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The Altar

“Fool!”
The word rolled down the broken steps, picked up by the wind which tore up trees and shattered pillars ancient before the seas receded. It crashed like thunder. Roared with the storm, sundering what little remained of the broken pyramid.
It came from the man at the top, before an altar, smoke rising at his back from braziers where the bones of sacrificed maidens still sizzled with heat. Robes flapped about his frame like black wings, the huge horned skull of a dire ram perched atop his head and a twisted staff of black metal clutched in his hand. He was handsome in that cruel, hard way of men of power. His eyes were red and skin pale as chalk. The whirling winds rose about him, climbing up into the twisting, tortured sky. Swelling with every passing moment, fed by a spear of light rising from the altar. Twin spheres of brass and onyx spun at the base of this blazing pillar, magic crackling across their faces, feeding into the vast swirl of clouds above with a keening sound that set the teeth on edge.
“Fool! You can’t stop me now! This is my hour. My ascension!” The sorcerer ducked a chunk of stone as it was whirled away. He swung down his staff. Marks flashed red. Magic crackled down the steel, stabbing through the air and blasting another piece from the stairs.
“Damn it all Edgar! Get down from there!” Felix Gravere shouted. Crouched behind a mass of masonry once a stature of a severe looking man, he raised his sword warily and risked a peek. “You’re not going to win this!”
“Don’t call me Edgar!” Another bolt of eldritch lightning ripped off what was left of the statue’s head. “I’m Tiberius! Tiberius! Warlock of the Black Ring! Master of Magics! And you’re already too late!” the warlock snarled. He threw his arms wide as if to encompass the madness around them. “I’ve won! Look at the sky! See how it whirls! See! See how the very world trembles at my power!”
The jungle below did sway. Pieces of the earth cracked, fissures radiating from the pyramid’s base. Under the shadow of the sprawling structure bodies rolled against each other. Men in armour hacked at hulking beasts spawned from twisted sorcery. The two armies battled in a desperate brawl to decide the fate of a world. For the moment, the forces of the Twin kingdoms held the stairs. The sign of the two-headed eagle flapped from tabards and pennants of the desperate men and women warring with the howling host.
“You’ve not won yet!” Felix barked, snapping another six rounds into the chambers of his arc pistol. The runes which ringed the heavy piece of steel flashed as they activated, and twisting out of cover he fired. Three shots screamed through the air in a hail of sparks, exploding against a barrier conjured by the sorcerer.
“Ha!” Tiberius cackled, sweeping aside the smoke. “You’re an idiot Felix! Your bullets can’t penetahhh!”
Tiberius jumped back as Felix, having rushed forward under the cover of the smoke, cleaved the magic shield with his sword. Runes flared blue along the blade as they countered the foul magics of the sorcerer. With a shout Felix rushed through the breach, striking the sorcerer’s staff raised in a hasty parry.
Blue and violet sparks crackled between their weapons. Felix, bolstered by strengthening runes which flared all across his armour like veins of light, struggled against the whispering darkness which shadowed the warlock like a shroud.
“Son of a bitch!” Tiberius snarled. “Get off my pyramid!”
“Never!”
Felix pushed his sword forward, up, catching the wizard’s staff on the guard and jerking the weapons aside. He kicked Tiberius in the chest, sending the warlock sprawling atop the altar, staff clattering away. Felix advanced, bringing down his sword, only for the black robed man to roll aside. With a crackle of blue lightning the blade struck deep into the stone. Felix cursed, yanking at the weapon stuck fast.
“Ahahaha!” Tiberius cackled. “Look at the mighty knight! Bested by a piece of rock-brghu!”
Tiberius wheezed, clutching his gut which had just intimately met Felix’s armoured fist. The knight drew back his hand, runes of power blazing along his knuckles. “You talk too much, Tiberius,” he said before taking a second swing.
The warlock ducked, but his gaudy skullcap was struck from his head and sent clattering down the steps. “Ah! Bastard!” the warlock snarled, raising hands crackling with violet magic. “That! Was! My! Favorite! Hat!”
Felix grabbed for his blade but too late. The warlock’s spell slammed into him, sending him bouncing back across the stones. Protective runes along his armour buzzed, violet magic crackling across his body as he forced himself with a groan onto his back.
Metal scraped on stone as Tiberius snatched up his staff and approached the prostate swordsman, grinning savagely in the eldritch light blazing from the screaming twin spheres, his red eyes gleaming with hate and terrible triumph. “You should have stayed out of this, Felix. Found yourself some barmaid with fat tits and a plush ass to fuck. Then at least you might have been happy as the world ended!” He swung up his staff, magic gathered in a thorny swirl at its tip. “So long!”
Felix jerked up his arm, arc pistol primed. Tiberius’s smirk faded and the knight pulled the trigger. Shots slammed into Tiberius, rippling over the warlock’s barriers with waves of blue fire, staggering him back with every impact.
He hit the edge of the altar with a groan, amulets and charms ringing. Felix scrambled to his feet and grabbed his blade, yanking it free with a terrific heave. He swung it round before him and advanced grimly on the warlock. “Give up Tiberius. You lose. Again!”
“The hell I do,” the warlock gasped, groping behind him. “Aha!”
Felix hastily brought about his blade, expecting some spell. He was not, however, expecting something as crude as a bunch of ritual powder. He sneezed, blinded by the gritty dust, and swung wildly. Tiberius jerked aside, forgetting there was something behind him. Steel forged in the halls of kings struck the twisting ritual stones. Magic black and red blazed from both ends, struck each other.
The resulting explosion blasted both men away. Black and silver rolled. Slammed into one of the curving sculptures rising from the cardinal corners of the pyramid. As one, Felix and Tiberius raised their heads, staring.
The orbs, once ringing clear with a song of power, screamed like a thousand voices in agony. Cracks crawled across them from a ragged wound in the black stone. The storm above them altered, the beam of light wavering, the whirling clouds shuddering like something was hammering at the other side. Pulsating black and violet and a lurid red.
“That’s not good, is it?” Felix said.
“You have no idea,” Tiberius whispered.
The orbs crackled, cracked.
From the ground the two armies paused, turning about as a sudden boom echoed from atop the pyramid. A pulse of light shot up and into the sky, struck the apex of the whirling clouds. The clouds inverted. The impact rippled across the tortured sky in a wave, the air shuddering.
The storm stabbed back down into the pyramid.
And then things became strange.




A New Land

Felix wondered how long he had been staring at the sky.
A while he thought. A very long while.
He shivered as a breeze passed over him. Groaning, his body feeling like a single great bruise, he slowly sat up. He looked down at himself. Blinked. Looked again.
“Where are my clothes?”
A sudden fear gripped him. Frantically he looked around but his weapons were gone too.
“Shit.”
He took in his surroundings with a far different feeling than before. Ancient trees closed around him. Towered over him, their interlocked branches nearly blocking out the darkened heavens and casting down a gloom. Roots clawed at the loamy earth and thick trunks crowded around. Starkly different from the steaming jungles of Cavisar. Certainly different from the broken steps of the pyramid. Felix gazed about blankly, slowly clenching and unclenching his fingers in the grass. Real, that was for sure. Probably a good sign.
“Am I… dead?”
He didn’t feel dead. He was led to believe that if one died in battle, they went to Gravar’s Hall where they joined their ancestors in feasting and celebrating until the end of time. The lack of sizzling beef and festivities was telling. But then, he’d never been dead before.
“Where am I?” he wondered softly. But the forest kept its own council, whispering with the rustle of branches in a cool breeze.
A scream split the air.
Without a thought Felix bolted in the direction of the sound. He winced as his bare feet scratched the earth and branches slapped his bare form.
He slowed as he heard harsh voices ahead. Suddenly aware of both his nakedness and lack of arms, he moved more warily, crouching behind the cover of trees. He slipped in behind a bush and peered through.
A long trail cut through the forest. A wagon had been halted, horses nickering in distress. Felix spotted the driver fairly quickly, owing to the fact the man was face down in a rapidly expanding pool of blood while the men with the swords were not. There were four of them. Rough looking men in crude leathers and scattered armour typical of outlaws. One, a rather pudgy fellow with a leather cap and sloping brow, was gripping the arm of a young woman. Felix stared in surprise at her. Her skin was a dark violet and she was tall as any of the men around her. Her ears were long and ended in points, and her furious eyes glowed with blue light. She was shapely, her clothes, little more than filmy wisps of cloth, left very little to any imagination, baring long leg, ample breasts, and a slim midriff, as if she were annoyed to hide any inch of her body. The only oddity was a heavy iron bracelet wrapped round her forearm.
“Idiot girl,” the leader of the band said. Dressed somewhat better than his compatriots, he wore a horned helmet and had a tattoo of a number of rings on his cheek. It was not a rune Felix was familiar with, and it lacked the glow of magic most did. But then, he wasn’t familiar with many of the sorcerous signs.
“Let’s have some fun with her,” the pudgy one said, grabbing the woman’s lush breast, making her gasp. “We deserve it after what she done to Gregor.”
The bandits turned to look at a smoking patch in the ground. Another bandit, one whose face had the unfortunate resemblance to a rat, chuckled. “Hm. We may as well. Not often you get a fountain witch to play with.”
Felix had heard enough. The bandits swung about as he stepped out of the bushes.
“Let her go.”
The four men stared at the naked man, jaws slack.
“What the…” the fat one stammered.
“Who the hell are you?” the leader demanded.
“Felix Gravere. The Runed Knight,” Felix said with appropriate gravity.
“Never heard of ye.”
“You haven’t?”
“No.”
“…Are you sure?”
“Yes!”
Felix arched a brow. He must have travelled far indeed. “Well, regardless. Let her go.”
“Buggery that!” the leader said. “I don’t take orders from strange, naked men walking out of the woods!”
“Maybe you should make an exception,” Felix said.
“I don’t know about this,” the fat one said nervously.
“Shut up Tommen!” the leader snapped. He gestured at Felix with his sword. “Riesh! Gut ‘im.”
One of the idling bandits hefted his sword and approached with a grin. Felix watched him, catching the telltale signs of a man whose training in the blade consists of ‘stick the pointy end in the other guy’. The bandit lunged, putting all of that training to good use, only for Felix to twist out of the way and punch him in the throat. The bandit gagged, falling to his knees and clawing at his crushed wind pipe. Knowing the man was out of the fight – few men turned such a shade of purple and picked up a weapon any time soon – Felix swept up the bandit’s dropped sword. He staggered a little under the awkward, ill made heft of the thing, and grimaced at the signs of rust and neglect on the blade.
“Hey! He can’t do that!” Tommen cried.
Their leader didn’t bother to refute that. Instead he gave Tommen a scathing look and jerked his sword to sign for his rat-faced companion to join him.
Felix watched the pair approach, on guard. The rat faced one looked to have about the same experience as the man choking by Felix’s feet, but the leader held his blade with a readiness that showed at least some skill.
Felix swung his sword between the two, slowly advancing. As they fanned out about him he suddenly turned, quicker than they could respond, putting his back to the cart. The pair paused, realizing they were not up against their usual terrified prey. The leader grimaced, then glanced at his companion. “Well! Go on!”
Rat-face gave a nod, then rushed forward, slicing at Felix wildly. The knight waited until the last moment, then parried with a clash of steel. Immediately the leader was on him, blade swinging to take Felix’s head off. The knight kicked Rat-face in the chest and swung about quickly, blocking the leader’s sword. He pushed forward, striking at the other man. The leader parried the quick overhand and tried to regain momentum, but Felix didn’t give him a chance. He forced the other man back while Rat-face hovered uncertainly nearby. Felix worked them around until he stood between them, then feinted a trip.
The leader grinned savagely and lunged, only for Felix to twist aside. Blocked by Felix’s somewhat distracting body, the bandit never saw Rat-face until his sword plunged into the man’s belly.
Shock registered on both men’s faces, though the man with the sword in his gut had the worst of it. The leader snarled, yanking out his blade, his companion falling to the dust, but the distraction had proven costly. As the leader turned, Felix’s rusty blade met his neck. The bandit never even managed to scream. His body collapsed like a sack of potatoes, his helmeted head bouncing through the dust.
Felix glanced at the three corpses, then at the fat bandit still standing. The man stared, then shoved the woman away and ran for the woods.
The woman staggered and pulled herself back to her feet. She twisted back towards Tommen, but for a fat man, he ran with stunning quickness, his crashing flight through the woods soon fading.
For a moment the woman stood there, shaking with indignant anger. She bit her lip, spread her hands, breathing slowly out. She gave her head a quick shake and turned with a stunning smile to Felix.
“I suppose a thanks is in order,” she said. “I am Auria Dalamas, magus of the Fount. You have my gratitude for assisting me.”
Felix snapped back to attention. “No need, madam,” he said. “I couldn’t let something happen to such a lovely lady.” He bowed respectfully. “Felix Gravere, knight of the Runic Order.”
“Yes,” she said, eying him. “You mentioned that…” Felix, with the battle done, began to become aware once more of his nakedness. He felt her gaze wander down his body, focusing on his groin. Something sparked in her eyes and she smiled almost hungrily. He flushed a little and crouched down, beginning to strip the bandit leader of his clothes. He looked about the right size.
The woman watched him in silence for a moment. “I cannot help but notice your state when you arrived,” she said. “Are you a forest spirit come to claim my virtue?”
“Wh-what! No!”
“Oh,” she said, leaning against the cart, wisps of cloth stirring around her long legs. “Pity.”
Felix flushed. “There was something of an… incident.”
“Ah,” she said. “What kind?”
“The arcane kind.”
“I know few spells to strip a man,” she said with amusement.
Felix blushed harder and hurried on his efforts. Soon enough he rose, wincing at the creak of his new clothes. The bandit’s dress itched with grit like it hadn’t been washed in a year which, actually, was rather likely. They didn’t fit too well either, but better than being naked he supposed.
As he took in the bodies, he again found himself focusing on the dead driver. “I’m sorry about your friend.”
She followed his gaze and anger flashed in her eyes like steel in the night. “Ah. No need. I had hired him under the understanding he assist me through the Dusk Woods. Apparently he intended to add me to his stock, considering I woke up with this suppressor on,” she said, rubbing the iron bracelet viciously. “He intended to sell me across the border and have some Hassian slaver break my spirit, sell me to a warlord or some fool.” She kicked the corpse. “Worse than any orc,” she said.
“Suppressor?” Felix said.
She waved her bracelet for him to see. “This. How am I supposed to summon the power of the Fount if I am restricted by cold iron?” she said.
Felix looked at her. He had never heard of spellcraft coming from a Fount before. But then, he was in a strange land. “Here. Let me see.”
She scoffed as he took her hand. “Don’t bother. The fool kept the key hidden. I’d hoped to get the location out of him, but his interests lay…” She grimaced. “Elsewhere…”
“Hm,” Felix said, flipping out a dagger. Her eyes widened and she tried to pull back, but Felix held her steady and carefully carved a simple opening rune into the manacle. He let a twinge of power flow into the mark. It flared blue, and the manacle snapped open.
“There,” he said, taking the iron bracer back. “Done.”
She stared in wonder. She rubbed her wrist reflectively. “How did you do that?” she demanded.
“It’s a simple rune,” he said.
“Rune?”
“Magic. Where I come from.” Felix hooked the manacle on his belt – never knew when you needed something, he thought – then looked about the forest. “We should leave. I assume night comes eventually here and I would prefer not to be around these bodies when it does.”
The sorceress snapped back to attention and nodded. “Oh, yes. Solita, the merchant waypost, isn’t far. We’ll find a place to stay there.”
Felix climbed aboard the now abandoned cart, helping Auria up before taking the reins in hand. Happy to depart the smell of death and blood, the horse trotted off, leaving the bodies of the bandits and slaver to the scavengers.




Caves and Concussions

Tiberius groaned and rolled over. Darkness surrounded him. Ah, darkness. He was familiar with darkness. It was his trade. No one would listen to a man like him if he didn’t use darkness. Try and command people to sacrifice a princess on a sunny day and see what happened.
“I’m rambling,” he muttered. His voice echoed back at him. Ah, a cave, he thought. He was also accustomed to caves. He did some of his best work in them. Of course, usually they were lit with the hellish glow of magma and had a more compelling aspect to them. Putting his hand beneath him, he forced himself onto his knees, then his feet.
“Fuck!”
He grabbed his throbbing head and groped above, locating the surprisingly low ceiling. The marks which twisted across his skin had begun to glow, and by their red light he made out the rough walls of the cave around him. He also made out the fact he was naked.
Five minutes were spent raging at the unfairness of life. Then, as he calmed, Tiberius sat back, took a deep breath, and let it out through gritted teeth. “Tiberius,” he said. “You’re having a difficult day.” As he took a moment, he became aware of the kiss of a breeze. He raised his head and looked down the sole path available in the rocky tunnel. “Hm,” he muttered, shrugged, and started to crawl. The roughhewn floor began to climb, and to his relief a light gleamed ahead. He grinned, hastened forward, climbing out and into the day.
He slowly straightened, wincing as muscles knotted by his scramble through the dark creaked and protested with stinging aches. Standing at his full height, he took in the landscape all around him. Daggered black peaks rose from sudden hills and dipping valleys. The wind cut itself to a howl on the mountains. A barren, rigid land.
The sorcerer frowned. “Where the fuck am I?”
“Humie!”
“Eh?”
Tiberius turned and saw a club whistling for his head. There was pain, and darkness rushed in once more.




Solita Nights

Night had begun to fall before they made out the lights of Solita. The village spun out from a central square, a tall palisade all around the few buildings. Felix let Auria speak to the watchmen, noting the men’s obvious eagerness to allow them through. They rolled into town just as the gates were shut behind them. Guards lit torches along the walls, illuminating the darkness which fell heavily across the town.
“Here,” she said.
Felix turned the carriage into an inn. A crude, heavy building peopled with a number of other carts already parked. Hopping down, he gave the stable boy a few coins he’d taken off the bandits, then followed Auria inside. It was only when he entered that Felix started to feel somewhat more at home. The sound and smell were like tavern’s all across the world. Merchants in fine cloth spoke animatedly while mercenary guards drank their pay away. Barmaids navigating the islands of tables dodged groping hands.
Auria strode inside without a glimpse of hesitation, making her way to the tavern keeper. She spoke some words with him before returning shortly, smiling contentedly.
“I managed to get us a room,” she said.
“Only one?”
“All the others were taken,” she said serenely as she took his hand, pulling him towards the stairs. Uncertain, but not knowing what else to do, Felix followed her up the steps and into a spacious room.
“There’s one bed,” Felix noted.
“A problem?” Auria said sweetly.
“No,” the knight said. “I suppose I can take the floor if that’s…”
He trailed off, finally paying attention to the shapely magus. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she had shed the filmy cloth which had once garbed her. Her body was firm and shapely, her violet breasts held in a skimpy bra, black aerola just visible through the lacy fabric. Her thighs were sharply defined by a hard V of underwear with only enough fabric to actually cover her quim.
“Um,” Felix said.
“Never been with an elf before?” she said, rising leisurely and sauntering towards him.
“I can honestly say not,” he said.
She hummed, lips quirked in amusement as she touched his jacket. “We’re more… liberated then other races. Our women are rather more robust than our men, for one. And we are not afraid of showing our attraction. Or,” she said, pulling aside his stolen jacket, baring his broad chest. “Our passions.”
“What do you oh!” he gasped as she licked his chest, her tongue lingering on his nipple. He took a deep breath, inhaling the thick scent of her lilac perfume. “That’s… there isn’t a…a need for that. I would gladly have…”
She glanced up, pausing. Gazing deep into his eyes. “You really would,” she said thoughtfully. She leaned against him, pressing her breasts against his chest, her fingers toying with the belt holding up his pants. “How curious…”
Felix gave her a puzzled look, then gasped as she unlaced his pants. “Oh,” he groaned as she cupped his groin, her fingers sliding along the soft orbs of his balls.
“I’ve been looking forward to seeing this since you put on those wretched clothes,” she said as she ran her free hand up his side, feeling the hard contours of his muscular frame. “Such a shame you had to dress to enter town.” Her arm reached his neck and pulled her closer. He groaned as her hand moved from his balls to his cock, slowly stroking him.
“Miss,” Felix gasped, grasping her shoulders. “I don’t…”
“I want this,” she said. “Come on then. Take me.”
Felix tried to resist, but at the feel of the violet skinned seductress pressing against him, her fingers wrapped around his length, he groaned, “Blast it!” and grabbed her, throwing her onto the bed.
Auria gasped as she bounced atop the mattress, but moaned happily as climbed atop her, his lips meeting hers in a hungry kiss. She moved against him, pressing herself to his crotch. Her hands wandered across his broad chest and chiselled form. Felix groaned, feeling her heat through the scanty cloth which covered her mons. “Fuck me,” the elf breathed. “Take me.”
He reached down, grasping her underwear and pulled it aside. With expert ease she kicked the clinging fabric away and parted her legs, baring the shaved furrow of her cunt.
Grabbing her hip, Felix aligned himself and pushed inside of her.
“Ahhh,” she gasped, arching as he fed his cock into her greedy cunt. “Yes,” she moaned. “Ah…”
“Oh hells,” Felix groaned. His fingers dug into her hip as he hungrily kissed her, thrusting eagerly into her. She moaned, undulating beneath him, meeting his thrusts with skillful rolls of her hips.
Felix released her hip, grabbing her bra and pulling down, baring the firm orb of her teat. Breaking their kiss he latched onto a dark nipple.
“Ah!” Auria bucked, pulling him against the violet skin of her breast. “Yes. Yes! Oh f-fuck!”
Felix released her hard nub of a nipple. “C-close.”
“Yes,” she moaned. “Cum. Cum in me!”
With a groan Felix thrust a last time, filling her as deep as he could go before he came. Auria cried out, clutching him to her as his hot seed filled her. Her inner walls squeezed him as she came with him, their orgasms mingling, their gasps echoing through the darkness.
Panting, Felix pulled out of her, only for Auria to tighten her hold. “Where do you think you’re going?” the magus said, her silver hair tumbled about her face, obscuring one eye. But the other still glowed with the heat of lust, and her dark lips were curled playfully.
“I…I did just cum,” Felix said.
She chuckled, stroking his chest. “Mmm. You may have been with women before, sir knight. But certainly not with an elf.”
She rolled them over, Felix falling onto the mattress with a grunt. Auria swayed above him, slinking down his body, her silver hair dragging down his chest, her eyes gleaming with amusement. She reached his groin. She hummed. A thick, purring sound as she ran her tongue from balls to the tip of his cock.
Felix groaned, throwing back his head. “G-gods above!”
“Spellcraft gives such…dexterity to the tongue,” she said, her long fingers easing around his stiffening shaft as she gave it another artful lick. “Don’t you agree?”
“I… must say so,” Felix gasped. “Oh gods!” he groaned as she suddenly engulfed him in her hot mouth, bobbing atop his cock with a swift, eager pace. He grabbed the sheets, twisting them in his grasp as she took him, drawing him back to full hardness.
But, on the verge of his climax, she released him, drawing back with a gasp and leaving his shaft twitching in the air. “Now,” the seductive magus breathed, climbing onto his lap and positioning herself above him. “My turn.”
“Can’t argue with that,” Felix said breathlessly.
Auria betrayed a twitch of a smile, then lowered himself onto him. She sighed, breath hitching as she took his cock, filling her with his turgid shaft once more. She settled atop him, grinding her groin against his. “Ohhhh,” she moaned. “Yes!”
Felix grunted, resting his hands on her wide hips as she began to ride him, bouncing atop his cock. “Yes! Yes!” she gasped. “Fuck me! Fill me again!”
With an eagerness he didn’t know he had the knight twitched his hips, thrusting into her. He grabbed her bouncing breasts, mauling the firm flesh, twisting her hard, dark nipples. She gasped. “Ah! Yes! There! Like that! Harder!”
Spurred on Felix twitched and twisted the nubs of flesh, palms hefting her shaking breasts as she bounced atop him.
“Nnn! Yes! Ah! Ahh!” She shuddered, her orgasm bursting through her, her juices soaking his cock and lap. She moaned with delight, slowing for a moment as she looked down on him.
“Did…did you cum?”
“Not… quite yet,” he managed.
“Oh, well,” she said, giving him a sultry smile, rolling her hips again. “We can’t have that. I do have my pride, you know. And I certainly can’t leave you… unsatisfied.”
She leaned down atop him, kissing him passionately. His arms wrapped around her, tightening as she began to roll her groin against him, grinding against his hardness.
The night would be long, but Felix would hardly find her unsatisfying.




Informed

Vilch walked out of the night and into the tower. The guards dicing in the light of a torch spared him a nod. He gave one back, and pushed inside.
Light rippled across the walls. Flickered like water across rotted tapestries and chests spilling their fortune onto the floor. Rubies flashing like fire. Diamonds gleaming like stars. And gold. So much gold.
Threads of light spun from the peak of the tower. Blue and violet. Red and gold, they twisted down and into a crimson jewel suspended over a basin. Magic bled into the stone bowl, raising a steam.
A man stood before the waters. Clad in a ragged diamond checkered cloak and a cocked hat, two belts would cross his chest, another around his waist holding a sword. His back was to Vilch, who paused and watched the man dip a gloved hand into the basin. The man lifted his hand, watching raw magic pour through his fingers.
Silently as he could, Vilch stepped nearer.
“Yes, Vilch?”
Vilch froze. Grinned. But of course Wraith would know he was there. Some said the man had been a Night Blade. He wouldn’t be surprised. “Tommen’s come back, Wraith.”
Wraith flicked the mana from his fingers. A few drops hit the floor, sparking. “Did he bring the mage?”
The bandit shook his head. “Nah. Brought back some full drawers but no woman, elf or otherwise.”
Wraith said nothing. He merely gazed deep into the shimmering waters. “Bring him.”
Vilch left, returning a moment later with Tommen. He shoved the fat bandit into the room, Tommen stumbling before managing to right himself hastily. Wraith turned. The pudgy bandit shrank back from the diamond patterned mask which covered the bandit king’s face leaving only a pair of slits for his emerald eyes.
“Explain.”
Tommen stammered. Vilch slapped the back of the fat man’s head. “Talk ya little shit!”
Tommen did. After a few minutes of desperate babbling Wraith held up his hand. Tommen shut his mouth so fast his teeth clicked.
“So you found her. Then a naked man came out of the woods and killed everyone but you?”
Tommen flushed. “W-well, when you put it like that…”
Wraith simply looked at him, fingering his sword. Tommen stopped talking. Feeling something was needed, Vilch slapped the back of Tommen’s head again.
“They’ll have gone to Solita,” Wraith said softly. Never raising his voice. Never needing to, his every word engraving itself on the minds of the men before him. He glanced at them. “Do we still have contacts among the guards?”
Vilch nodded. “Aye.” He cracked his knuckles. “Want me to bust some heads?”
“Yes,” Wraith said softly. “Get it done. But bring me the mage.”
“Alive?”
“Preferably. If not, the head will do. Try not to ‘bust’ it too badly”




The Warlord

The bonfire burned luridly in the middle of the massive tent. Before it women – elves and humans, all fair, all garbed in nothing but sheer silks – danced. Golden studs pierced nipples dark and pink. Scarlet paint marked flesh pale and violet, their shadows flickering against the hide walls of the massive tent as they swayed. Drums beat out beneath the hands of brutish warriors, the thudding cadence vibrating through the air. Air thick with the lust of the orcish host.
Crouched behind tables, their eyes glowing in the dark, the warriors of the Iron Tooth clan watched hungrily the fair shapes of the dancers. How their quivering breasts thrust out, their lips parted in gasps, the silks whisking between their thighs, the soft globes of their rears stark with the brands of their master.
Socretha watched the display with the barest interest. Though she could feel the thrum of the drums beating through her, and her breath deepened at the sight of the conquered women writhing to the savage song, she controlled herself. Half a head smaller and half again as wide as the males around her, she nevertheless commanded presence. Her head was half shaved in the style of the raiding bands. Patchwork armour garbed her along with furs, leaving much of her muscular green hide on full display. The scar from a Watchtower ranger’s sword ran down over an eye in a paler green. There were many females about the tables. Come with her to the call of the bands of the Iron Tooth clan.
Beside her, Morgoroth sat. The immense chief reclined on a throne of bone and tusk, draped with the hides of sabercats. His lap was filled with his favorite slaves: two of the most beautiful of the women, their soft, curvy forms pressed against his chest, purring with desire. One picked a berry from a bowl and popped it into his waiting mouth, their manacles of cold iron clanking.
Socretha watched him with loathing. Once, he had been an impressive warrior. Once, Morgoroth had commanded respect. But that was before he had taken tasks from the satrap of the Slaver Bay. Before he had grown soft with good living, fed from the coffers of the humans and bribed with slaves to stay his raiding bands. It had been years since he had ridden a worg, even as he volunteered his warriors for the satrap’s armies.
“Are you enjoying the show, Socretha?” the massive orc asked, grinning toothily as he nodded at the women writhing before the flames. “They are good, are they not? My trainers have taught them well.”
“They dance well,” she said stiffly.
Morgoroth glanced at her. Then back to the dancers, grasping the rump of the two women in his lap. “And, have you considered my proposition?”
“The honour of carrying my chieftain’s child is a great one,” she said carefully, turning her flinty eyes onto the immense male. “But I am needed among the bands. To lead our warriors to battle. Who else,” she said sharply. “Can take them past the Watchtowers of the southerners, that hold us in these barren peaks?”
Morgoroth bared his teeth at the jab. “It is not time to lead our warriors to battle,” he said firmly. “Not when other clans covet our lands.”
“Then a warrior I must stay,” Socretha said. “One must.”
Morgoroth twisted to face her, hard eyes staring down at her. Though some of his muscle had gone to paunch, there was a reason the massive orc beside her still ruled the clan. Will he challenge me, she wondered, raising her head and meeting his eyes. Claim her like a southerner slave so she would have no choice but to carry his spawn? She sneered. She would die first. Die before she yielded to the orc beside her. For though Morgoroth was without physical peer, she knew that he hadn’t the will to bring them glory.
The world shrank to between them. The air electric with tension. The drums hammered around them.
Beating.
Booming.
Stopped.
Silence fell as if in the wake of a thunderclap. Only the crackle of the flames and gasps of the frozen dancers could be heard. At last, Morgoroth scoffed, turning aside and to the floor. Socretha smiled with grim contempt as he gestured, dismissing the panting women.
“My fellow orcs!” the orc warlord cried, his voice booming in the hide walls. “It is good to see you all among us once more! We have much to be proud for. There is game aplenty and women for our warriors. The orcs of the Iron Tooth are mightiest among the hills and the other clans fear the sound of our names!”
He waited a moment for the sounds of agreement to fade. “And tonight,” he added, grinning slyly. “To celebrate this gathering, I have brought a prize indeed. A wizard of the south, found among the crags!”
Socretha perked up at that. A wizard? Unusual. They rarely ventured from the cities and their precious Fount, save the few who inhabited the watchtowers near the edge of the Dragon’s Teeth. Or the strange, masked men employed by the satrap. She leaned forward more attentively.
Morgoroth saw her interest and grinned wider. He struck his chest a booming blow. “Yes! A wizard I found among the crags! Spying no doubt. Cowards that they are! I came upon him and bellowed a challenge. He turned, and tried to cast some spell. But he was no match for Morgoroth! No match for your chief!”
Socretha rolled her eyes as the massive male gestured magnanimously. “I brought him here to pay! To suffer for the crimes of his people who confine us here. Now who! My brothers. Who shall make him bleed? Who, warriors?”
There was a clamour among the orcs. One rose tallest. A fierce brute with the grey skin of a swamp orc. One tusk broken, he beat a fist against his chest. “I will! Let me slay the wizard, chief! I’ll make him suffer long!”
Morgortoth laughed. “Borgrin! Good!” He beckoned grandly, voice booming through the tent. “Bring the mage in!”
Every head craned to better view the doorway. Every ear listened attentively. But only darkness met their gaze, and silence their straining ears. Morgoroth frowned.
Something clattered out of the darkness, rolling into the firelight. A horned helm, its inside splattered with black blood.
In the shocked silence that followed the slow pad of footsteps could be heard. And from the passage emerged a man.
He struck Socretha immediately. Utterly naked – which she understood was somewhat unusual for a human – strange designs had been carved into his pale flesh, forming a vast map of symbols that hurt her eyes to look upon. Not helped was the glow. A malefic red pulsating through the marks like a living thing. Socretha looked intently despite the strain, noting his red eyes which took in the hall and the hulking horde it housed. How he moved slowly, confidently. Almost amused. Something stirred in her. The man was slowly twisting a black bracer around his wrist. A nullifier band, Socretha noted grimly. It would be a short contest against Borgrin.
The man stopped, looking about the chamber. At last, his red eyes fixed on Morgoroth.
“You,” he said. “You look big enough to be the leader.”
Morgoroth laughed. Began to rise. “You-“
The man thrust out his hand. Morgoroth slammed back in his throne, rocked it, knocking the two squealing slave girls from his lap. The orc gasped, sucking in a ragged breath. He seemed to strain against some invisibly weight, and to the horror of all in the room, a misty green ribbon rose from him.
Socretha bolted to her feet, backing up as Morgoroth withered before her eyes, heavy frame sinking against the bones, eyes staring as they sank into sockets. All the while the green wisps snaked through the air. Drawn to the human. Seeping into the marks across his body. The sorcerer sighed and suddenly clenched his fist. Morgoroth toppled from his throne, naught but skin stretched taut over bone. His drawn chest managed a last, ragged heave, and lay still, lips drawn back over teeth in a silent scream.
Tiberius inhaled the last wisps of the orc’s essence. “Hmm. Minty,” he said, smiling white, white teeth.
“Now!” the human said, clapping his hands, pulling every eye back to him. The marks across his skin pulsed. He grasped the bracer around his wrist and snapped it off with a sharp motion. “I suppose we best start off from scratch, hm? Judging by your fashion, I assume that since I beat the biggest among you, that makes me your leader now. Doesn’t it?”
A wizened shaman rose from his place. “Actually, one who has-“
He was cut off as red lightning seared from the sorcerer’s hand, blasting the orc into a wall.
“I said doesn’t it!” Tiberius barked as the shaman’s broken, sparking corpse fell to the floor. The sorcerer’s eyes flashed. Magic like red lightning crackled across his body. No one answered. “Good! Now listen close! I have not had a great morning and I am not taking anyone’s shit. Do you hear me? None of it!”
Socretha gasped as the marks in his skin blazed with his fury. “I am Tiberius!” he roared, raising his arms, the malefic glow washing across the room, deepening shadows. Raising them up in strange shapes that writhed and shifted across the walls. “Sorcerer of the Black Ring! Conqueror of kingdoms! Wrecker of your shit! And I have a proposition to all of you,” Tiberius said, sweeping a finger before him. “You all serve me, and I don’t kill you all in horrible – yet increasingly interesting – ways. Fair?
Stunned silence greeted his proclamation.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Tiberius said, his smile hard as stone, his face limned in the glow of the flames. “Now. First order of business. Someone get me some pants.”




Waking in Solita

Morning came. Presumably. The seemingly impenetrable dusk which gave the Dusk Woods its name made it difficult to tell, but Auria was from the twilight city of Vassara, and so was adept at her internal clock keeping time.
She stirred among the tangled blankets, sighing and stretching languidly. As she did every morning, she glanced aside and checked to see who was sharing her bed. Spotting the sleeping human, the events from the last few days closed in on her once more, and she sighed wearily and covered her face with an arm.
He was, perhaps, the only positive result of the entire fiasco. Oh it had seemed easy enough. Go forth, retrieve the Arcris, be home in time for the afternoon orgy. She had been careful not to be seen. That would have rather spoiled things. But how could she have known things would go so wrong? First the trader had betrayed her. Then, the bandits had caught her and killed him. She sighed, considering the human beside her. A small smile twitched her black lips. Perhaps this wasn’t a total loss. Yes. Perhaps she could use this…
She grasped the blanket, pulling it down and baring the man’s midriff. She smiled at the sight of his cock. Thicker than an elf’s, a bit bigger too. She stroked it expertly, coaxing it to hardness.
Felix groaned softly in his sleep, shifting as his length engorged in her skillful hands. Flashing a wicked grin, she leaned forward, and took it in her mouth.
“Mnnn…” Felix groaned as she began to bob, her tongue swirling round his shaft. Auria hummed happily at his obvious enjoyment, cradling his balls in her hand and softly stroking him.
“Ah…G-gods!” Felix cried, twitching his hips and fisting the sheets as he came. Greedily, Auria swallowed his seed, tasting his hot, thick cum.
With a groan Felix raised his head, blinking in surprise at the shapely dark elf between his legs. Giggling huskily, Auria released his softening cock with a pop. “Good morning, my knight,” she said sweetly.
“Ah, morning,” he said, blinking rapidly. “You ah…”
“I’m afraid it was simply too tempting,” she crooned, stroking his muscular thigh and smiling with faux guilt up at him. “Seeing you so helpless there. And I did want you awake.”
“There are other ways to do that,” Felix observed, flush, running a hand through his sleep mussed hair.
She laughed again, gently stroking his shaft. “But none quite so fun.”
Felix cleared his throat, blushing slightly. “Ah,” he said, shifting. “You wanted me awake?”
“Yes,” she said, sliding up him, dragging her breasts along his chest. She paused, resting her head on his hard chest, giving him a sweet smile. “I wanted to talk to you.”
“Oh?”
“Mmm. You see, I need some… assistance. Which intersects, rather, in the reason I was in the position you found me in.”
“I was a bit curious,” Felix said, his arm automatically moving about her, resting on the plush globe of her bum and pulling her against him.
She hummed, snuggling against his solid frame. “Yes. I think it time I explained. You see, my family is one of the great houses in the Twilight City Vassara. And a large part of that prestige is locked about a certain treasure. One which was… unfortunately, stolen from us.”
“Oh,” he said.
“Yes,” she said, bitterness creeping into her voice. She glanced aside, lashes lowering as she reflected on it. “It’s known as the Arcris. A potent channel for magic. Its loss means we’re at a strategic disadvantage. My mother sent me to find it, and only me, lest the other houses learn of our weakness and seek to use it against us.”
“They’d do that?”
She smile wryly. “My knight,” she said, running her hand down his muscular chest. “Politics are not for the weak of wills. Especially among the dark elves. I managed to track it down to here. A bandit lord apparently has it in his possession. I had hired the merchant whose cart we used the other day. He apparently had contact among the bandits and was to provide me with a meeting with some who were… dissatisfied with their current leadership.” She scowled. “Unfortunately, it seems it was a trap.” She looked up again, sliding herself up his chest, dark nipples dragging against his form. “But I now know where their lair lies. And I simply must retrieve it. My Knight, please. I need your help.”
“Alright.”
“Naturally, I will see your reward is…” Auria paused, open mouthed. Closed it. “Sorry?”
“Of course I’ll help,” Felix said. “You are in need. I would be a poor knight, let alone man, if I did not assist you, my lady.”
“You…you don’t intend to negotiate a prize?” she said warily. “Position? Me? Perhaps some gold.”
He shifted. “Well… some breakfast would be nice,” he admitted, almost guiltily.
Auria stared at him. Then she snorted. Laughter bubbled from her as she pulled herself up him and kissing him fiercely. Felix, surprised, but far from unwilling, answered her affections, his hands resting on her hips and stroking her violet flanks.
She broke the kiss, her sapphire eyes gleaming with mischief. “Well,” she said huskily, reaching down and wrapping her fingers around his stiffening cock. “I think you still deserve a reward. Something a bit… better than breakfast.”
Felix chuckled, gripping the globes of her bum. “I would hardly say no.”
She smiled again, lifting her hips and reaching between them. Her long fingers found his shaft, stroking him as she teased his cock with her welcoming slit. “Mmmm,” she moaned, sheathing him in her.
“Gravar’s Forge!” the rune knight groaned as her inner walls closed around him.
Giggling, Auria began to move, grinding atop him with unabashed delight. The morning was shorn away by the lovemaking, and in good time, resting lazily on the bed, his arm round her, pulling her close, Felix gazed at the ceiling, relishing the post-coital bliss.
As he did so, his thoughts slowly caught up with him. He sighed, lazily stroking her curving hip. “So this treasure assists your magic?” he said.
“Mmm,” Auria said. “We use the Fount for our spells. Calling on the wellspring of magic in Vassara to empower us. It is the source of all our magic.”
Felix cocked his head. “Is it?” he said, intrigued. “Do think I could see it?”
Auria smiled indulgently. “I believe something could be arranged,” she said teasingly. “I’m not just a pretty face, you know. I’m a magus. And one of their most potent channelers.” She preened. “I am a magistrix.”
“Oh,” Felix said. “That’s nice.”
Auria’s look of satisfaction faded. “You have no idea what any of that means, do you?”
“Not particularly,” he admitted.
Auria sighed. “Well,” she said. “Then I suppose you’ll have to come with me then so I can show you.”
“Do you think some of these… magistrix? That they will know how I came here?” Felix said.
“If not them, then no one would.”
Felix smiled with relief. At last, he was getting somewhere. “Good. Before we go though, I will need a forge. My current sword won’t be the best thing for such a battle. And I would like to know…” He trailed off.
She glanced up to his face. “Something the matter?”
“Oh, no. It’s nothing,” Felix said. But he did not say his true thoughts. His sudden wondering if he had, as he first thought, come to this strange land alone…




Meeting in Flames

Tiberius raised his head. He sighed, tapping against his leg the stick he had been using to draw the ritual circles around the great bonfire in the middle of the room.
“You know,” he said without looking from the crackling flames. “I have had a very difficult day. I’ve come from nearly conquering a world and summoning a god into the material realm to waking up naked in a cave and being clubbed by an orc. Then! I had to go ahead and seize control of a barbarian tribe, all in the same twenty four hours.
“And now,” he said, gesturing at his naked torso and the crude pants he had managed to cinch around his waist. “I have some pants that threaten to fall down with every passing moment. I’m doing my spellwork with smoke and sticks, and I lost my favorite hat.
“And the last thing I need,” he said, turning back to the near naked slave girl huddling before Morgoroth’s throne. “Is to listen to your sobbing! Really. A little consideration, please!”
The girl quailed. Blonde, busty, garbed in nothing but golden bracers, anklets and collar, as much shackles as decoration, they were alone in the great hall of the orcs. After Tiberius’s proclamation, none had lingered. None but her, who the sorcerer had commanded to stay.
“P-please,” the girl whimpered. “P-please don’t kill me.”
Tiberius blinked with some surprise. “Is that what you’re worried about?” he said, tossing aside the stick he had been using. “Now what on earth would give you that idea?”
The girl stopped shaking a little. Hope gleamed in blue eyes still wide with terror. “W-well… I mean… Um… You won’t?”
“Of course,” Tiberius said, reaching out. Tentatively, she took his hand. He drew her up. She gasped, falling against his chest, feeling the heat which bled from the markings in his skin. “Surely you don’t think I would simply kill a woman such as yourself? So fair and beautiful. Oh no. Murdering a vision like you out of hand would be simply criminal. As opposed to… well, all those other murders I did.”
The girl shivered, but felt herself drawn towards his heat. Towards those red eyes devouring her naked figure. “You…you won’t hurt me?” She pressed herself against him. “Y-you mean it?”
He smiled, running his thumb along her cheek. “No.”
And pushed her into the fire.
Her surprise expression lasted all of a second before the flames enveloped her. Sparks flared up from the blaze. The marks on the floor flashed, glowed, crackling with crimson light. The room darkened. Smoke billowed in a gust, twisting towards the ceiling. Fire rushed outwards in a gust. Tiberius threw up an arm, shielding his eyes.
The woman’s screams turned to laughter, and Tiberius carefully lowered his arm.
The slave girl stood amid the flames. Her naked body glowed, ribbons of fire twining round her like serpents. Her hair rose into the air, writhing as if electrified.
But her eyes were blue no longer, but the fierce gold of a snake.
“Tiberius,” she said, her voice a seductive purr, reverberating with the girl’s voice, but echoed by something darker. She stepped free of the flames, only the tips of her toes touching the earth. “I was wondering what became of you.”
“Hello Lamora,” Tiberius said. “The Serpent Who Devours the World. The Bane of Gods. The Endless Hunger.”
“Must we be so formal?” she said, stepping from the flames. “I mean really.” She glanced back at the bonfire. “Wood smoke and dirt? I wondered if I should come at all.”
“I did the best with what I had,” Tiberius said defensively. “In case you didn’t notice, things have not gone well for me.”
“Mmm. I must admit, I do like the body,” she said, running her hands up her sides, arching, pushing her proud breasts out as her fingers ran through her twining hair. “No virgin, but I suppose it will do.”
“Always virgins with you,” he muttered. “They don’t grow on bloody trees you know.”
“That sounds like something that’s not my problem. Now,” she said, stepping nearer, “what can I do for you, my sweet Edgar?”
“Don’t call me Edgar! And you know what,” Tiberius said, glowering at the woman as she pushed herself against him. He felt his body respond to her – who wouldn’t? – and did his best to ignore it. He had seen what lay beneath the mask of flesh. “Information. Where am I? What happened at the temple? And where is my hat?”
“You failed, my love,” she said sweetly, her hand brushing his naked chest, running up his cheek and curling a lock of his dark hair. “Your ritual failed to split the veil. I’m afraid I and my siblings were denied your lovely little world as our playground.
“And you know what that means,” she said, her golden eyes hungry. Her finger traced the markings on his chest, causing them to flare. “That means our… deal remains. Your soul is mine.”
He caught her hand, grip tight. “I haven’t failed yet,” he growled, staring down into her glowing eyes. “And it’s not yours alone. A dozen of your brethren have claim over me too.” He grinned, savage with the challenge. “And I hope you tear each other apart for it.”
“Awful clever of you,” she said, arching against him, pressing her burning breasts against his chest. “But it will make my victory all the sweeter. You know what we want,” she said, her eyes gleaming. “We want reality. We want the gate open. Succeed, and you shall rule for us, my love,” she said, her tongue forked as it flicked against his chest. “And I so look forward to being able to thoroughly reward you in… person.”
Tiberius recalled certain serpentine images drawn on scrolls made from the flayed flesh of virgins. He did not relish that meeting. He tightened his grip on her arm. “Answer my question. Where am I?”
“So impatient,” she sighed, stroking his shoulder, leaning up towards him, her writhing hair brushing his cheek. “You are on a world not your own. Cast through space and time beyond what you know.”
“Cryptic.”
She tittered, the sound ringing in the rafters with a leathery hiss. “I am a goddess, you know.”
“Fine,” he said. “Then if I am, I’ll conquer this world instead.”
She gasped in mock shock. “And abandon your Twin Kingdoms? Oh Tiberius, so unfaithful to your lost loves.”
“What do you care. One world is the same as the next to you lot.”
Again she giggled. “Mmm. True. And it would be a pleasure to stride across it.”
“You mean slither.”
“How you wound me.”
“If only,” he growled.
Lamora smiled, the slave girl’s teeth fanged. Her pupils slits. “Ah Tiberius, you have a long road ahead of you. A road of ruin paved with suffering.”
“I’ve walked down darker.”
“True.” She brushed his face, but as she touched him, her hand dissolved, falling to ash. “Oh,” she moaned as her bracer clanked to the floor. “Looks like our time is up. You chose such an unworthy vessel for my greatness.”
“I work with what I have,” Tiberius said.
“Then listen closely,” Lamora murmured, standing on her tip toes, lips an inch from his ear. “You have power Tiberius. Power and ambition. But never forget. Until you open the gate, your soul is ours. Our plaything. And we do not tolerate failure well, and will have eternity to express it. So if you ever want to know freedom, you will serve. And you are not alone.”
“What do you mean?”
“Closer.”
Tiberius leaned down. She curled up like a flower to the sun, and suddenly kissed him.
Tiberius jerked back with a curse, his cheek burned with the glowing marks of her lips. Laughing, the goddess finally overcame her vessel, the slave girl’s supple form falling to ash in his hands.
Tiberius stared at the pile of ash and golden jewelry on the floor. He curled his hands into fists.
“Bitch.”




Arming

The hammer came down, ringing through the forge.
Auria watched, breathless. Her heart thudded with every bang of the steel. The vibrations shuddered through her like the knight hammered on her very soul. Her body throbbed in time to Felix’s efforts, her eyes riveted to the work.
Felix had stripped to the waist. Sweat gleamed across his arms and chest, golden in the light of the forge like some primeval god. His blonde hair whirled round his face as he raised the hammer and brought it down again. The bandit’s blade glowed molten gold as he worked it. But in the midst of the light, signs blazed down the steel, flashing an icy blue with every blow.
She could feel the power. Feel the magic as Felix whispered the words beneath his breath. The flames in the forge roared. The steel flickered, sparking as he brought down the hammer, beating those words of power into the waiting steel. With every blow he struck magic snapped and arced in blue static off the anvil.
“Oh,” Auria gasped, hips twitching at the latest blow. “Oh. Oh. Oh.”
He plunged the blade into the fire again. Heating it. She had not expected any of this. Had not expected the power which surged through the room, whirling around Felix in a tempest. She could feel the steel shake with the strain. Crude, cheap metal. But it would work. It had to work.
He pulled it free. Again he laid it on the anvil. Again he brought the hammer down. The slightest moan escaped Auria’s lips as he struck with sparks and clamour. She quivered as the steel sang in answer to him. Never had she seen such magic. Never had she felt it so strongly. The spells grew in power. The markings in the molten metal more defined. The singing of the steel grew to a crescendo.
The last blow shattered the anvil in a flash of blue. The impact like a crash of thunder. Split it in twain, the anvil falling in pieces with a bang.
But it was done. Felix lifted the blade. The blue, jagged marks glowed along its length. The metal cooled even as he held it, returning to the shine of new forged steel. He let out a slow breath.
It was done.
“Gods above! My anvil!”
Auria winced, the spell of awe broken. Felix turned in surprise. The blacksmith they had borrowed the forge from stood in the doorway. The man was a heavy fellow. His arms were thick from work and his belly from wine. He had been driven out of the forge fairly quickly during Felix’s efforts to re-forge his blade, but now that he was back, he was staring at the shattered anvil in horror.
Felix glanced back at it. He blushed slightly. “Oh. Sorry. I ah… got a little carried away.”
“My anvil…” the blacksmith moaned.
Auria rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you don’t need it.”
He whirled on her, his gut taking a moment to catch up as it jiggled back into place. “What are you talking about, elf? That’s my trade there! Do you have any bloody idea how long it’ll take to get a new bloody anvil? I have carts to fix you know!”
Irritation flashed through her at the man’s tone. “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” Auria said sweetly. She pressed herself against the blacksmith, smiling down at his face. Her skin burned with radiant lust, her flesh an even deeper hue of purple than usual. The man swallowed, feeling the gentle curves of the elf’s figure through her sheer gown. He felt something hard in his hands, and glanced down at the gleam of gold pressed into his fingers.
“… You know, I was thinking about getting a new one,” he said, quick in certain things.
“Again, I really am sorry about the anvil,” Felix said.
“He’s fine,” Auria said, taking Felix’s hand and pulling him out of the forge, her body vibrating still. The moment they were outside she spun him around, hurled her arms around his neck and pressed a bruising kiss to his lips.
His body was still alive with magic. It crackled against her lips. Her quim burned. His whole body tasted of power. She broke the kiss, her tongue sliding along his chest.
“A-ah, Auria,” Felix gasped. “We’re in public!”
“I don’t care,” she gasped.
“But-“
She rolled her eyes. Humans. Grabbing him, she yanked him behind the forge. A narrow alley between buildings would do. In the shadows she stripped aside the filmy garments clinging to her gash and pulled down his pants, freeing his cock.
Felix never stood a chance. Pulling herself up him, she plunged down onto his cock.
“Ah!” the rune knight gasped.
“Mmmmn!” Auria moaned as she felt him fill her. Without a moment’s hesitation she rode him, hips hammering into him with a frantic desire. “Yes,” she gasped. “Oh Felix. M-my Knight.”
Felix grabbed her, pulled her close. She could feel his fear of being seen, and she relished it. His human prudishness thrilled her. Not at all like the lovers her mother had taken and kept, bound in silk and wine and perfume. He smelled of sweat and steel and hard work. She giggled, moaning as he thrust frantically into her, desperate to relieve her. Desperate to escape, but enthralled with her voluptuous frame. She hardly cared, but her body from the curl of her toes to the blushing tips of her pointed ears still shuddered from the feeling of the forge. Her cunt clenched. She gasped, pressing herself to his chest, and came with a cry.
It took perhaps five minutes from beginning to end. With the word of a spell she cleaned them of the evidence, and then examined the blade.
“So these are runes,” she said, admiring the glowing marks along the blade.
“Simple ones,” Felix said, voice muffled as he pulled his shirt back on. “A rune of force and might. But with the steel and forge, it was the best I could manage.”
She nodded, still admiring the cool, jagged engravings. She brushed her thumb along it, a spark sending a jolt down her spine and into her core. Even being present, watching him work from beginning to end, she couldn’t begin to guess how he had done it. But the evidence stood before her.
As did the man.
She glanced at him as he pulled on his rude leather jacket. As he began to lace it shut she touched his hand, forestalling him. “Let’s head back to the inn,” she breathed, her body tingling with desire.
Felix glanced down at her. “Why?”
She cocked her head. Pushed her breasts against his chest. “Why do you think?”
“Ah,” he said. “But, didn’t we just…”
“We have time,” she said, hands lingering on his chest. “Besides, we need to rest up.”
“I’m not tired.”
She pulled herself up him again. “Give me a minute,” she said, grinning, and kissed him again.




Chief of the Clan

Socretha strode through the camp. The tents of the bands sprawled about the flatlands that the clan made their traditional home. Cruel totems of bone and hide decorated the outskirts. Yet how much had it changed in but a night, she marvelled. Tension was thick in the air as the orcs moved about. Though normally the meeting of the clan would be marked with drink and sport, there was a heavy, subdued feeling. Every orc stared at the chieftain’s great tent, as if expecting any moment the hide peak to erupt with the wizard who had come upon them so suddenly. Perhaps they were right to fear, Socretha thought.
But today she would find out.
The other night she had met with a number of the band leaders. Around a single bonfire, the orcs had talked in low guttural voices.
She had listened to them, stroking Luan’s fur, the worg settled beside her and watching the others with fathomless golden eyes.
“Never!” Borgron barked, slamming his fist against the ground. “Never will we follow a human!”
“But he is powerful,” Morlick said, his voice a whisper. The shaman hunched in his tattered robes. A necklace of human skulls was strung around his neck, his crooked staff rising tall beside him. Wizened, his eyes gleamed from the darkness of his hood. “Powerful as the spellcasters of the elves, perhaps. It could be… useful to have such a one among us.”
“But lead us?” Urick growled. The brute had ogre blood in him, his skin a coppery cast, and he towered over the other orcs. Nearly as large as Morgoroth had been, Urick was garbed in only a loincloth, his heavy hands locked before him in fists. “We let a magic one lead us?”
Fargrim rattled the knucklebones in his hand. The pale orc tossed them, his still face painted with the crude semblance of a skull. “The bones say we follow him.”
“I am not listening to your bones!” Borgron snapped.
Fargrim raised his eyes, black as pitch. “You should. They are made of wise ones.”
“That one’s a pigs’!” Borgron snapped.
“Pigs are wise,” Fargrim said serenely.
Socretha listened to them bicker and argue among themselves, keeping her own counsel. When at last she spoke, the other orcs fell silent.
“We must know more.”
They stared at her. Morlick coughed, a rasping sound. “What do you mean?”
“We must know what he wants. If it will benefit the Clan, then perhaps he should lead us. He is powerful, but we are not slaves. We are Orcs of the Iron Tooth Clan.”
“And,” Morlick had glanced about the others then “Who will ask?”
She could see the image of Morgoroth’s death rise in the mind of each. She’d leaned forward into the light and the heat of the flames.
“I will.”
And so she was. She had their support in that, she knew. Borgron had been Morgoroth’s greatest ally. He may be troublesome, but like Morgoroth, a coward against anything but the certain, and the rest would follow her lead for their own reasons. No guards stood beside the doorway of the chieftain’s great tent. None dared to, she suspected. There had been strange sounds from the hall that night after their gathering had been so abruptly ended. Mutterings in the darkness and strange flashes of light flickering against the hide of the tent.
She pushed aside the flap, entering, smelling a strange, sharp scent in the air. Something she could not name but raised the hairs on the back of her neck. The bonfire once more burned in the middle of the room. The shadows seemed deeper in its light. The air thicker.
“What?”
She spun at the voice. Tiberius sat nearby, reclining on Morgoroth’s former throne. The savage chair was far too big for him, but though he should have looked absurd upon its bone and hide seat, his presence seemed to fill the air about him. He was dressed in some ill-fitting pants, leaving his pale chest and its innumerable markings bare, their red glow like windows into some flickering hell beneath his skin. He slouched, head in a hand, lazily holding the rim of a goblet of wine with the other, the rubies of the stolen trinket glinting like the eyes of serpents in the weird light.
“Tiberius-“
“Lord Tiberius,” he said. “Or Master. Whichever.”
He was tense. Annoyed. Maybe a bit drunk. She saw it at once, feeling his simmering red eyes on her. “…Lord Tiberius,” Socretha said, approaching the throne. Something clattered at her feet. She paused and glanced down, jerking back her foot from a pair of jewelled bracers and a glinting collar. The edges seemed slightly singed.
“Have you seen my room?”
Socretha blinked, looked up to the brooding sorcerer on his stolen throne. “The…the warchief’s chamber?”
“Is that what it’s called? Because it smells like an abattoir.”
Socretha had no idea what an abattoir was, but judging by his expression it was not something good.
Tiberius rose. Socretha fell back a step, reflexively reaching for her axe. The sorcerer paid her little mind, walking down the steps from the raised platform, distractedly swishing the goblet in his hand. “I had a nice room once. Right near the dungeons too in case I got any... urges. In a forbidding keep with lots of pointy towers and spikes." He sighed longingly. "I miss spikes." He looked up towards the smoky ceiling. "...But now I'm here. Wherever here is. So. This did not really work as I expected,” he observed. “Things have gone maybe just a little sideways lately. I will admit that. I will admit that… maybe I didn’t quite account for everything.”
Socretha’s eyes flicked to the ceiling, where the shadows seemed to move. Chattering as they seeped down to surround the warlock. His back was to her, the lines carved in his skin pulsating with the anger she could hear straining beneath his words.
“That maybe, just maybe, I underestimated that… armoured twit! Felix!”
She flinched at the pulse of heat. She saw a muscle twitch on his neck.
“That maybe!” Tiberius continued, and she could fairly hear his teeth grind. “That maybe! Things have not gone… quite according to plan. But that’s fine. That’s good! We’re still alive. That’s a terrific thing. Because if we weren’t, things without shape but with many teeth would be gnawing on us right now. Wouldn’t they?”
“No?” Socretha said.
Tiberius slowly turned to her. Anything metal in the room crackled with red static. Socretha jerked her hand back from her axe handle as a finger of lightning shocked her. The sorcerer’s shoulders shook. His hands convulsed.
He took a deep breath, stretched forward his hands. He jerked up, back straight as a rod. “So!” Tiberius said, wearing a twitching smile. “We’re going to adapt, aren’t we? We are going to overcome!”
Socretha had listened to his tirade with baffled awe. She could feel the danger in his voice. The anger lurking just below the surface. But his energy did something more. She found herself enthralled to his strange tirade. How his words seemed to strike her very soul. Words of surety. Ambition. She stepped forward.
“My lord?”
“Yes?” he said, drawing out word in a hiss.
Socretha took a slow, deep breath. Now. It was her chance. “What would you have of the Iron Tooth clan?”
“Have?” He leaned forward, cocking his head at her. “I thought I was clear last night. I appear to be lacking all the resources I had spent my life painstakingly gathering. And I appear to have lost my chance at ruling the Twin Kingdoms. So, it appears I’ll have to settle for ruling whatever is here. I’m not picky. So long as there’s crowns to melt and men to crush, I think I can work with it. Don’t you? Which reminds me!”
She stiffened as Tiberius stabbed a finger at her, piercing her with his crimson eyes. “You,” he said. “What’s your name?”
She straightened. “I am Socretha. Socretha Bladebreaker.”
“Interesting name. How’d you get it?”
“I break blades,” she said.
Tiberius’s lip twitched. “How fitting. Well, Socretha,” he said, rising. “You appear to have a good head on your shoulders. Along with…” His eyes roamed over her sculpted form. “…Other assets. So tell me. Where’s the nearest castle?”
Her brow knit. “Castle?”
“Yes!” Tiberius barked, temper snapping. His skin burned. The shadows jumped. The flames of the bonfire spat. “Castle. Temple. Fortress. Something built on the bones and backs of slaves! Something with a brand. Something that says ‘Evil Sorcerer Abides Here! Enter at your own peril, fuckwits!’ Something with walls thicker than animal hide.”
Socretha frowned. “Why?”
“Why! Because we’re going to take it, that’s why!” Tiberius said, his hand curling into a fist. “Because I refuse to plot the downfall of kingdoms from a tent. Because I am gods! Damned! Worth it!”
His words seemed to shoot through the orc. She caught her breath. “You…you want to take one?”
“Yes! How quick of you. I’m going to take that, then the rest of the lands around us. I’m going to conquer every nation on this world. I’m going to crush every ounce of opposition!”
The sorcerer seemed to grow as he spoke. The flames at his back cast him before her in shadows. “I’ll burn down their cities and make their daughters my slaves. I’ll build a throne from their bones! A new cup for everyday of the week from their skulls. I will carve the name Tiberius into their collective consciousness! I will haunt their children’s nightmares for generations to come! So pack your bags, Socretha. You and your clan are being dragged on a power trip.”
“How would you…”
“You leave that to me,” Tiberius said, his red eyes gleaming. Socretha caught her breath as she felt power pulse from the man’s body. A shiver worked its way across her as Tiberius walked towards her. Shadows trailed after him like a cloak. “Stick by me, and we’ll take the world. I never do something half assed.”
“The nearest castle is Fulgrim’s Keep,” she said, voice husky. Blood thumping with elation and anticipation. “It is to the south, just beyond the High Hills, where the goblins lurk in their hollows. It is a cursed place, forsaken by all.”
Tiberius laughed harshly, taking her by the arms. She gasped, his touch seeming to burn her. “Really?” She stared into his eyes, held by them. “Tell me more.”
“Yes,” Socretha breathed, shivering in his grasp, yearning towards the sorcerer. Her heart beat quickly. “Monstrous demons have held the old keep since the End Wars.”
“How monstrous?”
“They eat men and orcs.”
“Delightful! Go on.”
She gasped, the heat of his touch seeping through her. She spoke quicker, flushing. “If you could oust them, the other orcs would rush to your banner. With them, and your might, we could sweep aside the Watchtowers which holds the Dragon’s Teeth, and take the Southlands. Crush them beneath your heel.”
“I do like doing that,” Tiberius husked, his breath spiced with something she had never known before. She shivered, feeling strangely weak. Her head spinning as if drunk.
“Yes,” she said, breathless. Her skin sang with a sudden awareness of him. “The orcs would follow a man willing to conquer. I would,” she said. She ground her groin against his, feeling the hardness of his erection. The heat which bled from the twisting marks across his skin seared her.
“I could get behind that,” Tiberius growled, resting a hand on her hip. Squeezing hard.
“Do it,” Socretha said, hands on his belt. “And I’m yours. Take the Keep, lead us across the Teeth, and I will swear to serve you forever.”
“You’ll serve me anyway,” the warlock said.
She felt his manhood strain the fabric of his pants. She found herself trembling, responding to the sorcerer like no other. “I would,” she breathed. “I would for such a man.”
“How forward thinking of you,” Tiberius growled. Leaned closer. “I like that in a woman.”
He kissed her then. His lips hot and fierce. Demanding and powerful. She moaned, her tusks pressed against his mouth. She gripped him back, pulling him against her, crushing him to her in a sudden need. He chuckled, grabbing her firm breasts and squeezing.
“Nnn!” Socretha gasped.
“Like that do you?” Tiberius chuckled, his red eyes blazing. “Like it rough?”
“Y-yes,” Socretha moaned, rubbing her tight furrow against his length.
“Lucky for you, that’s how I like it too.”
She moaned as she felt his hands tighten against her. Lust made her head spin. The heat of his body seemed to draw her in. The shadows which clung to him threatened to engulf her.
It was hard. Harder than anything she had done before, but she pulled back from that yawning gulf. Gasped, pushed him back. An inch. Enough. Just enough.
“No.”
Tiberius froze. His hands tightened on her arms. “I’m sorry, what was that? I think I had something crazy in my ear.”
“No, my Lord,” Socretha managed. “I… I cannot. Not before you take that keep. Not until you prove that you are worthy of seeding me.”
Tiberius rolled his jaw, popping the joint. “Do you know… how many women have said no to me?”
“Many?”
Tiberius stared at her.
“I am not your slut,” Socretha said, her breathing laboured, controlling herself with effort. “The man I call Master must be worthy of me. And I must be worthy of him. To mate with a lesser male would dishonour him and me.”
Tiberius growled. “You test me, woman.”
“I do,” she said. Oh, but if you could know how it tests me, she thought. Thought, but dared not say. “But I am worth it, my Lord. Prove to me you’re worthy of being called my Master.”
Tiberius stared into her eyes. A savage, hungry smile turned his mouth. “Hm. Very well,” he said, tracing the line of her jaw. “Let’s have it done. And then,” he said, pulling her against him again, his cock pressing against her hot quim. “Then, I’ll take you. I’ll fuck you until you’re screaming my name.”
Socretha gasped. “As you say,” she said, trembling with desire. Then, reckless with lust, grinned her tusked mouth. “My Lord.”
Tiberius glowered at her. “Good. Now,” Tiberius said, stroking her breast, making her tense and moan as lust pooled within her again. “Tell me more about this castle…”




Enemies at the Gates

Night shrouded the Dusk Woods. Hooves clipped on the road beyond Solita’s gate. This was unusual to Arvil, who had only been a guard for the last two seasons. No one travelled the road at night. No was stupid enough to. He snapped open the peephole, peering into the darkness as a lone rider came into the torchlight on the walls. Bent over his mount, the man was shadowed in a thick cloak that seemed to meld into the darkness, rippling in the wind like it was made of shadows.
“H-halt!” Arvil cried from behind the gate. “Who goes there?”
The rider stopped. Arvil caught the sight of long, pointed ears jutting from the figure’s hood. “Open the gate, boy.”
“Wh-who are you?”
The hood moved, the figure scanning the palisade. The youth caught a flash of gold in a gloved hand. “Is there an elf within? Female. A sorcerer?”
Arvil relaxed. He grinned. He knew this game. “Aye,” he said, reaching out through the peephole and taking the coins. “She is. In the Lodger’s Hall.”
“Good. I need to meet with her.”
“Can’t open the gate sir.”
“I believe you’ll make an exception.”
Arvil hesitated. “You… You one of the Wraith’s men?”
The hooded man was silent. “Yes,” he said at length. “I am.”
“Only… You’re an elf.”
“Racism is not becoming in outlaws. Tends to make recruiting difficult.”
Arvil nodded. “Well, if you’re one of Wraith’s boys, welcome. We don’t want no trouble with the bandit king.”
“And you won’t have any,” the rider said as Arvil opened the gate. “In fact, he never needs to hear about it.”
Arvil nodded stoutly, closing the gate as the rider rode past. He smiled happily, leaning on his spear and counting the coins.
Therefore, he was more than a little surprised to hear again the drum of hoofbeats from the road ten minutes later. He snapped open the peephole to see a number of riders approach. Muffled against the chill of the night, their rough, ragged leathers and armor marked them immediately as bandits.
“Open up,” the leader of them said. “You got an elf in there? Lady kind? Wears real filmy clothes?”
“Er, yeah,” Arvil said. “But your friend’s already here taking care of them.”
“Friend!” the bandit barked. “What friend?”
“He just rode up.”
“But we just got here…” one of the riders, a rather fat man, said.
The first speaker slapped the second on the back of the head, then he leaned forward into the light, illuminating an evil face to the progressively more frightened Arvil. “Oh you better open up that gate right now, sonny boy. Or things are going to go very hard for you indeed.”




Flight from Solita

Felix woke to the sound of someone trying to make as little noise as possible.
It was an intensely familiar sound. An absence of noise. He’d heard it often in his life. One did not campaign in the jungles of Cavisar long without developing an affinity for such things. He glanced at Auria, her generous chest rising and falling with deep sleep, violet skin faintly luminous in the darkness, as if moonlight itself made her glow. Felix sat up and picked up a chair, moving wearily to the door.
Standing in the dark, he hefted the chair over his head, wincing at a creak on his joints. Gods. He was way too tired for this. Auria had not been kidding when she said he would be tired after. He supressed a sigh as the lock clicked. He heard the blorp of someone quietly oiling the hinges, and the door soundlessly opened. The man who poked his head through was wearing a dark cloak and hood. If that hadn’t been evidence enough of ill will, the dagger he clutched certainly was. The assassin peered about. When he saw Felix his glowing eyes widened, and that was all he had time for.
The crash of splintering wood roused Auria with a start. She bolted upright as Felix dragged the insensate assassin inside and closed the door.
“Wh-what? Huh? What!” the elf gasped.
“Morning assassins,” Felix said. He held out the fellow’s cloak, giving it a slight shake. “Good fabric though.”
Aura stared blankly. “How…”
“Tiberius used to send these daft things,” the knight said as he stripped the would-be assassin and tried on the pants, wincing at their tightness. Worth a shot, he thought. “They were a kind of… shadowy clawed monstrosities. Silent as anything. Only way to actually see them was to shine a blue light on them. He killed a good number of the Twin Kingdom’s nobility like that. I learned how to sleep very lightly. You know,” Felix said, grunting as he tried unsuccessfully to force his feet into a pair of boots at least three sizes too small. “That sorcerer was really a bit of a dick. Damn,” he cursed, tossing aside the jacket. “Doesn’t fit either.”
Auria stared, flabbergasted as Felix picked up the man’s cloak, and removed the clasp. He inspected its carving of a scorpion. He pursed his lips, then tossed it to Auria. “Make anything of that?”
She caught it. Recognition flicked across her eyes, but the knight didn’t notice. “Little good,” she said. “There are probably others.”
“Doubtless.” Felix picked up his pants and dressed quickly, but reluctantly, in his stolen bandit rags. He did however toss the cloak over his shoulders, it at least fitting him.
Auria likewise dressed. Her clinging garments seemed to adhere to her skin, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. Felix caught himself staring more than once as the shapely elf donned her filmy silks, but her sly wink recalled him. Felix coughed, tried to cover his conspicuously tenting pants, and started to open the door.
The sound of another door downstairs splintering with a crash had him quickly close it again.
Felix raced back and flung open the window. As he slipped out Auria swept a hand at the door. Blue magic wafted from her fingers, and where it touched frost crawled across the doorframe, the wood creaking as it stiffened under the icy embrace. Very carefully Felix moved out onto the sloping roof. As he helped Auria out, the door of their room thumped under a heavy impact.
“Hey! There’s frost on this door!”
“Get the axe!”
With some haste Felix made his way down the slope of the roofing. Reaching the edge, he peeked over and saw a number of horses before the inn, and man hunched in a black cloak, naked steel in his hand watching the door. Felix sighed, grabbed the edge of the roof and swung himself down. His landing was softened by the waiting man, who crumpled under Felix’s weight with a startled oof and a very unhealthy sounding crunch. Felix held out his arms and caught Auria as she jumped down.
Immediately the elf swung her arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to his lips. “My hero,” she said with a sly smile.
Felix blushed and let her down. “No time for the stables. Grab a horse.”
There were certainly enough to go around. The animals tossed their heads uneasily as elf and man moved among them. Felix chose a charger, the ornery creature snorting at him and tossing its head as he swung onto its back.
“Hurry!” he hissed at Auria as the elf pulled herself onto a calmer mare. Her smooth rise was made hasty by a great crack from the room they’d vacated and the furious shout of men finding their quarry gone.
“Time to go!” Felix said, wheeling about his mount, riding towards the gate out of Solita as a villainous looking man shoved his head out the window and screamed, ‘Son of a bitch! My horse!’
Something zipped by Felix’s ear, shattering on a cobblestone. He risked a glance back and saw a hooded man in the window with a crossbow. He snapped the reins, urging his horse on.
Auria wheeled her steed about, the horse dancing. She lifted her hand above her head. White light blazed from her palm, searing the night into day. The horses screamed in surprise. Eyes rolling, mouthing at their bits, the bandit’s steeds plunged about in a sudden terror. The archer at the window howled, reeling back and clawing at his eyes.
Grinning, Auria turned her mount about, racing after Felix. Hooves rang on the stones. A shout went up from the walls as guards, woken from the flash, stumbled into the open. Crossbow bolts snapped through the dark. As they rode towards the gate she whirled her hand above her, whispering a spell as magic gathering around her fingers. She hurled her hand forward with a triumphant cry, a blast of pure force rolling through the air, shattering the crude gate in a hail of splinters.
The screams of the horses, shouts of the bandits, and roar of the guards echoed behind them as they rode through the gate and down the road, the thunder of their hooves ringing through the shadow wrapped trees.




The Cursed Hills

Socretha marveled at the movement of the clan. Cresting a grey, black cliff she looked back at the vast column of riders and orcs. They carried little baggage on their worgs. Huge, savage wolves gripped with saddles and riders. Their manes bristling in a mass of jagged fur, their long fangs bared. She beamed at the sight of them. For too long had the clan been bound to their hunting grounds. For too long corralled by Morgoroth’s leisure and disinterest. Now they marched. Now, they rode.
Well, most of them rode.
She glanced uncertainly at Tiberius, who had said nothing for some time. He trod forward, cloaked in one of the hides he had found in Morgoroth’s room. The marks across his skin glowed beneath it, his shoulders hunched in annoyance at having to plod along. Like a peasant! There was a sizeable ring of open space around him. No worg would let him ride. They feared him. It had made many among the clan even more uncertain of the man, but only bolstered Socretha’s awe. Few things made a worg afraid. They would try and bring down ogres if they found the brutish creatures in their lands. But this human with the red eyes they feared. Even Luan, her own mount, who had ridden down cave trolls with her, edged around him.
“There,” Socretha said as she crested the rise.
Tiberius paused, peering. Before them was spread a valley, barren and empty. Ruins dotted the landscape. Old buildings of a once prosperous village or town, roofs long fallen in, only walls still standing like broken tombstones to those who once were.
And looming over them, at the peak of a winding road, was Fulgrim Keep.
It climbed out of the ragged mountainside. Heavy walls rounding it, the sort of fortress made to withstand siege and sword. For armies to batter themselves against until they broke. Scattered towers. rose from the solid mass of the curtain walls.
There was a gloom to the place. Wrinkled, twisted trees lurched out of rocks and grew in the ruins of the town. Weeds and grass ran riot, all old and grey and withered.
“Cozy,” Tiberius said drily.
“A cursed place,” Socretha said.
“Yes, but it’ll be our cursed place,” Tiberius said. “Try to think of it in that light.”
Socretha did. It didn’t help much. Tiberius paid her little mind, starting off again. Socretha spurred Luan after him, the worg loping forward with a snarl.
“So,” Tiberius said. “Demons?”
“The watchtowers of the southlands were once longer here along the Barren Pass,” she explained. “Leading up to Fulgrim Keep, where they kept the clans diminished. This changed one day, when one of their mages erred badly. From his accursed spells he summoned a host of monstrous demons that slaughtered the men who manned the keep. They prowl from it when they hunger.”
“Charming,” Tiberius said.
They passed through the bones of the village without incident, but as they neared the trail to the keep, the worgs balked and let out a whimpering howl.
“Now what?” Tiberius snapped.
Socretha stroked her beast, trying to soothe the snarling animal. “They’re afraid,” she said.
“Then I guess we walk,” Tiberius said. He glared enviously at the orc’s rides. “A novel idea for sure.”
Socretha nodded. She looked back and waved to her warband. The other orcs dismounted shortly, swinging down and drawing their weapons. Pulling free her own axe, Socretha stalked after Tiberius as he made his way up the winding trail. As they climbed higher she glanced back, watching the rest of the clan file into the village uncertainly. They think we’ll die, she realized. She pushed the thought aside and focused once more on the path ahead.
The gates loomed before them. Broken, shattered, they leaned crookedly out from the open doors and over a stone bridge spanning a sudden slash in the trail. Gargoyles leered from walls and crenellations. Many of their faces were broken and chipped, while the walls were black as ink.
Socretha’s palms grew sweaty. The pall of the place pressed upon her. The clink of steel and scuff of feet was all that could be heard as the warband walked into an empty bailey. The walls rose high around them. Before them lay the keep, large and imposing. Worn steps split around a jutting balcony before rejoining at the door to the looming edifice of stone and age. A dry fountain rose out of the middle of the courtyard, weeds choking its basin.
The gloom and silence about the place deepened as they walked into the court. Tiberius paused, taking it in with an air of satisfaction.
“Well,” he said, voice cracking through the silence like a whip. “The walls are a bit drafty but the gargoyles are a lovely touch. Yes… I think I can make this work.” He turned back to Socretha. “So, you said there were demons?”
An ear-splitting scream broke the stillness. Every head whirled to the walls where several gargoyles had come alive. Leathery wings snapped out as withered creatures with the faces of screaming women leaped from their rooks and swooped down on the orcs in the square. One, a brutish warrior, screamed as ragged nails slashed his face.
“Kill them!” Socretha cried. She ducked a claw, hacking with her axe, rewarded with a howl of agony and a splash of blood as the winged creature crashed to the cobblestones “Keep together!”
Red lightning seared the air, slamming one of the banshees out of the sky. The winged woman crashed, lifeless husk drawn and bony as Tiberius pulled back the eldritch lightning, marks flaring across his hide with the demon’s vitality. Smiling savagely, Tiberius turned, animal pelt whirling about his shoulders. Sheer bloodlust marked his face, magic wrapping around his arms in jagged bands. As the orcs clustered about, he blasted another of the winged women from the air, sending her broken body hurtling into a real gargoyle which shattered beneath her weight.
Screaming, several of her warriors bolted for the entrance before the face of the monstrous denizens of the keep. “Stay together!” Socretha shouted as the fleeing orcs were picked off by the wheeling banshees. “Stay together!”
Tiberius roared with laughter, magic rolling about him like a localized storm. “Come on then!” he shouted, the banshees flinched from him, winging away. “Come on and get some!”
Socretha tried to move near the sorcerer but was beaten back by a sudden dive of a banshee. Aside from a few scattered near the walls, the rest of the orcs had gathered about her, forming a protective circle of steel and green muscle.
A piercing whistle broke through the sounds of battle. The winged women whirled and landed, clustering about the great stairs as a figure strode out of the shadows.
Socretha stared in awe at the beast which walked out of the great doors of the keep. Larger than an ogre, he was man-like in bearing but his hands ended in curving talons. His head sat low on his shoulders, muzzle long and revealing rows of jagged teeth. Horns like a bull’s curved from his head, and his eyes were black like twin pools of pitch. His hide was thick like leather and spattered with scaly skin. His whole build was massive with brutal muscles that would put any orc to shame.
“Intruders? Well, this is a first in a long time,” the massive demon rumbled, stopping at the edge of the balcony like a lord addressing his people. He grabbed an orc who had been hiding under the lip, easily lifting the brutish warrior and bit off his screaming head. He chewed, and then his long mouth opened in a bloody grin. “I was worried my wives would need to go forth and seek out my dinner. But how convenient they come so willingly to my plate.”
“Yes yes, we’re the very picture of convenience,” Tiberius said. Then he actually got a good look at the monster. He paused, red eyes running from the creature’s feet to its head, lingering on the last.
“Now those,” he said with approval, “are some nice horns.”
The demon preened a little. “Why thank you.”
“And you’ve got a nice big skull there.”
The demon’s grin faltered a little. “Erm…”
“And what a marvelous coincidence,” Tiberius grinned back, rolling his shoulders, magic crawling and hissing across his hide. “I’ve been looking for a new hat.”
The demon’s grin fell. Lips curled over sharp teeth. He growled. The corpse crunched in his grip, blood spattering the dry ground. “Kill them,” he said.
The banshees screamed, launching themselves into the air once more. Their monstrous master loped forward and leaped over the rail. The flagstones cracked under his landing and he kicked off, rushing at the knot of defenders.
Tiberius met him, hurling forward a wave of blazing magic. The spell took the demon full in the chest, staggering him a moment. He snarled, swiping his claws through the jagged red lance and lunged, speeding forward on all fours like a hound.
Tiberius’s eyebrows flew up in surprise. He dove aside, barely evading the scything claws of the demon. An orc warrior wasn’t so lucky, screaming as the demon tore him apart almost distractedly before rounding back on the sorcerer.
Tiberius hurled another blast of lightning right in its face. The demon reeled, howling, but his huge claws this time caught the sorcerer.
“Little human!” the monstrous demon roared, raising the cursing man high. He opened his maw impossibly wide. Teeth ranged all down his jaws.
The sound drew Socretha’s attention. Horror gripped the orc. No. Not like this! She dashed forward, lungs burning. Roaring her battle cry, she jumped off the edge of the ruined fountain and brought down her axe deep into the demon’s arm.
The horned monster howled. His grip loosened on the warlock, dropping him with an oof. The steel of the axe hissed as black blood gushed from the demon’s wound, corroding the metal. He jerked about, the axe ripped from Socretha’s grasp.
The demon snarled, taking a step towards her. Socretha backed up, eyes flashing for another weapon but finding nothing.
As the demon reared up before her, Tiberius hurled himself onto its back, reached forward, and dug his thumbs into the monster’s eyes. Crimson magic raced down the sorcerer’s arms and full onto the demon’s face.
The horned thing screamed in mortal agony. It tried to pull away but the sorcerer’s grip was like iron. Yowling, the monstrous demon staggered, falling heavily to its knees as its face melted beneath the twining serpents of power writhing down the sorcerer’s arms.
Tiberius laughed as the monster fell to its hands and knees, but still the sorcerer stripped the demon’s skin. All across the bailey, orcs stared in awestruck fascination as the human burned away stringy muscle, the pink meat, and all the last of flesh from bone.
As the magic faded, Tiberius wrenched the horned skull free with a snap. Still straddling the demon’s neck, magic crackling across him, Tiberius raised the demon’s skull and crowned himself with it. He laughed, red eyes shadowed by the teeth, the horns soaring back in black bone.
“Oh yes,” the sorcerer cackled. “Now this is a hat!”




The Bandit Tower

It had been called the Moon Tower, Auria said, and in the dead of night Felix could see why. Rising out of the gloomy forest, the lone, rotten thing was like a pillar of marble. Yet by the moonlight it seemed to gleam, as if in memory of what it had once been, before the great schism of the elvish empire, before men had come and spread their kingdoms over the land now known as Lorain. A relic of an age of wonder. Awe inspiring even in ruin.
Assuming one ignored the campfires kindled at its base.
Auria glowered at the fires and what they represented. The dark elf’s blue eyes gleamed as she examined the bandit camp. “A lot of men,” she observed.
“A straight assault would be foolish,” Felix said. When he had been fully armed and armoured in his old regalia, he had little doubt he could have taken them all. But in stolen clothes, and only the thin, notched blade runed with the most basic marks, he very carefully reassessed his chances of success.
Not good, overall.
Auria gave him an amused glance. “I can clear the way,” she said. She gestured, conjuring a wisp of magic that twined round her hand and slithered along her wrist like a serpent. “They will not take me off guard a second time.”
He gave her a sceptical glance. She smiled wider.
“Watch,” she said. “And I’ll show you what a magus of the Fount can do.”
Felix was sceptical. Still, naked steel in hand, he descended with her towards the old fort.
The bandit camp sprawled over a rocky hill. A crude palisade had been erected where the old stone wall had fallen in. Small cabins had been worked in here and there, and a single crude wooden watchtower rose on the far wall. Two men were there that night, ignorant of the figures making their way towards their keep. Assured of their master’s dominion over the scattered holdings of the Dusk Wood, their attention was fixed to the night sky.
“See?” one said, pointing at the heavens. “There’s the Scales. And there’s the Bull.”
“Doesn’t look much like a bull though, does it?”
“Well, it’s more a…a representation. You gotta fill in the gaps with imagination.”
“Hrm,” the other said, unconvinced. “And you say you can tell your fortune from them?”
“Yeah. Kinda. See, it’s like the stars. You know. Know your fate.”
“I thought you said it was a bull?”
“No, see. It looks like a bull.”
“Sounds like a load of bull.”
The first man sighed and gave up. Turning back to the sky, his face lit up suddenly as he spotted a silvery light flaring against the night. “Oh! Look. A shooting star. Make a wish!”
His companion peered at the flash. “That shooting star’s getting awful close.”
“It’s all perspective,” the other said. “Angles and what not. Pie and triggernometry. See? Only looks like it’s a big ol’ ball of flame been lobbed at us. ‘S not really.” He looked closer. “Oh…”
Bandits rushed out of their tents as the fireball ripped off the top of the tower, lighting the scene below like a massive torch of blue and silver flame. Men jabbered, stabbing fingers at the sky. Felix and Auria heard them as they hastened up to the crumbling wall.
“Now what?” Felix gasped.
Auria flashed him a smile, her violet cheeks flushed a deeper purple with excitement. “This,” she said and pressed her hands against the mortared stone. She closed her eyes, and began to speak. The words were strange to Felix, but he felt the power in them. Flowing into the woman and spreading across the stone in ripples of pale blue light. The wall rumbled, trembled with force. She gave a sudden shout.
With a boom the wall exploded outward in a rain of blocks and dust. Screams came, soon cut off. Felix stared in surprise, then caught himself and vaulted what remained of the wall and into the enemy camp.
There wasn’t much to speak of. Near every man had been drawn out by the watchtower’s destruction. The wall had cannoned into them, burying a number flat out, while the massive blocks had crushed limbs and heads of the few survivors. A few plaintive groans rose from the ruined camp, whimpers soon silenced as bodies gave in to their injuries.
Auria strode over, her heels clicking on the stone. She surveyed the damage with haughty surety.
“Good enough for you?”
“Nearly,” Felix said as guards rushed from the tower’s doors. Two men, better armoured than their fellows, though that was saying little. They wielded cruel hooked swords and wore a pair of bandanas as masks across their faces. Felix swung free his blade and maneuvered to the side, forcing them to come at him one at a time. The first man swung, his hasty blow easily parried, and Felix socked the man in the mouth, sending him stumbling back. He turned to face the other attacker, only for a ball of flame to turn the man into a living torch.
Felix spared a moment to give Auria a grateful look, then spun to face the first man again. The shock of seeing his companion dance while aflame had stunned him, and Felix promptly skewered the bandit, yanking free his sword and letting the man fall dead to the ground.
“Suppose that’s all of them,” he said.
“Nearly.”
Felix turned towards the tower as a man stepped out. He wore a ragged coat stitched with a jagged diamond pattern, one mimicked on the white mask he wore. Two eyeholes were punched in the pale material, showing a pair of glittering green eyes. A cocked hat with a feather completed the ensemble. In a gloved hand he held a slowly spinning blood red gem. Its crude faces gleamed like mirrors, with fine worked golden filigree covering it like ivy.
“The Arcris!” Auria gasped. Her eyes narrowed. “Give that to me.”
“I rather think not,” the man said, hefting the gem. “It took a great deal of effort to get this. Almost as much to gather these men, which you have so thoughtfully killed,” he noted.
“It is the lady’s,” Felix said. “I suggest giving it to her.”
The masked man looked his way. “And you must be the naked man from the woods. I suppose I owe Tommen an apology. Though you appear to have found some clothes. Who are you?”
“Felix Gravere. The Rune Knight.”
“Never heard of you.”
Felix sighed. “I suppose not. Will you surrender the Arcris?”
The masked man cocked his head. “No. I rather think not.” Leisurely, he drew a long gleaming sword. “I think instead I’ll kill you both.”
“Bastard!” Auria spat and swung her arms forward, shouting a word of power. Magic flared about her hands, firing like a spear of blue light, but the masked man merely raised the Arcris. The flows of power redirected, barreling into the jewel, absorbed and vanishing with a crackle.
Auria gaped. The man lowered the stone. “Now, where were we?”
“Here,” Felix said, and lunged.
The masked man parried, skillful as sin, and Felix knew he wasn’t facing another crude swordsman. Steel rang on steel as they fought about the ruins. Felix backed him up, driving him into the looming tower of night.
Without missing a beat, Felix took in the room, spotting fine furnishings and carpets overlaying the crumbling stone. Treasure was piled in chests and crates and spilled naked and gleaming on the floor. A bandit king’s keep indeed. A number of huge braziers burned a brilliant flame of violets and blues, the magic of the mage fire crackling across the pale walls of the tower.
Felix pressed the attack. The runes along his blade flashed as their blades clashed. The bandit was skilled. He wielded his blade one handed, parrying and deflecting Felix’s strokes.
Auria hastened after, lingering on the edge of their contest, biting her lower lip while magic spun about her hands, too wary to cast lest the spell be again absorbed by the glimmering jewel.
And all the while knight and bandit duelled. Felix caught the other man’s blade with his. The runes along his sword blazed with light and a sudden impact sent the bandit’s weapon spinning away.
The masked man looked at his stinging hand in surprise, then the marks which glowed down Felix’s sword. “What is that?” he said.
“Runes,” Felix said, levelling his blade at the other man. “And I suggest you surrender.”
The masked man took a wary step back, clutching the glowing stone tightly. “No,” he said. “No, I rather think not.”
The masked man lifted the spinning jewel, and the moonlight struck the tower. The walls glowed, washing white. Streams of blue light flowed down from the walls and into the jewel in Wraith’s hand. The masked man tilted back his head, inhaling deeply.
“Yes,” he said, static crackling from the Arcris and down his arm. He held up his other hand, gathering a rolling mass of fire in his gloved palm. Sparking. Twisting. “This is power. Powaaaaaargh!”
Wraith screamed, stumbling back. The Arcris bounced with a ringing clang off the stone floor, but his severed hand flopped uselessly like a dead spider. Wraith clutched his bleeding stump of a wrist, retreating back a step as the magic faded from him.
“What?” Felix said, his bloodied sword held easy. “You were standing right there.”
The masked man hissed like a snake. He grabbed one of the basins and suddenly overturned it. Mage fire spilled across the floor, blazing blue. Felix jumped back from the spreading flames, just catching a glimpse of the masked man as he fled through a door at the rear of the tower.
“After him!” Auria cried. She swept her hand forward, her own magic slicing through the flames, parting them like a writhing sea. Felix nodded, bounding through the gap with Auria close behind. They raced down the steps to the lower level of the tower. Stones glowed blue light down the depths and into the cellar of the tower. Bursting through a rotting doorway, they found the masked man atop an ivy clutched dais with the sigil of a half-moon carved on its surface. He turned, eyes glittering hatefully while blood from his stump splattered on the dais. He struck the carving of the moon with his free hand.
The dais glowed. A wind rose, stirring his cloak and hood. “This is not over,” he said, and seemed to dissolve in the whirling light, picked apart into silver ashes and scattered into the air.
Felix stared at the dais as the shine of magic faded away.
“Huh,” he said. “Look at that.”
Auria frowned and paced nearer, inspecting the dais. “A warpstone,” she said irritably. “Figures.”
Felix put two and two together. “I suppose you can’t tell me where it warps?”
“Sadly not,” she said. Then glanced his way. Her smile grew warmer, and so did her eyes. “You did well, my Knight.”
“I did swear my aid,” he said.
“Yes,” she said, stepping nearer, wrapping her arms around his shoulder and pulling herself against him, her breasts molding to his chest. “And I am far from ungrateful. I promised you to see my home. And I intend to keep that promise.”
“Kind of you,” he said.
She laughed. “No. Not kind,” she said, leaning up. “Never kind.” And she kissed him with lips black as night.




Victory Night

From the wall of Fulgrim’s Keep, Socretha looked out over the once accursed vale. The clan’s campfires burned like lurid stars across its expanse. Drums beat through the night, thumping while warriors celebrated their conquest.
She turned back into the bailey, where her own bandmates were. Banners had been hung about the interior in rude ownership of courtyard. Orcs moved about, drinking with celebration, raising a toast to the main keep where Tiberius had made his home. The sorcerer’s name was on their tusked lips, said in awe and savage devotion. Some had already marked themselves, cutting savage designs in their green flesh, darkened with ochre to tattoos in allegiance to their master’s own markings.
Her heart swelled at what had been done. She walked across the ancient stone, feeling their cut beneath her stride. Old, but strong. From such a seat kingdoms were made. More than kingdoms. The orcess’s eyes gleamed in the dark as visions of war danced before her eyes. The tower smelled musty, the lower level carpeted with the bones of orcs, elves and men. Tiberius had ordered them sorted, for reasons she could not fathom.
As she climbed towards the upper galleries, she unbuckled her armour, baring her green breasts and dark, hard nipples. She breathed in, loosening her belt and pulling aside her leather skirt. She cast aside axe and clothes before the only room in the dark keep where a light had been kindled. Naked, she opened the door and stepped inside.
Tiberius had wasted no time making the laboratory his. A mass of old pelts cover the ruins of a bed in a crude approximation of comfort. The sorcerer has been insisting on something called a mattress lately. It had something to do with feathers he said, but Socretha failed to see the appeal. Some rotted tables had been found in reasonable shape and more had been brought in.
He turned at the sound of her arrival. Paused in the midst of mixing something in a bottle. At the sight of her frank nakedness his eyebrows made a sharp ascent. Her scarred, strong form lit vividly in the torchlight. Once more garbed only to the waist, the confident power the warlock carried himself with again struck her.
“Well,” Tiberius said, carefully putting down the vials and leaning against the edge of the table. “This is a surprise.”
“It shouldn’t be, Master,” she said, walking towards him, relishing how the word rolled off her tongue. How it felt so good. So right. “I told you. Lead us to victory, and I am yours. Every night you will have me, until I grow heavy with your child.” She reached him. Leaned forward and wound her powerful arms around his neck.
“Let’s hope that’s not for a while,” Tiberius said, idly grasping her breasts, making her gasp as he rolled her dark nipples in his palms, his red eyes burning. “You’re the only one with a lick of sense here. I need you to lead this rabble in a proper army.”
She leaned into him, pressing her naked mound against his leg. The skull of the greater demon sat on the table, the sockets flickering with shadows.
“For you, I will,” she said. “I am sworn to you. Body and soul. Please, take me.”
Tiberius chuckled darkly, pinching her nipples sharply. “Take me what?”
She arched, gasping. “Take me, Master,” she moaned.
“There we go,” he said. He pushed her back, letting her fall onto the bed of hides. She landed, propping herself on her elbows, gazing up at him with smoky eyes as she parted her legs, baring the pink groove of her cunt.
Tiberius growled, undoing his pants and freeing his cock. He prowled onto the bed, parting her legs and aligning his cock with her cunt.
She gasped, threw her head back as he thrust home. Her dark hair fanned out behind her on the furs as Tiberius began to thrust.
“Yes,” she moaned, clawing at his back, feeling the unholy heat of his markings. “Yes. Fuck me. Take me. Master. Ah. Master!”
Tiberius growled, pounding her into the bed. Her head spun. Intoxicated with triumph. She could still smell the demon’s blood. The drums from the clans pounded in sync with her heart. She rolled her hips, thrusting against him.
“Yes. Yes! Ah. Ahhhh!” She cried out, arching as she came. He gave her no rest. Kept thrusting, grunting, the wet sound of flesh on flesh slapping. He crushed her breast, the pain making her cry out. Her nails dug into his back, clawing at him.
“Fuck! Take it!” he snarled.
“Yes! Harder! Take me! Conquer me!” She gasped. “B-breed me!”
He took her with savagery. With hate and rage and passion. She felt him growing close. He stiffened, groaning, tensing, and came. His hot seed filled her. Her cunt clamped down on him. She moaned, writhing, impaled on his cock. He took her without care for tenderness. He fucked her like a beast would. And she welcomed it. Welcomed the savaging of his grasp. His rough pounding of her cunt. She cried out, cumming again beneath his brutal thrusts.
At last, breathing hard, he pulled out of her, leaving her spent and panting on the bed. The searing heat of his skin faded, the cold of the high tower rushing in and raising goosebumps across her arms.
He rose and went to the window, looking out over the camp in the ruins of the valley. Sweat gleaming on her body, Socretha rose and joined him, draping herself on his back and looking down onto the canvas of darkness and dancing flames. The dull clang of hammers on steel echoed up to their tower, ringing through the night. The roar of the revellers joined them. The dancing shadows flickering before the flames.
“We will sweep this world before us,” she said, wrapping her arms around him, pressing herself to the searing heat of his back. Trembling as her breasts tingled from the fierce heat he radiated. “This land shall be ours, Master.”
“Damn right,” he said. Turned and caught her, kissing her hungrily. She returned the fierceness, pressing against him, their arms locked around each other.
And below, darkness gathered, while a procession of torches poured into the vale.
End
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