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Chapter 25:

In the Belly of the Beast

Kylira couldn’t help but giggle as she was led back out onto the main floor. The thought of all the clients she would service this night made her painted pink lips curl into a smile. It was her duty to serve, to please. To…

No… that’s not right. Something’s wrong. I need to—

“Kylira, come,” Mistress Nesaea called out to her over the soft music and idle chatter of the other patrons. She handed Kylira a cup of the addictively sweet drink, not waiting for her to drink it before placing her hand on the small of her back and guiding her through the crowd. Each sip of the delicious brew brought a pleasant warmth to Kylira’s body and filled her mind with the most evocative of thoughts; while pushing away anything that may… distract her from her duties.

I must serve. It is my duty to serve, to please, to obey.

The cup was empty by the time they reached the stairs and, thankfully, Kylira was no longer thirsty. At least, not for the delectable liquid that made her feel so very restless. So wound up, craving… Kylira bit her lip to stifle a giggle, but her face still turned bright red at the scandalous thoughts that filled her mind.

“Are you paying attention, Kylira?” Mistress Nesaea asked.

“Oh! I’m, like, so sorry,” Kylira frowned. “I must’ve… drifted off or something.”

“That’s okay dear, I know how difficult it can be to focus on, well, anything.” Mistress Nesaea patted Kylira on the shoulder. “Not to worry. As I was saying, you’ll be taking care of a very special client. Tonight is a very special night, understand?”

Kylira nodded. “Who is my client?”

“His name is Soteus, and he is the right hand of Master Athanas, who we all serve. You do enjoy serving, don’t you, Kylira?”

Kylira nodded once more. “Yes, Mistress. I live to serve Master Athanas.”

She found it difficult to say anything else as a pleasurable warmth flowed through her body, as if she was rewarded.

“Excellent. You’ll do so very well.”

Mistress Nesaea remained quiet as they ascended the stairs. The din of the main floor faded as Kylira was led deeper and deeper. Down narrow hallways lined with rooms, far fewer and more spaced out with each floor they climbed, until at last they reached the top floor. The staircase deposited them into a small antechamber where three sets of double doors greeted them. One ahead and on either side. Kylira took a step forward, but Mistress Nesaea turned her toward the doors on her left.

“You’re not ready to service the master,” Mistress Nesaea whispered into Kylira’s ear, “despite your willingness to serve. Soon though, very soon.”

Kylira felt a tinge of sadness, but it faded as soon as the doors opened and she laid eyes on the one called Soteus. He sat alone on a sofa, arms spread out to either side, resting on the back of the couch, legs spread wide, dressed in nothing but a gold silk robe. Much like Mistress Nesaea, Soteus was adorned in jewelry; necklaces and rings, gold with precious stones of many colors. He was speaking to one of his subordinates, dressed in a similar robe, however his gaze and attention quickly shifted to Kylira as she entered the chamber. Emerald green eyes locked onto hers, and a wide smile split his face. He said nothing, beckoning her toward him with a simple wave of his hand as the doors behind her closed.

A voice, distant and fading, called out to her. It almost sounded familiar, yet it felt strange and unknown. If she focused hard enough, she might be able to make out the words, but Kylira couldn’t focus on anything while in the presence of Soteus, his warm, copper-colored skin, and oily black hair. A sweet fragrance filled her nose as the man beckoned her toward him and the voice faded away, replaced with another.

I must serve. It is my duty.

Following silent commands, Kylira lowered herself onto her knees and undid Soteus’ robes. The man's body glistened in the candlelight. She could see the muscles flexing beneath the skin, the veins throbbing along the sides of his neck as he watched her. His cock stood proud and erect before her eyes. Kylira had never seen anything quite so beautiful, nor been given such an opportunity to please someone so powerful. She reached for Soteus' shaft and slowly drew him closer, marveled at the smoothness and warmth of his flesh against her fingertips.

Soteus grunted as Kylira began stroking him. Her fingers moved up and down his length, taking great care to keep his girth from hitting her palm, feeling his pulse beat in time with her strokes. His member pulsated, growing longer and thicker as she continued, its tip twitching as she caressed it. With every stroke, a drop or two of clear fluid would dribble down the underside of his shaft, splattering across his balls.

She couldn't take her eyes off his dick. So much more impressive than any she'd ever seen before. Not that she could remember anything. Her mind was encased in fog, and any attempt to break through it was diverted back to the here and now, by the same voice repeating the same words.

I must serve. It is my duty.

As if drawn by some invisible tether, Kylira leaned forward and wrapped her thick lips around Soteus' thick shaft.

It tasted better than Kylira expected. As it slid past her lips, a pleasurable warmth flowed over her, as if rewarding her, and all she could think about, all she could focus on, was how to best pleasure the man before her.

Slow but determined, she sucked on Soteus’ cock, knowing full well her goal was to prolong his pleasure. Despite her best efforts to please him, he all but ignored her, continuing to speak to his subordinates while she took the full length of his erect cock. Why would he address her? She was nothing more than a pleasure slave. A thing meant to do nothing but serve and obey.

Her lips were slick with saliva when she felt Soteus place his hands on the back of her head. She complied without question. Deepening her suction and sucking harder as he thrust himself deeper inside her throat. She could feel his balls against her chin. They bounced as he pulled her close, burying his cock deep within her mouth. His grip tightened, pushing her head down further on his cock.

In between talk of some ritual happening that evening, Soteus did occasionally whisper sweet nothings or words of encouragement. He must be getting close to cumming, as more and more grunts and moans punctuated his sentences. Kylira wanted nothing more than to taste his hot, savory cum. It was her reward for being such a good pleasure slave. When he did reward her, it overwhelmed her senses. Like nothing else she’d ever felt or tasted before.

Her tongue lapped and swirled about the head of his cock as she sucked it clean, her hands moving to massage his thighs. The scent of sex grew stronger until she could smell nothing else. Soteus' cock grew wetter, and she knew he was close. He started to buck and thrash under her, pulling her hair and forcing her head down further, faster.

His hips jerked, his cock pulsating and spewing warm seed into her eager mouth. She drank eagerly, swallowing his load with relish, enjoying the way his muscles tensed as she gulped down his semen. In between spurts she tried to lick his cock, to clean every last bit of him. She kept at it, licking his balls, hoping she might get another shot of his seed, but it wasn't to be.

She barely had moments to recover before being handed off to one of his subordinates. Done with her, he pushed her aside with his leg. She whimpered quietly as Soteus stood and stepped away from her, but another man took his place and, when Kylira spotted his thick, engorged cock, she all but forgot about Master Soteus.

Euphoric waves washed over her, whether from the sweet drink she consumed earlier, or something within Master Soteus’ cum as she wrapped her lips around another man’s cock. She was so ensnared by the dick in her mouth that she almost didn’t feel the other man position himself behind her. She moaned around the cock thrust deep into her mouth as the other man buried his cock into her dripping pussy.

Her body rocked against the man's groin as she rode him, taking him deep inside her. She could feel his cock pulsating, twitching as she continued to suck on one of his companions.

They fucked her hard and fast, their cocks sliding in and out of her, filling her with their seed. She could feel them getting closer and closer, and she knew they wouldn't hold back once they came. She didn't want them to either. She wanted to feel everything, experience it all. To let go and give herself completely to these strangers.

More. More. More. Serve. Obey. Serve. Obey.

The thought repeated itself in her mind and she gave in to the lustful urges, letting them consume her. She screamed as she orgasmed, her body spasming as she climaxed on top of the man fucking her. Her orgasm seemed to last forever, her entire body shaking as waves of pleasure washed over her. She cried out, begging for more, wanting more, needing more.

Her mind gone, Kylira barely registered the doors to the chamber opening. She was bent over a couch getting pounded by another of Soteus’ underlings, her head thrust back, jaw slack as she audibly moaned over and over. Through foggy, glazed-over vision, three men entered the chamber. Two dressed in what looked like guard attire. The third, bound and beaten, had skin and hair like the others she had served, though unlike the rest, he seemed strangely familiar.

When he met her gaze, he looked shocked, angered. Why? It eluded Kylira. She could barely keep her head up as her body rocked back and forth. She had lost count of the number of times she orgasmed, filled again and again with the hot seed of her masters. Each time rewarding her for her service. Her duty. This time, however, there wasn’t anyone lined up to have a go at her. It seemed this stranger drew the attention of everyone, and with all the strength she could muster, Kylira slithered down from the couch and crawled toward Soteus, hoping to taste his cock once more.

Instead, he pushed her aside as he addressed the man brought to the chamber. They called him a rat. Vermin. But Soteus called him something else. “Arokath.” The name stirred something deep within Kylira, and the more she focused on the stranger, the less strange he became to her. The world around her became less hazy.

“The prodigal son returns. Come to regain favor with the master?”

With a gesture, the guards brought Arokath before Soteus. He glanced down at Kylira, sadness in his eyes.

“I wish to return. I ask for forgiveness.”

Soteus laughed. “You think you can just come back, like that?” He snapped his fingers. “And think all is forgiven?” He slapped Arokath once, twice, three times. Arokath slipped out of the grip of the guards and fell. Hastily, they picked him back up.

“Please, Master Soteus, I made a mistake. I want to come home.”

“Home?” Soteus reached down and grabbed a wide-brimmed glass.

When Kylira laid eyes on it, her mouth turned dry. She was so, so thirsty.

“Show me.”

What followed happened so quickly, Kylira couldn’t make sense of it. She blinked once and chaos filled the chamber. When she blinked a second time, the man called Arokath grabbed her by the arm and pulled her away. They were running toward the exit, but she didn’t want to leave. She needed to stay. She had to serve.

Despite her best attempts to break free from his grip, to return to the chamber to serve and please, she didn’t have the strength. She was so weak, so soft. By the time she blinked a third time, Arokath had taken her out of the chamber and they were running down a hallway.

He pleaded with her to stop struggling, calling her a name she didn’t recognize as he fought his way through the brothel. Anytime she managed to break free, he would renew his grip, holding tighter, calling her a name that wasn’t hers.

“My name’s Kylira, I’m a slave. It’s my duty to serve.”

He ignored her pleas, her begging, her desires to return to Soteus and serve him and his men. She longed for his cock, for their cocks. Her body ached and her mouth thirsted for it. She needed to be filled, to serve and please.

Then the cool night air brushed her face as they stepped outside into a dark alley.

Arokath grabbed her shoulders. “Laylana, can you hear me? I know you’re in there somewhere. Say something.”

Kylira blinked. Her head throbbed. The pain was too great. She could barely keep her eyes open, let alone think or talk. When Arokath took her hand, she didn’t resist, but she did glance back at the brothel as it called out to her, beckoning her to return. But, as they moved further and further away, its grip on her faded, and as the fog vanished from her mind, she remembered who she was.

Laylana came to a halt as she doubled over and vomited. What came out she didn’t want to know, but the memories were there. All of it. What she said, did, thought. It leaked down her leg, covered her face and body. Too similar to that night back in Braedon when she fell victim to the demon, Jororyn. When the last of it left her body, Laylana leaned against the wall of the alley and sobbed.

Arokath took her in his arms and hugged her.

“Why do I even bother?”

“Someone has to,” he said. “If it was easy, none of this would’ve happened.”

The necklace grew warm against her chest as Arokath released the hug. Laylana wiped the tears from her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. “Let’s gut those fuckers.”

Arokath smiled and clapped his hands together. “First, let’s get back to the inn. As gorgeous as you are in that dress, it doesn’t offer much protection.”

“Where’s Terric?” Arokath asked as they returned to their room.

“Stormed off after you left.” Laylana ripped the dress off, not caring that Arokath was in the room with her. “Never split the party,” Laylana grumbled as one by one she removed the rings, bracelets, and other jewelry they furnished her with and tossed them onto the floor.

“What?” Arokath dropped to the floor and picked up the discarded jewelry.

“Nothing. He didn’t trust you.” She paced around the room naked, wiping off as much of the fluid as she could with the ripped pieces of the jade dress. “He thought the princess was there, captured. It's why you found me there… at that place.”

“You went after him, alone,” Arokath sighed. “Do you remember anything? Did they say anything about the staff or the princess?”

She fished through her pack for a change of clothes. Thankfully, everything was right where they left it. I’d kill for another bath with Cassia right about now, she thought as she pulled her pants on.

“No… just…” Laylana forced her eyes shut, hoping to erase the memories. “Nothing. There… wasn’t a lot of talking…”

Arokath grimaced. “Right, sorry.”

As Laylana hobbled about the room, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. It wasn’t her stained, streaking makeup that gave her pause, but the long, luxurious locks of golden blonde hair that streaked down past her shoulders. As she got closer, she noticed that the roots and tips were slowly returning to the original brown. But it was when she put on her shirt, and then tried to don her armor, that she noticed something was very, very wrong.

“What’s the matter?” Arokath asked, doing his best to avert his eyes but still stealing a gaze every so often.

“It… doesn’t fit.” As Laylana tried again and again to buckle the chestplate, she came to a startling realization. It wasn’t that the armor shrunk, it was that her breasts…

“They do look bigger.” Arokath shrugged and gestured to her hair. “Maybe they’ll change back… like your hair.”

Laylana tossed the breastplate onto the bed and grabbed her sword. “If they don’t, you’re paying for the modifications.”

Arokath gestured dramatically. “Small price to pay to continue to marvel at your beauty.”

Laylana scowled and turned toward the door. She took one step, then stopped. Without turning back toward him she said, “Thank you, for saving me. I know you weren’t looking for me, but… I’m glad you found me.”

“Anything for the Goddess’ champion,” Arokath bowed. “Now let’s, how you said it, gut those fuckers.”


Chapter 26:

Moonlit Party

“So you don’t remember anything?” Arokath said as he and Laylana ducked into a nearby alley.

Laylana pulled her stolen cloak tight. As happy as she was to be in her normal clothes, she still felt vulnerable. Not because she didn’t have her chestplate—the rest of her armor fit no problem—but because she wasn’t sure how she would react to going back inside the brothel. If she would instantly fall under the spell of whatever it was that was fed to her. If she would turn back into…

“Laylana?”

“Look, I’m sorry if I don’t want to remember my time spent as a sex slave to Soteus and his men. They did things to me. Made me forget who I was. Turned me into some kind of… bimbo.”

“What?”

“Thrall. I wasn’t even human. I don’t know what would’ve happened to me had you not showed up.”

“I understand, trust me, I do.” Arokath placed his hands on her shoulders. “But Soteus is Athanas’ second in command. The staff wasn’t where I remembered it was. If he said anything about—”

“A ritual,” Laylana said. “There was some mention of a ritual. Soteus and the woman, they said tonight was a special night.”

Arokath’s eyes went wide as he stepped out of the alleyway and turned his gaze upward.

“What is it?”

“Goddess help us,” Arokath muttered. “Forget Terric, forget the staff, we need to get out of the city. Right now.”

“Like hell!” Laylana shoved Arokath off of her. “After all I’ve been through, I’m not leaving this fucking city without the staff or Terric.”

Arokath remained quiet for a few moments, then nodded. “Then there isn’t time to waste. We must hurry.”

The city center was in a far different state than it was when Laylana left it. At least, from what she could remember. Her mind was still a bit hazy, but she would’ve remembered coming out into this much of an uproar. Folk had gathered outside the entrance to the brothel that had taken Laylana prisoner.

As she and Arokath squeezed through the crowd, her ears picked up the sounds of fighting; shouting, metal on metal. When they came out on the other side, bodies littered the floor. Some innocents, but mostly armed guards like the ones that brought Arokath before Soteus.

“Where is she!?” A familiar voice rang out among the clashing of blades. “Where is the princess?!”

Arokath and Laylana shared a glance before exiting the crowd and running toward the entrance. Arokath sprinted in, but Laylana stopped just before the threshold. With her sword drawn, she took several quick breaths, readying herself for whatever may happen once she stepped inside the cursed den of iniquity that not only corrupted her body, but her mind.

Goddess watch over me. Protect me.

Arokath plunged his knife into the back of one of the guards when his focus was on Terric, who cut down the two remaining with ease.

“Took you long enough,” Terric wiped the sweat from his brow and spat. “Where were you?”

“I was looking for the staff like I said I promised. And I rescued her.”

Terric’s eyes widened as he turned toward Laylana. The joyous look on his face vanished when he realized Arokath wasn’t referring to the princess. He cocked his head to the side. “What happened to your hair?”

“Oh? I’m sorry I’m not the princess.” Laylana stormed up to Terric. She grabbed his cloak. “You want to know what happened to my hair? Well, I went looking for you after you stormed off looking for her royal highness. I succumbed to a spell and became a mindless sex slave.” She jabbed a finger at Terric. “Next time, follow the fucking plan. Understand?”

Terric opened his mouth to speak, but looked utterly dumbfounded. He eventually nodded.

“Good,” Laylana said. “Now follow me.”

If there were any lingering effects of the drink fed to her, Laylana felt nothing as she stormed up the stairs. If the staff were to be anywhere, it would be in the room behind the doors she wasn’t allowed to walk through when Nesaea poisoned her mind and brought her to Soteus. As much as she wanted to rip the balls off of all the men in that room, Laylana was sick and tired of this hellhole. She wanted to be back in Cralo with Tana, or rolling in the meadow with Cassia; sharing a bed with Leha.

I’ll even take a visit from Saeryia, she thought. Anywhere but in this wretched, cursed city of debauchery and corruption.

At the top of the stairs, half a dozen men waited for them. Laylana stopped, but Terric and Arokath didn’t hesitate. They charged ahead, Arokath now wielding one of the curved swords the guards of this establishment favored. Laylana couldn’t help but blush at the act. These two men risking their lives for her. Fighting not just alongside her, but for her. The Goddess’ chosen.

Not only did Terric fight extremely well for his age, but better than most at their prime. He had killed three and was working on his fourth while Arokath tangled with his second. Laylana’s own blade was still as dry as it was when she unsheathed it, whereas Terric looked like he had just finished a double shift at a slaughterhouse.

It was plainly obvious as to why he was the chosen bodyguard of Princess Kaetha. Though if he was this good now, after years of living in the bottom of a barrel, serving as the drunken bouncer for a brothel, Laylana could only imagine how good he was. A pit formed in her stomach. How could she hope to stand toe to toe with Kal-Thegra if Terric couldn’t protect her when he was in his prime?

She shook the thought from her head. Now was definitely not the time to worry about such things.

Despite his obvious prowess, Arokath still saw fit to verbally jab with Terric. “You’re showing your age, old man,” Arokath smiled as he wiped his borrowed sword on the clothes of one of the dead guardsmen.

The two fought very differently. Terric was aggressive, yet disciplined. Arokath moved chaotically, unpredictably. Attacking with flourishes, then jumping back and moving in from another angle.

Terric grinned as he wiped blood—not his—from his face. “Too many years spent in the drink. But I’ll be happy to teach a pup like you a few things.”

Laylana smiled as she walked up to the double doors. Then, with far more strength than she realized, she kicked the doors in.

Dressed in white ceremonial robes, standing a head taller than his subordinates, with the same long, oily black hair and copper skin as the rest, Athanas grinned as he held the Staff of Myrithania before him. Around his neck, a gold necklace adorned in gemstones bearing the same snake symbol Laylana saw in the underground temple with Terric. The symbol of the snake god, Satar.

Sprawling out on a couch behind him, Nesaea laughed. “You’re too late, Kylira. At least, not if you still wish to serve.”

“Go fuck yourself, bitch,” Laylana spat. “And my name isn’t Kylira. It’s Laylana.”

Athanas lifted the staff and when it came back down, a blinding white light emanated as the shockwave forced Laylana, Terric, and Arokath scrambling back.

Over the howling wind that filled the chamber, Laylana could hear Athanas’ voice as he spoke in a language unfamiliar to her. It was discordant and grating, and at first she didn’t even realize he was talking, just thought he was clearing his throat and hissing.

As Laylana climbed back onto her feet and her vision returned, what she saw made her heart sink. One by one, Athanas, Nesaea, and Athanas’ chosen transformed.

Their bones twisted and elongated, forming a serpentine shape. Arms became thin and lithe, ending in sharp, pointed claws that glinted in the light of the chamber.

Copper scales emerged from beneath the surface, covering their bodies from head to toe. They glimmered in the light, almost metallic in appearance.

Their noses flattened, and eyes elongated, becoming slits like a serpent's. Their teeth grew long and sharp, forming fangs that gleamed in the dim light. Forked tongues flickered, tasting the air.

Just when it couldn’t get any worse, a terrible pain wracked through Laylana, forcing her down onto her knees as her skin turned to copper-colored scales.


Chapter 27:

Serpentine

As Laylana forced herself back to her feet, her body continued to change. Hands and feet became claws, legs bent and twisted, ripping and tearing her clothes as a tail sprouted from her lower back.

“W-what have you… d-d-done to… meeee?” she hissed as the bones in her face shifted to become snake-like, just like Athanas and Nesaea.

“You drank the ambrosssssia,” Nesaea hissed back. “You’ve been blesssssed by Satar. You’re one of ussss now. Serve him.”

Laylana glanced back at Arokath and Terric. Shock and fear covered both their faces as they took a couple of steps back. She turned back toward Athanas and Nesaea. “Never.” Then she sprinted toward them, sword in hand, moving far faster than she expected.

Laylana’s sword buried itself deep into her former mistress, all the way to the crossguard. Her face twisted into one of confusion and pain, as if she expected Laylana to simply submit once more to them. Before the bitch could utter another word, Laylana pulled her sword out and lopped Nesaea’s head clean off.

Athanas wouldn’t go down so easily, quickly and effortlessly ducking under and dodging her swings, smiling all the while.

“You come for the sssstaff,” he hissed. “You ssserve the Goddessss?”

Laylana continued her assault, growing more and more frustrated.

“You’ve been blessssed by Satar,” he mused. “Can’t you feel hissss power courssssing through you?”

“Ssshut. The. Fuck. Up. You. Ssstupid. Sssnake. Bassstard!” Laylana hissed, her attacks disorganized and uncontrolled.

“Sssserve him,” Athanas said. Then he spun around and struck Laylana with his tail, sending her crashing sideways.

Darkness enveloped her. A complete, disorienting blindness that nearly made it impossible to climb onto her feet. It didn’t help that she now had claws for hands and digitigrade legs. Not to mention an actual tail. Like what the fuck? When she blinked, the darkness vanished and she found herself in a large stone temple, similar to, if not identical, to the one she saw underground with Terric.

She was still in her strange, hybrid monster form and in the center of the massive chamber. It was lit by torches that emanated a smokeless, sickly-green flame. Carved into the stone walls were effigies and reliefs of what Laylana could only guess were Satar, the snake god. The platform she stood upon was round and couldn’t be any bigger than thirty or forty feet in diameter. No bridges connected the platform to any of the walls, and despite the light from the torches, the floor beneath the platform was hidden behind a pitch-black curtain of darkness. A faint mist churned and flowed despite no breeze in the chamber.

“Hello?” she called out.

Silence, but only for a moment. Then, a rumbling. Like the oncoming approach of an avalanche, or something very, very large. And it was only getting louder.

Out of the black floor a massive snake emerged. It’s body the size of a train car, and far longer than any train she had ever seen. Emerald green scales that had a pearlescent sheen as big as her hand with spiny ridges.

Among the infinite coils, a head emerged. It looked down at her with radiant, golden eyes that were as tall as she was. Its forked tongue flickered as it examined her for just a moment. Then she heard a voice like the flow of a river or a cold wind through a cave.

“Champion of Myrithania. Give up your foolish endeavor. She cannot help you defeat Kal-Thegra. The one called the Demon King is but a hatchling to my eyes. Serve me and I will give you more power than you can imagine. Free me from my prison and I will give you all that you desire. Strength. Wealth. Slaves. Yours.”

The massive snake’s head crept closer as it awaited her response. If it wanted to, it could swallow her as easily as she would swallow a grape. Laylana could feel the power coursing through her new snake-body. Faster, stronger. Nothing would be able to stop her.

But she would still be a thrall and, instead of Myrithania, she would be a servant to a dark god, one of hedonism and debauchery, whose own servants poisoned her mind and made her a sex slave.

“No,” she whispered. “I will not ssserve you.”

The snake’s head shot toward her, closing the gap in less than a blink of an eye. It was within arm’s distance, its tongue flickered.

“No? You deny me even as you stand before me in my sanctum? I can feel the desire within you. I know you long for power, strength. Bow to me and I will grant you what you long for. This world will be yours.”

Laylana felt the weight of her sword in her hand. It wasn’t there a moment ago. As quick as she could, she brought it up and slashed at the snake’s face. As it recoiled back, a blinding light filled the chamber along with its ear-shattering hiss, and when Laylana blinked, she was back in the penthouse.

As she climbed onto her feet, she saw that Terric and Arokath had taken out several of the transformed guards, but it was not a fight they could keep up with much longer. Laylana needed to get the staff from Athanas and there was only one way she could do it.

But before she could do anything, Arokath positioned himself between her and Athanas. He glanced back at her and nodded, a knowing look in his eye as he turned back toward Athanas.

“Arokath,” Athanas hissed. “I’ve been looking forward to thisss for a long time.”

“You know, you look better as a snake monster,” Arokath jeered. “Gets rid of the wrinkles.”

Athanas hissed as he charged forward. Arokath only managed to block and parry a couple of blows before Athanas’ blade pierced Arokath. Laylana wanted to scream. To cry out and ask why, but she knew what Arokath did and why. It gave her but a moment, but in that moment, she was able to cut off Athanas’ arm, separating him from the staff.

Athanas cried out and, as Laylana picked it up off the floor, she felt a familiar burning power well up within her. She glanced down at Arokath, who forced a bloody smile as a blinding light emanated from the staff. As it washed over Laylana, she felt her body cleansed of Satar’s evil, much like before, when she was freed from Jororyn’s influence. She took the staff with both hands and looked down at Athanas as he tried to crawl away.

Then she slammed the staff down onto the floor and Athanas, his men, and Nesaea vanished in radiant fire.

When the light faded, Laylana found she had thankfully returned to her human form, however what remained of her clothing barely clung to her. All that remained in the room was her, Terric, and Arokath, who was climbing back to his feet, seemingly healed by the blast of magic from the staff.

“You good?” she asked Terric, who hobbled over toward them.

He nodded. “Just winded. Good to see you back in… human form.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Laylana said. “I’ve had enough of this place.”

Arokath inspected his body, a faint scar all that remained of the stab wound. “Amazing.” He poked at it. “Simply amazing. Praise the Goddess.”

“Why did you—”

“I knew you could do it,” Arokath interrupted her. “Besides, I figured sacrificing myself was the only way I can repent for stealing the staff in the first place.”

“Now’s not the time for chatter,” Terric said.

They sprinted down the stairs, preparing themselves for whatever resistance they might encounter on their way out of the city. What they found was something completely different. The city of Nelashara had grown eerily silent, as every citizen lay unconscious, their clothes ripped, tattered, and shredded.

“Are they…” Laylana said, as all three came to a halt.

“They’re alive,” Terric said, inspecting the closest bystander.

“Everyone in the city must’ve transformed,” Arokath said. “Anyone who drank the ambrosia.”

“That’s an experience I’d rather not go through again,” Laylana shivered. “Let’s get our gear and get the fuck out.”

Terric chuckled. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”


Chapter 28:

Exodus

Under the pale light of a full moon, Arokath led Terric and Laylana north. They met zero resistance as they navigated back to their room at the inn. Once they gathered their stuff, the trio stole the first horses they could find and rode out of town.

As sand dunes gave way to a familiar hard, rocky landscape, Laylana finally let herself relax. All night she was glancing back behind her, expecting to see someone chasing after them. Whether it be demon cultists, remnants of Athanas’ gang, or even the snake god himself. But all she saw was empty desert. As far as she could tell, they were in the clear.

Even so, they stopped only briefly to feed and give the horses water. Laylana felt bad for her steed, but Arokath reassured her that the desert horses were bred for this kind of journey. The desert by itself is an unforgiving place, and anything that lives in it, whether it be man or beast, must be able to endure.

The sun had risen and then set by the time she could sell the salty ocean air. The border town of Whitgulf was a surprisingly welcome sight, but Terric didn’t let them stay long. The trio were in and out and on their way as quickly as possible. Swapping their exhausted horses for a fresh set and restocking on food and water. As exhausting as it was, Laylana didn’t mind the hasty exit, as not only were they heading back to the town of Cralo, but to Tana and the Siren’s Song brothel.

At long last I can get a proper bath, Laylana thought as the ground beneath them gave way to grass and the air turned cool. I have sand in places where it shouldn’t be.

When they finally stopped to camp, Laylana practically fell off her horse. Her entire body ached and the only thing she was looking forward to more than the hot bath was a massage from Tana. She could also go for getting a bra. Riding horseback served as a constant reminder of not only having breasts, but that despite transforming into a snake-human hybrid and back, her enhanced breasts remained. A seemingly permanent side effect of the ambrosia she consumed in Nelashara.

She let out a massive sigh of relief as she pulled off her boots, but frowned as she inspected the chestplate. She didn’t think she could convince Terric to make a not-so-quick diversion to Braedon, so she’d have to find a blacksmith in Cralo to hopefully modify the armor to make it wearable.

Terric and Arokath didn’t seem the least bit phased by the arduous journey. In fact, Terric seemed rather impressed that the young thief was spry as ever. Even so, he still treated him coldly, barking orders to gather firewood while he secured the horses.

“Give him a break,” Laylana said as she stretched out her legs and laid the staff down beside her.

For the first time since she acquired it, Laylana finally took a moment to examine it. Made from an aged, sun-bleached piece of wood, it only had a slight bend and twist. At the top, the wood twisted together into a gnarled ball no bigger than her fist. It had no ornate carvings, no runes etched into the surface. She could see no stone or metal encased within the twisted end. It was just old wood, nothing more to it.

Terric grumbled as he checked on the horses. “I don’t trust him.”

“Well I do.” She laid down and looked up at the darkening sky. The first stars just starting to appear. “While you were off fucking doing who knows what, Arokath rescued me. He saved me.”

Terric said nothing, but Laylana had fallen asleep before they could even get a fire going.

Terric remained quiet the rest of the trip. Saying as little as possible as they continued their hasty trip west. It was thankfully uneventful, the only resistance they had encountered was when they exchanged horses in Whitgulf, but that was quickly smoothed over when Arokath “sweetened the deal” with a gold ring inlaid with small rubies. When Laylana asked where he had come across such a piece, he shrugged and said it was among the trinkets she had discarded back in Nelashara.

The old forest was a welcome sight, and as Laylana stared beyond the tree line, she hoped she could catch a glimpse of Leha or maybe Cassia. She wondered how they were doing, if they were safe. Miraculously, Laylana still had the silver ring Leha gave her. Somehow, through all the trials, tribulations, and physical transformations, it remained, there on her right hand. If she had lost it during her desert excursion, there would be no way she could forgive herself.

“Another quick stop or have we finally arrived?” Arokath asked as they passed through the Cralo city gates.

“You didn’t tell him?” Laylana said to Terric.

He said nothing, only glancing back.

Laylana shook her head. “Figures.”

Arokath pulled his horse up beside Laylana. “He doesn’t trust me. I can tell.”

“I’m sorry. He’s just…”

Arokath waved. “It’s alright. I’ve made peace with it. I know he can never forgive me for stealing the staff, though I had hoped sacrificing myself would put me in his good graces. But I must ask, do you know where we’re going? Because I, for one, am rather sick of riding horseback.”

Laylana grinned. “We’re going to the Siren’s Song. It’s a brothel.”

Arokath beamed. “A brothel you say? I must say I am very excited to see what a Trisonian brothel is like. If you’re anything to go by, I’m sure the women are all very beautiful. But hold on, a brothel? Even after what happened in Nelashara?”

Laylana shrugged. “I know. Strange. But this place is friendly. They won’t give you a drink that enslaves you and then turns you into a snake person.”

Arokath laughed a loud, boisterous laugh that not only startled Laylana, but caught the attention of everyone in the vicinity. “Well then! Let’s be on our way so that I can bathe in the warm hospitality of your friends and perhaps get some much-needed personal time.”

Terric grumbled something intelligible, but she couldn’t help but laugh alongside Arokath as she too was looking forward to some much-needed personal time.

“Terric! You’re back!” said one of the prostitutes. “And you’ve brought a new friend!”

Terric couldn’t get more than a word in before the woman and a handful of others who had been loitering on the main floor swarmed Arokath.

“Terric, my friend, why don’t you introduce me!” The young thief jeered.

“Yes, Terric, introduce us,” said another prostitute as she squeezed up close to Arokath.

“Ladies, please, there’s more than enough of me to go around. I promise.”

Then like a swarm of locusts, they were gone. The group swallowed up Arokath and they disappeared into one of the backrooms. Laylana didn’t have a chance to count, but there were at least five or six women in that mob that stole the thief from the desert.

Terric and Laylana were all that remained in the space, until a familiar face came down the stairs.

“It’s good to see both of you back and safe,” Tana said. “Terric, your room is as you left it.”

Terric nodded then turned to Laylana. “Get some rest. We can reconvene in the morning.”

“Sure,” Laylana said, but Terric had already started off, not bothering to wait for a response.

When he was gone, Tana turned to Laylana. “Something’s different about you. Was your hair always that long?” Her eyes drifted down. “Now those are bigger than what I remembered.”

Laylana sighed. “It was… an eventful trip to the desert. Safe to say I never want to go back there. Ever.”

Tana smiled and took Laylana’s hand. “Come, let’s get you settled in. From the sounds of it, you’re coming off a long and hard ride. I’m sure you’re quite sore.”

Laylana blushed. “Oh, you have no idea.”


Chapter 29:

Next Steps

The massage didn’t last very long. In fact, Laylana couldn’t remember if she even got one. All that she did remember was Tana taking her up to her room and helping her undress. After that, nothing. Not until she woke up and saw the morning sun through her window. She was still naked, but there were no sign of her clothes from the night before. Just her boots. That was until she saw the pile folded neatly on the table against the wall.

It was nothing more than a light-green dress, but if her memory was accurate, it would be the first dress Laylana ever willingly wore, as she couldn’t bring herself to wear any of the dresses she had found in the trunk back in the old forest—which she later learned belonged to none other than Princess Kaetha. Apart from this one provided to her by Tana, the only other dress Laylana had donned was the jade green dress from her brief stint as a pleasure slave in Nelashara.

Thankfully it was surprisingly modest, going down to just past her knees, and while some skin was exposed, it wasn’t nearly as scandalous or provocative as the dresses the other prostitutes of the Siren’s Song wore. It looked downright Puritan compared to what they made her wear back in Nelashara. That ensemble had barely covered her ample breasts, exposing her shoulders, and had large cutouts to reveal her narrow waist and wide hips, long slits to show off the entirety of her legs and, of course, for easy access to anyone who so desired a round with the enslaved Kylira.

It was a strange feeling. Despite being a woman for however long it’d been—weeks, months maybe—Laylana had avoided dressing “femininely.” Pants and a shirt, armor, boots. The only times she donned attire that was distinctly womanly was when it wasn’t her choice, when she was enslaved, brainwashed, and manipulated.

She wasn’t sure if it was because somewhere deep in her subconscious she still clung to the notion that some part of her was still male, and that willingly putting on a dress or skirt, some piece of clothing unmistakably female, would signal acceptance that she truly was no longer a man.

That Luke was, for all intents and purposes, gone, leaving only Laylana.

It begged the notion: if given the opportunity, if by some chance she did save the world, free Myrithania, would she even go back to being Luke? Would she give up on this body? Despite the misgivings, the nefarious deeds done to her, the unpleasant memories of what this body was put though, it wasn’t all bad.

Laylana smiled and couldn’t help but blush as she recalled the time spent with Cassia, how soft and warm the dryad’s touch was, how wonderful it made her feel. The same could be said about Leha, that despite her impressive physique—she could easily break her in two—the barbarian queen made Laylana feel safe, warm, protected, that if it wasn’t for her duty, that she was chosen, Laylana would’ve never left Leha’s bed.

Then there was the whole orgy that Laylana had been the center of here at the Siren’s Song. When it was her choice, when her partners cared for her, the pleasure was astounding, breathtaking, mind-blowing. Leagues beyond anything she ever felt when she was Luke. Would she be able to give that up? Never again be able to feel that good, experience those body-shaking orgasms?

Never mind the enhanced fighting abilities that came from the gem, the speed, strength, and stamina. She felt like an Olympic athlete in their prime. A character from a show or movie, almost superhuman.

Would she be able to do it?

How could I? How could I give all this up? Would Leha feel the same way if I was my old male self? Cassia? Tana?

Laylana smirked. The only one she knew for a fact wouldn’t mind would be the succubus, Saeryia. The demoness was to blame, after all, for finalizing the transformation. For shedding what physical masculinity remained of Laylana’s previously male body. Even if she chose to go back, she was sure the succubus would have some magical means to make her female again, even if temporarily.

With the dress on, Laylana barely recognized herself in the mirror. It wasn’t her longer hair, which now cascaded down past her shoulders, nor was it her enlarged bosom. It was simply the fact that she looked… normal. That she wasn’t the Goddess’ champion, some hero—heroine—brought to this world to save it from the forces of evil.

She looked like someone’s daughter, sister, or even mother. Some ordinary townsperson, a baker maybe, or barmaid. Someone who lived their life day by day, not worrying about happenings beyond the walls of her village, outside the scope of her reality.

Which brought up another question: would Laylana even return home to Earth? To the ordinary world she was born into? Where the only magic is what you can do with a smart phone. The only monsters are her fellow humans.

Too many questions. I can figure it out when the time comes. If that time comes.

Laylana took a deep breath, slipped on her boots, and went downstairs. She left behind her weapons, armor, and the staff, trusting the fact that the only people who knew of its whereabouts were either dead or here already inside the brothel.

The Siren’s Song was quiet and mostly empty. There was one patron, an older man, chatting with one of the girls on the main floor, but for the most part, the place was dead. Terric sat at the bar, picking at what remained of breakfast while having a quiet conversation with Tana. When she saw Laylana, she couldn’t help but smile.

“Oh my, you look so wonderful in that dress.”

Terric glanced at her over his shoulder, but all he said was: “We need to talk.”

Tana waved him off. “That can wait. She needs to eat.” She turned to Laylana. “I’m sure you’re famished.”

Right on cue, Laylana’s stomach growled.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Tana said as she walked off. “I’ll be back with a plate.”

Laylana took a seat next to Terric. “Have you seen Arokath?”

Terric shrugged. “Not since he vanished after we got here. Where’s the staff?”

Laylana thumbed behind her. “Upstairs in my room.”

Terric frowned. “You should keep it with you at all times. Never lose sight—”

“Calm down,” Laylana said. “Door’s locked. Athanas and his men are dead—vaporized even—and no one else knows we have it.”

“Arokath,” Terric grumbled.

“So what, you think he’s going to double-cross us? Give us over to the Demon King?”

Terric shrugged. “He stole it once, he could—”

“Oh yeah? Well, what about Tana? Do you trust her? She could—”

Terric slammed his fist on the table. “I trust that woman with my life,” he snarled. “She picked me up out of that gutter and gave me purpose, treated me with respect, fed me. You slander her like that again and I’ll—”

Terric went quiet when they heard Tana’s playful humming. She came around the corner a moment later carrying the greatest thing Laylana had ever laid eyes on. A plate of biscuits, gravy, eggs, and bacon.

As she set the plate down in front of Laylana, Terric slid off the bar stool.

“I’ll be in my room. Find me when you’re done eating so we can discuss our next steps.” Then he bowed before Tana, even addressing her as ‘my lady,’ before leaving.

Tana took Terric’s seat beside Laylana.

When his footsteps faded, Laylana turned to Tana and asked, before shoving a gravy-coated biscuit into her mouth: “What happened last night?”

Whether it was Laylana’s lack of etiquette, or something else, Tana giggled. “I got hung out to dry.”

Laylana cocked her head to the side, knowing full well not to ask what Tana meant when her mouth was stuffed full of delicious, fresh-baked goodness.

Tana only laughed harder. “Well, there I was, about to give the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on a massage, feel up those magnificent breasts and exquisite legs of hers, when she started snoring.”

Laylana’s cheeks burned red hot as she nearly spat out the food in her mouth. After forcing a swallow, she blurted out: “I am so, so sorry!”

Tana laughed and placed a comforting hand on Laylana’s shoulder. “It’s okay, you had just returned from a very long, and I’m sure arduous, journey. Though I am curious as to how you managed to get such wonderful breasts. I don’t think I’ve seen a pair quite like it.”

Laylana sighed and scratched the back of her head. How was she going to explain it? “Well, in the desert there’s this town called Nelashara. It’s… not a nice place. They have this drink called ambrosia. It does things to you. Like a drug.”

Tana nodded and patted Laylana on her knee. “It’s alright, I can see that it’s not the good kind of drug. I’ve had my fair share of bad experiences while under the influence.”

“You’ve done drugs?” Laylana said as she tore into a strip of bacon. Thick and crispy, just how she always liked it.

“There’s a mushroom that grows in the forest. You dry it up and crush it into a powder that you put in your drink. It’s quite something, but it’s been years since I’ve touched that. I mostly just smoke nieven.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s an herb. Helps with pain, relaxes muscles, good if you can’t sleep.”

Laylana slapped her forehead with her palm. Of course they would have weed in this world. Why am I not surprised?

Changing the subject, Laylana asked Tana if she’d seen any signs of Arokath.

“Oh, is that his name?” Tana smirked. “He’s quite popular among the girls. I don’t think they’ll let him leave. Can’t remember the last time a Laekerahian came through here. Not since the fall of Trison.”

Somewhere nearby a door opened and faint voices could be heard. The sounds of begging and pleading. Female voices.

A few moments later, Arokath came into view. Completely naked.

Laylana averted her gaze. Tana didn’t.

“Why, good morning,” Tana said.

“Hello, ladies. Oh, I guess I should put something on.”

“If you don’t mind,” Laylana said, focusing on her plate. Though the image of Arokath naked was now seared into her mind. No wonder the women here couldn’t keep their hands off him, he was built like a Greek god. It was the first time she’d seen him not wrapped up in robes.

“My my,” Tana said, turning back toward Laylana. “What interesting company you keep. Have you two—”

“No. Nope. Nah.” Laylana replied, a little too quickly.

“Is that so?” Tana cooed. “He does seem like he would be quite the handful. Not sure I’d be able to walk after riding that horse.”

Laylana nearly choked on what remained of her breakfast, to which Tana could only laugh. Of course, now it was nearly impossible to get the image of Tana and Arokath going at it out of her mind. Even harder to prevent herself from replacing Tana with herself.

“Sleep well?” Tana asked as Arokath returned.

He laughed. “Barely. Your girls wouldn’t let me rest. Not that I’m complaining.”

“I’ll keep your tab open then,” Tana said. “Unfortunately, I must be going. Errands to run, chores to divvy out.”

Laylana braved a glance over at Arokath, relived to see him somewhat dressed.

He took a seat at the counter. “Where’s the old man?”

“He’s in his room. Told me to join him when I’m done eating.”

Arokath nodded, then grabbed the last biscuit off of Laylana’s plate and took a bite, only to start coughing a second later.

“So… dry…” he said in between coughing bouts.

While mad that he took the last biscuit, Laylana was getting rather full and would hate seeing it go to waste. “Dip it in the gravy.”

She pointed to the bowl of the thick, brown liquid.

Arokath did as suggested and took another bite. His eyes widened with pure joy as he chewed and swallowed. “Incredible. I’ve never had anything like this.”

Laylana slid down from the stool. “Let’s not keep Terric waiting.”

Terric stood hunched over a table that was littered with books, parchment, and maps.

“What I have left from the years I spent searching for Princess Kaetha,” Terric said as the duo entered.

“So where are we heading next?” Laylana moved next to Terric and picked up a map at random.

Terric grumbled. “As much as I believe the princess to be back in that wretched city in the desert, we must move on. We must find the remaining relics.”

“Yeah, about that,” Laylana pulled Terric away from the table and forced him to face her. “I have a bone to pick with you. Next time you pull a stunt like that, run off on your own, I’ll leave you to die. Because no way am I becoming a mindless sex slave again chasing after you. You endangered everything. Everyone. All because you couldn’t trust Arokath.”

Arokath raised his hands in a defensive gesture and stepped back. “It’s okay, I wouldn’t trust me either.”

“I don’t fucking care.” Laylana put her foot down and jabbed a finger at Terric. “Apologize, right fucking now. Apologize for being an idiot. Apologize for your selfish actions that had me on all fours like a dog, getting fucked by Athanas’ men again and again.” She pointed at Arokath but kept her gaze firmly fixed on Terric. “He’s the one who saved me, so I don’t want to hear you griping about how you don’t trust him. Because too fucking bad. He’s here with us now. We are a team, got it? We work together. Understood?”

Silence filled the room. So quiet Laylana could hear a pin drop. She was sure Tana and the other girls probably heard all that, but she didn’t care.

Terric looked over at Arokath and bowed his head. “I apologize for not trusting you. I was so determined to make up for my failures that I jeopardized our mission.” He turned to Laylana and bowed. “I will not fail you again, Champion.”

“Terric, we will find her. I swear,” Laylana said. “I know we will.”

He nodded. “Then we have two paths before us. One to the west, into an ancient jungle. The other far to the north, where the snow never melts. Hidden there is the Goddess’ helm.”

Laylana scratched her head. “You know, having just dealt with the desert heat, I wouldn’t mind going someplace cold.”

“I would,” Arokath jested. “I hate the cold.”

“You could stay behind,” Terric said dryly.

“Here? Where it’s still warm and I’m surrounded by beauty?”

“Enough,” Laylana said. “You’re coming. We need all the help we can get.”

Arokath grumbled, but Terric agreed. “You’re right. While barbaric, the men of the frostlands can be a strong ally against the Demon King. We’ve had a tenuous truce for half a century prior to the Demon King’s arrival. They’re a formidable force, despite their smaller population.”

Barbarian’s, huh? Laylana thought. I wonder if they’re anything like Leha’s tribe.

“It’s settled then,” Terric folded his arms across his chest. “We leave at once.”

“Hold on,” Laylana threw her hands into the air. “No way. We just got back and I have to take care of some things before we go riding out of here again.”

Terric raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

“Well for one, I need to see a blacksmith about getting my armor fixed. My breastplate doesn’t fit any more on account of… well… my breasts.”

Terric frowned, but nodded. “Understood. Take as much time as you’ll need. We’ll leave here in a few days.”

Laylana nodded. “Thank you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some of my own errands to run. Like finding a nice comfortable fur coat.”


Chapter 30:

Alone At Last

Laylana couldn’t help but feel guilty spending money that wasn’t hers. It’s not like she stole someone’s credit card and was going on a spending spree, buying frivolous things like a sports car, or a thousand-dollar bottle of wine. The armor was a bit of a splurge, sure, but it had a purpose. While not ilvrodite, she was able to purchase pieces to fill out the rest of her armor.

Though she wasn’t sure the blacksmith believed her lie as to why she needed her breastplate adjusted, he was more than happy to work on a piece of ilvrodite, even more so when she told him it was Aebel’s handiwork.

“Aye, things over at Braedon were looking pretty spotty for some time. Glad to hear that mess has been cleared up,” the blacksmith said as he looked over Laylana’s breastplate. “A demon is a nasty thing, that is. Should have this ready by tomorrow.”

There was something quite pleasant about retail therapy, and by the time Laylana made it back to the Siren’s Song, she was quite satisfied. In addition to the armor upgrades, she got her sword sharpened, picked up some more traveling clothes, this time getting some pants with padding in them for riding, and to top it all off, bought herself a nice fur coat.

Unsurprisingly, Laylana was worried she’d bump into Saeryia at the tailor here in Cralo. But if the young blonde woman that helped her pick out her items was the succubus, she showed no sign of recognition. After a hearty bowl of fish stew, Laylana wanted nothing more than to just take a hot bath. Alone. Just her and her thoughts. Some peace and quiet.

Tana didn’t seem the least bit bothered by Laylana’s request for a private bath. When she returned to the brothel, the sun had already set and the place was in full swing. She had never seen it this busy, so much so that Tana had to delegate the task of drawing a bath to one of the other women. Another young blonde with bright blue eyes managed to get the task done with surprising speed before disappearing back down into the main floor.

It was a small, cozy room. The bath stood in the center, facing away from the door toward the window that looked out over Lake Cralo. If it was midday, she could maybe see smoke rising from the buildings in Braedon, but the sun had set and the sky beyond was a mix of purples, pinks, and yellows.

The hot water made it easy for Laylana’s mind to wander, and the flowery scent from the oils reminded her of the dryad Cassia. As she reminisced about their time together, spent naked in the wildflowers or bathing in the crystal clear waters of her spring, Laylana’s fingers made their way down her body, eventually coming to the place between her legs. She had to bite her lip to stifle the moan, not caring at all that this seemed to be the first time she ever masturbated as a woman, as last time she still had a cock between her legs.

“My my, that’s a wonderful sound,” said a familiar voice.

Laylana was so startled she nearly flopped out of the bath like a fish dropped from a net. She did lose about a third of the water in her violent gesture to see who the intruder was. Upon laying eyes on Saeryia—in her human form, thankfully—Laylana wasn’t sure if she should be mad or annoyed. She decided upon both, then wondered if she should even bother going after her sword.

“What the fuck do you want?” Laylana huffed. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Is that how you greet an old friend?”

Laylana had sunk back into the bath, gaze turning back toward the window. “I’m really not in the mood, so you can do me a favor and leave.”

The bath tub refilled itself and warmed back up to how it was when she first climbed in. Likely an attempt at an apology from the succubus, though Laylana couldn’t be mad. Not like this place had modern-day plumbing where all she would need to do was turn a knob and hot water would magically appear. Then again, in a world filled with actual magic, there probably was a way to make that happen.

Saeryia dragged a chair across the room and sat down beside the tub.

“Don’t bother screaming or shouting, I charmed the door. No one would be able to hear anything.”

“Is that a threat?” Laylana glanced over, only her head above the soapy, fragrant water.

Saeryia lifted her hands in a defensive manner. “You’re right, I should’ve worded that better. I come in peace, I swear.” As she lowered her hands, the succubus examined Laylana’s body. “I love what you did with your body, those voluptuous breasts suit you rather nicely. How did you manage to make that happen?”

Laylana frowned. She considered coming up with some bullshit lie, some snarky statement, but figured it wasn’t worth it. Saeryia knows everything about her, things that no one else—besides Myrithania—knew. In a twisted sort of way, Saeryia was the only mortal being in this world she could truly confide with.

Laylana straightened up to lift her breasts out of the water. “We went searching for the staff in the Laekerah Desert. Ended up in a town called Nelashara.”

Saeryia nodded knowingly. “Foul place.”

Laylana chuckled. “That’s an understatement. Got lost and was fed a drink they called ambrosia. Did things to my mind and body. Practically made me into some sort of obedient sex slave. Couldn’t remember who I was. When I was finally rescued and left that place, my hair changed back to its normal color, but my body…”

To Laylana’s surprise, Saeryia didn’t make a cheeky comment. She didn’t tease Laylana about it, asking what her preferred position was or if she enjoyed having two cocks in her at the same time. She just quietly nodded and placed her hand on Laylana’s shoulder.

“Though I did get to have a chat with Satar.”

Saeryia’s eyes went wide. “The Snake God? My my, you never cease to amaze me, Laylana.”

Laylana broke the stretching silence. “Saeryia, how did you find me?”

The succubus smiled as she leaned back in her chair. “I come to Cralo from time to time to stock up on raw materials. I take my chosen profession very seriously, after all. As quaint of a town as Braedon is, suppliers don’t visit it often. While shopping for fabric, I managed to catch the faintest trace of the scent of my favorite human, so I followed it here.”

A scary thought came into Laylana’s head. If Saeryia could track her down, does that mean that… “Can other demons find me like you can?”

Saeryia raised an eyebrow, but the serious look on her face faded as she grinned.

“Not to worry, my little pet. Sure, a demon can track down a human through scent, but you all smell the same to my kind. The only reason I’m able to find you is that you and I have been rather intimate with each other, you essentially bonded yourself to me. Therefore you smell just different enough from other humans to my demonic nose, so I can pick up your trail if we cross paths within the span of a day.”

Laylana frowned. “Well, I did go to the tailor.”

“Need some new clothes to fit your new form?” Saeryia teased. “And you didn’t think to come to me first?”

The succubus sounded downright insulted. “We were in a rush to get back here. I wanted to visit Braedon to get my armor—”

Saeryia placed a hand on Laylana’s shoulder. “I jest. But I know what you’re thinking and I wouldn’t dare give you up to Kal-Thegra. I don’t share, and he doesn’t treat his toys well.”

Laylana looked over at the succubus. “I know every fiber of my being is saying not to trust you, but… I believe you.”

Saeryia’s smile was warm. “I appreciate that, Laylana.”

“Now if you don’t mind me asking, why are you here?”

The succubus shrugged. “What? Am I not allowed to check up on my prized possessions?” Laylana squinted and Saeryia relented. “I mean, sure, I was hoping you’d be up for some fun, but nevertheless, I’m here to give you a friendly warning. News has reached Kal-Thegra’s ears that someone is trying to gather the relics, so be very careful going forward. There are demons far more dangerous than Jororyn in this land.”

“That’s ominous,” Laylana sighed.

Saeryia placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You’re a strong one, I’m sure you’ll be fine. Now, are you sure you’re not interested in a little bit of fun?”

As tempting as it sounded, Laylana just couldn’t oblige the succubus. “Maybe another time.”

“You still have that gift I gave you, right?”

“I do.” Though she didn’t bother to tell Saeryia that she had locked it away in a literal bank vault.

“That’s good to hear. Can I at least give you a kiss before I depart?”

Laylana considered for a moment. Probably not the best idea, but at least Saeryia was polite about it. She nodded and the succubus leaned in close and placed her lips upon Laylana’s. The quick smooch turned into a passionate kiss as their tongues danced like long-lost lovers reuniting.

Saeryia pulled away and whispered. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you for some fun? I promise to be good.”

Laylana bit her lip. She was sure she would regret this. “Okay, sure, but be gentle.”

Saeryia’s clothes vanished as she slid into the bathtub, her breasts pressed against Laylana’s.

“When am I ever not gentle?” she whispered. Then a couple of fingers slid down between Laylana’s legs and she quivered as Saeryia brought her lips to Laylana’s ears and whispered: “Let’s see how well that charm on the door will hold, shall we?”


Chapter 31:

Frosty Welcome

Laylana woke up sore the following morning and she wasn’t sure if it was from their expeditious departure from the desert, or her time spent with Saeryia. As much as Laylana wanted to believe that the succubus overstayed her welcome, she couldn’t help but be thankful for the unannounced visit.

Much to her surprise, Saeryia did keep her promise to be gentle. She didn’t force anything, didn’t tempt Laylana into something more… involved. In a sense, she was less of a sexual partner and more of an attendant, like Tana when she gives those deep tissue massages. What the succubus did with only her fingers was, for lack of a better word, magical, and if she hadn’t helped Laylana out of the tub when it was all said and done, then she would’ve fallen asleep right then and there.

Despite her promise, Laylana still couldn’t fully trust the succubus. Saeryia obviously had her own plans, her own motives for staying “independent.” Laylana was a pawn to her, no matter the favoritism she showed toward her “favorite human,” and as to what role she would play in the succubus’ game, only time would tell.

While not best of friends, Terric’s tolerance of Arokath had improved to lukewarm since Laylana’s tirade. There was a lot more she might have said, mostly testing the various applications of the word “fuck,” and some references that would’ve gone over Arokath and Terric’s heads like “never splitting the party,” but her point was made and when Laylana came downstairs fully geared up and ready for departure, Terric had dropped down to one knee and apologized to her as if Laylana was the princess.

It was a thought that had been gnawing at the back of Laylana’s mind ever since Saeryia first told her about Princess Kaetha and how she had gone missing. Back in the “old world” Laylana had dabbled in various tin-foil hat conspiracies, never really putting any stock into them, mostly just to get a kick out of the batshit crazy—and mostly harmless—stuff that floated about on the internet.

The theory was that Laylana was the princess. That during the fall of Trison, Myrithania whisked Kaetha away, teleporting her to another world. Laylana’s world. Her spirit taking refuge in Laylana’s previously male form until the time had come for her to come back.

It held little to no weight. The timing was all wrong, like it would make more sense if she had been gone for the same time that Laylana’s been alive. But what if the laws of time were different? What if this world was like Narnia, and time passed by slower? Or faster?

“Champion?”

Laylana blinked, not realizing Terric had been talking to her. “Terric, how many times do I have to tell you? Just call me Laylana.”

He nodded and gestured to Arokath. “I say we just leave him here.”

Laylana sighed. Arokath was dragging his feet. Understandable for a man of the desert to not want to head into the perpetually frozen north. But this was more so that he didn’t want to leave the brothel. Laylana couldn’t blame him. Since his arrival, Arokath had been getting waited on hand and foot by the working girls, much to the chagrin of Tana. She thought it was funny at first, but then the novelty of it wore off quickly when it started affecting business.

Fortunately, he not only paid but tipped handsomely. When Laylana asked where he managed to find that much coin, she noticed familiar jewelry adorning the hands, wrists, and ears of the women of the Siren’s Song. That, and apparently he had pilfered a fat sack of gold coins from Athanas’ penthouse, claiming the crime lord had no more use of it.

After saying his fiftieth goodbye, Terric and Laylana were able to finally pry Arokath away from the Siren’s Song brothel. He and Laylana were both already dressed in their thick fur coats that they had acquired in town. Terric, the grizzled, seasoned veteran that he was, opted for just a normal hooded cloak, not needing something as thick and glamorous as the ones worn by Laylana and Arokath.

Underneath her coat, Laylana sported her newly upgraded armor, the breastplate now fitting comfortably with her also “upgraded” bosom.

She had posed the question to Saeryia following their tryst in the tub, if the succubus had the power to change her breasts back to their original size. Saeryia said that anything she would do would be temporary, as the magic within the ambrosia was ancient, derived from Satar himself, who was older than even her demon brethren. That really the only being that could fix it would be the Goddess herself, should Laylana succeed in freeing her.

Why would you change them back? Saeryia had said, they’re wonderful. It didn’t help that she fondled Laylana’s breasts as she complemented them, making it extremely difficult to focus on the question. For now, it was just another thing on the growing list of stuff that Laylana needed to get used to. Like going to the bathroom, oh how she missed being able to just whip out her dick and piss on a tree.

Thankfully, their ride northward was far more casual, though a bit roundabout. Laylana didn’t complain in the slightest when Terric said that he was deliberately taking them on a longer route in order to give Trison a wide berth. That, while the former capital city lay on the other side of a monstrous lake a three day’s ride—as the crow flies—from Cralo, Terric didn’t want to take any chances.

“The city was once beautiful,” he mused. “I hope we all live to see it returned to its former glory.”

They departed from Cralo heading northwest until they reached the Ciliren River. Beyond the river, the land sloped downward into the Jungle of Khoddal Var. An ancient and dense region where the air was hot and thick and could rain nonstop for weeks.

There were a couple settlements along the coast, but none within, Terric said when Laylana inquired about anyone living in the region. The Kha’zor were the only people living deep within the jungle, but they hadn’t been spotted in almost three centuries. Even so, he added, most who go exploring the deep jungle don’t return.

“Sounds lovely,” Laylana muttered as they turned north and traveled alongside the wide, churning river. “Can’t wait to travel there next.”

It’s not like she’s excited to head north, while she’s always enjoyed the colder climates, a tundra will kill you just as fast—if not faster—as a desert would if you’re not careful. In the colder places of the world, you have to deal with all kinds of predators; wolves, bears, and who knows what else. Laylana had lost track of the number of unique, “mythical” creatures she’d encountered in her time in Vaelshore, from tentacle monsters, to giant snakes, though some were friendly, like Cassia. For all she knew, Laylana could encounter a massive wolf or trolls. She wouldn’t be surprised if the jungle was home to gargantuan spiders.

After two days the river turned west, where it snaked its way up into the snow-capped mountains that loomed overhead. They kept to the border of the forest that grew at the foot of the mountains as this path curved east and they found themselves once more upon the road.

“The mountains split into two ranges, one continuing north to the end of the world and the other east. We’ll pass through a break, the Hrundul Gap, and enter the frostlands, home to the Vadnyr. Our last stop before crossing north will be a small town just south of the gap.”

While uneventful, their journey wasn’t boring. Laylana had finally managed to catch some fish and the scenery was beyond jaw-dropping. It was a dramatic shift from not just the Laekerah Desert, but from Cralo and the forest that bordered it. The weather had turned chilly two days after departing Cralo, and when Arokath gripped about it, Terric just chuckled and said the cold where they’re going will make this feel like the desert heat.

Going off of what Terric had told them about their destination, the Vadnyr people seemed less like Leha’s tribe and more like Vikings. While popular culture back home had romanticized the Viking people, Laylana knew the real, historical people were savage, bloodthirsty, and unrelenting.

Here’s to hoping there’s friendly Vikings out there, Laylana thought.

Much like their trip into the desert, Terric and Laylana spent time training while at camp. Even at his age, Terric was a formidable fighter and if Laylana was to eventually go toe to toe with the Demon King, she would need all the practice she could get. Arokath also contributed to Laylana’s training by helping her improve her knife skills.

All I need now is an elf to teach me archery, Laylana thought as Terric concluded lessons on the third night.

On the fifth night, they arrived at the border town of Deepwallow, which bore a striking resemblance to Whitgulf, another of Laylana’s favorite places in this realm.

However, unlike Whitgulf, the people of Deepwallow were actually surprisingly friendly and welcoming. As Terric had promised, the climate had gotten colder the further north they got, with the group waking up to a light dusting of snow on the fourth morning that was gone by midday. But as they rode up to the village, the snow had grown to be about shin-deep off the road.

Deepwallow had no walls, no fences. No front gate patrolled by a watchman every hour. According to the bartender, a tall, boisterous woman with long chestnut hair, the only people who would invade the town would be the Vadnyr, and no wall would stop them if they wanted this place.

“Aye, lass,” she said to Laylana as she poured her a mug of ale. “This is a quiet town, with the only fuss being the occasional bear. The wolves leave us alone. Our sheep on the other hand. Always lose one or two.”

“Have you had any dealings with the Vadnyr recently?” Terric asked.

She shook her head. “Normally we see them once or twice a month to trade. But it’s been a few months since they last came by.”

“Mikeah and his sons went north two weeks ago,” one of the locals added. “They were turned back by one of the Vadnyr. Told them to leave and don’t return.”

The barkeep nodded. “They’ve never been too welcoming of outsiders.” She placed both her hands on the counter and slowly leaned forward. “Why? You three aren’t looking to go north, are ye?”

Laylana opened her mouth, but Terric spoke first. “We have business up north. With Bragi.”

“I wouldn’t suggest it,” another local chimed in. “Somethings’ been going on up there. Dark and the like. Evil. Venture in, you’re as good as dead.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Laylana said, her tone somber.

The barkeeper topped them off. “Then may the Goddess watch over you.”

It was still dark when Terric roused Laylana. The inn only had four rooms in total, and two of them were occupied. Much to Arokath’s pleasure, Terric volunteered the two of them to share a room while Laylana got her own. A very chivalrous gesture, but after sleeping outside for several nights, all Laylana wanted was a bed and a roof over her head. Didn’t matter if all three of them were stuffed in a room.

The bed was lumpy and uncomfortable, but the roof was a welcomed relief, especially when they stepped outside to see the snow up to their knees. Even horseback, it slowed their progress quite a bit and, by the time they crossed the Hrundul Gap, the sun had already risen and bathed the landscape in its soft, pale glow.

Visibility was already limited, and less than an hour later Laylana could barely see twenty feet in front of her. By the time they crossed into the tree line, a blizzard had overtaken them.

The roar of the wind was deafening. It blew at them sideways, nearly hurling Laylana off her saddle. Somehow Arokath managed to stay on his, though despite the sheer ferocity of the storm, Laylana could still hear him complaining about the cold. Terric shouted at them to continue on, as they needed to get deeper into the woods to find shelter.

Laylana strangely found herself longing for the heat of the desert. Just when she thought she was going crazy, a lone figure appeared before them, manifesting out of the snow curtain like some kind of ghost. He must’ve been, because apart from a few pieces of armor and some clothing, the only thing the man had on was a thin cloak that would barely keep the rain out, let alone the northern cold.

Wielding a handaxe and a shield, with a bow slung across his back, the man waved at them once, then turned and headed in what Laylana could only assume was west. With the visibility near zero, she had lost all sense of direction. With no alternatives, the group had no choice but to follow.

A few minutes later, they arrived at a cave large enough to safely house not only them but their horses too. And for the first time since they crossed into the northern frostlands, it was quiet enough to think, let alone talk.

“Thank you,” Laylana said to the stranger. “You saved our—”

He held up his hand, cutting off whatever else she had to say. His voice was deep, like an avalanche, and cold as the winds roaring outside the cave. “Once the blizzard passes, head south and never return. Go back to where you came from. You are not welcome here.”

“We seek an audience with Bragi,” Terric said, matching the stranger’s tone. “It’s of grave importance we speak to him.”

The Northman looked Terric up and down, then he did the same to Laylana and Arokath. “Once the blizzard passes, head south. Never return to this place. If you stay, you will die.”

Laylana spoke, hoping she wouldn’t regret what she was about to say. “We seek the Helm of the Goddess.”

The stranger’s eyes widened. He took a quick step back and in the blink of an eye had an arrow nocked and aimed at Laylana.

“You serve the Demon King!” the man said.

Laylana raised both hands into the air and despite the situation she found herself in, she was surprisingly calm. “I am the Goddesses’ champion. I have the staff.”

Slowly, with one hand, she reached back for the staff. It was wrapped in a cloth and slung over her back. With slow, deliberate movements, she unwrapped the staff and presented it to the man. When he laid his eyes on it, he looked at the three in turn.

“My name is Terric,” Terric said. “I once served the King and Queen of Trison. I was Princess Kaetha’s bodyguard. I now serve the Champion in her quest.”

The man relaxed his stance and returned the arrow to its quiver and the bow to his back. “My name is Raulstrong. Wait for my return. Then we shall see if you are who you say you are.”

Then he backed up and disappeared into the blizzard.

“Well, now what?” Arokath said.

“Now we wait,” Terric shrugged off his pack. “Best get comfortable. We’ll be here for a while.”


Chapter 32:

Bragi of the North Clan

As the sky darkened, the blizzard showed no signs of relenting. Arokath had retreated as deep into the cave as he could, which was only another twenty feet or so from where Laylana and Terric sat hunched by a small, but warm fire. Fortunately, the cave was large enough for their horses to benefit from the shelter. Laylana would’ve felt terrible if they had to stay outside, but Terric had grumbled something about how, much like the desert, the northern horses are bred to survive such harsh climates.

Laylana wasn’t sure when she had drifted off. When she opened her eyes, Arokath had squatted down beside her and gently shook her awake.

“We have visitors,” he whispered and pointed toward the cave entrance.

The campfire was nothing more than smoldering embers. The wind outside the cave had vanished, bringing about an almost unsettling quiet. Terric stood at the cave’s entrance with two men. The first she recognized as Raulstrong, the second was nearly half his height with long hair as white as the snow outside.

The tribe elder approached Laylana as she climbed to her feet. For a man who looked to be nearly eighty, he moved as well as Terric, showing no signs of a limp or the joint pains that come with old age. Behind him, Raulstrong had drawn his bow and readied an arrow, as if ready to strike them down should they fail the test.

As he drew near, Laylana took a half step back, but the elder raised his hand.

“Do not worry, my child,” his dry, raspy voice made Laylana suddenly thirsty. “They call me Dern. I am one of the tribe’s seers and advisers of King Bragi. You claim to be Myrithania’s chosen. Her champion. Is this true?”

Laylana nodded.

“Show me the necklace.”

She glanced over at Terric who nodded. Despite Raulstrong aiming an arrow at him, Terric seemed rather calm. Laylana had no reason to doubt her identity, but the fact that her life and the lives of Terric and Arokath were in the hands of an old man did little to make her feel the least bit calm.

As she reached in under her armor, Laylana felt the warmth of the necklace. A soft, comforting warmth, like the hug of a loved one.

Dern gently held the gem in the palm of his hand. As he placed his other hand over it, it glowed, faint but brief. He nodded and smiled. “Welcome, Champion, we have been waiting for you.”

Raulstrong immediately lowered his bow and bowed. “We must move quickly. There isn’t much time. We ride for Hel Faldur.”

Laylana had difficulty focusing on the path ahead as her eyes were constantly drawn upward to the night sky and the sea of stars. Despite the late hour, it was as bright as it would be in the hours before sunrise. As strange as it was, it wasn’t nearly as unsettling as the quiet.

Dern shared a horse with Raulstrong as they rode through waist-high snow. Their horse was larger and stockier than the breeds that Terric, Laylana, and Arokath rode. Though its true size couldn’t be determined, for it, much like its riders, wore fur-lined armor.

Distant firelight grew out of the near-darkness, and as they drew near, a large, walled village appeared. Bigger than Leha’s village, but smaller than Cralo. But what held Laylana’s focus wasn’t the heavily fortified walls that surrounded Hel Faldur, but that what she thought were braziers from a distance turned out to be piles of burning corpses on a battlefield.

Raulstrong signaled their arrival with three short bursts of the horn that hung by his side and the walled gates opened for them without needing to slow down. As they passed through the gates, Raulstrong continued to use the horn as they sped through the streets of Hel Faldur, its citizens forced to jump aside or be run over.

When their guide finally came to a stop in the center of town, Laylana let go of the breath she didn’t realize she had held onto. It felt like she had been a part of some sort of high-speed chase, her hands trembling from the adrenaline. When she dismounted and stood eye level with Raulstrong’s clansmen, she came to the rather obvious conclusion that Raulstrong, Dern, and their clansmen were most definitely Vikings, and she wasn’t sure whether to be excited or absolutely terrified.

“This way,” Dern waved them over and, together, they ascended the stairs toward the keep. It wasn’t a longhouse, nor was it a big round dome like in Leha’s village. It was made of dark stone, heavily fortified. A castle. The front doors were a pair of massive wood monoliths flanked on either side by a pair of guards that made Laylana look and feel like a twelve-year-old kid. Statuesque, with wide shoulders, muscular arms. Dirty blonde hair and beards and eyes a bright, icy blue.

If these two were the guards, Laylana could only imagine what Bragi must look like.

With ease, the two guards opened the doors for them, with Raulstrong staying behind as Terric, Arokath, and Laylana followed Dern inside. The doors slammed behind them, and thankfully Laylana wasn’t the only one to jump, but Arokath too. Terric glanced back, muttered something under his breath, then shook his head as he continued on.

They passed through a small antechamber, flanked by another pair of guards, not as big as the two outside, but still very imposing. Mirrored hallways headed off in opposite directions on either side, but Dern led them straight on and passed through a heavy iron gate into a combination banquet hall and throne room.

A massive brazier stood in the center of the square room, the smoke floated up and away through a hole in the domed ceiling where snow gently fell through. Long tables filled the space that Laylana guessed could seat over a hundred, but only one other person was in the room with them.

Bragi sat upon his throne opposite the entrance. His size and stature were difficult to assess, as he was leaning forward, elbows resting on his knees, bright blue eyes fixed on the new arrivals. No crown sat upon the strawberry-blonde hair, yet Laylana knew that this man could be no one else but Bragi. Two similar, but smaller thrones were on either side, both empty, except for the massive double-headed axe that lay propped up against the throne to his left.

When he spoke, his voice rang out like thunder.

“Late is the hour of your arrival, Champion.” He leaned back in his chair and fixed his gaze upon Laylana. “You seek the helm. So does another. Did you see the battlefield that lay just outside our walls? The burning pile of bodies? Notice anything strange about them?”

Laylana frowned and shook her head. Apart from looking like corpses, she really didn’t notice anything about them. Then again, she didn’t really have a chance to inspect them. As if she would’ve even wanted to.

“An exiled member of our tribe, a dark sorcerer named Vali, seeks the helm. He has allied himself with the Demon King and has raised an army of draugr to help him get it.” Bragi stood and stepped down from his throne.

As he approached the group, Laylana could finally get a sense of the northern king. He was easily over seven feet tall, broad-shouldered, with arms as thick as tree trunks. He wore minimal armor, his chest mostly bare except for the impressive white-fur cloak draped over his left shoulder. What skin Laylana could see was covered with either scars or tribal markings.

If Bragi wanted to, he could pick up Laylana and chuck her like a spear. His beard alone was almost as long as she was tall.

“The helm is protected by Eylrun. Vali has split his army to both assault the guardian and attack Hel Faldur to prevent us from assisting Eylrun. As my men fall in battle, they rise up and join his. It is only a matter of time before we’re overrun. If you desire the helm, you must aid us. What say you, Champion?”

Laylana blinked. There was a lot to process in what Bragi just casually told her. A necromancer was using an army of undead Vikings to whittle down Bragi and his soldiers while simultaneously assaulting this “Eylrun” that’s guarding the helm.

Fuck.

As Laylana opened her mouth to respond, one of the side doors to the chamber opened and a woman entered the throne room. Much like the rest, she had long, golden blonde hair, though her eyes were a bright green. Laylana caught herself blushing, as the woman was undeniably gorgeous, even with the tribal warpaint on her face and the thick fur clothing that covered her entire body.

“Father, I hear we have…” she trailed off as she laid eyes on Laylana, Terric, and Arokath. “Guests.”

“I… I don’t believe my eyes,” Terric took a half step forward.

“Skeldana, leave us,” Bragi gestured. “Now, child.”

She hesitated, sparing the group one last glance before bowing and leaving. “Yes, father.”

As quickly as she came, the woman left.

When she was gone, Terric stepped forward, hand gripping the hilt of his sword. “Explain yourself, Bragi, king of the Vadnyr. What have you done to Princess Kaetha?”

Laylana looked between Terric and Bragi. She looked back at Arokath who looked just as shocked as she was. Dern—and Bragi—were the only ones showing no emotion at the revelation.

“Did you just say—” Laylana said to Terric.

Terric drew his sword. “Bragi. Explain. Now.”


Chapter 33:

Fireside Tales

Laylana had been witness to Terric’s swordsmanship a number of times. He was no slouch, the man was twice or even thrice the fighter to those half his age. So when he drew his blade, Laylana took a few steps back. Not because Terric had shifted into a battle stance, but because Bragi didn’t even flinch. In fact, all the king of the Vadnyr did was smirk.

“Put away your sword,” Bragi yawned and gave a slight wave of his hand, “all will be explained. She has not been harmed in any way. The princess is under my protection.”

“Terric,” Arokath said in a harsh whisper. “I would do as he says.”

Terric grumbled and shot a glance back at Arokath. When he turned his gaze toward Laylana, she gave him an exaggerated nod.

“Fine,” he said, sheathing his sword.

Laylana exhaled and felt her body relax, not realizing how tense her body was.

Bragi nodded and approached the group. “Good. Follow me and all your questions will be answered.”

As he drew near, his true size became apparent and Laylana felt very, very small.

The king of Hel Faldur was a full head taller than Terric and had probably a hundred pounds of pure, cold-sculpted muscle on the former royal swordsman and sworn protector of the princess. Laylana felt like a child as she walked behind Bragi. Arokath was rendered slack-jawed by his presence, the look on his face shifting back and forth between terror and awe. Even Terric looked somewhat unsettled by Bragi, probably glad he chose to obey the northern king’s rather casual suggestion, rather to fight the hulking giant of a man.

Bragi led them out of the throne room banquet hall and into a smaller, more private chamber adjunct to the larger room. Where the throne room could fit over a hundred, this room was suitable for less than ten. Bragi tossed a few logs into the dying fire before taking a seat in a smaller, less ostentatious version of his throne. Laylana, Terric, and Arokath took seats on the small stools opposite of him, the fur thick and comfortable.

Laylana glanced over at Terric. The man was seething, not with anger or rage, but frustration. He must have a thousand questions for Bragi, but out of respect for the northern king, was keeping his mouth shut.

Bragi took a deep breath, then began. “As I said earlier, Princess Kaetha has been under my protection since her arrival. As you know, Terric, our two kingdoms have had a long, but unstable truce. We tend to not look past the mountains that separate us, except when we desire to trade with the villages just outside our borders. We did not learn about the fall of Trison until it was too late.”

He pulled his gaze away from the fire toward Terric. “My condolences for the loss of your king, queen, and kingdom.”

Terric said nothing, responding with a single nod.

Bragi continued. “The night before the princess arrived, I was visited by the Goddess in a dream. She told me Kaetha would come to ask for my aid in taking back the city from the one known as Kal-Thegra, the Demon King. I was told to instead take her to Eylrun and to have her wear the helm, as the time was not right. That the princess and my army alone would not be enough to defeat Kal-Thegra. That we must wait for another to arrive.”

The northern king’s gaze lingered for a moment on Laylana before turning back to the fire. “The one called Champion. When Kaetha arrived, I did as instructed. Once she put the helm on, the Goddess locked away her memories. She became Skeldana, my adopted daughter. The Goddess did this knowing full well Kaetha would never abandon her quest to reclaim her home. Since then, I have raised her, guided her, protected her until the one known as the Champion arrived.”

Terric stood and paced about the small room. “All this time. All this time she’s been here.” He jabbed a finger at Bragi. “I spent years searching. I lost hope, thought her dead. My life spiraled out of control and landed in the gutter. Why? Why didn’t you send word? You must’ve caught wind that I was looking for her.”

Bragi frowned. “Yes, it is true. Word came to my ear that you were looking for the lost princess. It brought me no joy to keep her presence here a secret, one that I and only my most trusted advisers know of. But in order to follow the will of the Goddess, to protect her, I had to keep silent and wait. Wait for the one known as Champion.”

Terric collapsed back onto the stool and buried his head into his hands. “All these years. Right here. Safe. Warm. I… I…”

Laylana reached over and placed a comforting hand on Terric’s shoulder as he quietly sobbed.

“If I may,” Arokath cleared his throat. “Now that the champion has arrived, shouldn’t the princess’ memories, you know, return to her?”

Bragi shook his head. “The helm locked her memories, so only it will unlock them.”

“Oh, right,” Arokath frowned, “that would make sense. And the helm is currently surrounded by an army of undead… what did you call them?”

“Draugr,” Laylana said.

“So to return the princess’ memories to her, we must get her to the helm. Which is surrounded by an army of undead, commanded by a man who has allied himself with Kal-Thegra,” Arokath deadpanned. “Miss anything?”

“Who is Eylrun?” Laylana looked around, as if out of the loop. “Is he a warrior? Some kind of magic user?” From the sounds of it, whoever it was, was someone incredibly powerful to be single-handedly fending off an army of the undead.

Terric stood. “I need a drink.”

Bragi also stood. “Aye. Your journey has been long, and it is far from over. You are safe here. Come, eat, drink, rest. We’ll discuss a plan of attack in the morning.”

“Good,” Arokath rubbed his hands together. “Cause I’m starving.”

Laylana’s stomach rumbled, to which Arokath gestured. “As is the Champion’s.”

“This way.” Bragi smiled, then turned toward Laylana. “Eylrun is a dreki. What you would call a dragon.”


Chapter 34:

Army of the Dead

The attack happened at dawn.

Laylana had never had the pleasure of being a part of a fortress siege. Sure, she had seen it done countless times in film and television, played through it in video games, but none of that compared to actually experiencing one. Especially where the attacking army was composed of a mix of shambling skeletons and warriors not even a few days in the ground. The eeriest part of it all was the cold fire in their eyes. A pale blue that sapped what little warmth the already frigid climate hadn’t taken from her.

Bragi had gone into further detail about the exiled necromancer known as Vali during what was casually described as “dinner,” but to Laylana, it was a goddamn feast. She hadn’t eaten this much since well, since before she arrived in this world. A lifetime ago. Several lifetimes, it felt like. Roast meats, fresh bread, hearty stew, and mead, oh the mead.

It was a pair of Bragi’s shield-maidens who roused Laylana from her deep, dreamless slumber. Covering herself in thick hide blankets brought back comforting memories of the night she spent with Leha. It was the last time she could remember feeling truly safe in this strange, dangerous, fantastical world.

Not that Tana and her brothel weren’t exceptionally hospitable. The brothel madame herself was quite… talented with her hands, but being wrapped up in the arms of a strong, beautiful, sexy warrior queen was something that Laylana desired most.

The shield-maidens both had long braided blonde hair and faces covered in warpaint. Despite the durability and protection offered by the armor Laylana had brought with her, it “wouldn’t do” in this climate.

She was fitted with thick, fur-lined armor made from a heavy, dark-gray steel by one, while the other braided her hair and then slathered on “matching” face paint. They offered her an axe and shield, and while she accepted the shield, she kept her trusty sword, with the staff slung across her back.

The shield-maidens led her onto the battlements where Bragi waited for her, alongside Terric and Arokath. Terric looked right at home in his armor and warpaint, but Arokath on the other hand…

“What I’d do for several thick blankets,” he muttered. “Be back at that lovely, warm brothel where—”

“Quiet,” Terric said, voice a harsh whisper while Bragi conferred with several of his warriors. He spoke to them in a harsh, deep, guttural language that strangely enough had a poetic ring to it.

The wind shifted. Bragi and his cohort shared nods before they all ran off in different directions.

“Much smaller force than last time,” he said turning toward them. “While mindless, they’re still not to be underestimated. You three will stay up here, away from the fighting.” He whistled and a warrior came running over. “This is Vekol. He will be your guide and escort.”

Vekol couldn’t be more than twenty, with dirty blonde hair and the saddest attempt at facial hair Laylana had ever seen. He greeted each one in turn, thankfully addressing Laylana as “Champion,” and not something overtly feminine. Though he did blush a little when he greeted her.

“How old are you Vekol?” Arokath asked, teeth chattering.

“Aye, 19,” he said with a smile and a single chest pound.

“Seen many battles have you?” Arokath asked.

Vekol gestured to the battlefield below. “I’ve bloodied my axe with that off a beast, but no man. Not even draugr.”

“Is it just you guys up here?” Laylana asked.

“No, there are other villages and settlements, very small. No one attacks Hel Faldur.”

“Except Vali,” Terric said.

Vekol nodded.

“While this is all lovely, but Vekol, care to show me inside? Perhaps someplace with a hearth? I am… not one for the cold.”

Vekol turned toward Terric as if for approval.

“He can go. I’ll stay right here,” Terric said, voice as cold as the wind, eyes fixed on the battle below them.

“Same,” Laylana said.

“Perhaps you can help me find more of that lovely drink you northerners have. What was it called?” Arokath said before walking off, not even waiting for their guide. “Mead.”

“Spoiled little princeling, that one,” Terric grumbled.

Laylana simply rolled her eyes.

The pair grew silent as they watched the battle unfold below them. The undead army had little to no cohesion. No semblance of training, but they still greatly outnumbered the warriors of Hel Faldur. Bragi had suffered losses with each attack, which replenished the draugr army with fighters a bit more useful than a skeleton barely held together.

It was noon when the fighting finally came to a stop. Bragi sent a bloodied warrior for Laylana, Terric, and Arokath and when they met up with the king of the Vadnyr, he didn’t have good news for them.

“We suffered no losses today,” he frowned.

“That’s good news, isn’t it?” Arokath said, wrapped in a thick full blanket.

“Aye,” Bragi nodded, “this was a much smaller force than before.”

He gestured to a thin woman wearing padded leather armor versus the dull steel of the rest. She was bent over, hands on her knees, her breath forming thick clouds. She looked exhausted, as if she had just run a marathon.

“Brydul is one of our best scouts. She’s been watching Vali and his army closely.” Bragi paused for a moment. “Eylrun doesn’t have much time.”

The sky darkened as they rode. Even at the front, the hoof beats were deafening. Laylana felt like she was at the head of an avalanche, riding it into battle the same way a surfer rode a wave. Bragi had ordered a complete emptying of Hel Faldur. Every man and woman. Anyone old enough or strong enough to swing an axe or blade. Only a trusted few remained behind to protect Skeldana and keep an eye on the town.

From what little Laylana’s been told about the dragon guarding the helm, Eylrun must be not just ancient, but incredibly powerful. Like the snake god, Satar, a primordial being from before the arrival of Myrithania, but thankfully on the side of good.

Laylana shivered at the thought of Satar, at what she had been put through to find and retrieve the staff. She may have lost control of her mind and will after succumbing to the ambrosia of Nelashara, but she remembered all of it. Every moment of being a sex slave in that den of iniquity, that grotto of debauchery.

The worst part of it all was that, despite her enslaved state, she couldn’t deny just how wonderful it all felt.

Eylrun… Satar… what other ancient titans roam this land? Laylana thought. What else lurks from before the arrival of the Goddess?

The draugr army sent to besiege Hel Faldur wasn’t meant to succeed. It was a delay tactic. Vali was making one final push against Eylrun, hoping to overwhelm the exhausted dragon. When Brydul shared this news with him, Bragi didn’t hesitate to blow the hammer of war and his people didn’t hesitate to join him. Eylrun was the ancient god of their people, before the Goddess’ arrival, and even after.

The odds were stacked against them, outnumbered a “conservative” 10 to 1 according to Brydul. Bragi’s warriors simply laughed and Laylana realized she was experiencing her own version of the infamous Ride of the Rohirrim from The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King.

It had turned dark as night when they arrived at Eylrun’s cave and Laylana’s heart sank when she laid eyes on Vali’s draugr army. It made what attacked earlier look like nothing more than a squad. There must’ve been thousands of them.

“We charge forth!” Bragi yelled. “To death and to Eylrun!”

A deafening roar answered Bragi. Laylana glanced over at Terric and Arokath. Both had their gazes fixed down below and for the first time since entering the frostlands, Arokath wasn’t shaking.

“May the mead flow like a river to whoever brings me Vali’s head!”

And with one final cry, Hel Faldur rode on into the storm as Laylana whispered a prayer to Myrithania.


Chapter 35:

Cleansed in Fire

What started as a coordinated charge quickly descended into chaos. A lot of modern film and television directors attempt to capture the sheer, jarring pandemonium of battles, when armies clash and it becomes nothing more than a multitude of individual brawls. To call it “sensory overload” was as much an understatement as saying the universe was “big.”

The cavalry charge could only pierce so far into the swath of draugr. The undead cared little for their own selves, essentially all serving the will of their puppet master, so they threw themselves at the horses, slowing down the assault until the momentum had all but vanished. When her own mount slowed to a stop, Laylana dismounted—with surprising dexterity—and when the coldfire eyes of the undead turned toward her, swung her blade at the first enemy that approached.

Vali stood alone atop a rocky outcropping in the center of his draugr army that pushed toward the entrance to Eylrun’s cave. The dragon looked worse for wear, his steel blue skin peppered with broken spears, swords, and axes, streaks of dried dark blood. Still, he raged on, swiping with claws and tail, on occasion unleashing a brief blast of cold blue fire.

Laylana wanted to just stand there and stare at the beast. It was a dragon. A fucking dragon. And it was massive.

“Ah! Bragi! So kind of you to join us!” The voice that echoed over the wind was deep and malicious. Sinister and vile. It could only belong to Vali. “You bring more warriors for my army!”

She could barely make out Bragi’s response over the din of battle. Metal clashing with metal, the thunder of horses, the battle cries of hundreds of warriors. She had lost track of Terric and Arokath almost immediately after breaking through the line. The ground was anything but even and flat, and the Vadnyr charge split apart like a wave crashing over a rocky jetty instead of a pristine sandy beach.

Thankfully, her undead foes dropped rather easily. They put up literally no defense, letting her swing her sword and strike them down as if they were nothing more than training dummies. Most of the enemy were simple skeletons, long dead warriors that crumpled with the wind. Others took some effort, but all their attacks were slow, lethargic, and telegraphed.

Laylana had lost track of time. The world outside her little bubble all but vanished as she focused all her strength, mind, and willpower on what was in her immediate vicinity, what was within striking distance. Every so often she would encounter another of Bragi’s warriors. They would cross paths, help clear out any troublesome assailants then part with silent nods.

Her whole body protested. She was tired, exhausted, wanted to do nothing more than find a rock and sit down. Catch her breath. The armor was heavy, her body drenched in sweat, breath forming thick clouds as she exhaled. She would sleep for days. If she survived this.

“Keep pushing!” she heard Bragi shout. “Fight on Vadnyr!”

Laylana changed directions, moving toward where she hoped Bragi was. Not just to see the massive Viking king in action, but to meet up with more of Hel Faldur’s fighters, find strength in numbers. Hopefully locate Terric and Arokath.

Bragi was easy to spot. He stood nearly a head over everyone else. He wielded double axes, hacking, and slashing through the horde like they were stalks of corn. A handful of his warriors flanked him on either side, allowing him to put all his effort into pushing forward.

“Aye! Champion!” Bragi called out as Laylana fought her way toward them. “You look like a true vahildr!”

For the first time since the fighting started, Laylana was able to catch her breath. Surrounded by a dozen or so warriors, she had found herself in a relative “safe spot.” When she breathlessly asked him what he meant by that, one of the other Vadnyr said a shield-maiden. It was then that she glanced down at her body and saw just how much blood covered her armor. It was probably all over her face and in her hair too.

Fuck a shower, I need a spray down with a power washer after all this.

“Mighty barbaric, if I may say so,” Arokath added, not nearly as winded as she was. The desert thief looked unrecognizable as he placed his hands on his hips and surveyed the landscape.

“Yes, I’m quite pleased with your fighting abilities,” Terric said, as breathless as someone would’ve been jogging a short distance.

“Did you even break a sweat?” Arokath looked him up and down.

Terric ignored him, instead turning his gaze toward Vali. “We’re halfway there. Made quite a dent. Should be there—”

There was a blinding flash of lightning followed by a deafening crack of thunder.

Vali’s voice echoed across the landscape, he spoke in a harsh, growling language that sent a chill down Laylana’s spine. Sickly, pale-green magic erupted from Vali’s position atop the rock and coursed through his draugr horde. There was but a brief moment of silence as everything and everyone stood still. Then the cold blue fire of the undead horde’s eyes turned red as the fallen undead climbed back to their feet.

What hope Laylana had for victory faded. Extinguished like the flame of a candle.

Three of Bragi’s warriors dropped in seconds. Vali’s cackling laughter filled the battlefield as his army fought with vigor, with purpose.

“You thought it would be this easy!?” Vali shouted. “Watch as your warriors fall before you, Bragi, only to rise and fight against you!”

“Laylana, to me!” Terric cried out.

The sphere of safety collapsed in itself as Terric, Arokath, and Laylana pressed their backs against each other, trying to fight off the unrelenting horde.

“VALI!” Bragi shouted.

“Die, Bragi!” Vali shouted back. “Die with disgrace knowing you’ve failed!”

Goddess… Myrithania… I could really use your help right about now. Laylana removed the staff from her back and held it up in front of her. A faint, distant voice responded. Barely even a whisper among the clamor.

Champion… do not… give up… hope…

Laylana closed her eyes and the battle around her went quiet. It was there, somewhere, faint. A warmth. A thread thinner than a strand of hair, guiding her.

She gripped the staff and held it up.

I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.

“Laylana!” Terric called out. “What are you—”

Laylana opened her eyes and the power washed over her. A blinding white light radiated out, followed by gusts of wind like that of a hurricane. The dark clouds that loomed over the battlefield vanished and the late afternoon sun shone down. An explosion like that of radiant fire followed after, vaporizing the entirety of Vali’s draugr horde. A divine nuclear blast, turning the opposing army to dust.

Laylana, Terric, Arokath, Bragi, and the remaining forces of Hel Faldur stood alone on the battlefield. Alone, except for Vali. The necromancer slowly climbed to his feet, feverishly glancing around for any trace of his undead army.

Laylana felt the eyes of the world upon her. Like the rest of those still standing, she was in a state of stunned silence. But just as she opened her mouth to speak, she collapsed. Arokath caught her before she fell to the ground and, with Terric’s help, lifted her back onto her feet. She put all her weight onto the staff, feeling as if she aged sixty years.

“You are indeed the Goddess’ champion,” Bragi said, limping over toward her. The man looked like he had taken a bath in blood. He was bleeding from a number of cuts, slashes, and stab wounds, a spear buried into his shoulder, yet he remained upright.

“How! How is this possible!?”

Behind Bragi, Vali was being escorted by two warriors of Hel Faldur. The necromancer was brought before the Viking king and forced down onto his knees. His skin was a ghostly pale, hair black as obsidian. Painted on his face were runes in a reddish-purple ink and much like his hair, Vali’s eyes were as black as night.

He glanced over and looked Laylana up and down before scowling. “So-called ‘champion’’,” he spat. Then he turned his gaze toward Bragi. “I may have fallen, but this world belongs to Kal-Thegra, the Demon King.”

Bragi shook his head. “You chose your final words poorly.” He nodded and another of his warriors quickly positioned himself behind Vali and held his head back.

Laylana prepared herself for the execution, thinking Bragi will lop the traitor’s head off with one of his axes. Instead, Bragi stepped forward and reached into Vali’s mouth. He pulled out Vali’s tongue which he promptly sliced off with the blade of his axe.

“I will not judge you, cursed man. That is for Eylrun.”

Vali tried to speak, but nothing coherent came out as his arms were bound behind his back and forcefully led down toward the cave where the massive dragon waited.

Laylana glanced around as the remaining host—about two-thirds of what they departed Hel Faldur with—somberly walked toward the cave. Despite complete and total victory, there were no cheers, no shouts of joy. Everyone was quiet, as if Bragi himself had been among the slain.

Arokath opened his mouth to speak, but Terric jabbed him with his elbow and shook his head.

Eylrun was far bigger than Laylana had guessed. He was massive from afar, and as they walked toward the cave, the dragon only got bigger. When they finally arrived, she was able to grasp just how huge he was. His front hands were the size of SUVs, with the wingspan of one of those mega jet planes. In the eyes of the dragon, Laylana was probably no bigger than a thick permanent marker.

Everyone stayed back as Bragi alone escorted Vali before Eylrun. They stopped just before the dragon-god and Bragi forced Vali onto his knees before looking up.

“Oh mighty Eylrun, ancient one, lord of the ice and snow, bringer of fire, I present to you the traitor necromancer once known as Vali, now a cursed man, for judgment.”

Bragi bowed and stepped backward. Vali hung his head, refusing to look the dragon in the eye. When Bragi had moved twenty or thirty feet back, Eylrun brought his head down and opened his mouth. Laylana was already barely able to stand, putting all her weight onto the staff. She was prepared to see a man beheaded, but she wasn’t sure about seeing one eaten alive by a behemoth.

She didn’t have to worry as, instead, Eylrun unleashed a torrent of fire upon the cursed necromancer, vaporizing him instantly and leaving behind nothing except a charred patch of earth.

“Holy fucking shit…” Laylana muttered as Arokath quietly whistled.

Then, to make matters worse, Eylrun turned his gaze toward Laylana and she just about shit her pants when a voice as deep as the earth, loud as thunder and powerful like an avalanche boomed out over the cleansed battlefield.

“Champion of Myrithania… you come seeking the helm. Enter. You… and you alone.”

All eyes turned toward Laylana as Eylrun turned around and limped into his cave, disappearing into the darkness beyond. It was so quiet she could hear a pin drop.

“Best hurry,” Arokath leaned over and said in a hushed voice. “I wouldn’t think it wise to keep the ancient dragon waiting.”

Terric smacked Arokath upside the head as Laylana took a couple of deep breaths before starting toward the cave.


Chapter 36:

A Final Message

Bragi and Laylana crossed paths as Laylana hobbled down the battlefield toward Eylrun’s cave. The king of the Vadnyr placed his hand on Laylana’s shoulder, nodded, then patted her shoulder before moving on. His face was like stone, he bore no smile, no grin for his victory and the demise of Vali.

She looked back at him only briefly as he walked toward his people, standing tall despite his wounds, before continuing on toward her destination.

Laylana stopped at the cave’s entrance. If Eylrun was massive, then his cave was even greater, like walking into a plane hangar, only made of rock and stone, instead of steel. She tried to peer into the darkness beyond the opening. Nothing, absolutely nothing. No light penetrated the cave, it was like gazing into a black hole and she was standing upon its event horizon. She closed her eyes, took a deep, centering breath, straightened up, and entered.

For a few eternal moments, Laylana thought she had stepped into a black hole. Darkness swallowed her up as she staggered in, as if her vision had been robbed from her. It was nearly identical to her brief but unforgettable visit to Satar’s sanctum, only not nearly as disorientating. She pushed on, hearing only her footsteps and her heart pounding in her chest. Despite her complete lack of sight, she could tell that she was descending, going deeper and deeper.

Then, much like her encounter with the snake-god, Satar, the shroud of darkness was pulled back as if someone flicked on a light switch.

Laylana found herself standing in an underground throne room. Where Satar’s was round, Eylrun’s was square. It had no torches, and despite being somewhere deep underground, an ambient light filled the chamber, bright enough for Laylana to clearly make out not only the details upon the carved stone walls, but the dragon that lay in the center of it.

Eylrun lay, propped up on his forearms, upon a dais in the center of the chamber. She half-expected to see him sleeping atop a mountain of gold, gemstones, and other treasures, yet there was nothing, no decorations or adornments besides what was carved into the stone. The dragon looked worse for wear, still bleeding from his wounds.

He was picking out a spear when he spoke, his voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once, and while as deep as it was before, not nearly as resounding.

“Champion… the hour of your arrival is late, but fear not, as there is still hope. Despite my wish to aid you in your fight against Kal-Thegra, my wounds are great and many. I must rest for a great time. The helm, it is yours. Take it and wear it, for the Goddess has a message for you. I hope that I may wake again within your lifetime, to see this world cleansed of the evil that saturates it.”

The dragon said nothing more. Eylrun laid down, closed his eyes, and curled up. Moments later, a slow, steady breathing echoed throughout the sanctum.

She sighed. There, before her very eyes, was a dragon. A real fucking dragon. It just wasn’t fair. Laylana wanted to talk to the ancient god. She had so many questions for him, about this world—not to mention if she could ride him as he flew—and at the same time, wondered if he knew the truth about her; her origins, the world she came from, the fact that she was once a simple, ordinary man.

She was about to ask the sleeping god where the helm was when it appeared before her, floating just outside arm’s reach. It was made of a bright, polished steel, and not nearly as ornate or decorative as Laylana thought for a helmet of a Goddess. Even so, it had some decorative flair to it, with an open front that still offered protection to her cheeks and back.

Taking it in her hands, it was lighter than she imagined, probably made from the same ilvrodite metal of the armor Aebel made for her back in Braedon.

“Here goes nothing,” she muttered.

At first, nothing happened when she donned the helm. After a few moments, she took it off and put it back on, but again, nothing. Shrugging, Laylana turned to leave only to become face-to-face with a golden-haired woman.

Dressed in long, flowing robes that fluttered as if there was a breeze in the chamber, the Goddess Myrithania greeted Laylana with a voice that was soft and gentle, pure like freshly fallen snow. The Goddess was unquestionably beautiful, with fair skin and eyes that glowed. A beacon of hope, justice, light, and truth.

“My champion,” she said. “While I am happy to speak with you once more to congratulate you on your success in defeating the necromancer known as Vali, I am afraid this will be the last time we speak. That is until the day comes that Kal-Thegra is defeated and I am freed from my prison.

“You have struggled through trial and torment, fallen into darkness, enslaved to foul pleasures, yet you have persevered and triumphed. Found allies and friends, loved ones. Your task is far from done, and the road that lies ahead of you is more dangerous than ever. Kal-Thegra knows that one of my relics remains and will stop at nothing to prevent you from finding it, to use them all against him.

“The Jungle of Khoddal Var, you know my shield lies there. Much like the old forest where you first found my necklace, it has been engulfed by darkness. But this darkness is far older than Kal-Thegra and his kind, and while it is not of pure evil, it is not on the side of good either. It is deep within Khoddal Var that you will find a ruin and within this ruin lies my shield. Find it. Wield it. Gather your allies and defeat the Demon King. With the necklace, staff, and now the helm, it will be easier for you to access my power within, but know that it is a finite resource. Use it sparingly and in only the most desperate of times.”

“What of the princess?” Laylana asked.

Myrithania frowned. “She is to remain with Bragi, as his adopted daughter. It is not safe for her to regain her memories until you retrieve the shield and take the fight to Kal-Thegra. Go, celebrate this victory, rest, and recover. Then gather your allies and head west.”

The Goddess leaned forward and kissed Laylana on her forehead. “Never give up, my champion, go with my blessing and rid this world of the evil that infests it.”

A gentle warmth spread throughout Laylana’s body from her forehead as Myrithania faded. As the warmth reached her fingers and toes, Laylana felt renewed, revitalized. While not fully healed, she was in far better shape than she was when she entered the cave. She glanced back once last time at the slumbering Eylrun then made her way out of the cave.


Chapter 37:

Hunted

Laylana woke up with the mother of all hangovers. Last night’s celebration made the festivities back at Leha’s village look downright civilized. Even Terric had a few drinks and it was the first time she had seen him relax since the first day they met, when he looked—and smelled—like he had just crawled out of a gutter. Arokath had disappeared early on into the evening, sandwiched between two women who could easily snap him in two.

When Laylana first exited the cave, there were no cheers, no shouts of joy. The mood was somber. Bragi simply nodded before venturing off to round up what horses they could muster for the ride back to Hel Faldur. Terric and Arokath both inquired about what transpired in the cave, and while both were awed at her mention of speaking with Myrithania, Terric was disheartened at what Laylana said regarding Kaetha and her locked memories.

“Then we must make our way west as soon as possible,” Terric said. He, Arokath, and Laylana had gathered far enough away to speak in private.

“Gods be damned, man,” Arokath said, “we’re exhausted. Give it a few days at least.” He gestured to Laylana. “She’s in no shape to travel.”

Laylana frowned. A few days of rest and relaxation would be most welcome. Despite stopping over at Cralo, it wasn’t nearly enough of a respite, especially after what transpired at Nelashara. She needed a break. To stop and catch her breath, clear her mind, refresh her spirit.

“We don’t have—”

“He’s right,” Laylana said, interrupting Terric. The grizzled man looked down at Laylana with the gaze of a disappointed father. But she stood her ground. “I need to rest. I can understand your urgency, Terric, but… you don’t understand what I… what I’ve been through. What I’ve had to…”

Arokath stepped between her and Terric. “Let the Champion rest. A few days. You don’t know what she had to endure in Nelashara.”

Terric glared at Arokath for a few moments before breaking off and looking away. “A few days. Then we depart for Khoddal Var.”

Arokath remained in front of Laylana while they watched Terric storm off.

“Thank you,” she said.

He glanced back over his shoulder at her. “He was being a prick. I saw what they did to you in Nelashara. I’d wait here a whole month if we could.”

“A month? Aren’t you cold?”

Arokath lifted his chin in contemplation. “You know, now that I think of it, it’s not so bad. I do love the scenery here.”

Laylana smiled and nodded. “I think what I need the most right now is a drink.”

Arokath patted her on the shoulder. “I couldn’t agree more.”

Bragi sent a few riders ahead to Hel Faldur to spread the good news, but the remnant of his army didn’t rush home. What few horses they could find were given to the injured—including Laylana. While feeling a bit ashamed to be riding while Terric, Arokath, and even Bragi walked, she was still feeling the effects of tapping into Myrithania’s power and cleansing the battlefield. Even after the blessing the Goddess gave at the end of their conversation.

Bragi and his warriors remained quiet as they passed through the city gates. The townsfolk that had stayed behind joined the army as they passed through the streets, not stopping until they reached the steps of Bragi’s keep.

The king alone ascended the steps and when he was at the top, he turned and faced his people.

“My kin! Vali and his draugr horde have been cleansed in holy fire. Eylrun lives, though bloodied and weak, and has gone into the long sleep. We have lost many in the battle against darkness, but we have claimed victory.” He gestured to Laylana. “Champion!”

She hesitated at first, but climbed up the steps to meet him. When she stood next to him, he turned to face her. She had to crane her neck to look up at him.

“I and my people owe our lives to you. You will be passed down through generations in song, remembered for all time.”

Laylana couldn’t help but blush as he knelt down before her. That was quite the honor, she had essentially achieved immortality among the Vadnyr.

Down on one knee, Bragi and Laylana were essentially eye-to-eye. “I swear my allegiance to you, Champion of Myrithania. Hel Faldur will answer the call when it is time to take on the Demon King.”

Laylana had no idea what to say. She was so shocked by the gesture that all she could do was nod. She probably had the dumbest look on her face too.

Bragi stood and turned toward the assembled crowd. “My kin! Tonight, we celebrate!”

Thunderous cheers erupted from the crowd, then the party began.

As much as she wanted to drown herself in mead, stew, and whatever else the chefs of Hel Faldur could cook up, all Laylana wanted at that moment was a hot, quiet bath. She had become a celebrity and, even covered in dried blood and other residue, each and every single one of the Vadnyr of Hel Faldur wanted to personally thank her for her help. Even Terric and Arokath were given the celebrity treatment, and while the thief from the desert reveled in every moment of it, Terric had no love for the limelight.

Bragi quickly proved to be of little to no help, the king had his mug—which was the size of Laylana’s head—in one hand and a leg of meat in the other.

It was none other than Skeldana who came to her rescue. It was quite awkward for Laylana, not just because she found the princess-in-hiding quite beautiful, but the fact that she knew her true identity and couldn’t tell her. There was also the whole thing where Laylana “borrowed” not just some princess’ clothes, but also spent a fair bit of her money. This reduced the renowned Champion of Myrithania to nothing more than a blubbering teenager interacting with her crush.

Skeldana just smiled at Laylana’s awkwardness as she whisked the heroine away from the rather lively shindig and into a much quieter corner of Bragi’s keep. There, with the help of her attendants, removed Laylana’s battle-worn armor. If talking to the princess was bad enough, standing naked before her was a nightmare.

It was what, not even a week or so ago that Laylana was practically crawling on all fours, letting any man ravish her, yet now she’s embarrassed? Thankfully she didn’t have to wait long, and Skeldana’s attendants helped Laylana into a piping hot bath. She had only briefly considered letting them stay and tend to her, but Laylana dismissed them.

The helmet rested on a stool in the corner of the small chamber. The staff leaned up against the wall next to it and the necklace remained around her neck. There was no way she would ever take it off.

Three relics down. All she needed now was the shield.

“In a ruin,” Laylana muttered, all but her face submerged in the fragrant waters, “a ruin in the jungle to the west. Just what I need, to go trudging through another corrupted, hot, sticky landscape only to go underground and venture through some catacombs that were most definitely haunted.”

The Goddess also mentioned Kal-Thegra knowing about the shield.

Wonderful. Just wonderful.

She took a deep breath and went under. When she surfaced, one of the attendants was waiting in the doorway. In her hands was a dress. Long, with long sleeves, colored a steel blue. The attendant said nothing as she simply showed off the dress and draped it over the chair along with a fresh pair of boots, a leather belt, and a fur-lined cloak.

As much as Laylana wanted to continue to soak in the hot water, her stomach rumbled like no other and she really could use a drink. Or three.

She woke up alone, covered in thick fur blankets. She had no recollection of how she managed to find her way back to her bed. The last thing she remembered was getting lifted up by Bragi as she downed a mug of mead. She was still dressed, though wearing only one of her boots.

Bragi was asleep in his chair in the banquet hall, along with a number of others. The king snored as loud as a bear. Some of the partiers were draped over the long tables, others on the benches. A few like Laylana were awake and nursing hangovers with steaming mugs of tea, bread, eggs, and thick slabs of bacon. The pale light of morning streaked in through the high windows.

It was halfway through her breakfast that Laylana realized she didn’t remember seeing the helm or staff in her bedchamber. Thankfully, Skeldana was in the hall checking on her father. The princess just smiled and said the artifacts were in safe keeping and will be returned to Laylana when she departed.

With each day, Terric grew more and more impatient. It was understandable, the man was being tormented by the presence of the woman he failed to protect, yet she had no idea who he was and what she meant to him. Even Arokath had started to grow bored, but not of the women of Hel Faldur.

Despite her desire to just stay and relax, Laylana had to admit she was getting anxious. There was a gnawing at the back of her mind, a reminder that each day Kal-Thegra grew stronger, and each day he was closer to finding the shield. It was a race, and while absolutely necessary, they shouldn’t linger in the pit stop forever.

The night before they departed, Laylana, Terric, and Arokath were treated to a show. The skies were clear and the moon was tucked away, allowing them an unparalleled view of what Bragi and his clan called the vadmadra, but what Laylana knew as the aurora borealis. The display lasted for well over an hour and seeing it for the very first time brought tears to her eyes.

Laylana, Terric, and Arokath had gathered in the banquet hall. With them were Bragi, Skeldana, a couple of trusted advisors, and a couple of Bragi’s seers, Dern among them. Bragi had summoned the trio for a private parting ceremony, to thank them for their aid and to give them gifts and blessings for their journey. Though when Terric had informed the Viking king of their destination, Bragi chuckled and said that perhaps thick, fur-lined armor wouldn’t be the best for a jungle.

Bragi’s seers were in the middle of their blessings when the doors of the banquet hall were thrown open.

“This had better be—” Bragi shouted.

“We have a visitor,” the warrior said, grimacing. “She asks for the Champion.”

The man stepped aside and the visitor walked up the steps and into the banquet hall. At first, Laylana didn’t recognize her, she was wrapped up in thick layers of fur-lined leather.

“Jihea?” Laylana stepped forward.

The self-exiled former queen of Leha’s tribe stopped halfway toward the group and lowered herself to one knee.

Bragi called out to the unexpected visitor, speaking to her in his native tongue. When she lifted her head and responded, Bragi rushed forward and embraced her in a hug that would’ve pulverized the bones in Laylana’s body.

The pair spoke briefly in their shared language, but based on Jihea’s somber tone and Bragi’s distraught reaction, she must’ve filled him in on what transpired back at her village in the old forest and her fate.

“Seems I owe you far more than I can ever repay,” Bragi turned toward Laylana. “For not only have you saved my people, but that of my cousin and her clan.” He placed a heavy hand on Jihea’s shoulder. “I had thought you dead.”

Jihea placed her hand on Bragi’s shoulder to return the gesture, but frowned. “I was as good as dead, and while I would very much like to catch up with you, dear cousin, I cannot stay.”

She turned toward Laylana. “Champion, it is good that I caught you before you departed. I bring dire news: Kal-Thegra is searching for you. While thankfully he cares not for the relics of the Goddess, he has sent his four most trusted lieutenants after you. They are powerful demons who’ll stop at nothing to find you and bring you before him and kill all who get in their way.”

“Then we must depart for Khoddal Var at once,” Terric said. “Enough time has been wasted.”

“Khoddal Var?” Jihea asked.

“The last relic,” Laylana said.

Jihea nodded and dropped down to one knee before Laylana. “Champion, allow me to join you, to aid you in your search. To make up for my past failures and redeem myself before the eyes of Myrithania.”

“Of course,” Laylana said.

“The more, the merrier,” Arokath said, though he had trouble taking his eyes off the former queen.

“You’ll be a welcome addition,” Terric held out his hand.

Jihea nodded and shook his hand.

“Go, Champion and her allies,” Bragi said. “Go forth and find the last relic. Hel Faldur will be ready when you call.”

Skeldana returned the helmet and staff to Laylana before gifting Arokath and Terric rings made from northern steel and beset with ice-blue stones. Laylana could tell that Terric wanted to do nothing more than hug Skeldana and apologize for his failures, and despite his best efforts to maintain that mask of cold stoicism, Laylana caught the glimmer in his eye and the faint curl of his lips into a smile.

“You’ll see her again, I promise,” Laylana said to him as they headed for the doors.

He said nothing, simply glanced over at her, and nodded.

Horses were waiting for them at the foot of the stairs.

“Gods, I cannot wait to get back to warmer weather!” Arokath said as he climbed onto his mount.

“Be careful what you wish for, thief,” Terric said. “Khoddal Var is not like your desert homeland. It is a dark, humid, choking landscape that—”

“Whatever you say, old man,” Arokath winked before spurring his horse and riding off.

Terric grumbled, but followed after him.

“Come, Champion!” Jihea said, riding off.

Laylana glanced back one last time at Bragi and Skeldana before she too rode off.

Out of the freezer and into the steamer.

TO BE CONTINUED IN

BOOK 4: THE ANCIENT DARK


AFTERWORD

Thank you for reading Into the Realm of Winter, Book Three of The Tainted Forest. I hope you enjoyed it!

For updates and more, follow me on Twitter @SashaDylena
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