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Chapter 1

The Shadow

Leo froze mid-step, his gaze snagged by the parchment pinned beside the tavern door.

His face—or a crude attempt at it—stared back at him from the poster. The artist had captured his unruly hair and the sharp line of his jaw well enough, but the other facial features were off: eyes too narrow, nose too broad, and his mouth was missing its charming smile. Still, it was unmistakably meant to be him.

Below the sketch, bold script promised five thousand divigems to anyone who could deliver him to the Pranthian kingdom, dead or alive.

A smirk tugged at his lips, despite the implications. It was nearly double what it had been just a few months ago.

The Glayde contract must’ve ruffled someone’s feathers.

The poster was a sign of Pranthian influence creeping into the elven nation of Leyvaria. The capital city of Prido had been, for the most part, a lucrative place to conduct business, but lately, it was getting harder to tell who was a contact and who was a bounty hunter in disguise.

Seven years. That’s how long ago he started his mercenary career and almost immediately ended up a wanted man.

A corrupt mayor in a Pranthian border town had hired him to ‘resolve’ a dispute with an equally crooked tax collector. Leo suspected they were fighting over the same dirty coin.

What he didn’t know at the time was that the mayor kept records like a dwarven monk copying scripture. When the tax collector turned up dead, those records found their way to Pranthian authorities faster than Leo could collect his blood money.

The mayor lost his head. Leo lost half of his pay. He evaded capture, though, earning both his moniker, ‘the Shadow,’ and the Pranthian kingdom’s attention.

He’d come to the tavern hoping to nurse a drink and gather intelligence on the Reaper Squad—the elite hunters who’d been closing in on him for months. Instead, he found his face plastered on the outside.

Elven beer is too flowery anyway.

He turned away, adjusting his cloak as he stepped back into the flow of foot traffic. With the tavern off the table, he had extra time to prepare for his meeting. And staying one step ahead was the only reason he’d survived this long.

Leo moved deeper into the district where familiar buildings line the street, their forms shaped by the elegant sweep of elven design. Steep gables pointed to the sky with slender spires extending their reach ever further. Every arch and edge bore the touch of masterful craftsmanship, reflecting the quiet pride of one of Prido’s oldest quarters.

Three blocks down, he turned a corner onto a narrower lane where the city’s diverse population was on full display. A dwarven blacksmith’s hammer rang out from an outdoor forge, while the bellowing laughter of human merchants drifted from a nearby stall. A half-elf street performer spun in tight circles while blowing a whimsical melody through a bone-carved pipe.

Leo found a certain comfort in Prido’s chaotic blend of cultures, where unpredictability was the norm. His rounded ears and above-average height subtly distinguished him from the elves, yet in the city’s sprawl, he was just another face in the crowd.

Up ahead, Jorg’s butcher shop came into view—a modest building marked by a weathered sign and the faint scent of cured meats drifting through the air. Jorg was Leo’s contact man, responsible for vetting clients and relaying the rules for securing a meeting with the infamous Shadow.

Only two representatives were allowed to attend the next stage. They had to arrive unarmed, on time, and dressed to blend in. No cloaks, no hoods, nothing that would draw attention in a public place.

Leo never met with Jorg directly during the vetting process. Security demanded distance. Instead, he relied on a simple signal system centered around the chopping block in the butcher shop’s sideyard. A cleaver indicated the clients had passed the first test, while an axe suggested something shady was afoot.

As he approached, Leo’s eyes went straight to the block. Two cleavers stood buried in the scarred wood, their blades catching the afternoon light.

He blinked and took a second look, his mind confused by what he was seeing.

Two? What the fuck does that mean?

Scenarios raced through his head . None of them made any sense. What message could Jorg possibly be trying to send?

Leo weighed his options. Breaking protocol to enter the shop felt dangerous, but blindly assuming the double affirmative planted in the chopping block meant everything was fine carried its own risks. He let out a short grunt and turned away. With Leyvaria’s relative safety unraveling more each day, he couldn’t afford to waste promising leads on paranoia.

At least he’d be able to arrive early.

A short walk brought him to a narrow alley wedged between two stone-block buildings. The passage was barely wide enough for his shoulders, designed more for infrequent maintenance than regular foot traffic. He counted his steps carefully, nearly reaching the dead end. Tracing up the wall, he paused on the twelfth stone.

A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed the alley remained empty.

The stone shifted under pressure, revealing a gap just wide enough for a man to squeeze through. He slipped through the opening, lowering himself into the darkness below. After waiting for the entrance to close, he extended his hand and summoned a small flame that flickered to life in his palm. The glow softened the edges of the tunnel, pushing the shadows back just enough to guide his steps.

Leo moved through the tunnel with confidence, his sure footing carrying him swiftly over the uneven ground. As the passage gradually narrowed around him, the damp musk of earth gave way to the faint, familiar scent of leather. The tunnel ended abruptly at a blank stone wall.

Reaching up, Leo pressed his fingers against a barely visible notch in the corner. With a dull thunk , an elf-sized panel above him released, lowering a trapdoor with two iron handles inset into the wood. He grasped them and pulled himself upward into a hidden alcove.

The space was cramped and cloaked in shadow, entirely silent except for the soft whisper of his own breathing. The back of a velvet sofa stood directly in front of him, tall enough to conceal him from whatever lay beyond.

Leo crouched for a moment, letting the silence settle and catching his breath. Then, with practiced ease, he rolled over the top of the sofa into the hushed expanse of Leyva’s Library.

The shift was always jarring—from the damp silence of the tunnel to the warm stillness of this vast, living archive. The interior was awe-inspiring, with a sprawl of towering shelves forming a labyrinth on the ground floor.

It was, in his not-so-humble opinion, the perfect venue for first-time meetings with clients. In addition to being the most extensive library in the known world, it was also viewed as a revered monument, offering a semblance of privacy while retaining the bustling atmosphere necessary for safety. Here, even with the public space teeming with the muted bustle of life, he could conduct more discreet conversations with multiple layers of cover.

No weapons were allowed on the premises, and there was only one official entrance, making it easy to track who was coming and going. Unless, of course, someone knew about the secret tunnel. Leo allowed himself a faint grin. A gift from a grateful client that had proved invaluable.

He crossed the plush carpet at a steady pace, weaving between towering shelves and neatly arranged tables until he reached the main stairwell. Without hesitation, he began to climb.

The stairwell curved gently upward, the activity of the main floor fading behind him with each step.

At the top, the staircase opened into a narrow loft that circled part of the library’s perimeter. From here, one could look down onto the scholarly maze below.

He veered sharply to the right, his destination clear in his mind. Past several more sections, he walked until he arrived at a more secluded, more forgotten part of the loft.

The irony amused him. No elf would ever be caught dead in the self-improvement section, which made it perfect.

And there, nestled in the shadows of abandoned wisdom, sat exactly what he’d come for.

The chair.

After one minor adjustment, Leo sank into the overstuffed velvet embrace. The soft, luxurious material cocooned him from the rigid demands of his profession. For a brief moment, he allowed himself to relax, letting the plush embrace steal away the tension in his body. The temptation to doze off almost took him, but he resisted.

As he let the chair cradle him for a moment longer, a bittersweet memory flickered to the surface. His father had owned one just like it.

Nostalgia would have to wait. He sat up straighter and distracted himself by scoping out the venue.

His perch boasted more than just a comfy chair; it provided the perfect surveillance post. From his elevated position, he could observe a vast swath of the area without drawing attention to himself. While he couldn’t see the entrance, he had a clear line of sight to the front desk, where anyone entering the building would first check in. He could also monitor the selected meeting spot—a table pushed against the wall, flanked by bookshelves, and situated beneath a painting of a mystical mountain temple.

With time to spare, he mentally reviewed his memorized list of escape routes. The path to the main staircase remained largely vacant. Another option was a maintenance stairwell tucked away behind an adjacent section of shelving. Though it wasn’t visible from his perspective, he knew it was there.

And his last resort was below him. The shallow pool of a fountain sparkled, its water gleaming with the promise of softening the impact, making the jump just a little less perilous.

Leo’s thoughts drifted to the job ahead. What kind of task would his client propose? He tried to steer clear of assassination contracts—an instinct born from his first job. Yet greed had a way of eroding even the most sacred principles. The need for work often outweighed personal boundaries.

He did another full sweep of the layout below as the time for his clandestine meeting drew near.

With a wary eye, he tracked every figure strolling across the carpeted floor. Any one of them could be a bounty hunter, lurking in plain sight. Or they could be his new client, arriving with the promise of a much-needed payday.

His focus sharpened when two cloaked figures emerged from a dark corner, moving cautiously toward the appointed table. The thrill over the prospect of a new job rotted into a heavy pit of unease in his stomach. He hadn’t seen them enter through the main entrance—had they arrived before him? Could they also know about the secret tunnel? That was his most preferred escape route, and the thought of it being compromised sent a shiver down his spine.

Also, why were they cloaked? Not only were the garments suspicious, but they were completely out of place. In a room meant for hushed conversation and quiet reading, two faceless phantoms would draw more attention than they dodged. He doubted they made it past the front desk dressed like that, further fueling his suspicion that they had discovered an alternate route to the meeting place.

Leo’s instincts buzzed with warning signs of potential treachery, but he wasn’t quite ready to bail yet. He watched as the figures took their seats at the designated table, heads turning, scanning their surroundings with the same caution he was exercising. For several minutes, he observed in silence, dissecting their behavior, studying the room, searching for other signs of dubious activity.

It didn’t take long to spot them—two more cloaked shapes drifting through the nearby aisles. Their paths weren’t random; each step was unnaturally orchestrated, betraying a stiffness beneath the pretense of casual movement.

Four unidentified guests. Maybe that explained  Jorg’s two cleavers . Maybe not.

The whole operation reeked of inexperience. If they were going to have two additional observers patrolling around, why put them in similar hooded cloaks? It openly tied the group together, and the extra sentinels clearly lacked training in stealth.

Frowning, Leo drummed his fingers against his knee, irritated at the blatant disregard for his protocol. His body protested as he rose from the chair. With a resigned sigh, he headed for the maintenance stairwell, finally admitting he needed to cut his losses.

That’s when a feminine yelp drifted up to the loft, softened by distance.

He glanced over his shoulder for a quick look. One of the cloaked scouts had toppled to the floor and was being helped to her feet by her partner.

Leo’s assessment dropped another notch, from amateur to pathetic.

Whatever they have planned, they desperately need a professional.

He crushed that thought before it could take root.  Pity was an awful way to conduct business.

He took another step toward his escape before pausing.

Caution was failing to keep his curiosity stifled. The four clumsy phantoms posed no threat to him. He also knew his days of openly walking the streets of Prido were coming to a close. Fate might only grant him one more job.

And the one waiting downstairs?

If appearances were any indication, it might be the easiest coin he’d earned in months.

An idea popped into his head.

After securing a loose piece of parchment, he quickly scribbled down a note. Heading to a nearby shelf to select a book, he slipped the note inside and descended to the ground floor and flagged down a librarian. “I’m searching for a book, but my friends need this book. Could you deliver it to them? I believe they’re sitting in the religious section. They’re wearing cloaks, so they should be easy to spot.”

The librarian raised an eyebrow but accepted the book without further question. Leo returned to his loft, adrenaline simmering beneath his calm exterior as he settled in to watch the exchange unfold.

From his vantage point, he observed the reluctant courier approach the seated figures and hand over the book. Leo’s pulse quickened the moment the pages were opened and the note discovered.

Time crawled slowly as the figure read the note. Then they snapped the book shut and studied the cover. Leo’s blood turned icy when their head jerked up, looking in his direction.

The mysterious person lowered their hood, finally revealing their face. Leo gulped.

Seated at the table was a gorgeous blonde elf—her eyes piercing his soul.


Chapter 2

The Job

Well, fuck.  

He should have picked a book from a different section. A mistake he would learn from. But the fact that the scowling elf knew exactly where to look was telling.

Her blue eyes remained locked on him as he sat, frozen in his seat. High cheekbones and a pointed chin gave her features a sharp intensity that made his pulse quicken. She had the beauty of a wave rolling toward the shore—graceful, mesmerizing, and hiding a dangerous riptide beneath its surface.

Without a word, she gestured to her companion, who lowered her hood to reveal another striking elf, equally poised but less severe.  Then, addressing the second condition from his note, she called out to the two figures still prowling the aisles.

Leo couldn’t make out her words, but the effect was immediate. The remaining cloaked elves moved toward the table and took their seats while unveiling themselves.

He contemplated his next move. Sitting down at the table were four beautiful blonde elves waiting for him to join them. They didn’t appear to be dangerous. At least, not the bash-your-skull-in kind of way. But he wasn’t naive. Danger had many disguises, and beauty was often the most effective one.

Based on what he had observed thus far—the all-female quartet, the amateurish reconnaissance, and the hints of white garments peeking out around their collars—he was fairly confident that they were priestesses of Leyva, the guardian deity of the kingdom he was currently taking refuge in.

Finding it unlikely there were Pranthian agents, he acquiesced to hear them out.

His mind raced with the possibilities as he descended from his loft. What could an elven priestess possibly want with a mercenary like him? He was still holding out hope that their request would be simple.

Leo navigated the library’s sprawling floor, alert for signs of a trap. As he neared their table, he adopted the casual confidence that came with years of walking into uncertain situations.

Three of the elves shifted nervously as he approached, but the other continued staring him  down as he pulled up a chair.

“Ladies,” he said, offering a slight nod. “I believe you’ve been looking for me.”

“I presume you are the Shadow,” the scowling elf spoke, her voice cool and commanding. “I was expecting you to be older.”

“And I expected there to be fewer of you,” Leo replied in a steely tone, letting her know that he wasn’t about to be pushed around. “That’s already one excuse for me to get up and leave right now. Would you like to give me another?”

“My apologies,” the elf said. “I had planned on only bringing myself and Freya, but the other two tagged along… unexpectedly.” Her piercing glare momentarily shifted to her companions, clearly annoyed.

One of the priestesses chirped up. “But Elly said—”

“Ow!” The unmistakable thud of a shin getting kicked sounded from beneath the table.

With mild amusement, Leo returned to his agenda. “So, I presume you are priestesses of Leyva?”

“I suppose introductions are in order,” the elf stated. “I am High Priestess Reyna Hylvari of Leyva’s Lower Temple in Prido. These are priestesses serving under me: Freya, Luria, and Ellyara.”

“You can call me Elly,” chirped a petite blonde elf with sparkling blue eyes, a warm smile breaking the tension.

“Elly!” Reyna snapped. “No talking.”

Elly feigned remorse, though a mischievous grin crept back onto her face.

“You can call me Zeke,” Leo said.

“Oh, thank Leyva’s grace,” Reyna murmured. “I was afraid you would insist on being called the Shadow.”

“Why would that be so terrible?”

Reyna cocked her head to the side as if the answer was obvious. “Because I would feel ridiculous calling a grown man ‘the Shadow.’”

“I like the title,” Leo said, almost insulted. “I’ve outwitted Pranthia’s finest for seven years. I think I’ve earned it.”

“You’re in Leyvaria,” Reyna countered. “It can’t be that hard.”

Leo gave her a hard stare. “You’d be surprised.”

The elf merely shrugged, though a thoughtful expression crossed her face.

“I didn’t see you enter,” Leo ventured, testing the group for more information.

“We are dedicated servants to our goddess,” Reyna replied, “we are privy to the secrets of her sacred library.”

Leo propped his chin up with his hand. “I assume you’re referring to the tunnel?”

Reyna maintained a composed expression, but he noticed the subtle flicker of recognition in the other three elves. “You mean tunnels?” one of the elves corrected him.

“Luria!” Reyna smacked her forehead in exasperation and left her palm there a moment longer than necessary. She sighed deeply as she looked at Leo. The faintest smile crossed her face. “It is obvious my companions lack any skill in espionage. I’d appreciate your discretion regarding any details about the library or our mission.”

“Of course,” Leo responded. “Discretion is a professional necessity. Now, why don’t we discuss how I can help you? And perhaps keep your voices down; we are in a library, after all. You’re already drawing enough attention with your cloaks.”

Reyna glanced around to ensure nobody was listening. “Our mission is simple. We wish to journey to that place.” She pointed at the beautiful painting that hung on the wall near their table. “And we want you to escort us.”

Taking a closer look, Leo reassessed the picture he had originally thought was merely artistic fancy. The temple, etched into the sheer face of a mountain, resembled a celestial gateway. Towering columns and timeworn statues emerged from a veil of alpine mist, guarding the transcendent structure. “That’s a real place?” he asked.

“Of course. That is Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum.”

The name tried but failed to pull a thread from his memory. Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum . He was certain he had heard it before, which wasn’t usually a good sign in his line of work. “Where is it?”

“It’s nestled in the northwest ridge on the Mataborg Range.”

“The Mataborg Range?” That he did know more about. “Where the orc raiders are causing trouble? That’s why you’re hiring me to escort you?”

Reyna nodded.

He had gotten his wish. It sounded simple. Too simple. Usually, his clients needed something done that might attract Pranthian ire, making him the perfect candidate. Reyna’s job would take him the opposite direction of Pranthia. She wanted something else entirely.

“Why me?”

“We’ve done our research,” she answered. “You like to work alone, and the bounty on your head gives us an extra assurance of loyalty.”

Ah, so they do know about the bounty.

The high priestess then placed a hand firmly on the table and leaned forward. “You made a comment earlier regarding your safety—or lack thereof—in Leyvaria. Will your bounty present any risk to our mission?”

Leo crossed his arms casually. “There’s a reason you, and countless others, seek me out. I’m the best at what I do. We could be crossing through the heart of Pranthia itself, and you’d be safer with me than anyone else.”

Her eyes narrowed as she drew back, arms folding across her chest. “Remarkable that you’ve evaded capture this long with such arrogance.”

Leo’s lips curled in a slight, almost imperceptible smile. If his would-be employer imagined she could rattle him with childish provocation, she’d badly misjudged her mark. “We’re in elf lands, arrogance is practically a local custom.”

Reyna’s frown deepened, but before she could fire back, Leo spoke again, his tone shifting. “Tell me, why do you want to go to the Warrior Sanctum?”

“Our reasons are our own,” she responded.

Leo glanced at the others, hoping to glean any hints, but got nothing. “You mentioned you’re seeking someone who works alone. Who will be making the journey? Anyone else joining as extra security?”

“The travel party is purposefully small,” Reyna said. “Just the five of us at this table right now.”

Leo regarded her carefully, though his confidence remained unshaken. “I’ll be the sole protector, then. That’s a hefty responsibility.” He did indeed prefer to work alone, but he wasn’t going to focus on that while discussing his fee.

“How does thirty thousand divigems sound?” Reyna replied.

Leo managed to keep his expression neutral at the shockingly generous offer. They were offering a small fortune to fight a few orcs. “That should be sufficient.”

“There is a condition, though,” Reyna added, her demeanor shifting. “We would require you to form an oath bracelet.”

“No.” Leo’s refusal came without hesitation. An oath bracelet was a spell that bound both parties to the agreed terms. Failing to honor the oath resulted in a severe penalty: the loss of a hand. He’d always avoided binding bracelets—too many strings for someone who valued flexibility.

“I’m afraid we must insist,” Reyna pressed, her voice calm but insistent. “We’ll keep it simple.”

Simple. That word kept coming back to haunt him. “Nothing about oath bracelets stays simple. It’s too easy to modify terms. Convenient clauses get added, and suddenly you’re missing a hand. I’ve worked hard to maintain a spotless reputation. That should be enough.”

“We would be willing to pay upfront,” Reyna conceded.

Her proposal froze the rebuttal in his throat. He stopped himself from getting too excited, reminding himself that they were still in the middle of negotiations.

“Understand that this mission is crucial to us,” she continued, a hint of passion leaking into her voice. “The oath bracelet ensures that our interests are protected.”

Leo clenched his jaw, not yet ready to yield. “You’re hiring me  to ensure that your interests are protected. There’s no need for amputating handcuffs.”

Reyna drew herself upright, hands resting calmly on the table. “Then perhaps an additional incentive is in order.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What kind of incentive?”

She hesitated just long enough to make the pause feel deliberate. “If you agree to undertake this task, we will provide you with a priestess as your wife.”

Leo blinked, waiting patiently for any indication he was being pranked. Their continued straight faces only reinforced his disbelief. “What?! What kind of priestesses are you? Why… I’m a mercenary on the run from the most powerful kingdom in the land. You think I need a wife?” Even as he said it, he still couldn’t stop himself from giving the gorgeous elves a quick appraisal.

“There is precedent among Leyva’s most dedicated followers to make such a sacrifice,” Reyna said with too much holiness for Leo’s comfort.

“No wife!” Leo insisted.

“What happened to keeping our voices down?” Reyna teased, her lips curling into a sly smile.

Leo frowned. The elf had managed to rile him up. In his defense, no one had ever put that  on the table as payment before. “I never expected a high priestess would offer to spread more than just her religion.”

She opened her mouth to release an angry retort, but he didn’t give her the chance. “The oath bracelet is really a deal-breaker?” he asked.

Reyan nodded firmly.

He exhaled slowly. The upfront payment had all but made the decision for him, but he still felt guilty ignoring his instincts. “Throw in a horse I can ride to Kladenburg, and you have yourself an escort. I’d better not find myself married at the end of this.”

Reyna’s eyebrow quirked. “With the oath bracelet?”

His lips tightened. “With the oath bracelet.”

She looked pleased with herself as she continued. “Very well. We would like to leave tomorrow morning. You can meet us at the temple. The divigems are yours as soon as we form the oath bracelet.”

Leo was taken aback but did his best to keep his outward reaction minimal. “So soon?”

Reyna gave him a firm nod. “Our mission cannot wait.”

With the deal established, a thrill of anticipation coursed through Leo. The sum they were offering was enough to disappear forever—to vanish into some distant corner of the world and live in gilded anonymity. He wasn’t yet certain that was what he truly desired, but he knew he’d rather wrestle with that choice while sitting atop thirty thousand divigems.

He pushed back from the table and slipped into the library’s expansive labyrinth of shelves, leaving the elves to their whispered deliberations. But as he retreated, he couldn’t resist one last glance at the painting.

Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum.  

The name replayed over and over in his mind.

He frowned. What should have been a victorious exit had turned hollow, undermined by the persistent gnawing in his gut.

After taking a few more steps, he turned down an aisle and discreetly returned to the religious section.

Vigilance had been his most faithful companion, and it had never steered him wrong.


Chapter 3

Suicidal Priestesses

The following morning, Leo made his way to the Lower Temple in Prido, armed with a lengthy agenda. His tasks included crafting an oath bracelet, collecting a substantial amount of divigems, stashing his soon-to-be-acquired fortune, and making sure they didn’t forget about his horse.

Yet, one task reigned above all the others; a priority that could potentially render the rest of his list irrelevant. He had done his research and figured out why he’d recognized Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum. He knew their mission was suicidal. Even with all the money the priestesses had promised, he felt obligated to at least attempt to dissuade them from their mission.

The temple towered over the surrounding buildings, its white granite walls and pronounced architecture creating a paradoxical aura that was both imposing and welcoming. He circled around the temple a couple of times before spotting a group of elves entering.

Leo walked past the majestic columns lining the entrance, trailing behind the elves in a bid for cover. He did his best to be discreet; there was only so much he could do with him being a head taller than everyone else.

Inside, a vast foyer greeted him, its cavernous, vaulted ceiling seemed to make him shrink. Grand windows poured heaven’s golden rays into the room, highlighting the plush carpets and the marble goddess standing sentinel atop a central pedestal.

Leo noticed Elly, one of the priestesses from the previous day’s meeting, idly sweeping the floor behind Leyva’s statue. Her features were softer than Reyna’s, her face round and youthful, but she possessed the same ethereal beauty common to all the temple’s chosen. She wore a crisp white robe that hugged her curves a little too tightly to be completely chaste. Her hands dragged the broom across the ground with mindless monotony as her eyes focused on her real task: scanning the temple.

Her eyes lit up when they landed on Leo. To his dismay, she dropped her broom to wave wildly at him. The broom handle clanked against the floor, the echo beckoning all temple inhabitants to pay attention to the priestess and the mercenary she was eagerly greeting.

With a sigh, Leo rushed over to Elly. “Hi,” he said with forced enthusiasm. “Perhaps we could go somewhere more private?”

She giggled. “I’m flattered, but I’m a priestess. I’ve dedicated my life to Leyva.”

Leo snorted. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you meant,” she interjected with an amused smile. “We aren’t all as stupid as Luria. Let’s go find somewhere ‘private.’”

He scanned the foyer, checking if anyone was paying attention to them.

“The Pranthian Kingdom would not dare make a move on you while in one of Leyva’s sanctuaries,” Elly said, noticing his unease.

“I’ve learned from personal experience not to assume what the Pranthian Kingdom wouldn’t dare to do,” he replied, his tone darkening. “There are plenty of bounty hunters who are better behaved in a poorly-managed brothel than in a goddess’ temple.”

She tilted her head, studying him with a mysterious expression. Then, she shrugged. “Come on, the others are waiting—actually, they’re probably still packing.”

“You don’t need to pack?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I finished early,” she replied, her lips curling into a smile. “Someone had to be out here to greet you.” Leaving the broom abandoned on the floor, she spun around and strode off, her robes swishing behind her.

After one more glance around the massive room, Leo followed after Elly. She looked over her shoulder as she walked. “Oh, and if you could not tell Reyna about my little ‘private’ joke. She doesn’t approve of… humor.”

He fought back a smirk, trying not to guess if she was purposefully wiggling her ass as she walked. I think I figured out which one is going to give me the most trouble.

They navigated through a large hallway into a private lounging area, modestly furnished with chairs, a table, and a pair of sofas. Freya and Luria were near the corner, sifting through the contents of a rucksack. A large depiction of Leyva, their blonde elven deity, sat on the wall, painted in bright colors.

Freya looked up as the pair entered, her eyebrows raised. “Reyna is finishing her packing; let me go get her.”

Freya disappeared down a separate hallway. After a short wait, Reyna emerged with Freya trailing behind her, carrying a rolled-up tent.

“Thank you for being prompt,” Reyna said, her tone expertly masking her underlying stress. “We can form the oath bracelet, and then I’ll unlock the treasury for you to move the divigems while we finish packing. I assume you’d prefer to handle payment before we embark?”

“Yes,” Leo confirmed, “but there’s one question I must ask before we get to all that. What makes you think you’ll be the ones to survive? Everyone else who has tried to summon Leyva’s champion hasn’t returned.”

His question drew varied reactions. Elly’s jaw dropped along with the tent Freya had been holding. Luria’s eyes widened. “How did you—”

“Silence, Luria,” Reyna ordered. Her face remained impassive as her eyes bore into Leo. “I see you’ve done your research.”

Leo shrugged nonchalantly. “I would never have gotten this far if I were negligent.”

“We’ve been training for months for this,” Reyna assured him. “We have also hired the best mercenary in Leyvaria. Are you not confident in your abilities?”

Leo burst out laughing, to which Reyna only scowled. “Your flattery might have worked if you had smiled,” he said, “and if I were a goblin with half his brain missing. Is that the best you’ve got? ‘We’re just better than everyone who has tried before us.’ I hope you’re not that naive.”

Reyna placed her hands on her hips. “Out of the five groups that have attempted the journey in the past two decades, only two commissioned an escort. One of those groups had bargained the rate down so low, that their hired muscle probably bolted at the first sign of danger. We’ve done our research, too, Zeke. We are paying you above market and ensuring your loyalty through the oath bracelet.”

He scoffed. “That’s not loyalty. That’s mutually assured destruction. What about the other group?”

“Pardon?”

“You mentioned two groups that had hired mercenaries. The other group hopefully learned how to motivate their armed guard adequately?”

“I can’t comment on every failure,” she replied, “I can only tell you that we are more prepared than our predecessors and you are being more than fairly compensated for the risk.”

“Four years ago,” Leo responded, “the priestesses of the Kallow Temple hired the Reaper Squad to escort them to Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum. The priestesses never made it back. The Reaper Squad, however, has been chasing me for the past year.”

Reyna stared at him coldly. “So you would agree that hiring the Reaper Squad again would be a foolish decision? And since you’ve been immaturely holding back knowledge so you can be an insufferable show-off, you should be reassured that someone has  survived the journey, just not any priestesses.”

Leo frowned. There’s something she’s not telling me.

“Are you going to take our money?” Reyna asked while crossing her arms in contempt. “Or do we need to find someone else to do this?”

With a grunt, Leo threw his hands up in the air and let them drop. On paper, the job shouldn’t be hard. Even if they ran into a few orcs, his skill with both sword and magic should keep them safe. He had concerns about his employer, but they weren’t worth thirty thousand divigems. Logically, he couldn’t find a reason to say no, even if his gut twisted uneasily at the thought of saying yes.

“I’m not backing out,” he finally said. “I just find it hard to believe you are all so eager for a suicide mission.”

Reyna stood up a little bit straighter. “We are willing to make whatever sacrifice Leyva requires of us.”

Leo only barely stopped his eyes from rolling. “Okay, let’s see this treasury of yours.”

“Oath bracelet first,” Reyna insisted. “I hope you weren’t thinking I’d forget about that.”

The smile he wore was as sincere as a dwarf telling the barkeep ‘just one more.’ He stepped forward, his eyes focused on Reyna. “Who am I making this cursed thing with?” he asked, knowing he was looking straight at her.

Reyna tilted her head, and her lips curled in what she probably thought was a smile. “Me.”

Leo exhaled loudly and invited himself to take a seat. Wanting to take charge of the next discussion, he propped one foot on top of a knee and cleared his throat.

“Let’s keep it simple. You will pay me thirty thousand divigems before we leave the temple, and I will provide my best professional effort in keeping you safe as you travel to the warrior sanctum.”

“Your best effort period,” she requested. “Don’t cheapen it by adding ‘professional.’ We are entrusting you with our lives. You’re our first line of defense. If we die out there, it’s because they killed you first, not because you reached the extent of your ‘professional effort.’”

His mouth twitched. “Hmph.”

“Also, I believe the payment should cover an escort for the return trip as well.”

Leo grunted, realizing his employer was far shrewder than the naive cleric he’d initially taken her for. “I will escort you out of the Mataborg Range,” he conceded, “but I’m not committing to coming all the way back to the temple.”

She tapped her chin. “That’s acceptable. After all, we’ll have Leyva’s champion with us.”

A short laugh escaped Leo’s lips. “I wasn’t able to find out much about this champion. You’ll have to fill me in on our trip.”

“You don’t need to know anything,” she responded. “Your job is to get us there and back. Shall we get started?”

“Additionally, I would like you to include a clause stating that you will not put me in any danger unrelated to our journey to the sanctum.”

“I thought you didn’t like oath bracelets?” she challenged, not bothering to hide her snarkiness.

“If you are going to insist,” Leo retorted, “then I’m going to make sure I’m protected.”

Reyna shrugged with acceptance.

“Do you have wood from a wisdom tree?” he asked.

Reyna pursed her lips. “We already have the charcoal. I know what I’m doing.”

Leo couldn’t help but wink at her. “We’ll see about that.”

She huffed and turned to Freya. “Go get the charcoal.”

Freya nodded before disappearing down the hallway. After an awkwardly long moment, she returned with a ceramic bowl in her hands. She set it down on a table in the room and glanced up at Reyna for further instruction.

Leo opened his mouth but Reyna beat him to it. “Let’s begin,” she said sharply, stepping up to the table and fixing her expectant gaze on him.

He snorted, putting on a smug expression to hide his nervousness. “Can we skip the dick-measuring contest?” he asked, stepping forward.  

His flagrantly casual question threatened to send the priestess into a fit of outrage. Beneath his smirk, anxiety continued to churn in his gut, but he held it in place as he took his seat across from her at the table.

With a soft huff, Reyna reined in her irritation and gestured to Freya. The elven assistant took some charcoal from the bowl and began marking a circle around Reyna’s wrist. After making sure the drawn bracelet was flawlessly complete, Freya turned to Leo to repeat the process.

As the charcoal traced its path around his wrist, Leo felt the weight of the situation settle heavily upon him. The grin that had been so trivially plastered on his face was nowhere to be seen.

Once his bracelet was complete, Leo held out his wrist, with Reyna doing the same. The marks of their skin touched, and Leo began channeling mana. Reyna’s brow furrowed in concentration as he felt her mana circle around their wrists. The charcoaled lines on their skin writhed to life, signifying that a magical bond was forming.

Freya focused on Leo first. She dipped her thumb in jika oil and pressed it against his forehead. “Recite your oath.”

“To the best of my abilities, I will escort Reyna and her priestesses safely to Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum, and then out of the Mataborg Range, given they’ve survived up to that point.”

Freya switched over to Reyna. “I will pay the Shadow thirty thousand divigems prior to leaving for Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum. I will not intentionally lead the group into any danger outside of our mission to visit the sanctum.”

With that, Leo clasped his hand onto Reyna’s forearm, and she did the same to him. The drawn bracelets ignited into blue flame, searing a mark into his skin with an unpleasant itch. Leo gritted his teeth as the magic burrowed into his veins—a reminder that betrayal would cost more than gold. What was left on both of their arms was no longer washable charcoal, but rather a tattoo that would remain until they had fulfilled their oaths.

Leo subtly studied Reyna’s face as the ritual ended, catching a carefully hidden sigh of relief that escaped her lips.

Did I just fall into a trap?

Any apprehension he had quickly evaporated as Reyna produced a key and, with a flick, gestured for him to follow. She led him out of the lounging area and down a narrow, spiral staircase, its flawless stonework winding smoothly beneath them. The air grew stiller with each step, the warmth of the upper chambers giving way to a colder, more watchful silence. Halfway down, Reyna stopped and ran her fingers along the wall.

A sigil flared into existence as her hand passed, the glowing blue symbol shimmering in the darkness. Leo felt the air thicken, mounting pressure on his ears. Then came a sharp crack. A bolt of lightning lanced around below them, striking the base of the stairwell with a violent snap that echoed up through the stone.

“A trap,” Reyna explained, “for anyone who thinks a temple full of priestesses is an easy target.”

Leo raised an eyebrow at the high priestess. The oath bracelet circling his arm had apparently earned him a measure of her trust, just enough to witness what the temple kept hidden beneath its serene surface.

Before he could dwell further on that development, they reached a reinforced door, its iron bands and heavy lock promised a headache to any would-be thief. His heart beat faster as Reyna reached out with key in hand. With the click of the lock, the door swung open, revealing hefty sacks of divigems piled in the center of a dark room. Neglected artifacts stood along the walls in the background.

Leo’s eyes widened. “Is it all here?”

“Every divigem we owe you is in those sacks.”

“I’m taking your entire treasury?” He eyed an old, rusted sword propped against the wall. “Well, except for the junk.”

Reyna let out a weary breath. “We either return with Leyva’s champion or not at all. We have no further use for divigems beyond our transaction with you.”

Leo focused on the massive pile of wealth in front of him, reminding himself why he had magically bound himself to a suicidal priestess.

“Here’s a map of the route to Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum,” she said, handing him a piece of parchment. “Treat it with care; there aren’t many  left.”

He absentmindedly accepted the map as he calculated how he was going to move and secure the treasure in front of him.

“I trust you can handle yourself from here?” Reyna said, breaking him from his trance.

“Yup,” Leo replied. “You can go finish packing. Unless you need my help?

“Why would we need your help packing?”

Leo raised his hands in mock surrender. “Just offering. I don’t want to be responsible for carrying anything when you start whining about the weight later.”

She scowled at him. “We’re planning on taking two trodmules with us after we pass through Kladenburg, so if there’s any whining, it won’t be from us .” She spun around and stormed off.

Leo grunted. If he’d been a bit more diplomatic, he might have been rewarded with a lighter load during the mountainous climb. He shook it off. The overly pious priestess had gotten under his skin, yet that wasn’t what irked him the most. What was really bothering him was the feeling that she was keeping secrets from him.

He refused to let her dampen his spirits, though. In front of him, neatly piled up for his convenience, was his entire future. Just one trip to the Mataborg Range, and he would finally be free from his past.


Chapter 4

Delightful Company

Leo’s instincts still hated that he accepted the contract, but transferring all the divigems into his possession certainly improved his mood.

His cautious nature nearly tripled the time it should’ve taken him to stash his payment in his safe house, but he still made it back to the temple in time to find the four priestesses loading up.

The first leg of their journey would be on horseback, but they would continue on foot after they reached the base of the mountain range. Leo approached Reyna, who was mounting her horse. He frowned, seeing that the priestesses had ditched their distinctive white robes in favor of the same baggy cloaks they’d used to infiltrate the library.

“And why might you be hiding your identity while traveling on a mission in your home country?” he inquired, his tone bright and perky despite the underlying accusation behind it.

Reyna tilted her head slightly, her lips curling into a thin, practiced smile. “We are heading to the mountains,” she replied. “You don’t expect us to wear our priestess robes, do you? We’d freeze.”

Leo tapped his chin. Her explanation posed as reasonable, but he narrowed in on the subtle clues. He noticed how her hood hung just a little too low, casting shadows over her face, enough to obscure her features from every angle except the front.

He could see the way she glanced at him, a touch too eager, as if hoping he’d accept her story without question. The air was crisp, but the sun still hung high over Prido, warm enough that covering up was an odd choice.

Something about her didn’t sit right. Her words were careful, her posture too controlled. A subtle tension clung to her like a second skin, and Leo couldn’t shake the sense that something was being left unsaid.

“Who’s taking care of the temple while you’re gone?” he asked, changing the subject.

“I didn’t realize you were so concerned with the affairs of Leyva’s temples,” she retorted.

Leo swore her chin angled slightly higher as she delivered her response.

Reyna rolled her eyes. “You can be rest assured that I’m only bringing a handful of trusted priestesses with. The rest are staying behind to tend the temple. All you have to worry about is getting me back safely. Ready to go?”

“I’m going to stay out of sight,” he said, “but I’ll be watching. The fewer people who know I am traveling with you the better. Lead my horse along; I’ll need it once we get out of the city.”

“Are you sure you can keep up?” she asked.

“In the city? Easily. Just want to make sure you’ll be alright without me.”

“Oh, how will we ever manage without your delightful company?” Her voice dripped with sarcasm as she stared him  down. “I’m certain we can navigate our way out of Prido without your guidance.”

“Reyna,” Freya interjected, “they’re coming.”

Reyna’s eyes widened as she peered down the street.  In the distance, an entourage of white robes moved toward them in formation, their pace deliberate and unhurried.

“Let’s go,” she ordered. No explanation, no hesitation.

“What’s that?” Leo asked.

“Nothing that concerns you,” she replied, already spurring her mount forward.

Leo exhaled slowly. If being right were less stressful, he might actually enjoy it. He glanced down at the mark around his wrist. Too late now.

He  melded into the background as the priestesses departed from the temple. The white-robed procession continued its approach, oblivious to the priestesses who had fled moments before their arrival. The caravan wound its way through the streets of Prido, actively avoiding the main thoroughfares, which only increased Leo’s suspicions. Regardless, they made it out of the city before the late morning sun reached its peak.

***

For two days, they traveled northward through rolling countryside, their path winding between bustling market towns and drowsy farming villages. The terrain grew steadily more rugged as they progressed, gentle hills giving way to steep ridges crowned with pine. By the afternoon of the second day, the road had begun its earnest climb into the foothills, and the towering peaks of the northern range loomed ever closer.

As evening approached, they crested a final rise, and the alpine town of Kladenburg spread before them in the valley below. Nestled against the base of snow-capped mountains that pierced the darkening sky, the village looked almost fragile—a collection of timber houses and stone chimneys that seemed to huddle together for warmth against the imposing backdrop.

Traveling with the priestesses wasn’t as bad as Leo had imagined. He would never admit it out loud, but he had been impressed by the priestesses’ discipline. They woke up at the crack of dawn and followed a rigorous exercise regimen for nearly an hour. They rotated chores, took minimal breaks, and didn’t complain nearly as much as he thought they would have. Of course, they hadn’t reached the true mountain passes yet.

For the most part, the priestesses left him alone. Luria seemed content to let the world pass by, her gaze lost in the scenery. Reyna and Freya often whispered quietly between themselves, shooting him the occasional glance, never direct enough to invite conversation, but lingering enough to remind him he didn’t belong.

Luckily for Leo, Elly did not share their reservations. Despite Reyna’s pointed glares, Elly would often engage in small talk, her voice light and unbothered by the disapproving looks that followed. Leo welcomed the reprieve and took it whenever offered.

As the sun touched the horizon and Kladenburg drew near, Elly guided her mount alongside his, chatting with easy familiarity, as if he were an old friend. She’d been recounting tales of childhood mischief and the unlikely path that led her to the temple.

“—and I’ve been there ever since,” she finished with a satisfied nod.

“That’s why you became a priestess?” Leo asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

“Yup!” she replied with a giggle. “My parents were mortified when I couldn’t stop laughing in the temple. The priestess claimed I’d been touched by Leyva’s spirit and was destined to be a high priestess. My parents latched onto that right away, not realizing my older sister was tickling my ears with a feather the whole time.”

Leo chuckled. “So, did your parents force you into this path?”

She cocked her head to the side. “Not really. This was just… the path that was given to me. Being a steward of the temple is fulfilling, and despite Reyna being… Reyna. She is very capable and keeps everyone content.”

Leo gave her a funny look, questioning her previous statement.

Elly shrugged and lowered her voice. “I don’t know what’s up with her recently. You seem to bring out a different side of her. I’m enjoying watching your rivalry.”

He let out a grunt that wasn’t quite a laugh. “I’m glad we’re entertaining you.”

“You’ll get to know her,” she added. “She’s not so bad. We clash quite a bit, but I can tell she cares. I’m happy with my life—for now. I don’t know if I’m high priestess material, though.”

He furrowed his brow. “If you didn’t become a priestess, what do you think you would’ve done?”

She pulled a hand off her reins to rub her chin. “Maybe a nanny? I like children. Well, I think adults are lame; kids seem fun.”

“I bet you’d be a good mother,” he suggested.

A devious smile crossed her face. “I bet I’d be a good wife, too.”

Leo gave her a chuckle, amused by the flirty elf. Still grinning, he glanced ahead to make sure Reyna wasn’t eavesdropping. The other priestesses were safely out of earshot, their figures swaying atop their horses. Leo felt momentarily at ease, but the sight that came into view farther up the path wiped the smile clean off his face.

A cluster of soldiers lounged outside the wooden gate of Kladenburg. Even from that distance, the Pranthian crest was unmistakable.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

He yanked his horse behind Elly’s in a vain attempt to hide. His eyes darted across the terrain, searching for an escape route as his hand leapt to the hilt of his sword.

I could run, but that would tip them off. And I don’t know if the priestesses could keep up—or if they’d even follow. Fuck! This pesky oath bracelet is already limiting my options.

He allowed his mana to circulate in his chest while he counted. Twelve soldiers.

They’re probably just rank-and-file soldiers. I could take them, but what if there are reinforcements in the city? What if they have a mage?

He leaned in toward Elly, his voice low while his gaze remained locked on the threat in front of them. “Elly, on my signal—”

“Calm down,” Reyna whispered sharply, suddenly at his side.

Leo nearly jumped from his saddle. After his heart recovered from skipping a beat, he quickly chastised himself for letting the high priestess sneak up on him like that.

“What do you mean calm down ?” he hissed back. “Those are Pranthian soldiers.”

“They’re not here for you,” she replied while keeping her eyes ahead with believable nonchalance.

The high priestess’ assurances did little to quell the pounding in his chest. “Not here for me? Why the fuck are Pranthian soldiers this far north? In Leyvarian territory?”

Reyna quickly put a finger up to her lips and shot him a ‘shh.’ “Just act natural,” she advised in a terse whisper. “Stay in the middle of the group. Don’t do anything to stand out.”

“I’m a wanted mercenary traveling with four elven priestesses. How exactly do I not stand out?”

“What else are you going to do? Take on a dozen soldiers in front of a city gate?” Reyna almost laughed at her own joke before spurring her horse forward to return to the front of the group.

Leo focused intently on the reins in his hands, his grip tightening as they rode past the group of armored soldiers. His fingers twitched, itching to reach for his sword, but he kept them firmly in place. The soldiers watched the travelers with a predatory gaze, their eyes mostly fixated on the blonde priestesses. Elly waved, smiled, and even blew them a kiss, much to Freya’s disapproval. One soldier was brave enough to make a crude comment just loud enough for the entire group to hear, eliciting a chorus of chuckles from his comrades. No further contact was made, however, and the remainder of the encounter passed without incident.

Upon entering Kladenburg, Freya huffed and worked herself into a fit. “Elly, that’s not how a proper priestess acts!”

Elly rolled her eyes. “That is how a priestess acts when she’s traveling with someone with a massive bounty on their head. You think I was actually flirting with them? Why would I ever give those Pranthians a chance when I have Zeke right here?”

Luria scrunched her face in confusion. “Wait, what about Z—”

Leo interrupted her by galloping up to confront Reyna, more concerned about the soldier’s presence rather than who was flirting with them. “Why are foreign troops in Leyvaria? And why are you fine with it?”

“Who says I’m fine with it?” she snapped back. After glancing back to make sure they weren’t being followed, she continued. “The Pranthian kingdom offered their assistance in dealing with the orc raiders, and our king accepted. I had forgotten such a deal had been made until I spotted them at the village entrance.”

Leo huffed. “Why would the king accept Pranthia’s help? Is he blind to their reputation? He’s practically begging for a coup!”

“I’ll be sure to pass along your disapproval to the King of Leyvaria the next time I see him,” Reyna retorted.

He started to roll his eyes, then paused. Maybe she has that kind of pull?

“Let’s go find where we are staying,” he said. “I don’t want to have another run in with the Pranthians.”

He cast a wary glance down the main street, where another squad of enemy soldiers loitered, their armor catching the last of the light.

Reyna steered his horse down a narrow alley, and the rest of the entourage followed her.

After traversing past the backsides of a few buildings, they turned a corner and entered a less busy street. Reyna hailed an elven merchant who was packing up for the day.

“Do you know where we could get room and board with… fewer Pranthians?”

The merchant scoffed. “Good luck with that. Those buggers are crawling all over the city.” He squinted hard at Reyna, then his eyes went wide. He bowed his head. “I apologize, I did not realize I was speaking to Leyva’s chosen. You could try Weaver’s Inn just east of the monument. Old man Franco doesn’t have any love for ‘em.”

Leo caught the fleeting glance Reyna cast toward Luria—barely perceptible, but unmistakable. Even more intriguing was Luria’s slight nod in response.

“Thank you,” Reyna told the merchant. “May Leyva’s grace bless you.”

The merchant bowed slightly, then returned to securing his wares. As the group of travelers continued down the quiet street, Leo studied the architecture around them. With no Pranthians in sight, he could finally appreciate the craftsmanship of the alpine town. The houses here had steep, shingled roofs and dark timber frames, the wood stained a deep amber that caught the evening light. Ornate carvings of leaves, vines, and flowing script decorated the beams like artisan signatures. Balconies leaned over the narrow street, some crooked and others neatly kept.

The town had a serene atmosphere, even with the foreign presence that Leo couldn’t help but imagine lurking around every corner.

They turned onto another street, which then opened into a small plaza. Leo dismounted alongside the other priestess, his gaze immediately drawn upward to the monument that dominated the space.

From the heart of a flowing fountain basin, a towering sculpture of pale stone rose, bathing in the golden blush of sunset. The patron elven goddess stood resplendent and commanding, her face radiant with fierce beauty. Her hair swept dramatically to the side, frozen mid-dance as if the sculptor had captured the very breath of the gods.

Her form spoke of eternal triumph: one elegant hand thrust toward the heavens in declaration of victory, while the other drove a blade of burnished gold deep into the coiled body of a grotesque monster beneath her. The beast’s face was horrid yet definitively feminine—its large, hooked nose and warty skin giving it a twisted, unsettling visage. A serpentine body, writhing even in stillness, was wrapped around the goddess’s legs in a final, futile embrace.

Glancing around, Leo noticed a light crowd of elves mulling around. Unlike the bustling, diverse trade hub of Prido, with its melting pot of races, the outlying alpine town was almost entirely inhabited by elves.

“What’s the story here?” Leo asked, returning his attention to the priestesses.

“It’s a tribute to Leyva’s sacred love,” Freya answered, “commemorating the moment she saved Leyvaria from catastrophe.”

She drew breath to continue, but Reyna’s firm voice cut through. “Let’s get to the inn. The history lesson can wait until we’re safe from prying eyes.”

Leo’s eyebrow lifted slightly. Reyna’s caution was likely for his benefit… or was there more to it?


Chapter 5

Jealous

Leo woke knowing the journey’s real challenges lay ahead. The priestesses would trade their horses for trodmules, then begin the arduous trek into the mountains on foot. Hiking didn’t concern him—shepherding four very feminine elves through treacherous, potentially orc-infested terrain was another matter entirely.

While he was eager to put distance between himself and any Pranthian patrols, a different kind of unease gnawed at him. Soldiers, he understood—they were a known adversary with predictable motives. It was Reyna and whatever she was hiding that kept him truly on edge.

Shaking off his brooding thoughts, Leo packed his belongings and headed downstairs to the inn’s dining room. The enticing aroma of eggs and sausage wafted through the air. He grabbed a plateful and joined the girls at their table.

“Did everyone sleep well?”

Luria gave him a nod while Reyna and Freya ignored him. A cheerful Elly, however, welcomed the opportunity to chime in. “Probably not as well as you. You wouldn’t believe how loud Luria snores.”

“Elly!” the offending snorer exclaimed, her cheeks turning a shade of crimson.

“It’s not polite to discuss the sleeping habits of other priestesses in front of guests,” Reyna scolded.

“Is it polite to ignore guests when they ask a question?” Elly shot back, crossing her arms defiantly.

Reyna scowled briefly at Elly before turning her frown to Leo, letting him know that she blamed him for the intra-priestess squabble.

Leo shook the glare off. “This is the last bastion of civilization before we head into the Mataborg Range,” he told them as he dug into his food. “Make sure you have everything you need for the next four weeks—possibly longer.”

“We have prepared sufficiently for our needs,” Reyna responded with her characteristic haughtiness. “We are more than capable of taking care of ourselves.”

“I’m sure you are,” Leo replied, a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips, “but keep in mind this also might be the last place to get a proper bath. We wouldn’t want a priestess smelling like goblin shit when they meet Leyva’s champion.” He couldn’t help but direct the last part of his comment toward Reyna.

The head priestess’s hands came down hard on the table, shaking the plates as she shot him a glare. “I bathed last night!” she exclaimed, her voice rising in indignation. Her eyes darted to a pair of startled guests at the next table, their eyebrows raised in surprise at the outburst. Lowering her voice but keeping her intensity, she jabbed a finger in Leo’s direction. “Perhaps worry a little more about your own hygiene.”

Leo turned away, stifling a laugh. Riling up the high priestess like that was maybe not his proudest moment, but he enjoyed it nonetheless. Rising from the table, he grabbed his bag, ready to venture into the unknown and tackle their first day of trekking.

***

After selling his horse and pocketing a few unexpected coins, Leo returned to the alley adjacent to the inn where the priestesses were loading up a pair of newly acquired trodmules. The sturdy beasts stood patiently as Freya secured bundles of supplies to their backs—food, camping gear, and what looked like enough religious paraphernalia to outfit a small shrine.

“Ready?” Reyna asked curtly, not bothering to look at him as she grabbed a set of reins.

Leo nodded, shouldering his own gear. Though the weight was a manageable burden, a faint pang of regret stirred within him—he hadn’t earned enough favor with the high priestess to have the beasts lighten his load. Still, he forced a steadying breath and straightened his shoulders. “Lead the way.”

They made their way through the town’s backstreets, drawing a few curious glances from the elven population but avoiding any Pranthian contact. Leo expected they would head directly to the northern gates, but to his surprise, Reyna veered toward a quieter section of the town’s perimeter.

Ahead stood a half-finished house, its framework solid, but the roof still incomplete. Wooden shingles were stacked in tidy piles near the base, and a ladder leaned against the structure’s exterior. Beyond the construction site rose Kaldenburg’s fortified wooden barrier, stretching from end to end.

“What are we doing here?” Leo asked, even though he was already formulating a guess.

“Getting you out of the city,” Reyna replied matter-of-factly.

“And why did you feel the need to plan all of this without telling me?”

“I am  telling you.”

He grunted, then strode toward the ladder. Despite her maddening approach, he recognized the wisdom behind it. Leaving through the northern gate to head into the mountains—where the rumored orc raiders roamed—would likely earn some inquisitive looks from whoever was manning the gate. It would be better if he didn’t exit with the group.

He paused and turned back. “Four priestesses traveling into the mountains without an escort will raise just as many questions.”

Reyna’s mouth twitched slightly as she stared at him. “Hmph.”

After a moment’s contemplation, she turned to her companions with new orders. “Elly—wait, no. Freya and Luria, you’ll cross over with Zeke. Elly comes with me and the trodmules through the gates. We’ll meet back up on the other side.”

Freya’s brow furrowed. “But I should stay with you in case—”

“I trust you, Freya,” Reyna interrupted, raising a hand and placing it on the priestess’ shoulder. “Which is why I need you to go with him.”

Elly’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “She’s worried about what Zeke and I might get up to if left alone together.”

Reyna’s hands clenched into fists. “Elly! Enough. Follow me.” She spun around and began pulling the pair of trodmules back down the street.

“How will you get through the gates?” Leo called after her.

“I’ll manage,” Reyna replied without looking back.

Elly gave him a friendly shrug, then followed after the high priestess.

Within moments, the two priestesses had vanished with the trodmules, leaving Leo standing with Freya and Luria amid the empty construction site.

Leo scratched his head. “Well, let’s get going.”

He grabbed the ladder and propped it against the wall. Climbing up, he swung a leg over and perched atop the barrier, adjusting his position until he was no longer wincing with discomfort.

He gestured to the priestesses.

Luria hopped forward first, almost skipping over to the base of the ladder to begin her climb. Once she reached the top, Leo grabbed her by the waist and hoisted her over.

“Elly’s right,” Luria commented. “You are strong.”

“When was Elly talking about me?” Leo asked, lowering her down the outer face until she dangled at arm’s length.

“She talks about you quite often,” Luria replied, her feet swaying above the ground below.

“It’ll be a bit of a drop,” Leo said. “Make sure you bend your knees and avoid landing on your heels.”

“Wait, I thought we were going to use the lad—”

She yelped slightly as he let go. She hit the earth feet-first, stumbled backward, and landed squarely on her backside with a soft thud.

“I’m fine!” came her muffled call from below.

Freya clambered up the ladder next. “Watch where you put your hands,” she warned him before he hefted her over the wall. Unlike Luria, he released her without preamble.

When he turned to descend, he noticed two elven construction workers watching the whole affair with idle amusement.

He offered them a wink. “Ladder’s all yours.”

Then he disappeared over the wall.

They ventured north, cutting through patches of tall evergreens until they reached the main trail. After only a short wait, a giggling Elly and scowling Reyna rounded a bend with the trodmules and reunited with the group.

“What happened?” Leo asked.

“Not important,” Reyna answered immediately, her tone clipped.  

Elly continued grinning with great amusement, undeterred by the high priestess’s apparent reluctance. “Reyna told the Pranthians at the gate that we were heading into the forest to gather a rare herb. You wouldn’t believe what happened! Suddenly, a bunch of grown men were very eager to help us collect herbs.

“How did you get out?” he asked.

“Reyna spun a tale about how we were infected by some highly contagious disease and that’s why we needed the herbs. Quick thinking on her part, but it needed more spice.”

Leo’s lips curved in anticipation.  

“That’s enough,” Reyna interjected. “We need to put more distance between us and Kladenburg.”

“But I was just getting to the best part,” Elly said, her grin widening with mischief. “I thought I’d contribute a little extra to the ruse, so I provided vivid details about the festering genital rash afflicting my poor, beloved companion here.”

Reyna glared at Elly, as if trying to turn her into stone.

“You should have seen how quickly they recoiled when I described the copious amounts of yellowish discharge,” she continued, barely containing her laughter. “Suddenly, nobody was eager to help us locate that hivar leaf.”

Despite Reyna’s murderous expression, Leo couldn’t suppress his chuckle.

With no further theatrics needed, they left the last vestiges of civilization behind and began their ascent into the wilderness. Behind them, the town grew smaller until it disappeared entirely among the rolling hills, leaving only the path ahead and whatever waited in the depths of the Mataborg Range.

***

Another three days of mountain travel passed, and Leo woke to the familiar sound of Reyna drilling her subordinates through their morning exercises.

“Push, girls. Push!”

For a brief second, Leo watched as the priestesses tenuously held an adaptation of the planking position.

“Elly! Stop your slacking!”

“I’m not slacking!”

Leo chortled to himself as he rose to a sitting position and began practicing his mana channeling.

“Your form is terrible!” Reyna barked. “Keep that back straight! No slouching!”

“I can’t help it,” Elly protested, her voice strained from exertion. “This position puts more strain on me because of my chest.”

“Excuses!” the head priestess shouted. “Your chest is not larger than mine.”

“Come on, Reyna. You’re just jealous. You know my breasts are bigger.”

Reyna scoffed. “Your breasts are not bigger!”

There was a pause, and, even from a distance, Leo was certain he felt Reyna shoot a glare his way. No amount of divigems would convince him to look over there. As far as they were concerned, he was meditating and minding his own business.

Reyna continued her chastisement in a more hushed tone. “This is a highly inappropriate conversation for a priestess. You have cooking and cleaning duties for the next two days.”

A groan came from the punished priestess, almost distracting him from a rustle in the tree. His head snapped to attention, his eyes locking onto the dark forest thicket to his side. The seconds ticked by, the tension making the hair on his back stand up.

Nothing.

The sharp edge of alarm began to dull, though Leo remained cautious. Grabbing his sword, he stood up and crept over to the grove of trees. After a quick investigation, he shrugged it off and readied himself for the day’s journey.

The caravan spent long hours climbing up rocky trails, gaining nearly as much elevation as they did distance. Dusk descended as they found a mountain meadow to rest for the night. Elly saw to cooking a meal for the group, and Leo decided to lend her a hand.

“So, what’s your real name?” she asked, her knife flashing as she deftly chopped through a colorful assortment of vegetables for their soup.

“I go by Zeke,” he replied nonchalantly.

Elly let out a scoff. “Which means your name isn’t really Zeke. What’s your real name?”

“You don’t want to know that.”

“Why not?”

“Because knowing a man’s name gives power over him,” he replied, his voice almost tired. “And I’ve already got enough people who want me dead.”

“You don’t want me to have power over you?” she asked with a teasing lilt.

“I could be putting you in unnecessary danger by revealing my true name,” he answered.

The elf giggled and looked up at him with a coy smile. “I am deeply touched by how concerned you are for my safety, but I’m willing to take the risk.”

“You think you can handle it, huh?” he asked, the corners of his lips curling into a smile.

She nodded eagerly.

“You couldn’t even convince Reyna your boobs were bigger,” he said, fighting back a smirk.

Elly’s mouth dropped open in exaggerated shock, her expression transformed into mock offense as she gave him a playful shove on the shoulder. “I knew you were listening!”

“And Reyna better never find out I was,” he warned.

Her grin turned wicked. “You know what’s ironic? Now I have actual power over you.”

Leo raised an eyebrow. “And now you see why I didn’t tell you my name.”

“Tell me! Or I’ll tell Reyna… ” Her eyes lit up. “No! Wait! You’re going to settle the debate—whose boobs are bigger? You think mine are, right?”

Leo let out a snort of laughter. “I’m a seasoned mercenary with a bounty on my head. I know a trap when I see one.”

Elly paused her chopping to pout. “Fine. I’ll settle for your real name then.”

Leo opened his mouth to respond, but the words got stuck in his throat. He fixed on the forested trail they had just climbed, the last light of day retreating from the piney groves.

Elly caught on to his change in demeanor immediately. “What’s wrong?”

Leo casually returned to their food preparation, even while sneaking a glance over her shoulder. “I need you to stay calm about what I’m going to say next,” he said. “We’re being followed.”


Chapter 6


Hunting

Leo waited until darkness enveloped the mountain meadow before setting his plan in motion—a plan that still had many missing parts.

He knew he needed to mitigate the risk of an unexpected ambush. Pacing around the campsite, he selected a thicket on the meadow’s distant edge as a sanctuary for the priestesses. They would be sacrificing some sleep that night, but removing them from harm’s way allowed him to focus on his primary task: hunting.

Yet one obstacle remained, even as he snuck through the trees; a complication that defied every tactical solution he could devise.

“What was that?” a whisper—quiet, but no less annoying—called from behind.

“Probably an animal,” he replied, continuing down the mountainside, using the faint moonlight to guide his steps.

There was a pause.

“What kind of animal?”

Leo shot an angry glare back at his unwanted priestess companion. “I can’t believe I let you come,” he whispered, though his irritation was still evident in his tone.

“You didn’t,” Reyna said dryly. “I told you I was coming. You didn’t have a choice.”

Leo forced his mouth shut. He had already argued with her many times over and did not want to rehash the issue, not when stealth was of the utmost importance. Weaving through the trees, he was deliberate with his approach, the nocturnal chorus masking his presence. Fortunately, Reyna’s movements were quiet; only an occasional rustle betrayed her location behind him.

They didn’t have to travel far. The scent of smoke hit him first—faint, but unmistakable. A thin, acrid curl threading through the cool air. Leo slowed, raising a hand to halt the priestess tag-along.

Leo crouched and scooted forward. In the darkness, he could just barely make out the silhouettes of two lookouts flanking either side of a narrow trail. He crept forward with delicate ease, settling into a spot that gave him good vantage over the camp. He squinted, scanning the area the best he could.

The remnants of a small fire glowed behind a boulder.

Leo shook his head slowly, though his mood eased. Smart enough to think about discretion, but not professional enough to commit to it. Shouldn’t be too much of a challenge.

After completing his assessment, he crawled away, returning to where he had left Reyna. Retreating even further with the priestess, he eventually stopped and leaned in close.

“Ten at most,” he reported, his voice steady despite what he was about to propose. “Standard Pranthian soldiers, by the looks of it. Trained, but not elite. They probably recognized me back in Kladenburg. Our best course of action is to eliminate them.” He braced himself for the protest he was sure was coming.

“I agree,” she replied, much to his surprise, “but how are we going to kill all of them?”

Leo regarded the bloodthirsty priestess with intrigue. Her favorable response to his violent suggestion, though convenient, cast a dubious shadow on her motivations. Yet another piece to the mystery.

“I’ll have the element of surprise,” he explained. “Most of them are sleeping.”

Reyna frowned. “How many do you think you’ll be able to kill before they all wake up?”

“Enough.”

His succinct response hung in the air.

She opened her mouth to protest,  but he’d already turned away, ending the conversation without another glance.

“Hold up,” she said as loud as she dared. Stepping up to him, her hand shot up to his face to cover his eyes.

Leo recoiled and swatted her away, irritation bubbling up as he muttered curses under his breath. But then he sensed a shift. The darkness that had enveloped the forest began to lift. Details emerged from shadow—the texture of bark, the silver threading of spider webs, the subtle movement of leaves—that had been jealously guarded by the night.

His defensive stance relaxed when he realized that Reyna had granted him night vision. “Why didn’t you do this sooner?” he asked, his annoyance softened by a flicker of gratitude.

“You didn’t even want me to come,” she snapped back, crossing her arms. “Maybe now you’ll actually listen to me.”

“Next time, tell me you can magically enhance my vision,” he replied. “I assure you I’ll be listening.”

Reyna rolled her eyes, a gesture amplified by the clarity of his newfound vision. Rather than prolonging a futile argument, he spun back around toward his target.

With finesse worthy of a slythe  panther, Leo advanced on the first lookout. When striking distance beckoned, he unleashed himself into a blur of lethal intent.

The soldier opened his mouth to sound the alarm, but no noise made it past the sword in his throat.

Yet, even with Leo’s success against the human element, he couldn’t prevent the magical alarm. A sound ward detonated like a thunderclap, its sharp report tearing through the night and announcing his presence.

Yanking his blade free of the first lookout, he extended his other hand toward the second one. His magic surged through his veins, eager to be called upon. A fireball leapt from his fingertips, hissing through the air before colliding with the target. Flames engulfed the unfortunate sentry, pulling out anguished screams from his dying lungs. He fell silent a moment later, but not before rattling the entire camp.

Leo wasn’t concerned, though—everything was going as planned.

Mayhem ensued as the soldiers burst from their bedrolls like startled insects, their panicked shouts piercing the night. The burning corpse in their midst cast hellish shadows that danced against the canopy.

Leo became one with the chaos, weaving through the confusion like a wraith. While his enemies stumbled blind in their terror, he ghosted to the camp’s far perimeter—a predator circling for the killing blow.

Leo identified his next target. Blindsiding a drowsy soldier from behind, Leo eliminated him with a precise slice from his blade. Continuing his blitz, he surged forward, intercepting another pair of enemies as they fumbled for their weapons. With a heavy swing, he decapitated the first, then kicked out with his boot, sending the second sprawling onto his back. Raising his sword, he struck swiftly and with authority, impaling the dazed soldier through his ribs.

Another enemy spotted him and charged, crying out into the night. Leo feigned a blocking stance, then sidestepped at the last minute, jabbing his blade into his foe’s unarmored side. The injured soldier hunched over, dropping his sword to clutch his wound with his hands. Leo finished him with a downward chop to his neck.

Three enemies clustered together, forming the start of a defense against the lone infiltrator.

Leo thrust his sword into the space in front of him, channeling his magic into a crackling fireball that erupted from the tip. The flaming projectile sailed into the heart of the enemy formation, detonating on impact and scattering their ranks in a burst of heat and light. Through the smoke and screams, desperate voices tried to rally their broken line.

But Leo was already among them, his sword whistling through the air.

He struck the nearest soldier with a swift, arcing slash before the man could react. The next warrior proved quicker, stepping boldly into Leo’s killing zone with blade drawn. Their weapons crashed together in a symphony of sparks, the ringing impact announcing that Leo’s rampage had finally met some resistance.

Movement flickered in his peripheral vision: another soldier lunging for his exposed flank.

Leo’s magic responded with the speed of natural reflexes, shadow vines erupting from the earth to coil around the attacker’s legs. The man pitched forward with a startled cry, face meeting dirt in an ungraceful tumble.

His standing opponent tried to take advantage of the distraction, pressing forward in a frenzied assault.

But Leo was ready. He pivoted on his heel, letting the stampeding attacker pass before stepping forward to drive his sword downward. He caught the other soldier trying to regain his footing, skewering him with a sickening crunch.

Leaping over the fresh corpse, Leo spun to face the enemy he had side-stepped, crimson droplets painting arcs through the air as he freed his weapon. They parried back and forth until Leo let loose another burst of fire magic, forcing his opponent to throw himself aside. The man avoided incineration but stumbled directly into the sharp edge of Leo’s weapon.

The blade bit deep into shoulder and sinew, severing the tendons that gave his sword arm strength. The warrior’s weapon trembled, then fell from nerveless fingers. Leo pressed his advantage with ruthless efficiency, each strike driving his crippled opponent further into despair until a final, crushing blow opened him from collarbone to sternum.

With nine eliminated, Leo evaluated the battlefield. One soldier remained, unarmed and stumbling through the brush as he frantically searched for an escape.

Leo took the time to catch his breath before beginning his pursuit.

The man sensed him coming. A mixture of obscenities and prayers streamed from his mouth as he jolted into a manic sprint. He didn’t make it far before he tripped over a tree root. Leo was upon him before he could get back up.

Only a faint cry escaped as another life was snuffed out.

Leo pulled his blade from the corpse, breathing hard as an eerie silence reclaimed the forest. The metallic tang of blood hung heavy in the air, mingling with smoke and the pungent smell of burnt flesh. He wiped his sword clean on the dead soldier’s cloak, a move that was far too practiced.

When he looked up, Reyna stood at the camp’s edge like a pale ghost among the shadows. She tracked his every movement as he picked his way through the scattered bodies.

“You watched,” he said. Not a question.

She nodded slowly, her blue eyes fixed on his face. The usual sharpness in her expression had been replaced by something harder to read—wariness, perhaps. Or recognition.

Leo sheathed his sword with deliberate care. “It had to be done.”

Her gaze persisted a moment longer before she gave a faint nod. “I know,” she said in a low, hoarse voice.

“Are you afraid of me now?”

She cleared her throat. “No. I’m glad I hired you.”

“That almost sounds like a compliment,” he replied.

A faint smile twitched on her lips. “Don’t flatter yourself, I was complimenting my own judgment.”

Leo chuckled, the weight of the situation becoming less stifling. “Not to ruin our moment, but the Pranthians were following us because of me. I’m just cleaning up my own mess.”

Something passed across her features—too quick, too guarded for him to decipher. Before he could probe deeper, she shot him a half-smile. “We were not having a ‘moment.’”

“There’s the Reyna I know.”

She scoffed but didn’t take the bait. Instead, she stared at Leo’s first victim, still sprawled in the dirt, blood leaking into the earth. “That was easy for you, wasn’t it?”

He sighed as he looked over her shoulder at the campsite. Stepping past her, he looked over the gruesome scene. Memories of his former life flooded through his mind. Flames from his marred past raged around him like a living storm, heat searing his skin as he knelt beside his father’s motionless body. He’d stood guard over the man who had raised him, fighting with a hope he knew was crumbling, yet unable to let it go.

“Zeke?”

Who’s calling me that?

He blinked a few times before turning back to the high priestess, who was waiting for his answer with a curious expression. There were two ways to interpret her question. He chose the simpler one.

“I had a strategy,” he said. “I executed it well. That’s all there is to it. We’re lucky they didn’t have a mage with them. Your vision spell gave me quite the advantage.”

“Those fireballs certainly helped out,” she commented, sticking by his side. The high priestess tapped her chin with her finger. “I didn’t see you source any mana beforehand.”

On the surface, her curiosity was innocent, but he wasn’t fooled. Reyna was cunning—cunning enough to disguise probing questions as idle remarks. She’d seen him do fire magic and had presumed he must have sourced the fire mana before the fight, because that’s how magic worked… unless he was a bloodline mage.

Bloodline mages didn’t need sources. They were the source.

Though rare, bloodline mages were powerful, able to call on multiple schools of magic with strength and endurance that outclassed sourcer mages. Revered by many and hunted by others, they walked the line between legend and threat.

Leo had long since learned the worth of a well-kept secret. “There’s a lot you don’t see me do,” he answered with a shrug.

“But—”

He raised a hand to cut her off, his expression hardening as he studied the remains of the Pranthian camp.

“What are you looking for?” his elven companion asked. Much to Leo’s relief, she sounded more inquisitive than arrogant.

“There are eleven bedrolls,” he said, stepping carefully around the bodies. “I killed ten.”

Reyna nodded with understanding. “One escaped.”

Leo shook his head. “Not escaped, just missing. We’ll check on the others, then I’ll find him.”

The pair started back through the forest, retracing their steps. When the familiar glow of their campfire flickered through the trees ahead, Leo’s shoulders relaxed. He crept to the edge of the clearing, eyes sweeping the area.

Everything was still.

The tent stood undisturbed. No scattered belongings. No signs of struggle.

He moved to the thicket where the priestesses were hidden and gently parted the brush. A few startled gasps met him, but they were all there, safe and sound.

After a brief exchange to confirm their well-being, he turned to Reyna. “Can you refresh my night vision?”

She nodded and waved her hand over his eyes. With renewed clarity, he vanished back into the trees.

Hours passed as Leo combed through the woods, every step driven by the promise of a final kill. But the forest offered no tracks, no whispers, no sign of the last Pranthian. Not even a snapped twig. As a final effort, he returned to the enemy camp, circling it several times in hopes the survivor might return.

But the eleventh man was either too afraid… or too smart.

Though the immediate threat had been eliminated, Leo worried about the escaped witness. He doubted the Pranthians would be able to catch them again in the mountain range, but on the return trip? He could be in trouble.

When Leo finally returned to his own camp, he found Reyna pacing back and forth outside a tent, guarding the three priestesses fast asleep inside. She glanced at Leo, raising a brow in silent inquiry.

He responded with a dejected shake of his head.

The weight of the night settled on him at last. His limbs felt heavy, his vision blurred at the edges. He quickly set a sound ward, then collapsed into his bedroll, sleep claiming him before his thoughts could.


Chapter 7

Apology

Dawn crept in like an unwelcome visitor, its pale fingers prying Leo from the shallow sleep he’d managed to steal. He awoke with a curse half-formed on his lips.

Nearby, the soft thud of movement drew his attention. The priestesses were already up, going through their morning exercises with practiced discipline. Even through their fluid motions, Leo could see the exhaustion in their faces—the strain just beneath the surface. Still, they pushed through, showcasing their resilience.

Leo hauled himself upright with a grunt, his body protesting every movement. The day had begun whether he liked it or not.

A pot of steaming oatmeal sat near the fire. Grateful for the gesture—he assumed it was Elly’s doing—he ladled a generous portion into a bowl and ate slowly, letting the warmth work through his system.

Across the camp, he caught Reyna sneaking cryptic glances his way as he mulled around.

“Hold this position until I get back,” Reyna commanded before trotting over to Leo. She straightened her posture and put on her best diplomatic expression. “I would like to learn how to fight with a sword.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. “You’ll need one.”

She sauntered over to her tent and pulled out one of the Pranthian swords. “I fetched it early this morning.”

“You went back down there by yourself?”

“I’m in charge of this expedition,” she retorted. “I don’t need your permission to leave camp.”

“Strange. I could have sworn you hired me because these mountains are too dangerous for dainty elf priestesses to handle alone.” He shrugged casually. “Do you think your pride will allow you to learn anything?”

“Reyna…” Elly’s strained voice called out.

“Keep holding!” Reyna barked without turning, her attention locked on Leo like a blade at his throat. “If you can tone down the condescension and aren’t completely incompetent at teaching, I can learn just fine.”

He scratched his chin as he thought it over. “Fine. I’ll show you the basics, but in return, you’ll tell me what’s so special about Leyva’s champion.”

No more letting her off the hook.

A flicker of surprise sparked in her eyes, but she recovered quickly. “You have a deal.”

“Reyna!” a struggling Elly called out.

“I’ll be right there!” Reyna shot back. “Elly, keep your chest up!”

“Let’s get ready to go,” Leo said while starting to pack his bedroll. “Your first lesson is tonight.”

She gave him a single nod of gratitude.

“I should go back down there and see what there is to loot,” Leo said. “I’ll be quick.”

Reyna bit her lip and pulled out a pouch. “I scavenged what I could. You can have the coins—you did do all the killing.”

Leo quirked an eyebrow at her, impressed by her resourcefulness and appreciative of the extra coins.

“Reyna—”

“Oh, Leyva’s grace!” she shouted. “Take a quick rest, then get ready to go.”

***

The mountain punished them from the first step—a brutal ascent that turned their legs to lead and their lungs to bellows. Switchbacks carved into the slope offered no mercy, only endless zigzags through the treacherous scree.

By noon, they’d clawed their way over the ridge. The trail finally tipped downward, trading the morning’s torment for something that almost resembled kindness.

As his breathing steadied and the fire in his calves cooled to a manageable burn, Leo saw his opening. Time to dig for answers.

“Is the champion a person? An elf?”

“Not merely just a person,” Reyna replied. “The champion is a divine blessing; a living promise from Leyva that she still watches over her faithful. You remember the monument in Kladenburg? A thousand years ago, Leyvaria was overrun by beasts from the mountains. Vicious, hideous things. They nearly wiped us out.”

“Let me guess—a shining champion rose up and heroically saved Leyvaria?”

“Much more than that.” Reverence crept into Reyna’s tone, softening her usual edge. “Leyva herself descended from the heavens. She drove back the creatures and ended the invasion, but the land was shattered, and her people were vulnerable. With her divine power, she crowned a champion and sealed them away in a timeless vault, to be awakened only when Leyvaria faces true peril again.”

Leo scratched his head. “If Leyva can just come down and fight your battles, why bother with a champion?”

“She has chosen to provide a champion.” The softness had vanished from her voice. “I don’t question her generosity.”

“Do you know who the champion is?”

“No,” she answered, “but we trust that Leyva would only imbue her power on a worthy elven warrior.”

“I can’t wait to meet them!” Freya cut in from behind.

Leo peered over to her, seeing her hands clasped together and a starry-eyed expression that shone brightly with naivety. “Has the champion ever been summoned before?” he asked, skepticism evident in his voice.

Reyna frowned at the question. “There have been no documented instances of the champion being summoned.”

“And how many attempts have been made?”

Freya huffed. “Are you doubting—”

Reyna raised a finger to silence her priestess. “Freya, there’s no use in arguing with him. His morals can be bought; he doesn’t understand what it means to serve a higher cause.”

He scoffed at Reyna, her comment shattering their fragile truce. “It’s true. I have not yet been blinded by religious idealism. Maybe an orc raider will smash a club over my head. Then I’ll see it your way.”

Both the priestesses’ mouths dropped at his sacrilegious affront. Leo didn’t wait for a response as he happily pushed onward, marching through the thick tension that had descended on the trail. The group continued in silence, punctuated only by the occasional grunt from the trodmules.

With no one calling out for a break, they covered a lot of ground. They reached the base of another mountain slope by nightfall and set up camp. He caught Reyna stealing glances at him as he ate dinner. Begrudgingly, he gestured for her to join him once he finished up. She shot up and trotted over to where he was setting up.

“Where’s your sword?” he asked. “It’ll be a lot harder to learn without it.”

Her eyebrows shot up before she twirled around and went to fetch her stolen weapon.

Reyna returned with sword in hand. The campfire flames danced in her determined blue eyes. She held the blade with a mix of reverence and apprehension, as if afraid it might bite her.

Leo drew his sword in one smooth motion, the blade catching the moonlight with a cold, silver gleam. Forged from a high-grade Tavalonian alloy and balanced to perfection, it was the first real investment he’d made in his mercenary career—and by far the most worthwhile. The weapon had never failed him. More than a tool, it felt like an extension of his own will, precise and unyielding.

“First, let’s go over the basics,” Leo said, motioning for her to stand opposite him. “Hold the sword with both hands, like this.” He demonstrated, gripping the hilt firmly, his posture wide and stable.

Reyna mirrored his stance, her grip tightening around the weapon. “Like this?”

“Exactly,” he said, giving a nod. “The sword isn’t just metal. You have to feel it’s part of you. Control it just like you do your arms.”

He stepped closer, placing a hand lightly on her shoulder to square it, then tapped her heel with his boot to widen her stance. With a subtle push, he shifted the hilt toward her right side.

“Better. Now let’s work on defense.”

Leo slid smoothly into a guard position, his sword angled toward his trainee.

“Stay inside of your opponent’s attacks,” he instructed.

She looked confused. “Like, stay close?”

“No,” Leo replied, shaking his head. “Pretend there’s a rope that connects the center of my chest with yours. You want to stay near that rope and knock my blade out of that area. Especially when you are facing a stronger opponent. You’re not going to overpower me; your best chance is to redirect my strikes away from that imaginary rope. If I go low—” He lazily swung his sword at her legs. She yelped and quickly chopped down, snuffing his blade into the ground.

“Good. Stay near that rope.” He came at her from the side. She blocked, then angled her weapon so that he swung high over her head.

“Excellent,” he praised. “You’re catching on. You naturally get a feel for how to deflect if you protect that rope.”

“Doesn’t seem too difficult,” she commented.

Leo gave her a devious grin as he picked up the pace, gradually adding more power to his blows. Reyna grunted with every parry, her jaw clenched as she focused intently on the incoming attacks.

Before long, Reyna’s sword was jolting back and forth, its movements being dictated by Leo’s relentless assault. He swung from one side, then quickly rotated his wrists to strike from the opposite direction. Shifting his weight, he pulled back his blade and executed a swift uppercut while lunging, sending her sword flying from her grasp.

Leo paused, half-expecting a sharp retort or a frustrated outburst, but instead, she marched over to where her sword had landed and picked it up.

“Again,” she demanded, planting her feet in a ready stance.

Their swords clashed once more in the crisp alpine air as he continued with the drill. Reyna held her ground, teeth clenched, sword dancing in front of her. Her determination endured until even Leo began to tire.

But eventually, the cracks began  to show. Her movements lagged. Her breath grew heavier, shoulders rising with every inhale.

Deciding to allow her to save face, he signaled for her to stop.

She exhaled with relief. He sheathed his sword and turned toward his pack, ready to settle down for the night.

Behind him, Reyna cleared her throat.

He paused and looked back.

“I’m sorry about this afternoon,” she said, carefully pronouncing her words. “From an outsider’s perspective, I can see how one might think this mission is futile. I would only suggest to you that maybe you aren’t seeing the bigger picture.”

Leo sheathed his sword and crossed his arms in front of him. It wasn’t like she had said anything too terrible. However, he wasn’t going to give up the opportunity to prod further.  

He stood there in front of Reyna, watching her carefully, waiting for her to offer more. When the silence stretched a little too long, he leaned in. “Perhaps it would be better if the person responsible for your safety knew the ‘bigger picture?’”

Reyna narrowed her eyes at him, and he could almost see the thoughts racing through her mind. “Hmph,” she muttered, turning her gaze toward the roaring fire.

Leo opened his mouth to follow up, but the high priestess interjected.

“I suppose there’s wisdom in telling you.” She turned back to him. “You know those Pranthian soldiers that followed us up the mountain?”

Leo frowned at her question.

“I doubt they had any idea who you truly were,” she continued. Her eyes widened as she realized the implication of her words. “And I don’t mean that as an insult!”

Intrigued, he scratched his chin. “Go on.”

“I believe the Pranthian kingdom has been sabotaging efforts to summon the champion,” she stated. “At least in the last fifteen years, possibly longer.”

“Why?” Leo asked, brow furrowing. “What would they gain from that?”

“Pranthia seeks to invade Leyvaria.”

Leo let out a breathless laugh. “And they’ve been planning this invasion for fifteen years?”

Reyna huffed. “You’re not getting it. Are you familiar with the massacre of Levengard?”

Leo’s expression darkened. “Yes.”

“They had planned to break through Levengard and push on to Tavalon and Leyvaria,” Reyna explained. “However, their army suffered devastating losses at Levengard, which delayed their plans significantly, but they were never entirely abandoned. They seek control over the entire continent.”

“Maybe,” Leo conceded, “but why would Pranthia care so much about a myth—sorry, legend—surrounding a foreign deity?”

Reyna tilted her head and pursed her lips. “Not everyone shares your skepticism. Leyva’s champion could shift the balance of power in a conflict. The fact that Pranthia is concerned gives credence to our mission.”

“Or, consider this: they might be targeting you.”

She scrunched her face in confusion. “Me?”

“People like you,” Leo clarified. “Think about who would risk a journey into the Mataborg Range in hopes of summoning the champion. Only those who are worried about an impending conflict and determined to take action. The Pranthian kingdom might be attempting to quell the strongest rebellion even before it begins.”

Reyna wore an exaggerated frown, visibly taking issue with his hypothesis.

He continued. “I thought the Pranthian troop deployment on Leyvarian land was a recent development? How can you claim sabotage for fifteen years?”

“The troop deployments are part of the next stage of their strategy,” Reyna replied. “The orc raiders, on the other hand, have been an issue for many years. From what I hear, the attacks are too frequent, too organized, and in numbers far beyond what’s natural. That kind of coordination doesn’t happen on its own.”

Leo burst into laughter. “Are you suggesting the Pranthian kingdom is corralling orcs in the Mataborg Range?”

Reyna’s scowl deepened. “If you believe they wouldn’t do that, then you don’t know the Pranthian kingdom as well as you think you do.”

“I’m not questioning their lack of morality,” Leo said, his amusement fading. “I’m questioning their capability. Corralling orcs? That’s no small undertaking.”

“Perhaps you’re not aware,” she said, not bothering to rein in her snarky tone, “but orc tamers exist. Which makes Pranthian involvement not just possible, but likely.”

Leo opened his mouth to argue, then stopped. The words died in his throat. He personally knew a Pranthian mage who had studied the orc taming branch of magic.

A satisfied grin crossed Reyna’s face, displaying her pleasure at leaving him speechless. “You’ll see soon enough.”

“You seem sure that we will be running into orcs,” Leo said. “Don’t you think that would have been prudent to tell me before I agreed to this mission?”

“We didn’t hire you to be our hiking guide,” she replied. “You knew the risks. You were the one who brought up the orcs in the first place.”

Leo huffed. He would appreciate the high priestess’ intelligence a lot more if it weren’t constantly plaguing him. “Thank you for your apology,” he said before pivoting and marching off toward his bed.

“What apology?” she asked his retreating figure, though no response was given.


Chapter 8

The Ward

“Are you hiding any magical talents from me?” Leo asked Elly as they embarked on the trail the next morning.

She gave him an amused smile. “Is it really hiding if all you had to do was ask?”

“Normally I would say no,” he replied, “but with Reyna…”

“You don’t like it when others keep secrets?” Elly teased, tilting her head.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I still don’t know your real name,” she replied with a playful pout.

“I think we were talking about your magic,” Leo said, feigning a stern look.

“Eh, my magic is not as flashy as Reyna’s.”

Leo looked at her expectantly.

Elly blushed under his gaze. “I’m not too useful in a fight, but I do have some helpful tricks with liquids and potions.”

He quirked  an eyebrow. “Come on, spill it.”

“That was cheesy,” she said with a giggle. “My magic is mundane—ordinary. I heard you roasted a dozen Pranthian soldiers with fire magic.”

“You’re exaggerating,” Leo replied.

Elly shrugged. “I only know what Reyna told me.”

“Reyna said that?”

“Well, no. She said that you surprised a few sleeping soldiers and that you used fire magic. I had to fill in the blanks.”

Leo chuckled. “I still want to hear about your magic. I haven’t met many divinity mages. That’s the branch of magic I know the least about.”

“First of all,” Elly said, rolling her eyes, “we don’t call ourselves ‘divinity mages.’”

“The ones in Tavalon do,” Leo responded.

Elly snorted. “They’re dwarven monks. They have to use lofty titles to compensate for their lack of height.”

Leo chuckled. “So, you got your magic when you became a priestess?”

She nodded. “Leyva may choose to bestow a gift upon us during our Sanctification Ceremony. Then we source our mana by performing acts of devotion or worship.”

“Are the gifts sacred? I didn’t mean to pry—”

She waved the concern away. “Not nearly as sacred as your  real name, apparently. My abilities aren’t dramatic, but they’re practical. I can purify water, create antidotes for most poisons, and even make some minor healing remedies. If you have trouble sleeping, I can whip up a concoction that will put you out for an entire day.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t spiked Reyna’s food,” Leo said. “Make her sleep past your morning exercises.”

“I’ve been tempted,” Elly said with a conspiratorial glint in her eyes. She cast a quick glance toward the high priestess, who was leading the pack. “I’ve got something else cooking. You should pay attention to her today, you might see something… interesting.”

Leo studied Reyna with interest, trying to ascertain what the mischievous priestess could be referring to.

“That’s not all of it,” Elly said.

“Huh?”

“My magic,” she clarified. “My specialty is fertility potions. People travel from all corners of Leyvaria for a dose of my miracle brew. I can also do the reverse, too, and make a very effective contraceptive.”

“That’s a lot!” Leo exclaimed. “You’re selling yourself short.”

With a broad smile, she raised a finger. “There was one time I got them mixed up. Whew! That poor girl was not expecting triplets.”

Leo burst out laughing, and Elly followed with her own melody of giggles. A sharp look from Freya cut across the trail like a thrown dagger.

Elly rolled her eyes. “Be careful, Freya, you might attract a rutting troll with that scowl.”

“Elly!” Reyna interjected from farther up the path. “Your turn to lead the trodmules.”

“Leyva’s tits,” Elly cursed under her breath, to which Leo raised his eyebrows. Her eyes widened as she peered nervously at the high priestess in the front. She then turned to face Leo and lowered her voice even further to a whisper. “Don’t ever repeat that in front of Reyna.”

“Elly!”

“Coming!”

She dashed forward to take the reins from the high priestess.

Reyna shot Leo a disapproving look as she absently scratched at her chest. She slowed her pace until she fell into stride beside him.

Her silence was stifling.

“Am I not allowed to talk to your priestesses?” Leo asked, diving headfirst into the tension.

Reyna huffed. “Elly is very… friendly. I wouldn’t want you getting the wrong idea.”

“What about you? Am I allowed to talk to you?”

She arched an eyebrow, still scratching distractedly. “Sure, what do you want to talk about?”

“Why the hasty departure from Prido?” he asked. “Who were you so eager to avoid?”

Her mouth tightened into a frown. “That’s not your concern.”

Leo snorted. “I think I prefer Elly’s company.”

“Well, maybe you should try to have an actual conversation with me!” Reyna’s frown deepened as she scratched more vigorously at the reddened skin above her bosom.

Leo cocked his head to the side, studying her with growing concern. “Is everything okay?”

The high priestess managed to blush and scowl at the same time. “I’m fine.”

With a grunt, she picked up her pace and returned to the front of the group.

***

After a long day of hiking, the traveling party made camp and settled in for a modest dinner. With the fire crackling low and the sky darkening, Reyna approached Leo, two hands firmly gripping her sword. She wore a look of determination that masked her exhaustion well.

“Ready for another lesson?” she asked.

Leo stood and nodded, brushing crumbs away from his mouth.

The two moved a short distance from the others, but still in the muted light of the campfire. Stepping into a patch of even ground between mossy roots and weathered stones, they took their positions opposite each other.  

“Let’s try some basic offense,” he said. “If you aim for a gap in an enemy’s armor, a thrusting attack doesn’t require as much strength as you might think.”  

He stepped back and smoothly extended his own sword forward while pushing off his back foot. “You’re aiming for speed and precision. Use your whole body and make it fluid, but don’t open yourself up for a counterattack.”

Reyna took a steadying breath and tried to mimic him. Her stance was hesitant, and when she extended her blade, it wavered slightly.

“It’s heavier at full extension,” she muttered, adjusting her grip.

“That’s why it’s crucial to have good form,” he said. “If you can properly build momentum, the sword’s weight becomes a boon rather than a bane.”

She nodded and tried again. Her movements were awkward and hesitant at first, but with repetition and Leo’s quiet corrections, they began to flow. Thrust. Recover. Reset.

Gradually, her motions sharpened and found their rhythm. Leo continued to push her, and before long, Reyna’s breathing grew heavier, sweat tracing down her brow as her arms trembled. Fatigue crept in, and he could see her strength waning. Her performance faltered under the relentless weight of the sword.

Leo finally lowered his sword and stepped back. “That’s enough for tonight.”

Reyna sheathed her blade with a sigh. Her hand reached up and scratched at her chest as it heaved while she caught her breath.

Leo hesitated a moment, then offered her a nod. “I’m impressed with your progress.” He felt weird about complimenting her, but it was well earned.

She pursed her lips. “I don’t need your empty flattery. An orc would snap me like a twig.”

Leo grimaced, not disagreeing with her. “Next lesson, we’ll return our focus to defense. Hopefully your first fight isn’t against an orc. Speaking of which, if there are indeed orcs in these mountains, then we need to remain vigilant. I only have one sound ward left. After tonight, we will have to establish a night sentry sched—”

“I looted three from the Pranthian camp,” she interjected.

Leo just stood there for a moment. “Huh.”

“So, that should give us four nights?”

He nodded. “We’re making excellent progress, but the trail is about to get a whole lot steeper. We might make it in four days, assuming that the map is accurate.”

“The map is accurate,” she assured him, “and we can handle a bit of a slope, can you?”

Leo winked at her. “We’ll see who’s complaining first.”

Retrieving the last sound ward from his pack, Leo found a spot in the middle of camp and knelt down. As he was planting it into the earth, Elly approached silently, her gaze fixed on the intricate construction of the ward as he drove its stave into the ground. At the top of the stave sat a grotesque, bulbous head composed of wax, leather, and other materials.

“Do you make these?” Elly asked, her voice light with curiosity.

He shook his head. “No, I’m a battlemage. For these, you need someone skilled in crafting magic. Fortunately, it’s common enough that they’re not too costly.”

“How do they work?”

Leo straightened, brushing dirt from his hands before answering. “Sound wards. They carry a mana charge that creates an invisible boundary when activated. If anything larger than a rabbit crosses that threshold, the alarm chamber inside pops open and wakes everyone within range.”

Elly glanced around the campsite with fresh interest. She wandered a few steps toward the perimeter, extending her arm and waving her hand through the air as if testing for invisible barriers.

A low chuckle escaped him. “The boundary extends about forty paces out in any direction. They can be tuned differently; the farther out you set the radius, the less sensitive it becomes. Given our limited supply, I’d strongly advise against testing it. Pop this ward, and you’ve just volunteered for night  watch.”

She peered over her shoulder, a playful smile dancing across her lips. “Maybe I could convince you to stay up with me.”

“Elly,” Freya called out, “it’s time for bed.”

Elly turned just enough to display her defiance with an exaggerated tongue-thrust in Freya’s direction. The sharp ‘hmph’ that followed carried across the camp with unmistakable indignation.

“I’m telling Reyna,” Freya declared.

“What’s going on out here?” Reyna asked with a hint of irritation in her voice. “Elly! Leave him alone. We have a long few days ahead of us, and you’re going to need all the rest you can get.”

***

The five-person traveling party continued up the mountain for another couple of days without incident. Leo and Elly would occasionally sneak in a conversation, and Reyna continued her sword training at night.

By the end of the second day, they reached the base of a jagged peak, its serrated silhouette towering over them. They set up camp in a large, flat clearing.

Ahead lay a stretch of barren, unforgiving terrain—sheer rock and wind-swept ridges. The only navigable route was a narrow ledge that snaked around the mountain’s edge, barely wide enough for single-file travel. Behind them, the forest tapered off into a dense grove. The path they’d followed carved a clean line through the piney evergreens.

The air was noticeably colder, prompting everyone to bundle up in their heavy coats and sit close to the fire.

“We’ll have to leave the trodmules here,” Leo announced. “Taking them on the mountain trails ahead would just be sentencing them to death.”

Reyna pursed her lips. “Wouldn’t leaving them here yield the same result?”

Leo shook his head. “I have a stink ward I can set up that should keep most predators away. We could be back in two days; their chances are better here.”

“Maybe we could build them a little house?” Luria offered.

Elly smirked. “Great idea, Luria! But where would we get the furniture?”

Luria bit her lower lip. “Hm, I didn’t think about that.”

Leo rolled his eyes and stepped toward Reyna. “Can I get a sound ward from you?”

She nodded and retrieved one from her belongings. He set it up as the priestess retired to their tent. After scanning the campsite one last time, he settled into his bedroll and quickly drifted off to sleep.

A piercing shriek jolted him out of his slumber. He instinctively reached for his sword only to be assaulted by a leaping blonde elf. “You have to hide me,” Elly said in a dramatic whisper as she scrambled over him.

“What?” he asked, still trying to shake off his drowsiness.

Elly didn’t respond. She was too busy crawling into his bedroll.

“What are you do—”

“Shh.”

Any further questions were put on hold due to an angry Reyna bursting from her tent. “WHERE IS SHE?!”

Leo rubbed his eyes, doing his best impression of someone who was not hiding a priestess in his bedroll. “Huh?”

“Elly! I’m going to strangle you. That was the worst itching I’ve ever experienced!” With a manic expression, Reyna rampaged through the campsite, frenetically searching for her delinquent priestess.

“I know you’re still here!” she shouted into the night. “The ward hasn’t gone off.”

As if on cue, the head on the ward swelled and burst, sending a loud pop after the echoes of Reyna’s shouting.

“Aha!” the high priestess exclaimed. “You can’t run forever!” She squinted into the darkness, looking for her rogue priestess.

Leo, however, jumped out of his bedroll. He knew exactly where Elly was. He knew she didn’t set off the ward.

Unsheathing his sword, he managed to get into a defensive position just before an orc, armed and angry, smashed through the foliage with a roar.


Chapter 9

Orcs

Leo swerved to the side, narrowly dodging the massive arc of the orc’s heavy axe. “Reyna! Elly! Get the others and run!” he shouted, urgency lacing his voice.

He snuck his blade into a gap in the orc’s armor and scored a flesh wound. The beast pivoted and retaliated with a vicious swing, unfazed by the injury.

Leo cursed inwardly. Orcs were formidable foes: strong, surprisingly agile, and possessed an extremely high pain tolerance. Their only real weakness lay in their aggressive, volatile nature, which not only prevented them from working in large groups—no more than three or four—but also prevented them from forming a cohesive strategy to take down a more powerful enemy.

Leo was determined to give them a more powerful enemy.

Two more orcs burst into the campsite as Leo took a swipe at his opponent’s leg. Quickly assessing the situation, he was relieved to see a sword-wielding Reyna directing a trio of panicked elves further up the trail. It was a miracle that the whole camp had been awakened by whatever shenanigans Elly had pulled. He could fight while they made a quick escape.

Battle-hardened clarity descended on him like an old friend. Most men panicked when surrounded. Leo had learned to embrace it. The chaos of multiple opponents forced his mind to operate with mathematical precision. Three orcs meant three separate attack patterns, three different reaches, three opportunities to turn their aggression against each other.

He had survived worse odds.

Leo jutted his sword out and, with a grunt of exertion, deflected the orc’s axe away from his neck. Seizing the opportunity, he launched a fireball at the duo of beasts chasing after the priestesses. Roaring into the cold mountain air, he charged after his fiery magic. His taunting attack successfully diverted the orc’s attention, giving the priestesses ample time to flee.

The clash of metal rang out as Leo engaged the pair of sword-wielding orcs while remaining cognizant of the limping enemy coming up behind him. He nicked an orc on its shoulder beneath a crude pauldron covering, then ducked down as an axe swung over his head from behind him.

Dipping his shoulder, Leo dropped and rolled out of the fray. He popped back up and took a few steps down the hill before crossing blades with the orcs once again. He slowly retreated down the trail in the opposite direction the priestesses went, parrying the relentless attacks from the trio of enemies.

Leo scored a hit on the first orc’s other leg, sending his foe stumbling to the ground, hindering its allies. Taking advantage of the fumble, Leo launched a fireball into the chest of one of the standing orcs. To his dismay, the fire magic, which should have engulfed the beast, flashed brightly but then fizzled out.

Much to Leo’s surprise, the orcs had been equipped with pyroclastic armor. He frowned. Someone was outfitting them. He didn’t have time to consider any further implications as he blocked an incoming strike. Noticing the fallen orc struggling to get back up, Leo summoned a mirage of his blade and sent it slicing after the two assaulting him. Meanwhile, his real sword came down on the rising orc’s neck, decapitating the beast.

Leo dodged to the side as the other two enemies slashed through his phantom weapon. He pivoted back and forth to counter both of them as he continued taking steps backward. What the orcs lacked in coordination, they made up for with brute force. Leo felt his physical strength wane as the fight dragged on.

Leaping off the path, he dodged behind the tree that shuddered violently when an orc’s sword struck it. He jabbed his blade into the beast’s gut while it pulled its weapon from the trunk with a snarl. Leo saw the other orc stomp around the trunk in an effort to flank him. He placed a hand on the tree and sent a surge of magic down to its roots. A thick root popped up right where the orc was stepping. Snagging its ankle, the tree tripped the beast.

Riding a wave of adrenaline, Leo swiftly skewered the fallen orc, then spun around to block the attack aimed at his back. With only one enemy remaining, a surge of hope washed over Leo, relieving the fatigue that beleaguered his muscles. Still, he reminded himself to stay focused. One orc, while a significant improvement over facing three, could still pose a lethal threat.

Sticking close to the tree, Leo sparred with the orc. Knowing his opponent had already follied once, he was keen to see if the beast had learned anything. With an exaggerated uppercut that exposed his side, he feigned vulnerability. The enemy took the bait. The tip of the orc’s sword sliced through Leo’s coat as he jumped back, but he managed to escape without injury. His opponent’s blade, however, was once again embedded in the tree.

Leo lunged forward, capitalizing on the maneuver. Even with a sword impaled in its torso, the orc didn’t quit. It swung a fist at Leo, catching him in the jaw. They both fell to the ground—Leo dazed and the orc dead.

Shaking his head as he returned to his feet, Leo only got a short moment to catch his breath before the unmistakable clank of metal echoed through the forest. Pressing himself against a tree, he squinted toward the source of the sound. His eyes widened as no less than eight battle-ready orcs emerged from the underbrush.

A thought pierced through his panic. If there are more orcs, then the priestesses may be in danger.

Leo turned and sprinted back toward the camp, fueled by both a sense of self-preservation and a desire to protect the others. Drawing on the remnants of his adrenaline, he kept a few steps ahead of the orcs.  Bursting into the clearing, he leapt over the bedroll where he had been slumbering just moments before. The trodmules whined and tugged at the reins that were fastened to a tree. Leo was more certain than ever that the pack animals would not be able to make the return trip.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw ten more orcs flood into the campground. Skittering toward the path leading up and around the peak, he suddenly felt himself becoming very religious. If I ever needed a goddess to send a champion, it would be now—well, a few years ago would’ve been nice, too.

As dawn’s first light painted a pink hue on the horizon, Leo began his ascent. The rocky trail was narrow, with a steep, rising cliff bordering one side and a perilous drop-off that would’ve deterred most potential travelers from even attempting the climb.

Leo, however, had no time for caution. With minimal attention given to his footing, he took bounding strides up the path. He could hear the orcs clamoring behind him, telling him that he was not gaining any ground.

Spinning around and pressing his back flat against the cliff face, his arm shot out and unleashed a fireball. The good news was that the narrow trail had forced his pursuers into single file, slowing them down slightly and offering no chance to dodge his magic. The bad news was that the fireball struck the lead orc’s magic-resistant armor and petered out rather than the lethal effect Leo had been hoping for.

He cursed as it became clear that the number of orcs chasing him was increasing. Much to his detriment, Reyna’s conspiracy theory was manifesting into reality, and he knew her snooty ‘I-told-you-so’s would be insufferable if they managed to survive.

Breathing heavily, he pressed on, racing up the mountain. He had just started to wonder where the priestesses were when he caught a glimpse of them resting further up the trail.

“Move!” he shouted, his voice echoing off the rocky walls and causing a few loose stones to tumble down the trail before cascading off the edge. He raised an eyebrow and then glanced upward. With a misplaced step, his foot slipped, nearly sending him plummeting to his death. Managing to catch himself, he refocused his attention on the path ahead.

He was relieved to see the priestesses running once again. They maintained a brisk pace for a while, but then their speed began to falter. He felt his own stamina struggling to keep his legs moving, a collapse looming just around the corner. He caught up to Luria, Elly, and Freya, who were lagging behind Reyna. Elly looked up at him, fear rampant in her eyes.

Leo knew they were not going to outrun the horde of orcs that was hot on their tail. Despite his fatigue, he still had an idea inspired by his earlier shouting.

Pivoting toward the orcs, he brought his hands together. A tremor of magic soared up the cliffside. A loud snap sounded high above them, followed by a rumble as the mountain responded with a volley of its own.

Jagged rocks and bulky boulders came falling down, mostly concentrated on the area where the orcs were trekking, but Leo and the priestesses had to dodge the occasional projectile.

“Are you a bloodline mage?” Reyna asked from up ahead, her eyes locked onto him.

“Not the appropriate time to have this conversation,” Leo said as he marched toward her. “I doubt that holds them back for long. We have to keep going.”

He heard a groan come from one of the priestesses, but they all fell in line as they continued their hike. They covered a fair amount of distance before the sound of the orcs marching behind them reached their ears. Leo noticed their beastly pursuers seemed winded as well, yet they were still gaining ground.

The group came upon a patch of snow covering the trail. With extra care, they crossed it. Leo made it to the other side before weaving fire magic over the crisp snow. The white patch turned into slippery ice under the inhibited flame.

He ran ahead to the next snow drift, looking back as the priestess cautiously crossed the next obstacle. The orcs were not slowed by his icy trap, but two of their number were lost to the vast expanse below.

The orcs were getting too close for Leo’s comfort, so he sent another loud crack into the air. More stones came raining down on top of them. One just barely missed knocking Reyna off the mountain. She looked at Leo with a scowl on her face, but sobered up when she saw the orcs a few paces away. A boulder came flying down, knocking the lead orc off the trail.

Leo placed his hands on the backs of Elly and Luria and guided them quickly over the snow. Despite his protesting leg muscles, he broke into a trot, but was unable to push himself into a sprint. They came across a gap in the path, where Leo had to coach some of the girls into getting a running start and leaping across to the next ledge.

They followed the path around a bend and were presented with a heartening sight. Carved into a forested mountain ridge was the grand entrance Leo recognized from the painting in the library. A pair of pillars bore the weight of the mountainside, preventing it from swallowing the sanctum whole. In front of the entrance, an aged, but still identifiable statue of Leyva basked in the morning sun with two armored knights standing sentinel on her flanks.

With the hope of new life propelling them forward, they raced to the entrance. Unfortunately, the orcs were closing in too fast for Leo to fully appreciate the beauty of Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum.

Reaching the mountain temple’s opening, Leo did a quick scan. He saw no champions poised to rescue them, but he did spot more columns lining the inside, supporting the sanctum’s ceiling. A crazy idea struck him—one that would surely upset Reyna.

“I have to bring it down!” Leo shouted as he strode toward the nearest exterior pillar.

“You’ll trap us in!” Reyna exclaimed. Leo was surprised she seemed unconcerned about the desecration of Leyva’s holy site.

“I’ll keep them out,” he retorted, happy to see that the high priestess was already pulling the others deeper into the cavern.

With a balled-up fist, he struck the first pillar, pounding his magic into the stone. Then, he ran over and gave the other one a matching blow.

The entire sanctum began to shake. “Watch out!” he yelled, retreating from the charging orcs.

The massive entrance began to crumble as the first orcs streamed through the opening. The arch’s keystone dropped on top of an orc, followed by a deluge of rock. Another orc was crushed in the barrage, while the leading one barged into the sanctum, becoming trapped as the entrance filled with rubble.

The sanctum was shrouded in darkness, but Leo could hear the stranded orc stumbling through the space in front of him.

“Who’s there?” Luria’s timid voice asked from a distance.

Leo groaned as he heard the orc roar and stomp off in that direction. Before he could move, Reyna rushed over to him and placed her hand over his eyes, granting him night vision.

Though Leo’s muscles screamed for rest, he knew Luria was in danger. Running forward, he brought his blade down on the intruding orc. The beast growled and whirled around, bringing its oversized cleaver swinging toward his head. Leo ducked and jabbed his sword up into his opponent’s gut. The orc ignored the pain and shot its injured leg out, kicking Leo in the chest and sending him sprawling back. The beast then brought its weapon down in a wide, blind arc, which Leo easily avoided with a roll. Returning to his feet, he lashed out, scoring a fatal cut on his opponent’s neck while dodging another wild swing from the cleaver.

The clashing sounds of metal subsided, the last crash coming from the defeated orc falling to the ground. Instead of falling into silence, however, the sanctum was filled with the symphony of five sets of heaving lungs.

The priestesses and Leo sat still in the dark for a moment, trying to regain the breath that had eluded them since they fled their camp at the base of the mountain. As Leo glanced at Reyna, searching for insight on their next move, their peace was disrupted by a scratching noise coming from the rubble blocking the entrance. It was soon replaced by a pounding sound followed by more scratching.

It stopped. Leo waited in anticipation.

Suddenly, a clank echoed in the cavern, accompanied by the tip of a pick poking through the pile of rock.

The orcs were still coming.


Chapter 10

Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum

“Reyna,” Leo said with urgency in his voice, “time to ask your goddess for a favor.”

“On it,” she said. “The lanterns along the walls, see if you can light them.”

“Do we need the light?” Leo asked, not ready to give up his advantage.

“If the orcs break through,” she responded, “there’ll be light anyway. This way, my priestesses can help.”

Leo nodded and went to work. Walking briskly along the perimeter, he came across several stone sconces on the wall, lighting the lantern embedded in each one. He was amazed they were still functioning after what appeared to be decades of disuse.

Elly trailed behind him, rising to her tippy toes to examine the lanterns. He could see the same question written on her face.

“There’s iktar oil in the lanterns,” she announced loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Figure out how we can use that,” Reyna replied, nervously glancing back at the steadily growing hole at the entrance.

Light flickered through the sanctum, illuminating the features within. Murals were sculpted into the walls, depicting a benevolent goddess leading battles. Situated in the middle of the sanctum was a sizable platform, raised about shoulder height for Leo, with steps carved into the corners.

At the center of the platform lay a large, round pool, its waters mysteriously pristine, with strands of ethereal blue light flickering beneath the surface. Reyna and Freya stood at the edge, poised to initiate the summoning. Freya extended her palm toward Reyna, presenting several glassy, ruby-hued pebbles. Reyna selected one, holding it before her as she began to chant.

“In the sanctum of Leyva’s power,

the faithful hope while villains cower.

The plea for salvation has arisen,

praying for a warrior’s baptism.

Strengthened by worshipping the sword,

Leyva’s Champion is restored!”

To Leo’s amazement, the rock in her hand glowed bright red as she tossed it into the water. His eyes were peeled as the ripples traveled to the pool’s boundary and bounced.

Eventually, the urge to blink won. Nothing had happened. The only thing summoned was disappointment.

Reyna bit her lower lip and grabbed another pebble from Freya. She opened her mouth to start the chant once more, but Leo’s attention was diverted back to the entrance by a loud rumble that was accompanied by an orc bursting into the sanctum.

Leo sprang into action, ready to confront the intruder. The first orc that had burst through the entrance swung a pickaxe, arcing it menacingly toward Leo’s head. With a quick sidestep, Leo evaded the blow, retaliating with a swift strike to the orc’s side, leaving a deep gash in his wake.

Enraged, the beast lashed out with its weapon. Leo aimed for the hand grasping the handle, slicing off two fingers. The orc lost his grip on the pickaxe, sending it flying over Leo’s shoulder.

Pressing the advantage, Leo chopped at the orc’s outstretched forearm, then took a jab at its torso. His opponent faltered, giving him an opening to execute a series of slashes that ended the fight.

As the beast collapsed to the ground, Leo’s eyes were drawn to the entrance, where two more orcs were pushing their way inside, a third scrabbling through the widening gap.

Leo clenched his jaw, holding back the dread that had been accumulating in his gut. He knew the next wave of attackers would likely overwhelm him.

He heard Reyna go through her chant for a fourth and a fifth time. Any amount of optimism he had built up had deflated. No divine reinforcements would be arriving.

He stole a glance at Elly, who was spreading oil across the stairs near the platform. With the slow shake of his head, he let out a heavy, resigned sigh. Though only a couple of weeks had passed, he felt there was a genuine connection between them. “Wish I knew how to get us out of this one,” he muttered.

His voice wasn’t loud enough to be heard, but Elly looked up regardless, catching his gaze. She forced a smile and gave him a subtle nod, offering as much reassurance as she could.

That brief moment of encouragement was enough to send Leo back into the fray. He turned to face the three new orcs approaching, while observing a fourth stumbling over the rubble and into the sanctum.

Leo’s blade rang out as he sparred with the trio of foes. They were relentless, and Leo was forced to remain on the defensive. Two of his enemies wielded a heavy longsword, while the third dual-wielded a pair of curved cutlasses. His own sword whirled in every direction, countering the four-blade onslaught.

Even though he had been successful in defeating three orcs earlier, Leo quickly realized he would not be so lucky again. He winced as a cutlass snagged his shoulder, drawing blood. His movements became more sluggish as each blow from his foes sapped his strength. He deflected a blow on the right side, then swiveled to block the heavy sword flying at him from his left. The hit left him unbalanced, which allowed the next strike to knock him to the ground.

Elly’s voice pierced through the heat of battle. “Zeke! Get on the platform!”

Not sure what she had planned, but completely exhausted of other options, Leo complied. He rolled away, dodging a massive sweep from an orc’s long sword, then pushed himself back up. Running toward the raised surface, he leapt as high as he could, throwing most of his weight onto the platform’s edge. With a grunt, he twisted his body the rest of the way.

Luria stood near him with Reyna’s sword, trying to jab the orc that had followed him. She could barely lift the sword, much less do any damage, but she kept it distracted long enough for Leo to rotate his body along the floor and jab his blade into the orc’s throat. The other two orcs joined with two more and sprinted for the stairs.

“Zeke, light it up!” Elly instructed.

Leo summoned his fire magic and hit the stairs, which had been covered in iktar oil. The two orcs that had made it onto the step were engulfed in the flames that rose from the fiery trap—even pyroclastic armor couldn’t save them.

The remaining pair of orcs growled and ran across the front of the platform to the other set of steps. Leo repeated the attack, burning another orc to a crisp. They had secured a temporary victory, but the inferno on the stairs had already begun to die down. Still, it was enough for Leo to shoot a grin Elly’s way. “My real name is Leo.”

Their tender moment didn’t last long. The next wave of five orcs was already rushing toward their position.

“Get back,” Leo said, gesturing for Elly and Luria to retreat.

The two priestesses fled to the relative safety of the backside of the pool, with Luria dropping the sword near Reyna.

Two orcs split off from the group and headed for the stairs while three charged directly at Leo. Even with the high ground, it proved to be a challenge to keep his footing as they aimed to sweep his legs out from under him. He remained focused, managing to injure two orcs, but failing to notice the two enemies flanking his side. Luckily, a sharp yelp from Elly jolted his instincts back to life.

Leo swerved to the side and the two stampeding beasts collided where he had been standing. Using his weight and the last remnants of his energy, he lowered his shoulder and rammed the two off-balanced orcs, forcing them off the ledge. However, another orc had climbed onto the platform and was reeling to deliver a blow from its battle hammer.

To Leo’s surprise, Reyna appeared behind the orc, lunging forward and thrusting her sword into its back.

The strike bounced harmlessly off the enemy’s armor, but it provided enough of a diversion for Leo to sneak in a cut across its neck. Reyna jumped back as the orc continued to fight, even as it struggled for breath. The beast eventually succumbed to its injuries and fell, defeated, from the platform.

“You need to try to summon the champion,” Reyna urged, her voice rising slightly as a new wave of orcs surged toward them. Leo scouted the incoming threat while keeping an eye on the group of injured orcs regaining their footing at the base of the platform.

“I’m a bit busy here!”

“We won’t survive without the champion,” Reyna insisted. “How much longer do you think you can hold them back?”

Leo frowned, reluctant to admit the truth. “I don’t have any divinity magic. I know nothing about Leyva.”

“We’ll help you,” Reyna said, a hint of desperation creeping into her voice. “It’s our best chance.”

Leo couldn’t spare a moment to respond; instead, he lunged forward, greeting the first orc that reached the platform with the pointy end of his sword.

Reyna gripped his forearm, and the bracelet tattooed on both of their arms began to glow. “Summon the champion, and a priestess will be given to you as a wife.”

Spotting an orc without a helmet, Leo twirled his sword with his free arm and flung a fireball at its face.

A laugh almost escaped him at the absurdity of it all—his life, along with the lives of the priestesses, dangling by a few delicate threads, protected by his over-exhausted and battered body. Yet he was being entreated to perform a ritual for an unfamiliar deity while having to avoid being gifted a bride. Miss Reginald from the academy always told him he had trouble multitasking. She should see him in his current situation.

“No!” he exclaimed, frustration boiling over. “I don’t know anything about summoning or Leyva, and I don’t need a wife. Let me fight!”

An orc swung a scythe between them, forcing them to separate to dodge. Leo parried with his blade and sent his boot into the orc’s face.

“Please!” she begged. “You’re a bloodline mage. Your magic is stronger. And you’re our only hope.”

Leo could only give her a quick shake of the head before sending his sword slicing through the orc’s throat. Reyna seized the brief moment of victory and lunged at him. Falling to her knees, she retook hold of his forearm, pushing her wrist against his. The oath bracelet glowed dimly once more. “I’ll give you anything! You can have two wives—whoever you choose.”

Leo saw another orc climbing onto the platform. Gritting his teeth, he turned to deal with the nuisance clinging to his arm. “You’re crazy! I’ll fucking try it! Stop giving me wives!”

The bracelet flickered a little brighter with his statement.

Ah fuck! I messed up the wording on that. Doesn’t matter, I’m not getting out of here alive.

“I’ll hold the line!” Reyna said, gripping her reclaimed sword. “Freya will help you with the ritual.”

Leo very much wanted to see Reyna ‘hold the line’ but he had more pressing matters to attend to.  He bolted over to Freya and grabbed one of the last two red pebbles from her hand.

“Say the words, channel magic into the stone, and toss it into the pool?” Leo asked quickly.

Despite the bewildered look on Freya’s face, she managed a nod.

“In the sanctum of Leyva’s power,

the faithful hope while villains cower.

The plea for salvation has arisen,

praying for a warrior’s baptism.

Strengthened by worshipping the sword,

Leyva’s Champion is restored!”

Leo raced through the chant and let his magic flow into the stone. He chucked the glowing red pebble into the pool.

A loud cry from behind startled him. He spun around to find the sanctum filled with nearly twenty orcs. Reyna was trying to fight off two that had made it onto the platform.

Freya squeaked and scurried over to where Luria and Elly were hunkered down. An orc swung its mace, landing a solid blow to Reyna’s midsection. Despite positioning her sword to block the hit, the high priestess was sent flying backward, colliding with Leo. They both toppled into the pool with a splash. Leo surfaced in time to see an orc leaping after them with a heavy mace lifted high in the air, poised to turn him into a bloody pulp.

A flash of red light shattered his vision. He blinked, trying to reorient. He saw the orc that had been flying toward him fall into the water—in two separate pieces.


Chapter 11

Magic Red Sword

Leo hastily climbed out of the pool, not fully believing what he was seeing.

Hewing down a pair of orcs was a tall female warrior. She was powerfully built, every limb corded with muscle, her tanned skin exposed beneath the minimal coverage of her skimpy armor. Her long brunette hair was tied back in a practical ponytail, swinging synchronously with the fluid movements of her sword—her glowing sword. Despite her statuesque form, the most unique part of her was the weapon she wielded.

The sword in her hands gleamed with polished metal, but its  true brilliance came from the blazing red energy enveloping the blade, bright enough to illuminate a dark room. Leo was mesmerized by the magic writhing around the mystical weapon, marveling at how effortlessly it sliced through the hulking orcs.

The champion cleared the platform of enemies, then, without hesitation, leapt down onto the sanctum floor and chopped through the closest beast. Her movements were quick, displaying precision that only years of rigorous training could provide.

Reyna brushed past Leo, pulling him from his stupor. “Come on,” she said, barely containing her excitement even with her arms gingerly wrapped around her stomach.

“Are you okay?” Leo asked, remembering the nasty hit she had taken just moments before.

“I’ll be fine,” she replied. “The champion needs my help.”

Leo quirked an eyebrow, skeptical of the champion’s supposed need for assistance. “Do you know where I can get one of those magic red swords?”

Reyna didn’t dignify his question with a response. She simply continued walking, carefully stepping around the trail of gore left in the champion’s wake.

Leo grunted and followed, with the other three priestesses sticking close behind him.

The champion neared the pile of rubble, where an opening wide enough to fit two orcs led to the outside world. She twirled her blade, decapitating one orc and lopping off the arm of another.

Three orcs swarmed her, forcing her to take a few steps back. Her expert footwork awarded her a chance to capitalize on a graceful recovery. Using her back foot, she sprang forward and skewered the beast to her left. Pivoting on her heel, her sword whipped through the air in a glowing red arc, smashing into the torso of another enemy. She feinted right, pulling back her weapon before launching a swift attack on the orc charging at her with one arm. The beast fell almost instantly.

The champion then spun around, delivering an uppercut that obliterated the final surviving orc. Leo felt his own swordsmanship improving by just watching.

Without pause, she pressed on, stepping through the exit the orcs had carved out.

“Let’s go,” Reyna insisted, following the champion through the gap. Freya let out a giddy squeal and raced ahead.

Leo made it outside just in time to see two orcs fall victim to the champion’s magical sword. He breathed a sigh of relief before realization hit him. The orcs had been standing guard. No untamed orcs would wait outside while a battle raged nearby.

“With the champion,” Freya said with a wide grin, “we’re unstoppable.”

Luria beamed and strode confidently to the edge of the cliff. Cupping her hands around her mouth, she shouted to the world: “Leyva’s champion has returned!”

“Luria! Shhh!” Reyna chided. She turned toward Leo, and the two of them locked eyes. An unspoken understanding was confirmed between them. She strode up to him and placed two hands over his heart.

Leo felt a wave of euphoria wash over him. The fatigue in his muscles disappeared, his heart pumped faster, and renewed energy filled his entire body.

His eyes widened at the sensation. Then a scowl replaced his expression, directed at Reyna. “Leyva’s tits! Have you been holding this back the entire time?”

She scowled at his vulgarity. “I was saving it for the champion, but I don’t think she needs it.”

His blood boiled, unrelated to the magical boost she had just given him. He had some choice words to share with her once things calmed down. “Why don’t you send the champion then?” he asked, not bothering to hold back the contempt from his voice.

“You know what needs to be done,” she shot back. “And you know why. Now go!”

Leo gave her a look that informed her that she was in trouble when he got back, then began sprinting down the mountain. He was under no obligation to clean up Reyna’s mess, yet he rushed toward his objective. The opportunity awaiting him at the base of the mountain was too tempting to ignore.

He was amazed by how quickly he picked up momentum. His legs propelled him forward with strength he’d never experienced before. His veins burned as his body moved faster than thought. Temporary. Dangerous.

Luckily, the boost must have improved his coordination as well, because he managed to stay on the treacherous path, even at his breakneck speed. About halfway down the mountain, he noticed the champion in a full sprint behind him, struggling to keep up.  

Ha! I’m even giving the mythical superhuman warrior a challenge.

In what felt like no time at all, Leo found himself tearing through the last stretch of the trail, nearing the base of the mountain where their campsite awaited. He burst into the clearing and charged at the nearest figure he spotted. The orc he targeted had no chance to react before it was carved up by Leo’s blade.

Shifting his angle, Leo crashed into a second orc, but the element of surprise had been lost. Nonetheless, he had Reyna’s gift coursing through his veins.

He unleashed a flurry of attacks, swiping low at his opponent’s legs, then hacking at its neck. His blade whirled around, striking at his command. It wasn’t until his blade found its way through the orc’s heart that he finally relented.

Unsheathing his weapon from the lifeless body, he quickly examined the scene. The champion had charged in after him, dispatching two orcs of her own. With the four guards eliminated, only his true targets remained. Five human mages scampered about, trying to mount an effective defense against the sudden assault. One decided to try his luck on his own and bailed on his comrades, fleeing from the battleground.

Leo wasn’t concerned. The lone deserter would be easy pickings once he dealt with the main group. He had thought he’d spotted ten figures when he first rushed into the fray, but his arrival had been a blur, even to him. What required his immediate attention was the mage extending his hand toward Leo, preparing to send a nasty spell his way.

Suddenly, the air crackled as a sizzling bolt of red energy shot past him, colliding with the mage’s torso and blasting a gaping hole in his chest. Leo was taken aback by the blatant display of power and the brutal aftermath. Looking over at the champion, he noticed her sword’s glowing aura was missing.

Leo advanced on the trio of remaining mages. One of the mages widened his eyes when he saw Leo approaching, a flicker of recognition crossing his face. “Leo?! Oh fuck! The Shadow is Leo L—”

The sentence was cut short by a blade jabbed into the speaker’s windpipe. “Sorry Garrick,” Leo said without the least bit of sincerity. “I’m not too fond of your employer.”

The other two raised swords, though their lack of confidence was evident in the trembling of their hands.

“Ah,” Leo called out. “Only learned one school of magic? Didn’t even try to pick up the basics of physical combat? That’ll get you killed.”

They tried to track Leo’s movements, making weak attempts at countering, but utterly failed. They were dead before Leo could instruct them any further.

Leo surveyed the campsite.  Their gear lay strewn about, a chaotic jumble as though a whirlwind, or more accurately, a frenzied horde of orcs, had swept through. The priestesses’ tent was ripped to shreds. A pair of bloody tether ropes dangled from a tree, their ends trailing into a gruesome pile of mangled flesh. Looks like the priestesses won’t be relying on the trodmules anymore.

Shifting his gaze to the champion, he was struck once more by her imposing height, just enough to eclipse his own tall frame. She was watching him closely, eyes bright with keen interest, as if dissecting his every move. He scratched at an imaginary itch behind his ear, then spoke up. “Uh… Thanks for saving our asses back there.”

She remained silent, her expression unreadable.

Maybe she doesn’t understand me?

Leo pressed his palms together in his best ‘praying’ position and offered a respectful bow. The gesture earned a snort from her.

“You fight well for a human,” she said, her accent curling around each word. She beckon ed at the  fallen mages. “But they weren’t much of a challenge. They fought like they were still nibbling at their mother’s tits. There’s no glory in beating them. I could give you a real fight.”

Leo froze, hoping she wasn’t issuing a challenge. “Am I the one who summoned you?” he asked, steering the topic elsewhere.

She gave him a funny look. “Well, it wasn’t the priestesses.”

“Huh,” he said, even though he was more confused than before. “What happened to your glowing sword?”

“I ran out of power,” she said, like it was the most obvious explanation. “Why are you asking stupid questions?”

Clearly, there was something he was missing, and he wasn’t going to get it without the priestesses present. The conversation had hit a dead end.

He stood there a moment, twiddling his thumbs as the silence dragged on awkwardly. Finally, he cleared his throat.

“I’m going to go chase down the other guy. You can stay here and wait for the priestesses.”

The champion shrugged. Leo turned, shooting one last look over his shoulder before heading down the trail.  

Based on the mountainous terrain, there was only one direction the deserter could’ve gone. Leo pursued his quarry down the alpine slope, his instincts occasionally sending him veering off the trail. Aided by his uphill vantage, he spotted the fleeing mage’s distant figure further down the mountain.  The man was making a desperate dash along the trail, sacrificing caution for speed.

Leo grinned. His hunt had just become easy. Dashing down the trail, he spent most of the chase in silent pursuit, knowing he was gaining on his prey.

Oblivious to the threat bearing down on him, the deserting mage only registered the close proximity of his assailant when he saw the bloodied tip of a sword piercing his chest. One last gasp escaped his lips as he slumped to the ground.

Leo pulled his weapon free, the early afternoon sun warming his face. He’d been fighting since before dawn, a brutal, unrelenting battle that tested both his will and his skills. He survived it all, too, despite convincing himself several times throughout the day that he would not.

A frown creased his brow as he felt the uncanny sense of someone watching him. He slowed, fingers tightening around the hilt of his sword as he stepped off the trail and into the trees. Shadows wavered in the undergrowth, twisted by the late light and his heightened senses. But after several tense minutes, he found nothing.

Disgruntled, he returned to the trail and began the trek back up the hill.

The last few kills were not part of his escort contract, but he didn’t care. He’d just crippled a hidden arm of the Pranthian Kingdom’s war machine. The bloodline that specialized in orc taming was dwindling. Garrick Morfen was the only name he knew among them, though he suspected there might be others. Eliminating him removed a dangerous, highly prized asset from Pranthia’s arsenal.

Leo examined what was left of the mage the champion had obliterated. Likely a bodyguard, sent to protect Garrick. He was grateful the champion threw enough raw power into the fray to end that threat before it escalated into a proper duel.

The others who had fallen nearby were almost certainly orc tamers as well. Sourcer mages, if he had to guess. Not as elite, but still valuable.

A slow, satisfied smile curved across Leo’s face. One orc tamer was difficult to replace. Four would be a nightmare for whoever was responsible for the operation.

His reverie was interrupted by a sinking feeling in his gut. He fell to his knees as the energy drained rapidly from his body.

He blacked out before he felt his face strike the earth.


Chapter 12

Recruitment

Leo awoke to a dropping sensation, followed by the taste of dirt in his mouth.

“Luria! Be careful!”

“But he’s so heavy! And we made it back anyway—he won’t even know.”

Leo groaned, slowly opening his eyes as he came to.

Reyna, Elly, and Luria stood over him, with Luria looking at him with wide eyes and a nervous smile. “I’m going to go… find my stuff.”

He carefully sat up, scanning the campsite to gather his bearings. All of the dead bodies had been removed, but the area was still a mess. He spotted Freya handing some food to the champion, who grabbed it and shoved it into her mouth like she hadn’t eaten in years—which Leo realized was probably accurate. “What happened?” he asked.

“My gift has a side effect,” Reyna said casually. “You made it pretty far, though. It took us a while to find you.”

Leo rose to his feet. “Let’s talk about this gift of yours. Are you aware that we all nearly died at least a dozen times today? Do I need to tell you that boosting someone with supernatural power after  they fight off a horde of orcs might make them angry?”

Reyna bit her lower lip. “It worked out, didn’t it?”

Leo crossed his arms over his chest, preparing to unleash his frustrations. As he opened his mouth, a calming hand brushed his shoulder. He glanced down at Elly’s bright blue eyes, looking up at him.

“Thank you for saving my life,” she said quietly, but with conviction. She reached both arms around him, hugging him tightly.

The simmering rage in Leo’s chest dissipated. He placed his chin on top of her head and hugged her back.

Reyna cleared her throat. “I need to go talk to the champion.”

The champion . Leo had almost forgotten about the superhuman warrior who had rushed down the mountain with him.

“You haven’t talked to her yet?”

Elly gave him a playful poke. “We’ve been carrying your heavy ass up the mountain for most of the afternoon.”

“Why didn’t you ask her to do it?” he questioned, pointing at the tall, buff warrior woman. “She could probably sling me over her shoulder and carry me all the way back to Kladenburg.”

“She’s Leyva’s champion,” Reyna replied with a sense of pride. “I wouldn’t bother her with such a menial task.”

Leo rolled his eyes, but followed Reyna over to where Freya was still feeding the champion. “Thank you for saving us from the orcs,” Reyna said. “I’m sorry we summoned you into such a chaotic situation.”

The champion looked up, her cheeks bulging as she chewed her food. Everyone waited awkwardly for the warrior to swallow.

“Why are you not an elf?” Luria blurted out, not able to hold back any longer. Her outburst earned her an elbow to the side from Reyna.

“Ha!” the champion barked out, sending a few crumbs flying. “You should thank your pointy ears that I’m not an elf. Elves can’t fight for shit.”

“I apologize,” Reyna said diplomatically. “We incorrectly assumed that because you’re Leyva’s champion—”

“Leyva’s?” the woman interjected. “Nah, I don’t belong to that fucking bitch.”

Watching the jaws of all four priestesses drop simultaneously filled Leo with immense satisfaction. He let the stunned silence run its course before speaking up. “What’s your name?”

“I am called Taya.”

“Are you… human?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I find your joke distasteful, human.”

Leo cocked his head to the side and scratched his chin. He had never seen a girl with her height and muscle mass. “I’m sorry, I’ve never met someone like you.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You’ve never met an Amazonian?”

He peeked over at the priestess, weighing their expressions. The blank looks on their faces offered no help, but confirmed he wasn’t just ignorant. “I don’t think there are too many Amazonians running around. I thought they were mere legends—a fantasy for guys who’ve had too much to drink. Where are you from?”

“Helios,” she stated, then noticed his confusion. “You’ve never been to Helios?”

He shook his head. “Never even heard of it.”

A frown crossed Taya’s face. “How long have I been asleep?”

Leo once again looked over at the priestesses, hoping for a hint. Reyna stepped forward. “We don’t know an exact time,” she answered, “but it’s likely close to a thousand years.”

Taya began choking, her fist pounding her chest. “A thousand?!”

“Priestesses have tried many times in the past,” Reyna said. “No one had been successful—until today.”

“Priestesses? The summoning needed to be done by a man.”

Reyna frowned. “Why would—”

“No one has heard of Helios?”  Taya cut in, her expression tightening with concern. “None of you have ever met an Amazonian?”

She scanned their blank faces, the silence speaking louder than words.

“Fucking elves,” the warrior woman muttered to no one in particular, then stormed off. Her long legs carried her swiftly to the forest, her large form disappearing into a grove of trees.

“That could’ve gone better,” Leo commented.

Reyna shot a glare his way.

Leo ignored her, walking over to Freya. “Is there any more food? Or did Taya eat it all?”

Still recovering from the champion’s vulgar distaste for her patron goddess, Freya absentmindedly handed Leo some jerky.

“Where did you get this?” he asked, taking his first bite of the spiced meat.

“Courtesy of the orc tamers,” Reyna said. “I didn’t think they’d need their rations anymore.”

“Did those five mages really control all of those orcs?” Elly asked.

“Four,” Leo said. “I think the fifth was a battlemage. But, yeah. Orc tamers can ruin your day with the flick of a hand.”

Then Reyna’s eyes widened and she spun to face Elly. “Speaking of ruining my day, don’t think I’ve forgotten how this morning started!”

Elly flinched and took a few defensive steps in Leo’s direction.

“How childish do you have to be to think that’s funny?” Reyna angrily queried. “Spreading poison pine all over my body while I sleep?”

“It was only on your chest,” Elly countered, “and the way I see it, I saved all of us.”

Reyna put her hands on her hips. “You saved all of us? You must be suffering from a severe case of exhaustion.”

“Everyone was awake when the orcs attacked,” Elly said proudly. “Who knows what might have happened if we weren’t? There’s no need to thank me—I would gladly do it again.”

Reyna clenched her fists and then turned to Leo. “Maybe she’ll listen to you. Tell her that her actions were irresponsible and possibly put us in more  danger.”

With a smug smile, Leo facetiously used Reyna’s own line against her. “It worked out, didn’t it?”

The tips of Reyna’s ears turned red as her frown deepened, but before she could get her retort out, Luria interjected. “Wait, the poison pine was supposed to save us? Why didn’t I get any?”

Reyna froze, staring incredulously at Luria. A stifled giggle could be heard coming from Elly. After a moment, Reyna’s shoulders sagged as her fatigue killed the fight. With a yawn, she turned and began setting up her bedroll.

The priestesses made a weak effort to put their camp back together before collapsing in their bedrolls, exhausted from their day of being chased up the mountain. Taya silently returned to camp after sundown.

“You can use my bedroll,” Leo offered while trying to piece together a makeshift bed for himself from the tattered remains of the tent.

Taya cocked her head to the side, watching him work. “The elves—are they your wives?”

Leo chuckled. “No.” Then he sobered up, suddenly remembering Reyna’s modification to their oath bracelet. He glanced over at the four forms fast asleep on the ground. “They’re priestesses; I’m a mercenary. They hired me.”

Taya gave a nonchalant shrug. “You’re a strong warrior. I would expect you to have a large harem.”

Leo opened his mouth, searching for a retort, but her casual assumption left him momentarily speechless.

“When were you thinking about recharging me?” Taya asked.

Leo rubbed his chin. “What?”

“Recharging me,” she repeated, as though the phrase was perfectly ordinary. “When do you intend to do that?”

A crease formed between his brows. “Wait, is that something the priestesses need to do? Because I have no idea how to ‘recharge’ you.”

The champion huffed, her tone sharpening with impatience. “Don’t play coy with me, human. I understand the nature of our relationship, but I will not debase myself.”

Leo blinked, completely lost. “Yeah… Still have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Taya’s eyes flared with irritation. Her lips thinned into a tight line, and she crossed her arms. “I will not play your games,” she said coldly. With a sharp flick of her hand, she turned on her heel and strode off.

“I have to set up a sound ward,” Leo called half-heartedly after her with no success.

Luckily, she returned not too much later, though still silently, but visibly brooding. She begrudgingly snatched the bedroll he had set out for her.

Before long, the night’s drama faded into the background, giving way to a chorus of steady, unbothered snores.

***

The sun had climbed fully above the horizon before the first signs of movement stirred the camp.

Leo scrambled up to his feet when he saw Reyna rise, hoping to catch her for a word. However,  she immediately began prodding her priestesses into action. The women grumbled as they cycled through their morning exercises, their muscles stiff from the punishing day before.

Even so, Leo noticed Reyna was going easy on them—her sharp eye tempered by a rare mercy.

As they were wrapping up, Leo approached her. “We need to talk.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “What about?”

“We need to talk privately,” Leo clarified.

“Just tell me.”

Leo let out a frustrated sigh. “I want to talk about the wives you so carelessly offered me in the heat of battle.”

“Wives?” Taya questioned, joining the conversation.

“I had to promise him two wives for him to complete the summoning,” Reyna replied.

Taya’s jaw dropped, but then her expression quickly morphed into amusement. “I knew you were a pervert!” she exclaimed. “Trying to act all innocent last night. You weren’t fooling me.”

Reyna put her hands on her hips, shooting him an accusatory glare. “What did you do last night?”

“Whoa!” Leo shouted. “First, I did not want the wives. The high priestess here barters her elves out like they’re biscuit rations. Second, nothing happened last night. Taya brought up ‘recharging,’ and I have no fuckin’ clue what she’s referring to.”

Taya let out a hearty laugh. “He must think I’m as stupid as an elf after drinking dwarven rum. Can you believe he tried to convince me he doesn’t know how to recharge me?”

Reyna’s brows knit together as her gaze flicked between Leo and Taya. “Forgive my ignorance, I must admit that I’m not familiar with this recharging process either.”

“Surely you must know. Why else would you bring a man to summon me?”

Reyna glanced at Freya, then back at the champion. “Why would we need a man?”

Taya scrutinized the faces surrounding her, which had grown to include all the priestesses, searching for signs of mockery. “No wonder it took you a thousand years to summon me. You really don’t know?”

Several members of the group shook their heads, their uncertainty plain.

“I’m not going to be the one to explain it,” Taya said, waving her hand dismissively.

“Please,” Reyna implored. “It would be best if we had all the information.”

Taya’s frown deepened. “Fine. But I’m starting from the beginning—so you all appreciate what a twisted wretch your precious goddess truly is.”

Freya opened her mouth to argue, but Reyna wisely held a finger up to stop her.

“A war had erupted between Helios and Leyvaria. The elves had refused to allow our trade caravans to pass through their territory. We sent them anyway, guarding them with our warriors. The elves attacked, sparking outrage in Helios. Our army stormed across the mountain range, laying waste to every elven town they came across. The elves were clearly outmatched, but they had a goddess on their side. Leyva blocked the mountain pass, then offered the trapped army a path home. The one condition? We had to sacrifice a warrior to Leyva’s machinations. Hopefully you’re smart enough to guess who got chosen?”

“That’s not how the records tell it,” Reyna said with a skeptical frown.

Taya’s gaze turned razor-sharp. “Written by elves, I assume? Who watched their cheating goddess steal them a victory?”

No answer.

“That’s not even the worst of it,” Taya continued. “Leyva offered me a gift—to become the first Amazonian to wield magical power. Like a fool, I jumped at the opportunity, not realizing the extent of Leyva’s perverted mind.”

She turned to Leo with a glare sharp enough to cut stone.

“The magic she gave me?” Her voice was tight. “It comes with a cost.”

Leo had been listening along, putting the pieces together. “Is it something sexual?” he asked, almost afraid of the answer.

Taya nodded. “I can only recharge my magic by orally pleasuring your phallus and swallowing your seed.”

Leo fought to keep his expression neutral, but the priestesses reacted as if someone had unleashed a brood of starving goblins into the royal banquet hall.

Elly was smirking, her eyes fixed on Reyna, who looked moments away from scowling her face into permanent disfigurement. Freya’s eyes had gone wide with shock and appeared to be on the verge of fainting. Luria, on the other hand, scratched her head.

“What’s a phallus?” she asked.

Leo wasn’t keen on explaining terms to Luria or on having the general conversation in front of the group, yet he knew they needed a minimum viable solution. “You don’t need  the magic to survive, right?”

“No,” the champion replied. “But…”

Her stance shifted—the first crack in the champion’s confident, battle-hardened armor. She fidgeted, gaze darting away, unable to meet his eyes.

“What is it?” he pressed gently.

Taya looked back at the looming mountain peak. “Nothing compares to it. The magic… the rush of it. Slicing through orcs like withered reeds. Dominating the battlefield. Becoming a force no one could stand against. You don’t understand—where I come from, that’s the dream. Every girl grows up wanting to feel that kind of power. To become a living legend.”

She exhaled. “No, I don’t need  the magic, but… I’m conflicted.”

“We don’t have to make any decisions now,” Leo reassured her. “I’m not even sure I’d be comfortable with the ‘recharging’ process. This whole situation seems fucked up.”

Reyna took a firm step forward. “Zeke, can I talk to you privately?”

Leo snorted. “I gave you that option at the beginning.”

She ignored him, gesturing for him to follow. With a resigned sigh, Leo peeled away from the group and went after her.

Once they were out of earshot, Reyna turned, her voice measured. “We’re in a delicate situation. We need to move forward carefully—together. As a team.”

He let out a short, humorless laugh. “You suddenly want to be a team, huh? This wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with the impending Pranthian invasion, would it?”

There was a flicker—Reyna’s eyes widened into a brief startle—but Leo had to admit, she recovered impressively fast.

“So, you’ve figured it out,” she said, smoothing her expression into something smug, as though her shock had never existed.

“I didn’t think it was much of a secret,” Leo replied. “We did summon a champion to ‘save’ Leyvaria.”

“So you understand why we need to take a sensitive approach?”

Leo stared at her, incredulous. “Reyna, did you listen to anything she said? She’s more likely to side with the enemy than with you.”

She pursed her lips. “I need your help. I’m putting you in charge of the champion.”

He scoffed. “I’m escorting you to Kladenburg. That’s it. You’ve already made this whole situation a mess by changing the terms of our deal. I still can’t believe you panicked—”

He paused mid-thought, realization hitting him like an orc’s mace. His brow furrowed.

“You knew exactly what you were doing, didn’t you?” he said slowly. “You weren’t overwhelmed back in the sanctum; you were taking advantage of our predicament! You’re trying to recruit me long-term by tying me down with elven wives.”

Reyna didn’t answer. She just stared at him, silent and steady, her blue eyes locking with his. For a long, unsettling moment, it felt like she was searching his soul.

“Why did you chase down those orc tamers?” she finally asked.

Leo was taken aback. Fuck, she’s clever.  “Why does that matter?”

“You know why it matters,” she said, not backing down. “You’ve done your job; earned more than enough wealth. You could just walk away. Or… you can be the reason the Pranthian kingdom falls.”

Her intensity weighed on him, even after she strode off to rejoin the group.

“Figure out what we can carry,” he heard Reyna instruct her priestesses. “We’re heading out.”


Chapter 13

A Friendly Spar

The traveling party, short two trodmules but boosted by a newly summoned champion, broke camp in the hazy light of mid-morning. They hiked for several hours through rolling terrain before they crested  a low ridge and spotted the remnants of a campsite tucked in a shallow dell below.

The tents stood upright, taut and well-pitched. Cooking gear had been scrubbed and stacked. A bundle of dry firewood had been gathered into a pile next to a fire pit.

Though Leo had sent the orc tamers to the Wailing Abyss, their belongings remained with unsettling order.

Leo’s gaze drifted past the last tent, drawn by an inexplicable sense of unease. His eyes settled on something just beyond the camp’s perimeter—a faint glint of metal bars, partially concealed between two trees. A sinking suspicion coiled in his gut.

He moved toward it, silent and slow, each step heavy with a sense of trespass. Branches scraped against his arms as he pushed through. The trees narrowed around him. The light dimmed. Behind the green hush of leaves, the shape resolved—a cage.

He didn’t want to look.

But he couldn’t stop.

Inside were bodies. Three elves. Dead. Mutilated. Their limbs were twisted unnaturally, faces frozen in expressions of pain that didn’t fade with time. The sight chilled him to the core. He stared, numb to the coppery smell of blood.

“What did you find?” Reyna’s voice broke through the stillness, sharp with concern.

“Stay there,” he answered, his voice lagging behind his thoughts. “Don’t come over here.”

He was far too detached to realize she was already approaching.

“Zeke, what—”

Her breath hitched as her eyes landed on the cage over his. “No…”

Leo turned to her slowly, his face grim.

“What is this?” she whispered. “Who would do such a thing?”

“The tamers,” Leo said. “I didn’t know for sure, but this must be how mages source the mana for orc taming. Probably murdered them to maximize their power. If they had killed us and captured your priestesses, this may have been their fate.”

A heavy silence settled between them. Even the natural sounds of the forest yielded to the horror before them.

Finally, Reyna exhaled. “I want to give them an elven burial,” she said. “I can handle it—you should rest.”

Leo grunted. “No, I’ll help. And maybe Taya can lend a hand, too.”

Reyna nodded, then quietly moved to scout out three suitable sites beneath nearby trees. Leo found Taya and explained the grim task; she agreed with a solemn nod. They found a pair of shovels and headed back to the cage.

The others looked up as they passed, confusion and unease in their eyes. Reyna strode back into camp and gathered her priestesses.

Armed with their scavenged shovels, Leo and Taya followed the path back to the cage. When it came into view, Taya stopped cold.

She stared.

“You call them Pranthians, right? They did this?”

Leo’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

“Hm.”

It took another moment before Taya broke from her trance. “Where do we dig?”

Before Leo could answer, Reyna’s voice rose behind them. “I’ll show you.”

With shovel  in hand, she led the way between the trees, pointing out the three burial spots.

The three of them began to dig.

Leo’s spot proved to be stubborn. Roots crisscrossed the soil like veins, thick and gnarled. Sweat gathered along his brow as he hacked through the fibrous tangle. Every strike of the shovel felt like an act of penance.

The earth finally gave way, allowing him to carve out the final shape of the grave.

Looking up, he spotted Taya helping Reyna finish the hole.

After catching her breath, Reyna set her shovel down and approached the cage. “It’s not even locked.”

Leo frowned. “You don’t need a lock if your prisoners aren’t capable of running.”

He stepped forward, and together, they lifted the frail bodies from the cage, moving them with care and reverence to their final resting places.

Reyna left the scene, reappearing moments later with the other three priestesses. Freya brought a pot of ashes, Luria held a bundle of cloth, and Elly carried a cluster of seeds.

Taking the cloth from Luria, Reyna moved from grave to grave, covering each body in silence. Then she beckoned Freya forward.

Freya stepped forward. Reaching into the clay pot, she gathered a clump of ash in a pinch. With care, she released it over the first grave. The fine dust spiraled downward, catching on the breeze before settling like grey snow across the cloth-shrouded form.

Reyna knelt beside the grave, extending her arms out wide. She bowed her head, and her voice rose—quiet, steady, and clear.

“Ashes carry the weight of what was. The remains of old memories, the smoke of sorrow.”

She looked to Elly, who stepped forward to drop seeds into the hole.

“Seeds carry the promise of what will be,” Reyna continued. “The birth of new memories, the sprouts of life.”

Reyna moved to the other two graves and repeated the rites. When she finished, she stood tall, bowed her head, and clasped her hands together.

“May Leyva guide you through the Wailing Abyss,” she said. “May you find peace beyond pain.”

The priestesses bowed their heads in turn. No more words passed between them. One by one, they lifted their shovels and began to fill the graves, the soft thud of earth the only sound between them.

When the last mound was shaped and smoothed, they stood together for a final moment, then turned and made their way back to camp. The decision to remain at the camp for the night hung unspoken in the air.

Dinner was a quiet affair. Elly didn’t laugh. Freya didn’t scowl. Reyna didn’t lecture. They ate and went to bed. Sleep came slowly—but when it came, it was deep and still.

***

The following morning carried a gentler air, as if the forest itself sought to ease the weight of the night before. Sunlight filtered through the canopy, offering a soft warmth. The priestesses were up early, already working through their exercise routine.

After a modest breakfast, they made one final sweep through the abandoned camp. An extra bedroll was salvaged, along with enough rations to stretch their supplies a few days further.

Freya caught Elly sneaking thick magic theory books into her pack.

Reyna, meanwhile, was busy rummaging through a tent. “I don’t get it,” she said. “All this stuff, and not a single trodmule in sight.”

Leo gave a dry chuckle as he finished packing his bag. “When you’ve got an orc horde at your command, beasts of burden start to feel redundant.”

“I wish we could bring the tent,” she commented. “I already know I’m going to miss it.”

“I could carry the tent,” Taya chimed in.

Reyna looked at the tall warrior woman with a surprised, but pleasant smile. “Thank—”

“If…” Taya interrupted, pointing a finger squarely at Leo, “he beats me in a fight.”

Leo blinked. “Wait, what? Why do you want to fight me?”

Reyna, ever the opportunist, clapped her hands with delight. “A friendly spar sounds perfect.”

Leo threw his hands up in the air. “I fought off more than my fair share of orcs just a couple of days ago. A friendly spar  is the last thing I want to do.”

“Nah,” Reyna said in an unnaturally buoyant voice, “this will be easy compared to that.”

“I don’t want to fight,” Leo said, turning to Taya. “Why do you want to fight?”

Taya shrugged. “I find joy in making warrior men cry.”

It took Leo a moment to realize the Amazonian was not being humorous.

“The champion wants to spar,” Reyna said, filling the silence. “So you are now her sparring partner.”

Leo shot an icy glare her way.

“Just use magic,” Reyna said, quieting her voice. “It’s not like you need to source mana.”  

Leo ignored her not-so-subtle implication. “I try not to rely on magic. And that’s not really ‘sparring.’”

Reyna’s hand waved dismissively. “She’s pretty good with a sword. I would use magic.”

“Can I count on your boost?” Leo asked.

“Nope. I need at least a week to recharge my divinity magic. I’ll have Elly start on a healing salve, though.”

Leo’s confidence deflated. “You’re not getting your tent then.” He turned before the high priestess could reply. “When do you want to do this?”

Taya answered by drawing her sword.

Leo sighed. “Of course.”

The priestesses backed away to the fringes of the campsite, escaping the cyclone of tension swirling in the middle.

Leo let out an exaggerated groan and unsheathed his weapon. The antsy Taya granted him no further reprieve. With a nerve-shattering battle cry, she launched herself at him.

Metal shrieked as Taya’s blade met Leo’s, the clash echoing against the mountains. The force of the blow drove him back two steps, heels digging furrows in the dirt. She didn’t pause. Her next strike came fast and low, angling for his knee with brutal precision.

He twisted away just in time, the edge of her sword grazing the fabric of his trousers. She was fast. Faster than her size should allow.

Leo barely brought his blade up in time to block a downward arc that rattled his bones. Sparks jumped from the edge where their weapons collided. He shoved her back, but it was like pushing a boulder. Taya didn’t yield.

Taya caught the flicker of discouragement in his eyes and grinned. “Fighting an Amazonian is different, isn’t it?”

Leo didn’t answer. Instead, he used her moment of gloating. He pivoted and went on the offensive. A series of quick, controlled strikes—high, mid, then low—testing her guard. Taya parried each one with frustrating ease, her expression mockingly casual.

Watching from the sidelines, the priestesses let out a cheer, unaware that his offensive was being systematically dismantled.

Leo lunged, trying to slip past Taya’s guard. She caught his blade on hers and twisted, disarming him in a clean, practiced motion. His sword clattered to the ground.

Without missing a beat, Leo dove after it, rolled, and came up in a fluid motion, sword back in hand. Dust clung to his clothes, sweat to his brow—but he was still standing.

Taya gave him an approving nod. “Impressive.” Then her onslaught continued.

The Amazonian closed the distance in a blink, her blade a blur of silver fury. Leo parried on instinct, her strength rattling down his arm with every impact. She didn’t just fight; she overwhelmed . Every strike was part of a rhythm he couldn’t quite predict.

He wasn’t going to win. Unless… he stole a brief glance over at Reyna, who was staring at him expectantly.

Leo ducked, narrowly avoiding a sweep that would’ve knocked him flat. He took another step back before casting a plume of fire in front of him. The flames singed his opponent’s skin, sending her flailing to the ground with a yelp.

He leapt forward, not waiting for the Amazonian to recover. With a well-placed strike, her sword bounced to the side. He dove on top of her, locking her limbs in a desperate attempt to pin her down.

“You little fucker!” Taya roared, bucking beneath him with feral strength. “Think you can cheat with your magic? I’ll teach you!”

She writhed violently, her muscles coiling with raw power as she thrashed beneath him like a wyvern caught in a hunter’s net. Leo clenched his jaw, straining to hold her as she fought off defeat with unrestrained fury.

Leo winced as her knee slammed into his side, a jolt of pain blooming across his ribs. He gritted his teeth, adjusting his grip, forcing her arm down while keeping his weight centered.

“How long do I have to hold you before you concede?” he asked between ragged breaths.

To Leo’s great concern, Taya burst out laughing. “You think I’m going to concede? The elves have made you soft.”

Before she could rally another escape attempt, Reyna’s voice rang out. “It looks like Leo has won this round! We have a lot of walking ahead of us—it wouldn’t be wise to burn too much energy.”

Leo jumped at the opportunity and released his volatile captive. They both rose to their feet, Taya glowering at him the entire time. Leo was certain she was still deciding if the round was truly over. A low growl escaped her lips before she spun on her heel and picked up her sword.

“You may have caught me off guard with your cheap tricks,” she said, spitting the words out like venom, “but I’ll be ready next time. You’ll be paying dearly for your magical stunt. And don’t you dare say you won. I was about to rip your arm off before your little priestess saved you.”

Leo swallowed hard, believing every word she said.

“Here,” Elly said, approaching the Amazonian with a small vial. “Drink this.”

Leo glanced at Taya, his gaze sweeping over the blistered burns left by his fire magic. The injuries looked brutal—raw, angry patches of scorched skin marring her arms and shoulders. She didn’t complain, but the tension in her jaw betrayed the pain simmering beneath her silence.

With visible reluctance, Taya took the healing elixir and downed it in a single gulp.

They finished breaking down the camp without further incident. At one point, Leo caught Taya packing up a tent while leveling a death glare in his direction.

By early afternoon, they were back on the trail, pushing forward to make the most of the remaining daylight.

“Glad to see you’re still in one piece,” Elly said, coming up from behind him.

Leo chortled. “Reyna was fully prepared to trade a few of my limbs for that tent.”

“I’m sure I’ll enjoy the tent,” Elly said, “but I like your arms, too. Glad you’re keeping them.”

He flashed her a playful smile, flexing slightly. “Oh? What exactly do you like about my arms?”

She blushed, then recovered quickly with a smirk. “They used to be the most muscular in the group. You’ve got competition now.”

“Uh oh,” Leo said teasingly. “Does my favorite little priestess have eyes for someone else?”

“If it makes you jealous? I could pretend.”

“I’ll just have to work harder to win you back,” he replied. “I’ve got a couple of weeks. Do you like my chances?”

Elly’s smile faltered for just a moment. Something gentler, more vulnerable, flickered behind her eyes. “I’m just hoping you stick around.”

Leo studied her change in mood as silence befell their banter. “I hope so too,” he finally said.

The conversation faded, but her words lingered. He let them churn in his mind as the trail unwound ahead. Quickening his pace, he caught up with Reyna. “Do your priestesses know about the rebellion you’re brewing?”

Reyna gave him a sidelong glance, lips pursed. “Subtle. You really have a gift for delicate conversation.”

“I’m better in a fight,” he replied with a shrug. “Can’t say that I’m overly impressed with your social skills.”

“They know,” Reyna said evenly, brushing past his jab. “I trust Freya the most, but her loyalty is to Leyva’s will, not to a war against the Pranthians. Elly’s here because we need her—she can purify water and cook almost anything.”

Leo nodded slowly, then latched onto her omission. “And Luria? I can’t imagine you’d trust her with something this dangerous.”

Reyna hesitated. A flicker of unease cracked her composure, just long enough for Leo to see it.

“Why Luria?” he asked again.

The high priestess sighed. “Luria has a special skill.”

“Which is?”

Reyna’s lips tightened into a frown. “She’s a truthseer.”

“Why… Oh. You’ve been using her to check if I’m lying.”

“Not every time,” Reyna said quickly. “We also used her magic on the champion. Her story was… difficult to believe. Especially the recharging part.”

“I don’t necessarily approve of it, but I would be a hypocrite to throw a fit over it.”

Reyna scoffed. “Good thing I don’t need your approval.”

“Always fun to chat,” Leo said, before dropping back, leaving Reyna to lead the group alone.

The high priestess glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes lingered on him for a moment, her mouth parting as if to speak, but the moment slipped away before she could find the words.

Their trek continued for another few hours before they stopped to make camp. After a quick setup and meal, Leo fell asleep before any more drama could ensue.


Chapter 14

Taya

Leo awoke the next morning to the priestesses doing their exercises. With a groggy stretch, he shuffled over to the fire pit and set about boiling water.

Taya approached silently, arms folded as she watched him clumsily try to balance the pot over the flames. Then, in a quieter voice than usual, she spoke. “I’m sorry for yesterday. I can get... a bit competitive in certain situations.”

Leo took a seat by the fire and cast a half-smile at her. “I appreciate the apology. Though, for the record, I’ll still be fearing for my life the next time we spar.”

Taya dropped beside him with a grin. “You wouldn’t want me to go easy on you, would you?”

Leo let out a nervous chuckle. “Uh, I mean... a little ease wouldn’t kill you. Me, on the other hand…”

“Afraid you’ve met your match?”

“I know you’re better,” Leo replied. “That’s the only reason I agreed to spar. I want to learn from you.”

Taya blinked, surprised. “You could’ve just asked. I’d teach you.”

Leo stared at her, deadpan. “I could’ve just asked? Miss I-Find-Joy-In-Making-Warrior-Men-Cry.”

“It’s not my fault you’re easily intimidated,” she said.

Leo opened his mouth to retort, but stopped when he saw the teasing smile tugging at her lips. He exhaled, letting the humor roll off his shoulders. “I’m interested,” he said, then quickly added, “in you training me, that is. I’ve only gotten serious about swordsmanship in the last seven years.”

Taya tilted her head, intrigued. “Really?”

“Yeah. I was raised as a mage. I had to pick up the sword out of necessity.”

“You’re a bloodline mage, aren’t you?”

Leo froze, then turned and gave her a slow nod. “Yeah. Amazonians had bloodline mages, too?”

Taya shook her head. “No. They were highly desired as breeding stock, though.”

Leo’s jaw dropped at the casual nature of her admission.

“Bloodline mages were a big deal, even a thousand years ago,” she continued. “They were nobles. Some were treated like gods.” The warrior woman leaned in closer. “Which makes me curious—why is someone like you working as a mercenary? And for elves no less? Maybe the world’s changed a lot while I slept, but judging by the bitchy elf’s reactions? I doubt it. You’re hiding something.”

He hesitated, his finger playing in the dirt in front of him. “It’s... a long story.”

She shrugged. “That’s fine. I’d prefer to fight instead.”

“You mean teach me?” he asked, a hopeful lift in his voice.

“Sure,” she said, unsheathing her sword. “We can call it that.”

“Whoa!” Leo held up his hands. “I want to be able to walk today. Let’s at least wait until we make camp tonight. I’ll give you your fight then.”

With a disappointed grunt, Taya inserted her weapon back into its sheath.

Before long, the group was back on the trail, continuing their descent down the mountain. Progress was steady but slow. The priestesses, burdened by heavy packs and salvaged supplies, requested frequent breaks. Each pause dragged at their momentum, but no one complained—not out loud.

Finally, they stopped to set up camp. Taya’s restless gaze kept flicking toward Leo, her expression hinting she hadn’t forgotten their upcoming duel. Upon finishing his dinner, Leo sighed and pushed to his feet.

They stepped into the open space just beyond the priestesses’ new tent. Leo had barely drawn his blade before Taya lunged at him.

The sword vibrated violently as Leo parried Taya’s first strike. His hands were still numb from the impact when he deflected the second. He was forced to take a step back to block the third.

Their fight had begun directly after dinner. Leo had hoped for a casual warm-up, but he should’ve known better. Taya sent another jab that nearly sliced through his earlobe.

The next blow came low, aiming for his ribs. Leo twisted, redirecting her blade with the flat of his own. His arms burned, his stance already starting to unravel beneath the relentless pace she set.

“You call this going easy?” he said, staggering back a step as Taya’s blade hammered against his guard.

Taya laughed. “I never said I was going to go easy, just that I’d teach you.”

He feinted left, then rolled under her responding swing. Dirt kicked up around them as he came up on her flank and delivered a swift strike toward her side.

She blocked it easily, but her eyes lit with approval.

“Good,” she said. “I guess you’re learning.”

He didn’t have time to feel proud. She spun in a tight circle and brought her sword around in a sweeping arc that Leo barely ducked beneath. Her momentum carried her past him, and for a split second, he had an opening. He lunged forward—and found the tip of her blade resting gently against his throat.

They stood like that, panting. Leo blinked sweat from his eyes and met her gaze.

Taya lowered her sword. “Eh, I take it back. Again.”

What followed was an hour of pure punishment. Taya didn’t hold back. Every misstep, every lazy parry, every bad stance—she corrected it all with firm steel and biting remarks. More than once, Leo was tempted to fall back on magic, but he gritted his teeth and stuck with the blade.

On the edge of the clearing, Reyna sat atop a log, wearing an amused smirk. With the tent wager in the past, Leo noticed she was more than content to watch him get thrown around.

Eventually, Taya decided to end Leo’s torment. With aching muscles, he dragged himself back toward camp. He collapsed into the soft folds of his bedroll. Sleep came mercifully fast.

***

Their travels the next day passed without incident. By early evening, they reached a rocky ledge that offered a sweeping view of a lush, green valley below. Deciding to make camp there for the night, the priestesses set to work preparing dinner, leaving Leo with time to talk with Taya.

He found her perched on a sun-warmed stone at the edge of the overlook. She looked pensive, her arms resting on her knees, gaze fixed on the endless expanse of green stretching below them.

Leo cleared his throat gently as he stepped closer. “Find what you’re looking for?”

Taya didn’t turn around. “Just thinking.”

“I suppose that’s better than trying to take my head off with your sword.”

She snorted, finally peeking over at him. “Glad to see you’re not avoiding me after last night’s beatdown.”

He shrugged. “You looked peaceful just sitting out here. I figured it was safe.”

Taya turned fully toward him, mock offense written across her face. “You take that back! Never tell an Amazonian she looks ‘peaceful.’ I might start calling you cute.”

“You can call me whatever you want,” he said. “The priestesses already think I’m a degenerate heathen. ‘Cute’ would be a step up.”

“Degenerate heathen, huh? With this group, I doubt that title was difficult to earn.”

Leo chuckled. “You can join the club, too. But I earned it first.”

He rubbed his chin. “Although… I can’t be too critical of their goddess. We did  summon you right when we needed you.”

“Glad my enslavement worked out in your favor,” Taya said.

Leo sobered up immediately at her statement. Then he realized she was completely unfazed, still wearing a nonchalant smile.

“You just say whatever is on your mind, don’t you?”

Taya tilted her head to the side. “Do you not?”

“I could ask you anything,” he said, “you’d probably tell me.”

She looked up at the sky, tapping her chin. “Probably.”

“Hmm,” Leo said, leaning in slightly. “How did you get selected to be the sacrifice to Leyva?”

“That one’s easy,” she replied. “I earned it.”

Leo blinked. “What?”

“Amazonian culture can be strange to outsiders. It wasn’t viewed as a sacrifice. It was seen as an opportunity to show the enemy our strength. We held a tournament, with each unit putting forth its best fighter. We fought off until a champion was crowned.”

“You beat out the best Amazonian fighters?”

Taya nodded, a hint of pride brightening up her expression. “I did.”

Leo exhaled. “That’s... honestly a relief.”

She tilted her head. “Relief?”

“Well,” he said, “you kicked my ass last night. I’d hate to think all Amazonians fight like you.”

A grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “When I’m done with you, you won’t need to worry about other Amazonians.”

Leo gulped. If Taya was trying to be reassuring, he didn’t feel it. He glanced over his shoulder at the priestesses, ensuring they were still busy.

“How do you feel about helping the priestesses out?” he asked. “Saving Leyvaria?”

Taya scrunched up her face. “ Feel ? I don’t want to talk about feelings.”

He chuckled. “So I did find something you don’t want to talk about. That’s alright with me, I don’t like talking about feelings either.”

She gave him a playful shove. “You’re supposed to press harder. Say you’re here to listen to all my emotional jibber-jabber.”

“Do I have to?”

“We could spar again instead.”

Leo’s smirk vanished. “I’m here to listen to all your emotional jibber-jabber.”

Taya crossed her arms and feigned a disappointed glare. “Hmph. You picked the boring option.”

“The priestesses are scared out of their minds,” Leo said. “They think you’ve got a score to settle with their goddess.”

Taya snorted. “If I ever get my hands on that skank, I have a few ideas of what I might do.”

A nervous laugh escaped his lips.

Her smile faded as her gaze drifted. “But honestly? Part of me is terrified. I keep thinking that the moment I slip up, Leyva will show up and put me back to sleep. This is the first time in a thousand years I’m breathing fresh air. I’m not about to throw that away just to curse the name of some petty goddess.”

“What was it like? Were you... aware that whole time?”

She shook her head. “No. I was gone. Asleep, completely. Like a light had been switched off.” Her gaze drifted to the horizon. “I only remember being pulled back into consciousness when you summoned me. I could feel the weight of time—like the whole world had turned over while I slept. Like history moved on without me.”

She paused, then offered a distant smile.

“It reminds me of the drudgen fever I caught once. I thought it was nothing. My pride kept me on my feet—I trained hard all day, even as my body begged for rest. When I finally made it home, I collapsed. I thought I’d slept through the night. But when I opened my eyes, it wasn’t morning. It was the afternoon… of the next  day. It felt strange to skip a whole day.”

Her expression darkened with thought. “This time, it wasn’t a day I lost. It was a thousand years .”

She turned her eyes to the forested valley below, watching the treetops sway in the wind.

“You haven’t lost any time,” Leo said. “Just your place in it.”

She looked at him, the wind catching strands of her brunette hair.

“Either you’ll fade away as a relic of the past,” he continued, “or you’ll become a living legend and shape the next thousand years of history. From what I’ve seen so far, I think it’ll be the latter.”

Her eyes remained locked with his. For a moment, neither needed to speak.

Then she stood, breaking the stillness with a wry smile. “That’s enough sentimental nonsense for one day. Let’s fight.”

“Great,” Leo deadpanned. “Our conversation has filled me with a false confidence that you’re not about to try and maim me.”

Taya smirked, freeing her sword from its sheath. “I’ve been hauling a tent around for a snotty bunch of Leyva’s priestesses. You have a long way to go before my grudge is settled with you—even if you are cute.”

A preemptive groan escaped Leo’s lips.

“And don’t even think about using magic,” she added, casually inspecting the edge of her blade. “Unless you want to recharge me and see how that goes.”

Leo felt a chill crawl up his spine. The way she said it—half threat, half invitation—left him uncertain whether she wanted to pummel him, seduce him, or both.


Chapter 15

The Messenger

Gerald Prantham sat alone in the strategy chamber, a sanctuary of stone and silence tucked deep within the heart of the royal keep. The back of the tall throne, carved from dark oak and adorned with the Pranthian crest, remained untouched behind him. Instead, Gerald hunched forward, elbows braced on the war table, his full attention fixed on the parchment before him.

As the king of Pranthia, his future was laid out in front of him, waiting for him to claim it.

With a slow, steady motion, he traced the mapped topography of the border, meticulously noting the narrow valleys, river crossings, and shifts in elevation. He paused occasionally to mark faint notations, his quill poised like a blade.

A knock shattered the stillness.

“I am not to be disturbed!” Gerald barked, his voice echoing off the stone walls.

The door creaked open anyway. Braving the king’s wrath, a young officer stepped inside. “My liege, forgive the intrusion, but I bring urgent news from the Mataborg Range.”

Gerald slammed both palms onto the table as he rose to his full height. “Nothing from that remote edge of my future kingdom could possibly be urgent. I highly doubt whatever you’re about to tell me justifies interrupting my planning.”

The messenger gulped. “We’ve received a report that the orc tamers have been slain.”

Gerald frowned. “Which one?”

“All… all of them, my liege,” he stammered.

A deathly silence hung in the room as Gerald contemplated the information. “How credible is the report?”

“One survivor from a patrol has returned. He claims to have witnessed it. Shall I bring him in?”

“Yes,” Gerald said, his voice now cool and focused. “Bring him to me. And send for Sir Hannovan immediately.”

“At once, my liege.” The officer bowed and retreated, leaving Gerald to ponder the recent intelligence.

Moments later, the officer-turned-messenger returned with Sir Hannovan close behind. A third man entered just after—a lean, wiry soldier with travel-worn eyes and a posture that faltered the moment he saw the king.

“My liege,” the messenger announced, “Sir Hannovan, as requested—and this is Oren Fayewith, the patrol survivor.”

Gerald examined the man. “Oren, is it?”

“Yes, my liege,” he said, voice tight with nerves.

“Come,” Gerald ordered, “have a seat.”

Sir Hannovan, his military advisor, was more than familiar with the inside of the strategy chamber. He strolled over and took his usual seat without a word.

Oren sat a few seats down from Gerald, clearly doing his best not to squirm. “You were in the Mataborg Range?” Gerald inquired.

“Just two weeks ago.”

Gerald raised an eyebrow. “You’ve come a long way.”

“I came with haste, my liege.”

“What were you doing out there?”

“I was stationed in Kladenburg,” Oren replied, “under the orders of Commander Bulvar.”

“Commander Bulvar…” Gerald turned to Hannovan. “The name sounds familiar.”

“Kristov Bulvar directs our special operations in Leyvaria,” Sir Hannovan replied. “He’s here in Gallin for a few days. You spoke with him yesterday.”

“Ah, yes. Is he still in the royal keep?”

Sir Hannovan nodded.

Gerald turned to the officer waiting at the door. “Go get him.”

The officer bowed his head and then made his exit.

“Continue your report while we wait for Commander Bulvar to join us,” Gerald ordered.

Oren leaned forward slightly. “Rumors were spreading in Kladenburg—something about a group of priestesses traveling north. That alone wouldn’t have raised eyebrows, but they were said to be escorted by a man.”

Gerald arched a brow.

“No one could confirm who he was,” Oren continued, “but the whispers started… people wondering if it could be  him . The Shadow.”

Gerald tapped his finger on the table, then glanced over at Sir Hannovan. “Is the Shadow still giving us trouble?”

Sir Hannovan cocked his head to the side, an ambiguous grunt escaping his lips. “His name shows up in reports here and there. He kidnapped a noble’s daughter a few months ago. He remains the second-highest bounty in the kingdom. I’d be surprised, however, to find him escorting a group of priestesses in the middle of nowhere.”

“That’s what we thought too,” Oren said quickly. “My captain laughed it off. We all did. But…” His expression darkened.

Gerald’s eyes bore into the man, the pressure drawing more words out of him.

“We were wrong,” Oren said.

“Did you find the Shadow?”

Oren hesitated, biting his lower lip. “More like… he found us. We had been tracking his party for a few days, following their journey deeper into the mountain range. We had set up camp, and I was returning from my nightly scouting run when I heard our sound ward go off.”

The door opened, admitting a balding man in a lavish uniform trimmed with gold braid.  Three polished medals gleamed against the crisp, meticulously pressed fabric stretched across his chest.

“Commander Bulvar?” Gerald asked.

“Yes, my liege.”

“Take a seat,” Gerald said, pointing to a chair directly across from the soldier reciting his tale.

Bulvar obeyed quickly, casting a curious glance at the younger soldier.

“Please continue,” the king said.

“At first, I thought someone had tripped the ward by mistake. But when I got back to camp…” Oren’s voice faltered. “It was a massacre. I saw him—the Shadow—chase Victor down. Everyone else was already dead. All of them. We were eleven strong. Then suddenly it was just me. I regret to admit it, but I was terrified. I slipped away, circled wide, and started back toward Kladenburg. That’s when I ran into Garrick’s group.”

The king turned to Commander Bulvar. “Were you aware of any of this?”

The commander rubbed his chin in contemplation. “No, sire. I heard we were missing a patrol, but their fate was uncertain.”

Gerald’s eyes narrowed. “And the orc tamers? Have you heard anything about them?”

Commander Bulvar frowned. “Nothing notable. Has something happened?”

Gerald didn’t answer. Instead, he shifted his attention back to Oren, who swallowed hard before continuing.

“Garrick ordered the orc horde to follow the group up the mountain. They were travelling fast, leading us to a remote peak. The orcs ambushed them, but they escaped further up the mountain.”

“Further up the mountain?” Gerald questioned.

Oren nodded. “There was a path—if you could call it that—leading around the peak. The orcs chased after them while we stayed at the base.”

Gerald held a hand up, pausing the tale. “What’s in those mountains?” he asked Commander Bulvar.

The commander opened his mouth to respond, then hesitated. His eyes drifted to Sir Hannovan. “Everything I know about those mountains,” Bulvar admitted, “comes from Sir Hannovan. I believe he’s more qualified to answer your question.”

The king glanced over at his advisor.

Sir Hannovan cleared his throat. “The elves have an old legend regarding a champion—a warrior of divine power that can be summoned in a time of need. Unfortunately for them, this legend requires them to travel to a holy site nestled deep in the Mataborg Range. Every once in a while, a group of priestesses will make the journey to attempt the ritual. We’ve ‘interfered’ with some of the more recent attempts, mainly so they don’t stumble upon our orc operations. But these voyages have been going on long before we set foot in those peaks—there’s never been a champion.”

The fear in Oren’s eyes sent a chill down Gerald’s spine. “Was the champion summoned?” he asked, each word weighted with anticipation.

Oren’s eyes darted nervously around the table. “There was… someone else who came back down the mountain with the Shadow. I thought it might’ve been a priestess, but I didn’t get a clear look.”

“What do you mean ‘came back down?’” Commander Bulvar asked with a concerned frown. “I thought you said the orcs chased them up?”

“The Shadow,” Oren stated solemnly, then took a deep breath. “I saw the Shadow come flying down the mountain, his blade still wet with orc blood. I’ve never seen anything like it. Fast. Ferocious.”

Oren shuddered as he relived the memory. “I knew we didn’t stand a chance. I fled while I could. He sliced through the orc tamers. The last one tried to run, but the Shadow hunted him down. I watched from the cover of the forest. One strike. That’s all it took.”

Commander Bulvar shot to his feet, disbelief etched across his face. “Are you saying all four tamers are dead?!”

“Commander,” Gerald said coolly, “sit down.”

Bulvar clenched his jaw, then dipped his head and returned to his seat. “Apologies, my liege. This will be a significant hindrance to our operations.”

“I’m well aware,” Gerald replied. He turned back to Oren. “Anything else to report, soldier?”

“No, my liege. I returned to Pranthia as fast as I could.”

“Have you spoken with a royal recorder yet?”

“Not yet.”

Gerald nodded toward the door. “The officer at the door will escort you. We’ll need a fresh description of the Shadow—every detail you can remember.”

The soldier remained stuck to his chair.

“You are dismissed,” Gerald said with patience he did not feel.

Oren jolted into action, rising from his seat and scurrying to the door.

Three men remained in the room. Gerald stared up at the arched ceiling while the other two waited for his reaction.

“He mentioned our orc tamers as if they were common knowledge,” Gerald commented while shooting a questioning glance at the commander.

“If he went out on patrol into the Matabrog Range,” Bulvar responded, “he was likely briefed beforehand. The majority of our troops in Leyvaria are simply instructed to avoid engaging with the orcs—nothing more.”

The king tapped his chin. “It would be catastrophic if the truth behind those raiders ever reached elven ears.”

“I understand, my liege. I hold my men to strict standards. Discipline remains a cornerstone of—”

“Did you not just hear your soldier casually admit to deserting his post?” Gerald interrupted, his voice cool and sharp. “Twice.”

Bulvar’s cheeks flushed. “I will ensure proper punishment is levied.”

Gerald looked at Sir Hannovan, a silent communication passing between them. “Sir Hannovan will handle Oren,” the king said, his voice heavy with implication.

Bulvar stiffened and nodded, avoiding the advisor’s gaze. “Yes, my liege.”

“I trust you are capable of cleaning up the mess?”

“Yes, my liege. I head back to Prido tomorrow. The ten fallen soldiers will be remembered as heroes in Leyvaria. I will push for King Trivon to hold a parade, honoring their sacrifice in protecting the borders against the orcs.”

A slow smile tugged at the corners of Gerald’s mouth. “Propaganda masquerading as a funeral. Ironic… and genius. Well played, commander.”

“Thank you, my liege.”

“How is progress on the Royal Jewel initiative?”

“On schedule,” the commander answered proudly. “The team will be ready to be deployed in a few weeks.”

“Move it up. Get them established in Prido this week.”

Bulvar’s expression betrayed only a hint of tension. “Yes, my liege.”

“And Commander Bulvar,” Gerald said, his authority heavy in his tone, “I want to hit Kladenburg with an orc attack.”

Bulvar hesitated, nervously wetting his lips with his tongue. “My liege, if the tamers are truly lost, then I’m afraid that ends our orc operations in the north. The only remaining orc tamer in the kingdom is still undergoing training at the academy.”

Gerald’s eyes narrowed, his gaze freezing the commander in his seat. The air around the table constricted, a symptom of the king’s stygian magic. “Listen carefully. There will be an orc attack. I don’t care what the orcs look like, as long as King Trivon receives a report that orcs attacked Kladenburg. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my liege. Consider it done.”

The king leaned back, his expression unreadable. “You are dismissed.”

Commander Bulvar hastily exited the chamber, the heavy door thudding shut behind him.

A low chuckle slipped from Sir Hannovan. “A battle-hardened commander and you could make him shit his pants.”

Gerald let out a breathless laugh. “I would hardly consider Commander Bulvar battle-hardened.”

“He was part of the first wave to hit Levengard. One of the few survivors.”

The king raised an eyebrow at the revelation but didn’t ponder it further. There were more pressing matters to attend to.

“Assessment?” he queried his advisor.

Sir Hannovan folded his hands atop the war table, his voice as steady as ever. “I still consider the rise of the Fallen Lord to be the greater threat to our long-term plans. The Shadow, however, has proven to be more than an annoyance. I’ll inform Commander Bulvar that the Reaper Squad is to have his full support in their quest to eliminate the Shadow.”

“Should we be worried about ‘Leyva’s champion?’”

Hannovan’s scoff was subtle but audible. “Oren came face-to-face—well, almost—with someone who has become a legend among the lower ranks. And he survived. Most simple-minded grunts in his position can’t help but embellish the details.”

Sir Hannovan leaned forward, his tone turning analytical. “The more plausible scenario is that Garrick overestimated his strength. Having eighty orcs at your command will do that to you. I suspect they relied on brute force rather than finesse.”

“You think they were outmaneuvered?”

“All it would take is for the Shadow to slip behind their lines and take out the tamers. No easy feat, but doable. Without handlers, the orcs turn on each other. Chaos follows. Then suddenly there are rumors running around that the Shadow has defeated an entire horde of orcs—or that a summoned champion has descended from the heavens and painted the entire mountain ridge in blood.”

“You believe the champion to be mere myth?”

Hannovan exhaled, slow and deliberate. “I believe that one frightened soldier’s report—no matter how vivid—doesn’t warrant panic. They’ve failed to summon the champion in the past. I don’t know what would make this group more special. But,” he added with a faint shrug, “I’d be a fool to rule out the possibility entirely.”

Silence settled over the chamber. Gerald’s gaze lingered on the map, but his thoughts were elsewhere.

“Oren needs to be silenced,” he said, delivering the order without emotion.

Sir Hannovan gave a grim nod. “I’ll see to it.”


Chapter 16

Good Wife

The traveling party set up camp roughly  a week’s journey from Kladenburg. The hike had been uneventful since leaving the sanctum, though slower than expected. Without the trodmules, every day had demanded more from them. Their pace had slackened, forced by earlier stops and more frequent foraging. Fatigue lingered in their steps, but they pressed on, eager to return to civilization.

Leo had spent most of this journey talking with Elly, and occasionally with Taya, who wasn’t much for conversation but made up for it with blunt honesty. Once he had gotten past the nightly bruises, he had noticed his swordsmanship began to improve—a direct result of Amazonian ‘love’ delivered at the edge of a blade.

Once the priestesses’ tent had been erected, Reyna called a group meeting, indicating to everyone to form a circle around the campfire.

“We should discuss a plan of action when we return to civilization,” she began. “First, the matter of the oath bracelet. Upon reaching Kladenburg, Zeke’s vow will be fulfilled. I have promised him two wives of his choosing. If there are no suitable candidates here, then we’ll visit other temples in Leyvaria until he finds a suitable choice.”

Reyna had avoided eye contact with Leo throughout her spiel.

“I have a request,” she continued, turning at last to face him. “Given how...  closely  you’ll be working with the champion, I’d like to offer myself as one of your wives. It is with unshakable faith that Leyva allows me to make such a request. She knows that my devotion is absolute, and this is a sacrifice I will gladly make.”

“You’re so brave,” Freya praised, looking at the high priestess with misty eyes.

Leo decided to douse the burning zealotry. “And what would make you a good wife?”

Reyna looked like she had been slapped across the face. “I... I have many talents. My divinity magic is strong, and I’m an experienced leader.”

“You don’t have to defend yourself to this heathen,” Freya said, supporting her leader. “If he can’t see—”

“I asked what makes you a good wife,” Leo cut in smoothly, “not a good high priestess.”

Reyna’s cheeks flushed red. “Do you enjoy humiliating me?”

Leo wisely chose not to answer. Instead, he turned to the other priestesses. “I’m not forcing anyone into a marriage. Is there anyone who wants to do it?”

Reyna cleared her throat, regaining her composure. “All the priestesses here are dedicated to Leyva, no one is going to volun—”

“I’ll do it!” Elly blurted out, raising her hand like a schoolgirl. “Pick me!”

Leo smirked. She’d timed that interruption perfectly, and they both knew it.

“I pick  Elly. She’ll be a good wife.” He couldn’t stop himself from adding the last part.

“And what exactly makes Elly a good wife?” Reyna said, her voice rising with her temper.

“Better connection,” Leo replied with maddening calm.

“Connection?”

“I know his real name,” Elly added victoriously. “He told me.”

“What is it?” Reyan demanded.

“I wouldn’t want to betray my husband’s trust,” Elly said, savoring the word husband  like honey on her tongue. “He’ll tell you when he’s ready.”

Reyna stomped a foot into the ground. “He’s not your husband yet! You’re still a priestess!”

“That should fulfill the oath bracelet, correct?” Leo interjected before the camp descended into chaos.

Reyna blinked, caught off guard. “Yes. Well, maybe when we return to Kladenburg and perform the ceremony.”

Leo frowned. That was exactly what he’d feared hearing. “What’s next?”

“There’s a temple in Kladenburg,” Reyna continued. “We’ll perform the ceremony there, then head back to Prido. There, our party will split. Taya, Elly, myself, and Z… the mercenary will head to the palace to request an audience with the king. Freya will assume the role of high priestess and take over my duties at the Lower Prido Temple. Luria will assist her.”  

Reyna scanned the five-person audience. “Any questions?”

“Why are you calling me ‘the mercenary?’” Leo asked, his tone flat.

Reyna shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t know your name.”

Elly stifled a giggle.

Taya let out a loud yawn. “Why are we seeing the pointy-ears king?”

“The mercenary will explain.”

Leo groaned inwardly at Reyna’s deflection.

“Everyone get ready for bed,” the high priestess ordered. “We have another day of hiking tomorrow.”

She ended the meeting abruptly, disappearing into the tent that had been carried down the mountain on Taya’s back.

Leo was grateful that Taya didn’t pursue her question any further as he sought out his bedroll. Weariness plagued him, and not just from the day’s travels. He felt his future being thrown into shambles, and he wasn’t sure what pieces he’d be able to pick up.

***

The six adventurers resumed their trek toward Kladenburg the next morning.

Elly walked beside Leo, a radiant smile lighting up her face. “What colors should we wear?”

“Huh?”

“For our wedding,” she clarified, “what colors should we wear?”

Leo raised an eyebrow and gave a nod to his pack. “I don’t have any extra clothes. I think our color choice is going to be… limited.”

“I bet we could borrow some,” she responded cheerily.

“You think elves are going to let a human merc borrow their clothes? Their formal  clothes?”

Elly let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. What colors would you  want  to wear?

“Uh… I would probably defer to you.”

“Nope,” she replied. “That’s not an answer.”

Leo chuckled and thought back to the formal wear he had owned in a previous life. “Okay, how about black with a splash of maroon?”

Elly initially scrunched her face, but then quickly corrected her expression. “Hmmm,” she said, tapping her chin. “I bet you’d look good in blue and gold.”

Leo smirked. “Those are actually the colors that first came to my mind!”

She poked him playfully. “You’d think a mercenary with a bounty on his head would be better at lying.”

“Maybe you’re just good at reading me.”

She folded her arms, a satisfied look settling on her face. “That’s probably true. So, have you ever been to a Leyvarian wedding?”

“Yes,” he replied.

She gave him a skeptical look. “Really?”

“Yes,” he repeated. “A client invited me. Not long ago, actually.”

“A Leyvarian client invited their mercenary  to a wedding?!”

Leo shrugged. “The client’s daughter had been abducted by some asshole Pranthian noble a week before she was to be married to her betrothed. I… retrieved her. The wedding was a few days late, but the ceremony was delightful.”

Elly stared at him for a moment. “You’re the one who rescued Aeva Glayde?!”

“Guilty,” Leo responded. “Are you going to turn me in?

“Turn you into a proper Leyvarian groom?” she asked. “I’ll try my best. What do you remember about the Nyra’selien Embrace?”

He chewed his lip. “You should refresh my memory.”

Elly took full advantage of her captive audience, spending the better part of the morning filling Leo in on the intricacies of traditional Leyvarian weddings. She only stopped when they took a break for lunch.

“Have I tortured you enough?” she asked with a proud smile.

Leo took a long swig of water to wash down the dry biscuit in his mouth. “Is that the best you got?”

The mischievous glint that flashed in Elly’s eyes made Leo immediately regret his words.

“Hey, Reyna!” she called over her shoulder. “Quick question—what are we supposed to do about the wedding night? I suggested taking turns, but our husband insists he wants both of us there at the same time.”

Leo choked on his water.

From nearby, Freya let out a sharp, scandalized squeak.

Reyna didn’t even look up from her meal. Her tone was calm, but cold enough to send a chill down Leo’s spine. “You tell our ‘husband’ that if he wants to survive his wedding night, he’d better rethink his request.”

Elly smirked, leaning in toward Leo. “Honestly, that was a lot milder than I expected. Maybe she’s not entirely  opposed to the idea.”

Leo shook his head, fighting back a smile. He caught the slight twitch of Reyna’s ears as she strolled past, pretending not to listen, and wisely held his tongue.

They hit the trail again, but it was Taya who sidled up to him. “Do you want to learn about Amazonian weddings?”

Leo looked at her with panic in his eyes.

A hearty laugh burst from her mouth. “I’m just messing with you,” she said once she calmed herself down. “We don’t have weddings, we have breeders.” She gave him an obvious once-over, not even trying to be subtle. “I bet you’d be a very busy man in Helios.”

Leo wasn’t quite sure what to do with that conversation. Luckily, Taya had another topic to cover.

“So, what’s the deal with you and the elves?” she asked.

“The elves?”

“Yeah. Who’s in charge? The bossy elf gives out more orders than a battle-hardened matriarch. But they clearly need you. I can’t figure out if you’re too stupid to notice or if you just don’t care.”

Leo let out a heavy sigh. “They don’t need  me.”

“They went through all this effort to summon me, and I’m sticking with you, so they need you.”

Her candid loyalty caught him off guard. For a moment, he felt touched—until he remembered he was the one who had summoned her. Maybe her allegiance wasn’t the heartfelt admission he first thought, just the result of binding magic.

“How do you feel about being tied to me?” he asked.

“Annoyed,” she answered bluntly. “I want my powers back, but you’d rather keep it in your pants.”

Before he could muster a response, she repeated her earlier question. “What’s the deal with the elves?”

“Reyna’s trying to mount a doomed resistance against an incoming Pranthian invasion,” Leo explained. “I’ve seen you fight. If you’re willing to throw your sword in, it could make things interesting.”

“What about you?” she asked.

Leo let out a heavy exhale. “I’m in.”

“How much is she paying you?”

Leo hesitated, to which Taya raised an eyebrow. “Really?!” she exclaimed. “They’re pretty, but not that  pretty.”

“It’s not that,” he replied. “The Pranthians… I have a history with them. Reyna’s offering the chance to strike back. She’s competent; her wit and dedication have gotten her this far. I’m curious to see what happens when we get back.”

“Hm.”

“What?”

“You hide your honor well,” she remarked. “So, that’s why you put up with her.”

Leo grunted. “She certainly… has her moments.”

“You’ll be married to her soon enough,” Taya said with an amused grin.

“I don’t know about that,” he replied.

“What do you mean?”

“Reyna’s obligation was to provide me with two wives,” Leo said. “There’s no obligation for me to accept them. I like Elly a lot, but I’m not sure I could marry Reyna.”

The smile on Taya’s face slowly widened. “Can I please be there when you break that news to her?”

“She’ll probably be relieved,” Leo said.

Taya shrugged. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”

***

As evening neared, the traveling party approached a clearing in which they could hear rushing water nearby.

“That sounds like a bath to me!” Elly said enthusiastically.

Luria cupped her ear with her hand. “Really? It sounds like a river to me.”

“We will be making camp here,” Reyna announced as if the decision hadn’t already been made.

Packs fell to the ground as sighs of relief rose to the sky. After a short break, they quickly set up camp. Elly made a stew from a rabbit that Leo and Taya had hunted, and dinner was served.

“I’m going to go clean up in the river,” Elly announced as she spooned her last bite into her mouth. She winked at Leo. “You can come if you want.”

“Elly!” Reyna exclaimed. “You are still a priestess of Leyva.”

“And Leyva has given me a very special calling, has she not?”

With a scowl and the flick of her hand, Reyna dismissed the troublesome priestess. Then, finishing her own meal, she rose and approached Leo.

Leo braced for a lecture on appropriate bathing behaviour.

“Would you mind if we continued training my swordsmanship?” she asked.

Leo raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t mind, but Taya is better with the sword. You’d probably learn more from her.”

Reyna peered warily over at the champion. “I don’t think she’s particularly fond of elves.”

He snorted. “She’ll warm up to you—eventually. Though you might want to ensure she’s in a good mood before you spar.”

She cleared her throat. “I… have grown accustomed to your teaching style. I’d prefer it if you continued my training.”

Leo rubbed his chin, trying to figure out her angle. “Do you want to practice right now?”

She nodded, then retrieved her sword from her belongings and returned with a smile.

“I’m surprised you carried that all this way,” he said.

She ran a hand along the blade, inspecting it. “At least it’s not a tent.”

Leo let out a breathless laugh. “It’s been a while. Let’s review the basics.”

He spent the first half of the session drilling her on form and fundamentals, making sure she hadn’t forgotten what he’d already taught. Once satisfied, they transitioned into sparring.

Elly returned to camp to the sound of clashing swords, her hair damp and clinging to her shoulders. She made a beeline for the fire, rubbing her arms against the chill.

As the training session wound down, Leo handed Reyna a nod of approval before heading off for his own rinse in the river. The water was refreshing, but cold enough to promise a shiver the moment he stepped out. Still, he welcomed the chance to wash away the sweat and dust of the road.

He rose from the water and shook the excess off. A breeze came through and sent him scrambling for his clothes. Once dressed, he took his first steps back toward. He ran into Taya, who was leaning against a tree suspiciously close to the river.

“What are you doing here?” Leo asked, taking a look over his shoulder at the spot where he had been bathing a moment before.

“Just scouting,” Taya said nonchalantly.

“I thought you were more of the type to get up close and personal,” he said with a smirk.

“I didn’t want to scare off my prey,” she replied. “I’ll strike when the time is right.”

Leo shuddered, slightly terrified. But no matter how unconventional her flirting was, he couldn’t deny the bulge forming in his trousers. “Be careful,” he said. “Your prey might surprise you.”

A fire of desire burned behind the warrior woman’s eyes. “One can certainly hope.”

As tempting as it was to drag Taya further into the woods, Leo reined himself in. The camp was just up the hill, and he had no desire to raise the suspicions of priestesses. He also yearned for the warmth of the campfire.

His instincts served him well. The moment he stepped back into camp, Reyna spotted him, gave a curt nod, and headed toward the river for her turn to wash.

Leo thawed near the campfire, then sought out his bedroll on the fringes of camp. He was about to pick it up and move it closer to the center when Elly approached him with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I’ve been thinking…”

“If this is about another prank on Reyna,” he said, “I’m not sure that’s a great idea.”

“No, nothing like that,” she said, waving the thought away. “You’ve been giving Reyna lessons. I think it’s my turn now.”

Leo gave her a funny look. “You want to learn to fight?”

“Nope,” she said with a cheeky grin. “I want different lessons. You see, I’m getting married, and I want to be a good wife. I want to know how to be the perfect lover for my future husband.”


Chapter 17

Teacher

Leo’s jaw dropped, much to Elly’s delight.

“You don’t want to wait until… uh… we’re official?” he asked, his words completely void of conviction.

“I want to be ready for our wedding night, which means I have to start learning now. Any objections?”

Leo shook his head emphatically.

Elly glanced over her shoulder. “Let’s get in your bedroll.”

“Here?!” he questioned, even as he dropped to a knee and opened his bedroll.

She nodded enthusiastically. “Reyna’s bathing and the others… Well, I’m sure we could talk our way out of it.”

Leo wasn’t so sure, but he kept that to himself.

Elly slipped into the bedroll, and he followed closely after. It was a tight fit, but ironically, not the first time they had been in that position.  Hopefully, no orcs interrupt us this time.

Given their close proximity, Leo could feel Elly’s sex appeal as well as he could see it.

Her blonde hair framed her angelic face. A sweet smile filled him with more warmth than the campfire ever could. The instinct to protect her flared strong and pure, even as other, less noble instincts awakened below.

Her generous breasts pressed against him, and their legs intertwined.

She placed her hand on his chest. “Leo?”

“Yes?”

She looked at him with puppy-dog eyes. “As confident as I may seem, I have no idea where to start, so you’ll have to take the lead. I trust you.”

Leo gently cupped her cheek and initiated their first kiss. Elly melted into him, accepting his lead as their mouths moved together in a slow, passionate rhythm. Without breaking contact, he slid a hand behind her head, drawing her even closer.

Elly kissed like she’d been starving for it—like she’d been waiting far too long.

Quiet mews and moans filled Leo’s ear as their bodies began to move together, a slow, sensual grind. Leo’s hands roamed Elly’s body, her hips, and her waist. She arched into his touch as he continued to explore.

Leo’s touch was soft and deliberate, very unlike the hand that suddenly reached down and grabbed his dick.

Elly pulled back from their kiss. “I love kissing you, but you’re supposed to be teaching me.”

“I know what I’m going to teach you,” he said. “I’m going to teach you what happens to pretty elves that crawl into my bedroll.”

He went for the kill, his lips pressing fiercely against her neck as his hand grasped her ass, pulling her close and molding her against him. Elly responded instinctively, a shiver of pleasure running through her as he lavished her skin with a relentless series of kisses, his lips leaving a fiery trail from the nape of her neck down to her collar.

His hand snaked around her hip and slipped between her legs. An audible gasp escaped her lips when his fingers reached her honeypot. With her underwear pushed to the side, he stroked her clit. She writhed against his touch, grinding against him and filling his ear with mewls of pleasure.

He quickened his rhythm, not granting her any reprieve. She was hot, needy, and completely under his control.

“Leo,” she gasped. “I’m going to—”

“Cum for me. Cum hard,” he commanded, even as his thumb flicked her clit, sending her over the edge. Elly shook in his arms, her moans  music to his ears. Her thighs trembled, her clit pulsed, and she exploded with pleasure.

He clamped his free hand over her mouth, trying to muffle the sounds of her intense orgasm. Her eyes closed, and a sweet smile spread across her lips. She looked happy, satisfied, and utterly beautiful.

She shuddered, then her eyes flew open.

“Hey!” she exclaimed quietly. “I’m trying to be a good lover for you.”

Leo smirked. “Seeing you go off like that is exactly what I wanted tonight.”

With a determined expression, Elly shook her head. “Nuh uh, I’m not letting you get away with this.”

She sidled lower, pulling down his trousers. His cock sprang out, welcomed by a smiling priestess. She wet her lips with her tongue as she stared at it. Her fingers began idly tracing around his girth.

“And I thought you liked me for my personality,” Leo teased.

Her blue eyes looked back up at him. “I love our little chats,” she said, “but right now, dear husband, I need something else from you. Will you please teach me how to please your manhood?”

Leo was certain he didn’t need to teach her anything. She may not have had any experience, but she had him twitching the moment her hand wrapped around his shaft. He was, however, more than willing to fill the instructor role.

“You want to learn how to suck my cock?” he asked, brushing his hand through her hair.

She nodded eagerly, her hand leisurely stroking him.

“Start at the head,” he said. “Lips, tongue, spit—use it all.”

She complied immediately, her lips wrapping around him and her tongue caressing his underside. A moan escaped his lips, which only energized her efforts more.

“Yes, just like that.”

She maintained eye contact as she swirled her tongue around him.

“You’re such a good wife,” he said. “Take it deeper, show me how much you crave it.”

Elly hummed happily as she sucked more of his cock into her mouth. Requiring no guidance from him, she bobbed up and down, keeping her lips tight. She popped his cock out of her mouth, but only so she could lick it from base to tip, ending with a kiss to the head.

“I like it when you praise me,” she said. “Are you pleased with my efforts?”

Leo smiled. “Your mouth is driving me wild. I am one lucky man.”

She beamed at him, making his heart skip a beat. Then she dove back onto his cock, sucking him in like her life depended on it. The warmth of her mouth and her enthusiastic motions left him clenching his bedroll.

Leo couldn’t stop his hips from thrusting gently into her mouth, though he was careful not to overwhelm her.

“That’s it,” he said. “I love seeing how much of me you can take. You keep this up—I’m going to lose control.”

Her response was wordless: just a grunt as she quickened her pace. Leo ran his fingers through her hair, encouraging her with soft moans of approval. Her tongue worked diligently within the confines of her mouth, licking the sensitive skin under his shaft while she sucked him greedily.

“I’m going to cum soon,” he warned.

Elly grabbed his hips with both of her hands and pushed deeper, swallowing more of his length. Her cheeks hollowed as she increased her suction. He threw his head back, breath catching as the elven priestess pushed him closer to the edge.

Leo held nothing back as he came hard, pumping his seed into her mouth. Just when he was about to fall into post-orgasmic bliss, however, he spotted someone walking in his periphery.

“Elly,” he whispered urgently. “Reyna’s coming.”

Leo pulled the top of his bedroll close up to his chest just in time to turn his head toward the high priestess. The lack of angry stomping indicated he had been successful in hiding his licentious activities.

Reyna stopped a few paces away, though her feet continued shuffling nervously in place. “I want to apologize for how I might’ve come off yesterday.”

Leo suppressed a groan as he felt Elly’s tongue cleaning up his shaft.

“I don’t want you to think it is a painful ordeal for me to be your wife,” Reyna continued, “but I hope you realize that it is a sacrifice I’m making. You’ve been more than understanding about the situation, and I thank you for that. You’ve even agreed to continue teaching me the sword. I know you deserve better, and I want to try to make amends.”

Reyna paused and studied his expression. Then she got distracted by just a hint of movement underneath his bedroll. “What is… ” She reached down and pulled off the covering, revealing Elly with her lips wrapped around his softening cock. Reyna’s jaw dropped. “What… Elly! What are you doing?!”

The fellating priestess popped off Leo’s dick. With a finger, she wiped off a dollop of his cum that dribbled down her chin and gave it a theatrical lick. “I’m serving my husband like a good wife.”

Reyna shook her head with her eyes shut tight, as if forcing herself to reset. The scene in front of her continued to steal the words from her mouth. She recovered enough to fire a seething glare at Leo before spinning on her heel and storming off.

“Oops,” Elly said, not sounding the least bit remorseful. “I guess we did pull a prank on Reyna.”

***

Leo woke up the following morning expecting to be roasted by Reyna’s righteous fury. To his surprise, it was Taya—not Reyna—wearing the scowl.

“Didn’t sleep well?” he asked. “What’s got you all twisted up?”

“I can’t believe I lost to an elf,” she grumbled, arms crossed in a pout.

“You lost to an elf?” he echoed. “What do you mean?”

He was confused for a second—until realization hit him square in the chest. His eyes widened. “Wait! Don’t answer that!”

He looked around to make sure no one was within earshot. Satisfied, he leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “Taya, it’s not a competition. I’ve known Elly for longer. Whatever you and I build—it’s going to be unique to us.”

A smile threatened to break through her moody expression. “I still lost,” she said stubbornly.

“I have no doubt you’ll win in the ways that matter,” he replied.

Taya’s eyes lit up. “You’re right! It’s not about who’s first, but who’s better.”

A shaky chuckle slipped from Leo’s lips. No chance this backfires, right?

After a quick breakfast, the group broke camp. Reyna, noticeably quiet, kept her distance from Leo, barely acknowledging him as she busied herself with preparations. She walked ahead on the trail when they set out, her posture stiff, her thoughts clearly elsewhere.

They traveled for most of the day beneath the shifting canopy, the sun casting dappled patterns across the winding path. Leo spent much of the hike bantering with Elly, their laughter rising above the rhythm of boots on dirt.

Freya, on the other hand, kept pace with Reyna, scrutinizing her like a puzzle she couldn’t solve.

By dusk, they were making camp once again. Leo sat by the fire, idly poking at the embers, when Reyna finally approached. He inhaled sharply with anticipation.

Reyna unsheathed her sword. “Ready to train?”

Leo sprang to his feet, preferring the simplicity of sword fighting over verbal sparring. They moved to a clearing just beyond the ring of firelight, where he rolled his shoulders loose. “Let’s start with a warm up.”

Their blades crossed, and soon their training session progressed into a flurry of metallic clangs and labored grunts. Reyna usually gave nothing less than her best, but Leo noticed an extra ferocity to her movements. She fought like someone with a point to make.

Their sparring ended with both of them breathing hard, swords lowered but tension still wrestling between them.

“You fight well when you want to kill me,” Leo said, trying to inject some humor into their feud.

She didn’t even glance at him. “I needed an outlet after what I saw last night.”

His smile faded. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

Leo opened his mouth to respond, but the words never came. She turned her back to him, straightened her shoulders, and marched off.


Chapter 18

Prey

For three more days, they traveled down the rock slopes of the Mataborg mountains. Leo continued to train Reyna’s swordsmanship despite her icy attitude—a fact that hadn’t gone unnoticed by Taya.

“You would think her anger would make her a better fighter,” Taya observed on the third evening, after having watched one of their lessons. The fire had died down the priestesses were in bed.

“Give her time,” Leo replied. “Not everyone learned to fight before they could walk.”

Taya smirked proudly. “That’s why we would’ve won the war if it weren’t for their perverted goddess.”

Leo chuckled. Considering how often Taya peppered their conversations with suggestive remarks, he was beginning to question if she was really in a position to call anyone else perverted.

The campfire coals crackled, sending a burst of sparks into the air.

“You know what she needs?” Taya asked.

Leo raised an eyebrow.

“She needs to be spanked,” Taya said matter-of-factly, as if discussing what they wanted to eat for dinner. “Bend her over your knee and give that elven ass a few swats. That’ll fix her attitude problems.”

Leo’s wary smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. “I’m not so sure about that. I don’t want her to practice her sword techniques on my sleeping body.”

Taya grunted with disapproval. “If she wants you fighting her battles, the least she could do is show some appreciation.”

“I don’t fight for her,” Leo said, his tone growing more serious. “I have my own reasons.” He studied the Amazonian’s profile in the firelight. “What about you? Why are you fighting?”

“That’s what I’m good at,” she said simply. “What else would I do?”

“What do you want to do?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, giving him a quizzical look.

Leo leaned forward slightly. “Say we make it through whatever’s coming. What then?”

Taya rubbed her chin. “I suppose I’d want to go find Helios.”

“On the other side of the mountains?” he asked.

She nodded.

“What if you don’t like what you find?”

“I’ve already given up my old life,” Taya said. “It’s not about finding the past—I need somewhere I can build a future. I don’t belong in elf lands, champion or not.”

Leo studied her profile against the starlit sky. “I could use a place to disappear to,” he said, “assuming we survive whatever schemes are running through Reyna’s head.”

Taya’s eyes lit up, excitement dancing in their depths. “You’d come with me?”

“I don’t see why not,” he replied.

“You’ll be married.”

Leo's eyes widened slightly. “Oh. Yeah.” He paused, then shrugged. “We could still figure it out. You’ve shown me loyalty, I can repay it.”

“You defeated me in combat,” Taya replied. “I’m bound to you by oath.”

Leo’s jaw dropped. “Really?”

Taya chuckled. “Nah, I’m messing with you.” A spark of mischief danced in her eyes. “I did get really horny when you beat me, though.”

“I remember you being furious.”

She gave him a nonchalant shrug. “You should’ve looked closer.”

Leo exhaled.

“So, you’d really want to come with me to Helios?”

“Someone would have to protect you,” Leo said with a teasing lilt. “I hear these mountains are crawling with orcs.”

Taya barked out a laugh. “You’re cute. I’ll keep the monsters away. You’ll keep my bedroll warm.”

Leo laughed. “With my fire magic, right?”

Taya’s smile turned wicked as she slowly shook her head.

Leo felt heat rise in his chest as he met her bold gaze. Taya approached everything—combat, conversation, even romance—like a battlefield to be taken by storm.

Would he yield, letting himself be claimed like spoils of war? Or would he stand his ground and give her the worthy adversary she craved?

***

The following day, Luria attempted to befriend a brightly colored insect—and got stung for her trouble. Peeved, but unable to ignore her priestess’ swelling ear and the complaining that followed, Reyna called an early halt and ordered camp to be made. With extra time to burn, Leo and Taya teamed up for a hunt, hoping to bolster their rations with fresh meat.

They slipped into the forest, following winding game trails. The underbrush whispered beneath their boots, yet Taya moved with surprising grace for someone of her size.

Leo couldn’t help but be impressed by his colossal hunting partner. She looked a few years younger than himself, but the way she navigated the terrain—with practiced ease and stealth—spoke of experience earned, not taught.

He also found it difficult to keep his eyes off her toned form. Tanned skin and hardened abs taunted him from beneath the edge of her chestplate. The curve of her hips and the sculpted lines of her legs moved with purpose. Her ass was big and round, yet tantalizingly firm. Leo had no issues with letting her take the lead.

A smirk formed on her lips as they walked, letting Leo know that his attention was not going unnoticed.

Before their silent flirting evolved into more, Taya suddenly halted. She raised her arm, finger pointing ahead. Her eyes were locked on a lone deer, grazing unaware in a patch of sunlight beyond the trees. With barely a word exchanged, they split. Taya circled wide while Leo slipped into a wooded dell, crouching behind a thick tree nestled between two open lanes.

He steadied his breath while waiting for Taya to get into position. The sound of faint laughter wafted through the air—distant and strange—just enough to tug at his attention before the situation pulled it sharply back.

Taya exploded through the brush with startling speed, a blur of muscle and precision. She crossed the terrain in a flash, and Leo was nearly certain the deer was dead where it stood. At the last moment, however, the deer sprang away, jolting into a frantic sprint toward his position.

Leo pressed a hand against the trunk of the nearby tree, channeling his magic. Power surged through the roots, and with a sharp crack of earth, they erupted from the ground, snaring the deer’s leg mid-stride. The creature tumbled, skidding across the forest floor in a chaotic spray of dirt and leaves.

Leo beat Taya to their prey and, with a swift, clean strike of his blade, ended the hunt.

He wiped his sword clean in some nearby underbrush, then turned to Taya. “That was the most unconventional deer hunt I’ve been on, but it worked.”

“I was so fucking close,” Taya said, kicking at the ground.

“To catching a deer with your bare hands? Yeah, you’re scary.”

She huffed. “Too bad you won’t recharge me; I could’ve done it.”

The Amazonian stood next to the tree with hands on her hips, giving him a dirty look.

The corners of Leo’s mouth curled into a wicked grin as he took a few steps toward her.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“The hunt isn’t over yet,” he replied, reaching his hand out.

She dodged back, smirking. “You’ll have to try harder than—”

Her taunt was cut short as roots coiled around her ankles and branches curved down to pin her arms. She froze for a breath, eyes wide—then her expression shifted.

A slow grin spread across her lips, her gaze lighting with something hotter than surprise. “Finally.”

“You seem awfully eager to be recharged,” Leo said, letting his fingers brush against her cheek. “Are you sure you only want the power? Or is there something else you want?”

His fingernails scratched lightly down her neck, approaching her collarbone. Then he heard a sound he never thought he’d hear from the warrior woman: a whimper.

“What was that?” he asked confidently.

Taya recomposed her face, though she continued to look at him with an intense hunger.

“Speak,” he ordered. “Tell me what you want.”

She growled. “You know what I fucking want. Are you man enough to give it to me?”

Leo’s hand wrapped around her neck, his face getting close to hers. “I’m not going to fall for your silly trick the same way you fell for mine. I know what you want, but I’m not going to give it to you until you submit.”

He leaned forward, planting a gentle kiss on her cheek. Taya thrashed at his touch, pulling at her restraints.

“Now,” he said, whispering into her ear, “be a good girl and tell me what you want.”

“Fuck! Why am I so wet?”

Leo shook his head. “Wrong answer.” He turned away.

“Wait! Come back! I want you to fuck me. Take me anyway you want. Don’t make me wait any longer.”

“Are you giving me an order?” he asked with a stern face.

“No,” she answered quickly. “No orders. Just begging from your needy woman.”

Leo gave her an approving smile. “I like begging.”

Taya latched onto his affirmation with desperate lust. “Please. Make me your woman. Take me out here in the woods.”  

Leo reached down to drop his trousers, ready to unleash himself on her, when a laugh sounded far in the distance, freezing his movements.

“No,” Taya said with a groan. “No, no, no. I didn’t hear anything.”

As if mocking her, a shout echoed through the high canopy, thin and distorted by the trees.

“No!” she exclaimed. “Can’t we check it out after you fuck me?”

Leo gave her a look that made her sag in her bindings.

“I want this as much as you,” he said, “but if we can hear them, that means they can hear us. And I wasn’t planning on being quiet.”

“I’m going to fucking kill them,” Taya grumbled. “All of them.”

Leo gave a short chuckle and pressed a palm against the tree, releasing his magical hold on her. “It could just be kids enjoying a picnic.”

He owed his calm demeanor to Elly. The pair had snuck off the night before for another ‘lesson.’ Otherwise, he might have been just as needy as his frustrated Amazonian.

Still, their ruined moment left a bitter taste in his mouth. This better be the best fucking picnic these kids have ever had.


Chapter 19

Picnic

Leaving the slain deer behind, Leo and Taya slipped through the trees, moving toward the source of the noise.

The first signs of activity came in the form of twin smoke trails curling into the dusky sky, faint but rising steadily. The voices ahead sharpened—no longer distant echoes, but the low, constant murmur of a gathering crowd.

Leo dropped to a crouch near a rocky outcrop, signaling Taya to hold. He crept forward and parted a curtain of leaves to peer through.

His breath caught.

The camp ahead was far larger than expected—dozens of tents, a few wagons, and two large bonfires dotted the clearing. At least a hundred Pranthian soldiers were sprawled across the encampment in loose formations.

Taya crawled up beside him, unwilling to wait any longer. “That’s not a picnic,” she whispered.

Leo pointed to a heavy-laden spit hanging over a fire. “They’re making food.”

She nudged as hard as she dared. “You should’ve recharged me. We could’ve killed them all.”

“Maybe,” he replied. “I don’t want our first intimacy to be forced because of a situation like this. You’re worth more than that.”

Taya fell silent, then Leo felt her snuggle up closer to him.

Leo kept his gaze on the camp. “What are they doing here?” he muttered, more to himself than her.

His answer arrived shortly after.

Two scouts emerged from the treeline—broad-shouldered and hulking, their bodies coated in streaks of green and gray mud. The pair moved quickly through the camp, shedding their armor and stripping away an extra layer of thick padding beneath.

Leo narrowed his eyes, trying to make sense of it.

Are they trying to look like orcs?

Realization washed over him like a bucket of ice water. “Oh, fuck. We need to get back.”

Leo and Taya silently wriggled back until they had enough cover, then scampered away. They made it back to their hunting spot before breaking their silence.

“You’ve got something figured out,” Taya said. “Care to clue me in?”

“Those were Pranthians,” he replied, “and if they’re amassing out here—painting themselves like orcs? That means trouble. I need to talk with Reyna before making our next move.”

Taya nodded, then bent down to pick up the deer.

“I think we need to leave it,” he said, wincing. He hated wasting their kill like that, but they might need to hit the trail as soon as they returned.

Taya frowned. “We can’t leave it here, their scouts might find it.”

Leo tilted his head to the side. “That’s true. Okay, bring it.”

With a deer slung over her shoulders, Taya followed Leo back to camp.

The priestesses erupted into cheers when Leo and Taya returned. He let them savor their brief moment of jubilation before gathering the core group to deliver his report.

“Over a hundred of them?” Reyna asked, her expression tightening.

“At least,” Leo replied. “Kladenberg is the only settlement nearby?”

She confirmed with a quick nod. “There are others around, but Kladenburg is the largest and closest.”

“I think that’s they’re target,” he said. “They’re planning an ‘orc’ attack.”

“Why?” Reyna asked. “That sounds incredibly reckless.”

Leo rubbed his chin. “I’ve been giving it some thought. We eliminated the orc threat. So they have to prove the orc threat still exists in case rumors start.”

Reyna’s frown deepened.

“And I imagine we forced their hand,” Leo added. “They’re accelerating their timeline. I didn’t think the Pranthians would react this fast. I was hoping we’d be out of the mountains before word spread.”

Reyna crossed her arms. “Someone must have survived. Got out with the story.”

“Seems that way,” Leo said grimly.

“We can’t fight them, can we?” she asked. “Not with those numbers.”

Leo glanced over at Taya, then back at the high priestess. “If Taya is recharged and I get your boost, I think we stand a chance.” He hesitated, biting his lip. “There is… an alternative.”

There was a brief pause before Reyna’s eyes widened. “You think we should let them attack Kladenburg. We rush back and prepare a defense—this whole plan could backfire on them. That’s brilliant!”

Her cheeks flushed as the words left her mouth, clearly regretting the praise that had blurted out.

Leo was equally impressed with her intuition, though he kept his outward expression neutral. “If we get back in time, the casualties would be minimal.”

Reyna scanned the group. “Thanks to Elly’s healing efforts, Luria has mostly recovered. I think we should take an early rest and break camp at midnight. We’ll push past the enemy while it’s dark, reducing the risk of detection. We’ll have to keep up the pace even when they’re at our backs, so the next few hours of rest are crucial.”

She looked over at Leo. “Is there anything I’m missing?”

Leo was pleasantly surprised by the question. “Sounds like a plan. We can cook up the venison and have a feast. Should be the perfect fuel we need for your plan.”

***

Leo awoke with a jolt as something yanked at his arms. Instinct kicked in, and he pulled back hard, nearly slipping free, only for the unseen force to tighten its grip. Whatever had hold of him wasn’t just strong—it was deliberate, and it wasn’t letting go.

Adrenaline surged as he fought against the unseen restraints, breath ragged, muscles straining in the darkness. He blinked rapidly, trying to orient himself. His eyes shot up to get a look at his assailant.

Confusion struck him when he saw Taya kneeling above him. His mind reeled at the sight of her calmly tying his wrists together.

“What is going on?” he asked, his panic slipping away.

“Getting my revenge… and my power back.”

Inexplicably, he relaxed at her response. Then, he noticed that his ankles were also bound together. “Taya, what are you doing?”

“I’m continuing what you started on the hunt,” she said. “I gave us a little extra time before we need to go, so we won’t be interrupted.”

He glanced around the quiet campsite before his eyes settled on her expectant face. A flicker of vulnerability crossed her face, letting him know that he could stop her if he truly wanted to. But did he want to?

A long breath slipped from his lips as indecision gnawed at him. He wasn’t opposed to giving the Amazonian his ‘mana,’ but he had wanted to prevent their relationship from being merely transactional. The obligatory nature of their power exchange bothered him, but lives were at stake. The safety of their party lay in his hands—or, more accurately, in his balls.

“If we’re doing this,” he said in a low and steady voice, “it’s not just about magic. I see you as much more than that.”

A grin spread across her face. “The first moment we get, you’d better give me a proper fucking.” She leaned in and mashed her lips against his.

Taya’s tongue aggressively assaulted his mouth as she shifted to straddle him, her legs wrapping around his waist.

His dick hardened beneath her gyrating hips, and soon, she was clawing at the waistband of his pants. He sprang free, standing tall in the night as she lowered herself down his body. Not wasting any time, she engulfed him in her mouth.

A shiver of pleasure rushed up his spine, and he grunted as she started to bob up and down. Where Elly had been worshipful, Taya was ferocious. She attacked him with the same vigor she used in battle, battering the back of her throat without any signs of quitting. One hand pumped him with perfect unison while the other was pushing down on his hip, pinning him in place. Her eyes were locked on his as she sucked him off, and he felt a surge of desire rush through him as he gazed into her fierce stare.

A primal groan escaped his lips, and his hips bucked upward, meeting her efforts with his own.

Unable to restrain himself, he sent a surge of fire magic through the cords binding his wrists. Heat flared, the ropes blackening and shriveling to ash, setting him free. He lowered his hands, allowing his fingers to run through her hair.

Taya pulled off and gave him a crooked grin. “What are you doing?” she asked in a mocking tone. “Are you scared of me now that I’m not restrained?” With her hand gripping his shaft, she gave him a firm stroke.

“You want control?” she asked, staring him dead in the eye. “Take it.”

Leo closed his fingers in her hair, grabbing a fistful of hair. “You asked for it,” he growled.

He forced her back down on his cock. Taya opened her mouth wide, fully accepting the change in pace. His fingers tightened in her hair as he thrust upward, plunging into her mouth. Taya’s hands gripped his thighs with a desperate grasp.

Wet, filthy noises filled the night air, but Leo had thrown caution to the wind—he was conquering the Amazonian warrior.

Taya moaned on his cock as he used her throat. Saliva dripped down her chin as he fucked her face. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes, and her face was flushed red from the lack of air. All she could do was gag as he rammed into her without mercy.

Finally, her hand tapped his hip in submission.

With his fist still full of her hair, he pulled her off. She sucked in a desperate breath, her chest heaving. A string of drool dangled from her lips, and she wiped it away with her hand, her eyes wide with awe.

“Fuck,” she panted, her voice hoarse. “I think I found my match.”

Leo looked down at his dick, still standing proud and tall, glistening from her spit. “Yeah, but have I found mine?”

Taya licked her lips, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “Don’t taunt an Amazonian.”

She dove back down on him, her lips wrapping around the head of his cock as she sucked it eagerly. She took him into her mouth, her tongue swirling around his shaft. Her hand pumped up and down as she sucked him. She took him deep, her nose touching his base.

Leo’s hand was firmly behind her head, giving him the leverage to ram more of his cock down her throat.

“You like that?” he asked, his voice gruff with desire. “You like me fucking your face?”

She moaned around his cock, her eyes watering as she looked up at him. Her hands gripped his thighs, her fingers digging into his skin. Leo grunted and arched his back in response.

“I’m close,” he groaned, his balls tingling as he approached the edge. “Take it all, Taya. Swallow every last drop.”

She nodded, her eyes never leaving his face as she continued to suck him off. Her movements quickened as he got closer, her tongue lapping at the base of his cock as she took him deep. Her hands squeezed his thighs, urging him on as he neared his climax. Her lips tightened around his shaft, and with a final thrust, he came.

His body shook as he exploded in her mouth, his hot cum shooting down her throat. She swallowed hungrily, her lips still sealed around his cock as he pumped his load into her. His body twitched as he came, his muscles tensing as he rode out the waves of pleasure that crashed over him.

As his orgasm subsided, she finally pulled away, her lips releasing his softening cock with a wet pop.

“Fuck, Taya,” he breathed, his chest heaving as he looked down at her.

She gave a satisfied grin. “I think you found your match. Let’s see the elf slut beat that.”

Leo gave her a firm pat on the head. “Hey, that’s my wife you’re talking about.”

“I’ll apologize,” she replied, “when I tell her how I completely emptied your balls.”

Leo chuckled nervously. Uh oh.

The two rose from Leo’s bedroll, and he pulled his pants up. “Did you get what you needed?” he asked.

“I got exactly what I needed,” she said with a smirk. Then her eyes shot open as a blush colored her cheeks. “Oh! You mean the magic ? Yeah, I can feel it.”

Leo pulled her into his arms and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Good. And don’t worry—I promised you more, and I keep my promises.”

He nodded toward the elves’ tent. “Come on, let’s go wake the others.”

They approached the priestesses’ tent, but before they got too close, Reyna emerged from within. She passed by Leo, and even in the moonlight, he could tell her cheeks were flushed red.

“I’ve roused my priestesses,” she said, “we’ll be packed and ready to go shortly.”

Leo and Taya shared a look as the high priestess started rummaging through camp.

***

The world shimmered in shades of silver and green, bathed in the eerie glow of the night-vision enchantment Reyna had bestowed. Shadows no longer loomed as threats; they revealed themselves in stark clarity, every leaf etched with ghostly light. Still, Leo’s heartbeat thudded loud in his ears as he crept along the narrow trail ahead of the group.

Each step was deliberate. The forest floor was soft but deceptive—dry twigs lay in wait, eager to betray his position with a snap. A faint breeze stirred the canopy above, rustling leaves in a pattern that almost sounded like whispers.

He paused, crouching low behind a mossy boulder. Up ahead, the path curved sharply to the right, disappearing behind a dense cluster of evergreens. He studied it for a long moment, eyes scanning for movement. Nothing.

A branch cracked somewhere deeper in the woods. Leo froze, hand creeping toward the hilt of his blade. Breath shallow. Muscles tense.

Silence.

He moved on.

Dawn would soon be arriving, and the group had been successful in slipping past the Pranthians thus far. Leo’s instincts told him they were already past the most dangerous stretch, and every step took them away from the encampment and closer to Kladenburg.

After one last glance, he turned to rejoin the group. The rest of their journey would be a race.


Chapter 20

Neville

The next day, as the late afternoon sun dipped low behind the hills, the weary band of six stumbled over the last rise and caught sight of Kladenburg’s wooden walls. Vermillion light streaked the sky, casting long shadows across the road.

Leo’s shoulders eased the moment he saw the city guard, not the Pranthians, manning the entrance.

Summoning what little energy they had left, they quickened their pace toward the city.

A guard standing closest to them called out. “ You lot look  like you’ve clawed your way out of the Wailing Abyss!”

From behind him, three more guards were openly staring at the tall Amazonian.

“Sure feels like it,” Elly replied dryly, adding a dramatic exhale to fully convey her exhaustion.

“Did you see any orcs?” one of the other guards asked, his eyes darting nervously behind them.

Reyna put a hand on Elly’s arm and stepped in front of the group. “The orcs are coming,” she said. “Here to Kladenburg. We need to speak with your commander.”

Several of the guards exchanged glances.

“The orcs have never raided Kladenburg,” the first guard replied, his skepticism on full display.

“They are coming,” Reyna insisted.

The guard glanced over his shoulder at his comrades, then he nodded toward the wooden fortifications. “I don’t know what you saw out there, but you’ll be safe here.”

Reyna scoffed. “Let’s hope your commander isn’t as arrogant as you are. We might be able to save the town.”

Before the tension could rise further, Leo stepped in with a tired sigh. “You’ll have to forgive her, she hasn’t eaten all day. We have intelligence we’d  like to report to your commander.”

Reyna glowered at him while the guard raised an eyebrow. “He’s away at the memorial in Prido,” he said, “you’ll need to speak with Neville in his absence.”

“Memorial in Prido?” Reyna asked.

“Yeah,” the guard replied. “A patrol of ten Pranthains was wiped out by orcs just a few weeks ago in those mountains. That’s why we’re a bit jumpy around here. But… “ He looked at Reyna. “Kladenburg is well protected.”

“Why is there a memorial in Prido?” Leo asked.

“Eh, the king organized a memorial parade for them. Most of the other Pranthians have left for it as well.”

Leo and Reyna shared a look.

“Thank you,” Leo said. “Where can we find Neville?”

The guard let out a short laugh. “He’s acting commander while the others are gone, but you’ll have better luck finding him at the Drowned Siren—a tavern in the west part of town—than the guardhouse. You could start with both those places.”

Leo gave the guard a wink. “I think I’ll check the tavern first.”

“Save some beer for me,” the guard responded, still grinning.

“Don’t let the orcs get past you,” Leo replied, his tone light but not wholly hiding the warning behind his words.

The six passed beneath the gate, the heavy wooden doors standing open as they stepped into the city proper. The well-trodden road stretched ahead, lined with aging timber buildings and the low murmur of daily life drifting through the alleys.

After only a few paces, Reyna brought them to a sharp halt and spun toward Leo.

“If I want you to speak for me,” she said coldly, “I’ll kick  you. No kick? No talking.”

Leo opened his mouth to respond, but Elly beat him to it. “He did exactly what you were trying to do—just better.”

Reyna placed her hands firmly on her hips, glaring at her dissenting priestess. She looked like she might say more, but instead, she exhaled through her nose, then stormed off. Leo shot Elly a grateful glance.

“I’m going to find Neville,” he said. “Why don’t you all go find something to eat?”

“I’m coming with you,” Reyna called out from up ahead, not bothering to turn around. “Freya, lead the others to Weaver’s.”

“I think it would be better if you got some food—”

“Let’s go,” Reyna interjected. “The tavern should be this way.”

Leo groaned under his breath and quickened his pace to catch up with the elf, who was already stomping around the corner with determined steps.

The street curved gently to the right, leading them into a narrow lane where shop signs swayed on rusted hinges. Kladenburg was no grand city, but it pulsed with life—merchants closing up their stalls, children darting between crates, and the occasional guard leaning in a doorway, half-awake.

Leo caught up to Reyna, who hadn’t so much as glanced his way since declaring her destination. “Do you have a plan?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’m going to tell him there’s an attack coming.”

Leo decided to hold his tongue as the tavern came into view around the corner.

The Drowned Siren looked exactly as worn in as Leo had hoped—and exactly as Reyna likely feared. The sign above the door bore the faded image of a mermaid slumped over a barrel, eyes closed and foam spilling from her mouth.

Reyna gave the building a long, assessing stare. “Charming.”

“I’ve seen worse,” Leo said with a shrug. “Maybe… let me do the talking.”

Reyna shot him a sidelong look. Her frown deepened, but she said nothing.

Leo pushed open the door to the scent of ale and the chorus of laughter. A dozen heads turned as they entered, most returning to their drinks immediately, though one or two lingered on Reyna.

Leo spotted a cluster of guards gathered around a table in the far corner. He made his way across the room, weaving through uneven tables and sidestepping a passed-out elf whose ragged snores suggested he’d long lost his battle with the bottle. The elf’s limbs were splayed wide, claiming more floor than dignity.

“We’re looking for a Neville,” Leo announced when he reached the table.

An elf seated near the edge of the table set his mug down with a dull clink. “Who’s askin’?”

“Just returned from the mountains,” Leo said. “We’ve got some information for him. You Neville?”

The elf snorted. “Me? Nah, I’m much better looking. Neville’s been spending more time at the guardhouse. Probably there now.”

Leo rubbed his chin. “Duty keeping him away from the tavern? Poor guy. Bet he’s counting the days ‘til the commander gets back.”

His quip earned a few chuckles from the table, lightening the mood. With a polite nod, Leo turned to leave.

Before they reached the door, a stout woman stepped out from behind the bar and intercepted them, her gaze locked squarely on Reyna.

“Are you a priestess?” she asked.

Reyna nodded her head. “Yes, I’m a high priestess traveling from Prido.”

Without another word, the barkeep pressed a warm loaf of bread into Reyna’s hands. “Please, accept this gift.”

Reyna glanced down at the loaf, and Leo could almost see her salivating. After a brief moment, her eyes returned to the barkeep. “May Leyva’s grace bless you.”

The barkeep just smiled and returned to her counter.

Outside, the cool evening air wrapped around the duo as the tavern door creaked shut behind them.

Leo craned his neck to look at the loaf, which Reyna had already started ripping apart. “You gonna share that?”

Reyna clutched it a little closer and narrowed her eyes. “It was a gift to Leyva, so it wouldn’t be right to share with you.”

Leo snorted and looked ahead.

A few steps later, he felt a light tap on his arm. Turning, he found Reyna holding up a healthy chunk of bread for him.

He accepted it quietly.

Rounding the corner, the outline of the guardhouse came into view, modest but sturdy, with a small tower rising from one corner. A pair of guards lounged outside the door, idly polishing their blades.

One of them, a lanky elf with a crooked nose and a slouched posture, called out as they approached. “You two looking for someone?”

“We’re here to see Neville,” Leo replied. “Urgent news from the mountains.”

The elf gave them a long, measuring look as if deciding whether they were worth the trouble. After a pause that felt more performative than necessary, he finally nodded toward the door.

“He’s inside. Down the hall, second door on the right.”

Leo dipped his head in thanks. “Appreciate it.”

The interior of the guardhouse was modest—plain brick walls with well-worn wooden floors.  Leo moved down the narrow hallway, counting doors until he reached the second one.

He rapped his knuckles against it.

“Come in,” came a gruff voice from within.

“Be careful with what you say,” Reyna said in a whisper. “If you dump the whole truth on him at once, we’ll sound like lunatics. Ease into it.”

Leo gave a small nod, then pushed open the door and stepped through. Reyna followed just a step behind.

The room was cramped but orderly. A desk dominated the far side of the room, with a pair of wooden crates stacked to one side that almost hid the man sitting behind it.

The man looked up as they entered. “What can I do for you?” he asked, his tone more curious than cautious.

He was an elf, though not the delicate, slender kind Leo had grown accustomed to. His frame was broader, shoulders squared beneath a simple officer’s tunic. Tousled blond hair framed a face that looked surprisingly young—maybe even close to Leo’s own age.

“Are you the Neville we should talk to about our orc sightings?” Leo asked.

“Orc sightings?” he asked. “You’re in the right place.”

“We just returned from the Mataborg Range,” Leo said, “and there’s a whole lot of trouble heading this way. A large group of orcs.”

Neville tapped his finger on the desk. “Well, they’re orcs, so the group can’t be that large.”

“There’s something foul at play,” Leo replied. “You need to be ready for anything.”

Neville’s brow furrowed slightly. “What were you doing in the mountains?”

Leo hesitated, and Reyna took the opportunity to step in. “We were traveling to Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum,” she explained, “but unfortunately, the situation is far more dire than my companion has let on. We did not spot a few orcs. What we actually discovered was an army of Pranthian soldiers, masquerading as orcs, preparing to attack Kladenburg.”

The room went still.

“Please tell me this is a prank,” Neville finally said.

Reyna’s expression didn’t flinch. “The Pranthian kingdom has been patiently positioning itself to invade Leyvaria. The citizens of Kladenburg are about to become victim to one of their underhanded ploys.”

Neville pressed his palms flat against the desk. “Look, I don’t like the Pranthians as much as the next guy, but what you’re suggesting… That’s another level entirely.

“Think about it,” Leo said. “If the Pranthian patrol was truly killed by orcs, why would the garrison leave? Either they’re retreating from danger, in which case the town is in trouble anyway, or they’re up to something far worse.”

“And you’re claiming they’re planning to attack Kladenburg?”

“It’s not a claim,” Reyna said, her tone urgent and unwavering, “we saw a hundred Pranthian soldiers, painted up like orcs, marching this way. We came straight here to warn you so you’d have a chance to prepare.”

Neville leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. “Well, fuck. I can’t say I know the answer to this one. You two sound crazy—but you’re convincingly crazy.”

“What do you have to lose?” Reyna asked.

“My men’s respect,” Neville replied. “If I go sounding the alarm over some wild story, I look like a fool.”

“Nah,” Leo said with a shrug. “Buy ‘em a round of drinks and they’ll forgive you before the mugs are empty.”

Neville’s lip twitched. “Hartwell is going to skin me alive when he gets back. I’d hate to stir up panic over nothing.”

“And if it’s not nothing?” Leo asked. “Are you willing to take that risk?”

Neville let out a long and heavy sigh, as if he were about to lend money to a friend who he knew would never pay it back. “Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll put the word out—some travelers spotted orcs heading toward town. That’ll be enough to start a rotating scout detail and will naturally raise the alert level. Don’t want the men getting lazy with the commander gone anyway. I’ll even tell the civilians to keep weapons close, just in case.”

He pointed a thick finger at Leo. “But… if this turns out to be all for naught, you’ll be the one buying my men beers.”

Leo cracked the ghost of a smile. “Deal.”

“Any idea how close these ‘orcs’ might be?” Neville asked.

“We passed them nearly two days ago,” Leo replied. “Haven’t seen them since. We rushed back as soon as we realized what we had found. They could come tonight, or they could be taking their time. Either way, I’m counting on your scouts to give us warning.”

Neville snorted. “Personally, I’m hoping they don’t spot anything larger than a stray deer, but I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.” He sighed, then straightened his slumped shoulders. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

Reyna started shaking her head, but paused. “Actually, yes. We’re hoping to arrange a wedding.”

The words hung in the air for a moment before Neville burst into laughter. “A wedding?! Trying to sneak some fun in before the orc attack?”

Reyna’s expression hardened. “I am on a divine mission from our goddess. I can assure you everything my priestess and I do is according to Leyva’s will.”

The laughter died on Neville’s lips as if she’d doused him with ice water. He cleared his throat roughly, transforming his mirth into an awkward cough. “My apologies, priestess. I meant no disrespect to your sacred duties.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “You’ll want Venny—she runs every social circle worth knowing in this town. She’ll not only help you, she’ll probably be thrilled to have something to organize.”

“Thank you.” The words were as stiff as a new recruit during uniform inspection.

A subtle sigh of relief escaped the captain’s lips. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some scouting assignments to hand out.”

Leo and Reyna stepped out of Neville’s office, the weight of their warning hanging heavily between them.

“Think that’ll be enough?” Reyna asked, her voice low.

Leo nodded. “Kladenburg will survive. You have Leyva’s champion, remember?”

Reyna let out a breathless laugh as they strolled down the hallway. “I think it’s more accurate to say that you  have Leyva’s champion. But still, I suppose you are right.”

“Yeah,” he said, “I noticed you didn’t mention her.”

“I didn’t want to completely destroy our credibility.”

“I think that was a wise move,” he said.

She studied him for a moment. “I’m sorry for snapping at you earlier. In my defense, I haven’t eaten all day.” She turned away to hide the smile that was creeping across her face.

“I am curious as to why you brought up the wedding,” Leo commented. “Doesn’t seem as pressing as an orc attack.”

Reyna bit her lip as a hesitant silence stilled her tongue.

“Your oath was to transport us safely back to Kladenburg,” she began, each word measured. “Mine was to pay you… and to avoid dragging you into any danger not directly related to the mission. I fear what may become of my hand if you were to be injured in the upcoming battle.”

Something cold and sharp twisted in Leo’s chest. Her reasoning was sound, yet it stung more than he’d expected. Just another piece on her board. Nothing more.

He couldn’t fault her for it, but he wanted to.

They stepped outside into the cooler dusk air. The streets were quieter now, the wind slipping between buildings as the last of the sun dipped behind the rooftops.

Leo opened his mouth to suggest they seek out a proper meal when subtle movement caught his eye—a cloaked figure ducking quickly behind a building across the square. The scene felt like a twisted echo, carrying him back to when the Pranthian patrol tracked them into the mountains.

“What is it?” Reyna asked, instantly alert.

“Someone that doesn’t want to be seen,” Leo said. “Looks like word of our return traveled fast.”

Her expression sharpened. “Trouble?”

He gave a short nod. “Probably. Let’s find the others.”


Chapter 21

Honor

Leo and Reyna stepped into Weaver’s Inn to find the others already halfway through a hearty meal. The warm smell of braised meat and steamed vegetables hit Leo like a punch to the gut, and his empty stomach responded with an undignified growl of longing.

He spotted an open chair and moved for it like a goblin scrambling for something shiny in the dirt. But as his fingers grazed the worn wooden backrest,  Reyna swept past him and claimed it with a graceful plop, smoothing her robes as if nothing had happened.

Grumbling to himself, Leo circled around to another chair on the far side of the table, wondering how the elf managed to outmaneuver him.

After consuming enough food to draw incredulous stares from both the innkeeper and the serving girl, Reyna and Elly excused themselves to seek help organizing the wedding. Sensing a chance to learn more about their mysterious lurker, Leo followed at a distance as the priestesses set off in search of Venny.

He melded into the evening shadows, his eyes peeled in hopes of catching his stalker’s next mistake. They crossed through town without incident. Reyna would pause occasionally to speak with locals before proceeding further to an unknown destination.

Eventually, they came upon a house and knocked. An elderly elf answered the door, and after what Leo presumed was a brief exchange of greetings, the old woman’s weathered face transformed into a radiant smile of welcome. She ushered both priestesses across her threshold with obvious delight.

The door clicked shut, sealing away any wedding-related conspiracies that might be born within the walls of Venny’s humble abode. Leo held his position behind a sprawling hedge several houses down, his breathing steadied as he swept the quiet street with vigilant eyes.

Nothing.

Finally, Leo emerged from his hiding place and began a careful reconnaissance of the surrounding blocks. Finding nothing, he rounded the corner and headed back toward where he came from.

As he crossed in front of Venny’s house, an eerie feeling washed over him. Instinct took over. He dropped behind a picket fence, heart thudding, eyes scanning the shadows for the threat he could feel but not see.

The street remained still. Empty.

His frown deepened. He wasn’t the hunter after all.

Nightfall descended before the priestesses emerged from their wedding planning. Elly jumped as Leo came up behind them. “Leyva’s grace! You’re so quiet for how big you are.”

Reyna smiled weakly with amusement.  “Decided we aren’t actually in danger?”

Leo cast a cautious glance over his shoulder. “The opposite actually.”

Reyna’s expression sobered, her own eyes darting around as she assessed their surroundings with newfound wariness. “Here?”

“Possibly. Let’s get to a busier street.”

Though twilight had thinned the evening crowds, Kladenburg’s main thoroughfare still pulsed with modest foot traffic and the occasional merchant’s cart. As the trio approached the familiar warmth of their inn, Leo motioned them away from the entrance. “Let’s take a quick walk around. Just for my own peace of mind.”

They circled the block and returned to the front of the inn without incident. As they stepped inside, Elly paused, then slipped her arms around Leo’s waist, resting her cheek against his chest.

“I love how protective you are,” she said. “There’s no one I trust more with my life.”

Leo was relishing Elly’s embrace when Reyna snorted. “I suppose that’s one benefit of marrying you. I should be harder to kill.” She delivered the last part with a calculated smirk that somehow managed to cut deeper than any blade.

Leo sighed quietly, subtle enough to escape Reyna’s notice. Despite the friction between them, he had grown to admire her leadership and conviction. Yet her attitude toward their relationship continued to grate on him. To her, he was just another resource to be secured, a component of her strategy that she needed to control.

He’d thought, for a moment, that she’d been warming up to him. But he should’ve known better. If he were to die, it would be inconvenient. Taya would become even more unpredictable, and Reyna would lose the only bloodline mage who hated the Pranthians enough to play along with her fanatical schemes.

She needed him alive. That wasn’t the same as wanting him alive.

From the corner of his eye, Leo caught Elly watching him. Her eyes held a sympathetic sadness, as if she’d pieced together every thought he had so closely guarded.

They climbed the stairs to their rooms, and exhaustion quickly claimed the priestesses as they retired. Leo’s night, however, was not over.

Elly trusted him to keep her safe. That was exactly what he intended to do.

***

Dawn arrived without the sound of warning bells.

Taya had taken the early morning watch, buying Leo a few precious hours of sleep. He stirred at the sound of a knock. Franco, the innkeeper, stood in the hallway, clutching a wrapped bundle against his chest.

“This is for you,” he said gruffly, handing it over before turning on his heel and marching off without another word.

Though Franco was friendly toward the priestesses, he seemed to only tolerate Leo, which Leo supposed was better than the open hatred the innkeeper showed toward the Pranthians.

Leo stifled a late yawn as he shut the door behind him. In his arms, the blue and gold formalwear felt like something out of someone else’s story. Yet, there he stood, with one task to do: get ready for his wedding.

After bathing, shaving, and dressing in the provided attire, he made his way downstairs, where he found Taya eating breakfast. “Where are the others?” he asked, taking a seat next to the Amazonian.

Taya chuckled and slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re marrying two pointy-eared prudes. Did you think they were going to be ready before you?”

Leo sighed. At least ‘pointy-eared prudes’ was better than what she had been calling them. He was about to ask her if she had seen anything out of the ordinary that morning, but then a flash of sparkles and blonde hair rushed toward him from the stairwell.

“We’re getting married!!!”

Elly leapt into his lap, throwing her arms around him. Her face radiated such pure joy that it seemed to illuminate every corner of the dim inn. She wore a cream-colored dress that shimmered with tiny sewn crystals. The fitted bodice accentuated her figure, showing off her tantalizing cleavage. Her golden hair was swept up but already showing signs of escaping its careful arrangement. “Tell me you’re as excited as I am!”

Her elation proved infectious, chasing away the last of his morning drowsiness and pulling an answering smile from somewhere deep in his chest. “You look beautiful.”

“Elly,” Luria called from the stairwell. “Be careful. You’ll mess up your hair.”

Elly tightened her arms around Leo’s neck. “Oh, I’m sure Leo will mess it up much more after the wedding.”

Taya burst into laughter, then quickly reined it in, unwilling to give the elf the satisfaction of too much praise.

Behind Luria, Reyna descended the stairs with Freya at her side. Where Elly’s dress commanded attention with its sparkle, Reyna had chosen elegance. She wore a flowing gown of light blue, matching the color of her mesmerizing eyes. The fabric clung just enough to hint at the strength beneath her graceful form, designed to flatter her lithe figure without flaunting it. Her beauty came from the poise in her shoulders, the quiet command in her expression. Leo was stunned.

“Shall we proceed to the shrine?” Reyna asked.

Leo gulped. A nervous thrum echoed in his chest as a wave of anticipation caught him off guard. “Could we take care of the oath bracelet first?”

The flash of surprise on Reyna’s face was subtle. “Of course.”

She glanced at the table. “Should we do it here?”

Leo nodded, and Elly vacated his lap. Reyna claimed the seat beside him, extending her wrist with ceremonial formality. Freya moved between them, her priestess robes rustling as she gestured for Leo’s arm. She pressed their skin together, the dark bracelet marks aligning like puzzle pieces finding their match.

“Honor your oath,” Freya announced, the magic in her words causing the bracelets to pulse with ethereal light.

Leo drew a steadying breath. “I have escorted Reyna and her priestesses safely to Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum, and then out of the Mataborg Range.”

Reyna’s stare bore into him, a subtle tilt of her head suggesting he’d overlooked something crucial.

Recognition dawned in Leo’s mind. “And I summoned the champion.”

Freya nodded and turned to Reyna.

“I have paid the Shadow thirty thousand divigems, have not intentionally led the group into any unrelated danger, and have provided him with two wives.”

The bracelet’s glow blazed brighter, building to a crescendo before erupting in a sharp crack. Sparks scattered like fallen stars from their joined wrists. After restoring his vision with a few blinks, he examined his newly liberated forearm, flexing his fingers as if testing whether they still belonged to him. The mark was gone. No more brand threatening to take his hand. Only skin, unbound and free.

“Thank you,” Leo said. “Before we go any further… There is something I need to say.”

Reyna stiffened instantly. Her palms pressed flat against the table, eyes narrowing as she stared at him. “Wait… no…”

Leo hesitated, the breath catching in his chest. She had already caught on, and he couldn’t decide if that was better or worse.

“Listen,” he said, “I didn’t think anyone would ever convince me to finally take a stand against the Pranthians. I’ve been running from that calling for years. But now I am here, and I’m here to stay.” He looked around the table, meeting each pair of eyes. “I won’t walk away from this fight. I won’t walk away from any of you. I’m committed to seeing this through. I’ll give everything I have to help you succeed.”

He reached out and grabbed Elly’s hand. “Elly… I love you. I will never stop fighting for a better life for you. I can only hope we get the chance to grow old and enjoy it together.”

Then he turned back to Reyna, locking eyes with the stunned high priestess. “Reyna, you carry the weight of gods and nations like it’s nothing, and I truly believe greatness is ahead of you. But out of respect for both of us, we can’t get married. Not like this.”

Reyna sat there, frozen in her seat. Only a faint twitch at the corner of her mouth betrayed her fragility.

Then fury ignited.

“You dare humiliate me in front of my priestesses?” Her voice was low, but no less dangerous. “Is this your idea of vengeance? Because I didn’t grovel at your feet the first time we met? Because I didn’t treat your ego properly? I should have trusted my instincts about you in that library. You’re just a mercenary driven by arrogance and greed.”

She clenched her fist as she leaned forward. “Is this what you wanted? To reject me in the wedding dress I put on for you ? Will you and Elly laugh later? About what a fool I was?”

Elly’s voice trembled gently into the space between them. “Reyna, please—”

“Don’t!” Reyna shouted as she shot to her feet, finger stabbing toward the younger priestess. “Don’t pretend this isn’t exactly what you wanted! Don’t act like you weren’t sucking his dick just to rub it in my face!”

Reyna opened her mouth to unleash another assault, only to find Elly wilting in her seat with tears streaming down her face. There was a moment of stillness as the tirade halted, and slowly, the malice began to drain from Reyna’s face. She took a step back, toppling her chair and sending it clanking to the floor.

She drew a deep breath, her gaze fixated on the table. “Give me a minute.”

She stormed off, disappearing up the stairs, leaving a stunned table behind. Even Taya was speechless.

True to her word, Reyna returned a short moment later. Her head hung in defeat as she stood in front of Elly. “I am so sorry. This is a special day for you, and I would hate myself forever if I were to ruin it. You didn’t deserve my cruelty. I am truly appalled by my outburst and owe you my sincerest apologies.”

Elly rose from her seat and hugged Reyna. A single tear fell from the high priestess’ cheek.

“If you don’t want me to come,” Reyna said, “I would understand.”

“I want you there,” Elly responded, “but only if you’re comfortable.”

“I will be,” Reyna replied, though the answer came a little too quickly.

Elly leaned back just enough to study Reyna’s face, as if she were weighing the truth behind her response.

“I’ll be fine,” Reyna insisted. “Let’s get going. We don’t want you to be late to your wedding.”


Chapter 22

Wedding

Though Kladenburg boasted no grand temple, it offered something more intimate: a marble shrine nestled within a carefully manicured garden. Clusters of flowers bloomed in hues of scarlet, azure, and gold, forming a colorful patchwork against the green canvas.

The shrine itself was simple but striking. A circle of white marble columns stood open to the sky, their polished surfaces contrasting beautifully with the surrounding foliage. At the heart of this columned sanctuary, a crystalline fountain bubbled softly, its waters dancing upward before cascading back in gentle, musical whispers.

Leo was surprised to see nearly two dozen elves seated in various spots throughout the garden, waiting for the ceremony to begin.

“Who are all these people?” Leo whispered to Elly as they entered the garden.

“A combination of Venny’s friends, caretakers of the shrine, and overly curious citizens of Klandenburg,” she replied. “It’s a small town.”

Leo nodded, then took a step.

“Oh,” Elly interjected, “we stay here for now.”

He reversed his step, returning to Elly’s side. “I knew that.”

Freya strolled past them, heading to an altar that had been placed in front of the fountain. She took her spot behind the altar, then scanned the crowd. “Thank you all for gathering here today…”

“Are you sure you’re fine using my fake name?” Leo asked in a whispered tone.

“Yup,” Elly replied, “as long as I can scream your real name tonight.”

He suppressed a lustful grin. “If you’re not careful, we might not make it through the wedding.”

“You’re already not listening,” she retorted.

“And whose fault is that?”

Elly smirked, but her expression grew more serious as Freya’s voice rose, speaking of sacred bonds and ancient traditions. The crowd around them fell silent, and Leo felt the shift in atmosphere. Elly’s eyes began to shimmer with unshed tears, her hand finding his and squeezing tight. Whatever game they’d been playing moments before dissolved into something that felt startlingly real. His thumb traced gentle circles across her knuckles.

“I will now invite the bride and groom up here to perform the Nyra’selian Embrace,” Freya announced before gesturing to Leo.

Leo nodded. He scooped up Elly in his arms, cradling her as if she were a rare, fragile blossom plucked from the wild. Each step toward the shrine felt weighted with reverence as he carried his beloved through the circle of marble columns. Only the bubbling of the fountain and the chirp of the birds could be heard as he reached the altar and laid her tenderly upon its silk-cushioned surface.

Elly brought her hands together over her midsection and closed her eyes.

Leo looked up at Freya for confirmation.

She offered him one solemn nod. “You may begin.”

Making his way to the other side to give the audience a better view, Leo gently cradled Elly’s head in one palm while his other hand came to rest over her folded fingers. The garden held its breath around them.

“I promise to kindle passion in life,” he said. “To be the flame that lights your days and warms your nights.”

He bent low and pressed his lips to hers. Elly’s eyes fluttered open as if she were surfacing from the sweetest of dreams. She smiled, then rose gracefully to a sitting position on top of the altar, awakened by love’s first vow.

“Good job remembering your line,” Elly whispered into his ear.

Freya approached bearing a garland woven from traditional elven flora. Elly then swung her legs off the altar and stood in front of Leo. Freya placed the flowery binding around both their necks.

A white flame blossomed from Freya’s outstretched palm, dancing with divinity magic. She touched the sacred fire to their floral bond, and it ignited in a cascade of brilliant colors. Leo watched nervously as the flames wrapped around the back of his neck like a lover’s caress. Instead of burning his skin, he only felt a pleasant warmth.

The fire devoured their binding in dramatic fashion, each petal burning with its own radiant light before dissolving into glowing embers that drifted to the garden floor.

When the last ember faded, Elly subtly prompted Leo. He took his place upon the altar, lying back against the silk cushions with his arms at his sides.

Elly stepped up and wrapped an arm around his head, pulling him into her bosom while her other hand found its home over his heart. Her touch was both protective and possessive, claiming him as surely as he had claimed her. “I promise to give meaning in death,” she said. “To be the one that empowers your spirit and births your legacy.”

Leo closed his eyes as the final vow settled over them both like a sacred veil.

After a long pause, Freya’s voice ended the moment. “I present to you, Zeke and Elly, husband and wife under the generous blessings of Leyva.

Leo worried, once again, that using his mercenary name would rob Elly of the moment she had been dreaming of, but as he opened his eyes, all he found was joy shining from her face.

Applause floated into the shrine as the elven audience rose to their feet. Leo rolled gracefully from the altar and stood, his formal attire settling around him as he reached for his bride.

He drew Elly into his arms and claimed her lips with a kiss. Even as a skeptic of elven culture, he couldn’t calm the wild flutter beneath his ribs—something between triumph and disbelief that he had a woman to call his own. The taste of her lips, the heat of her body pressed against his, felt more real than any ceremony he’d ever imagined.

When they finally parted, breathless, Leo guided Elly to face their audience. They bowed together as cheers rang across the garden.

The formal ceremony melted away like morning frost, replaced by the warm chaos of celebration. Guests drifted through the garden in animated clusters, gathering like bees swarming around honey to offer their congratulations to the newlywed couple.

“Elly, darling!” Venny called out as she fought her way to the front of the crowd. Her voice was high-pitched with bubbling enthusiasm. “You look absolutely gorgeous. Such positive energy swirling around you—your aura is practically singing! What a wonderful wedding! Is Reyna’s next?”

Leo caught sight of the high priestess mulling along the edges of the garden, intentionally avoiding looking over at him.

“It’s just me and Zeke today,” Elly answered diplomatically.

“Oh!” Venny spun toward Leo with sparkling eyes. “I haven’t properly introduced myself to the groom! Hello, dear boy—I’m Venny. My goodness, what excellent bone structure you possess! Though,” she tilted her head, examining him like an artist critiquing a painting, “we should’ve really done something about that hair. What a shame.”

Leo stood, his smile carefully maintained, as Venny leaned in closer, her gaze now entirely absorbed in her observations. But just as quickly, her focus shifted, and she launched into a monologue about the gardens’ history and the shrine’s sacred importance to the community.

As her rambling turned from history lesson to town gossip, Leo’s eyes desperately sought escape among the other guests. Instead, his gaze met Franco’s approach, and any hope of reprieve withered under the man’s scalding look of suspicion.

“I’m not sure how I feel about a foreigner marrying one of Leyva’s chosen,” Franco said, his voice a low, simmering warning. “You just watch your step, and we won’t have any issues.”

Elly broke free from Venny’s verbal clutches and leaned close to Franco’s ear. Leo couldn’t hear, but whatever Elly whispered caused the innkeeper’s eyes to get wide.

“A whole patrol?” Franco’s voice cracked with disbelief as he reassessed Leo from head to toe. “Really?”

“Elly!” Leo chided. “Getting married doesn’t mean you can give away my secrets.”

She looked at him with feigned innocence. “Secrets? Oh no, my dear husband, I’m just letting him know that we don’t want to be disturbed tonight.”

Leo started to roll his eyes at her theatrical performance, but then one word echoed in his mind with sudden weight..

Disturbed.

His gaze swept the garden’s perimeter, searching shadows and scanning faces.

Nothing out of the ordinary. Except for Neville.

The townguard captain approached him with purposeful strides while Elly continued chatting with Franco. “Congratulations,” Neville offered, though his tone suggested duty rather than celebration. “Beautiful ceremony. Everything came together nicely.’

Leo cocked his head to the side. “Am I to believe that you were concerned about our ceremony?”

“Straight to business. I appreciate that.” Neville’s mouth quirked in approval. “I like that. You’re not planning on leaving town with your new bride, are you?”

“Worried about the orcs?”

Neville chuckled. “The orcs that my scouting parties can’t locate? Nah. I’m worried you’ll disappear before my men get the beers you owe them.”

“Don’t worry about me bailing,” Leo replied, “just don’t let your guard down. Not yet.”

The guard captain studied him for a brief moment. “I was already planning another rotation of overnight scouts. My men won’t appreciate the extra duty. You might owe them a second round to lessen the blow.”

Leo shrugged. “If they find my orcs, I’m sure something could be arranged.”

Neville nodded, then looked around. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude. It’s just... you’re considerably more ‘interesting’ than our usual tourists.”

“I hope we’re better guests than the Pranthians,” Leo said. “Speaking of which, are there any still left in town?”

“None,” Neville replied with a shake of his head. “They all cleared out for the memorial.”

Leo absently rubbed his chin, his attention drifting toward the garden’s edge. That’s when he saw it—a figure slipping between two distant buildings, there and gone in a heartbeat. But he knew who it was.

His stomach dropped to the ground.

“Seems there might be a few stragglers after all,” he murmured.

“What was that?”

Leo cleared his throat and turned to face Neville with a neutral expression. “Nothing.”

He excused himself with minimum effort and walked with deliberate calm toward Reyna’s brooding figure at the garden’s periphery.

The high priestess’ sulking would have to wait. They weren’t just being watched—they were being hunted.


Chapter 23

Husband and Wife

The wedding party made it back to the inn around noon. Venny had joined forces with Franco to produce a feast that, while modest by some standards, filled the table with roasted meats, fresh bread, and tall bottles of wine.

Leo positioned himself strategically, keeping his attention firmly on Elly even as Taya and Reyna frequently popped in and out. He sat through several more hours of conversation and muted joviality while helping himself to the abundance of food available within arm’s reach.

As the late afternoon approached, the festivities gradually wound down. Guests trickled away in small groups until only a few stragglers remained, their voices growing softer as the food disappeared.

Leo had been watching the door, tracking Taya’s return from her latest patrol, when he felt the gentle pressure of Elly’s hand settling on his thigh. He turned to find his wife’s eyes meeting his, her subtle nod directing his attention toward the staircase that led to the guest rooms above.

Leo rose from his chair with what he hoped appeared to be casual nonchalance, but with the slip of his hand, he knocked his goblet over. The pewter cup toppled with a metallic clatter, rolled across the wooden table’s surface, and plummeted to the floor with a resounding crash that seemed to echo through the suddenly silent common room.

Every head turned toward the commotion, a small sea of curious faces focused entirely on him.

A rare blush crossed Leo’s cheeks, and he quickly bent over and picked it up.

Elly giggled. “That’s the only time I’ve ever seen you be clumsy. I think I’ve discovered your weakness.”

“And what are you going to do about it?” Leo asked, his embarrassment already fading.

She stood and grabbed his hand, already taking her first step toward the staircase. “I’m going to exploit it thoroughly.”

Leo followed her happily, unperturbed by the various pairs of eyes that watched them leave.

Something stirred in Leo’s lower region. If this was what married life had to offer, he was already a convert.

Once they entered their room, Elly closed the door and reached for the lock. As her fingers reached the latch, she hesitated.

“What about our stalkers?” Elly asked. “Will you need to leave?”

Leo fought to keep the smile on his face. “I’m not focused on that right now, I have a new wife in front of me who is far too beautiful for her own good.”

“But—”

“Elly,” Leo interjected, stroking her blonde hair, “everything will be fine. We have time to worry about that later. I want this moment with you.”

Elly nodded, then clicked the lock in place.

She turned to face him, a nervous smile on her face.

Leo took the initiative and wrapped his bride in his arms. He was determined to prove to her that his earlier clumsiness would not be repeated.

Elly tilted her head back, and Leo captured her lips.

Her body was soft and warm, and she melted into his embrace, her arms wrapping around his neck. He let his hands roam, running up and down her back before dipping down to cup her rear, which he gave a gentle squeeze. Elly giggled and pulled her face away from his. “Do you like my dress?”

Leo nodded. “You look amazing.”

She smiled. “Good. I’m glad you like it.” Then she untied the bodice of her dress.

The strings were thin and tight, and Leo watched as Elly worked her fingers between them, slowly pulling them loose. Leo stood motionless, a captive to her actions.

After she loosened the laces, she pulled her arms in and pushed the fabric down. Her luscious, perfectly shaped breasts popped out first, followed by her trim waist and the soft curve of her hip. The fabric of the dress fell away like a wave receding from the shore, then collapsed in a pool at her feet.

Elly pointed at her dress, which now lay in a heap on the floor. “Do you like it now?”

Leo’s mouth gaped slightly, unable to tear his gaze away from Elly’s naked body to glance down at the already forgotten dress. “Stunning.”

His eyes roved over her exposed skin, taking in her smooth curves and the tempting contours of her body. Her large, firm breasts sat high on her chest, and her tight waist and trim stomach flowed into her wide, curvy hips.

Elly’s feet shuffled shyly, though her smile showed that she approved of the attention.

Leo broke from his trance and stepped forward. His hands slid down her waist and over the curve of her ass, then he lifted her into the air. Elly squeaked in surprise, her legs wrapping around his waist for support.

Leo walked over to the bed and gently placed her on the soft mattress.

Her legs remained wrapped around him, refusing to let go. He settled the weight of his body on her, their skin pressing together. His lips found hers, and he kissed her softly. Elly responded with enthusiasm, her tongue seeking to explore his mouth. Leo met her tongue with his own, and they danced together, a playful battle where no one was in a hurry to claim victory.

Elly’s hands roamed across his clothing, trying to find buttons, searching for buttons, but she was too distracted to make any progress.

Leo reluctantly broke the kiss and began helping her.

After a bit of frenzied shuffling, Leo retook his place on top of her.  They embraced once again, their naked bodies writhing against each other. It was a dance fueled by raw lust—not proper for any public wedding.

“I want you,” Leo said in a hoarse whisper. “I want you now.”

“Not yet, my dear husband. I need to serve you first.” She spoke with a sense of devotion that sent a shiver of anticipation down Leo’s spine.

“You don’t need to,” he replied. “You can feel how hard I am for you.”

“It’s important to me,” she responded. “I want you to know how important it is for me to take care of you. It is a duty I will always cherish.”

Elly climbed down his body with a pace that bordered on reverence. She looked up at him with shining eyes, her fingers tracing along his length. “I love you.”

Then she swallowed him whole.

Leo groaned, his arms flying out to grab the sheets.

Elly hummed her pleasure, her lips sliding up and down his shaft, her hands playing with his balls. She swirled her tongue around his tip, then traced a line along his underside before gently sucking his balls into her mouth.

After a loud slurp, she returned to the head and planted a wet kiss. She looked up at him, her blue eyes full of desire. She was a woman possessed, and it was the most beautiful thing Leo had ever seen.

Wrapping her lips around him, she sank her head down on his cock, fitting him deep in her throat. Leo’s eyes rolled back into his head, his breath coming in short bursts.

“I’m getting close,” Leo warned. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to cum.”

But Elly didn’t stop. Her hands sped up, her head bobbing up and down even faster. She wanted him to come. She needed him to come.

Leo groaned and thrust his hips forward, burying himself deep in Elly’s throat. With a final thrust, he exploded, his body spasming, waves of pleasure crashing over him. Elly didn’t pull away. Instead, she swallowed every drop he gave her, milking him for all he was worth. Her eyes never left his face, drinking in every expression and sound.

Once Leo collapsed onto the bed, Elly rolled over and kissed his cheek. “Did that feel good, my love?” she asked.

Leo nodded, still unable to form words.

“I think those lessons really helped,” she said. “You’re a great teacher.”

Leo sighed softly, hoping he’d never wake from the dream he was living.

Elly laid her head on his chest, her hair cascading down either side of him. After basking in the moment a little longer, she looked up at him. “Do you think you could get hard again for me?”

“Elly,” Leo said with amusement, “for you, I’d brave a dragon’s den and steal away their most carefully guarded gem.”

Her laughter was a melody to his ears. “Calm down, dragon slayer. I just want your dick inside me.”

Leo’s member twitched in between them as it thickened, signalling its eagerness to comply.

Her hand snaked down and began stroking him. He responded immediately to her delicate fingers, his blood pumping him back to full size.

“Is that for me?” Elly asked, her hand still stroking him. “Is this hard, thick cock ready to make me a woman?”

Leo’s cock twitched again at the prospect of claiming her. “I am yours. Now and forever.” He reached down and grabbed her waist. With a slow and deliberate motion, he lifted her until his cock was at her entrance. The head of his cock kissed her warm folds, and Elly whimpered, her hips bucking ever so slightly in anticipation.

“I’ll go slow,” he promised.

“That’s because you’re a tease,” she said, though a hint of gratitude warmed her face.

He planted a kiss on her lips before he pushed slowly into her.

Elly gasped and arched her back, her eyes squeezing shut. She bit her lip as she adjusted to the intrusion.

Leo stopped, his cock throbbing inside her.

After a brief moment, Elly relaxed, her breathing slowing, her body accepting his. She opened her eyes, a soft smile settling on her face. “Take what is yours.”

With his hands on her waist, he slid deeper into her tight slit. He pulled out a little and then pushed deeper in, working his way inside her. Sweet mews flowed from Elly’s lips as she clung to his shoulders for support.

Leo cupped her face in his hands, then claimed more virginal territory with another gentle thrust. Elly opened her mouth and took one of his thumbs between her lips. She sucked on it while wiggling her hips, fitting more of his cock inside her.

He pulled out, then sank his cock back into Elly’s welcoming heat, his rhythm steady and unhurried. She moved with him, matching his strokes, her hips rising and falling in time with his movements. Her pussy was ravenous and greedy, her tight walls clutching his shaft, pulling him deeper.

Soon, his cock was buried fully within his wife. Her pelvis rocked back and forth, grinding hard against his.

“Ohhhh yes,” she moaned. “This is where you belong.”

Leo pulled his thumb away and replaced it with his lips. Elly kissed him back, her tongue earnestly searching for his. He pumped steadily into her, enjoying her little whimpers every time he filled her with his girth. He wanted to devour her, to possess her completely.

Suddenly, Elly surprised Leo by throwing her head back and filling the room with her cries of pleasure. Her pussy spasmed, squeezing his cock as her orgasm washed over her. He could feel the convulsions as she rode it out, her hips pushing down on his in erratic waves. The sight of the beautiful elf convulsing on top of him was one he would never forget.

After a moment, the shuddering subsided, and she caught her breath. She locked eyes with Leo as a wide grin split across her face. “That was so  much better than your fingers!”

Leo tilted his head to one side in mock offense. “Hey! I thought I was pretty good with my fingers.”

Elly shook her head, her smile only growing wider. “Nuh uh, now that I know what your dick feels like, your fingers are going to be very lonely.”

Leo glanced down between them, where his cock was still buried deep between her legs. “I can live with that.”

Elly placed a finger on his forehead and nudged his head back into the pillow. “Don’t worry, I’m not done yet.” She shifted her hips back, then forward. “Here,” she said, cradling her boobs in her hands. “Let’s see if you like these.” She lowered a nipple to his lips.

Leo eagerly accepted her offering. He sucked in her nipple, savoring the feel of it hardening against his tongue.

His hands drifted up to cup her breasts, his fingers fondling the soft flesh. Elly cooed in response when he found her other nipple and gently rolled it between his thumb and forefinger. He tugged at it, enjoying the way her breath hitched.

As Leo continued to lick and nibble on her boobs, Elly moved her hips with an increasing pace. Her ass bounced up and down his rod, her tight pussy creating a delicious friction that quickly had his balls churning.

“Cum for me,” Elly said. “Fill me up with your seed. I want to feel it inside me.”

Leo could only grunt in response as his balls contracted to fulfill her request. Elly sensed his impending climax and wrapped her arms around his head, holding him tightly against her chest.

Her tits engulfed Leo’s face in the most pleasant form of suffocation known to man. He let out a strangled moan with what breath he had left and unleashed.

His body shook violently as his cock swelled, shooting spurt after spurt of hot cum into his wife. He felt her inner walls constrict around his shaft, as if they were actively gulping down his sperm. When he finally stopped twitching, she lifted herself from him and collapsed on the bed beside him.

The two of them lay side by side, their hands intertwined. Elly turned toward him, her hand reaching up to stroke his face. “So, are my boobs bigger than Reyna’s?”

Despite still gasping for air, he burst out laughing.

“I love you,” he said, the words flowing effortlessly from his mouth.

“I love you more,” she replied, her eyes finding his in the dim light.

They rested side by side in a moment of warm intimacy, enjoying each other’s presence.

Yet, her joke lingered, sticking like a splinter in his thoughts. “Did I do the right thing?” he asked finally. “With Reyna?”

Elly sighed. “She’s not used to people telling her no.”

Leo ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “Yeah, I picked up on that.”

“Either she’ll hold this grudge and make your life miserable—in which case you’ll thank the gods you didn’t marry her—or she’ll eventually learn to treat you with respect. Either way, calling off the marriage was the right decision.” She paused, her fingers tracing idle patterns on his chest. “Though the timing of your rejection was a bit harsh.”

Leo sighed. “I know, but I had to ensure she fully offered herself as a bride for the oath bracelet.”

Elly’s lips pressed into a thoughtful line. “I’ll talk to her once the emotions have simmered down.”

“You don’t have to solve my problems,” he said.

“Yes I do,” she replied, her tone both tender and determined. “That’s what a good wife does. And I intend to be the best.”

Leo glanced down, his eyes taking in her beauty. “How did I get so lucky?”

“Maybe Leyva’s blessing you for saving her priestesses.”

He wasn’t sure if it was her comment or the sudden surge of protectiveness that washed over him, but their peaceful sanctuary began to crack. The looming reality of their situation slipped in like a shadow under the door.

He pressed a resolute kiss to her forehead before rising from the bed. His eyes found his sword where it leaned against the far wall, resting before what promised to be a long night.

He looked back at his new wife, her delicate form curled up on the bed. A fierce certainty settled in his chest.

“You’re not Leyva’s anymore. You’re mine.”


Chapter 24

Reaper Squad

Jakob sidled up against the worn timber siding of their lodging, the rough edges of splintered wood catching on his oversized cloak. The mountain air was cool, but it did little to ease the anxiety swirling in his chest.

Perhaps the most dangerous hunt of his career was about to start.

He scanned both sides of the alley one last time before slipping through the door.

Inside, three pairs of eyes were fixed on him, silent in their expectation.

“Paulden hasn’t returned yet?” Jakob’s voice cut through the stillness as he took in the faces of his team.

At the rickety table, Vexa sat with her feet propped up with casual elegance, her beauty as lethal as the blade she deftly spun between her fingers. Butch, the team’s brute force, loomed beside her—a hulking presence that never needed words to assert dominance. Korak, the young bloodline mage temporarily assigned by Commander Bulvar, paced restlessly across the cramped room, his quick steps betraying the impatience gnawing at him.

“Not yet,” Vexa answered. “Maybe he got lost. Is there a brothel here?”

Jakob held back a grin. “Paulden doesn’t get lost, and there’s no brothel out here.”

Vexa cocked her head to the side. “And why would you know that?”

“I’m the leader,” he replied. “It’s my job to know these things.”

“Are they still at the inn?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied. “Though I’ve lost track of the tall woman. Paulden was meant to tail her.”

“We’re still making our move tonight, right?” Vexa asked.

Jakob nodded, “Yes—”

“We should’ve struck when we first saw them,” Korak interjected, his voice brimming with a reckless confidence and youthful impatience.

Butch grunted reprovingly, reinforcing the pecking order Korak was so casually testing.

Jakob rolled his shoulders, gritting his teeth. The boy had lots to learn. “You do not know who we are hunting,” he replied. “Your recklessness is dangerous. If we plan on taking down the Shadow, we need strategy and precision.”

Korak crossed his arms with disapproval. “We’re both bloodline mages. He doesn’t stand a chance. We could’ve taken him.”

Jakob let out a heavy sigh as the door clicked shut behind him.

“Trying to keep the young’un alive?” Paulden’s voice drifted in.

“Proving more difficult than I expected,” Jakob responded with a wry smirk.

“Just wait until you see me fight!” Korak exclaimed, the need to prove himself painted on his face.

Jakob’s gaze lingered on Korak, seeing past the cocksure grin to something painfully familiar—he saw a younger version of himself, unburdened by the ghosts of failure. Before he’d learned the cost of underestimating an enemy. Before he’d watched a teammate bleed out from a poorly timed ambush.

The Shadow wasn’t just another target. They were hunting a ruthless and cunning enemy. Countless had tried. The lucky ones returned empty-handed. Others didn’t return at all.

Even the Reaper Squad had struggled against the Shadow. Yet, here they were, on the northernmost edge of civilization, ready to pit the best against the best.

Jakob’s mind raced through possibilities, each strategy weighed against the chance of success. Whatever plan he devised had to thread the needle between boldness and prudence, ensuring they claimed their prize without becoming another cautionary tale.

With a grunt, he turned back to his master scout. “Anything to report?”

“She returned to Weaver’s Inn,” Paulden replied. “I also spotted another scout party heading north on my way back.”

“Another one?” Jakob questioned. “Maybe they do know about Brigland’s attack.”

“The Shadow may have returned with a warning,” Paulden speculated.

Korak scoffed. “Yet another reason we should’ve ambushed them as soon as they walked through the gate.”

Vexa let out a cruel laugh. “A warning would be wasted anyway,” she said, dismissing the young mage’s outburst without so much as a glance. “There are only forty guards. What are they going to do? Die less ignorant?”

“The Kladenburg raid is not our mission,” Jakob said. “We need to focus on taking down the Shadow. We need to know who his mystery companion is.” He peeked over at Paulden, hoping an answer had been uncovered.

The master scout slowly shook his head. “Still nothing. Nobody knows who she is.”

“I’ve never seen a woman built like her,” Jakob said. “Could be an extra sword.”

Paulden pursed his lips. “The Shadow has always worked alone. Our sources confirmed he traveled with only four others—all elves.”

Jakob rubbed his chin. “A few years ago, those priestesses we were supposed to escort into the mountains… You remember?”

Paulden exhaled. “Yeah, that job turned out more gruesome than I thought.”

“I couldn’t fuckin’ stand those bitches,” Vexa chimed in, gripping her dagger tightly as if reliving the moment. “I would’ve done it without the payout.”

“I wish I could’ve kept one of them,” Paulden said with a shrug.

Jakob frowned. “They were trying to summon a champion, were they not?”

Vexa burst out laughing. “Imagine traveling all that way to beg your goddess for backup, and all she gives you is some wench with over-sized biceps.”

He cracked a small smile, though the unease in his gut remained. “Divine intervention or not, it doesn’t alter our objective. We strike in the dead hours before dawn. If fortune favors us, it’ll be over before he can get out of bed.”

Paulden nodded slowly. “You’re the boss. That’s nice of you to let him have one night with his bride. Lucky bastard.”

Jakob smirked. “You’ve always had a thing for elves. Something about those pointy ears, huh?”

“I’m not too afraid to admit it,” Paulden replied. “I would love to find a dainty little elven wife to fuck until my balls shrivel up.”

Vexa snorted. “Like you could ever give up the whores.”

A wide, toothy grin spread across Paulden’s face. “Who’s saying I’d be giving up the whores?”

Jakob chuckled, then recaptured the group’s attention. “My timing has nothing to do with giving the newlyweds their privacy. I was concerned he might have spotted me yesterday. Our best opportunity is to strike while his guard is down.”

Paulden raised an eyebrow. “Think he’s expecting us?”

“No way,” Korak cut in. “They had a fucking wedding. They’re completely oblivious.”

Jakob held up a firm finger, silencing the young mage. “This wouldn’t be the first time he’s foiled one of our ambushes. As hopeful as I am, I still want to be prepared.”

“I should return to my position,” Paulden said, already shifting toward the door. “Don’t want them to slip away.”

Jakob gave a curt nod. “I’ll finalize our plan of attack. You can expect us just after midnight.”

***

Kladenburg slumbered beneath a shroud of darkness, the alpine town’s silence broken only by the river’s gentle whisper and the occasional groan of timber settling into another restless night.

Yet, not everyone was tucked away in a warm bed.

Jakob straightened from his crouch , brushing grit from his palms as he surveyed his handiwork. The final contingency was in place, a lethal surprise positioned around the perimeter of Weaver’s Inn, though its very existence spoke to failure. If circumstances forced him to trigger these devices, it would mean his carefully orchestrated plan had collapsed into chaos.

He scanned the alleyway, his breath steady despite his increased heart rate. Outside the inn, time had dragged on with agonizing slowness, though only a few hours had passed. Every piece had to be perfectly in place.

The back entrance of the inn opened, and Paulden poked his head out. His eyes scanned the darkness before meeting Jakob’s. Raising his arm, he gave the signal—a single, sharp motion that was both a command and a reassurance.

In perfect silence, the team moved swiftly and carefully through the alley, their footsteps swallowed by the night. One by one, they slipped through the doorway and into the inn’s musty interior.

Paulden led them into the main room, where they found an elven innkeeper slouched over the counter, snoring.

With deadly grace, Vexa moved behind the counter. In one fluid motion, her hand clamped over the innkeeper’s mouth, stifling the noise, while the other pressed a cold, sharp dagger to the man’s throat. He went rigid, his eyes snapping open to find death’s edge kissing his neck.

“Breathe wrong, and it will be your last.” Vexa’s voice was low, smooth, and chillingly beautiful.

The innkeeper began visibly trembling under Vexa’s steady grip.

“We need keys,” Paulden commanded. “Rooms eight and seven.”

The innkeeper hesitated, his breath shallow under the weight of the dagger. Slowly, his shaking hand reached for a drawer beneath the counter, fumbling for the keys.

“Hurry,” Vexa hissed, her grip tightening, making the innkeeper’s fingers falter.

With a pale face drenched in sweat, the man finally retrieved the keys and placed them on the counter.

Jakob’s hand closed around the keys before they’d finished settling. “Paulden stays with our gracious host,” he commanded, his voice barely above a breath. “The rest follow me.”

“The Shadow is in eight,” Paulden said. “Priestesses in seven.”

Jakob’s nod was curt, efficient. He crossed the room to the far side and took his first step onto the staircase. Avoiding even the slightest creak, he climbed. Reaching the landing, he waited for the rest of his team.

“Butch,” he whispered, “you stay in the hallway. Make sure the priestesses don’t escape. Vexa, Korak, and I will breach room eight.”

Butch gave a silent nod and reached behind him, hefting the massive axe from his back. The weapon, though menacing in size, was hardly ideal for the narrow corridor, but Jakob figured it would be more than enough to deal with a few fleeing priestesses.

Korak drew a pair of curved blades, prompting Jakob to ready his magic. He closed his eyes and called on his mana. Four smoky tendrils erupted from his back with a hiss, coiling and slithering like shadowy serpents. The tips of the tendrils were sharp, glowing faintly with a dark, iridescent sheen. They swayed, hungry, waiting for a command.

Korak’s face went slack. “That’s freaky,” he muttered, fascination and revulsion warring in his voice.

Jakob didn’t acknowledge the comment. His focus was on the door at the end of the corridor. Approaching with key in hand, he unlocked the door as quietly as he could.

A soft click triggered a rush of adrenaline. The dance of death had reached its last beat.

In the blink of an eye, the three assassins flooded the room like a tidal wave of death. Jakob spotted a bed where two forms lay beneath threadbare covers, the fabric offering only the illusion of safety. It was a pitiful barrier, powerless against what was coming. Jakob’s tendrils struck first, four obsidian spears finding their marks in the bed’s occupants with surgical precision.

Vexa joined in a mere second later, plunging her dagger into the left target with a savage growl.

Korak stepped forward, lagging behind his companions. “Fuck, you guys are quick. Save some for me.”

A hint of mirth danced across the young mage’s face. Jakob, however, squinted at his target in the darkness, his more experienced instincts prickling along the back of his neck.

This was easy. Too easy.

His tendrils recoiled as he seized the bedcovers and tore them away. Where blood and death should have greeted him, only the torn remnants of potato sacks spilled their contents across the mattress.

Vexa snarled. “What the fuck—”

A muffled cry of pain echoed from below, followed by a thud.

“Move!” Jakob’s command launched them toward the door.

They burst into the hallway to find Butch already thundering down the stairs, his heavy boots hammering against wood with no pretense for stealth. Jakob was right behind, leaping down the last few steps.

What greeted him stopped his heart cold.

Paulden lay crumpled near the counter, his lifeblood spreading in dark rivulets across the worn floorboards. The master scout who had navigated a thousand dangers lay still, his keen eyes forever closed.

The innkeeper cowered by the front door, his trembling fingers wrestling with the latch. He gave a fearful glance over his shoulder before flinging the door open and fleeing into the early morning gloom of Kladenburg.

“Get that fucker!” Korak shouted, charging toward the open door with Vexa and Butch hot on his heels.

Jakob’s eyes widened in realization—realization that was delayed by the shock of seeing his oldest friend dead on the ground.  “No! Wait! He’s in on it!”

His warning rang too late. The remaining three members of his squad spilled out into the open street. His gut wrenched, almost certain of what was about to happen.

Jakob took a decisive step forward, his dark tendrils thrashing forward with hungry approval.

Logic had crumbled away. Strategy had been stolen. All that remained was the raw, burning need to watch the Shadow bleed.

One way or another, the hunt was coming to an end.


Chapter 25

Street Fight

Blood was still oozing from Leo’s blade as he watched Franco flee from his inn. As if on a cue, the first member of the Reaper Squad barreled through the door into the outdoor killzone.

In perfect synchrony, Leo and Taya pounced on their prey from opposing directions. Their target, a young man wielding twin blades, could only manage a frantic flinch before Leo’s sword opened his throat while Taya’s weapon punched through his ribs.

The brutal strike sent the man spiraling to the ground, his arms flailing wildly as a spray of blood splattered across the scene.

Leo pivoted to face the next assailant rushing through the doorway. However, even with Reyna’s boost, he was a fraction too slow. A lithe woman darted beneath the arc of his blade, slipping gracefully beneath his guard with a dagger in hand. Only his enhanced reflexes saved him—the blade’s kiss left a trail of fire across his side as she ghosted away.

Before he could give chase to the assassin, a colossus of a man stomped through the doorway, swinging an axe.

Taya matched the massive warrior’s first blow with a resounding clang that echoed down the empty streets. Sparks flew as the metal edges screamed at each other. Leo jabbed his sword into the giant’s torso, but a thick layer of chainmail absorbed most of the damage. He spun to block a backstab from the dagger-wielding woman, then shot a plume of flame at her.

Leo whirled back to face the axe-wielding brute, his sword singing through the air with newfound fury. The giant caught both his and Taya’s blades on the thick oak handle of his axe, his muscles bulging as he shoved them back. The raw power behind the push sent Leo stumbling.

Then, the night shifted. The stars dimmed and the moonlight paled. A sense of dread crept up Leo’s spine.

Behind the towering tank, a nightmare stepped through the doorway. The others had come with sharp edges and raw strength. The newcomer brought something colder. Something final.

Cloaked in shadows, he glided forward with arcane malevolence. Darkness clung to him like living smoke, with tendrils writhing around with magic that longed to unmake the living.

Even Taya shirked at the dark mage’s presence, but Leo knew exactly who had arrived. Jakob Duskwraith—feared bloodline mage and leader of the Reaper Squad. Leo had expected the confrontation, but knowing it was coming made it no less chilling.

Leo’s concern only deepened when he spotted movement on the ground. The young man they had first killed was moving. Fingers twitching. Back arching. Limbs shuffling around.

Slowly, the man struggled to his feet.

Leo stared in disbelief as the wounds that should have been fatal began to close—flesh and tissue mending themselves in sickening, unnatural stitches.

The enemy didn’t wait long. Jakob barked out commands. “Vexa, with me. Karok and Butch, take care of the woman.”

Leo almost immediately felt overwhelmed as the enemy pressed their advantage. Jakob’s tendrils whipped toward him, fast and twisting, while the assassin pulled out a second dagger and danced at the edge of his guard.

“I will end you!” Jakob yelled, spittle flying from his mouth.

One of the dark magic constructs raked across Leo’s shoulder, its barbed tip tearing through leather and finding flesh beneath. Hissing through the pain, Leo managed to remain focused. Pain flared hot, but he gritted his teeth and stayed focused. He deflected a dagger thrust, twisted away from another blow, but they were tightening the noose around him.

They weren’t the fumbling soldiers he’d cut down in the forest, nor the savage but predictable orcs he’d held off in the sanctum. These enemies moved with lethal intelligence—each strike calculated, each feint designed to exploit the smallest opening. They fought with the cold efficiency of killers who had perfected their craft.

Luckily, he had Leyva’s champion on his side.

“Taya! Now!”

An explosive red glow illuminated the night, as if dawn had come suddenly.

“What the fuck?!” the young mage shouted.

Leo turned just in time to see Taya carve through the brute. Her supernatural blade cleaved him from shoulder to hip in a cut so clean that even gravity froze in disbelief. Then, he collapsed in two pieces, his armor clattering to the dirt like an empty shell.

Karok blinked away his shock and then fled to Jakob’s flank with Taya in close pursuit.

“No!” Jakob growled, eyeing the charging Amazonian.

Magic rippled through the air like a struck bell, the experienced mage’s spell spanning outward in waves. Along the edges of the street, hidden binding wards flared to life, sigils pulsing once before erupting. Leathery tendrils burst from the wards, whipping through the space between them with ravenous hunger.

By sheer chance, Leo was in the outer radius, giving him just enough time to dodge the two that came for him.

Taya wasn’t as fortunate. Three separate wards locked onto her, and before she could react, the bindings wrapped around her arms and legs, dragging her to the ground in a tangled, thrashing snare.

The Amazonian let out a roar, letting her displeasure be known to all of Kladenburg.

Before Leo could recover from the first surprise, a whistle emanated from the Reaper Squad leader. A plume of inky, black smoke burst from a black orb lying on the ground across the street. The cloud twisted and solidified, shaping itself into the form of a massive dire wolf, its spectral body flickering with dark energy. Dark violet eyes flared to life in its skull, locking onto Leo with hungry intent.

A dagger suddenly sank into Leo’s side, the sharp point piercing flesh before the agony fully registered. Pain lanced through him, sharp and immediate, yet instinct took over. Ironically, the strike prompted him to dip his shoulder and twist away, dodging the shadow tendril that hissed by his ear. He took another step back, avoiding another shadow spear aimed at his chest.

Leo cursed aloud as the phantom wolf broke into a dead sprint, its form rippling with demonic essence as it closed the distance to his flank.

Taya was struggling to free herself, though her glowing sword was making quick work of the restraints. Karok had re-engaged and was hurling fireballs at the downed Amazonian. She squirmed around violently, avoiding the worst of it, but the sight still caused Leo to growl.

Taya was his woman. Fire magic was his dominion.

He planted his feet and extended both hands, spinning in a tight circle. The vortex of flame that erupted from his core expanded outward, pushing his attackers back. All save the dire wolf, which leapt through the inferno as if it were mere mist, its paws extended like twin scythes ready to reap his soul.

Leo dove, his shoulder slamming into the ground as he rolled across the street. Pain flared in his wounded side, hot and sharp, but he gritted his teeth and pushed through it.  As he sprang to his feet, his next spell was already at his fingertips. The searing lance of fire streaked toward Karok, missing its mark by a breath.

The young mage threw himself aside with frantic agility, his balance teetering from the desperation of the dodge. Seizing the fleeting opening, Leo rushed in. His blade flashed in a swift arc, slicing against Karok’s torso before crossing back for another blow.

Karok stumbled and fell to the ground for the second time that night.

Leo weaved under a shadow tendril and spun away from the lunging dire wolf. A second tendril surged angrily toward him with ruthless precision, driving straight for his chest.

Leo could only watch as the spear of shadow raced toward his chest, too close to dodge, too fast to counter. His mouth began to form what might have been his final grimace.

Red light flashed in front of him.

The tendril that was poised to rip through him violently dissipated. Taya flew into his vision, spinning around and swinging her blade directly at Leo’s throat. He ducked instinctively, just as the dire wolf’s jaws snapped shut where his neck had been.

The champion’s blade struck true, and the phantom beast was banished to the Wailing Abyss.

Jakob’s face contorted with rage as he watched his rival narrowly escape death’s grip. “Fucking die!” he screamed, before launching another attack.

His three remaining tendrils writhed through the air like serpents drunk on venom, all converging on Leo with murderous intent. He maneuvered through the storm of dark magic almost unscathed—one of the malignant spears sliced through his thigh.

Taya came to his aid, destroying the tendril with the swing of her mystical blade.

Leo readied a fire spell, but movement along the edge of his senses distracted him. He pivoted to find the lithe assassin trying to sneak behind his guard.

With the quick swipe of his sword, Vexa swerved out of reach, abandoning her attack. Leo’s hand shot forward, blasting a fireball at the shifty assassin. The heat sizzled through the air, catching the edge of her clothes.

She was quick—deadly quick—her twin daggers weaving through the space where his fire had been, seeking gaps in his defense. But Leo’s longer blade gave him the reach advantage, and he pressed it ruthlessly. Each sweeping arc of his sword drove her another step backward.

Out of the corner of his eye, Leo spotted Karok was hauling himself upright once more, the ragged tears in his chest knitting together with ghastly efficiency. He was going to need to find a way to put him down for good.

Vexa struck like a viper in that moment of distraction, her daggers slicing toward his exposed flank. But Leo had picked up on her patterns. He anticipated her opportunism and turned it against her.

He intercepted her attack with ease, then struck low, scoring a gash across her thigh. Without pause, he channeled fire into his free palm, the magic erupting outward in a searing burst that caught her beneath the collar.

Vexa staggered backward, her breathing labored, but her eyes remained locked on him with feral intensity. Leo continued pushing her into the narrow confines of the alley. Vexa winced in pain as her eyes remained fixed on him as she tried to counter his onslaught.

The assassin’s movements grew more desperate, her twin daggers flashing in increasingly wild patterns as she sought to stem his relentless advance. Pain etched itself across her features, but still she fought—until a blade suddenly erupted from her chest.

Vexa’s eyes widened in shock, her mouth opening in a silent gasp as understanding dawned too late.

The metal withdrew with a wet whisper, leaving only the echo of defeat in its wake.

Vexa’s knees buckled, her daggers clattering uselessly to the dirt. She pitched forward, her face meeting the unforgiving ground as the final breath left her lungs.

Behind the slain assassin, Reyna emerged from the shadows like a specter of vengeance, her blade gleaming crimson with the blood of her first kill.

“Well done,” Leo said, his voice carrying genuine praise amid the grim scene. But the battlefield granted no respite for reflection. A searing wave of magical fire streaked toward them through the air. Leo pivoted without hesitation, his arm extending as he wove a defensive spell that shattered the incoming flames into a shower of sparks.

Karok thundered toward them like a charging bull, his twin blades carving the air as he pumped his arms. Leo unleashed a torrent of flame and raised his sword to meet the assault.

Across the chaotic melee, Taya continued her assault on Jakob, even while bleeding from several wounds. She sidestepped a flesh-seeking tendril, then brought her blade down, amputating it like a corrupted limb. Without pause, she lunged forward, her weapon rising in a vicious uppercut that cleaved through another.

Jakob retreated a step, his rage-fueled confidence finally beginning to fracture under her relentless onslaught, but Taya gave him no quarter. She moved like an inexorable tide, each strike flowing seamlessly into the next as she dismantled his defenses with Amazonian ferocity.

Meanwhile, Leo found himself locked in combat with Karok. The young mage’s training was evident in his stance and grip, his weapons handled with practiced competence, but his technique remained shackled to theory rather than battle-hardened instinct. Every parry followed academy form, every counterattack adhered to practiced sequences—predictable patterns that Leo’s experience quickly unraveled.

Once he recognized Karok’s rhythm, Leo seized control of the fight. His blade carved deep into his opponent. Yet each cut sealed itself within moments, flesh knitting together with unnatural speed. Karok’s magical regeneration transformed what should have been a decisive victory into a war of attrition—one Leo was losing.

His strength began to ebb, a creeping weakness that he initially attributed to Reyna’s enchantment fading. Then the dagger wound in his side began to throb in sync with his heartbeat, each pulse sending jagged lightning through his bloodstream.

Realization hit him like the stench of a rotting corpse. The assassin’s blade had been poisoned.

Leo gritted his teeth, desperation clawing at his thoughts. How could he defeat an unkillable enemy while his own life drained away with each beat of his heart?

Then, through the haze of combat, he caught sight of Taya’s luminous blade carving through the air in a brilliant arc. Jakob’s head separated from his shoulders and tumbled to the ground.

Leo and Karok’s blades met once more in a violent clash. Leo’s superior technique shone through, every motion honed by the unforgiving training Taya had beaten into him. With a vicious twist of his wrist, he wrenched one of Karok’s weapons free, sending it skittering across the street. The young mage stumbled backward, eyes narrowing as his stance shifted, transitioning from physical prowess to sorcery.

Relieved that his opponent had foolishly challenged him in his preferred mode of combat, Leo deflected the first spell before unleashing a barrage of his own. His fire magic dominated the exchange, each blazing volley forcing Karok to retreat further. Yet even as Leo’s inferno scorched flesh from bone, leaving Karok’s form blackened, the mage’s regeneration answered with obscene vitality. New skin bubbled and formed over charred muscle, pink and glistening, as if the flames had been nothing more than a momentary inconvenience.

Then, Taya’s red energy tore through the scene.

A bolt of pure arcane destruction soared toward their last enemy, striking him square in the chest. The impact was absolute—his torso erupted in a spray of gore and bone fragments, sending detached limbs flying through the air like grotesque confetti. Leo instinctively flinched as blood and viscera splattered all around him.

A heavy silence descended, deafening in its stillness. The battle was over. No clash of weapons, no roar of magic, no screams of the dying. Just a street turned into an eerie tomb.


Chapter 26

They Started It

Leo might have savored the victory more if the poison hadn’t been slowly eating away at his strength. Each breath felt more ragged than the last, his lungs burning with an intensity that spoke of something far more sinister than mere exhaustion. The metallic taste in his mouth had grown stronger, and he could feel his heartbeat becoming increasingly erratic.

The ground beneath his feet was slick with blood, both enemy and his own, and the stomach-churning smell of burned flesh still hung heavy in the pre-dawn air. Three bodies lay scattered across the street like broken dolls. The Reaper Squad, once the most feared assassins in the Pranthian Empire, had been reduced to nothing more than cooling corpses and a scorched patch of earth.

Still, defeating them brought a sense of satisfaction to his fatigued soul that transcended the physical agony coursing through his veins. They had long since sold their loyalty to the wiles of the Pranthian monarchy, becoming little more than well-trained dogs who killed at their masters’ command. Eliminating them not only removed his greatest personal risk, but also dealt a heavy blow to the Pranthian cabal.

“Is that really them?” Reyna’s voice came from beside him, cutting through his distant reverie.

He glanced over, having not realized that she had left the relative safety of the alley. Her once pristine white robes were stained with splattered blood, torn in several places.

“That’s the Reaper Squad?” she asked again, her voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The simple motion sent a fresh wave of nausea rolling through him, and he had to grip the pommel of his sword to steady himself.

Reyna studied the carnage with a mixture of awe and horror. “I thought the orcs would be the most terrifying thing I’d ever encounter. I don’t know how you beat them.”

Leo offered a tired shrug, though even that small gesture required more effort than it should have. “They would’ve kept coming after me. Better to face them here, on the ground of our choosing, than to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder.” He paused, drawing in a shaky breath. “Besides, Taya did most of the killing anyway.”

“No,” the Amazonian cut in as she sauntered over, a faint smirk playing on her lips despite the numerous wounds marking her bronzed skin. Blood trickled from a gash above her left eyebrow, and her armor bore the telltale slashes of close combat. “Don’t go handing me all the glory. The ambush was your idea. And you took out the scout before the fight even started. We had the advantage from the very start thanks to you.”

Leo pursed his lips, considering her words. He had long maintained the stance that he worked better alone, that partnerships inevitably led to complications and betrayals. But Taya’s performance was changing his mind in a dramatic fashion. She had anticipated his moves, covered his flanks, and executed her part of the plan with a competence that made him realize he could truly trust his life in her hands.

“The scout was sloppy,” he said, his voice sounding strained even to his own ears. “Thought he got the easy job, fell into complacency.”

“He’s dead and we’re not,” Taya replied with characteristic bluntness. “That’s what matters.”

Reyna took a few steps and turned to face the two of them, her expression growing solemn. “Leyva will remember what happened here tonight. If the rumors are to be believed, the Reaper Squad murdered the priestesses of the Kallow Temple in cold blood.” Her voice hardened. “Avenging them has earned you the respect of Leyva and all who follow her.”

The high priestess moved closer, her blue eyes reflecting the first pale hints of dawn creeping over the eastern horizon. “I may not know your true name,” she continued, her gaze holding his with uncomfortable intensity, “but I know that you are a true friend, a champion to those who need one. You will forever have my gratitude.”

Leo might have been more touched by her words if he weren’t dying. The poison was spreading through his system, and he could feel his strength ebbing with each passing moment. He managed a shallow breath, feeling the toxin’s grip tighten around his ribs like invisible chains.

Reyna squinted at him, and her expression of gratitude instantly shifted to alarm. “What is…” She stepped closer, her trained eye taking in the pallor of his skin and the way he was favoring his left side. “Elly! Get over here!”

The high priestess didn’t wait for her young healer to respond. She pulled at the frayed gashes in his leather armor. What she found made her breath catch in her throat. A dark purple web of veins had begun to spider out from the wound, the discoloration stark, even against his tanned skin.

“By Leyva’s grace,” she whispered, her voice tight with worry.

Elly came bounding over from her hiding spot further down the road, with Freya and Luria close behind. “What happened?” she asked, her voice high with concern.

“The assassin’s dagger was poisoned,” Reyna said, her professional demeanor struggling to mask the fear in her voice, “and he was too busy listening to me gush over him to say anything about it. Can you identify the poison?”

Elly leaned in closer to get a better look, her nimble fingers probing the wound with gentle precision. After a moment, she glanced up at Leo with wide, frightened eyes. “It looks like gristlefyre. Look, there’s more over here.”

She pointed to another wound on Leo’s torso, though it hadn’t cut as deeply. The same purple discoloration was beginning to spread from that injury as well, creating a network of toxic veins that painted a grim picture of his deteriorating condition.

“Do you know how to cure it?” Reyna asked, desperation bleeding into her voice despite her attempts to remain calm.

Elly nodded quickly, though her expression remained grave. “Yes, but I’ll need fretal root. I don’t even know if it grows up here .”

“Franco!” Reyna shouted, her voice bouncing off the surrounding buildings.

The innkeeper trotted down the street, eyeing the mess that had been made in front of his establishment with obvious dismay.

“Do you know where we can get fretal root?” Reyna’s words came out rushed. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

Franco rubbed his chin thoughtfully, his weathered face scrunching up in concentration. “I might have some in my cellar. I can’t promise it’s any good, though. Been down there for at least a year, maybe longer.”

Reyna shot a nervous glance at Leo’s ashen face. His breathing was becoming increasingly labored, and she could see sweat beading on his forehead despite the cool morning air. “Elly, go with Franco to see what he has. Report back to me immediately if it won’t work; otherwise, I want you brewing the remedy as fast as possible.”

Elly nodded, then followed Franco back to the inn, her steps quick and urgent. “I’ll need a mortar and pestle,” she called over her shoulder, “and some clean water for boiling!”

“Freya,” Reyna said, “see to it.”

Freya nodded, already taking her first steps.

“Hurry!” Reyna called after them, her voice cracking with emotion.

The high priestess turned to Taya. “How are your injuries?”

Even as the question was asked, several drops of blood dripped from the warrior woman’s numerous cuts and scrapes.

“Nothing a lil’ dirt and elf tears can’t fix,” Taya replied.

“Luria will help bandage you up,” Reyna replied after sighing with relief. “Elly can make a healing salve after she’s done with Zeke.”

The scrape of metal and the heavy stomp of boots echoed from around the corner, interrupting their tense conversation. Leo turned his head, a small motion that sent a fresh wave of nausea rolling through him. Through the blur of dizziness, he saw a squad of town guardsmen jogging down the street, their spears gleaming in the early morning light.

At their head strode Captain Neville, his uniform slightly disheveled. He paused just long enough to take in the wreckage, then cast a guarded look toward the battered victors.

“What in Leyva’s name is going on here?” he demanded, his voice carrying the grumpiness of someone who had just been awakened.

“A Pranthian kill squad tried to take us out in our sleep,” Reyna answered, her voice steady despite the circumstances. “Fortunately, we were ready for them. The innkeeper should be out shortly. He can corroborate our story.”

Neville raised his brow, his experienced eye taking in the carnage with growing amazement. “You defeated three assassins?”

“Five,” Reyna corrected, a note of pride creeping into her voice. “There’s another corpse inside the inn. As for the fifth…” She glanced toward the scorched patch near the alley where Taya had unleashed her explosive magic. “There’s not much left to bury.”

“Do you need medical attention?” he asked, eyeing Leo and Taya with professional concern.

“I think we have it under control,” Reyna replied, though her gaze kept drifting anxiously toward the inn where Elly was presumably working on the antidote, “but we’ll let you know if the situation changes.”

The soldiers started moving around, investigating the grisly aftermath with horrified faces. Additional guards filtered in from the surrounding streets, exchanging muttered curses as they absorbed the scene.

A flicker of concern passed through Leo as he watched them move. None of those men were battle-hardened.

Franco emerged from his inn with a yawn, blinking as his eyes adjusted from the dim interior to the pre-dawn darkness. He paused when he saw the new arrivals, then broke into a tired grin. “Ah! Neville! Sorry about the ruckus. I hope we didn’t wake you.”

A smile threatened to cross Neville’s face. “Dead Pranthians, and somehow you’re involved. I can’t say I’m surprised, Franco.”

“They started it!” Franco responded, throwing his hands skyward in mock indignation. “The fucking Reaper Squad came through the back door and put a knife to my throat! What was I supposed to do, offer them breakfast?”

Neville’s eyes widened as he re-examined the casualties strewn across the street. “That’s the Reaper Squad?!” He turned to face Leo, his expression mixing awe with curiosity. “Just who are you?”

Leo’s vision waned at the edges. The ground beneath his feet seemed to shift and sway. He felt Taya sidle up to him, her bloodied arm offering him a modicum of support.

“We are priestesses of Leyva,” Reyna answered confidently, stepping forward, “and these two are our hired swords.”

Neville’s eyes narrowed. “Hired? What are you doing in Kladenburg? And why was the Reaper Squad after you?”

“That’s not important right now,” she replied with an insistent wave of her hand. “What is important is that the Pranthians are planning to attack this town. Soon.”

Neville’s frown deepened, and Leo could see the captain’s mind racing as he tried to process this new information. Before he could respond, one of his soldiers stepped forward hesitantly, clearly waiting to be acknowledged.

Neville quirked an eyebrow. “Do you need something, soldier?”

“Sir, Gavin sent me. Got a question about our scouting detail.”

“Do you not see what I’m dealing with right now?” Neville’s voice cracked like a whip, his patience clearly wearing thin.

The soldier took a half-step back. “My apologies, sir. It can wait.”

“Well, you’re here now. Speak.”

“Sir, we are scheduled for the early morning scouting shift, but Solkun’s party hasn’t returned yet. Gavin’s wondering if we should just go out or wait until they come back?”

The blood drained from Neville’s face. “When were they expected?”

“An hour ago,” the soldier replied. “They probably just lost track of time or—”

“Sound the alarm,” Neville ordered while stealing an anxious glance toward the high priestess. “Wake everyone. Bar the gates. I’m not taking any chances.”

“Sir?”

“Do it! Now!”

The command snapped the soldier into motion, and he bolted down the street toward the town’s bell tower.

Neville turned to Reyna, though his eyes flicked briefly to Leo and Taya. “Are you fighting with us?”

Leo tried to open his mouth to answer, tried to force words past the growing numbness in his throat, but only succeeded in breaking away from Taya’s support and falling face-first toward the unforgiving blackness. The last thing he heard before consciousness fled was Reyna’s animated shouts of concern.


Chapter 27

Battle of Kladenburg

Leo felt a gentle pressure against his ribs. While he felt twinges of discomfort in several places, he was relieved there wasn’t nearly as much pain as before.

Before.

His eyes shot open as his memory came flooding back in a rush: the Reaper Squad’s early morning assault, Jakob’s dark magic tentacles of death, Taya blasting the young mage to pieces, the purple veins spreading across his skin like creeping death.

The first thing he saw was Elly’s gorgeous face looking down at him, her teary eyes wide with both distress and relief.

“I guess this means you were right about the poison?” he asked in a hoarse voice, his throat feeling as if he’d swallowed sand.

Elly’s expression shifted to a mock frown, though he could see the genuine emotion flickering behind her attempt at levity. “Why did you have to be so dramatic and fall down like that? You scared me half to death.”

He gave her a weak smile. “I’ll try to hold out longer next time.”

“No!” Elly said with an adorable pout, her hands moving to rest protectively on his chest. “There’s no next time. No more poisoned daggers for you. I forbid it.”

Distant shouts sounded through the walls. Leo lifted his head up from the bed he found himself in, glancing around the familiar inn room. “What’s going on? Where are the others?”

“Hey,” she chided, gently pressing him back down. “You’re resting and healing.”

The clang of metal echoed from far off, unmistakably the sound of weapons meeting in combat.

Leo started moving his arms around, trying to prop himself up. “Is there fighting going on right now?!”

“Calm down,” Elly urged. “You’re in no state to fight.”

Leo’s gaze dropped to the bandages wrapped around his torso, stark white against his skin.

Elly ran her hand through his hair, bringing his attention back to her. “If anything good has come from this mess, I think seeing you almost die knocked some sense into Reyna. She stayed by your bedside for almost two hours.”

“Where is she now?”

Elly hesitated.

“Elly—”

“She went to join the fight.”

Leo shifted again, determination hardening his features. “I’ll make you a deal,” he offered. “There’s no way I’m staying in here while they fight out there, but I’ll give you a moment to get me as ready as you can.”

She frowned and plopped herself down on his bed. “I could make staying here worth your while?”

Leo snorted. “As fun as that sounds, I would never be able to live with myself. But I’ll make it up to you later.”

“You also promised to make it up to Taya.”

Leo bit his lower lip nervously. “I may have done that, yes. How do you know about that?”

Elly shrugged, a knowing smile playing at her lips. “Girls talk. I mean, she definitely talks less, but she still talks. Especially when it comes to you; she’s quite competitive.”

Another crash filtered in from outside, immediately reclaiming Leo’s attention. “Elly, I need to know what’s happening out there. How long have I been unconscious?”

She sighed, recognizing the futility of trying to keep him bedridden. “About three hours. The ‘orcs’ attacked shortly after you blacked out, but the town guard did a good job of keeping them out.” A crash vibrated through the walls of the inn, deepening her frown. “It sounds like they found a way in.”

Leo swung his legs over the side of the bed, ignoring the wave of dizziness that followed. “My sword?”

“Leo, please—”

“My sword, Elly.” His voice carried a note of finality that made her shoulders slump in defeat.

“Leaned up against the foot of the bed,” she replied quietly.

He pushed himself to his feet, his legs unsteady but holding. The familiar weight of his blade felt reassuring in his grip as he buckled it to his hip. Each movement sent small jolts of pain through his healing wounds, but the agony that had consumed him earlier was gone, replaced by a dull, manageable ache.

“I’ve neutralized all the poison in your system,” Elly said, “but I want you to take one last dose of healing potion.” She handed him a small vial of amber liquid. The bitter concoction burned going down.

“Promise me you’ll be careful,” she whispered, her eyes reflecting the fear she was trying so hard to hide.

Leo stopped halfway through the door. Spinning around, he marched back to Elly and captured her lips in a deep, passionate kiss. She melted against him, her hands fisting in his shirt when her knees threatened to give out. Reluctantly, he pulled away far sooner than he would’ve liked to, breathing hard.

“I’ll be back for more,” he promised.

“I don’t care if she threatens to zap you with that scary sword of hers,” Elly said as he made his way back to the door, her cheeks flushed and her lips swollen from their kiss. “When all of this is over, I get my time first.”

Leo chuckled. “Anything for my beautiful wife. Taya might be difficult to deal with, though. Fighting makes her horny.”

A devious grin crossed Elly’s face. “I have ways of dealing with that.”

Leo shook his head with amusement, but the moment was ripped away by the guttural war cries of the battle raging elsewhere. He gave Elly one last lingering look, then turned toward the door.

Leo made his way through the inn and out into the street, where the morning air hit him like a slap to the face. The sobering reality of the situation drove his legs forward in urgent strides.

He ran north, his ears guiding him more than his memory. The telling sounds of fighting crescendoed with every step he took. Pain flared with every stride as his battered body protested. Elly’s quick miracle work had gotten him moving, but he was far from whole. Cuts burned, bruises throbbed, and his ribs felt like cracked glass.

Still, he pressed on.

The gate came into sight—or, what was left of it.

The great wooden barrier that Kladenburg had relied on for protection was shattered into splinters. Iron bands lay twisted and torn, scattered like the ribs of some fallen beast.

Inside the walls, chaos reigned. The courtyard had become a killing ground. Fighters clashed in a brutal, frenzied storm of blades, bodies pressed close together in a messy melee.

Leo approached the battlefield with a tactician’s eye as a fresh wave of ‘orcs’ poured through the breach, threatening to overwhelm the dwindling defenders.

Taya was easy to spot as she carved through the enemy ranks like a force of nature. Her sheer size shattered the illusion, leaving no doubt that the attackers were no true orcs. Any pretense crumbled in her shadow. Even without Leyva’s power, she was still a formidable warrior. Her blade found one throat while she twisted away from a crude club that split the air where her head had been moments before.

Reyna danced along the edges of the battle, thrusting her sword into the fray when she found an opening. Leo was surprised to feel a spike of anxiety as he watched her fight, his chest tightening each time she pressed too close to danger. He wanted to charge in and pull her out, but his keen senses caught something that made him pause.

Around a dozen enemies lay defeated, their pyroclastic armor doing nothing but weighing down their corpses. Several combatants still fighting bore the same fire-resistant protection, their enchanted gear gleaming dully in the carnage.

But the reinforcements flooding through the gate wore mundane armor. Leo’s mouth twisted into a wolf’s grin as understanding dawned. Only the first wave had been blessed with magical defenses. The newcomers possessed no such luxury.

Mana surged through his veins like molten ore, pooling in his palms. Twin spheres of condensed flame erupted from his hands, streaking across the battlefield to engulf two unsuspecting soldiers. Their screams cut short as fire claimed them.

Leo was only getting started. Raising his arms skyward, he waved his arms in broad arcs, preparing a larger, more complicated spell.

With a determined grunt, he hurled his creation forward. A vortex of flame roared toward the gaping breach. It struck the entrance with devastating force, washing over the incoming reinforcements in a wave of searing death.

There was a brief lull in the fighting as everyone turned to evaluate the new player. Taya, her blade still dripping with enemy blood, threw her head back and let out a blood-curdling war cry. The primal sound shattered the stunned paralysis that had gripped the battlefield.

An almost tangible shift in tide washed over the battle as the Amazonian plunged back into the melee with renewed fury. The defenders, who moments before had been desperately holding their ground against overwhelming odds, pressed forward with newfound confidence and determination.

Leo settled into a deadly rhythm: fireballs for the scattered fighters and the occasional, but devastating torrents of flame for any fools brave enough to charge through the gate. Bodies fell in flaming heaps. The enemy’s advance became a funeral march through a smoky graveyard.

Nearly thirty enemies had fallen to his magic when the first soldier’s nerve finally snapped. The man turned and fled, abandoning his weapon in his desperation to escape. His cowardice spread like wildfire through the ranks. More broke formation, fleeing the inferno.

The offensive crumbled. The stragglers that remained only received death as a reward for their courage.

Yet, the sounds of battle refused to die out entirely.

A soldier approached him with urgency written on his face. Leo recognized him—it was the same man he had met in the tavern when they had first returned to Kladenburg.

“Neville went west,” the soldier said, barely pausing for breath. “They breached the wall over there. He’s going to need backup.”

Leo gave a curt nod and started moving without a word.

As he headed west, Taya and Reyna fell into stride beside him.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asked the high priestess.

She looked up at him with a wide smile. “I’m starting a resistance movement.”

“Not if you get killed,” Leo retorted.

“Have more faith in your pupil. You’ve taught me well.” She pushed him playfully on the shoulder, eliciting a wince from him. “Sorry.”

Then her eyes narrowed. “Wait, what are you doing up? Elly wasn’t supposed to let you leave.”

Leo shrugged. “Someone had to save your ass.”

Before she could reply, they arrived near a cluster of houses where the enemy had yet to be defeated. Their numbers were smaller, but they had been able to secure better positions before the defenses could scramble.

A mage stood atop a slanted rooftop, commanding the battlefield like a conductor. He was painted in the same green and gray hues as the others, but unlike them, he had foregone the extra padding that bulked up their frames. With each sweeping gesture, chunks of earth ripped free and hurled through the air, slamming into the ground with thunderous force. Dirt and shattered stone rained down in choking clouds, driving the town guards into a panicked retreat, coughing and blind amid the storm of rubble.

Just as Leo raised his hand to prepare a spell, Taya pressed against his side, her breath warm against his ear. “Is there any chance you could recharge me?”

Reyna’s pointed ears flicked in irritation. “What? Here? Absolutely not.” She gestured toward the chaos around them. “Zeke can bring all the magic we need and your sword is perfectly functional. It would be inappropriate to conduct such a ritual while there’s fighting going on.”

Taya scoffed at the high priestess. “Inappropriate? Wait until you hear the sounds we’ll be making tonight. You won’t sleep a wink.”

Reyna’s face reddened as Leo cleared his throat. “Can we focus on killing Pranthians?” he asked.

Without waiting for an answer, he hurled a blazing lance of fire toward the elevated mage. The enemy spotted the incoming projectile and threw himself sideways, rolling along the sloped roof. A beam of searing light erupted from his palm in retaliation, catching Leo across the shoulder with a sharp crack of energy.

The spell bit deep, sending lightning through his nerves for a heartbeat before fading. But the grim satisfaction that flooded Leo’s chest made the pain irrelevant.

Pranthia is losing another bloodline mage today.

Taya launched herself into a wild charge while Leo stepped forward to claim his duel with the enemy spellcaster. The Pranthian mage abandoned his elevated perch, trading the higher position for maneuverability and cover.

A barrage of jagged rocks whistled through the air as Leo rounded the corner, but he was ready for it. Power thrummed through his body as he thrust his palm forward, sending a shockwave of arcane force to meet the incoming volley. The collision rang out like thunder, deflecting the stones in harmless directions. He followed up with a fireball that sent his foe scampering backward.

The retreat seemed genuine until Leo caught the telltale shimmer of frost crystallizing around a nearby trough. Ice shards materialized like deadly daggers, their edges gleaming as they streaked toward him. Leo conjured a shield of flame, transforming the icy projectiles into sizzling steam.

An opportunistic ‘orc’ chose that moment to charge Leo’s flank, battle-axe raised. Leo barely glanced in the creature’s direction before engulfing it in a torrent of flame. The warrior’s triumphant roar became a shriek of agony as fire consumed him.

The Pranthian mage’s lips twisted into something between a grin and a snarl. “You must have Levengardian blood flowing in those veins. Let’s see, shall we?”

At the mage’s command, the ground trembled before violently erupting. Chunks of rock and dirt came hurling toward Leo. He sidestepped the flying debris and slammed his hands together, gathering heat between his palms. Flames licked along his arms as he unleashed a twisting column of fire that roared across the narrow street with the fury of a dragon’s breath.

The Pranthian mage dove behind the nearby trough.

Leo lunged forward, launching his own earthen assault. A wave of stone and soil crashed over the makeshift barricade like a tide of destruction. His opponent rolled desperately from the wreckage as rocks tumbled around him, but Leo had anticipated the escape.

Fire coalesced into a spear of pure heat in his grasp. He hurled it with deadly accuracy.

The lance of flame found its mark.

The Pranthian mage collapsed with a strangled cry, his body convulsing as magical fire seared through fabric and flesh. With practiced efficiency, he banished the clinging flames before they could consume him entirely, then doused the smoldering wounds with water that had spilled from the shattered trough. Steam rose from his burns as he lay gasping on the battered terrain.

Leo advanced to deliver the killing stroke when another figure leapt in front of the mage. The newcomer’s arms moved through the familiar patterns of earth magic, and a pair of rocks lurched into the air toward Leo. Unlike the previous duel, the trajectories were sluggish and easily readable, posing no significant threat.

Leo cocked his head with casual interest as he sidestepped the feeble assault. “Drained your mana already?” His voice carried mock sympathy. “Here, have some of mine.”

A torrent of golden flame erupted from his outstretched hand, engulfing the would-be rescuer before he could even scream. The sourcer  mage’s silhouette writhed within the inferno before crumbling into charred bone and ash.

Behind the smoking remains, labored breathing drew Leo’s attention back to the wounded mage. He drew his sword with deliberate slowness and approached the fallen man.

“How much are they paying you?” The mage’s voice was strained but steady, each word carefully measured despite his pain. “Whatever it is, the Pranthian crown will triple it.”

Leo’s laugh was short and humorless. The mage had been sent to play dress-up while raiding a sleepy mountain village, hardly the sort of mission entrusted to someone with real authority or access to royal treasuries. “I’m getting two wives,” he replied. “What are they paying you?”

Even through the smeared war paint, Leo could see the man’s confusion.

“I’ll give you something truly rare in Pranthia,” Leo said. “Mercy.”

The sword slid between ribs with quiet finality, ending the mage’s life before another ragged breath could be drawn.


Chapter 28

The Champion

The fighting ended shortly after. While Leo had battled the mage, Taya and the other reinforcements had cleared out the rest of the area. What had begun as a desperate defense against overwhelming odds had transformed into a decisive rout, the invaders either dead or fleeing toward the mountain groves.

Much of Kladenburg had gathered nearby, drawn by the commotion. Franco stood among them, bow still nocked , leading a motley band of civilians clutching everything from pitchforks to kitchen knives—weapons that belonged more in gardens and hearths than on any battlefield.

A haggard Neville approached, his gait uneven as he favored his left leg. A deep gash under his eye had painted half his weathered face crimson, the blood having dried in rusty streaks down his cheek. Despite his wounds and the exhaustion that weighed down his shoulders, relief shone in his eyes as he clasped Leo’s shoulder. “Didn’t think I’d see you back on your feet so quickly. Thanks for coming to our rescue.”

Neville turned to the guard who had initially directed Leo toward the battle. “Varnon, I take it the north gate holds? How did you manage to push them back?”

Varnon shot a wary glance over at Leo before returning his attention to Neville. The guard’s plate armor bore fresh scars from blade strikes, and his left gauntlet was stained with blood. “Listen. I don’t know who he is or where he came from, but he nearly turned their entire army to ash. You could march up with Leyva’s champion, I’d still put my money on him in a fight.”

The comment drew murmurs from the gathered soldiers and civilians alike. Some nodded in agreement, having witnessed the devastating display of magical power, while others cast uncertain glances at Leo as if seeing him for the first time.

Leo chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. “If I’m allowed to use magic, that’s a good bet.”

“Ha!” Taya barked out. “If I’m  allowed to use magic, you’d be eating dirt before you could blink!”

The Amazonian warrior stood with one hip cocked, her sword still in her hand despite the battle being over. Dried blood splattered her bronze skin like war paint, and her dark eyes gleamed with the satisfied exhaustion of someone who had fought well and lived to boast about it.

Neville’s gaze shifted between the two foreign warriors, bewilderment creasing his weathered features as he tried to parse the convoluted camaraderie. “I’ve been trying to figure out who you are,” he said, “but maybe I’m safer not knowing.” A faint chuckle slipped from his lips, half amusement, half unease.

Reyna stepped forward, her sword trailing behind her with a soft scrape. Her priestly robes were torn, streaked with blood and dirt. She cleared her throat, gathering what authority she could. “Perhaps now is the right time. You’ve seen with your own eyes that we spoke truth about the Pranthian attack?”

Neville glanced down at one of the fallen, its human features unmistakable beneath the layers of green paint. “Part of me still struggles to believe it, but the evidence lies before us. What does this mean for Leyvaria?”

“The Pranthian invasion is coming,” Reyna declared, her voice carrying across the gathered crowd. “Which is why I went up to Leyva’s Warrior Sanctum and summoned her champion.”

Audible gasps could be heard rippling through the audience as the full meaning of her words began to sink in. Conversations died instantly as every eye turned toward the high priestess.

“People of Kladenberg!” Reyna’s voice rang out like a bell. “I present to you Taya of Helios, the chosen champion of our goddess!”

A few scattered cheers arose, but most faces remained frozen in stunned silence.

Neville drew a sharp breath. “Huh.”

He motioned to Varnon, and both men dropped to one knee despite Neville’s obvious pain from his wounded leg. The gesture spread like wildfire through the crowd as others followed their example, creating a sea of bowed heads.

Taya cut through the reverent moment with a dismissive snort. “Nope. I don’t mind pointy-ears groveling at my feet, but I don’t want the bitch in the sky to get jealous.”

Reyan groaned and slapped her palm on her forehead.

The crowd slowly began to rise from their knees, murmuring among themselves. Some cast curious glances at Taya, while others whispered prayers.

Franco emerged amid the uncertain shuffling of the audience. Approaching Neville, he cleared his throat with the air of a man who’d been rehearsing his words. “So… uh…  I was wondering if there might be some sort of official recognition for what transpired at my establishment this morning?”

Neville scratched his chin and looked at Franco with mild amusement. “Official recognition? What exactly did you have in mind?”

“Well,” Franco said while straightening his shoulders with newfound importance, “I believe the Weaver’s Inn should be formally designated as the site of Leyvaria’s first victory against the Pranthian threat.”

“Good gods, Franco,” Neville replied. “How have you thought about this already?”

Franco’s expression grew earnest. “For centuries, Kladenburg has been little more than a backwoods village tucked against the mountains. People come for the renowned ale or the scenic views, but our legacy has been forgotten. But today, we stood our ground. We fought back against an enemy that should have overwhelmed us. Leyvaria will rally behind our strength. I want everyone to know who we are.”

The simple sincerity in his words seemed to catch Neville off guard. After a moment, the commander nodded slowly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“A plaque would be excellent,” Franco added.

“Let’s discuss the specific details later when Hartwell gets back,” Neville replied. “Right now, I need to account for our casualties and send word to Prido. Gavin, prepare a courier. Varnon, how many Pranthians fled to the mountains?”

“A handful,” Varnon responded. “Maybe a dozen.”

“Do we have the capacity to go after them?”

Varnon frowned and scanned the jagged peaks that loomed over the town. “I wouldn’t recommend it. We fared very well overall, but we still need to recover. I wouldn’t want to send the men into an ambush.”

Leo stepped forward. “I could—”

“Absolutely not,” Reyna interjected. “It’s bad enough you escaped from Elly. You need rest.” As if summoned by her words, a sharp ache flared through his shoulder, proving her point with painful clarity.

She glanced back at Neville, her expression softening slightly. “If you’ll excuse us, I need to get my fighters back to my healer.”

“Is there anything I can help with?” he asked, and Leo caught the genuine concern in the guard captain’s voice. Despite their brief acquaintance, Neville had proven to be an ally.

Reyna paused. “We’ll be heading back to Prido as soon as we are able to travel. We could use some good horses. We’re willing to pay.”

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “The Pranthians left some horses before they magically transformed into orcs. I don’t think they need them anymore.” He peered down at a pair of corpses, his expression grim. “If we can borrow your healer after she’s done patching them up, they’re yours.”

“Thank you,” she said with the bow of her head, already beginning to guide her weary warriors away from the group.

As they travelled back to the inn, Reyna continued to chastise Leo. “You, sir, are confined to your bed until we leave.”

Leo scoffed. “They needed my magic and you know it. And what about you? How much of a ‘resistance’ movement do you think you’ll be able to start before you get yourself killed on the frontlines?”

“I’m not going to sit back and watch others fight for me,” Reyna retorted.

Taya grunted in a rare sign of approval for the high priestess.

“Besides,” Reyna continued, “I know you wouldn’t let me die. You’d miss me too much.”

A short laugh barked out of Leo’s mouth. “Don’t get overconfident in my abilities. I can’t save you from yourself.”

Reyna looked up at him with mirth dancing across her features. Then the light in her eyes dimmed behind the shadow of regret. “Don’t be so sure of that.”

Leo blinked, caught by the sudden shift of the conversation. “What?”

A faint blush crept onto her cheeks as she picked up her pace. “Nothing. Let’s get back to the inn.”

Leo stared after her.

Where did that come from?

As they rounded the final corner toward the inn, Leo’s thoughts about Reyna’s attitude shift faded at the sight waiting for him. Elly stood waiting at the front door, her priestess robes far cleaner than Reyna’s and her posture upright with barely contained anticipation. The moment her eyes locked on his, her expression lit up. Worry vanished, replaced by a radiant smile that sent a warm tingle through his core.

He’d never seen anything more beautiful.

“Get the elf slut to heal you. I’m not going easy on you tonight.”

Then there was Taya.

He shot a sideways glance at the Amazonian, who was staring back at him as if she were about to pounce. The warrior woman’s blunt honesty had become unexpectedly comforting, her straightforward devotion a stark relief from Reyna’s infuriating manipulations. Still, she needed to respect his new bride. “You know her name. Use it.”

Her grin turned wicked. “If she patches you up so I can break you again, I’ll consider it.”

Progress?   He hoped so.

Reyna suddenly found the mountains on the horizon captivating, her quickened pace matching the rapid spread of color across her face.

Leo chuckled, the sound carrying a note of bewildered acceptance. His seven-year quest to avoid romantic entanglements had failed in spectacular fashion.


Chapter 29

The Bedroom Arena

Leo drifted through the remainder of the morning in a haze of gentle care. Elly tended to him with practiced hands, checking his wounds, bringing him food, and soothing his sore muscles with firm, practiced hands. She would occasionally leave to check in on Taya, but always found her way back to his side.

The late morning bath was a particular highlight. Elly had insisted on helping him get clean, though her touch was far from clinical.

As the scent of food drifted in from the kitchen, a knock on the door broke the calm.

“I’m coming in,” Reyna’s voice called from the hallway.

The door squeaked open, and the high priestess appeared with a tray of lunch in her hands.

“Thought you might be hungry.” She set the meal across Leo’s lap with efficient grace.

Leo’s fork was already moving before she’d fully pulled away. “Gods, I’m starving.”

“Elly,” Reyna said, “Neville came by and asked if you could go help their injured. Would Zeke be fine if we left him here?”

Elly frowned. “He might get lonely.”

Leo managed a laugh around his half-chewed bite. “You should go. There were more than a few of Neville’s men who could really use your healing magic.”

“Hmph,” Elly said with a pout. “I guess my husband doesn’t want me here.”

“Elly—”

She silenced him with a playful wink. “Get some rest, my love. I’ll see you soon.”

“You stay put,” Reyna ordered, crossing her arms over her chest as her gaze fell on him. “You seem to find trouble anywhere you do.”

“Only when traveling with you,” he countered between bites.

“I don’t have bounty on my head,” she shot back.

“You might after this.”

A genuine laugh escaped Reyna’s lips, brightening her austere features. But as quickly as it came, it left, leaving behind something more serious. “Zeke… I…” Her hands fumbled with themselves as her eyes fell to the ground, whatever words she’d been planning apparently deserting her. “Elly, come on.” She spun around and walked briskly toward the door.

“Oh Leyva’s grace,” Elly said with a huff, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. “She is so  difficult. I can’t believe she thinks I’m the immature one.”

She placed a wet kiss on Leo’s cheek, then hurried after the fleeing high priestess.

With the two women gone, the room fell into silence. He enjoyed a few hours of rest before the door to his room opened again. To his surprise, Taya walked through carrying a tray with his dinner on it. She was wearing a bathrobe that was too short for her tall frame. He could see the curve of her ass peeking out below.

“They have you delivering food?” he asked, pulling his eyes back to her face.

“I volunteered,” Taya said, closing the door and locking it.

Leo cocked his head to the side. “Why are you locking the door?”

“So that elf slu—Elly—doesn’t interrupt what I’m about to do for the next several hours.”

Leo sat up a little bit straighter. “And what exactly are you about to do for the next several hours?”

Taya set the tray to the side and flashed him a smile, doing her best impression of an innocent maiden. “Claim my prize,” she announced casually. Then she leapt onto his bed.

One of her long legs swung across his face, and she peered down at him with a wicked grin. Using her knees, she pinned his arms on either side. Directly in front of Leo’s face was confirmation that Taya was not wearing anything underneath her bathrobe. Taya reached down and grabbed a fistful of his hair, then lowered herself onto his waiting mouth. She was wet and warm, and her scent was intoxicating.

Leo slid his tongue up and down, tasting her inner folds. He circled around her entrance, teasing her with a pace that he knew was just barely on the edge of too slow. He was rewarded with a low growl of impatience that sent a shiver of pleasure down his spine. Taya’s body rocked with a sense of urgency, her powerful hips pushing for a faster rhythm.

Still Leo resisted.

Lightly pressing the tip of his tongue directly against her clit, he nudged it back and forth. Despite her movements, his tongue diligently applied pressure against the sensitive nub, drawing small circles between her legs.

Taya huffed out her needy frustration. “Don’t make me—”

Leo interrupted her threat by latching his mouth onto her clit and applying suction. He was rewarded with her loud exclamation of surprise.

“Oh fuck!” Taya cried as her hips bucked, nearly dislodging her from the bed. Her grip on Leo’s hair tightened, and her thighs left their post on his arms and squeezed both sides of his head.

Undeterred, Leo continued his assault, his tongue darting in and out of her folds, tasting her juices as they poured from her in waves. With his arms freed, he reached around and grabbed her ass, his fingers sinking into her muscled flesh. He held her in place as he feasted, burying his face between her legs.

Taya threw her head back, her moans filling the small room. The sounds of the Amazonian warrior’s surrendering of her dominance to the carnal pleasures echoed off the wall as Leo’s tongue brought her closer and closer to defeat.

Leo granted no mercy, thrusting his tongue deeper into his ferocious lover. Taya’s noises increased in pitch and tempo as her body began to quiver.

Then she ignited.

Taya’s entire body clenched and coiled before exploding into a violent release. Her thighs clamped tighter around his head as she lost control. With a wicked smile, Leo closed his mouth on her clit and gave it an agonizing nibble as she shuddered with ecstasy.

Taya collapsed forward onto Leo, covering most of his upper body. The warrior woman’s body was still trembling, and her breath came in heaving gasps.

Leo worked his way out from underneath her and rose to a sitting position. He glanced down at the warrior sprawled beside him, her body still, save for the slow rise and fall of her breast. A sense of pride stirred within him.

“That was some prize,” she said weakly as her eyes flickered open.

He leaned over and gently brushed a damp strand of hair from her cheek, pausing to take her in—battle-hardened, unyielding, and, in that rare moment, completely undone.

She blinked at him, her brow furrowing. “What are you staring at?”

Leo chuckled. “Just thinking about the day we met. You were so eager to fight me.”

“Why in the world are you thinking about that now?”

He gave a lazy shrug. “You were terrifying back then. Now look at you.”

Taya’s jaw dropped, her face frozen in disbelief. “You arrogant bastard! I’m going to—”

She rolled onto her front, making a move to get up, but Leo caught her shoulders and shoved her back against the mattress. In one smooth motion, he grabbed her legs and flipped her onto her back.

There was fire burning in her eyes, tempered only by the slow curve of a grin. “Is there a reason you’re trying to rile me up?”

He grinned, hands slipping down her thighs to her ankles. “Absolutely.” He spread her legs wide. “I plan to test just how far Amazonian endurance really goes.”

Stripping off his pants, he lined himself up with her dripping wet pussy.

A loud moan escaped her lips as he pushed his way inside. Taya’s face flushed with desire, her hips lifting from the bed to meet his thrust. He leaned forward and kissed her, capturing her gasps of pleasure against his lips. She wrapped her hand around his neck, holding him in place as their tongues battled for dominance.

Leo used his dick to gain the advantage, thrusting inside her while his mouth pressed firmly against hers.

He broke the kiss and grinned down at his breathless lover. “You seem rather fond of having me on top of you.”

She replied with a low snarl. “Shut up and fuck me through this mattress. Break the fucking bed!”

He raised his hips, then slammed them forward, shoving his cock deep inside her. The bed creaked and shifted slightly across the floor.

“Fuck yes!” Taya exclaimed. “Claim me!”

Leo’s hands gripped each of her massive breasts, using the ample flesh like handles as he claimed the depths of her cunt. “You’re so fucking wet,” he growled into her ear.

Taya’s response got lost in her helpless delight. Her eyes fluttered shut, her head lolling into the pillow. She let out a whimper of satisfaction with every stroke, each lewd sound urging him to increase his rhythm.

Leo pummeled her with the full length of his cock, letting the animal inside him take over. The bed protested loudly, its wooden legs scraping against the floor as it slowly skidded across the room. His long-forgotten dinner toppled from the nightstand, landing on the floor with the metallic clatter of cutlery.

Leo didn’t care. He was balls deep in Taya’s wet pussy, and there was nothing in the world that could stop him.

Judging by Taya’s loud moans, Leo was right where she wanted him to be. “Yes! Right there! Fuck me!” Her hands gripped his back, fingernails carving lines into his skin.

The marks the Amazonian left burned with a challenge that demanded a response. He leaned down and bit the nape of her neck, leaving his own mark on her skin. A purr coming from his conquered lover quickly crescendoed into a breathy whine.

“I’m getting close,” she said.

Her body reacted in short quivering bursts. Her breathing grew more erratic, and her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him in even deeper with each stroke.

“Finish inside of me,” Taya begged. “Pump your seed deep inside my womb.”

Her pleading, however, turned into irritation when Leo slowed his rhythm.

“What are you doing?” she asked, looking like a feral cat ready to bite his head off, but her body betrayed her need. Her chest heaved, her cheeks were flushed with desire, and her hips twitched, aching for release.

Leo’s eyes raked over her as he pulled out, knowing he was playing a dangerous game. “Turn around,” he commanded. “Ass up, face down.”

Despite her earlier protest, she didn’t hesitate. She pushed herself onto all fours and lowered her head to the mattress, her ass high in the air, the wet lips of her pussy glistening in the soft light of the room. Her eyes were fixed on him, waiting for his next move.

Leo stepped behind her and landed a loud smack against her round ass. With one smooth stroke, he buried himself inside her. His fingers dug into her hips, holding her in place as he took what was his.

He watched with a growing sense of satisfaction as her pussy lips stretched around his thick shaft. The clapping of his hips against her cheeks echoed off the walls as he pounded her.

Taya moaned into the mattress with her eyes closed and her hands gripping the sheets. She arched her back, giving him a deeper angle as he fucked her in earnest. Her breasts swayed with the force of each impact, and her body quivered with each penetration.

“You’re liking this, aren’t you?” he taunted, giving her another spank.

“Harder!” she replied, a hint of defiance filtering through her heavy breathing. “Give me that big cock!”

Leo’s pride accepted the challenge. He grabbed a handful of her hair and jerked her head backward. Taya let out a squeal of delight as she found herself at his mercy, unable to break free.

His next thrusts were driven by a primal need to conquer, to claim, and to own. His grip tightened as he pulled her head up, and his hips slammed forward with unyielding intensity.

“Please,” she gasped, her voice a mixture of desperation and desire. “Please, don’t stop. I’m so close.”

He felt her push back against him, forcing his cock as deep as it could go. Her pussy walls tightened around him, each squeeze a silent plea for the release only he could give.

Her breathing came in shallow pants, and her body trembled beneath him, but she managed to gasp out one final request: “Breed me.”

The words sent a tingle straight to his balls. With one last thrust, he plunged his entire shaft into her tight slit.

Leo cock twitched inside Taya’s shuddering body as both of their orgasms converged.

With a thunderous roar, he pumped her insides full of cum, emptying his balls inside her. He held her tight, refusing to let her escape until he had finished claiming her with every drop he had.

Taya’s climax continued to rock her body long after he emptied his load. Leo stroked her back proudly as the shaking began to subside.

He collapsed onto the bed beside her and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead.

Taya’s expression glowed with unabashed satisfaction. “That was amazing.”

Leo grinned at the praise until his thoughts caught up to reality. “So, about the breeding…”

Taya smirked. “You don’t want to create your own army of little Amazonians?”

Leo chuckled nervously. “Not at the current moment.”

“I’ll get a potion from Elly,” she replied, though the wicked grin remained plastered on her face. “Or maybe I won’t. Seed from a bloodline mage is valuable after all.”

“Good thing you have a reliable source,” Leo said, trying to keep his concern from showing.

“Ah, yes. That reminds me. I need to recharge my magic.” Taya looked at him expectantly.

“Wait… now?”

Taya’s fingers traced along his leg as she slid up to her knees. “Yes. Now.”


Chapter 30

Preparations

“I’m not mad about what you did,” Elly explained. “I’m mad that you did it while he was recovering.”

“I was careful,” Taya replied defensively.

Elly rolled her eyes. “I’m not entirely convinced you know what that word means.”

Taya glanced over at Leo. “Careful, right? That’s the word you told me to use?”

Leo rubbed his temples, wondering how much longer they were going to argue. Their party—minus one high priestess—was seated in the inn’s dining room, supposedly eating breakfast. “What’s important is that I’m feeling a lot better and ready to travel. Can we please just eat? We have a long day ahead of us.”

The scrape of a chair cut through the tension as Reyna dropped into her seat with obvious haste. “Guess who arrived this morning?”

“Tavalonian dwarves?” Leo replied.

Reyna’s face scrunched. “What? No! Why would they be here?”

“Why am I guessing something that you should be telling us?”

A grunt of exasperation escaped Reyna’s lips as her gaze shifted to Freya, who had been methodically working through her meal amidst the quarrelsome group. “Hartwell has returned from Prido. He wants to speak with us before we leave.”

Taya snorted. “I guarantee he has no interest in talking to her.” She jerked her chin toward Freya with barely concealed disdain.

Reyna let out a sigh and shook her head. “It’s a miracle we made it through the Mataborg Range without killing each other.”

Taya shrugged, gesturing to Leo. “He was getting sucked off by your priestess the whole time. Now she’s throwing a fit because I finally got some.”

Both Reyna and Freya flushed as a couple of nearby patrons glanced their way.

Elly, on the other hand, threw her hands up. “I’ve already told you—”

Freya rose to her feet and cleared her throat. “Should we go meet Hartwell?”

“Got some of what?” Luria asked the Amazonian.

“Let’s go,” Reyna interjected before someone felt the need to respond.

The six of them made their way to the guardhouse, where Neville stood alongside an older elf with a scruffed face and a keen, assessing gaze.

The older elf’s eyes landed on Taya, climbing slowly as he took in her full height. “By the gods, I thought for sure you were exaggerating.”

A knowing chuckle rumbled from Neville’s chest.

“Calvin Hartwell,” the elf said, extending his arm out to nobody in particular.

Reyna stepped forward to accept the handshake, though she did sneak a peek over at Leo. “High Priestess Reyna Hylvari of Leyva’s Lower Temple in Prido. I am leading our entourage to support the newly summoned champion. This is Taya of Helios.”

Hartwell inclined his head respectfully. “Praise Leyva.”

Taya’s lips pursed, but before she could respond, Hartwell’s attention was drawn to an elven guard hobbling across the street on wooden crutches.

“Lawrence,” he called out, genuine concern creasing his weathered features. “How’s that knee mending?”

The guard paused, shifting his weight carefully. “Coming along, Captain. I’m just glad I get to keep the leg.”

Hartwell’s jaw tightened as he watched the man continue his slow progress. “I leave my town for one week and look what happens,” he muttered, shaking his head. His gaze returned to the group. “So, you’re the ones who warned Neville about the Pranthian attack?”

“Correct,” Reyna replied. “We were traveling back from the sanctum when we came across their camp. We raced back to ensure Kladenburg received warning in time.”

“And Neville tells me you also significantly contributed to the town’s defense?”

Neville snorted. “I think I used stronger language than ‘contributed,’ they burnt the enemy army to a crisp.”  

“Neville was singing your high praises,” Hartwell said with a breathless laugh. “It would’ve been a lot worse without you, and for that, you have my heartfelt gratitude. I understand you wish to travel to Prido?”

“Yes,” Reyna replied. “We wish to present Leyva’s champion to the king and assist with war preparations.”

Hartwell studied the high priestess for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “Be careful,” he said, each word measured carefully. “Prido has changed a lot, even over the past month.”

Reyna cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

The older elf hesitated. “There’s something rotten beneath it all. Something foul. I felt it during the Pranthian memorial—unease I couldn’t explain. And now, to find out they struck my hometown? That’s no coincidence.”

“All the more reason for us to make haste,” Reyna replied. “We must get to the king before it is too late.”

“I wish you luck,” Hartwell said.

“As promised,” Neville cut in, “I have your horses around back.” He nodded toward Elly. “Thank you again for your help.”

The six of them rounded the guardhouse and found a line of horses awaiting their riders. Taya surged ahead, immediately claiming the largest one.

“I bet mine goes faster than yours,” she declared, grinning at Leo before he could even pick his mount.

They rode back to the front, where the two elven guardsmen still stood.

“It sounds like trying times are ahead,” Neville said as Leo passed in front. “Hope we stay in touch.”

“Of course,” Leo replied with a smile. “You still owe me a drink, after all.”

Neville’s mouth tugged into a half-grin. “That was never part of the deal, and you know it.”

They left the guardhouse behind and started back toward the inn. A knot of children watched from the roadside, their eyes wide with amazement as the towering Amazonian passed them. Three boys darted forward, each pressing a bundle of warm cookies into Taya’s hands. She accepted without hesitation, cramming two into her mouth at once.

A little girl plucked a bright yellow flower from a nearby garden and skipped over to offer it to Taya. The yellow petals gleamed in the morning light, almost bright enough to hide the crumbs scattering down the girl’s chin.

An elven mother raced from a nearby house and began scolding the girl over some mysteriously missing cookies.  

Leo’s horse fell into stride next to Taya’s. “If you eat any faster, I might start thinking you actually like elves.”

Taya chortled around a mouthful of cookies, her words half-muffled. “They can’t fight for shit, but at least they can bake.”

“I didn’t know your loyalty could be bought with a little bit of sugar.”

Taya handed him a cookie. “Taste that. It’s more than just a little bit of sugar. And don’t worry about my loyalty. I spend my days fighting so I can spend my nights with you.”

Leo blinked. “That’s… sweet.”

Taya glowered at him, as if he’d just suggested diplomacy for an unruly group of bandits. “When I say spend my nights with you, I don’t mean cuddles and poetry.” She pointed at his crotch. “We’re fucking.”

A wide grin split Leo’s face. “I’ll sneak a few cuddles in.”

Taya tilted her chin up. “You can certainly try.”

He chuckled, then a contemplative expression crossed his face. “How do you feel about going to Prido? Diving even deeper into this mess?”

She shrugged, looking straight ahead. “I can tell you want to do it.”

“...And?”

She glanced back at him. “And what? You’ve claimed me. You’ve earned my respect. I’m by your side for however long you need me. Eh, scratch that. You’re stuck with me even if you don’t need me.”

A warm sensation filled him as he watched the Amazonian atop her horse. Her face wore a firm expression of unwavering fidelity. He gave her a subtle nod, a promise that she would always have a place by his side.

“Just don’t eat all of my food,” he finally said, ending their tender moment.

***

When they arrived at the inn, Reyna didn’t waste time.

“Everyone, pack the horses. I want to leave as soon as possible.”

As Leo was helping Elly and Luria with their mounts when a familiar, high-pitched voice drifted across the street. Venny approached with a small entourage of elves in tow, their arms laden with wrapped parcels and cloth bundles that carried food and various trinkets. Among them walked a young elf woman carrying a leather satchel and rolled parchments.

“We couldn’t let you leave without proper provisions,” Venny announced, directing her companions to distribute the gifts among the travelers.

“Taya,” Venny continued with a warm smile, “would you be a dear and pose for Reila?

Taya folded her arms, scowling at the slight elf as though sizing up prey. But then the savory scent from the parcels drifted past her nose, and her expression softened a fraction.

“I’ll allow it,” she said at last, stepping toward her massive stallion, “but only if you sketch me on horseback.”

Venny glanced at Reila, who was already pulling out her materials with obvious enthusiasm.

“You’ll look magnificent on a horse,” Venny replied with a reaffirming nod.

Leo lingered just long enough to see Reila already lost in her sketching before slipping inside to gather his own things. His bag was already slung over his shoulder when Reyna stepped into his room.

“You’re certain you’re up for travel?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Elly took good care of me.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” she replied. “Could you check on Taya, too? I’d ask myself, but she’d rather dive headfirst into the Wailing Abyss than admit weakness to an elf.”

“I can do that.”

There was a pause while Reyna stood there, watching him. “Any questions—or suggestions—about our plan?”

“Do you want to tell me what’s waiting for us back in Prido?”

She frowned, confusion flickering across her features. “You mean what Hartwell was talking about?”

“No,” he said, watching her expression carefully, “more like the people who showed up at your temple right after we left.”

Reyna’s eyes widened. “I was hoping you had forgotten about that.” She sighed. “I had to ‘borrow’ divigems from other temples to pay your mercenary fee. I told them we were renovating our main foyer. The other high priestesses must have compared notes and realized I was orchestrating something larger.”

She straightened, trying to reclaim some of her earlier confidence. “But I’m not overly concerned. After all, I am returning with Leyva’s champion at my side.”

“I suppose they can’t complain too much.” A smile broke across Leo’s face. “No refunds, though.”

Reyna let out a soft laugh. “You definitely earned it.”

Her eyes lingered on him for a moment longer while her expression grew serious, the mirth fading from her features like clouds passing over the sun.

“I owe you an apology,” she said at last, an exhale stealing some of the posture from her shoulders. “It took me a while to come to terms with it, but I understand why you called off our wedding.”

“I didn’t enjoy doing it,” Leo replied.

“I think I knew that,” Reyna said with a soft sigh. She turned as if to leave, but then hesitated. “When I first met you, I really did think you were just an arrogant, greedy mercenary, but you’ve done more than enough to prove me wrong. I’m sorry for being so stubborn.”

She wore a sad smile as she looked up at him. “I’m glad you and Elly got married. She is one of the most genuine and compassionate people I’ve ever known. You’re very lucky.”

Leo chuckled. “I’m aware.”

“I can see how much she loves you. She understands the real you—something I never put in the effort to do.” Reyna’s hands fidgeted at her sides, betraying her composure. “I promise to change that, if you’ll let me.”

He held her gaze, watching as a flicker of vulnerability surfaced in her blue eyes. Then she looked away, color rising in her cheeks.

“My real name is Leo.”


Epilogue

Failure

“Settle down!” Gerald Prantham’s voice cracked through the room like a whip. The low murmur of voices died instantly as the war council turned its full attention to the king. Gerald leaned forward, placing the weight of his authority on the table in front of him, both his palms braced firmly against its polished surface.

“Sir Hannovan,” he said calmly, despite the barely restrained fury twisting in his chest, “begin.” Gerald took his seat at the head of the table.

The grizzled advisor inclined his head, his normally neutral face weathered with exhaustion. “My liege, we’ll address the more pressing catastrophe first.” His cold eyes fixed on the figure hunched at the far end of the table. “Commander Oliver Brigland is present with us as the sole surviving officer from the Kladenburg disaster.”

The words hung in the air like an executioner’s blade, and Brigland visibly flinched at their impact. Around the table, lords and commanders measured, calculating glances.

Survivors were rarely granted sympathy.

“Commander,” Hannovan continued, his tone dripping with barely concealed contempt, “perhaps you can explain to the council how such a carefully crafted plan got fucked up so badly?”

Brigland shifted in his chair like a man facing the gallows. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the chamber’s chill. He straightened his shoulders with visible effort, the motion of a drowning man grasping for dignity.

“We intended to strike in the hours before dawn,” Brigland began, his voice rough with fatigue. “But while on approach, we encountered a group of enemy scouts. Some of my men had been stationed in Kladenburg; they assured me that a scouting party was unexpected from the town guard.”

He paused, running his tongue across cracked lips before continuing. “After... after dealing with them, I made the tactical decision to slow our advance.”

Sir Hannovan’s eyes narrowed with growing incredulity. “Why would you decrease your pace? Discovery of enemy scouts should have made you accelerate the attack, not slow it down.”

“We were confident in our numbers advantage, sire.”

“Confident?” The rhetorical question from Hannovan was loaded with enough disdain to fill the room. Gerald leaned forward, rubbing his temples with obvious frustration.

Brigland’s eyes darted around nervously as he continued. “We thought it more prudent to maintain our... our anonymity rather than rush the attack. I didn’t want any other scouts slipping past us and revealing our identity.”

“So you attacked in broad daylight?!” The words exploded from Hannovan’s lips, his composure finally shattering like ice under a hammer blow.

“It was still very early in the morning,” Brigland protested weakly, “the sun had just barely come up.”

Gerald’s presence filled the room like a storm cloud, heavy and unyielding. Hannovan felt its weight on his shoulders as he caught the king’s pointed gaze. An unspoken verdict passed with chilling clarity. The commander’s fate was already decided, sealed by his incompetence. His reward would come after they had wrung every drop of useful information from his failure.

Hannovan drew a steadying breath, his voice returning to its deadly calm. “Continue, Commander. Tell us what became of your vaunted numerical superiority.”

“They were waiting for us.” The words tumbled from Brigland’s lips faster now, desperate in their urgency. “Someone had warned them. There’s no other explanation.”

“How utterly shocking,” Hannovan deadpanned.

“But we broke through!” Brigland’s eyes lit with pathetic hope. “We punched a hole straight through their main gate. I sent our bloodline mage, Dervin, to circle west with a dozen men, to open a second front and split their defenses. We were pushing them back, breaking through their lines.  Victory was in our grasp, sire. I swear it!”

Gerald’s jaw tightened. He could hear the inevitable failure lurking in Brigland’s words.

“Then he appeared,” Brigland said, voice returning to its usual pitch, though a tremor of dread flowed between his words. “A human mage joined the battle. The power he wielded... I’ve never seen anything like it. Fire that burned like the wrath of gods themselves.”

Commander Bulvar, silent until that moment, leaned forward. Old scars along his jaw seemed to tighten at the mention of the enemy mage. “Who was it? Was he Levengardian?”

“I don’t know,” Brigland replied helplessly. “He wore no colors, bore no banner. But his power... it overwhelmed us completely. Sent my men—what was left of them—fleeing.”

Hannovan’s fingers drummed once against the table. “Given recent... developments with the Reaper Squad, I suspect our mystery mage is none other than the Shadow.” His eyes met Gerald’s across the table.

Gerald frowned. “What happened with the Reaper Squad?”

“They were hunting the Shadow in Kladenburg,” Hannovan said. “There’s a rumor that they’ve been wiped out.”

“Wiped out?” Gerald’s voice sharpened. “By whom? The Shadow?”

Hannovan hesitated, then nodded once. “Yes.”

Gerald caught a subtle look from his advisor that told him there was more to the story.

Around the table, the implications began to sink in like stones dropped into still water, sending ripples of unease through the assembled council.

Lord Alexander, the king’s magic advisor, was staring at Hannovan in gaping disbelief. “Are you telling me that Jakob Duskwraith is dead? Killed by a renegade mercenary?”

“That’s the rumor,” Hannovan replied, keeping his expression neutral.

“Were we aware of the Shadow’s magical abilities?” Gerald asked. “If Commander Brigland is not embellishing his tale, we’re not dealing with a simple mercenary.”

“We knew he possessed some arcane skill,” Hannovan answered. “But enough to defeat an army? He’d have to be a bloodline mage, and a strong one at that. He must have been masking his true strength for years.”

Gerald leaned back in his chair, his eyes drifting to the vaulted ceiling as if seeking answers in its shadows. “Work with Lord Alexander. Search our records for anything that might help us identify who he is.”

The king’s gaze dropped back to the table, settling coldly on Commander Brigland. “Is that the extent of your account? What are our losses?”

“One hundred and ten men,” Brigland answered. “Including Dervin and five sourcer mages. Only fourteen made it out alive.”

Lord Alexander drew a sharp breath at the news, his eyes bugging out. “Dervin’s dead too?”

“That’s not even the worst of it,” Hannovan interjected, his glare encompassing the entire table. “This operation was meant to appear as an orc raid. Having over a hundred Pranthian corpses scattered across Kaldenburg completely destroys our strategic deception. The Leyvarians know exactly who is responsible. They’re probably preparing their defenses as we speak.”

Commander Bulvar cleared his throat. “If I may, I believe we can still reclaim the initiative.”

Gerald shot the man an inquisitive  look. “You have a solution?”

“I’ve already dispatched word to our assets in Prido,” Bulvar said. “Our intelligence network there runs deep, particularly among those close to the Leyvarian crown. I believe we can still control the narrative.”

“And what narrative would that be?” Hannovan asked, tracing his jawline with his thumb.

“An insurgency in the north,” Bulvar explained, his voice gaining strength as he outlined his plan. “Rebels backed by the Shadow himself, opposing their king’s alliance with Pranthia. They seek to discredit both crowns by dragging the Pranthian name through the mud. As for these wild reports of human soldiers masquerading as orcs attacking Kaldenburg?” He spread his hands dismissively. “Treasonous lies, designed to undermine the legitimate authority of the Leyvarian king.”

Lord Alexander’s eyes narrowed with skepticism. “They’ll never believe such an outlandish tale.”

“You’d be surprised what a well-orchestrated misinformation campaign can accomplish,” Bulver replied. “Especially when those in power have their authority questioned.”

For the first time since the council had convened, Gerald felt the stirring of satisfaction. A slow, predatory grin spread across his face like dawn breaking over a battlefield.

“Brilliant,” Gerald admitted, his fingers steepled before him. “Finally some good news.”

“My liege,” Bulvar continued, emboldened by the king’s approval, “I do have additional news of our success.”

Gerald raised his eyebrows, his opinion of the commander shifting upward by degrees. “Please continue.”

“The Royal Jewel had been established without issue. We’ve already eliminated two of our three designated targets as well as several other potential hazards.”

Gerald gave his nod of approval. “Well done, Commander. It’s refreshing to hear of competence rather than catastrophe. Is she doing well?”

Bulvar gave a single nod. “Yes, my liege.”

The king’s gaze swept across the assembled council members with renewed authority before settling on his chief advisor. “Sir Hannovan, proceed with the remaining business.”

“We have a couple more items of business to cover,” Hannovan said. “Lord Alexander, please update us on the Klorney situation.”

Lord Alexander’s expression darkened, the distaste evident in his voice. “Professor Maribelle Klorney has defected to the Fallen Lord’s faction in Tavalon. The betrayal was sudden and unforeseen. She showed no signs of wavering loyalty. We are investigating any contacts she may have had leading up to her defection, as well as anyone she may try to influence from across the border.”

“That’s the second one this year,” Gerald said in a bitter tone. “Does she have any family?”

“No immediate family,” Lord Alexander replied.

Sir Hannovan cleared his throat. “My liege, my own inquiries have revealed she does have a nephew. He resides in Herlin with his wife and two kids.”

The king’s chilling aura leaked into the room as his jaw tightened. “I want them executed publicly in Johern. All four. Ensure the announcement reaches every corner of the kingdom.”

Hannovan nodded without hesitation. “Consider it done, my liege.”

Gerald’s piercing stare fixed on Lord Alexander. “Should I be concerned that your academy has become a nest of sedition?”

“Absolutely not, my liege,” Alexander replied firmly. “Greyhold Academy has served the crown faithfully for generations. These are isolated incidents—aberrations, not patterns. I will personally guarantee that no further stains mar our reputation.”

Gerald let the silence hang for a long moment, watching the magical advisor squirm under his scrutiny. Only when the man’s discomfort became palpable did the king finally look away.

“Sir Hannovan, what progress have we made with the Fallen Lord?”

“Substantial progress, my liege,” Hannovan replied. “Our agents have infiltrated their ranks. We should have actionable intelligence soon, and from there, we can assess the situation. I believe assassination will be a viable option.”

Gerald’s nod was curt. “Inform me the moment you hear anything.”

“Without question, my liege.” Hannovan’s attention shifted across the table. “Our final matter concerns the Leyvarian invasion. Sir Carver, how are preparations for the main offensive coming along?”

“Excellent, my liege,” Carver replied with military formality. “We’ve already hit our recruitment goal of one hundred thousand, and we have built the training infrastructure to support such a large army. The armories remain well-stocked with weapons and armor, and we have logistics engineers planning out the supply lines for when our forces cross the border. We should be ready to begin staging troops in four weeks.”

Gerald tapped his chin as he contemplated the news. “And how long would we need for the staging process?”

“I would recommend two weeks to ensure every piece is properly in place,” Carver answered honestly. “Coordination of that scale requires careful attention to detail and patience.”

“Could we do it in one week?”

“It would be risky,” Carver answered. “Strategic breakdowns would be possible, but I believe my team would be up for the challenge.”

Gerald shot a glance in Hannovan’s direction. “While I have faith in Commander Bulvar’s misinformation campaign, I believe it to be only a temporary solution at best.”

Hannovan gave him a subtle nod.

Gerald rose from his seat with dramatic finality, his imposing figure casting long shadows across the chamber. “The invasion of Leyvaria begins in three weeks,” he declared, causing a few gasps to rise from the table. “Condense the training program and expedite the staging accordingly. This council is adjourned.”

The room remained frozen for a moment as the king’s orders settled. Then the clamoring began. Chairs scraped against the ground, and hushed conversations sprouted on both sides of the table.

Council members began shuffling toward the door. Gerald’s eyes followed Commander Brigland as the broken man escaped into the corridor, heading toward what he didn’t know would be his final hours. Oddly, the king felt a flicker of gratitude. Advancing the invasion had been on his mind, but he feared his own rashness. Brigland’s failure had crystallized his decision. Leyvaria was that much closer to being his.

Lord Alexander followed Sir Carver through the door, and the chamber fell silent. The king and his chief advisor stood alone among the guttering lamps and scattered papers, two men bearing the weight of a kingdom’s ambitions.

Gerald kept his back turned. “Tell me what really happened to the Reaper Squad.”

Sir Hannovan grunted. “I do believe the Shadow was involved, but that wasn’t the extent of the rumor.”

The king pivoted, catching the gravity in his advisor’s tone. Hannovan’s careful expression carried an ominous weight. “What else?” Gerald asked, retaking his seat.

“If the stories coming out of Kladenburg are to be believed,” Hannovan continued, “then Leyva’s champion has indeed been summoned.”

The king exhaled slowly while staring at the table’s surface. Silence pressed down on the room like a held breath.

“My liege—”

“I’ll have one hundred thousand men at my command,” Gerald finally said, pulling out of his contemplative trance. “The finest battlemages that have ever been trained. Spies embedded in every corner of their realm. All sworn to Pranthia’s glory.”

A slow, confident smile spread across his face as he looked up at Hannovan. “Not even a goddess can stop what’s coming.”
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