard, you need to take me with you.”
“That’s not going to happen,” I said. “It’s way too dangerous.”
“Oh, really?” the dwarf woman chuckled. “And just how the hell are you planning to get around the Underdark without me? You’d be as lost as kittens in a rainstorm.”
“My dear Gratia, I think you’re forgetting one very important thing,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “I’m from the darkest pits of that place. We made it inhabitable.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Gratia growled. “But then the dwarves turned it into fucking civilization, so who’s laughing now?”
“The answer is still the drow,” the dark elf purred. “But I am glad that swinging a few hammers and singing a few ballads about beer are all it takes to call something a civilization.”
“Oh, so worshiping darkness and riding giant spiders as steeds is supposed to somehow make you better than me?” Gratia clenched her fists on top of the table like she might smash them down and break the heavy wood.
“Do you really ride giant spiders as steeds?” Cornalic gasped. “I had a bear steed once, you know, but--”
“I’m afraid not, dear Cornalic,” Lady Feeyaz replied with a smile. “But perhaps I’ll put that on the next drow meeting agenda, since it is quite a good idea.”
“Let’s stay focused.” I rolled my eyes. “Gratia, you would be a really valuable help in the Underdark below Cutno, but it’s too dangerous. You’re an artist, not a warrior, and if we have to keep a close eye on you to make sure that you don’t get hurt, we might not be able to stop Allurie or kill the overseer.”
I watched the disappointment fall over Gratia’s face, but she stiffened her lip, jutted her chin out, and gave me a quick nod.
“Fine,” the dwarf woman muttered.
“There will be more room for artists after Leo takes the Throne of Ascension,” Bolverk announced. “There will be less need for war, only enough to keep the God of War busy when I am not enjoying my harem of half-orc women. You will paint my war murals. Yessss… this is goooood.”
“Uh, thanks?” Gratia raised an eyebrow.
“You are welcome, angry dwarf,” the gnome berserker replied.
“I know better than to argue with you when you’ve made your mind up, Leo,” Gratia growled. “But at least let me help you get to the overseer, okay?”
“How would you do that?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“You can’t teleport or travel to Cutno because Leo here went and got himself on the Most Wanted list,” Gratia replied. “And since it sounds like you can’t afford to waste any time, I doubt you want to slow down long enough to eliminate the lord asshole of Cutno and his whole army.”
“Yeah, I was hoping to just hire a wagon and travel down that direction as fast as possible,” I said.
“Grr, even if you rode at breakneck speed without stopping, it would still take you a solid week,” Artus said. “I’m not sure how quick it will take Allurie to get there, but your story makes me think she’s capable of traveling very quickly.”
“Relax, I’ve got the solution to this.” Gratia stretched her arms wide to let them rest on the back of Moryana and Bolverk’s chairs. “You don’t have to go to Cutno. You can teleport straight to my stronghold under the mountain.”
“Your dwarven stronghold has a Mind mage with teleportation abilities?” Lady Feeyaz asked.
“Like I said, we invented civilization,” Gratia snickered. “You can teleport to Loremaster Fiunar.”
“I didn’t know he had teleport abilities,” I said as I remembered the elderly dwarf mage.
“He’s a little old, so it’s too hard for him to send people anywhere,” the dwarf woman explained. “Otherwise, he could have teleported us to Arnicoal when we were trying to get out of there after we escaped Cutno. But it takes less energy to receive somebody than to send somebody, so I think he’ll receive you. Then you can go get the overseer and Allurie.”
“You ‘think,’ or you ‘know’ that he’ll receive us?” I asked. “I’d hate to show up and be surrounded by an army of angry Blood Smiths.”
“I’ll go with you to the Mind mage in Arnicoal,” Gratia said. “I can get him to send a Mind message to the loremaster from me, and that should smooth things out for you.”
“That would be incredibly helpful,” I said. “That would put us as close as possible to the overseer, and it should give us time to get in position before Allurie shows up.”
“I still think it’d be better if I came with you, but there’s no bloody point in trying to tell you what to do,” Gratia grumbled.
“Your gallery is keeping you quite busy these days,” Urllia pointed out.
“Aye, that’s true, too,” the dwarf woman said. “Even though I’d throw it all away in a heartbeat if it meant I could help my friends.”
“The best thing you can do is send a Mind message to Loremaster Fiunar,” I said. “We’ll take it from there.”
“If you say so,” Gratia muttered. “But you better send me word the moment Allurie is okay, or I’ll march down there myself and break down the doors of my own stronghold if I have to.”
“I promise we’ll send you word as soon as we have news,” I told her.
“How soon do you want to leave?” Artus asked. “You can stay here tonight if you need to.”
“Thanks, friend,” I said. “We have all the supplies we need, thanks to Queen Yasmin, so we really just need to wait until it’s dark and there aren’t a lot of people around. That way, Lady Feeyaz doesn’t have to worry as much about staying hidden.”
“Why don’t we leave at midnight?” the dark elf purred. “That will give everyone a chance to rest, and Leo can return home for a bit.”
“I can send word to the Mind mage and ask him to keep his shop open,” Artus said. “What’s this fella’s name?”
“Ahsan,” I replied. “He’s fenia, too.”
“Grr, then I’m sure he won’t mind doing a favor for a fellow fenia,” Artus rumbled.
“Why don’t I show you to your rooms?” Urllia smiled. “They may not be as grand as Queen Yasmin’s, but I’d bet my left paw that they’re cleaner.”
“Thanks, Urllia,” I chuckled. “I don’t know if you’re all tired or not, but it’s not a bad idea to get some more rest. Once we get to the Underdark, I doubt we’ll have a lot of opportunities to rest before we face Allurie and the overseer. And I wouldn’t mind talking to my friend before we do face them both.”
“Would your friend’s name happen to start with a Z, Sir Leo?” Cesnie arched one of her perfect blonde eyebrows.
“Maybe.” I smirked at the blonde fighter.
“That would certainly explain a lot,” Moryana said. “If she has more to tell you, then by all means, please go home and come back with more information. I believe in our skills, but I also believe in learning as much as possible before we face an enemy.”
“To tell the truth, teleportation always makes me sleepy, dearest Leo,” Cornalic said with a yawn. “I would not mind a little nap before we teleport to this dwarven stronghold in the Underdark.”
“The God of War does not sleep,” Bolverk said. “He only rests his eyes before battle.”
“That’ll work, too,” I snorted.
After Urllia showed us to their two spare bedrooms, I told Moryana, Cesnie, and Lady Feeyaz to share one so I could share the other with Bolverk and Cornalic. I thought about sharing a room with Lady Feeyaz and Moryana, but I didn’t want to be distracted from going back to Earth, and there was no way I could be alone in a room with those two and not end up buck naked in bed together.
As much as I might want to do just that, this wasn’t the time or the place.
Once we retreated to our separate rooms, I laid down on the floor and closed my eyes. I counted to twenty, emerged back into the VRIU tank, and stepped out to find only Jennifer and Ky in the lab with me, but still no trace of Zarra.
“That was a pretty fast session, Champ,” Ky said. “Er, sorry, I mean trip, not session.”
“That’s okay, it was pretty fast,” I replied. “We’re in Arnicoal, but we can’t really go anywhere else until it gets dark.”
I told them my plan about Allurie and the overseer in case I wasn’t able to see Zarra before I jumped back in, and they agreed it was the best option I could have come up with. Then I told them I’d be back a little before midnight, headed into my room, and grabbed the phone.
I was surprised that one of Zarra’s duplicates wasn’t waiting in bed for me, but whatever she was doing must be taking up most of her concentration. I called her office and left a voicemail before I headed to the gym for a quick workout, and then I ordered some dinner when I got back to my room.
By the time I showered and ate dinner, Zarra still hadn’t called me back, and I was starting to get a little worried. Still, I knew she had a whole company to run, on top of the fact that she was an actual goddess, so I figured she would get back to me as soon as she could.
I didn’t normally go to bed this early, but I wasn’t kidding when I told my friends we needed all the rest we could get before we fought Allurie and maybe the overseer, too. I turned off the lights and started to doze in and out, but all at once, the hairs along the back of my neck prickled like someone was in the room with me.
I sat straight up in bed and flipped on the lamp.
Zarra stood in the doorway to my bedroom without a stitch of clothing on her athletic body. All her clothes were piled at her feet, and her long black hair hung like a veil over her shoulders, but it wasn’t quite long enough to cover up her firm breasts or her perfect pink nipples.
“Oops.” Zarra gave me a sly smile. “You caught me.”








Chapter 22
“Is this why you wouldn’t call me back?” I grinned. “Because you wanted to sneak into my room and surprise me?”
“I really was busy,” Zarra laughed. “But it’s a pretty good reason, don’t you think?”
“Maybe, but only if you get your ass over here in the next three seconds,” I said.
“What happens if I don’t?” the beautiful woman teased.
“Try me and see,” I warned. “Three… two… alright, that’s it!”
I bounded off the mattress, scooped her naked body up in my arms, threw her on the bed, and then pounced on top of her. I grabbed both her slender wrists in one hand, stretched her arms up over her head, and then I lowered my body on top of hers so she could feel how stiff I already was just from looking at her.
“Where have you been?” I breathed in her ear and then let my tongue tickle her earlobe.
“Does that really matter at the moment?” Zarra purred. “You have me right where you want me now, so what are you gonna do about it?”
“Oh, I’ll do plenty,” I growled, and then my tongue kissed down the side of her neck to send a little shudder of pleasure through her body.
Zarra tried to reposition her hips underneath me to line up with my stiff cock, but I was still wearing the clothes I’d fallen asleep in. She pouted when she couldn’t pull her hands away from mine to help me get undressed, but then she gave me a wicked smirk.
My mouth grazed down her neck to the little dip at the base of her throat, but then I felt someone else’s hands start to slip off my shirt from behind me. I looked over my shoulder, but I wasn’t surprised when I saw that one of Zarra’s duplicates had climbed onto the mattress to join us. She was just as naked and beautiful as the Zarra beneath me, but her hair was pulled back in a long dark braid instead of hanging loose around her shoulders.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there the last two times you came back from Ohlavar,” Zarra with the braided-hair whispered. “Maybe two of me will make up for it?”
“I only need one of you.” I smiled as I turned back to the Zarra underneath me. “But if it will double your pleasure, then by all means, she’s more than welcome to stay.”
“Oh, it will,” Zarra purred. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment since the first time we made love, Leo.”
“Good,” I chuckled. “Maybe just keep it to one duplicate though, okay? I don’t know if I could handle more than two Zarras at one time.”
“You could handle a whole roomful of Zarras, and you know it,” the beautiful woman snickered. “It’s one of the many reasons I love you, because I sure as hell have never been able to say that about a man before.”
“Then let’s see what I can do,” I said with a grin.
I let the second Zarra finish taking my shirt off, and now that both women’s hands were free, they started to stroke my chest and run their fingers all down the muscles of my back and abdomen. Their warm touches felt so good on my skin that I could have collapsed on the bed and let them massage me until I passed out, but I wasn’t interested in seeing how much they could do for me.
I was much more interested in seeing how many times I could make them climax.
After I shrugged off my shorts so I was as naked as both Zarras were, I lowered myself on top of the beautiful woman on the bed again. Then I captured both her hands and pinned them to the bed at her sides, and the second Zarra reached around to help guide my stiff cock toward the first Zarra’s waiting entrance.
As soon as my tip pressed against her soft pussy lips, both Zarras moaned like they were feeling it at the same time. I leaned closer to kiss the woman beneath me, and then I twisted my head to kiss the second Zarra. Slowly, I let my cock slide inside Zarra’s pussy, and the further I thrust into her, the more she bit her lip and wiggled her hips to welcome me further inside her tight tunnel.
“Get on your back,” I told the second Zarra.
“Yes, Leo,” the beautiful woman with the braid purred, and then she followed my orders.
Once she was lying on her back beside the first Zarra, I shifted the position of my hands on the bed. Now, I took the first Zarra’s hand and guided it toward the second Zarra’s pussy, and then our fingers started to massage the edges of her lips and clit together. Finally, both our fingers slipped inside her velvety entrance, and we began to stroke the inside of her tunnel together.
I shifted my weight more fully onto my other hand so I could keep fingering the second Zarra, and at the same time, I started to thrust my cock more rhythmically inside the first Zarra. I timed each thrust to match my fingers as I pushed them into the second beautiful woman, and both Zarras purred with pleasure as I fucked them together.
“Ohhh, Leeeeooo,” the second Zarra moaned.
“Oh, right there!” The first Zarra bit her lip as her back began to arch. “Oh, shit… oh… don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t-- ohhhh!”
Zarra cried out as the orgasm took her, but less than a second later, the other Zarra clenched her tunnel around our fingers and screamed in pleasure as a climax swept over her, too. Both women writhed on the bed until their climaxes finally subsided, and I didn’t move until they were both completely finished.
Then I gently pulled my fingers out of the second Zarra’s pussy, but before I could lick them, she grabbed my hand and started to lick her own sweet juices off my fingers. The first Zarra slipped her fingers out of her duplicate’s tunnel and licked her own fingers, too, and then both women looked up at me with their amethyst eyes wide and their lips wrapped around their own fingers.
“Now what would you like us to do?” the first Zarra whispered.
“I know what I’d like to do,” the second Zarra whispered.
“And what’s that?” I grinned.
The second Zarra didn’t reply, but she did slide her fingers down her own throat so far that she gagged a little. Then she pulled them back out and slid them in again, and this time, she gave me a sly smile while she did it.
“Pretty please?” the first Zarra whispered.
“Don’t let me stop you,” I laughed, and then I carefully pulled out of Zarra’s tight tunnel.
I stood up beside the bed so I could get better leverage, and both Zarras scrambled off the mattress to land on their knees in front of me. The first Zarra grasped my cock firmly with one hand, but then her other hand gripped her duplicate’s braided hair. She guided the second Zarra toward my stiff cock, and then she pushed her lips onto me.
The second Zarra’s jaw popped a little as she slid her mouth down my shaft, but the first Zarra kept pushing her firmly forward until she had completely swallowed my cock. Her tongue danced around my shaft, but then the first Zarra grabbed my hands and guided them into the braid of the second Zarra.
“Sometimes we like it a little rough,” Zarra teased as she licked her lips.
“Well, you are a goddess,” I chuckled. “You’re used to always being in charge, so it makes sense that sometimes, you want someone else to be in total control.”
“Yes, please,” Zarra purred.
“Mmmff,” the second Zarra gagged against the weight of my cock in her mouth.
“She agrees,” Zarra laughed.
I tightened my grip on the second Zarra’s braid and pushed my cock further into her throat. Then I held her perfectly in place and started to pump my hips into her, and every time I slammed my cock into her mouth again, both Zarras gagged and moaned with pleasure.
I knew they could both feel whatever I did to one of them, but I wanted to make sure both Zarra and her duplicate felt equal amounts of satisfaction, so after I thrust my cock into her duplicate’s mouth one more time, I carefully pulled it out.
I slipped one hand into the first Zarra’s loose hair but kept my other fingers where they were. Then I pulled both women toward my cock together, so they could run their tongues up and down the sides of my shaft. Every time they looked up at me with their wide amethyst eyes, I almost lost it, but I wasn’t about to be done with either of them yet. Instead, I let them lick every side of my shaft until I couldn’t take it anymore.
“Your turn,” I told the first Zarra. “I want your lips on my cock.”
“Yes, Leo,” she purred.
She took me in her mouth immediately, but I didn’t slowly slide myself inside her. Instead, I used both hands to hold her steady, and then I drove my cock toward the back of her throat in one quick thrust.
Both Zarras gasped, and the second Zarra reached down and started to touch herself.
“Not so fast,” I ordered. “I want you to hold off. First, I want you to kiss yourself.”
The second Zarra immediately leaned over so she could kiss the first Zarra’s neck, and then her tongue traced little circles all down her chest until she began to kiss and massage the other woman’s breasts. The more I watched her kiss the first Zarra, the stiffer my cock grew inside the first Zarra’s mouth, and the harder I plunged my shaft into her.
I pumped my hips again and again into Zarra, and it was like she couldn’t get enough. Her tongue slid up and down my shaft as the back of her throat tickled the tip of my cock, and her lips tightened and released their grip on me in perfect rhythm with my thrusts.
“Oh, fuuuuuck,” I groaned as I felt my own climax start to build.
“Yessss, Leo,” the second Zarra purred. “Climax…”
“Mmmmm…” the first Zarra moaned around my cock as she looked up at me eagerly, and I felt my willpower snap.
“Damnnnn…” I managed a few more thrusts before the feeling overwhelmed me. Then I pushed into her one more time as my body spasmed.
“Ohh, there is so much,” the second Zarra cooed as the first Zarra sucked and swallowed the seemingly endless spray of seed I released at the back of her throat.
“Y-y-yes…” I groaned as the first Zarra sucked the last drops of my sperm out of my tip like a milkshake straw, and then I popped free of her sweet mouth.
The duplicate Zarra immediately straightened up so she could kiss the other woman, and they both moaned as my cum dripped between their lips.
Even though it felt like I had emptied my body completely just now, my cock started to grow hard again as I watched both women kiss each other so they could share the last drops of my cream. When they both finished and looked up at me again with hunger in their purple eyes, I felt myself swell to my full length again, and I grasped my shaft in one hand.
“Stand up,” I told them, and then I nodded at the duplicate Zarra. “Get on the bed.”
“Where do you want me?” the first Zarra purred.
“I want you to flip over so I can see that gorgeous ass,” I replied.
As soon as the duplicate Zarra climbed on the bed and leaned back on her elbows, the first Zarra stood up and turned around so her firm ass faced me. She leaned over so her tits pressed against the covers, and her face was only inches away from the other woman’s pussy. Then she started to pull her duplicate’s hips closer, but she paused and looked up at me for permission.
“It’s like you read my mind,” I said. “Don’t let me stop you now.”
Zarra buried her face in her duplicate’s pussy. Both women moaned together as one went down on the other, and I watched them for a few seconds before I turned my attention back to Zarra’s pert ass in front of me.
I pushed her legs apart a little more, gripped her ass with one hand, and used my other hand to guide my cock toward her dripping tunnel. Then, while Zarra was still massaging her other body’s pussy with her tongue, I thrust my cock into her accepting body.
“Fucccck,” she groaned as soon as I was deep inside of her.
“You are so tight…” I grabbed both her hips now to help bounce her up and down on my cock. Every time I plunged into her tunnel again, it moved her whole body so her tongue pushed deeper into the duplicate Zarra’s pussy, and both women gasped in pleasure.
Zarra’s tunnel always fit me like a glove, and the way she tightened her pelvic muscles every time I slid into her was like nothing else I’d ever felt before. I smacked her ass as I kept thrusting into her, and then I noticed that her duplicate’s body was starting to tremble as she built toward another climax.
I slammed my cock into Zarra again, leaned over her to grab her loose hair, and then held her head perfectly in place as she licked and sucked on the other woman. My hips kept pumping slowly into the beautiful woman, but now I had an up-close view of her duplicate’s pussy as she started to cum.
“Oh, oh, oh, ohhhh!” the duplicate gasped and then collapsed flat on the mattress.
A shiver of pleasure spread over the first Zarra’s body too, and I knew she could feel the afterglow of the other woman’s orgasm. This body had to be close to another climax as well, so I tightened my grip on her hair and pulled her halfway upright.
Her body perfectly fit in the groove of mine, and I reached my free hand around to play with her tits while I drove my cock into her again and again. Then I traced my fingers down to her clit, and I started playing with it too, as Zarra’s breaths started to come faster and faster.
“Oh, fuuuuu--” Her voice turned into a wordless scream of pleasure as I thrust into her again.
I didn’t hold myself back anymore. I gave her two more quick thrusts to round out her own climax, and then I growled as my release came.
This orgasm was even more powerful than the previous, and it felt like hot magma poured out of me with a deliciously wonderful agony. It seemed to take both of us a good two dozen seconds to reach our peaks, and it felt like an entire river was flowing out of me and into the goddess’ welcoming womb.
Once we began to slowly descend together, I plunged my hips into her again and again to wring out the last of my cum, but both women were already panting like I had filled them to the brim.
The moment I pulled out of Zarra, her duplicate crawled forward across the bed, and she flipped herself over so she could lap up my seed as it spilled out of the other woman’s tunnel.
“Wow,” I groaned at the sight of the beautiful woman gobbling up my cum.
After we all leveled out from our latest round of climaxes, Zarra’s mocha skin shimmered slightly, and the duplicate disappeared. Then she flipped over to face me on the bed alone and beckoned me with her pointer finger.
“That was fun,” Zarra purred. “But I think now I’d like it to be just you and me.”
“Wasn’t that what we were doing just now?” I chuckled.
“Yes, but you know what I mean,” the beautiful woman said with a smile. “I want you to fill me up again and again. I want to be so full of your cum that I can barely walk without it pouring down my thighs, Leo.”
“Your wish is my command,” I teased.
After that, we fucked in every position we could think of in the bed and all around the room. Sometimes, we went slow so it felt more like we were making love, but then other times, Zarra would beg me to pull her hair or fuck her roughly from behind again. She came for me again when she straddled me in cowgirl position, again in doggy style, and again when I held her wrapped in my arms in missionary position.
The moment her body arched underneath me in pleasure, I emptied myself into her. I pumped my hips into her again and again, and every time, it made her own orgasm last just a little longer. Finally, after my sixth orgasm, I felt like I had nothing left inside me, so I collapsed on top of her, rolled over onto my back, and then pulled her into my arms again.
“Oh, Leo,” Zarra sighed my name like it was a prayer. “Have I told you lately how amazing you are?”
“I don’t know, have you?” I grinned.
“You’re incredible,” Zarra purred. “So handsome, so talented, so fierce and gentle at the same time. I’ve never cummed so much at once before I met you.”
“Good,” I chuckled. “That’s my goal.”
“Well done, my champion,” the beautiful goddess said as she nestled herself against my chest. “I love you, my Leo.”
“I love you too, Zarra,” I said, and then I kissed the top of her head.
She fell asleep almost immediately in my arms, and after I checked to make sure my alarm was set so I didn’t sleep through the night, I let myself drift off to sleep beside her.
The next time I opened my eyes, all the lights in the room were off. There was a slight purple glow from the living room, but the door to my bedroom was shut, so I could only see the violet light through the crack underneath the door.
“Leeeeoooooo,” a woman’s voice sang from the direction of my living room.
I had seen enough horror movies to know I shouldn’t follow a random voice in the middle of the night just because it knew my name, especially not when there was a strange purple light I had never seen before on top of everything else. But it was almost like I couldn’t stop myself.
I swung my legs over the side of the mattress and started toward the bedroom door. When my hand hovered over the doorknob, I heard the voice again, only now it sounded a little more scared than scary.
“Help meeee….” the woman pleaded.
I glanced over my shoulder to see if Zarra was still asleep, but she wasn’t in bed at all. I looked around the rest of the room, but I was afraid to move my hand away from the door, or I might not hear from the woman who needed help again.
Shit, was the woman on the other side of the door actually Zarra? Had she somehow gotten trapped on the other side? Maybe she’d gone to get a snack and found the door locked when she came back, and now she needed help opening the door without spilling all her snacks.
“Fuck me, that doesn’t make a bit of sense,” I groaned.
Zarra was a fucking goddess. It would take more than a locked bedroom door to keep her out of some place she wanted to go, but since I didn’t have a better explanation, I turned the knob and opened the door to the living room.
Except, it didn’t look like my living room at all.
Instead, the door opened onto a gaping black hole that seemed to swirl with even darker shadows, like the liquid in the VRIU pool. There was no hint of the purple light I had seen through the crack in the door. A whispered scream echoed around me in the blackness, and I stretched my hand toward the shadows like I might be able to grasp them and make them real.
I almost jumped when someone else’s hand grabbed mine from out of the darkness. Then I looked down and saw that the hand was made purely of shadows. I stared at it but couldn’t seem to pull my hand away, and slowly, the shadows started to crack until they all fell away like a broken mirror.
In place of the shadow hand, I found a golden hand grasping mine, and I felt like I should recognize it. I looked back up but still saw nothing except for swirling darkness, so I did the only thing I could think of.
I yanked on the hand to try to pull the figure out of the black hole.
The darkness in front of me fractured into thousands of tiny cracks like I had just slammed a hammer into a sheet of ice, and then every shard fell away. In place of the swirling darkness, there was now only pulsing purple light and a single figure whose hand was still holding mine.
It was the woman in golden armor with the golden hammer.
I had seen her in a dream before, and I realized now that this must only be a dream, even if it seemed more real than anything else at the moment.
“Leo, you are running out of time,” the woman with the golden hammer said.
I tried to tell her I was doing the best I could, but my tongue suddenly seemed heavy in my mouth, and I couldn’t force any words to come out.
“Leo, we are running out of time,” the woman said.
She gripped my fingers tighter, but her other hand now raised up the golden hammer like she was about to strike an invisible anvil.
“This will be the last time,” the woman warned. “Then there will be no more time. Bolverk knows.”
I wanted to ask her what the hell that meant, but I still couldn’t make my tongue move inside my mouth. I could only stare at her and hope she gave me another clue.
“Time!” the woman in golden armor cried, and then she swung her hammer down straight on top of my skull.
There was no time to move or react. I could only watch as the hammer descended on my forehead, but I didn’t feel any pain when it shattered my skull. I felt a faint buzzing in my ears as the blow reverberated through my bones, and then I seemed to float up out of my body.
When I looked back down, I saw my body below me, but it had been split perfectly into two halves. Each half was melting now into a pool of silver and gold, and then I watched the woman in golden armor bend down and pick up something from the liquid metal at her feet.
It was a pair of weighted scales, but the woman didn’t seem satisfied with them. Instead, she smashed them onto the ground, pounded her hammer against them one time, and then let them melt back into two liquid metal pools. They started to solidify into a human shape again, and by the time they formed a single shape, I felt myself float back down toward the resurrected body.
As soon as I was back in my body again, I stood up to face the woman with the golden hammer, but she was already fading back into the swirling darkness of the living room.
“Help us,” she pleaded, and then the darkness took her.
“Fuck!” I shouted, and when I found I could speak again, I slammed my fist into the wall. “Fuck, come back!”
“Leo,” the darkness around me whispered. “Leeeeooo! Leo! Leo!”
“Leo!” Zarra’s voice cut through my nightmares, and I jolted upright so fast that the top of my head collided with the headboard before I pulled myself into a sitting position.
“Fuck!” I blinked to let the sleep clear from my eyes so my bedroom came into focus around me again. “Shit, was that really just a dream?”
“Leo, are you okay?” Zarra demanded. “Did you have a nightmare?”
“I guess so.” I rubbed my temples. “It wasn’t really scary, it was just… I don’t know, it was just fucking weird, I guess.”
“What happened?” Zarra asked.
I told her as much as I could remember about the blackness in the living room and the shadowy hand that turned out to be a woman in golden armor with a golden hammer, but I couldn’t really remember what happened after that. I thought the woman in my dream might have hit me over the head with her weapon, but that might have just been because I banged my skull on the headboard when I sat up so fast.
“You said it was a blonde woman in golden armor with a golden hammer?” Zarra whispered.
“Yeah, I had a dream about her once before,” I replied. “But that time, I think she was trying to get me to help a woman trapped in the VRIU tank who kept crying.”
“Shit, Leo,” Zarra gasped. “I knew you were… shit!”
“What’s wrong?” I reached up to cup her cheek. “Zarra, what is it?”
“The woman trapped in the VRIU pool who kept crying… that’s my sister,” Zarra replied. “She appears in dreams like that sometimes to me too, but that’s not what surprised me.”
“Then what is it?” I demanded.
“The woman with the golden hammer,” Zarra sighed. “You asked me before who the Heliotrope armor was originally made for, and I didn’t really think the details mattered. But apparently, they do.”
“Why?” I asked. “Who is that woman?”
“She’s not a woman,” Zarra answered. “Her name is Tirzah. She was the Goddess of Smithcrafting and Metalwork, and she was the one who made the Heliotrope armor to try to defeat the demon dragons.”
“But you said all the other gods died in the last war, didn’t you?” I asked.
“They did, and she did, too,” Zarra replied. “That’s why I didn’t think it mattered if I told you who made the armor or who it was made for, but since Tirzah’s spirit is visiting you in your dreams, then it must be important.”
“Are you trying to tell me a dead goddess is actually visiting me in my dreams from the afterlife?” I asked.
“Her spirit is, yes,” Zarra answered. “After everything else you’ve seen and learned, is that really so hard to believe?”
“Not really,” I sighed. “I just wish I knew what she was trying to warn me about. What can you tell me about her?”
“In the last war between the demons and the gods, we all started to realize we were losing, but we didn’t know what to do about it,” Zarra said. “Except for Tirzah. She believed she could create an indestructible suit of armor that would help her to defeat the demons once and for all, but the only way to do this was to infuse it with the gods’ own magic.”
“How did she do that?” I asked.
“When one god after another started to die, she would run out and grab their essence from the battlefield,” Zarra explained. “She put the essence of each fallen god into a different piece of the armor that she constructed. That’s why the armor is only meant to be worn by a god. It was literally made from the gods, so it is only for the gods.”
“It must have been hard for Tirzah to do all of that and stay off the demons’ radar,” I said.
“It was incredibly difficult,” Zarra answered. “She ran from place to place, and she forged a new piece of the armor wherever another god fell, but then she had to run again before the demons caught her.”
“So what went wrong?” I asked.
“Tirzah was too afraid that the demons would find her with all of the armor she was creating,” Zarra replied. “She was afraid they would scatter the pieces and make them impossible for anyone to ever find. So instead, she started to hide each piece of armor after she made it.”
“Shit,” I whispered. “Is that why the Pieces of Heliotrope are hidden in random places all over Ohlavar?”
“Yes,” Zarra said. “Some people have found the relics, of course, and kept them in their vaults and special collections, even though they haven’t understood what their real purpose is.”
“How do you know all this?” I asked.
“I always liked Tirzah,” Zarra said softly. “She never made my sister and me feel bad for the tricks we liked to play, and she always told me I was more powerful than I gave myself credit for.”
“She was right about that.” I tucked a stray lock of black hair behind Zarra’s ear.
“Tirzah thought for a long time that she would be able to gather up the pieces again when she finished making the armor, and then she would wear them all into battle and defeat the demons,” Zarra continued. “But when there were only a few pieces of armor left to create and hide, she realized that the demons were too close to finding her. She knew they would find her before she was able to gather all the pieces together again. Her only hope was that another god would survive, so they could collect all the pieces later and end the demon dragons. Even if Tirzah wouldn’t be there to see their defeat for herself.”
“Damn,” I whistled. “She sounds like a good goddess.”
“She was the best of us,” Zarra said with a small smile. “She told me what she was doing a few days before the demons caught her. She begged me to find the armor and wear it myself. She said Zahira and I would probably be the only ones to survive the war since we were so good at running and hiding, and I’ll be damned if she wasn’t right.”
“But she was able to finish the armor before they caught her?” I asked.
“She had just finished the last piece,” Zarra replied. “Zahira and I tried to help her when the demons came for her, but there were too many of them. That’s when Zahira was hurt so badly. I stayed as long as I could, but the dragons killed Tirzah anyway. They obliterated her so there wasn’t even a trace of her left in Ohlavar, and the last piece she was working on was blown deep beneath the surface of the world.”
“Her body might be gone, but her spirit is still clearly around,” I said. “I’ve never had dreams that vivid before.”
“That’s because they’re not really dreams,” Zarra whispered. “Tirzah’s spirit really is coming to see you. I always knew you were different, but this… this is crazy. You must be even more magical than I realized.”
“I just hope I can get all the armor together in time for you to wear it before the demon dragons wake up,” I said. “As long as I have enough magic to make that happen, I’ll be happy.”
“Even the spirit of a dead goddess knows you have more than enough magic to make that happen.” Zarra smiled. “I don’t think Tirzah would make a trip all the way from the afterlife if she didn’t believe in you, Leo.”
“I hope you’re right,” I said. “Maybe I do have more magic than I thought. It would at least explain how I’ve been able to hear Allurie and Moryana through the portal before, when nobody else ever seems to hear them.”
“You can do what?” Zarra’s amethyst eyes went wide.
“I kept meaning to tell you about it,” I sighed. “Sometimes, I can hear my friends through the portal, usually when they’re in trouble and they need me.”
“That should be impossible,” the beautiful woman whispered. “Normally, only a god has that kind of ability, but… well, shit. I really did pick well when I chose you for my champion, didn’t I?”
“Apparently,” I chuckled. “But don’t worry. We’re close to having all of the armor together. Allurie has ten pieces now, I have one, and pretty soon, all fifteen pieces should be together in one place.”
I told Zarra my latest plan that involved Allurie and the overseer, and she nodded when I was finished.
“Let’s just hope you can get the armor off Allurie before it triggers the dragons to wake up,” Zarra said. “No one has ever found all of the pieces before, so I’m not sure exactly what to expect.”
“But people have found the pieces before?” I asked.
“Oh, yes, a number of people over the centuries have found a piece and tried it on,” Zarra replied. “But they usually start slinging around so much magic so fast that the dragons come down and consume everything. The armor gets scattered again in all the destruction, and then the dragons retreat to the moon so the whole cycle starts all over again.”
“But the last Time of Heliotrope was just triggered by a bunch of mages casting too many spells, right?” I asked.
“Yes, but one of them had found a relic, too,” Zarra said. “It’s just that no one has ever collected even seven relics all together, so the fact that Allurie has ten in her possession is… well, it’s exciting, but it’s about to drive me crazy with anxiety.”
“I don’t know how you’ve managed to wait so long,” I said. “I know you said you can’t set foot in Ohlavar because you’ll probably wake up the demon dragons the moment you do, but I know it’s probably taken every ounce of your patience to just sit here while you depend on other people to hunt down the relics.”
“It has driven me crazy,” Zarra admitted. “At least, until I met you.”
“What do you mean?” I smiled.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m still impatient,” the beautiful woman laughed. “But this is the first time I’ve had complete confidence in my champion.”
“Exactly how many other champions were there before me?” I asked.
“Honestly?” Zarra frowned. “I lost count. Some made it farther than others, but like I told you before, most of them lost their minds before they got very far.”
“Well, don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the fact that Tirzah came to me in a dream and everything,” I sighed. “But I wish she had told me something a little more helpful than the fact that we’re running out of time.”
“Are you sure she didn’t say anything else?” Zarra asked.
“Not that I remember,” I said. “Oh, wait! She did say one other thing, and she said it in the last dream I had with her, too. She mentioned Bolverk both times, like he knows something.”
The trickster goddess’ face went pale, and she pulled the covers up over her shoulders like she was suddenly freezing.
“You know something,” I growled. “Tell me.”
“I was really hoping I wouldn’t have to tell you this,” Zarra whispered. “Or at least, that I wouldn’t have to explain it to you yet.”
“Explain what?” I demanded.
“I know Bolverk,” Zarra admitted. “He was my champion, once upon a time, but he… his face is one of those that haunt me the most.”
I just stared at her.
“He did really well at first,” Zarra continued. “But he finally figured out that he was traveling between two different dimensions, and this was long before VR, so his mind just… well, it just couldn’t handle it, and he went crazy.”
“Bolverk is from Earth?” I whispered.
“A long time ago, but yes,” Zarra answered. “The last time I saw him, he still had a lot of memories of Earth, and he was able to see things in both dimensions that other people couldn’t. But by then, his mind was so fragile that I was afraid he might hurt himself or even someone else by accident. So, I did the only thing I could think of.”
“Holy shit,” I muttered. “Are you the one who fucking Mindlocked him?”
“It was to keep him safe!” Zarra said. “The runes help him channel his rage, so he only attacks warriors and bad men. They can’t erase what happened to him, but they do help him forget the pain he endured so he can focus on the future.”
“That doesn’t make sense, Zarra,” I said. “Bolverk is a fucking gnome. He can’t be from Earth.”
“I swear to you that he is,” Zarra replied. “He started out as a very short human, but his body slowly adapted and evolved over time to fit the way that he saw himself. He believed he was a bloodthirsty berserker, and since being a berserker gnome was the best way he could play this role, that’s what his body evolved to be.”
“But for him to evolve that slowly, he would have to be in Ohlavar for…” I hesitated. “I don’t know. A long-ass time, I guess. So, exactly how old is Bolverk?”
“Time doesn’t work the same way in both dimensions,” Zarra said carefully. “Someone from Ohlavar would age much faster if they tried to live on Earth, unless they’re an immortal goddess like me, of course. But someone from Earth will age much, much slower on Ohlavar.”
“How old is Bolverk?” I repeated my question.
“Centuries.” Zarra shrugged. “After the first hundred, no one really keeps track of their age anymore.”
“Fucking centuries?” I swore. “What the fuck, Zarra? You didn’t think that was relevant information?”
“I didn’t tell you about Bolverk because I didn’t want you to say something that might trigger him!” Zarra pushed the covers off her, jumped out of bed, and grabbed an extra robe from my bathroom to wrap around her naked body. “His Mindlock is strong, but I couldn’t take the risk! If you said the wrong thing, he might completely lose his mind, and I’m still hopeful he’ll recover himself one day.”
“Okay, slow down.” I jumped out of bed and grabbed the other robe. “Sit down again. I didn’t mean to get upset, I just… hold on, are you telling me I could just stay in Ohlavar forever if I wanted to?”
“Yes,” Zarra sighed as she sat down on the bed beside me. “You don’t ever have to come back to Earth at all.”
“But no matter what I do, I always end up here again after I close my eyes for twenty seconds,” I said.
“Only because of the way I’ve set up the portal to work,” Zarra explained. “If I set it up differently, then you would be able to stay there forever if you wanted to. You could sleep like normal there, just like you eat and drink normally while you’re there.”
“Shit,” I muttered. “So the twenty seconds before I’m back on Earth is just part of the game you set up?”
“To make it more believable, yes,” Zarra replied. “The whole game set-up was to make Ohlavar more believable.”
“What do you mean?” I demanded.
“When I first started sending people through the portal to Ohlavar, I didn’t fully understand the differences between our two worlds,” Zarra explained. “I didn’t realize people from Earth would live so much longer on Ohlavar, and I didn’t realize how much stronger people from Earth would be there, too.”
“Is that why I seem to have superhuman strength there?” I asked. “Is it just because I’m from Earth?”
“To be fair, you’re stronger than most men on Earth,” the beautiful woman chuckled. “But yes, that’s why you have such incredible strength on Ohlavar. People’s abilities on Earth are amplified a crazy amount on Ohlavar, so when I first started sending people through, they were almost too powerful. I might even call them god-like. This was part of why their minds couldn’t handle their new reality.”
“So when you came up with the concept of Ohlavar Quest as a game…” I took a deep breath. “Was it all just to help explain why I would have so many powers there?”
“Basically.” Zarra shrugged. “The game interface makes it seem like you have to ‘earn’ your magic powers and strength, but the truth is that you’re already superhumanly strong and magical there. You do have to learn healing and protective spells so you understand what is possible, and the interface was supposed to make your abilities seem like a game so your brain would slowly adapt to the powers you already possessed.”
“Okay.” I rubbed my temples. “Then theoretically, anyone who is extra strong or skilled on Earth would be ridiculously strong or skilled on Ohlavar, right?”
“Yes,” Zarra whispered. “But none of them could do what you do, Leo. None of them could be my Champion.”
I didn’t know what to do with any of this information, but if I had still been standing, it probably would have knocked me right off my feet. Not only did I just learn that Bolverk was from Earth, but I had also just learned that I had almost superhuman abilities in Ohlavar.
Even if Bolverk was still in his right mind, I wondered if he would want to go back to Earth when he could live almost like a god in Ohlavar. When I first started playing Ohlavar Quest, back when I thought it was still just a game, I thought to myself how easy it would be to stay there forever and never want to come back to the real world.
But now that I knew Ohlavar was just as real as Earth, I wondered if that changed anything. My parents were here, and so were Jax and Garf and Chip. But Allurie was in Ohlavar, just like Moryana and Lady Feeyaz were. Just like Cornalic and Bolverk were.
If I could stay in Ohlavar forever, would I?
I hoped there would be enough time later for me to think about that more, but there was no point in spending too much energy on it right now. I still didn’t know if we would be able to save Allurie and get all the relics of Heliotrope together, much less if we would be able to defeat the demon dragons before they destroyed Ohlavar all over again.
I shook my head to bring myself back into the present.
“Leo?” Zarra whispered. “Are we okay?”
“Yeah, we’re okay,” I said and squeezed her hand. “But that does remind me about a question I wanted to ask you.”
“Ask me anything,” Zarra said.
“Since you set up the portal to bring me back any time I lay down and close my eyes for longer than twenty seconds, is that what you did to set up the UI, too?” I asked. “The health bars, the party window, the item identification-- is that all part of how you set up the portal?”
“Oh, no, I don’t have that much direct control,” Zarra laughed. “That would be the responsibility of the nanobots you’ve been eating. Like I said, they’re completely harmless, but they’re responsible for the User Interface and item identifications, all of that connects to a real database here.”
“That’s some impressive technology,” I said.
“I’m good at what I do,” Zarra chuckled. “I’m also good at hiring the best people for the job. Part of the reasoning behind the nanobots was to add to the feeling that you were playing a game, but it was also so you would be able to track your own health and be able to identify important items, like the Pieces of Heliotrope.”
“So I guess I haven’t been eating any food with nanobots in it lately?” I asked. “The last time I was in Ohlavar, I was still able to identify items, but there weren’t any health bars or party windows.”
“They must be starting to pass out of your system.” Zarra nodded. “The bots for the UI are separate from the identification bots, so it must have been longer since any of those were in your food. Honestly, this shit with Lora has thrown me off schedule a bit, so I must have forgotten to schedule another dose.”
“It’s alright,” I said. “The identification abilities seem to be the most important ones. I can basically live without the health bars and everything else.”
“We can always give you some more if you change your mind,” Zarra said. “But I want you to be able to make your own decisions now that you know everything, so I’ll stand by whatever you decide to do.”
“Really?” I raised an eyebrow.
“I know I’ve done some fucked up things.” Zarra leaned her head on my shoulder. “But it’s all been to keep you safe and to try to help my sister.”
“I know.” I slipped my arm around her waist. “It’s a little weird, but the more I think about it, the more I think it’s probably a good idea for me to take some more of the UI nanobots before I go back. On the one hand, I like not having any kind of UI because it keeps my vision clearer, but if we go up against Allurie and the overseer, I could probably use the extra support. It would help me keep an eye on their health, plus my own party members.”
“Then let me order some food for you,” Zarra said. “What are you in the mood for?”
“Whipped cream and strawberries that I can cover you with,” I teased and kissed the top of her hair.
“That can be arranged,” Zarra laughed and then moved to the phone to place the order.
“I should get back pretty soon, though,” I said after she hung up. “We’re supposed to teleport to the dwarven stronghold around midnight tonight, and hopefully, it’ll be a smooth transition.”
“Are you worried it won’t be?” Zarra asked.
“A little.” I shrugged. “They’ve all been fine so far, other than the one that got fucked up on our way to Phycar, but that was not a fun experience, so I’d rather not repeat it.”
“That wasn’t fun on our end, either.” Zarra scowled. “We lost track of you completely when that happened, and I almost marched through the portal to find you myself.”
“I still don’t know what went wrong with it,” I said. “We thought the Freelans were the ones who interfered at first, but they clearly didn’t know we were coming.”
“I think I know who was responsible,” Zarra said. “Or what was responsible, anyway.”
“I’m all ears,” I replied.
“I think it was more agents of my enemies,” Zarra whispered.
“You mean more agents like Lora?” I asked.
“Maybe, or maybe some other kind of agent,” the beautiful goddess answered. “The crazy ghouls who came after you are another type of agent that the demons sometimes use. They probably haven’t come after you lately because they’ve been so busy with Allurie. Other than the ones who you fought when you found the helmet, anyway.”
“Hell, maybe it was Lora herself who fucked up the teleport to Phycar,” I said. “I have a feeling she was listening to a lot more conversations than any of us realized, so maybe she knew more than we thought.”
“It’s possible that she moved back and forth between the two worlds,” Zarra said. “A little unlikely, but she could have at least had contacts in Ohlavar that she used for things like that.”
“Chip said you were looking for the people she listed as her family,” I said. “Did you ever find them?”
“I just did,” Zarra sighed. “They’re very much real and alive, but it’s worse than I realized. Their daughter went missing when she was a child, and Lora had completely convinced them she was their daughter. She said she survived being kidnapped and finally tracked down her parents, and they took her in with open arms.”
“That’s disgusting.” I clenched my fists at my sides.
“I know,” the beautiful woman said. “I feel obligated to tell them that Lora was an imposter, so they don’t mourn her forever. But how do I tell them that she was an imposter without involving the police?”
“Damn, that’s bad,” I groaned. “Also, that’s an elaborate lie she came up with.”
“I’ll deal with it, don’t worry,” Zarra said. “Lora just clearly wanted to cover her tracks, and I have to admit that she did a good job. I told you before, these dragons will stop at nothing to make sure you and I are both dead.”
“Then they’re gonna be real disappointed when I get all the armor from Allurie and hand it over to you.” I grinned.
“Oh, I very much hope so,” Zarra said with a smile.
As soon as the strawberries and whipped cream were delivered to my suite, we took turns eating them off each other’s bodies. The nanobots Zarra had requested as part of our late night snack would have no effect on her, but they would allow me to see the full UI in Ohlavar again if I wanted to.
Plus, they were hella fun to lick off her nipples.
After a few more rounds of lovemaking, I looked at the clock and knew it was time to head back to Ohlavar. I kissed Zarra again and rolled out of bed, but I shook my head when she started to follow me.
“You should get some rest,” I said. “Even goddesses have to sleep, don’t they?”
“If you say so,” Zarra whispered. “Be safe, my champion.”
“I’ll see you soon,” I said and then kissed her one more time.
Once I slipped my robe back on, I headed toward the VRIU lab and found Ky and Jennifer waiting there for me like usual. My body was buzzing with excitement like it used to before an Astafar Unlimited death match, and I was surprised, since I had been to Ohlavar so many times before.
This time just felt different.
I didn’t think I would come back to Earth before I faced Allurie and the overseer, and I knew the outcomes of both those fights would determine everything. The stake of a whole world, not just my friends, was riding on my shoulders now, and I wasn’t about to let them down.
Even Ky and Jennifer seemed to sense something different in the air. They were both quieter than normal, and I just nodded when I saw both of them.
“Let’s do this,” I said quietly, and then I walked down into the swirling black liquid of the VRIU pool.








Chapter 23
When I opened my eyes in Artus’ house, it was almost midnight. Bolverk was seated in the corner of the room with his eyes closed, and I thought he had fallen asleep sitting up until he huffed and cracked open one electric-blue eye.
“You were almost late,” the gnome berserker said.
“Almost, but not quite,” I replied as I swung my legs over the side of the bed.
The tattooed gnome closed both eyes again, and I found myself staring at him and thinking about everything Zarra had told me about Bolverk. He was from Earth, just like me, and he had even been human once, too. It was hard to believe when I looked at him now, but it was the only explanation about the gnome berserker that made sense.
I wondered what kind of suffering he must have gone through before Zarra was able to put the Mindlock runes on him. He must have been almost completely insane, especially since he still teetered right on the edge of crazy. If time worked differently between the two dimensions, and Zarra’s memory was right, Bolverk could be several hundred years old, so it was no wonder that he almost lost his mind when he found out the truth.
Hell, I had felt like I was losing my shit when I started to guess the truth, so I could only imagine what it would have been like for someone from so long ago. Bolverk had found himself in a whole new world where magic was incredibly real and so were the dangers he faced, and he might have started to wonder if he could ever go home.
Maybe he had started to wonder if he even wanted to go home.
“Why are you staring, Leo Lennox?” Bolverk grunted. “I cannot help that my hair is faded. The elf girl is the only one who can fix it.”
“Sorry,” I said. “But if you want to dye your hair again, I’m sure we could find someone else who can do it for you.”
“No!” Bolverk’s eyes snapped open. “If anyone touches my hair besides the elf girl, I will rip out their own hair and feed it to them.”
“Okay, my bad,” I said quickly. “No one will touch your hair except for Allurie. Sorry I was staring.”
I had a million questions for the tattooed gnome, but I bit my tongue. I couldn’t ask a single one without the fear that I would trigger something that would undo all the Mindlock work Zarra had done. I wouldn’t risk hurting him, especially not now that I knew everything he had been through.
I only hoped the trickster goddess was right, and that maybe one day after we defeated the demon dragons, Zarra would find a way to heal his mind.
“Where’s Cornalic?” I asked the gnome berserker. “It’s almost time to leave.”
“The half-orc is spending his share of the money he earned from the Haunted Mines of Tarrech,” Bolverk said.
“Shit,” I groaned. “Do you know where?”
“I do not concern myself with such trivial rewards,” the tattooed gnome replied. “Money means nothing to me. I care only for the reward that awaits me once you lead us to the Throne of Ascension. Then I will not need coins to enjoy my harem of half-orc women.”
“Whatever you say,” I laughed. “Let me see if anyone else knows where he went. I might have you all meet me at the Mind mage’s shop though, so be ready to leave.”
“I am always ready,” Bolverk answered, and in the time it took me to blink, he had drawn his two hand axes Bite and Chew from his bandolier, brandished them around in a quick swing, and then tucked them back into place.
“Fair enough,” I muttered.
After I was dressed in my own weapons and armor, I left the room and knocked on the door across the hallway.
Cesnie opened the door in nothing but a thin white cotton shirt. She always wore armor or some other kind of formal clothes whenever I saw her, so I was so surprised at first that I just stared at the blonde fighter. The shirt clung tightly across her chest, but it fell loosely down to her upper thighs, and for a moment, all I could do was imagine slipping my hands underneath her shirt and feeling the soft skin hidden there.
“Can I help you with something, Sir Leo?” Cesnie smirked. “Or should I spin around so you can get the full effect?”
“I’d be happy to see you spin around,” Lady Feeyaz called from the shadows of the bedroom. “Or maybe we should all do a little twirl for Leo together?”
“I don’t think we have time for that,” Moryana chuckled as she joined Cesnie in the doorway. “But maybe after we save the world?”
The sword dancer was also wearing nothing but a loose shirt, only hers was red and slightly more fitted at her waist. She smiled when she caught me looking at her, and it took all my willpower to keep my gaze fixed on her face.
“Unless we do have time?” Moryana bit her lip.
“Now come on, you know we can’t tease Leo like this.” Lady Feeyaz strode forward out of the shadows. “It’s not fair to him or us, not when there’s no time to do anything about it.”
The dark elf only wore her tight corset, but she had stripped off her leggings and cloak, so she looked almost naked in the dark lingerie that was nearly the same color as her skin. Her white hair was a mess of tangled curls that fell down over her shoulders, but it made me think of how her hair looked when we had sex in the royal palace of Nadi.
The drow woman’s sly smile told me she was thinking the same thing.
“I’d say thanks, but you’re just as bad as they are,” I chuckled.
“I can’t argue with that,” Lady Feeyaz purred. “We’re all very bad, Leo Lennox. Maybe we need to be punished?”
“Alright,” I chuckled. “Moryana is right. We’re in a little bit of a hurry. Are you all about ready to go?”
“We just woke up, but it will only take us a moment to finish dressing,” Cesnie replied. “Would you care to stay and watch?”
“Our blonde friend is getting bolder,” Moryana laughed.
“I need to keep up with you two,” Cesnie scoffed.
“I need to find Cornalic,” I said as I forced myself to turn away from the trio of half-naked women. “Bolverk said he went out to spend his share of the money we got from the last dungeon.”
“Yes, he was very determined to go out,” Moryana said. “He assured us he would do his best to be back by eleven, but he said he would most definitely be back by midnight.”
“What time is it now?” I asked.
“A quarter past eleven,” Cesnie answered. “He has forty-five minutes before he is supposed to return.”
“I really wanted to be at the Mind mage’s shop at midnight, not just leaving here at that time,” I sighed. “Do you have any idea where he went?”
“He said he was going to one of his favorite places in Arnicoal.” Cesnie shrugged. “I figured he would find his way back in time.”
“I can only guess what kind of place he’s gone to,” I groaned. “Did he say he’s going to see some of his favorite girls?”
“Yes, he did, in fact,” Moryana replied. “He said he promised to see them the next time he was in the city, and he didn’t want to disappoint them. There was some mention of the girls loving to dance half the night away when he visits.”
“Leave it to Cornalic to visit a whorehouse at a time like this,” I muttered. “Did he at least tell you the name of the place?”
“Suzynna’s Home for Wanderers,” Cesnie said. “He said it’s in this district, so at least it shouldn’t be far.”
“Kind of a weird name for a brothel, but okay.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ll go track him down and meet you at Ahsan’s shop. It shouldn’t take me long, so you can head out as soon as you’re dressed. Oh, and Gratia is supposed to meet us there too, so play nice.”
“I can’t imagine why you were looking at me when you said that,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled.
“I mean it,” I said. “I know she’s a little rough and tumble, but she’s my friend.”
“Very well, I will do my best, Leo Lennox.” The dark elf nodded.
“I’ll see you at Ahsan’s place shortly,” I said. “Let me go try to pry Cornalic away from these girls.”
When I headed downstairs, Artus was in the kitchen. He was sipping a cup of tea at the table, and he gave me a little wave with his paw when he saw me.
“Urllia’s gone to bed, but she asked me to give you her best,” the fenia man rumbled. “And she said to let us know as soon as Allurie is safe.”
“I promise I will,” I said. “You’re a good friend, Artus. I appreciate you putting us up for the night.”
“Grr, it’s nothing.” The cat-man glanced away in embarrassment. “Just look after yourself, will you? And Allurie, too.”
“I’ll do everything I can,” I said. “Listen, do you know where Suzynna’s Home for Wanderers is?”
“I’ve seen the sign out front, but I’ve never gone in myself,” Artus answered. “I don’t have much business in that part of the district, you know.”
“That’s not much of a surprise,” I chuckled. “But you know about it?”
“Sure, most people in this district know about it.” The fenia man shrugged. “It gets sketchy around there after dark though, so be careful.”
“I will be,” I said. “Apparently, Cornalic decided to go there tonight, so I’ve gotta go get him back.”
“Grr, he’s a good lad,” Artus said. “I’m glad the two of you became friends. You need someone to have your back, and I’m no warrior, or I would be proud to take the job myself.”
“You always have my back anyway,” I said, even though I was a little confused why Artus thought that going to a brothel made Cornalic a ‘good lad.’
“Good luck with Allurie and the armor,” the fenia spice trader said. “You know where to find me if you need anything at all.”
“We’ll be in touch as soon as we can,” I told him and then shook his paw. “Look after yourself and Urllia. And Gratia, too.”
“I might have to lock her up to make sure she doesn’t charge down into the Underdark after you,” Artus chuckled. “But she’ll be alright.”
After Artus told me directions to get to Suzynna’s Home for Wanderers, I headed out. I could have taken Bolverk with me since he was already dressed and ready to leave, but I craved a little bit of alone time before our trip to the Underdark.
I always liked the silence before a death match in Astafar Unlimited because it helped settle my mind and prepare me for whatever I was about to face. It felt the same way now, except the stakes were way higher this time.
But as I walked through the dark streets of Arnicoal, I found my head clearing a little more with each step. The air was cool but not cold, and it made every breath feel like it traveled all the way down into my toes before I exhaled again.
I knew we were up against some difficult odds, but I also knew I couldn’t have asked for a better team to take with me to the Underdark. Cornalic, Bolverk, Cesnie, Moryana, and Lady Feeyaz were all so incredibly skilled that I would have been lucky to have just one of them with me. So the fact that all five of them were going to help me save Allurie, get the armor back, and then save Ohlavar from the demon dragons… well, it sure as hell made me feel like one lucky bastard.
But I would only have my five friends with me if I could track down Cornalic, so I focused on the streets around me to make sure I followed Artus’ directions. After I had walked a good fifteen minutes away from the fenia’s house, I passed into a sketchier part of the district.
The street lamps here were dim or missing, and the shadowy alleys were all filled with figures I would rather avoid. No one bothered me though, and I guessed that the sight of my armor and weapons told them I would be too difficult of a target to take down. Instead, I passed quickly through the streets until I turned the corner and saw Suzynna’s Home for Wanderers at the end of the road up ahead.
It didn’t look like any brothel I had seen before. The sign was written in bright paint and hung from an iron gate at the entrance. The building was about fifty yards back from the entrance, and it was surrounded by a tall iron fence and a number of trees that seemed out of place in the middle of the city.
I thought it was strange that the gate was locked when I assumed this was probably their busiest time of day, but no one answered when I knocked. I looked around for some kind of button or magic orb that might serve as a kind of camera, but when I didn’t see anything, I decided I couldn’t afford to waste any more time.
I got a running start and leaped up to the top of the iron fence. My hands wrapped around the top rung before I pulled myself up and over the bars, and then I dropped down on the other side. I was a little surprised when no bouncers came running to throw me off the property before I paid, but I hurried to reach the front door of the Victorian-style structure.
After I knocked on the front door, an older elf woman opened it. Her gray hair was pulled back in a loose braid, and she was dressed in a loose robe that made me wonder if I’d just woken her up. She held a candle up to study my face, and I saw that her lips were twisted into a deep scowl like I’d somehow insulted every member of her family by simply knocking on her door.
“We can’t help you,” the elf woman said shortly, and then she began to shut the door.
“Wait, I’m looking for my friend, Cornalic!” I said. “He’s a half-orc with more muscles than--”
“Oh, we know Cornalic!” The woman’s whole expression changed from anger to pure delight. “He didn’t say he was bringing any friends, but please, come in!”
“Okay…” I scratched my head, but when I followed her inside, I only grew more confused.
The walls were all painted the same cheerful colors as the sign out front, and emberbrands lit the hallway as brightly as if it was the middle of the day. There were no customers that I could see, but I also didn’t see any women. The only clue that anyone might be here was the sound of music from somewhere up ahead.
What the fuck kind of brothel was this?
“Normally, the girls are in bed at this time, of course,” the older elf woman said. “But they’re always so excited when Cornalic comes that I throw the rules out the window. It doesn’t happen very often, so I don’t mind making an exception for him. Especially since he is always so generous! He really keeps this place running.”
“All by himself?” I chuckled.
“Oh, yes,” the elf woman replied. “Most people aren’t eager to donate, even though it’s for a worthy cause. But Cornalic always gives us everything he has.”
“Donate?” I repeated, but she didn’t seem to hear me.
“He’s just through there.” The older elf pointed to a door at the end of the brightly-lit hallway. “I just sent in some more refreshments, but please let me know if you need anything. My name is Suzynna, and this is my place.”
“Thanks, but we won’t be long,” I said. “We have somewhere we’re supposed to be.”
“You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” Suzynna said. “I’ll be in the kitchen making some tea if you need me.”
As soon as the elf woman disappeared back down the hallway, I took a deep breath and reached for the door handle. I wasn’t eager to interrupt Cornalic, but we really needed to get going, so I didn’t have a lot of choice. When I started to push open the door, the sound of pipes and flutes became louder, and the whole room danced with light from multi-colored emberbrands.
The moment I stepped into the room, my jaw damn near hit the floor.
This place wasn’t a brothel at all.
It was an orphanage.
Cornalic was skipping around the middle of the room, hand in hand with a little elf girl and a little human girl. The rest of the room was filled with little girls of every race, and none of them looked older than ten or eleven years old.
They all wore bright ribbons in their hair as they danced around the massive half-orc. A few of the girls played pipes and flutes in the corner of the room, and the huge table of snacks along one wall looked like it had been set up for a little girl’s tea party.
I just stared at the scene for a minute while my brain tried to process what I was seeing, but when the song ended and Cornalic collapsed into a chair, a little half-orc girl rushed forward and started to paint his nails.
“No, no, we’re supposed to paint them blue!” a little gnome girl insisted.
“His nails will be prettier if they’re purple!” the half-orc girl said. “Don’t you want purple nails, Cornie?”
“Make one hand purple and the other hand blue,” Cornalic laughed. “Then they’ll both be the prettiest nails that any half-orc has ever had!”
“Okay, but you have to use the manicure oil first,” the gnome girl said in a know-it-all tone. “Otherwise, his hands won’t be soft.”
“You’ve already used the manicure oil,” Cornalic said with a patient smile. “In fact, you poured it all over my hair earlier because someone wanted to braid it.”
“Oh, I forgot… please let me braid your hair!” a little elf girl begged. “I’ve been practicing my braids like you said the last time you were here, and I want to make your hair all pretty before we dance again.”
“You’re the boss,” the massive half-orc said. “Perhaps you could braid some ribbons into it like you did for your own hair?”
“Yes!” the little girl shrieked with delight. “I’ll use purple and blue to match your nails!”
“Such impeccable taste!” Cornalic bowed his oily head to the child.
“Uhh… Cornalic?” I cleared my throat from the door.
The huge half-orc leaped to his feet with one hand on his dagger, and all the girls screamed and ran to the back of the room. The moment he saw me, Cornalic grinned and relaxed, and he waved all the girls forward again.
“Do not be afraid, my darlings, this is Leo, my dearest friend in all the world!” Cornalic said. “I am so happy you’ve come to join me, so you can meet the prettiest girls in all of Arnicoal.”
“Uhhh… the prettiest girls in all of Arnicoal?” I parroted.
“Leo’s hair looks too short to braid,” a half-orc girl sighed. “But we could still paint his nails!”
“Only if you ask him first,” Cornalic chuckled.
“Uh, no thanks,” I said. “I’m kind of in a hurry.”
“Aw, no fun!” a little elf girl whined.
“More nail paint for me, then!” Cornalic said.
“So… is this what you mean whenever you say there are pretty girls who need your help?” I whispered.
“Of course!” the overly muscled half-orc said as the little girls tackled him back into the chair so they could braid his hair and paint his nails. “What did you think I meant?”
“Uhhh…” I paused.
“That’s us!” the half-orc girl proudly informed me. “We’re the prettiest ones.”
“The last time he was here, Cornie bought us all the paint so we could even make our walls pretty!” a little gnome girl said.
“And food, too!” an elf girl said. “He gave Miss Suzynna so much money for food that we haven’t gone hungry since the last time he was here.”
“And you never will go hungry again, not as long as I have something to say about it,” Cornalic vowed.
“He also gave us these instruments,” a little dwarf girl said as she proudly held out her flute from her chest. “I would rather have a hammer to smash things with, but I like the flute, too.”
“You’ll get a hammer when you’re old enough, don’t worry,” the muscular half-orc chuckled.
“Damn, I think I owe you an apology,” I muttered.
“Whatever for, dear Leo?” My friend laughed.
“I… uhhh…” I took a deep breath as I rested my hand on my friend’s shoulder. “Nothing. You are a good man. I’m honored that you are my friend.”
“Ahhh!” Cornalic gasped, and suddenly we were both hugging each other while the cute girls giggled and danced around us.
“Yeah… a really good dude. I’m sorry.” I could barely whisper the words past the lump in my throat, so I just patted him on his broad back until he broke away from our hug and gave me his usual wide grin.
“Poor Suzynna was forced to open her home for orphans in this part of the district because it was the only real estate she could afford at the time, but not to worry! My portion of what we earned from the Haunted Mines of Tarrech will be enough for her to hire security for the property, so there will be no chance of trespassers or danger to these sweet girls.”
“Sooo… all the money you make, in all the cities you go to… it goes to local orphanages?” I asked as I tried to blink away some tears.
“As you well know, my dearest friend, I was a poor orphan myself,” Cornalic said. “Whenever I have the chance to help other orphans and make sure they have everything they need, I will always do it!”
“Plus, Cornie always needs us to braid his hair and do his nails,” a little human girl holding a worn-out dolly squeaked. “His hair makes the prettiest braids, and we always have late-night snacks and dancing when he comes!”
“Alas, my own childhood was stolen from me,” Cornalic sighed. “So I like to bring a little fun whenever I come to give a humble donation. It is a hard thing to be an orphan, dear Leo, and nothing warms my heart more than to make the lives of these girls as easy as possible.”
“I think you might be the best person I know.” I took a deep breath and smiled at my friend.
“Oh, I know that cannot be true,” my green-skinned friend replied. “Because you are the best person that I know, and since you must know yourself quite well, you must be the best person that you know, too.”
“Nope.” I shook my head as I watched the little orphan girls finish braiding his hair into one long ribbon-filled plait down his back. “It’s definitely you, Cornalic.”
“I just feel lucky that I am able to help these girls,” Cornalic said. “Oh, but why did you come here? Am I late?”
“It’s almost midnight,” I said. “We’ve gotta get to the Mind mage’s shop.”
“My deepest apologies, dearest friend and noble brother of my heart,” the massive half-orc said. “I am afraid the time got away from me, but that often happens when I am having so much fun with such beautiful and adorable girls.”
“I’m sorry to have to pull you away,” I chuckled. “Did they even get a chance to paint your toenails yet?”
“Alas, they did not!” Cornalic cried. “That will have to wait until next time. For now, I must be content with my pretty blue and purple nails. I will be the best-looking half-orc in our party!”
“Are you going already?” a little elf girl asked as she made her little lips pout.
“I have bad people that I must slay.” Cornalic patted her on the head. “But do you remember what I always tell you?”
“Take care of each other, mind Miss Suzynna, and kick assholes in the nuts,” all the little girls said in unison.
“That’s my girls,” Cornalic said like a proud father. “Cornie has to go for now, but I’ll come back the very next time I’m in Arnicoal, okay?”
“We’ll miss you!” The girls all piled on him to give him a hug, and for a moment, I imagined what their lives might be like without Cornalic’s substantial donations.
It wasn’t a pleasant thought, and I smiled as I considered how wrong I had been. I had been wrong about Cornalic before when I first met him and thought he was nothing but a thieving rogue, but eventually, I’d learned that he was the most honest rogue I’d ever known. And now it turned out that he was also the most generous son of a bitch I’d ever known, too.
After Cornalic told all the girls goodbye, we stopped by the kitchen to tell Suzynna we were going. The older elf woman grasped Cornalic’s hands and squeezed them with tears in her eyes.
“I can never thank you enough for--”
“You never have to thank me, you know that,” Cornalic said gently. “It’s the least I can do.”
“Now I can hire some permanent muscle to protect this place so the girls and I will feel safe,” Suzynna said. “I would say that you don’t know how much this means to us, but I know you do.”
“My mother would roll over in her grave if she knew that I had the chance to help some poor orphan girls and didn’t do so,” Cornalic said. “Thank you for allowing me to honor my mother. Take care until next time, Suzynna.”
The elf woman squeezed the half-orc’s hands, wiped her eyes, and pulled herself together long enough to show us to the door. We waved again to the owner of the orphanage and to all the little girls who had spilled into the hallway to say goodbye again, and then we headed back out the main gate.
“I apologize again for the delay in my arrival,” Cornalic said. “I know we said--”
“Please don’t apologize,” I said. “If we’re a couple minutes late to Ahsan’s shop, it’s not a big deal. What you did for Suzynna and those girls, that’s worth more than a few minutes of being late.”
“Thank you, dearest friend,” Cornalic replied. “And look at how beautiful my nails look now!”
“Yeah, that too,” I laughed as the massive half-orc flashed his purple and blue fingernails.
When we entered Ahsan’s Mind mage shop, our party were all there waiting for us with Gratia. The inside of the shop looked just as I remembered it, all rainbow crystals and jewel-colored candles, and the fenia Mind mage was entertaining them all with a story of his first professional teleport. He seemed completely unbothered by the fact that we were late, or the fact that we had asked him to open up his shop at midnight.
“I was wondering if you two were going to show up,” Ahsan chuckled after he finished his story. “Your friends have already paid the fee, so are you all ready to go to the dwarven stronghold?”
“As ready as we’ll ever be.” I shrugged. “Do the dwarves know we’re coming?”
“Ahsan already sent a Mind message to Loremaster Fiunar from me,” Gratia said. “He’s expecting you, so everything should be fine.”
“Perfect,” I replied. “Thanks for your help, Gratia.”
“It’s the least I can do since apparently it’s too dangerous for me to come with you,” the dwarf woman grumbled. “Nice nails, Cornalic.”
“Why, thank you!” my green-skinned friend said. “They’re a nice contrast to my yellow eyes, don’t you think?”
“I was being sarcastic,” Gratia huffed. “Dwarven men have no time to paint their nails. Or for tying little ribbons in their hair. They’re too busy swinging hammers and drinking beer.”
“Then they are missing out on one of life’s purest and simplest pleasures,” Cornalic said.
“Let’s not argue about painting our nails,” I interrupted. “We need to get to the Underdark below Cutno as soon as possible, or Allurie might beat us to the overseer.”
“That’s my cue, and may I just say, good luck to you all.” The fenia Mind mage stood up and smoothed his robe down over his plump belly.
“Thanks,” I said. “We’ll need all the luck we can get. Gratia, look after Artus and Urllia, will you?”
“We’ll be fine,” Gratia growled. “You just look after yourselves and get Allurie back.”
“We will,” I promised.
While Gratia stayed in the main part of the shop, Ahsan led us to the chamber in the back, arranged us all in a circle facing outward, and then began the teleportation process. It was faster than last time, and I was used to the prickly sensation by now. It still flipped my stomach around slightly, but my feet were back on solid ground in a matter of seconds.
Then I relaxed my grip on Moryana and Cesnie’s hands, but as soon as I opened my eyes inside the stronghold, I found myself face-to-face with a massive dwarf. He held a giant axe only inches away from my skull, and a quick glance at my friends showed me that we were all surrounded by axe-wielding warriors, and if we gave even the slightest movement, it might end with our skulls each split into two craters.
“Who the hell are you lot?” the dwarven warrior demanded. “And what the fuck are you doing in our stronghold?”








Chapter 24
The dwarven warriors all looked deadly serious, and for a second, I wondered if we should have brought Gratia with us to explain things. Then I caught a glimpse of Loremaster Fiunar’s white hair where he was being held back by a pair of Blood Smiths, and I realized there must have been some kind of miscommunication.
“Loremaster Fiunar!” I said. “Tell them that Gratia sent us!”
“They don’t believe me,” the white-haired dwarf said in a weak voice. “These fools think I’ve lost my mind by teleporting strangers into the stronghold!”
“But we’re not strangers,” I groaned and then pulled my head a few inches back when the axe started to drift closer to my face.
“I can take care of this,” Lady Feeyaz purred behind me.
“No!” I said quickly. “These dwarves are not our enemies. They just don’t recognize us.”
“No one is allowed into our stronghold by teleportation,” the dwarven warrior in front of me said. “It is forbidden.”
“Which is why Gratia sent your loremaster a Mind message first,” I growled. “Does that name ring a bell? Gratia Kleinhold? Member of the royal family?”
“How would a human like you know the name of Gratia?” the warrior demanded. “Have you captured her? Are you holding her hostage?”
“Dwarves are so tiresome,” Lady Feeyaz sighed. “I could make this all go away in only a few seconds, so just give me the word if you’d like to see what I can do, Leo Lennox.”
“I’m sure we can come to a peaceful solution,” Cornalic said with an anxious glance at the dark elf. “You dwarves may like a fight, but you wouldn’t slaughter a group of strangers who don’t even have weapons in their hands to defend themselves.”
“Try us and see,” another dwarven warrior growled.
“Enough!” I said. “Where the hell is Beernie? She’ll know who we are.”
“I’ll get her,” Loremaster Fiunar said. “It’s the least I can do, since these idiots won’t listen to the oldest dwarf this clan has ever known.”
“We’re only trying to protect the stronghold, and your brain isn’t as sharp as it used to be, loremaster,” the warrior in front of Moryana said.
“My brain is sharper now than yours will ever be,” the white-haired dwarf snapped. “Now, get out of my way so I can straighten out this mess.”
Loremaster Fiunar bustled out of the large stone chamber, and he returned less than two minutes later. This time, he was accompanied by Gratia’s friend Beernie, and the faded scars all across the face of the female Blood Smith looked even angrier than usual.
“You’ve got to be fucking joking,” Beernie said as she barreled toward us. “Put those weapons down before you hurt yourselves, you fools.”
When the dwarven warriors didn’t immediately drop their weapons, the Blood Smith charged into them like a raging bull, and she went back and forth between knocking the axes out of their hands and clanging their skulls together. In a matter of seconds, all the warriors were disarmed and rubbing their bruised skulls.
“This human is the same idiot who took on an overseer and lived,” Beernie told the rest of the dwarves as she shook my hand. “That’s more action than most of you lot will ever see, thanks to the work of me and the other Blood Smiths. So the next time the toughest Blood Smith in the stronghold tells you the same thing as the wisest dwarf here, I suggest you fucking listen! Or by my great uncle’s beard, I’ll split you all from crown to groin if you insist on being so stupid.”
“Sorry, Beernie,” the warriors all mumbled as they retreated to the edges of the room.
“Now Leo, not that I’m not glad to see you again, but what in the name of my great-grandfather’s nutsack are ya doing back here?” the Blood Smith demanded. “The loremaster said Gratia sent you, but he didn’t say why.”
“Because I don’t know why,” the wrinkled loremaster huffed. “Her message only said that Leo and his friends needed to come here and go back to the Underdark, so I said to send them on through.”
“I only recognize Leo.” Beernie frowned. “Who the hell are these other strays you’ve picked up?”
“This is Cornalic of the Mind, Bolverk, Moryana, Lady Cesnie Kayleic, and, uh, Lady Feeyaz Tyth,” I introduced my friends as we all shook off the prickly sensation of the teleport.
“Feeyaz Tyth,” the Blood Smith repeated. “That’s sort of a strange name, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” the dark elf chuckled beneath her violet hood.
“If you’re friends of Leo, then you’re welcome here,” Beernie said. “But where’s that fenia who was with you? And where’s that sex-crazed elf girl?”
“Artus is safely back in his home city,” I said. “But Allurie… well, she’s kind of why we’re here.”
“You, asshole!” Beernie barked at one of the warriors who was still rubbing his sore head. “Go get some fucking beers and food for our guests instead of standing there with your idiot mouth open!”
“Thank you,” Cesnie said, “but I don’t think I can drink beer at this hour.”
“Nonsense!” Beernie laughed. “You look like you could use a little beer, put some meat on your skinny bones. Now, what’s going on with the silly elf girl?”
“She put on the Pieces of Heliotrope, and it turns out all those relics are pieces of armor that only a goddess is supposed to wear,” I sighed. “They made her go crazy, and now she’s trying to collect all of them. If she gets the last one and puts it on, then it will probably trigger some crazy-ass demon dragons to come down from the moon and destroy all of Ohlavar. So we’ve got to stop her before she gets the last piece, and hopefully we’ll be able to save both her and Ohlavar.”
“That was a very efficient way to put everything,” Moryana said.
“We’re crunched for time,” I replied.
“Alright, so where’s the last relic?” Beernie growled.
“In the abandoned dwarven city outside of your stronghold,” I said. “In the temple guarded by the overseer.”
“By the beer in my grandfather’s beard,” the Blood Smith whispered. “You’re going to fight the fucking overseer again, aren’t you?”
“Maybe,” I said. “We’re going to let Allurie and the overseer fight it out first. If she wins, then she’ll be weakened and easier to take out. If she loses, we’ll step in and kill the overseer before he can kill her. Then we’ll still be able to take her out before the armor makes her go completely insane.”
“You think your ragtag team can take on a bloody overseer?” one of the dwarven warriors sneered. “Even the fiercest Blood Smiths know better than to fight one of those.”
“They are creatures of the old world, long before the gods died,” Loremaster Fiunar said. “You have a great deal of magic, Leo of the Lennox clan, but I do not know if you have enough to take on an overseer.”
“You’re stupid if you think you can take on such a creature and live,” another dwarven warrior said. “I hope you said your farewells to Gratia already.”
“It’s only stupid if they fail,” Beernie snapped. “They’ll be heroes if they live.”
“That’s a very big ‘if,’ and you know it, Beernie,” the other warrior replied.
“Okay, so let me see if I’ve got this straight,” the Blood Smith huffed. “If you don’t kill the overseer, get the relic, and save Allurie, the end of the world might get triggered, and we’ll all be dragon toast, right?”
“That’s the long and short of it, yeah,” I replied.
“Then I’m coming with ya,” Beernie said.
“I can’t ask you to do that,” I countered.
“You didn’t ask me to,” the Blood Smith chuckled. “I volunteered, so you can’t say shit about it. The abandoned city is close enough to our stronghold for it to fall under my jurisdiction, and if something dangerous is going to happen there, then I should be there to help.”
“We might all end up dead at the hands of the overseer or Allurie,” I said. “Are you sure you want to come?”
“Someone has to make sure the overseer doesn’t break out of the city and invade the stronghold.” Beernie shrugged. “It might as well be me. I’ll give orders for the rest of the Blood Smiths to man the gates, but I’m coming with you, and that’s all there is to it.”
“I won’t say no to the extra help,” I said. “If everyone else is okay with it, then you can come.”
“If it ups our odds against Allurie, then I’m all for it,” Moryana said.
“Me too,” Cesnie added.
“The God of War accepts the dwarf woman’s offer,” Bolverk grunted. “Her face is scarred from many battles, so she must be fierce in a fight.”
“I only wish to save our sweet Allurie,” Cornalic said. “I’m happy to accept the help of anyone who wishes to aid us.”
“As long as the Blood Smith does not mind fighting alongside me, then I do not mind her presence,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“Why would I mind--”
“Let’s talk about that in private,” I said. “We need to get going right away so we can set up everything before Allurie gets here.”
Beernie barked out half a dozen new orders to the warriors in the chamber, and when the warrior she sent to get refreshments came into the room with trays full of beer, she knocked the beer right out of his hands.
“This is no time for beer!” the Blood Smith snapped. “To your stations! If things don’t go well with the overseer, you might all get to see some decent action this century!”
“Or if we defeat the overseer, but then the demon dragons come down to kill everyone anyway,” Cesnie said.
“Bah, dwarves were made to fight dragons!” Beernie scoffed. “Now, do you remember the way to the overseer’s temple, or do I need to ransack Loremaster Fiunar’s record room for some kind of map?”
“I can get us to the temple,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“Why, have you been there before?” The Blood Smith tried to peer under the dark elf’s hood, but Lady Feeyaz kept herself hidden.
“No,” Lady Feeyaz chuckled. “But I can assure you that I am quite familiar with the Underdark and powerful magical items.”
“Then what the hell are we waiting for?” Beernie charged out of the room, and the six of us hurried after her.
The Blood Smith shouted orders at everyone she passed, and they all instantly snapped to attention like she was their queen. Warriors scurried back and forth with heavy armor and weapons, and a number of engineers started to reinforce the walls and ceilings of the stronghold under the mountains. Every time Beernie passed another group of dwarven soldiers, she clanged her massive axe on her thick shield, and they hammered their own weapons against their shields in response.
“We are dwarves!” Beernie sang-shouted.
“We are dwarves!” the warriors all around us echoed.
“Proud and fierce!” she continued.
“Proud and fierce!” the other warriors echoed.
“If you fight us!”
“If you fight us!”
“You’ll leave in tears!”
“You’ll leave in tears!”
“We are dwarves!”
“We are dwarves!”
“Feel our wrath!”
“Feel our wrath!”
“We’ll use your blood!”
“We’ll use your blood!”
“To draw our bath!”
“To draw our bath!”
“We are dwarves!”
“We are dwarves!”
“We have no fear!”
“We have no fear!”
“Unless we all!”
“Unless we all!”
“Run out of beer!”
“Run out of beer!”
When we reached the gates of the stronghold that led into the Underdark, Beernie glanced over her shoulder with a fearsome smile on her scarred face.
“Time to go before the clan patriarch hears about this and has a chance to put his foot down,” the Blood Smith said.
“Don’t you need his permission?” Cesnie asked.
“I’m a Blood Smith, sweet cheeks,” Beernie chuckled. “I’ll be damned if some old coot is going to stop me from protecting my friend, especially when he’s Gratia’s friend, too.”
“I imagine the chance to kill an overseer might also be good motivation,” Lady Feeyaz said with a dark laugh.
“They would write songs about me for ages,” Beernie sighed. “So let’s do this! You two ugly bitches, close the gates behind us!”
The two male dwarven warriors she gestured to snapped to attention, and the gates rumbled inward. The seven of us hurried out of the stronghold, and Beernie explained what we were doing to the Blood Smiths posted outside the stronghold gates. While they talked for a few seconds, I glanced back at the massive gates and felt a hard lump form in my stomach as I listened to the female Blood Smith.
“If we’re forced into a retreat and that creature comes after us, hold the gates,” Beernie said. “No matter how much we beg, you are not to open them. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Beernie!” the Blood Smiths all replied.
If we failed against the overseer, there would be no retreat. The stronghold would stay closed against us to help protect everyone inside, and that meant we were totally on our own. We would have to fight Allurie and the overseer, and we would have to try to keep the fight contained to the forgotten city in the Underdark.
I wasn’t about to have the deaths of thousands of innocent dwarves on my conscience.
I remembered enough of the way to get us started, but we had only traveled a few tenths of a mile before Lady Feeyaz lit our path with a glowing purple orb. The violet light made Beernie stop mid-stride and turn toward the dark elf.
“So you know your way around the Underdark, eh?” Beernie asked with a skeptical scowl. “You’re not a dwarf or a gnolbold, but that doesn’t leave many other options for the kinds of people who know their way around down here.”
“You might as well know now,” I sighed. “I’d rather not surprise you in the middle of a fight.”
“I might as well know what?” Beernie demanded.
“That I’m a drow, darling,” Lady Feeyaz said, and she dropped her hood to reveal her dark skin and stunning white hair.
“By my grandfather’s beard!” Beernie gasped and took a step back. “Has Leo got you under some kind of mind control? You seem so… so rational! Not crazy, and no bloody, jagged teeth or anything!”
“Thank you, I think,” the dark elf chuckled. “I am not under any kind of mind control, but I am no danger to you as long as you are a friend of Leo.”
“Well, Leo, I’d question your judgment if I didn’t trust Gratia completely,” Beernie muttered. “But she trusts you, so if you trust this, uh, woman, then so will I.”
“It will definitely make things easier if you trust me,” I said. “And one more thing, you should know that Lady Feeyaz is a necromancer.”
“Amongst other things…” the dark elf muttered under her breath.
“Of fucking course she is,” the Blood Smith groaned and gave a little shudder. “I consider myself one of the best Blood Smiths this clan has ever seen, but it still turns my stomach to think about fighting the dead, or drow, or an overseer, but here we are.”
“Then lucky for you, the dead will be fighting on our side today,” Lady Feeyaz snickered.
Beernie tightened her grip on her long axe like she was thinking about using it, but then she took a deep breath and nodded.
“Then lead the way, drow,” the Blood Smith muttered.
“I will, but first, if you all could keep quiet for a few moments, I need to sense our way forward,” Lady Feeyaz said. “And I’ll also be able to use my Mind and Shadow magic to cloak our movements once we get closer to this forgotten city.”
As soon as we stopped talking, silence surrounded us like a heavy fog. The dwarven stronghold wasn’t far away, but it was impossible to hear anything from that direction, so it might as well have been in another country. Even our own breaths seemed quieter than usual, like we couldn’t fully inflate our lungs in the thick silence.
I was tempted to say something just to hear a sound besides the pulse of my own heart in my ears, but then Lady Feeyaz smiled and opened her eyes.
“I have it now,” the drow sorceress purred. “I can feel the ancient bones of the long-forgotten dead in the city up ahead, and I feel the pull of the overseer’s relic, too.”
I glanced inside the Anti-Magic Bag of Holding to check the helmet, and sure enough, the darker purple detail pointed in the direction Lady Feeyaz indicated. I didn’t doubt the dark elf for a moment, but it was nice to see confirmation that the overseer’s relic was the closest one, mostly because it meant Allurie wasn’t here yet.
After I closed up the bag again, I nodded to Lady Feeyaz, and she began to lead us forward. I followed right behind her, along with Bolverk and Beernie. Cesnie and Moryana trailed along behind us, and Cornalic brought up the rear. Everything was so quiet that even the echo of our footsteps on the stone cavern floor seemed painfully loud, like we were trying to broadcast our location to every enemy within a mile. But no one came running out of the darkness to ambush us, so we kept moving forward as silently as we could.
Finally, we passed from one tunnel into a different path with a downward slope. The energy seemed to shift as we traveled downward, and even though the tunnel couldn’t have been longer than a fifth of a mile, it felt like we had just passed from one world into another.
Now the air was colder, and the shadows of the cave around us seemed to move on their own. I kept feeling like something was touching my shoulder from behind, but every time I glanced back, I saw nothing but darkness staring back at me from behind my friends.
“Welcome to the Underdark,” Lady Feeyaz announced with a smile.
“Thanks, I think,” I muttered.
We kept pushing forward from one tunnel into another, and each one seemed a little smaller than the last one. Just when I thought I was about to develop a bad case of claustrophobia, we passed into a larger tunnel, and the portcullis into the abandoned city appeared up ahead. I felt a burst of gratitude for Lady Feeyaz and her abilities, since I remembered that the last time I was here, it had been hard to find our way through the Underdark, even with a map.
“So, you’ve never been here before?” I asked Beernie.
“Ach, no,” the dwarven woman spat. “My kind knows enough not to bother things that don’t wish to be bothered. This ancient city was abandoned for a reason, and it’s not our job to see why. It’s our job to keep our people safe.”
“Even though there’s an overseer lurking somewhere in the ruins?” Cesnie asked. “I would have assumed that might pose a danger to your people, but the Blood Smiths have never gone after it?”
“We only knew there was an overseer after this human went sniffing around the forgotten city with Gratia,” Beernie replied. “But even if we’d known earlier, dwarves aren’t fucking stupid. We can take on almost anything, but an overseer… that’s some powerful ancient shit we aren’t about to mess with.”
“You said it’s trapped inside the city, didn’t you?” Moryana asked.
“That’s just a guess, but I think so,” I replied. “It probably would have left already to try to consume more people, especially since Beernie’s stronghold is pretty close to here. So there’s either some kind of magic that keeps the overseer inside the city, or he stays in place to guard the relic or something.”
“Perhaps this overseer is like a bear,” Cornalic suggested. “He eats a lot, gets very full of flesh and knowledge, and then hibernates for a long, long, long time. He is not fully asleep, and that is why he called to you the last time you were here, dear Leo. But he is also not fully awake, so he has no interest in leaving the abandoned city.”
“Even bears eventually get hungry again,” Beernie muttered.
“Then let’s just hope we kill this overseer before he fully wakes up from his hibernation,” I said. “Otherwise, we’re fucked, and so is the dwarven stronghold and probably Cutno, too.”
By now, we had reached the portcullis gate that led into the abandoned city. My friends all started to examine the gate for some kind of switch or lever that would trigger it open, but I already knew the portcullis could only be opened with brute strength alone.
“This is gonna make some noise,” I warned. “But I can hold it open long enough for you all to get inside.”
“What about you?” Cesnie asked.
“Oh, I’ll be fine,” I said. “Don’t worry about that.”
“I can begin to cloak our presence so the noise does not attract enemies,” Lady Feeyaz said.
“Do it,” I instructed.
The dark elf’s pale mint-green eyes turned pure white, and she began to whisper words in an ancient language that sounded like she was raising up a bunch of gooey mummies from the dead. When she finished, there was a slight shimmer in the air around us, but I could only see it from the corner of my eye, and every time I tried to look at it directly, it disappeared and shimmered on the edge of my vision again.
“We should move quickly,” Lady Feeyaz whispered. “It will be much harder to hold this spell while we move.”
“Got it,” I said, and then I moved forward to grasp the bars of the old-fashioned portcullis.
I squared my stance so I could keep my back straight, adjusted the grip of my fingers on the bars, and then trusted in my superhuman strength in Ohlavar. I remembered from last time this gate was about six hundred pounds to deadlift, so I took a deep breath and hauled the portcullis up about two and a half feet.
The gate shrieked so loudly that it sounded like the screams of the undead, but I trusted that Lady Feeyaz’s magic would conceal the noise from the overseer or anyone else inside the forgotten city.
“Go!” I hissed.
Beernie and Bolverk were the first two to roll underneath the heavy gate like two spinning cannonballs. Lady Feeyaz, Moryana, and Cesnie slid underneath it next. My arms were beginning to tremble, but I still had to hold it open for Cornalic, and then I would have to do an overhead press in order for me to slip to the other side myself.
But as soon as Cornalic rolled under the portcullis and popped up on the other side, he grabbed the gate with his meaty fists and gave me a quick nod.
“I’ll hold it for you, dearest friend!” the massive half-orc said.
When I let go and the gate didn’t immediately crash down, I ducked under the bars myself and then stood up next to Cornalic. The half-orc’s arms were trembling like mine had been, so I grasped the bars beside his fists.
“We’ll lower on three,” I told him. “One… two… now!”
Cornalic and I bent forward at the same time to lower the portcullis as gently as we could back to the ground. It still gave a loud thud, but it wasn’t nearly as loud as it would have been if we’d just dropped it.
Lady Feeyaz might have been using her abilities to guard our movements, but there was no reason to slam the gate as loud as possible, not when it would be easier for her and us to keep things a little more quiet.
“Thanks for the assist,” I told my green-skinned friend. “I wasn’t looking forward to pushing that gate up above my head.”
“It would have brought my heart much joy to see another display of your incredible strength,” Cornalic sighed. “But alas, I know we are in a hurry, so I thought I would make things quicker for us instead.”
“I think the amount of time you bought just got ate up with your explanation about it,” Beernie chuckled.
“Ah, I am sure that you are right,” Cornalic replied. “Let us go onward now, and I will try not to get carried away by Leo’s impressive muscles.”
“Good luck,” Moryana said with a sly smile. “Because that’s all I’m going to be thinking about.”
I appreciated the compliment, but one look at Lady Feeyaz’s face told me that we really did need to hurry. Her eyes were still pure white, and there was a little wrinkle of concentration between her two pale eyebrows. The dark elf was incredibly powerful, but I didn’t know how much effort it took for her to cloak our movements, and I sure as hell didn’t want to tax her before we really needed her.
“Lady Feeyaz, why don’t you drop the enchantment for now?” I asked. “You can pick it up again when we get closer to the overseer’s temple, but now that we’re through the gate, I want you to conserve your energy.”
“As you wish, Leo Lennox.” The drow woman’s face relaxed, and her eyes returned to their usual pale mint-green color. “Tell me when you wish the spell to begin again.”
“I will,” I said. “I’d like to at least get to the northern part of the city where the temple is, then we can take it from there.”
I moved forward down the tunnel on the other side of the portcullis. The tunnel went on for a bit, but then it opened up into a huge cavern where it was almost impossible to see the ceiling. There was a bridge over a river just up ahead, and I remembered that the last time I was here, Allurie had heard terrifying singing while we walked over the bridge.
It felt strange to be back here without the silver-haired elf girl, but if everything went according to plan, we’d be reunited with Allurie pretty soon anyway.
I didn’t hear any songs this time, not even when we passed through the half-crumbled archway on the other end of the bridge. As soon as we were back on solid ground, I saw the city to our right with apartments, a training hall, guard posts, and a number of other buildings. We moved toward it in silence, and the closer we drew, the more I started to see the tall temple that loomed over the whole city to the north.
“That’s where the overseer is.” Lady Feeyaz nodded toward the temple, and I realized it wasn’t a question.
“Can you sense him?” I asked.
“Yes,” the dark elf whispered. “He is putting out feelers to see if there are any minds in the area he can consume. They are like tendrils of a spider web that float in the wind until they find something to cling onto.”
“By the fucking Shadow, that’s unsettling,” Beernie muttered.
“I am blocking him for now,” Lady Feeyaz said. “But still, I hope Allurie will not make us wait too long.”
“What’s too long?” I asked. “We brought enough food to be down here for two weeks.”
“I can hold it back that long if we keep our distance,” the drow said.
“Let’s see how close we can get in the meantime,” I said and then took a deep breath.
The streets of the forgotten dwarven city were even quieter than the last time I was here, but that might have been because Allurie wasn’t here to accidentally shout and laugh loudly in excitement. I was sure Allurie would be here soon, but it was hard not to second-guess every decision that had brought us here. I knew we’d made the best choices we could, but every thought of the pretty elf girl made my chest ache, and I had to force myself to stay focused on putting one foot in front of the other.
We were so close to saving her, and I couldn’t let myself get distracted now.
When the overseer’s temple looked like it was about a quarter of a mile away, I told my friends to start searching for the best place to set up and wait for Allurie. It would have been faster to split up and search, but there was no way I was going to separate us from each other. It would have been harder for Lady Feeyaz to block the overseer’s probing feelers, but I also wouldn’t be able to heal my friends if they got into any scrapes without me.
Finally, Beernie pointed to a guard post about a hundred yards away from the base of the temple. It stood higher than the rest of the buildings around it, so we could see its silhouette against the temple steps. The steps to the temple were about sixty feet high, and the guard post was about half that size. As long as we could get inside it, we should be able to stay hidden from the overseer, and it would be the perfect spot to watch for anyone going into the temple or coming out of it.
I nodded in agreement with the Blood Smith, and we turned down the next alley that seemed like it would lead us to the tall guard post. I was still surprised we hadn’t run into any ghosts or ghouls yet, but it was possible that when I woke up the overseer last time, he had consumed everything in the forgotten city before he fell back into a hibernation state.
But when we turned around the next corner with the guard post fifty yards up ahead, I heard the air crackle with electricity behind us.
“Down!” I hissed and then immediately dropped to my stomach.
A bolt of green lightning passed overhead, and I rolled over onto my back as I drew my Longsword of Chilling Edge. My friends had all dropped to the ground beside me, but I immediately sprung back onto my feet to face whatever creature had ambushed us.
At the end of the road behind us, three floating eye-tentacle monsters leered at us with their giant eyeball stalks, but then over a dozen more of the creatures floated out of the darkness, and we were face to face with a horde of angry, floating eyeballs.








Chapter 25
The beholders hovered about five feet above the ground like giant, evil beach balls. Their mouths were as big as my chest, and the main eye of each beholder was easily six feet in diameter. Their eye stalks were dozens of different shapes and sizes though, and every single eyeball looked pissed the fuck off.
“These ugly bastards must have been following us for a while,” Beernie growled as she raised her massive axe in one hand and her thick shield in the other. “Too bad for them a raging Blood Smith will be the last thing they ever see.”
Then in one unified move forward, all the giant eyeballs attacked, and there was no more time to strategize.
The half a dozen beholders in the lead fired a mix of heat rays and icicle-like blasts at us, so I instantly cast Guardian of Fortune on Bolverk and Lady Feeyaz. The teal light danced around them both and blocked the beholders’ blasts, and then I cast another Guardian of Fortune on myself just before an icicle blast pierced me like shrapnel. The heat and cold rays couldn’t penetrate Beernie’s thick shield, and the rest of my friends rolled out of the way in time.
Then I rolled forward and plunged my longsword into the belly of the closest beholder. Its skin was softer than I remembered, but then again, my sword was also a hell of a lot more badass than the last weapon I’d used against these assholes. The longsword plunged into the underside of the giant eyeball about six inches before it wouldn’t slide in any further.
Before I could pull it out and try again, another beholder launched a blast of electricity at me that looked powerful enough to take down a rhino. I blocked it with Spirit of Stone, but the beholder was fixated on me now and kept firing one bolt of electricity after another straight toward my skull.
I used all my strength to shove the longsword another six inches into the other beholder, and then I danced to the back of the giant, skewered eyeball. When all of the tiny eye stalks flipped around and started to fire their own attacks against me, I had to cast Guardian of Fortune on myself again, but I still kept my grip on my sword.
Then as the electricity-blasting beholder zipped toward me, I twisted the sword inside the other creature and slammed my shoulder into his back. This drove him forward into the path of the first creature just as more bolts crackled toward me, and the skewered beholder took the brunt of the voltage straight in the middle of his giant eyeball.
The creature shrieked and started smoking like a pine cone in a campfire, so I instantly ripped my longsword out of his guts to escape the heat. His intestines started pouring over the stone floor like a flooding toilet, and I swung my blade up and sliced off about five of the smaller eye stalks with one blow. Then I swung my sword back in the opposite direction to take out five more before they could blast me again, and finally I drove my longsword straight into the beholder’s main smoking eyeball.
Eye goop exploded in every direction like a volcanic eruption, so I had to wipe the nasty stuff off my face before I could see again, and the second my eyes landed on Cesnie, I immediately cast Lucky Streak on her. The blonde fighter had been pinned against the wall by one of the beholders, but my cast made golden-orange wings sprout from her back, and she started to beat back the giant eyeball with her rapier and shield.
“Leo, your one o’clock!” Moryana shouted.
I jerked my longsword out of the remains of the dead beholder just in time to see the electricity-blasting creature blink and fire another burst of sparks straight at me. I rolled forward as I used Guardian of Fortune on myself, but it didn’t block the attack this time, and the blast caught me in the shoulder.
It was like being zapped with one of the electric bolts from Allurie’s Thizzle Thrower. It took all of my power not to drop my longsword while the electricity jolted down my arm and across my chest, and my vision went blurry with pain. My heart beat double-time for a few seconds from the blast, but as soon as I used Minor Heal, my pulse returned to normal.
The moment my vision cleared again, I saw Bolverk dancing on top of the electric beholder’s giant eye like he was in a log-rolling competition. His hand axes scythed back and forth at the smaller eye stalks that sprouted off the main one, and he held the attention of the creature so much that it couldn’t focus on me anymore.
I glanced at the rest of my friends, but no one else seemed to need immediate help except for Beernie. The Blood Smith had been cornered by two massive beholders, so I ducked to the other side of the street and plunged my longsword into the back of one of the creatures.
It screamed in agony, but Beernie didn’t let it scream for long. She instantly slammed the side of her heavy shield into its huge eye, and she followed up her first hit with a swing of her axe.
“Take that, ya nasty floating shit stain!” Beernie shouted, and then she turned to attack the other beholder that had cornered her.
I looked back at the main fight and saw that there were even more beholders now than there had been a few moments ago, despite the fact that several corpses now littered the street. We must have traveled straight through the middle of their territory without knowing it.
Either that, or the overseer was deploying them against us.
“Incoming,” Lady Feeyaz purred when she suddenly appeared at my elbow. “Don’t worry, they’re on our side.”
I looked toward the end of the street where we’d come from and immediately saw what Lady Feeyaz had done. The skeletons of at least fifty dwarven warriors poured into the street with their shields and axes raised, and about twenty more dwarven ghosts streamed after them.
“By the beer in my grandfather’s beard,” Beernie gasped. “Half of them are Blood Smiths!”
“I always try to resurrect the best,” Lady Feeyaz snickered.
The undead dwarven warriors all gave eerie, wavering shouts as they charged into the fight, and their ghostly battle cries rattled their bones until the whole street was a chaos of clattering skeletons and electric crackles from the beholders. The dwarven ghosts threw their wraith-like bodies on top of the beholders to obscure their view, and this allowed the undead warriors to pile on top of our enemies and hack them apart with their rusted axes.
“Nice work, Lady Feeyaz.” I grinned at the dark elf and then sliced my longsword through a small eyestalk right before it fired a heat ray at us.
“It’s not over yet,” the drow sorceress whispered.
“At least now we have a better chance,” I replied as my hand shot out to grab another eyestalk and twist it backward.
I aimed the small eyestalk at the main eyeball of another creature, and it fired an icicle blast at the next beholder. But the target blinked its single lid shut in time to block the blast, so I just swung my longsword up to sever the small eyestalk before it could fire again.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Cornalic dart in and out of the beholders and undead warriors like an acrobat. He always wielded his dual swords like paintbrushes, but this time, the bloody red paint from our enemies was joined by green and white goop from every eyeball he plunged his blades into. The more beholders he attacked, the more the street became covered with the creatures’ innards like rainbow graffiti, and everywhere he whirled, his blue and purple fingernails seemed to catch the light like stained glass.
If Beernie had been surprised to see a bunch of undead Blood Smiths enter the fight, she seemed completely recovered from her shock by now. She and Bolverk made an almost comical team as the dwarf woman kept spinning around to launch the berserker off her shield. Every time the pair downed another enemy on their own, Bolverk swiftly ran toward Beernie again, vaulted off her shield, and flung himself on top of another giant sizzling eyeball.
Moryana and Cesnie stood their ground at opposite ends of the street, but each woman moved so fast that I could barely follow their maneuvers. Moryana was a blur of red and black, and no matter how many beholders took aim at her, she was able to dodge almost every single one. She took a couple hits, but my Guardian of Fortune blocked most of them, and a quick Minor Heal took care of any damage she sustained.
Cesnie used her Earthshaker ability to stun one opponent with her buckler shield, and she followed it up with Chains. The creature thrashed wildly against her magic, but a quick Spirit of Stone from me made his fiery blast bounce harmlessly off her.
“Behind you!” I shouted as another beholder snuck up in the blonde fighter’s blind spot.
Cesnie didn’t even bother turning around. Instead, she cast Shatter on the creature behind her, and at the same time, she thrust her rapier into the center of the other beholder’s giant, veiny eyeball.
Once blood was pouring out of the eye in a steady stream, Cesnie pushed the beholder toward a group of undead dwarven warriors. Two of them grabbed the heavy creature and held onto opposite eye stalks, and a third dwarven skeleton barreled toward the back of the giant eyeball, punted the massive beholder like a football, and then raised his bony hands in a silent cheer.
The punted beholder bounced down the street into the waiting axes of another cluster of undead dwarves, and they attacked the creature with such gusto that they looked like half a dozen Bolverks as they tore him apart with their blades and their bare bony fingers.
“Damn,” I chuckled to myself. “That’ll work.”
Everywhere I looked, more of the skeletal dwarven warriors surged out of alleys and open windows, and they all ripped into the beholders like they had been itching for a fight for the last thousand years. The giant eyeballs did their best to fry them with heat rays or electricity or ice, but every time they managed to catch one of the undead dwarves and break apart their bones, two more undead warriors rushed forward to take his place.
If I hadn’t known Beernie, I might have been surprised at how powerful these undead dwarven warriors and Blood Smiths were. The minions Lady Feeyaz raised at the mines didn’t have the use of their full strength, and I was sure that was true for these dwarven skeletons too, but they were still more powerful fighters than most living warriors.
I dragged my eyes off the undead army in time to launch another attack on a beholder that got too close to Lady Feeyaz. My longsword peeled away half of its eyeball like taking the skin off a grape, but it was still able to send a blast of fire against me. Fortunately, my longsword gave me a light resistance to fire as well as cold, so it only felt like the stubble on my chin was slightly singed.
I was surprised that the dark elf wasn’t using her Enchanted Bow of the Eternal Huntress, since arrows would have been one of the most effective weapons against the giant eye stalks. But before I could turn and ask her why, I sliced through the white goop of another floating eyeball that was about to attack us.
Then the beholder shrieked and curled up on itself like a dead spider, and I suddenly remembered how close we were to the overseer’s temple.
Even if he had been in a dead sleep, all the noise of our fighting would definitely have woken him up by now, and this meant it was only a matter of time before the giant tree-squid-ink-void creature lumbered out of the temple and tried to consume us all.
“Fuck!” I growled as another beholder shrieked from the opposite end of the street. “Lady Feeyaz, you--”
“Look up,” the dark elf whispered before I could finish my question.
I glanced at her face and saw that her eyes had gone pure white again. Then I followed her gaze up toward the ceiling of the massive cavern above us, and I immediately realized I couldn’t see the ceiling at all.
Dark, heavy clouds hung low like they were about to dump a mountain of snow on top of us, and I couldn’t see a thing past them. The overseer’s temple, the guard post beside it, and the rest of the forgotten city were all completely hidden by the heavy clouds. The only thing visible was this street with all of the undead, the beholders, and the seven of us.
“Holy shit,” I muttered.
“The overseer will not hear or see us as long as I can hold it,” Lady Feeyaz said, but her fingers twitched at her sides like someone was sending tiny jolts of electricity through her body.
“How long can you hold it?” I demanded.
“As long as I have to,” the dark elf growled as the little wrinkle of concentration appeared between her pale eyebrows again.
I knew this spell had to be taking more out of her than she was admitting, so I threw myself back into the fight to end it as quickly as possible. I cast Healing Vengeance on myself and grinned when the next beholder attacked me. His own health bar ticked down every time he tried to fry me, and my health bar ticked back up at the same time.
After a few passes at the smaller eye stalks that sprouted off of his main body, I rolled underneath him and stabbed my longsword up into his belly. It only sank in a few inches, but I had already switched the hold of my blade to one hand so my left hand could pull out my Short Sword of the Stone King.
I thrust my short blade up at an angle and drove it straight into the lower half of the creature’s massive eyeball. It exploded like a burst water balloon all over my hand and forearm, but I dug the blade in deeper until I was sure I’d scraped out whatever counted for brains inside the beholder.
I darted out of the way just before his floating body crashed to the ground where I had been. Then I looked up to see how my friends were doing, but I only had to cast a Minor Heal on Moryana and a Spirit of Stone on Cornalic. Most of the beholders were ripped open like bloody meatballs that had been picked over with steak knives, but three of them were still floating around.
When I saw one beholder dart down an alley like he was going to make a run for it, I knew I couldn’t let him escape and possibly warn the overseer.
“Cesnie, your ten o’clock!” I shouted.
The blonde fighter instantly pivoted toward the escaping beholder and pointed her rapier at his back like a wand.
“Slow!” Cesnie cried, and the beholder suddenly seemed to be stuck in purple light like quicksand.
We ran after the beholder together, but Cesnie cast Haste on herself, so she reached him first. Her rapier darted in and out of each small eyeball stalk, but the giant eyeball managed to twist around and send a bolt of lightning straight at the blonde warrior.
My Guardian of Fortune didn’t block the blow this time, and Cesnie’s smoking body crumpled to the ground. I was at her side in under a second, and I made dual slashes with both my blades to keep the beholder from striking again. It didn’t put him down, but it was enough to stun him so I could drop to my knees beside Cesnie.
It had been one hell of a direct hit, and her health bar showed she was at forty percent. I touched her shoulder to cast Healing Touch, watched her health bar tick back up to ninety percent, and then we both sprang to our feet and finished off the giant asshole together.
As soon as we ripped our swords out of him a final time in a spray of goop and guts, I looked back at the rest of the street and saw that all the rest of the beholders were now dead, too.
We had fucking finished them.
“By the Shadow, I’ve never seen so many beholders together at once,” Beernie swore. “My grandfather would have torn his beard out for a chance at this fight.”
“We can’t celebrate just yet,” I said with a glance at Lady Feeyaz. “We need to get to that guard outpost so Lady Feeyaz can drop the spell that’s protecting us.”
“It’s just up ahead, dearest Leo!” Cornalic cried. “Fear not, lovely Lady Feeyaz! We will be there in a heartbeat!”
“How can you see it?” Moryana asked. “I see nothing but the corpses of the enemies we have killed.”
“Ah, the truth is that I cannot see it, lovely Moryana, but I remember where it is,” Cornalic replied. “Follow me!”
“What do we do with all these undead dwarves?” Cesnie hissed.
“Allow me,” Lady Feeyaz purred and tilted her head to the side. “You may rest, my sweet warriors, until I have need of you again.”
The undead dwarven warriors and Blood Smiths all sank to the ground. They gave a collective grateful sigh, and then they curled in on themselves before they fell completely still. I’d expected them to return to wherever they came from, but if the dark elf wanted to use them against the overseer, then it made sense for them to stay close.
After the undead all returned to their rest, Cornalic led us forward down the street. The temple and guard post were still completely hidden by the heavy snow clouds overhead, but more of the street started to grow visible as we moved forward. Finally, the guard post appeared at the end of the road ahead of us, even though the clouds still kept the temple itself out of sight.
Cornalic pulled out his tools and opened the locked guard post door in only a few seconds, so we wouldn’t have to break down the door. It would take more than a locked door to keep out the overseer or Allurie, but as an absolute last resort, it would buy us a few seconds if we had to retreat here.
As soon as Moryana secured the door behind us, I touched Lady Feeyaz on the arm.
“You can drop it now,” I whispered.
“Not just yet,” the drow sorceress replied. “I need to put wards up. They will take less energy to hold than this spell.”
“What can we do?” I asked. “Just name it.”
“Nothing at the moment,” Lady Feeyaz answered. “But try not to make a sound.”
The dark elf moved to lay her hand on the door, and I noticed how heavily she leaned on The Darkest Death staff. I wished that my UI showed my party members’ mana pools, not just their health bars, but I couldn’t even see my own mana pool, much less theirs. Still, I had a feeling it was taking nearly everything Lady Feeyaz had to keep us hidden from the overseer, especially since our fight with the beholders hadn’t exactly been quiet.
While Lady Feeyaz traced intricate patterns with her finger on the door, I turned around to examine the inside of the guard post. The interior was only about ten by ten feet, and everything was covered in a thick layer of dust. The skeletons of two dwarves had collapsed on top of each other by the door like they’d barely managed to hide themselves inside before they died, but the rest of the downstairs was empty except for a couple of storage barrels.
I almost asked if anything was in the barrels before I remembered that Lady Feeyaz needed us to be quiet. But Bolverk must have read my mind, because he marched right over to the closest barrel and jerked off the stopper that was sticking out of the side.
A few drops of liquid fell to the dusty ground, but the rest of the contents must have dried up a long time ago. Bolverk shrugged, moved to the next two barrels, and popped off both lids with a surprising lack of noise. The gnome berserker grabbed the edge of one barrel and pulled himself up, but when he peered inside, he only grunted and dropped back down to the floor.
“I’m done down here,” Lady Feeyaz announced. “I only need to draw a few wards upstairs, and then I’ll be finished.”
“I’ll be finished if we have to wait for that elf girl too long,” Beernie muttered. “This guard post has nothing but rotted grain and two drops of the finest dwarven beer that was ever made. If I have to wait here longer than a day, I’m going to seriously regret not bringing a keg with me for the stake out.”
“We have plenty of food and drinks in our packs, thanks to Queen Yasmin,” I said. “But I’m afraid she didn’t supply us with any beer.”
“Of course, she didn’t,” the Blood Smith sighed. “Only dwarves think of the things that actually matter.”
“We’ll just have to make do with what we’ve got,” I said, but then I saw that Lady Feeyaz hadn’t moved yet.
“I might need a little help getting upstairs,” the dark elf purred. “I’m afraid my vision is a little blurry.”
“I’ve got you.” I offered Lady Feeyaz my arm. “Cornalic and Beernie, you two come with us. Moryana, Cesnie, and Bolverk, stay on the ground floor just in case anything tries to break through before Lady Feeyaz finishes setting up her wards.”
“I’m hungry,” Bolverk grumbled.
“Feel free to break into our supplies,” I said. “I don’t know how long we’ll be here, but you might as well make sure you’ve got plenty of energy for whatever comes next.”
“How about some beef jerky?” Moryana asked the tattooed gnome.
“I also have cured pork and dried apricots,” Cesnie offered.
While the two women sorted through their packs to find a snack for the hungry gnome, I led Lady Feeyaz toward the narrow set of stairs in the corner of the room.
“Thank you,” the dark elf purred as she pressed her body close to mine. “I feel better already.”
“Are you sure your vision really went blurry, or did you just want to feel our bodies pressed together?” I teased.
“Maybe a little bit of both, if I’m being completely honest, Leo Lennox,” the drow woman chuckled.
Lady Feeyaz still leaned on me as we ascended the rickety stairs. The rest of the guard post was made of stone, but the stairs were old wood that had completely rotted away in some spots and partially rotted away in others. There was only one long spiral set of stairs up to the second floor, but every time Lady Feeyaz placed The Darkest Death on the next step, I braced myself for a possible stair collapse.
When we set foot on the second floor, I exhaled in relief and glanced back to make sure Cornalic and Beernie were still right behind me. Then we spread out to examine the top floor of the guard post, and Lady Feeyaz planted herself in the middle of the square room and looked straight up.
The ceiling was too tall for the dark elf to reach with her fingers, so she raised her staff and used it to trace the warding symbols instead. This time, I noticed a thin, dark purple glow that was left after she traced each symbol, but my eyes couldn’t make the pattern focus before it faded back to the usual color of the ceiling.
The top floor of the guard post had two square windows on opposite walls. One of them faced the forgotten city, but the other one faced the overseer’s temple, or at least it would as soon as the heavy snow clouds disappeared. The room itself was empty except for a few more dwarven skeletons in the far corner. Their bony hands still clutched their shields and axes like they had gone down swinging, but there was no trace of any physical enemy they had fought.
Maybe the overseer really had consumed all life in this city, and these dwarves had never even had a chance to fight back.
“Finished!” Lady Feeyaz gasped.
The beautiful dark elf started to sag on her feet, but I lunged forward and caught her around the waist. She went completely limp for a second, so I just held her tighter until her eyes blinked open again to show me that they were their usual pale mint-green color instead of pure white.
“Are you okay?” I whispered.
Lady Feeyaz twitched her fingers a few times like she was playing an invisible piano, and then she squeezed my arm.
“I’m better now,” the dark elf sighed. “I’ve dropped the concealing enchantment, but the wards should still keep us safe. The spell helped cover movement and sound, so it was quite exhausting. The wards will conceal our sounds, but not our movements. So, we just have to stay inside this guard post until we’re ready to reveal ourselves.”
“That should be easy enough,” I said. “Thank you, Lady Feeyaz. We could never have gotten this close without you.”
“Perhaps you can repay me later.” The dark elf smirked. “I’m sure I could think of something fair.”
“I bet you could,” I chuckled. “Cornalic, you probably have the best senses of all of us. Can you see or hear anything out the window?”
“Allow me to check for you, dearest Leo,” my green-skinned friend replied.
The half-orc moved toward the window that faced the temple, and I walked over to stand right behind him. I could clearly see the sixty-feet-high steps up to the temple now, along with the columns at the top of the stairs. It was too dark to see past the columns or the arched entrance, but I didn’t need to see inside to know that the overseer was there.
We might be protected here thanks to the drow woman’s wards, but the creature’s presence loomed over the forgotten city like a poison. When I first came here, the overseer had known my name and the fact that I was from Earth, but I’d been convinced that it was just a cool effect of the game. Now, I shuddered to think about what else the overseer might have read in my mind before I was able to escape, and my stomach tied itself in knots at the idea that he might be able to use my own mind against me.
“I am afraid that I sense nothing, brother of my heart,” Cornalic said.
“That’s okay,” I told him. “Allurie will show up soon. The armor gives her no choice but to keep collecting more relics, so we just have to be patient.”
“Patience is not my strongest trait,” Beernie muttered. “But if that’s what we have to do to fight the overseer, then I’ll do my best.”
There was a small ladder that led up to the roof, but I wasn’t about to go up top and risk attracting the overseer’s attention. Instead, I called down to the rest of our friends to come up and join us now that the wards were in place, and they managed to reach us without the stairs collapsing beneath them. It might have been safer for them to stay downstairs, but the only windows in the guard post were upstairs, so it was the best position for us to keep an eye on everything.
I thought my friends might doze in and out while we waited on our stake out, but they all seemed as alert as I felt. Every time we heard the slightest whisper in the darkness, one of us jolted toward the window to check if we could hear or see anything. But each time, there was nothing but the silence of the dead outside the guard post.
A few times, I thought I felt something tickle the edges of my mind, like a breeze that just barely ruffled my hair, but it always vanished as quickly as it came. Based on Lady Feeyaz’s descriptions, I assumed it was the overseer as he sent out feelers to try to find anything living among the ruins of the forgotten city. But as long as the wards were in place, we should be safe inside this guard post.
I lost all sense of time in the Underdark, but I guessed we stayed rooted in place for the rest of the night and a decent portion of the next day. Every so often, I checked the helmet inside the Anti-Magic Bag of Holding to see if its pointer had changed direction. It always looked the same though, and I began to brace myself for disappointment.
Just when Moryana had started to nod off, Lady Feeyaz sat straight up with her back against the wall. The slight movement woke up the sword dancer, and we all held our breaths and tried to hear whatever had startled the dark elf.
“My pets are close,” Lady Feeyaz whispered.
“I’m assuming she doesn’t mean dogs,” Beernie muttered.
“They are evil spirits,” the dark elf replied. “They have been chasing Allurie, and now they have almost come home to me.”
The air suddenly felt colder to me, and I wondered if it was only my imagination. I pulled out the Anti-Magic Bag of Holding to check it again, but as soon as I saw the little pointer on the helmet, my heart started to slam against my ribcage.
It wasn’t pointing at the temple anymore.
Now it pointed at the main road leading up to the temple steps.
I quickly closed up the bag again and looked toward the main road, and I didn’t know what was making my heart pound more: the fact that we were about to fight Allurie or the overseer, maybe even both, or just the fact that I was about to see Allurie again.
Less than a minute later, the beautiful elf girl emerged from between two buildings and marched toward the base of the temple like she owned the place. She was dressed neck to toe in the silvery-purple armor of Heliotrope, and it only took me a few seconds to see that she had added a breastplate, a back piece, and a sword since the last time we saw her.
She now wore thirteen Pieces of Heliotrope.








Chapter 26
“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Allurie sang as she skipped toward the temple stairs. “Oh, nasty squid-man, you have something I want!”
“By my great-grandfather’s beery beard,” Beernie whispered. “The elf girl really has gone crazy.”
“I hope it is not too late to save her,” Cesnie said. “Even if we get the armor off, it may be too--”
“No!” Bolverk thundered. “Her skull is free of runes. The armor can be removed.”
“It’ll be okay,” I said as I laid a hand on the gnome berserker’s shoulder. “I think Allurie is stronger than any of us realized.”
“Knock, knock, knock, is anybody home?” Allurie banged the hilt of her new Heliotrope sword on one of the temple steps. “I’ll come up there and drag you out if I have to!”
“Where are your evil spirits?” I whispered to Lady Feeyaz.
“They have just entered the forgotten city,” the drow sorceress answered. “Can’t you hear them?”
As soon as Lady Feeyaz asked me if I could hear them, it was like someone had pulled the wax out of my ears. A horrendous shrieking filled the endless cavern of the abandoned dwarven city like a dozen knives scraping across a pane of glass. The sound made me want to claw my own brains out, and I had to grip my knees to keep myself steady.
“I’ve brought some friends with me!” Allurie said as she bounded up the temple stairs. “They’re not really my friends, but they should make this more entertaining if you want to meet them!”
“Will the spirits interfere with the fight?” I asked.
“No, I do not want them to distract her from her fight with the overseer,” the dark elf replied. “I raised them with a single purpose though, so I cannot simply set them against the overseer. I will have to dismiss them and then summon them again if we want them to fight the overseer.”
“Then just dismiss them for now,” I said. “I’d rather you save your strength for the fight, but if you have to summon them again, then we can use that as a last resort.”
“As you wish, Leo Lennox,” Lady Feeyaz purred, and then she began to mutter the words of some ancient language under her breath.
Allurie was about a third of the way up the stairs when the shrieking of the evil spirits cut out. The sudden silence made the pretty elf girl pause mid-step, but then she shrugged and started skipping up the stairs again.
“Looks like it’s just you and me, ugly!” Allurie shouted. “Don’t you want to come play with me?”
“Now I have learned everything I need to know about you, Allurie of Cutno,” a voice boomed from inside the temple, only it sounded like a dozen voices all blended together in a creepy chorus. “When I am finished with you, your armor will be mine for the taking.”
“It’s. My. Armor.” Allurie sheathed the sword of Heliotrope and drew her saber instead.
“We’ll see,” the overseer’s voice chuckled from all directions, and then the ancient monster finally made his appearance.
The creature that emerged from the temple looked exactly how I remembered him. He was twenty feet tall, covered in dripping black shadowy ink-tar, and looked like a cross between a tree on the top and a squid on the bottom.
He glided forward on multiple legs that looked like tentacles, but each tentacle was covered with mouths and eyeballs. He had just as many branch-like arms that were all covered with mouths and eyeballs too, but each of the upper limbs also ended in a claw that looked sharp enough to tear through metal.
The overseer looked like he might weigh as much as a semi-truck, but his bulk didn’t slow him down at all. His tentacles whirled underneath him as he raced down the temple steps toward Allurie, and all his mouths spread wide into terrifying grins. Black tar oozed from his pores and coated every step behind him, but each puddle was so dark that they looked like portals to another dimension.
Every mouth roared together like a haunted choir, and my stomach flipped as I watched Allurie take a step back down the stairs. Her silver hair danced around her in the wind generated by the overseer’s approach, but she didn’t move again. She seemed rooted in place, and even from the guard post, I could sense her hesitation.
“Fuck, come on, Allurie,” I whispered. “You took all of us on and escaped. You can take this asshole.”
“Do we really just have to watch her?” Cornalic swallowed. “She seems so small compared to the overseer.”
“All I want to do is run and help her,” Moryana sighed.
“Trust me, I feel the same way,” I muttered. “But if we distract her now, the overseer might kill us all. There’s no other way.”
“Come on, pretty little Allurie,” Lady Feeyaz said quietly, and then she slipped her hand into mine and gave it a little squeeze.
I couldn’t tell if Lady Feeyaz performed some kind of spell on Allurie or not, but almost as soon as the drow woman whispered encouragement to the other elf, Allurie squared her stance on the temple steps and threw her head back.
“You wanna dance?” Allurie shouted. “Let’s dance, Mister Ugly!”
The silver-haired elf girl jumped straight up in the air at the exact same time the overseer swiped two of his sticky tentacles at her. Her feet just barely cleared the air above him, but he shot out another branch, wrapped it around her waist, and used it to pin her right arm to her side.
For a moment, Allurie flailed her empty left hand around in a panic, but then a manic grin spread across her pretty face.
“Here’s something you probably didn’t read in my mind,” Allurie giggled. “I’m ambiamorous!”
“What the hell does that mean?” I groaned.
“Do you think she means ambidextrous?” Cesnie whispered.
“Either that, or she means polyamorous,” Moryana replied.
“Shh!” Bolverk stamped his foot on the floor, and we all fell quiet as we watched Allurie’s next move.
“Foolish elf,” the overseer laughed as his arm pulled her in closer toward one of his giant mouths.
“Stupid ugly overseer,” Allurie spat, and then her left hand ripped the Saber of the Dawning Sky from its sheath on her belt.
Allurie twirled the saber in a neat circle that carved right through the overseer’s branch-like arm. The blade severed it neatly in a spray of black tar and dark blood, and the moment the overseer dropped her, Allurie darted to the side and plunged her saber into the closest eyeball she could find.
The overseer howled right before all his limbs swarmed the elf girl. I lost sight of her completely on the temple steps, and I leaned forward so much to try to spot her that I damn near fell out the window. Cornalic’s meaty hand pulled me back, and Lady Feeyaz touched my arm.
“Patience, Leo Lennox,” the dark elf said. “Allurie has already surprised him. She is doing well.”
“I know,” I whispered with a glance at the two health bars of Allurie and the overseer in the distance.
I reminded myself to thank Zarra for the strawberries and whipped cream the next time I saw her, because if it hadn’t been for the nanobots in my system, I wouldn’t have been able to tell how the overseer or Allurie were doing. And if I hadn’t been able to see that Allurie’s health bar was still mostly intact, I would have thrown myself out the window to help her without a second’s hesitation.
All I could picture was her expression when we fought her at the Haunted Mines of Tarrech. She had fought against the power of the armor just long enough to tell me that she was scared, and that was enough to almost break my heart. The relics of Heliotrope had taken control of her again right after that, but I knew she was still in there.
Still trapped inside the armor and being forced to fight that huge, ugly, tentacled fuck all on her own.
I glanced back and forth between the fight and the health bars in the distance, but neither of them seemed able to do much damage to each other. For the most part, the two opponents were so close together that I couldn’t see the silver-haired elf girl, but every now and then, Allurie would skip up a few more steps to get a little distance before she renewed her attacks on the creature.
The overseer lashed out at her with his teeth-filled tentacles again and again, but his jaws couldn’t hold Allurie long enough to rip through her armor. His branch-like arms had better luck against her, but each time he grabbed her, the elf girl whipped out one of her poisoned daggers or her enchanted crossbow and forced him to drop her again.
I wanted to cheer every time Allurie landed another hit against the overseer, but I knew I should be celebrating every time he injured her, too. We were going to have to fight at least one of them when everything was said and done, so the best thing we could hope for was that they would wound each other badly enough so that we could jump in with my gank strategy.
After the overseer was dead and Allurie was defeated, I could heal any damage the elf girl had taken. But it still took all of my self-control not to cast an endless stream of healing and protection spells on her now as she faced off against the overseer.
“I’m surprised she hasn’t tried to take him to level ground,” Cesnie said. “The stairs seem like they’d be quite a disadvantage to her.”
“They’re a disadvantage to him, too,” Moryana pointed out. “His tentacles would be almost unstoppable on the ground, but it takes him half a second longer to figure out where to place his next step on the stairs.”
“Maybe, but the black tar seems to be doing a pretty good job of making him go faster anyway,” I said.
Allurie did a backflip down six stairs and landed squarely on one of the creature’s tentacles like she was riding a wild horse. The tentacle bucked and swung her all around, but even when the branch-like arms curved toward her to try and rip her body in half, Allurie just laughed and pulled out a different weapon to tear through his sticky flesh again.
The overseer’s health bar was at about eighty-five percent now, and Allurie’s was a little lower at around eighty percent. It looked like it might be a pretty long fight, but Allurie was definitely holding her own, and it made me a little bit hopeful that Zarra might actually stand a chance against an army of demon dragons.
As long as we got the armor of Heliotrope for her, anyway.
I was proud of how well Allurie was doing, but then the overseer began to tremble. His whole body vibrated with laughter, and he started to grow. His tentacles uncurled to another five feet in length, and his arms extended by another five feet too, so his whole body was now thirty feet tall.
And with all new mouths and eyeballs to replace the ones Allurie had already destroyed.
“You have no chance, foolish elf,” the overseer cackled. “Now your body and mind will be mine.”
“That son of a bitch,” Lady Feeyaz growled.
“What is it?” I demanded.
“You mean other than the fact that he’s almost as tall as this fucking guard post now?” Beernie muttered.
“He’s wrapping his tentacles around her mind now,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “I can feel him seeking her out, and I… Leo, I need to raise the dead again.”
“We can’t interfere yet,” I said.
“It’s not for the overseer,” the dark elf explained. “It’s for them.”
I followed her gaze back to the fight on the temple steps and immediately realized what Lady Feeyaz meant. The overseer had made himself bigger, but he had also spawned mini-versions of himself all across the stairs. These smaller overseers were each about as tall as I was, and they all had the same wicked-looking teeth, claws, and tentacles as the thirty-foot-tall creature.
The mini-overseers all advanced on Allurie and surrounded her on the steps. They didn’t even touch her before the pretty elf girl suddenly screamed in pain, and it was like someone was trying to rip my soul in half.
“Shiiiiit!” I hissed. “Do it!”
Lady Feeyaz instantly planted The Darkest Death staff against the floor and began to chant under her breath. While she summoned help for Allurie, I gripped the windowsill hard enough to crumble off pieces of loose rock in my hands.
“Oh, this will be fun,” the overseer laughed as Allurie’s health bar began to drop even though he wasn’t even touching her. “Your simple mind is an open book, Allurie of Cutno. So many years of dreaming for a brave lover, only to find one and be rejected and abandoned by him over and over and over again!”
“I haven’t abandoned you,” I whispered, even though I knew the elf girl couldn’t hear me. “I’m right here, Allurie.”
“Your mind is already tearing itself apart,” the overseer said with what sounded like a frown. “This will be less fun for me, but I will still enjoy pulling each memory from your mind to consume as my own, just like I will enjoy ripping each of your limbs from your body.”
Allurie wailed again, and her health bar dropped to sixty percent.
I poised myself just beside the window, ready to jump out and run into the fight at a moment’s notice. But before I could leap to the ground, and before Allurie’s health bar dropped any lower, Lady Feeyaz finished chanting.
The sound of weapons clanging against shields suddenly sounded all across the forgotten city in the Underdark. They echoed like drums in the darkness, and the drumming only grew louder as the beat of the weapons was joined by the rhythmic march of footsteps. Even the overseer and the smaller tentacled creatures paused and looked down the steps to see who dared interrupt their attack.
They looked just in time to see an army of undead dwarven warriors and Blood Smiths pour out of every street that surrounded the temple.
“Didn’t see that one coming, did you?” I growled.
The undead warriors roared when they saw the overseer, and then they surged forward like a tidal wave of ants up the stairs toward all the tentacled monsters.
If Allurie was surprised by the sudden appearance of all the undead, she didn’t act like it. Instead, she used it as an opportunity to switch out her dual sabers for her Thizzle Thrower. Then the elf girl fired a dozen crossbow bolts faster than I even saw her hands move, and each one buried itself in the eyeball of a different tentacled creature on the stairs.
The moment the undead dwarves joined Allurie in her attack on the mini-overseers, the elf girl abandoned them and turned her attention right back to the thirty-foot-tall nightmare creature. Allurie’s health was still at about sixty percent, but she launched herself at the overseer with as much energy as she had at the start of the fight.
Now Allurie held a saber in one hand and a poisoned dagger in the other, and she used both weapons to shred every tentacle that came within reach. She danced up and down the stairs to avoid the creature’s massive arms, but she still slipped a few times on the slimy black tar he left behind.
The overseer lunged at her every time she slipped, but Allurie was too fast for him. Even when a few of the mini-overseers swiped at her, the silver-haired beauty was able to stab one of the eyeballs on their tentacles and then squirm away while the creature shrieked. But for the most part, the undead dwarves kept the smaller overseers occupied, so the fight fanned out all across the temple steps and down the main road in front of the stairs.
The original overseer trembled again and opened all his mouths wide in laughter. He didn’t grow bigger this time, but the tar around him bubbled and hissed until it birthed another wave of smaller tentacled creatures. The new mini-overseers slithered away from their master and started to break apart the undead skeletons with even more ferocity than the last wave.
“It’s okay, they’re still holding their own,” Cesnie whispered.
“Of course, they are,” Beernie said. “Even undead dwarves are the best at fighting. They’d be the best at drinking too, if they still had stomachs.”
“No one doubts their bravery or their abilities,” Cornalic said. “But I must admit that I am a bit worried by the numbers and by… well, you can see for yourselves why I am worried, yes?”
“Shit,” I whispered as I watched the fight continue.
The undead warriors fought better than they had any right to, but half of them all suddenly began to turn their weapons on themselves. One skeleton smashed his axe into his own exposed spinal column, and after he collapsed in a heap of his own bones, a second dwarven skeleton did the same thing.
Then another undead warrior used his axe to split open the skull of the dwarf beside him, and he immediately broke open his own skull after the other dwarf crumbled to the ground. Everywhere we looked, the undead dwarves started to attack each other and themselves, except for a handful of dwarves who stayed focused on slaughtering the mini-overseers.
“The overseer is using mind control,” Lady Feeyaz whispered.
“You mean he can do more than just read minds?” Moryana demanded.
“Yes, he can control them, too,” the dark elf replied.
“At least the Blood Smiths have some resistance to mind control,” Beernie added.
“That explains why all the dwarves aren’t killing themselves,” I muttered. “Can you help them, Lady Feeyaz?”
“Not without letting the overseer know that we’re here,” the drow sorceress answered. “Should we go out and help yet?”
“As much as it kills me to say it, I think we have to wait,” I said and then looked back at the fight for confirmation.
Allurie’s health still hovered just above fifty percent, and I tightened my fists to keep from casting any heals on her. She was fighting with as much enthusiasm as before, but the overseer’s health bar had only dropped to about seventy-five percent.
The beautiful elf girl vaulted up and down the stairs in between jabs and lunges at the overseer. Once, she even ran high enough up the stairs that she was able to flip backward and soar over the top of the overseer, but one of his branch-like arms shot out and caught her by the leg before she could sail past him. Then he dangled her body upside-down toward one of his gaping mouths, but Allurie twisted around and fired a bolt from her Thizzle Thrower straight into his open jaws.
The overseer gave a choked scream and dropped her, and for a minute, we didn’t see the elf girl at all. Even the overseer seemed unsure of where his opponent was, so he glided down a few steps until his massive form could twist around and look back to see where he had dropped Allurie.
The silver-haired elf was kneeling on a step sticky with black tar, and now she held the sword of Heliotrope in her hand. She snapped her head up to look at the overseer so fast that her silver hair swayed like water around her face, and even from our position in the guard post, I could see her sly smile.
“Does the crazy elf have resistance to mind control?” Beernie whispered.
“I don’t know what powers the armor gives her,” I admitted. “But since she hasn’t tried to fall on her own sword yet, yeah, I’d guess she has some resistance.”
“That’s a bit of a gamble, isn’t it?” Cesnie asked.
“She’s close enough that I can cast on her from here,” I replied. “If he makes her start to attack herself, I’ll stop him first.”
“What if he makes the undead dwarves attack her?” Beernie demanded.
“Then I will send them back to the realms of the dead,” Lady Feeyaz said. “I will not let them touch Allurie.”
The silver-haired elf pushed up from the stair, glanced at the carpet of black tar that lined the steps between her and the overseer below, and then threw herself forward.
“Woohoo!” Allurie slid down the tar like it was a slip-and-slide before she disappeared underneath the overseer’s bulk. She was so quick, his tentacles weren’t even able to lash out and grab her, but she didn’t come out the other side.
Then I watched the squid-like creature’s health drop by one percent, then five, then ten.
I wanted to launch fireworks to celebrate each hit Allurie made against the monster, but then the overseer adjusted his bulk and sent every tentacle underneath his body to find Allurie. His health bar stopped dropping when it was just below sixty percent, but I still didn’t see Allurie.
Then the elf girl’s health bar plunged to just below fifty percent, and my heart dropped into my stomach. When she emerged from beneath the overseer a few seconds later, it was only because he had one tentacle wrapped around her throat and another that pinned both arms to her sides.
Allurie didn’t even have a chance to plan her next move.
The massive overseer hurled the elf girl all the way down the temple stairs like a quarterback throwing a football.
Allurie soared over most of the stairs, but she bounced down the last few steps so hard that it was like she’d fallen from a three-story-high building.
It probably would have killed her if she hadn’t been wearing the Heliotrope armor.
The moment she hit the ground and finally rolled to a stop at the base of the stairs, her health bar dropped to forty percent. There were two mini-overseers close by, and they immediately slithered toward the fallen elf girl with their clawed arms extended.
“She is mine,” the thirty-foot-tall overseer boomed, and the smaller overseers backed away to resume their fight with the undead Blood Smiths.
I had one foot on the windowsill, and Cornalic was physically restraining Bolverk from jumping out and running to Allurie’s rescue. I was ready to move the moment I needed to, but I had to wait until just the right moment, otherwise we would end up having to fight them both at the same time.
I watched the overseer move down the stairs like a freight train barreling straight toward Allurie, but the elf girl ripped herself free from the black tar and staggered to her feet. She was trembling badly, but she squared her stance in the slippery black pool and tried to raise her sword to meet the overseer.
This time, the massive monster was too fast for her. He lashed his tentacles around her again and spun her through the air like a lucky pair of dice, and then he flung her toward the closest building.
The backpiece of the armor caught most of the impact, but Allurie’s head still rocked back and thudded into the stone wall hard enough to drop her health by another five percent.
“Leo, we have to help her!” Moryana hissed.
“Almost,” I said, even though everything inside me screamed to run out now.
The overseer hurled himself toward the fallen elf girl again, but she didn’t stagger back to her feet now. Instead, she found herself caught in a pool of thick black tar that sucked her arms and legs back to the ground every time she tried to free herself.
“Do you feel me in your mind yet, Allurie of Cutno?” the overseer laughed.
“Nooo!” Allurie screamed. “Stay out of my head!”
The overseer’s claws grabbed Allurie by her upper arms where there was no armor to protect her. Then the creature ripped her up from the tar so forcefully that her health bar ticked down a little more, and he pinned her against the stone wall behind her.
“So… you think you know an Old One, do you?” the overseer laughed as he tore into her mind. “What would an Old One want with a stupid elf girl like you, hm? You think Leo ever loved you? You dumb, pathetic simpleton. You are just a maid that cleans dishes. How could you ever think you deserved love?”
“Noooo!” Allurie wailed again, but it was quieter this time.
“Shiiiit!” I hissed as I felt every muscle in my body tense.
The overseer tightened his grip on her arms so her health dropped even more, and I knew his claws must be shredding her skin. We were so close, but I had to force myself to keep breathing.
Allurie tried to twist her sword around to swipe at him, but her arms were too weak. She writhed in his grip and clenched her eyes shut to try to block out his mind-attacks, but then her health plummeted to twenty percent.
“Leooooo! I love you!” Allurie cried out to the ceiling of the dark cavern, and then her whole body went limp.
“Go!” I ordered my friends as I launched myself out the second-story window. As my legs kicked against the air, I cast a quick Spirit of Stone on myself before I landed in a hard crouch. The impact sent a bone-rattling jolt up my legs, but the protective cast kept me from any injury, so I immediately started sprinting toward Allurie and the overseer.
I heard my friends’ footsteps running behind me, but I didn’t even bother to glance over my shoulder and see if they had jumped out the window or if they’d taken the stairs instead. Either way, they were right behind me, and I knew they had my back no matter what.
But right now, all that mattered was getting to Allurie in time.
I watched the beautiful elf girl’s health bar drop below fifteen percent as I raced in her direction. I was less than twenty yards away from her now, and my legs were pumping at full speed, but I couldn’t let her health drop anymore. I cast Spirit of Stone on her before the overseer could deal her any more damage.
As soon as Allurie’s body began to glow with transparent teal bricks, the overseer snarled, dropped her, and whirled around to find out where the protective cast had come from.
“I’m back, asshole,” I growled, and then I jumped at the massive monster.








Chapter 27
My Broadsword of the Charming Mind was already in my right hand when I collided with the overseer, so I cast Lucky Streak on myself just as my sword made its first stroke against him, and the blade severed one of his tentacles. It sent it flying like a tree limb in a storm, but I was already swinging my sword at the massive creature again and trying not to think about the fact that this asshole was five times bigger than me.
Three of the overseer’s branch-like arms all plunged down to grab me at once, but I thrust my blade into the open mouth of one arm. Dark blood gushed out as I drove my elbow backward toward an eyeball on another one of his branches. It squished into the veiny mass and forced the arm to recoil, but then the third branch wrapped around my waist.
When it started to raise me into the air, I yanked my broadsword up and then plunged it down into the tar-covered limb. The blade sank into the soft flesh with a sickening squelch, and I had just enough time to glance over at Allurie’s unconscious body before the creature dropped me.
Allurie still wasn’t moving, but neither was her health bar. It seemed to be holding steadily just below fifteen percent, so as long as she didn’t take any more damage, she should be okay. Of course, she also shouldn’t wake up as long as her health stayed that low, and this was exactly what I wanted.
Now all I had to do was kill the overseer and take the armor off Allurie before she recovered.
I didn’t think she would be able to wake up until I healed her, but I still thought about taking off her armor now instead of waiting. It would delay my fight against the overseer though, and we needed to bring him down as soon as possible. If we took her armor off now, it would also leave her completely vulnerable to any stray attacks, and I couldn’t risk putting her in that kind of danger.
Especially not when I saw a six-foot-tall mini-overseer rush down the stairs toward the elf girl. Like it or not, Allurie needed the armor of Heliotrope to keep her safe until this fight was over.
She also needed a badass Blood Smith.
“Beernie!” I shouted as I landed on my feet and rolled forward to dodge two more tentacles.
“Right behind you, Leo!” the Blood Smith thundered.
I swung at another descending tar-covered limb. I barely nicked the massive branch before I had to dance back to avoid three more gnashing tentacles, but then I grinned as I saw Beernie ride one of the tentacles like a surfer on a wave. It brought her close enough to hack the claw off of another arm, and the dwarven warrior jumped off before the creature could respond to her attack.
“Protect Allurie!” I ordered. “Don’t let anything touch her!”
“Nothing will get through me, let me tell ya!” Beernie gave a belly laugh and then slammed her axe against her shield to pump herself up.
The Blood Smith jumped off another tentacle like it was a trampoline, spun through the air, and landed beside the fallen elf girl with a look of fierce determination on her scarred face.
Now that Allurie had an extra layer of protection between her and the fight, I spun away from the massive overseer so I could get a better sense of the battle as a whole. I saw that Cornalic and Bolverk had run around the back of the overseer and were working to keep him distracted now. Lady Feeyaz hung back from the fight and began to flip back and forth between enchanted arrows and purple streaks of lightning, and the undead Blood Smiths continued to wage their own war against the mini-overseers.
There were probably a dozen smaller overseers left scattered across the temple steps and the ground in front of the stairs, but there were still at least twice that many Blood Smiths. The undead warriors would have to take on the remaining creatures on their own though, because I really needed my friends to help me take down the thirty-foot-tall nightmare that was now lumbering toward me on his tarred tentacles.
I looked around for Cesnie and Moryana, but at first, I didn’t see them. Then when I darted to the side, I spotted a flash of burgundy armor behind one of the mini-overseers, and I realized that Cesnie and Moryana had stopped to fight a mini-overseer who blocked their path.
“Cesnie, once you finish him, you’re with me!” I ordered. “Moryana, go help Beernie protect Allurie!”
“Yes, Leo!” Cesnie called.
“I will!” the sword dancer cried.
Then Moryana’s whole body shimmered with the power of her sword dance.
Her scimitar started to glow like the moon, and then she triggered Elusive Blade so her blade became invisible. As soon as the mini-overseer couldn’t tell where Moryana’s weapon was, she struck him again and again from the left and from the back, until half a dozen of his eyeballs had burst apart in a gush of dark blood.
While the sword dancer attacked the creature from the left, Cesnie confronted him from the other side. She knocked one of his tentacles to the side with her buckler shield, and then she followed it up with a deep cut from her rapier straight into one of his mouths. The mini-overseer screamed, but his scream was cut short when Cesnie finished plunging her rapier all the way into the back of his throat.
Another tentacle swung down on top of her, but Cesnie was ready for this one, too.
“Slow!” the blonde fighter called, and the tentacle was instantly surrounded by a purple glow that made it move at half its normal speed.
It gave Cesnie just enough time to roll to the side, distract the mini-overseer with another rapier thrust, and then trigger Shatter to make one of his tentacles explode in blinding pain.
Cesnie nodded to Moryana and then used Haste to speed up her next attack on the creature. When the sword dancer caught her nod, she smiled grimly and switched her scimitar into her left hand so she could pull out her Dagger of the Sacred Moon. Moryana waited until Cesnie completely distracted the mini-overseer, and then she plunged her ruby-studded dagger into the back of the creature over and over like she was in a prison fight.
Dark blood spurted out of the monster’s body, and both women lunged forward to drive their blades into him until he toppled over. Then the moment that his tentacles stopped twitching, they stood up and followed my orders.
Cesnie bounded toward my side, and Moryana took off to join Beernie beside the unconscious elf girl. Beernie alone probably would have been enough to keep Allurie safe, but I wasn’t about to take any chances when her health was so low. With both Beernie and Moryana to watch over her, Allurie should be okay long enough for me to kill the overseer.
Plus, it looked like the Blood Smith and the sword dancer were about to take out a bunch of fucking assholes while they were on guard duty.
“You’ve never seen defense like this before, have ya?” Beernie shouted at a mini-overseer who dared to advance against the fierce Blood Smith. “Do you want some of this, ya vomit-tree piece of shit?”
I would have loved to watch Beernie and Moryana fight, but I had to turn away and trust that they had things well in hand. I felt a rush of wind at my back and jumped out of pure instinct, and sure enough, one of the overseer’s tree trunk-sized tentacles lashed out underneath me before it retreated back to his body.
It would have wrapped around my ankles if I hadn’t jumped in time, and I knew this was my cue to stay focused on the only fight that mattered. If I could kill the overseer, the smaller replicas of the creature would probably die too, but even if they didn’t, they would still be a hell of a lot easier to kill after this thirty-foot-tall fucker was in the grave.
I whirled back toward the overseer and blocked a swipe from one of his branch-like arms. My blade wedged in his dense flesh and wouldn’t come out, but I immediately pulled out my Short Sword of the Stone King and skewered it into the same limb. It gave me enough leverage to pull out both blades together like I was cutting a piece of steak, and then I gave another dual slash to the next arm that swung down to grab me.
The more I thrust and jabbed, and the more I swung and sliced, the more it felt like I was fighting a black hole. Nothing I did seemed to make a difference, and no matter how many times I landed a hit, the overseer’s health wouldn’t drop below fifty percent. I even skidded underneath my giant opponent a few times to try to slice open his underside, but the thick tar of his skin kept me from wounding him too badly.
I fought for a while with my broadsword and short sword, but when my arms started to burn with the effort of a dual wield, I switched out my weapons for my single Longsword of Chilling Edge. It was a little heavier than my broadsword, but since I was able to wield it with both hands, it gave me more control over the direction of the blade.
The next time the overseer lashed out at me with two of his massive arms, I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself right before they slammed into me like two rockets. My cast blocked both the hits, and the overseer let out a furious shriek when he found me unharmed. Then he made two frantic flicks at me with his claws instead of pulling them back to his body.
It looked like I was starting to irritate the piss out of this bastard.
And since he didn’t pull his arms back all the way, I was able to grab hold of one of his claws before he could jerk it back.
His talons sliced into my flesh like I’d just stuck my hand in a meat-grinder, but I clung on long enough to try and bring my longsword down on his arm. It was an awkward strike since I was only using one hand to control my longsword, but I still brought the blade down and sliced it straight through the narrowest part of the creature’s claw.
His severed claw fell off in my hand, and I stumbled backward as three more oozing tentacles shot out to knock me off my feet. I jumped to avoid two of them, but I saw the third tentacle bear down on me like a freight train. I cast Guardian of Fortune on myself again, hoped I got lucky, and threw the severed claw into one of the tentacle’s many mouths.
The claw sailed into one of the creature’s open jaws, and there was a terrible choking sound like someone had clogged up a garbage disposal. But it didn’t stop the tentacle, and the overseer’s limb knocked me off my feet at the same time I hit myself with a Minor Heal.
As soon as the searing pain in my hand vanished, it was replaced by a stabbing throb all along my spine. The tentacle had battered me to the ground, and now all I could see above me was blackness. At first, I thought maybe my vision had gone wonky from the hit, or maybe I’d already used more mana than I realized, but then I remembered there was one good way to test my eyesight.
“Ember!” I gave a muffled shout.
My longsword immediately flared with bright golden light, and I realized I was trapped under a mass of gnashing teeth and tentacles. They were all tangled around me so much that for a moment, I wasn’t even sure if I could move my sword enough to free my body.
The mouths opened wide to display perfect rows of dagger-shaped teeth, and the eyeballs on each tentacle bulged with red veins and anger. As the tentacles lunged their mouths toward me, I did the only thing I could think to throw them off.
I clenched my eyes shut, hit myself with Guardian of Fortune, and triggered Ember again. This time, I made my longsword flare as brightly as possible, but Guardian of Fortune didn’t block any damage. Even the backs of my own retinas burned with pain, like someone had just poured acid into my eye sockets.
But if it was bad for me, it was even worse for the overseer.
The massive creature shrieked and released the grip of his tentacles from me. The moment I was free, I swung my bright longsword up and sliced it into whatever I could find. I couldn’t see shit, but I heard the sound of tearing flesh, followed by more shrieks of pain.
Then, when I felt the oppressive weight of the overseer lift off me a little bit, I rolled up to my hands and knees, swung out with my sword again until it collided with another chunk of flesh, and then scrambled forward blindly.
“A little help!” I shouted. “I can’t see!”
“Leo!” Cornalic cried, and I instantly felt the massive half-orc take my arm and pull me forward. “I was about to charge into the darkness of the creature’s belly to come after you! I would jump into one of the creature’s mouths if it meant I could rip him open from the inside and save you, but I said to myself, ‘Have patience, dear Cornie, because if anyone can free himself, it is my brave brother!’ So you see, when--”
“Hang on, I still can’t see,” I panted.
“Right foot up,” Cornalic said as he tightened his grip on me and pulled me up the stairs to the temple. “Left foot up, now right again, left, right, left, right, yes, now you’ve got it!”
I stumbled up the stairs with Cornalic until the half-orc finally pulled me to a stop. Then I let the light of Ember fade from my longsword and cast Minor Heal again to get rid of the piercing sensation that someone was shredding the backs of my eyeballs. When the pain faded, and I could see again, I blinked and looked over at Cornalic.
“So you see, when I saw you carve your way out from underneath the overseer, I was not surprised,” Cornalic finished his statement. “Very proud, of course, but not surprised.”
“Thanks, Cornie,” I teased the half-orc with his nickname from the orphanage.
We had gone up quite a few stairs in our escape from the overseer, and I glanced back down at the main fight several steps below us. My team was still giving the beast hell any way they could, and his ear-shattering roars seemed to echo to every corner of the underground city.
Then I realized the overseer’s health bar had ticked down just below fifty percent.
“Shit,” I muttered. “I think I know what we have to do now.”
“Say the word, and it will be done, my friend,” Cornalic replied.
“I’ve gotta keep getting in close like that,” I said. “That’s probably why Allurie kept diving underneath him. She figured out the best way to hurt him was to slice his underside. I was trying to do that earlier, but I think I was mostly still swinging at tentacl--”
A hiss-like shriek broke out behind me, and I looked back to see a mini-overseer gliding toward us from above. He was pursued by three undead Blood Smiths, and even though he wasn’t thirty feet tall, he was still just as large as me, and he flung out two tentacles toward me and Cornalic.
“Heads up!” I warned.
Cornalic didn’t seem the least bit fazed. The overly muscled half-orc whirled around in a graceful pirouette, and his dual blades made a crisscross pattern on one tentacle while my longsword cleaved through the second limb.
My target’s limp claw flopped to the ground, but at first, I wasn’t even sure that Cornalic had hit his target tentacle. It lashed about wildly for a moment, but then it broke apart into a dozen smaller chunks of flesh that all tumbled down the stairs. My green-skinned friend had carved through the creature’s arm with such precise knife work that I hadn’t even seen the cuts before the smaller overseer’s tentacle fell apart completely.
The three undead Blood Smiths caught up to the mini-overseer a few seconds later. They fell on him with rusted axes and heavy rocks that they’d grabbed from somewhere, and between the three of them, they started to beat the tar-covered asshole to the ground. Since it looked like the skeletal Blood Smiths had a handle on things, I nodded to Cornalic and turned back toward the massive overseer at the bottom of the stairs.
“So we need to strike his body, not his tentacles?” Cornalic guessed as if nothing had interrupted our conversation.
“Yeah, I think that’s the idea,” I answered and then cast Spirit of Stone on Cesnie just before she used her Earthshaker ability on the massive monster.
Cesnie glowed with the protective teal light, and then she slammed her shield into one of the creature’s clawed arms. Her strike brought the arm all the way to the ground and flattened it like a pancake. The magic attack made the overseer howl in pain, but it barely touched the asshole’s huge health bar.
The blonde fighter used Shatter against the next tentacle that reached for her, and I remembered how much that ability hurt when she’d used it on me in the tournament. The tentacle thrashed around like it had just been pumped full of a thousand shards of glass, but the monster’s health bar still didn’t really move.
“This is a good plan, my dear friend,” Cornalic said as Cesnie retreated again. “If his body is the most vulnerable, it explains why he uses his tentacles to keep people away.”
“It also explains why all our hits on his tentacles only seem to cause him pain without doing a fuck-ton of damage,” I said. “We’ve gotta get in there, Cornalic.”
“Bolverk and Cesnie can keep him distracted,” the half-orc said. “You and I can get in close together, and Lady Feeyaz…”
Cornalic trailed off, and we both looked over to check on the beautiful dark elf.
Lady Feeyaz looked electrifying. Her white hair swirled around her like she was in her own private windstorm, and she pivoted back and forth as she fired one cast after another. Each time after she sent another burst of lightning at a mini-overseer, she unleashed two enchanted arrows at the same target before the body even stopped smoking. Then she flipped back to her violet fire to bring their health down even more, and the whole time, she continued to direct her undead army in how she wanted them to attack our enemies.
Every now and then, the original overseer tried to extend his reach far enough to grab the drow sorceress, but she barbecued the tips of his tentacles with lightning before he even came close. Once, Lady Feeyaz stopped mid-movement and clenched her eyes shut, and just when I wondered if the overseer had managed to get inside her head, the dark elf smiled, opened her eyes, and directed another streak of purple fire toward the giant squid-tree.
I didn’t know why she hadn’t used The Darkest Death yet, but I wasn’t about to question her methods. The drow woman had a higher Shadow ability than the rest of us all combined, so she would use the terrifying weapon whenever the time was right.
“Lady Feeyaz seems to be doing just fine on her own,” I chuckled, and I felt a burst of gratitude for the dark elf.
“I will go tell Bolverk and Cesnie the plan,” Cornalic said. “Do not put yourself in too much danger before I return, my brother.”
“I’ll do my best,” I snickered. “Before you go, could you give me a quick boost?”
“It would be my deepest honor,” the half-orc said in total seriousness.
After Cornalic knelt down on the step beside me, he interlaced his meaty hands, and made a platform on his knee for me. I did my best to judge the distance between me and the huge overseer, but then I figured there was no point in trying to be too precise.
Mostly, I just needed to attack this asshole.
I sprang up onto the half-orc’s knee and used him as a jumping-off point. At the same time, Cornalic pushed himself up to standing to help give me a little more air, and I flew toward the overseer with my legs kicking and my longsword raised high.
I had just enough time to see Beernie and Moryana where they were still fighting to protect Allurie on the other side of the massive overseer. Then I plummeted down toward a tangle of his clawed arms, and I held my sword ready to strike straight through them.
Except one of the overseer’s eyes must have seen me coming, because he shot out a tentacle and wrapped it around my waist faster than I could react. It squeezed the breath out of my lungs in a savage pop, but I cast Lucky Streak on myself before the creature could snap all my ribs in half.
As soon as a pair of glowing golden-orange wings sprouted from my back, I swung my longsword through the tentacle. The overseer jerked it around so I couldn’t get a clean slice all the way through it, but I was still able to hack about halfway through the limb. The blow only gave a slight drop to the creature’s health bar, but it did seem to make him mad because half a second later, the overseer flung me down the stairs.
I threw Guardian of Fortune on myself right before my body slammed into the ground at the bottom of the temple steps. The cast protected me this time, and I waved away Moryana when she started to dart forward to my side.
“I’m fine,” I gasped. “Focus on Allurie!”
“Don’t worry, Leo,” the sword dancer replied. “We will keep her safe!”
I pushed myself back to my feet in time to meet the next tentacle that lunged toward my waist. I carved right through it so the end of the limb flopped limply to the ground, and then I stabbed my longsword through one of the tentacle’s eyes before it could retract.
Both blows only dropped the creature’s health bar by one percent, but I wasn’t surprised. The overseer seemed to have an endless supply of tentacles and branch-like arms that he used to lash out against us, so I would take whatever damage I could get against him.
I glanced over at Moryana and Beernie, but they were both handling their opponents just fine. The Blood Smith switched back and forth between using her axe and her massive shield to smash every mini-overseer that tried to attack her, but whenever the tentacles tried to go around her and attack Moryana instead, the sword dancer was ready for them.
“Not today!” Moryana said to trigger her Suspense-Destroying Headband.
The ability made her able to guess almost every single one of her opponents’ moves before they happened, so then Moryana was able to sway and lunge to counter each attack. This was a dance of death, and Moryana already knew every piece of choreography.
Since Moryana and Beernie seemed to be doing just fine, I looked up the stairs next and saw Cesnie to the right of the overseer. After another swing of my longsword, I lunged to the left and saw Bolverk and Cornalic on the creature’s other side.
“We are ready for you!” Cornalic called. “Bolverk gets to smash, so he loves this plan!”
“Okay, when I--”
“Leo Lennox!” Lady Feeyaz cried to interrupt me.
“Hold that thought, Cornalic!” I shouted.
Then I rolled forward to avoid another tentacle attack, ripped my boots free of the sticky black tar that I found myself in, and bolted toward the dark elf.
“Are you okay?” I demanded as soon as I reached her side.
“I’ve been keeping him out of your heads,” Lady Feeyaz replied, but then she paused to fire two more enchanted arrows. “But if I want to use my staff, I have to rest my mana for a few minutes. Do you want me to keep him out of your heads, or do you want me to be able to use The Darkest Death?”
“Shit,” I muttered and looked back at the fight before I made up my mind.
There were still seven mini-overseers left, and the main boss still had close to fifty percent of his health left. If we kept up the damage against him, we would probably be able to bring him down, but nothing was guaranteed. The overseer might have a self-healing ability that he triggered when he lost a certain amount of his health, or he might be able to spawn more replicas of himself. Hell, he might even be able to summon more beholders, and then we’d be so divided that we might really be in trouble.
Then again, I knew how powerful the overseer’s mind-control abilities were. The first time I’d come here with Allurie, he had almost made me abandon my family and friends and lured me into his temple, and I was pretty sure he’d only been toying with me at the time.
I didn’t know which one we needed Lady Feeyaz for more, The Darkest Death or her shielding abilities against the overseer’s mind attacks.
“What about the undead Blood Smiths?” I asked Lady Feeyaz.
“The mana I used to summon them has already been spent,” Lady Feeyaz replied. “I don’t have to use any more to maintain them.”
“Okay,” I said. “And if you stop keeping the overseer out of our heads, how hard will it be to push him back out if we need you to?”
“Quite difficult,” the dark elf answered as she fired another enchanted arrow into one of the creature’s massive jaws. “Beernie has her own protection, and so do I, but that still leaves five of you to protect.”
I was about to tell her to forget about The Darkest Death, but then six beholders emerged from the temple at the top of the stairs. The giant floating eyeballs sped toward us like an avalanche, and I realized my mind had just been made up for me.
“Rest your mana,” I told Lady Feeyaz. “We’re gonna need that staff.”
“I understand, Leo Lennox,” the dark elf said. “I will do my best to push him out of your minds if it becomes too much.”
“You’re the best,” I said with a grin, and then I turned back toward the fight. “On my way, Cornie!”
I watched Cesnie use Shatter against the overseer again, and the moment he reeled back in pain, I sprinted forward. From the corner of my eye, I saw Bolverk smash his Club of Never-ending Pain into a tangle of eyeball-covered tentacles, and I trusted that Cornalic was on the other side of the overseer.
I felt the creature’s massive shadow fall over me when I had almost reached him, but I didn’t slow down. I simply changed out my longsword for my short sword, since it would be easier to maneuver in tight quarters, and then I smirked as another tentacle snaked out to wrap itself around me.
I let it grab me by the waist and pull me back toward one of the main mouths on the creature’s body. I didn’t struggle against the tentacle as it drew me closer, and I didn’t even cast a protective ability on myself. My lungs started to burn as the tentacle squeezed me like a boa constrictor, but I wanted to get as close as possible to the creature before I reacted.
As soon as my feet dangled above one of the overseer’s gaping three-foot-wide jaws, I had half a second where I wondered if this was the worst idea I’d ever come up with.
But there was no more time to second-guess myself.
I sprang into action, hit myself with Healing Vengeance, adjusted my grip on the short sword, and sliced the creature’s three-foot-wide mouth open by another foot. His grin looked like the Joker now, and it made him shriek in enough pain that he dropped me right underneath his swirling tentacles.
I lashed out with my blade as I fell and got in a few more hits before my back smacked into one of the tar-covered stairs. Then everything went black around me again, and I suddenly couldn’t see my friends’ health bars or even the overseer’s health bar.
Maybe this really had been a mistake.
“Now you are mine, Leo Lennox,” the overseer’s voice echoed inside my head. “Foolish human, did you think you could challenge me and live?”
Where the hell was Cornalic? We were supposed to be attacking the creature together while Cesnie and Bolverk kept him distracted, but of course, that thieving half-orc hadn’t shown up like he was supposed to.
As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I realized it was the farthest thing from the truth. Cornalic had always been the most loyal, most dependable, and most honest of friends.
The overseer was inside my head.
“Fuck you.” I gritted my teeth to try to block his next mind attack. Then I saw a flash of Allurie’s broken body at the bottom of the steps, and the overseer’s laugh boomed around me like thunder.
“You did this to her,” the ancient creature chuckled. “All her months of sweet devotion to you, and all you did was use her. All you did was get her killed.”
“She’s not dead, you asshole,” I growled as I tried to move my sword.
My arms were stuck in the thick black tar, but I forced myself to breathe and remain calm. I had fought my way out of this before, and I could do the same thing again. The overseer was only attacking me in my mind because he knew we were winning, just like he had only summoned the beholders because he knew he was losing the fight.
I just had to keep my fucking wits about me for a little longer.
I thought I heard Cornalic call out from far away, but I couldn’t tell if it was part of the overseer’s illusion or not, so I focused on escaping the tentacles that had pinned my sword arm to my side. I twisted my forearm back and forth and tried to keep pushing the giant squid-tree out of my head, but then the blackness faded around me.
I was standing in front of my parents outside the Arnacript facility.
“Thank you, Leo,” my dad said with a grin. “You cured us.”
“I always knew you would find the answer,” my mom said.
“I cured you?” I repeated, and I realized I was holding a bouquet of flowers in my hand instead of a sword.
“Of course, you did!” my dad said. “You stuck by us, son. I’m so proud of you.”
“The game cured us, Leo Lennox,” my mom said. “You found a way to help us, and we’re so grateful. Now we can finally be a family again!”
“Come on and give us a hug, and try not to look so serious, Champ!” my dad chuckled. “This is a day for celebration!”
“Yes, give us a hug.” My mom opened her arms wide. “I don’t like those flowers. You can put them down, and then come give me a hug.”
“Uh, okay?” I started to move toward her without thinking, and I let the bouquet lower to my side.
I was just about to let go of the flowers completely, but then something clicked in my brain.
“Why did you call me Leo Lennox?” I asked my mother.
“Because that’s your name, of course!” my mom laughed. “Always so serious, aren’t you?”
“So suspicious,” my dad agreed.
“You’re not my parents,” I growled, and then I thrust my bouquet of flowers straight into my mom’s stomach.
She screamed as the flowers transformed back into my short sword, but her scream immediately turned into the animal-like howl of the overseer. My parents and Arnacript both vanished, and I felt myself spinning back into the blackness of the overseer’s tentacles.
“Ember!” I called out, and my sword immediately started to glow where I had stabbed it up into the creature’s meaty body.
I jerked the blade down away from me and deepened my incision. Thick black tar started to spill out of the overseer like blood, and I realized that if I didn’t move in the next few seconds, I might drown underneath the massive creature. I jerked my blade again and made it shine even brighter to scare away all the tentacles that tried to get close to me.
Then, after one more terrific jerk, I finally flipped over onto my side, ripped the short sword free, and scrambled away from the oozing tar-like blood as fast as I could.
I heard the whistle of other blades over my head but didn’t stop to see who they belonged to. I just kept crawling forward until I emerged back onto the steps of the temple. I pushed myself to my feet, fled forward as the light faded from my blade again, and then turned around just in time to see Cornalic sprint away from the same spot where I had just been.
I glanced up at the overseer’s health bar and felt a burst of hope surge in my chest.
“He’s down to thirty percent!” I shouted.
“Of course he is, dearest Leo!” Cornalic cried. “We had him right where we wanted him!”
“Were you under there, too?” I demanded.
“I was right by your side, my brave friend,” Cornalic said. “I didn’t realize that until I felt a shower of blood pour over me, but your blow against the overseer was enough to snap me out of the illusion he had me under!”
I almost suggested that Lady Feeyaz needed to forget about The Darkest Death and go back to guarding our minds against the overseer. But before I could get the words out, I realized that the overseer’s health bar wasn’t the only one that had dropped in the last few minutes.
Moryana and Beernie’s health bars both hovered at fifty percent, Bolverk’s was down to less than forty, and Cesnie’s was around thirty percent. Only Cornalic had most of his health still intact, but even Lady Feeyaz had dropped below sixty percent. And everywhere I looked, more beholders and mini-overseers were swarming my friends and the undead Blood Smiths.
We might be close to taking out the overseer, but we were about to be overrun, anyway.
“Fuck!” I shouted and then immediately started casting heals on my friends.
As soon as everyone’s health ticked back above fifty percent, a vise-like grip seized my chest, and my vision started to swim. I instantly touched the hilt of my Broadsword of Charming Mind to reset my mana, but the moment my vision cleared, I had to swing my short sword up to swipe a tentacle that tried to knock me and Cornalic off our feet.
“Stay back!” Lady Feeyaz cried.
When I finished my swing and sliced off the tip of the tentacle, the rest of the limb retreated, and I could look toward the dark elf. She was standing fifty feet from the massive overseer, and she had whipped off the silken cloth that covered The Darkest Death.
“There’s no way it’s been long enough!” I shouted. “It’ll kill you if your mana hasn’t had enough time to reset!”
“You were under there a lot longer than you think!” the dark elf called back. “Trust me!”
I couldn’t argue with her. Lady Feeyaz knew what she was doing, so I wasn’t about to doubt her now.
“Do it!” I ordered.
Lady Feeyaz slammed The Darkest Death staff down on the step with one hand, but her other fingers stretched out in front of her to point right at the overseer. His tentacles twitched out to try to grab her, but before they reached the dark elf, she triggered Death Point.
A dark shadow flew from her fingertip toward the overseer. The moment it hit him, he rocked back like he had been slapped. His health plunged by a quarter down to a little over twenty percent, but Lady Feeyaz wasn’t done.
The dark elf gripped the staff with both hands now and slammed it into the ground again. This time, she triggered Death Wave, and the power swept forward across the temple steps until it wrapped around every beholder and mini-overseer that was still left. Their health bars started to drop by ten percent every second, so only a few seconds after she triggered the wave, every last minion was dead.
Only the overseer remained, but his health was now at fifteen percent.
“That’s all I can do!” Lady Feeyaz gasped and sagged against her staff.
Then all the mini-overseers and beholders rose as the undead. They turned to face the dark elf, bowed their heads or closed their massive eyes in respect, and waited for her orders.
“We’ve almost got him!” I called. “Just send them to keep him distracted!”
“You heard him!” Lady Feeyaz commanded. “Attack the overseer!”
“Fools!” the overseer rumbled. “You cannot--”
“Cornalic, let’s hit him again!” I shouted before the overseer could finish his thought.
As the rest of the party attacked his tentacles and arms, Cornalic and I sprinted straight toward his underbelly again. This time, I watched his tentacles swirl around as I approached, and just when I saw an opening of light underneath his massive frame, I cast Lucky Streak on both of us and then skidded under the ancient creature.
I let my sword flare with light as I carved through his massive stomach. Then I glanced over just long enough to see Cornalic’s fanged grin as he did the same thing, and we burst out the other side of the overseer.
His health was down to ten percent now.
“Cesnie!” I shouted. “Use Earthshaker, but on my mark!”
“On it!” the blonde fighter replied.
While Cornalic attacked a set of tentacles that were thrashing Bolverk about, I switched out my short sword for my longsword and then dashed toward Cesnie. The blonde warrior woman was poised to jump into the air, and the moment I was in the right position, I gave her the signal, and she leaped as high as she could.
“Shake!” Cesnie shouted.
She was below me on the stairs, so at the same time she jumped and triggered her ability, I also jumped down the stairs toward the overseer. Her shield slammed into the overseer’s body and dropped his health bar closer to five percent, but she disappeared in his swirling mass of inky tentacles.
Then my body collided into the back of the overseer, and I felt his talons all pull me down toward his waiting jaws. I thrust my longsword forward until it sank through his flesh, and then I used every last bit of my strength to push it all the way in.
He howled and shredded his claws through every piece of my exposed skin, and the pain was so intense that I couldn’t remember a single heal to help myself. Instead, I only leaned harder into my sword until the creature let go of me. The more I plummeted toward the ground, the more my blade ripped open the overseer’s body, and wave after wave of black tar gushed out of the ancient creature and coated me in thick slime.
It filled my eyes and ears until it seemed like I really was inside a black hole, but I kept my gaze focused on the overseer’s health bar. I could still see that much, so I watched as it ticked down to three percent, then two, then one.
Then my feet hit the ground so fast that my ankles snapped. I lost track of everything except for the blinding pain that swept through my body. My feet and throat felt like they were on fire, and even my wrists felt like the muscles had been ripped off of the bones.
I couldn’t see the overseer’s health bar anymore, and I thought maybe it was because I was dead, too. I was choking on something thick, but I couldn’t make my body move. I saw the health bars of my friends in the bottom left corner of my vision, but they were flickering like they were all about to go out.
Then I realized that if I could see their health bars, I must still be alive.
“Shroud,” I muttered as I tried to remember the name of the cast. “Shroud of… Shroud of Divine Light!”
Instantly, the black tar that encased my body fell away like it had melted in the full brightness of the sun. Huge golden wings sprouted from my back, and my body floated up out of the remains of the dead overseer until I could see everything below me.
My body surged with light as my shredded flesh knitted itself back together. I could feel my friends all looking up at me, and I’d never seen anything more beautiful than them. They were each shining like brilliant stars as I floated above them, and I started to cast a series of heals on each of them. Every time I cast, the power of Shroud of Divine Light helped restore their health until they were all completely whole again.
I saw Lady Feeyaz with her clear purple aura, and I knew that no matter how terrifying and full of darkness she was, she loved helping people more than her drow kin would ever have allowed her. She loved me more, and she would have followed me into hell or even back into the drow world if I had asked her to.
I smiled at my brave friend Cornalic, who really was as close to me as a brother. He shone like a green sun as he looked up at me with awe in his yellow eyes, and I saw him pull Bolverk to his feet. The gnome berserker’s blue aura fought against the red cage that surrounded it, just like the last time I had used this ability, and I knew that whatever happened going forward, I would do everything in my power to help him heal.
I looked down at the dead bodies of all the miniature overseers and beholders, who had all been released back into death by Lady Feeyaz. Then I glanced down at the corpse of the overseer and felt a wave of relief flow through me, because I finally saw Cesnie emerge from the wreckage of his collapsed body.
She looked up at me in terror at first, then in curiosity, and finally in something that looked a lot like love. Her aura shone a clear periwinkle color, and I saw that behind all her toughness, she wanted nothing more than to help the people she loved with as much nobility and honor as she could.
When my gaze fell on Beernie and Moryana, I smiled at their bright shining auras, too. The Blood Smith glowed with a rich blue light, but Moryana’s aura took my breath away. The sword dancer was bathed in golden light like she held the sun inside her skin, and I thought she’d never looked so beautiful before.
I also saw a vulnerability there that I’d never before seen in Moryana, and I realized just how deeply she cared about me. She had told me that we could just have sex and that it didn’t have to be love, and she was always so busy teasing that I thought she might have meant it. But one look at her glowing golden aura told me that the only thing in the world she wanted was to love me and to always be by my side.
I wanted to take the glowing sword dancer in my arms, but then my gaze fell on Allurie, and I saw that the elf girl’s health bar hadn’t been touched by any of my casts yet. I immediately started to float toward her and let myself sink down to my knees beside the unconscious elf girl.
I knew time was running out on Shroud of Divine Light. As much as I wanted to stay in this floating world where everything was beautiful and shiny and nothing seemed able to touch any of us, I had to heal Allurie before the ability ended.
But first, I had to take off her armor.
By the time I took off the choker from around Allurie’s neck, my friends had all gathered around me. We gently removed each piece of armor from her body until she was left in nothing but a thin cotton shirt and trousers. Then, while Moryana and Cornalic stashed the Pieces of Heliotrope in our packs to keep them out of sight, Lady Feeyaz removed her violet cloak and wrapped it around the silver-haired elf girl.
“It’s time to wake up, Allurie,” I whispered.
Allurie’s body started to glow softly, and I took her in my arms so I could cast Healing Touch on her. It combined with Shroud of Divine Light to restore her health completely, and she blinked open her clear turquoise eyes just as the enchantment of my golden wings wore off.
“L-Leo?” Allurie’s voice broke. “Am I dead? You are so beautiful…”
“No, you’re very much alive,” I said with a smile.
“But y-you look like an angel!” Allurie gasped.
“Not quite,” I chuckled. “I’m still just me.”
“What happened?” the elf girl whispered, but then she started to look around.
Her gaze lingered on all of our friends, but she only seemed to remember where she was when she glanced behind me at the overseer’s massive corpse.
“Oh!” Allurie burst into tears. “Oh, Leo, I’m so sorry! I remember everything now. I’m so sorry! Cornalic, I’m so sorry about your head! Bolverk, I’m sorry I threw you around so much! I was so bad, and I was so mean to all of you! Lady Feeyaz, I’m sorry I was so--”
“It wasn’t you,” I interrupted her gently. “It was the armor.”
“You shouldn’t have tried to save me,” Allurie sniffled. “I tried to kill you!”
“Yeah, but you didn’t,” I teased. “None of this was your fault, Allurie. It’s all okay now.”
“But I could have killed you, so w-why did you…” Allurie hesitated and looked up at me with her clear turquoise eyes. “Why did you try so hard to save me?”
As I looked at the beautiful elf girl in my arms, I couldn’t believe it had taken me this long to realize how I felt about her. Then again, when I first met her, she had been like a piece of tape that kept getting stuck to my fingers no matter how many times I tried to get rid of it. Back then, Allurie had a one-track mind and could only think about mating, and she had been annoyingly stubborn about going with me wherever I went.
But the more I had gotten to know the beautiful elf girl, the more I realized how incredible she was. It wasn’t just because she could loot bodies faster than I could blink, and it also wasn’t just because she’d become one of the fiercest fighters I’d ever met.
It was because she was the kindest, sweetest, and most open-hearted person I’d ever known. She made me want to be a better man, and she made me want to spend the rest of my life telling her how unbelievably beautiful she was in both body and soul.
Still, I knew she wasn’t the only woman I felt this way about. I hadn’t expected to feel this way about Zarra or Lady Feeyaz or Moryana, either, but I did, and I decided there would be another time to sort all of that out.
The only thing that mattered to me right now was the fact that I couldn’t imagine a future without Allurie in it.
“Leo?” Allurie whispered when I didn’t reply. “Why did you save me?”
“Because I love you, silly,” I said, and then I kissed her.








Chapter 28
The moment our lips met, it felt like I’d triggered Shroud of Divine Light all over again. Allurie tasted like lavender and honey, and it took all my self-restraint not to devour her right there. But after I let our tongues dance together for a few seconds, I pulled back and smiled.
“Leo…” she gasped as she reached her fingers up to touch her lips. “Did… did you say you loved me?”
“Yeah.” I smiled at her.
“Then… Is it finally time?” Allurie grinned.
“Time for what?” Cesnie asked.
“Time for mating!” Allurie giggled. “I’ve waited so long, and now I know I’m ready!”
“Not right now,” I chuckled. “We still have work to do, and I’d like to get out of the Underdark as soon as possible.”
“Do you remember why we’re here?” Lady Feeyaz asked the other elf. “Do you remember everything that happened?”
“Oh, yes, I remember.” Allurie shuddered. “I was not very nice. I wish I could forget everything, but I remember.”
“So, did you know what you were doing the whole time?” Moryana whispered.
“Sometimes, it was like I was watching myself do all these horrible things,” Allurie replied. “But yes, I knew what I was doing. The armor made me, but I… I also wanted to.”
“That’s just the power of the armor,” I said. “It doesn’t mean you’re a bad person.”
“Of course I’m not really a bad person!” Allurie smiled, and the sight was enough to melt my heart. “I love you, Leo, and all my friends, so I can’t be a bad person! I just did some bad things.”
“We’ve all done some bad things,” Lady Feeyaz snickered. “Except for Cornalic, probably. I don’t think he’s ever done a bad thing in his life.”
“Ehhh, I am a rather roguish half-orc,” Cornalic admitted. “Even I am not perfect, lovely Lady Feeyaz. I sometimes stole candy or coins or other such things from people. Some of them deserved it, yes, but others I felt that—”
“The orphanage deserved it more?” I asked.
“My dearest Leo, how did you know?” Cornalic gasped. “Have I told you this story before?”
“No, it was just a hunch,” I laughed. “Allurie, do you feel strong enough to go inside the temple with us? We need to find the last Piece of Heliotrope.”
“I think I’d like to stay here, if that’s okay,” Allurie replied. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for me to try to find the last relic.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “Actually, you should all probably stay here in case anything else attacks while we’re down here. Plus, I don’t want to leave Allurie alone yet.”
“We will keep pretty little Allurie safe, don’t worry,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
“Hurry back,” Moryana told me.
“Yes, please hurry back.” Allurie swallowed. “I’ve missed you so much, Leo. I don’t ever want to be apart from you again!”
“Neither do I,” I replied and then kissed her forehead.
“I’ll come with you into the temple,” Cesnie said.
“Thanks,” I said. “The rest of you stay here. We’ll be right back.”
I helped Allurie to her feet, and she immediately started to hug everyone.
“Cornalic, is your head okay?” the elf girl whispered. “I’m so sorry about that.”
“No need to apologize, lovely Allurie,” the half-orc said as he hugged her back. “I’m only glad that you are safe and well again.”
“And Bolverk!” Allurie gasped. “Don’t worry, I’ll dye your hair again as soon as I get some supplies! I like the blood in it, though. Maybe we should do a red mohawk next time!”
“You will dye my hair whatever color you think is best,” Bolverk grunted. “I waited for you.”
“Oh, I know you did!” Allurie swept the gnome berserker up into a tight hug, and he actually didn’t fight against her.
“Come on,” I told Cesnie while the pretty elf girl continued her round of hugs and apologies.
My strength had been restored by Shroud of Divine Light, so we easily raced up the sixty-foot-tall set of stairs that led into the temple. I was a little on edge when we first stepped through the arched entrance, but nothing lunged toward us out of the darkness. The overseer had lived alone, and now that we had killed him, everything in his temple belonged to us.
At first, it was impossible to see the inside of the temple. The rest of the Underdark was often like this, but there were also pockets of strange light that illuminated other parts of the Underdark. So even though the abandoned city outside the temple was dark, we could still see enough that it was like the early hours of dawn or dusk.
But the temple was so dark that I couldn’t even see my own hand. I immediately pulled out my Short Sword of the Stone King and triggered Ember. Once the interior of the temple glowed with the soft golden light of my sword, I was surprised at how empty everything looked.
Huge rectangular pillars ringed the stone chamber, and each one was decorated with ancient carvings. Some of the carvings looked like a language I didn’t recognize, but there were also pictures of men, horses, giant snakes, and raging fires. If there’d been more time, I might have studied all the carvings in more detail, but I had been in the Underdark long enough already, and I wanted to get back to the surface as soon as possible.
I moved forward through the pillars and glanced up at the dome above us. It was still dark despite the bright light in my hands, and I had a feeling that no matter how much light I shone on the ceiling of the overseer’s temple, it would always remain dark. It looked heavy and tired the longer I stared at it, and I wondered how stable the vaulted ceiling really was.
“I do not like this place,” Cesnie whispered. “It feels… evil.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean,” I replied. “The overseer must have lived here for a really long time, and now the whole place still feels like he’s here.”
“Let’s just find the relic and get out,” Cesnie said.
There was a set of stairs at the back of the main temple chamber, so we started down them together. Halfway down the steps, I saw that the room below us was lit with a pale purple light, so I let Ember fade from my sword and moved forward more quietly.
As soon as we reached the bottom of the stairs, we stepped into another vaulted chamber, and I spotted the relic hanging from the back wall.
It was a lightweight shield made of the same silvery-purple metal as all the other Pieces of Heliotrope. The shield was lit by a strange lavender spotlight that seemed to descend from the ceiling, and it made the whole room glow soft purple, even though I couldn’t see anything that would cast such a light.
When I moved toward the shield, I saw that it was covered in the same tiny etched flowers as the rest of the relics, only all of these flowers seemed to be moving. Every time I tried to get them to focus, they spun and danced across the front of the shield like they were alive.
I grasped both edges of the shield, cast Spirit of Stone on myself and Cesnie just in case there were any traps, and then lifted it off the wall.
Piece of Heliotrope (Shield)
Armor Rating- 40
Durability- Indestructible
Br--
Qu--
In--
Wi--
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Ch--
Co--
Lu—
This shield is part of the Heliotrope equipment set. Bonuses are granted with each additional item worn.
I had actually done it. I had actually collected all fifteen Pieces of Heliotrope, and now Zarra might stand a chance against the demon dragons that wanted to consume all of Ohlavar.
Zarra might even be able to save her sister.
“You’re an impressive man, Sir Leo,” Cesnie said in her usual bored tone, but her steel-blue eyes eyed me curiously. “Who would have thought that a human from another world would be the first to ever collect all fifteen relics?”
“I couldn’t have done it without all of you,” I said with a smile. “But maybe let’s not announce out loud that I’ve collected all of them. I keep thinking the demon dragons are gonna pop up out of nowhere, so we can at least try not to advertise what we’ve got here.”
“Then we should hurry up and leave the Underdark,” Cesnie said.
“I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “Is there anything else worth carrying out of here?”
“This room is empty.” Cesnie shrugged. “I do not think there was anything above us, either, but we can check on our way out.”
“For someone who lived here as long as he did, the overseer didn’t seem to have a lot of goods to show for it,” I said.
“Perhaps he wasn’t interested in physical goods,” Cesnie said as we started back up the stairs.
“What do you mean?” I stepped over a crumbling skeleton close to the top of the steps.
“He consumed memories, right?” Cesnie asked. “That’s what gave him his power?”
“Yeah, that’s how it was explained to me,” I replied. “He ate the memories and knowledge of all the enemies he defeated, so he grew more and more powerful with every enemy he killed.”
We stepped back up into the main chamber and started looking around for any possible loot. Now our voices bounced around the empty chamber as we kept talking to each other, and it made it sound like there were at least two other Leos and two other Cesnies talking.
“Maybe he only collected knowledge, not items,” Cesnie said. “Except for the Piece of Heliotrope, but he would have been a fool not to keep something so powerful like that for himself.”
“Probably because he knew that a lot of adventurers would come looking for it,” I said. “Then he would be able to kill them and absorb their power too, so he could keep feeding without ever having to leave the Underdark.”
“I think you might be right,” Cesnie said. “I don’t see anything other than the usual coins and gems.”
“We can at least take those,” I replied. “It may not be much, but I think finding the last Piece of Heliotrope makes up for the lack of other loot.”
“No one else has ever been able to do it before, so I think that’s more than fair to say,” Cesnie chuckled.
“Grab whatever you find, and let’s move,” I said.
As soon as Cesnie and I gathered the gems and coins scattered throughout the overseer’s temple, we hurried back down the steps to rejoin our friends.
I saw that Allurie was wearing her Armor of the Pearly Sea again, and she told me she’d kept it in her pack while she traveled, but she’d set down the pack just before she reached the temple. It felt good to see her in her usual pale gray-blue armor, and I was relieved that she would have some protection in case we ran into any trouble on our way out of the Underdark.
Then I told my friends what we had found and held up the shield to show them, but I was careful to hold it backward, not like an actual shield. The last thing I needed was to accidentally make it seem like I was trying to wear the armor, or my friends would all have to fight me the same way we had fought Allurie.
“You really did it,” Allurie whispered. “You’re so amazing, Leo! So brave and strong and handsome and--”
“Thanks, but it was mostly you,” I laughed. “Right now, I’d like to get the hell out of here.”
“Then follow me,” Lady Feeyaz purred.
Our journey out of the abandoned city was faster than our journey into it, but we didn’t have to worry about the overseer this time. If there were any beholders or other creatures still left in the city, they didn’t bother us, and I wondered if they felt the shift of power now that the overseer was dead.
Even Allurie was unusually quiet, but I didn’t read too much into that. She had been through a hell of a lot in the last few weeks, and even though her body was completely healed now, it was still probably a lot for her to process everything that had happened and everything she’d done under the influence of the armor.
Once we left the city, we moved even more quickly through the Underdark. I suddenly couldn’t remember what the sunlight felt like on my skin, and I thought I might go crazy if we didn’t get out fast enough. But after what seemed like an eternity, we left the Underdark, and soon after that, the gates of Beernie’s stronghold appeared in front of us.
“By my great-uncle’s beard, there’s no place like fucking home,” Beernie said as she barreled toward the gates. “Open the gates, you bloody fools! I’m fucking parched!”
“Beernie!” the Blood Smith guards said. “We thought we’d never see you again!”
“Like one little old overseer could kill me,” Beernie laughed. “You’re full of jokes today, I see!”
“Does that mean…” one of the guards at the gates trailed off.
“You bet your grandfather’s best keg of beer it does,” the female Blood Smith said. “It means we killed an overseer!”
The guards threw open the gates and shouted the news into the stronghold. The news spread like wildfire, and by the time the gates closed behind us, the whole stronghold seemed to have heard about our victory.
Then tankards of beer were pressed into our hands from every side. Every dwarf we passed offered us a fist bump, and even Loremaster Fiunar hobbled out to offer his congratulations.
As soon as the loremaster started speaking, the rest of the dwarves fell quiet.
“As the oldest dwarf in this stronghold,” Loremaster Fiunar began, “may I congratulate you on a victory that none of us ever thought was possible.”
“Thank you,” I said. “We wouldn’t have made it in time if you hadn’t received our teleport.”
“I am glad that a humble loremaster such as myself was able to help you,” the white-haired dwarf said, and then he winked at Allurie. “Especially since it looks like you found what you were looking for.”
“Leo saved me because he is the best and bravest,” Allurie announced proudly as she slipped her arm through mine.
“I do not mean to be rude, but shouldn’t your clan patriarch be here to congratulate us, too?” Cesnie asked the old dwarf.
“He has too much of an ego to be happy for your victory.” The loremaster frowned and leaned closer so none of the other dwarves could hear him. “Between you and me, I wouldn’t advertise it to him that you’ve found all the relics, Leo Lennox.”
“Noted.” I nodded and glanced at my friends. “I think that’s probably our cue to head out, then.”
“Surely you can’t go already,” Beernie said. “You should really rest.”
“I don’t want to cause any trouble for you or the loremaster,” I replied.
“I fucking dare any of these bastards to tell me that you can’t treat my stronghold like a second home,” Beernie said. “It would be the last thing they ever said, too. At least stay for a day before you leave.”
“Trust me, I would love to,” I said. “But the longer we stay here with the relics, the more we put everyone in danger. I have to get the Pieces of Heliotrope to the goddess they belong to.”
“Fine,” the Blood Smith sighed. “I guess I understand that, but whenever you’re ready to smite some dragons, you just say the word, human. I’ll be there faster than I can chug a keg, and that’s pretty damn fast.”
“I’ll let you know,” I said with a smile.
“Take care of yourself.” Beernie fist bumped me but then wrapped me in a tight hug.
“Ach, you’re making me fucking soft, human,” Beernie grunted.
“Yeah, I’m pretty fond of you, too,” I chuckled.
After we all said our goodbyes, we carried all of our gear and the relics out of the stronghold. I knew Loremaster Fiunar wasn’t strong enough to teleport us back to Arnicoal, but I didn’t think we needed him.
I was pretty sure I knew exactly what to do.
As soon as we were in the open air of the mountains, I breathed in deeply. The sun was just setting, so it was dim enough that Lady Feeyaz was able to use her Amulet of Minor Light Protection to guard against the pink and gold rays, but the rest of us drank in the light like it was the nectar of the gods.
We kept moving forward along the mountain path, but I waited until we were far enough away from the dwarven stronghold that my voice wouldn’t raise any kind of alarm. Then I stopped in the middle of the path and looked up at the evening sky.
“Uh, Leo?” Moryana whispered. “Is there a plan, or are we just waiting until the moon comes out so the demon dragons can see the relics for themselves?”
“The moon is already out,” Lady Feeyaz said, and we followed her gaze to see the pale moon just as it rose above the horizon.
“That’s alright, it’s only natural that the moon should rise at this time of night, so I’m sure it has nothing to do with the dragons who live there,” Cornalic said quickly. “But I am sure that my dearest friend Leo has more of a plan than to simply taunt the demon dragons in the moon. Right, my friend?”
“Oh, there’s a plan, alright,” I said. “Hold this for me, would you?”
I passed the shield of Heliotrope to Cornalic, and then I cupped both hands to my mouth. This had worked before for Moryana and Allurie when they called for me, so it had to work for me now, too.
“Zarra!” I shouted, and my cupped hands amplified the sound even more. “Zarra!”
The sky overhead immediately grew darker, and for a second, I wondered if I had accidentally summoned the demon dragons instead of the trickster goddess. But then a streak of pale purple light shot down from the clouds overhead like a burning meteor, and it landed on the ground right in front of us.
My friends all jumped backward, but I just smiled as the brilliant purple light faded. Then Zarra stepped out of the light, and every inch of her looked like a goddess.
Her long black hair tumbled over her shoulders like a waterfall, and her strange purple eyes glittered like gems. She wore nothing but a thin lavender blouse and dark trousers that hugged her dancer’s legs, but her light-mocha skin shimmered so brightly that it was almost like looking at the sun.
“My champion,” Zarra said with a smile. “I knew you could do it, Leo.”
“Everybody, this is Zarra,” I said. “She’s the goddess I was telling you about. She’s the one who sent me to find the Pieces of Heliotrope, and she’s the only one who can wear them and use them to defeat the demon dragons.”
“So… it really is true,” Lady Feeyaz whispered, and when the drow woman knelt before Zarra, all the rest of my friends also fell to their knees.
“Nonsense,” Zarra laughed. “You are Leo’s friends, so that makes you my friends. Stand up and help me put my armor on.”
“Your armor?” Allurie gasped.
“Yes, pretty Allurie,” Zarra replied. “It is my armor, but I thank you for how quickly you found all the pieces.”
“You’re beautiful.” Allurie stared at the goddess with wide eyes.
“So are you.” Zarra smiled.
Moryana was the first to offer Zarra a piece of the magic armor. She clipped her breastplate and back piece on, and then Cesnie put on the goddess’ left and right shin guards. Lady Feeyaz buckled the right and left thigh pieces on and offered the goddess both boots.
Cornalic helped her put on both gloves, I helped her with her belt, and then Bolverk offered the goddess her choker. When Zarra took the choker from the tattooed gnome, she cupped his face with her hand, smiled sadly, and then kissed his forehead.
“Thank you, brave Bolverk,” Zarra whispered. “None of this could have happened if you had not gone first.”
“The path that leads to the Throne of Ascension is never straight,” Bolverk muttered.
“But if anyone can find it, then it’s you,” the beautiful goddess said.
After Zarra secured the choker around her own neck, Cesnie offered her the helmet and sword, until all that was left was the shield. I held it out to her, but Zarra hesitated for a moment.
“Don’t tell me you’re freaking out now,” I chuckled. “Those demons won’t know what hit them.”
“Once I take that shield, there’s no going back,” Zarra said. “If the dragons haven’t woken up already, they definitely will.”
“We’ll be ready for them,” I said. “This is what you’ve been working toward for thousands of years.”
“I know,” Zarra whispered. “I just…”
“The shield is yours, Zarra,” I said. “You’re the only one who can carry it.”
“You…” the beautiful goddess hesitated. “You are something else, Leo. You were meant to save this world.”
“Naw,” I chuckled. “You were.”
“Alright, give me my shield. I’m ready.”
I handed her the shield with the dancing flowers. The moment Zarra threaded her arm through the shield’s straps, the ground trembled beneath our feet like we were about to get caught in a landslide. The slight quake ended a few seconds later, but Zarra’s expression looked grim as she glanced over her shoulder at the moon.
I followed her gaze and realized that the pale moon now seemed to be tinged with dark blood. Shadows ran in dark rivers across the surface of the moon, and the air around us suddenly turned colder.
“Well, they’re definitely awake now,” the goddess sighed. “And they definitely know I’m here.”
“Like I said, we’ll be ready for them,” I repeated.
“You do know that I don’t have an army, right?” Zarra pointed out.
“You have us,” I offered.
“I know I have you, Leo,” Zarra said with a smile. “But I can’t ask your friends to fight a war that they didn’t sign up for.”
“If Leo fights, we all fight,” Bolverk said.
“Wherever Leo goes, I go.” Allurie put her hand on her hips. “Whoever Leo fights, I fight. Whoever Leo mates with, I will also mate with. Whoever--”
“I might take you up on that, pretty Allurie,” Zarra chuckled.
“They are right, though,” Cesnie said. “This is bigger than any of us. If you need us, then you have us.”
“Thank you,” Zarra sighed. “It looks like there are thousands of them squirming up there. Soon they will descend. Can I battle that many? I don’t know, Leo.”
“You won’t be alone,” I said. “We’ll all help you.”
“But I think it will take more than just us to defeat the demon dragons,” Zara said as she stared up at the moon.
It really did look like thousands of worms squirming in a bowl.
There were so fucking many of them, and I felt my heart hammer in my chest.
Fuck, could we really beat these guys?
Could we save the world?
I was Leo Lennox. I was the champion of the most competitive video game that my world had ever made, and I’d managed to kinda ‘beat’ this new one, but could I take down these dragons?
Then I realized that I didn’t become the Champion of Astafar Unlimited by myself, and I didn’t get these fifteen relics of Heliotrope by myself, either.
I had friends.
I had the bestest of friends.
“We need to go back to Earth,” I said as I grabbed Zara’s arm. “Now.”
“Now?” Zara gave me a confused look. “Leo, it might take them a few days to get down here, or a few weeks, but we have to move quick or—”
“And when we get back to Earth, you are going to get me my cell phone, and I’m gonna call the only two people in the world who are as good at this shit as I am.” I grinned. “I’m gonna call Jax and Garf. It’s time to get the band back together for one last run.”
End of Book 5
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