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A Brief Note From The Author 
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I was supposed to be retired from all work, including writing, as I am dealing with the complications of a terminal illness.  Well guess what?  I’m coming out of retirement.  This novel is the announcement I need to make, as I simply can’t stop writing!

I love creating new worlds for readers to explore, to bring their Mental Theater to life with an incredible adventure that is designed to entertain everyone!  No agenda making, no modern politics, I am generating a universe with different laws and rules for the human imagination to play with, leaving your current stressful Earth behind for a time.

Enjoy the adventure!  I write purely for your pleasure!

Sincerely,

Daniel A. Roberts
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Prologue
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The Halls of the Divine wasn’t a maze on purpose.  It reflected the mind of the divine being who stood within, contemplating the existence that was under their direct guidance. 

Victoria felt her emotions were divided within the turmoil of her undecided mind.  The Halls reflected that, hence the maze effect.  

The world in her care was suffering a tremendous amount.  Every step she took to bring order back to their mortal existence, something else would intrude.  Everything she did would go wrong in every bad way imaginable.

There was no help but what she could influence.  The only course left to her was drastic.  Dangerous beyond reasoning.  Other more experienced gods and goddesses would not encourage this course of action that she was committing herself to go through.

Yet here she was, ready to undo the conflicted maze within her mind, to set the course straight and narrow, well, forever.  A course so dangerous, it could result in her absolute destruction.  

Victoria mentally inserted her final dose of divine willpower into the maze she was about to forever remove.  There was no going back after this.  

Even though she was older than the majority of the galaxies within her area of this universe, she knew that if a mortal killed her on the world called Helvar, she would perish for real.  Gone for good.  Her immortality would no longer be applied.  She would only be afforded a mortal afterlife.  

When a god or goddess is killed, their divinity is recycled to be recreated later on.  They never truly expire, just linger, waiting to fill a universal need somewhere else.  

All of that was about to go away.

Her power would also be cut down to a fraction of what it is right now.  That’s the price for gaining a living shell made of mortal flesh.  She would be restricted to within the fragile limits of all mortal fibers.

So be it.

That world was on the edge of permanent Darkness, to be forever lost to evil of such depth, that nothing can ever restore Empyrean rule again.  She would not allow that to happen!

She needed to fix this herself.  In person.  Right now.

Her will applied, bright divine power swept her into the mortal realm.  The only issue she needed to remember was to avoid letting mortals know who she really was on day one, or they might end up getting her killed far too soon.

So be it, one more official time!

The Halls of the Divine was no longer a maze.  It reflected her course of action, her current linear existence as a mortal.  

As expected, the switch in existence was painless, but still startling.  

It was time to get this major campaign underway!  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

One


[image: ]


The smokey tavern was filled with many different fighters.  Warriors.  Archers.  Paladins.  Mages, and even a couple of tolerated, well known Rogues.  

The sound of coin changing hands being nearly constant from the gambling tables in one corner, Victoria descended the steps from the upper levels, where the guest rooms are located.  It was there she materialized, a resident of the world known as Helvar.

Magic is well known here, for which Victoria was grateful.  Other places were technical heavy, pushing magic out of existence in favor of electronics.  She couldn’t stand those worlds.  They were some of the worst. 

Here, the Argon Kingdom was in charge of the local government.  Most of the citizens already knew something was wrong, as the dispatches out of the royal chambers made little to no sense.  

Who in the hell would outlaw daggers in a world where such a tool is needed on a daily basis?  That was like making toilets illegal.  All people used the blade every day, and without it, life would get messy in a hurry. 

Victoria’s battle armor glinted in the low torch light, showing the metal was fresh forged.  Brand new.  As expected, her reserve of divine power was only a small fraction of itself.  The standard magic pool that most mortals enjoyed got oddly boosted, which bothered her.  She should have been like everyone else, but to her surprise, she wasn’t.  She owned nine times the magic pool over an average mortal.  

She was surprised to realize that her internal restrictions got adjusted in other areas where they shouldn’t have been allowed.  Well, no going back to see what went awry.  She needed to accept what she got, to find a better way to live with the advantages she was somehow allowed.  

A man’s voice rose above the majority of the tavern’s normal noise.  “Pass the sign up sheet this way, bartender!  I’m forming the group that’s going to ask serious questions about this nonsense!”  

The tavern grew silent!  Heads turned, regarding the handsome looking master warrior with growing interest.  

“On your head it will be!”  Brenda, the lady bartender who owned the tavern, pushed the paper in his direction across the bar top.  “If you get four other idiots here to sign on with you, I’ll set up the betting board.” 

“I’ll go,” a smooth looking rogue offered, his long dagger twirling within his left hand.  “I’m Nelson, and I think this illegal dagger crap needs some answers.  What’s next?  Will bows and arrows be made illegal?  How will we hunt for food if that happens?”  

Voices all around agreed.  As he put his name on the paper, Victoria walked up and held out her hand for the pen.  She knew this was the proper road to expose the horror that has invaded this existence.  Her limited tiny dose of divine essence all but hollered at her internally.  These people would discover the direct source of evil.  Somehow.

“Well, who are you, gorgeous?  I’m Gherick Sword Breaker, at your service.”  His chiseled features sent her a welcoming wink.  The man knew he was good looking, chose to exploit his natural charisma while he was still young enough to enjoy it.

She narrowed her bright blue eyes in his general direction, knowing the kind of idiot he was, but he was also strong.  Talented.  Her senses could feel that much about his spirit.  

“I’m Victoria, an Argonian Battle Mage.  I want answers too.”  She was handed a pen by somebody.  She signed her name.  Victoria Lightbringer.  

Nelson kept a respectable distance, but he liked this development.  “Well, now Victoria the Gorgeous is on board, it looks like the rest of the lads want to sign up, Gherick.  Are you prepared for a large group?”  

Gherick swiveled his head, noticing the line that was forming.  “Shit.  Okay, I guess I am.”  

Victoria understood his concern, along with the rest of the people in this busy tavern.  This was downtown of the main capital, where the majority of adventurers went to find work.  

As the evasive darkness for this city grew, the leaders of this world started to change.  Their very edicts, certain laws, even some of the dumbest requirements ever enforced, all were leading to some kind of twisted dark life.  Nobody could figure it out.

Not even the Empyrean Goddess.  

The bartender pulled out her betting board, as names were being jotted down in volume!  “So you all remember, the last um, unofficial delegation that went to the queen got returned only as bones, picked clean.  The bets start at four to one odds, house banks against.”  

“That terrible defeat was only a month ago,” Gherick replied.  “Still, that group of weaklings could have been defeated by a small troop of trolls.  Whoever stripped the meat off of their bones was probably an evil magic user, who may be bewitching our government from within.  If that’s the case, I’m going to kill that evil magic user and free our Queen’s fragile mind.”  

Victoria grinned.  “You sound optimistic, master warrior.  Looks like we have a small army of fifteen.  When do you think we should challenge the castle guards on our way to the royal throne room?”  

Gherick shook his head.  “The guards all left a handful of weeks ago.  Some servants go in, but they never come back out anymore.  So yeah, it’s up to us to clean out the bad whatever it is.  Save the queen and all that standard hero crap.”  He belched after taking a deep swig of his mead.  Typical attitude for a skilled warrior.

Nelson leaned forward, poking Gherick in the shoulder with a playful finger.  “Hey big guy, the gorgeous one asked you a serious question.”  

Gherick nodded.  “So she did.  Alright, battle mage, we leave in two hours.  All of us.  Geared and ready for all kinds of trouble.  So if you want a few brews before we go, I’m buying.”  

“No thank you,” Victoria replied, disgusted.  “Alcohol screws up the magic pool, you know that.”  

“Ha, so I do,” Gherick quickly agreed, uncaring.  “You do claim to be a battle mage, though I see no glow of magic anywhere around you.”  

Victoria sat down in a chair near the exit door, her back to the wall.  Two hours.  That’s all she needed to wait for their group to go and confront the royal throne room, a place where nobody has returned from in a long time.  A place that has been issuing some ridiculous laws that nobody wants to follow.  

Those were the longest two hours the goddess has ever suffered through.  Mortals.  She almost forgot what they were like in person.  

Here, in this world, she was merely known as the Empyrean Goddess, nothing more.  Her personal name was never shared with mortals.  Never before was her power ever subjugated so completely, pushed into such an obscurity that threatened her very essence.  Nothing she did as the Empyrean Goddess would stick.  

When people would ask her for a boon, she would typically grant it.  She would help their crops grow.  Or their rivers would start to run dry until she made it rain.  A faithful servant would be badly injured, she would provide the healer with the power to mend the tragic wound that would have been too difficult to heal.  

Crops withered again, quickly.  The rivers would dry up as well, within mere days.  That same injured person would be re-traumatized with a series of new limb breaking accidents.  Everything the Empyrean Goddess did became undone in a hurry.

Mostly common stuff, really, came to a blistering end nearly a decade ago.  It wasn’t full stop all at once, but a little less got asked of her as each year went by.  It was like the mortals were being influenced to ignore their Empyrean lifestyle.  

Then the Darkness pushed back on her power of influence, unidentified, deep and very dangerous.  She took notice, and when that brief notice happened, the Darkness accelerated, as if detecting her distant but divine regard!

As the mix of people filed outside to form ranks, she joined them, now as a weakling mortal, grateful this particular event was going to happen right now, on the very first day she settled down into this mortal existence.  

The rules were different for her now.  Mortals owned more leeway in their choices, in what they could do to make things happen.  Certain messages couldn’t be ignored by the Halls of the Divine, who started to ignore the Goddess of this world for some stupid reason.  

Very soon now, she would learn what was in that throne room as the queen of this land.  Who was making such dark laws that made normal every day life into a high crime that is punishable by death.  

She would soon find out the hard mortal way.
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Gherick may have been some kind of perverted flirt who drank too much, but if anything, he was certainly a skilled leader.  He put the beefy men in front, the thinner muscled men in the second line, and the ladies were assembled to the rear, their support roles defined.  

Gherick tapped Victoria as their unofficial unit leader.  “Keep their magic focused on healing the wounded and blasting anything unclean that only magic can deal with.  If you have to draw and use your sword, make sure it’s in defense of the healers.  Got it?”  

“Yes,” Victoria easily agreed, inwardly impressed.  

As they approached the castle’s main gate, it was wide open.  No guards in sight.  In fact, their guard posts were long abandoned.  A partial, half torn daily duty roster was still posted to the inner wall.  It was dated nearly a month ago.  

One of the smaller mages, a pale woman with long raven black hair who called herself Katie, was using a low level examination spell.  “The evil has been festering here for a long time,” she carefully observed.  “There isn’t a human soul in the castle, not counting us, of course.”  

“Stay sharp,” Gherick warned the large unit.  “Warriors, keep your weapons ready for the first strike.  If anything rotten, undead or not, comes at us, make sure you get them focused on you only so our casters can deal with them unharmed.  Move out.”  

They progressed through the castle’s interior quickly.  No monsters, undead or otherwise, seemed to guard the place.  Even so, the anticipation was still building.  

The castle didn’t feel abandoned.  

Even if it was, who was issuing the edicts and new laws?  Where was the official paperwork coming from?  Everything that was ever received by the mayor’s office always bore the official queen’s personal seal of approval.  

The throne room doors remained wide open.  In the distance, sitting on the throne, was the queen herself!

Gherick raised his fist high up, halting their progress.  

One of the larger men with a battle-ax spoke his concern.  “Trap?”  

“Feels like one,” Gherick replied.  “Nelson?”  

The thin rogue carefully stepped closer to the throne room entrance, his eyes focused on the frame of the door.  He checked everything he knew was possible in such a place.  He held up a gem and uttered, “Detect magical snare.”  

Nothing glowed or revealed itself.  He spoke again.  “Detect magical weapon.”  

Something flashed!  Near the door’s handle!  Nelson inspected it closely.  He grinned as he recognized the device at last.  “A magic poison needle, but um, it’s used up.  Been triggered.  It’s not going to hurt anyone.  It’s safe to enter the throne room, as far as I can tell.”  

Gherick took a careful couple of steps past the entrance doorway.  He remained unhurt.  “Move on,” Gherick ordered his large force.  

As they all approached the throne, the queen looked up at them, her green eyes amused, flashing a black light!  

Victoria recognized her!  She was made queen long ago, when she was still a child.  “Queen Amelia?  What’s going on here?  Where is your staff and guards?”  

Gherick gave Victoria a puzzled glance, wondering why she spoke out of turn.  

The answer wasn’t anything anyone was ready to accept.

Queen Amelia started to laugh, but the voice wasn’t normal.  It was like a deep thundering chuckle from a male monster’s throat!

Queen Amelia’s flesh parted, splitting from the top of her head down to her lap!  The thing that flapped upward through her body and formed itself into a horror so terrible looking, the entire party was affected in a bad way.

Katie was already pale, but what happened to her shocked everyone, including Victoria.  Katie’s raven black hair, long and silky, turned into a bright white set of strands, flowing outward from her scalp to the very tips of her long locks.

Katie’s heart stopped.  

The mage was frightened to death!

As she crumpled to the floor, four of the tough warriors in front turned to flee for their lives, their own faces wearing different levels of pure unmitigated terror.  

None of them made it farther than three steps.  Their bodies simply powdered, organic dust fluttering away in a strange wind that came from nowhere.  Their clothes, armor and weapons equally dissolved.

Victoria yelled her special attack!  “Divine smite!”  

The floating creature over Queen Amelia’s ruined corpse flinched, but turned its face-full of many different demonic eyes, to give her a deadly glare.  It shrugged off the divine smite with sickening ease!  

Time seemed to slow down.  The group, mostly dissolved by this unknown unholy horror, was easily defeated.  Victoria felt her feet leave the floor, but she wasn’t fully beaten herself, at least not yet!

Victoria reached deep within for the remains of her divine power.  It was there, just small and hard to use.  She had no choice!  She refused to be slain by this dark thing, whatever it was!  

Their large party walked into a trap alright, one set to snare a goddess.  Victoria issued a full intense scream!  

When a mortal man or woman has a limb chopped off, the pain they experience will make them scream at the top of their lungs, long and hard.  

This was no different.

Victoria didn’t get a limb chopped off.  No, this event was far worse.  She got her divine power chopped out of her soul!  

The effort was nightmare high, but it had to be done!  She needed the power, all of the power she could muster, but the price was intense.  This level of necessary self inflicted damage would be epic, beyond a mortal’s understanding of what she sacrificed!

She used it to save the only soul that was left to be dissolved, as he was also off of his feet, about nineteen yards to their rear, blown back by a dark evil blast of pitch black killing smoke.  

Victoria’s parted divine power wrapped Gherick in a protective shroud.  It touched his mind, giving him the knowledge of the power and who it was truly from!  

Gherick felt himself being removed from the throne room by that very divine power, thrust outward and high, into the vast beyond!  

Victoria was there with him, wrapped in the same divine strands that seemed to drive them further away from that terrible beast.  

Both of them tumbled out of control.  In the distance, they could see a mountain pass by under them!  They were launched that high into the sky!

They came down hard, but the landscape was changed.  The very air they breathed was also different in a unique manner, in a way that neither of them could describe.  

Even if they were able to take the time to describe the oddness, which they didn’t actually do, it still wouldn’t have given them the ability to describe how everything was so completely altered.

The soft ground made a pair of deep trenches as their protected bodies came to a grinding halt.  Green grass torn asunder, the trenches were both easily a hundred yards long.  The divine magic was spent.  Done.  Every ounce of protection was now gone.  

But Gherick was also educated a bit better about Victoria’s true identity!  He meekly said to her, in complete dismay, “Goddess?”  

“No!” Victoria scolded him, standing up and brushing fresh dirt off of her chain-plate armor.  She continued that scolding.  “I’m not a goddess anymore, Gherick.  I just used the last of my divine power, I can’t do anything like that ever again.  Like you, I’m completely mortal.  Do you understand me?”  

“I think so,” he replied, also standing up, brushing off the clods of dirt that stuck to him as well.  “What just happened in that horrible throne room?  Can you at least tell me that?”  

His expression nearly broke her heart.  

Here he was, a standard mortal man, caught in an incredible situation that he didn’t clearly understand.  He was turning to her for wisdom.  At one point, this would have pleased her.  As an Empyrean Goddess with divine powers, she would have complied with the proper answer.  She would have been able to sooth his soul.  As for that soothing spirit, a kind of divine healing magic?

Not here.  Not today.  Possibly never again.
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Gherick nearly turned full circle, surveying his immediate surroundings.  They were in some kind of rolling foothills, close to a mountain range to their north.  The air was crisp.  Fresh.  The sunlight was bright.  Stable.  

“Where are we?” he asked, but Victoria didn’t answer.  She regarded him a touch closer, unsure if she should continue with him or not.  

“Wrong question,” she finally replied, deciding he might be worth the risk of keeping his company.  Besides being a master warrior, she did need a champion.  He easily fit that requirement.  “You should be asking when, not where.”  

“What?”  Gherick sounded completely confused, which he was.  Understandably.  “When?  Explain it, please.”  He crossed his muscular arms, looking at her through expectant eyes.  

“Get some facts straight in your head first,” she seriously educated him.  “You just survived an encounter with a god-level elder demon who just tried to murder you.  I contributed to that survival.  Maybe a thank you is in order?”  

“Okay,” Gherick relented.  “Thank you.  Now explain it, please.”  

She rolled her eyes.  “You are not that dumb, Gherick.  When I saved you, I used up every drop of divine strength I owned.  I am not a goddess anymore.  My divine energy will not be coming back, I have to rely on a normal pool of standard magic.  I took a lot of spiritual damage to get us here, and it hurt like hell.”  

“Okay, not a goddess anymore.  Check.  You saved me.  Check.  How many of the others did you save?  Are they nearby?”  He started to glance around again, maybe he missed another trench somewhere.

Victoria frowned.  “Nobody else survived.”  She put her hand over her mouth for a brief moment.  “I only had the tiny amount of power left to save you.  Just you.  Everyone else is long dead.”  

Gherick cocked his head, finally putting the terminology she was using in the proper order.  “Long dead?  Victoria, are you telling me we also got thrown through time?  Into a different year?”

“Yes,” she darkly confirmed.  

He nearly threw a tantrum!  He yelled back at her, “Then why in the hell didn’t you simply come out and say it?  Hey Gherick, we got tossed through time, that’s why things look and smell so different!  How would that have killed you?”

“Listen up, Captain Obvious,” she yelled back, not caring for this kind of treatment so soon after saving his life.  “That dark overpowered demon wasn’t going to let you get away by using something simple as physical distance!  I needed to bust us both through the time barrier!  To be so far removed from that thing’s evil power, our lives were no longer on the line for being burned into oblivion!  So your simple, terrible thank you was a sick joke compared to what I sacrificed for you, mister!”  

She wanted to punch him, but decided against it.  He would realize just how powerful she became if she clobbered him in that smug looking face.  It would also kill him, which she didn’t want to do.

It took a few minutes of contemplation, but he did understand the gravity of what she did for him.  

“You sacrificed your personal immortality for my life,” he realized, his apologetic features finally putting in a true appearance.  He went to one knew and lowered his head.  “Forgive my slow mind, goddess.  I’m terribly sorry I didn’t thank you properly.”  

“That’s another issue, mister,” she informed him, but not as harshly.  Partially mollified from his honest humbled tone, she reminded him yet again, “As I’ve said, I’m no longer a goddess.  I’m getting stressed from reminding you of this.  Stop using that title on me.  I’m simply Victoria, an Argonian Battle Mage.”  

He stood up, facing her with renewed purpose.  “I’m Gherick Sword Breaker, master warrior.  I must ask this, did we go into the past or the future?  Whichever we went, how far?”  

She smiled, hearing some real respect starting to bleed through his voice.  “We went into the future.  None of us can go into the past.  That cannot be changed.  Only the future is changeable in that fashion, so a physical insertion is possible, but at a great cost of power.  We went at least four centuries into the future.  Maybe a touch more.”  

“Four... centuries?”  Gherick was aghast!  “I was prepared for maybe a few years, or a decade.  But four hundred years or more?  Why that far?”  

She slowly shook her head.  “That dark monster was incredibly strong, Gherick.  It was prepared for a time chase, but my power took us out of its range of influence.  In other words, we barely got away with our lives.  If we had been a few years shorter, it would be here, enjoying how easy it was to kill us on our crash landing.”  

Gherick sat down in the grass, near the end of his plowed trench.  “Shit.  Everyone I knew is long dead.  People I cared about.”  His face cleared up, the majority of the despair vanishing.  “People I owed big money too are also gone.  At least there’s that.”  

She almost kicked him, but stopped herself.  There were other issues that needed their attention.  “You might want to get your butt off of the ground.  We have a long journey ahead of us, on foot, into the Smoke Mountain region.”  

“Why there?” He asked, standing.  

“It’s the closest source of important answers to questions that can’t be ignored, and it’s a long ways off.”  She took a few steps in the proper direction.  “Coming?  Or are you going to thirst and starve by staying here, in the middle of nowhere?”  

Gherick grinned, but regarded her carefully.  “You seem to know an awful lot for a goddess who lost all of her powers.”  

She slowly shook her head.  “Memories, Gherick, all from a huge collection of memories.  I’ve traveled this world for tens of thousands of your years, well before my immortality was lost.  Just because I’ve been diminished, it does nothing to alter what I already know.  Come, we need to get moving.”  

“Yes ma’am,” Gherick replied, slightly sarcastic.  While she did make a logical point, he was beginning to wonder who was really in charge.

Their walk was mostly in silence, neither one wanting to make further conversation with the other.  They found small pools of fresh water and was able to forage some hearty fruit, along with a dozen ripe apples from a natural grove.  

It took four days before they ran into their first challenge, and this one became hostile in a hurry!
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Three hardened bandits blocked the dirt road.  The men were large, strong.  Their hands looked capable.  Tough.  Their leader leveled a wide bladed sword at them both.  

“Look what we have here, guys.  Fun times with a nice looking woman with a manly escort to butcher.”  

Gherick knew right away what the leader meant when he spoke of fun.  He couldn’t keep his eyes off of Victoria or her sweeping blonde hair.  He slowly drew his blade, taking their measure for the coming battle, but his unusual companion surprised him completely.  

“You’re all fighters.  Excellent,” Victoria announced, high authority riding her voice.  “Just the right kind of men I can use.  You’re all hired.  Gherick the Sword Breaker is your commander.  Fall in, let’s be off.”

All three bandits simply stared for a moment, their ears not believing what they just heard.  They broke into laughter all at once!  

“I’m Dragus Corsack, these men follow me and me alone.  You have no authority over me, woman.”  He gave Gherick the stink eye, ready to kill the man on a moment’s notice.  

Victoria placed her hand on the hilt of her sword, bent her knees to be ready for a rush against him.  Her tone went deadly serious!  

“Dragus Corsack, I’m Victoria, Argonian Battle Mage and my authority comes from the Empyrean Goddess.  If you hire on by your own will, I have to pay you for your services to me.”  Her eyes narrowed dangerously.  “If I defeat you in a one on one fight, according to the bylaws of your own faith in the Shadow Lords, I own you and your men as slaves.  Choose now.  Be paid money for your services, or become my slaves.”  

Dragus was shook to the core!  How did this woman, an obvious foreigner, know so much about the rules of his criminal faith, of his own lands?  

That challenge became official as his men sheathed their weapons.  This battle was between Dragus and Victoria.  

He could negotiate a price for his services, but that would make him look weak in the eyes of his men.  She didn’t intimidate him one little bit.  

If he attacked and somehow she won, they would have to follow her orders, and so would he, or suffer the magical curse that would be laid upon his soul from defying the rules of the Shadow Lords he chose to follow.  Rules of conquest and banditry that he agreed with, signing the dark contract with his blood.  

Gherick blinked.  In the space of that blink, he missed the attack made by Dragus, but Victoria was equal to the challenge!  

Her sword left its sheath in an upward sweep, deflecting his attack out of the danger zone.  She side-spun to the left, using an X pattern to her counter strike, seeking his ribs and thigh.  

She scored two deep cuts!  

Dragus cussed under his breath.  He tried for a straight up heart stab, no longer filled with lust over his own man parts.  This was about leadership.  About survival on his own terms, not hers!

She beat his attack aside with that flashing fast blade, quickly calling out an attack spell as she advanced!  “Stun strike, helpless sword arm!”  

The magic slash peeled out of her blade, bypassing his protective bracelet, which was designed to defeat such spells.  Instead of blocking that ethereal cut, the bracelet parted in two and fell away.  A ghostly slashing line of force hit his armpit dead on!

His sword hit the ground, his arm useless for a short time.  She leveled the point of her enchanted blade at the base of his thick neck.  

“You lost,” she informed Dragus.  “By right of your own faith, you now belong to me.  Fall in, Gherick is your commanding officer.  All of you.”  

Dragus was more than merely defeated.  He was completely puzzled, in a panic!  “How?” he demanded of her.  “The Empyrean Goddess has been out of favor for centuries.  None of your combat spells should even work, for you or the followers that are left over from that extinct religion!  Yet your battle spell cut through my own magic defense like it was nothing.  How?”  

She smiled, still leveling the point of her blade at his throat.  “Had you agreed to a price and got hired instead, I would have to answer that.  Now I don’t, slave.  Fall in to ranks or die here, getting your soul damned for defying your vows, even though they are made by twisted Shadow Lords who don’t really care about you.”  

Dragus knew her words rang true.  She defeated him in the ritual challenge fight, now he owed her servitude.  Damn it!  

“I need time to heal,” Dragus complained.  “These deep cuts hurt like hell.  It’ll take hours for my sword arm to be useful again.”  

“Fast heal,” Victoria said, reaching into her mortal pool of standard magic.  It was a simple, easy spell that solved his current issues.  His wounds closed, showing fresh puckered scar tissue in its place.  The disabling magical attack reversed its damage.  His sword arm was fully healed.  

Dragus picked up and sheathed his sword, gave Gherick a disgusted glare, but went to their side without issuing even a simple thank you for the healing.  

His men followed along, honor bound to him through their pledges of support.  Service of that depth isn’t to be lightly discarded.  

Victoria gestured into the distance, thankful that her knowledge of the laws imposed by the unofficial Shadow Lords of this land was still valid.  Especially for road bandits.  

She decided to make use of his limited knowledge of the local scene.  “We shouldn’t have much farther to go for water and some food at a nearby crossroad inn.  Dragus, is there anything we should know about that place before we spend gold there?”  

“No,” he quickly replied.  “The owner is a friend of mine.  His food and drink are safe, the only part you need to watch your wallet over is in the gambling den.  Many rogues in there have sticky fingers.”  

“Noted,” Victoria replied, continuing their journey forward.

Gherick was unsure what to think anymore.  

Here she was, a demoted goddess who is now mortal, bound to a world that can end her forever.  She went from a large group that got soundly defeated by a horrific evil, to forming a new party, a misplaced pair of outcasts from another time.

She more than doubled her forces with little effort.  If not for the roadside bandits she just brought into her service by force of arms, they would still be underpowered and outmatched. 

Not anymore.  She was determined to succeed at whatever goals she set for herself.  Did she know just how sick and twisted most mortal humans could be?  Probably.  She was certainly confident.  Highly spirited.  

Gherick wondered what other surprises this woman named Victoria had in store for him.  And well, for the others as well.  The big question that lived deep within his soul was more tactical than based in any kind of fear. 

How in the world were they going to defeat that powerful prevailing darkness that trashed their original raiding party so easily?  
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The crossroad inn was much larger than Victoria anticipated.  Many different wagons from other nations were parked at various angles near the front end.  Individual horses tied off by short-term watering troughs were drinking their fill.  

Stable boys made sure the beasts didn’t over-drink themselves, leading them to a different section where plenty of oats and barley buckets are waiting for a horse’s attention.  

A long row of guardsmen also stood on the porch, at the doorway and near the approach area for any team of animals to get their equipment checked before being made to hit the road once again.  

It was a full service kind of place, the second story being the obvious section for anyone who wanted to stay the night.  Victoria was sure the room rentals came at a steep premium.  

Without her divine energy, she couldn’t create the gold coins out of thin air anymore.  What she kept in reserves within her under-tunic was sure to be enough.  She hoped.  That depended on the owner of the place, who is some kind of friend to Dragus.  

What kind of friends they were to each other was about to become known.  She also found it interesting that Dragus himself, or the men who followed him, didn’t look nervous or wary at this point.  

If deception was involved, they would be jittery.

As they entered the large open main door, the inside was more like a lively tavern than a large stately Inn that served crossroads between major trade routes.

“Dragus!” the burly Innkeeper shouted as he strode in with his new ‘boss’ that he was made to serve.  “You bring that three gold you owe me, scum-butt?  Or do I have to take it out of your over-muscled hide?”  

Victoria raised her voice.  “I’ll be paying his debt, plus food and drink for the rest of my party.  We will need lodgings for two nights, which is six rooms total, plus supplies for a one week road trip.  What is the bill for such things, Innkeeper?”  

Having a firm handle on his costs always let him give a fair price, but this is also about that ruffian Dragus.  So he replied, “For you and the others, eight gold.  For Dragus and his stupid crew to be in that mix, including his total debt, seventeen gold added on.”  

“Twenty-five gold for such a simple order?”  Victoria frowned.  “I know how you up-charge, good Innkeeper.  I’ll pay up twenty gold even, the five gold discount is for the volume trade I’m bringing back on my return trip.  I’ll give you the pick of three looted items from our stash, for the balance of the goods and services.  Deal?”  

The Innkeeper’s bushy eyebrows climbed his smooth forehead.  Not only was she a wealthy looking woman, she also knew how to haggle.  He was impressed.  

“Done,” the Innkeeper agreed, but held up an index finger in warning.  “If Dragus gets stupid drunk again and breaks more furniture, the repair costs will be tripled.  I’m getting sick of his shit on my property.”  

Gherick cocked his head, slightly amused.  “Excuse me, good Innkeeper, but I’m looking out for Victoria’s best interests here.  I thought Dragus was a friends of yours.”  

“He is a friend of mine,” the Innkeeper promised.  “If he was anybody else, I’d have yanked his guts out a long time ago and fed the remains to my hogs out back.”  He gestured to the left side of the establishment.  “The tables on that side are a touch cleaner.  Have a seat, the order taker will be by to get your food requests.”  

He turned to another customer who was complaining about his room.  Dragus and his new ‘company’ were already filed away as a done deal.  The business man was hammering out an argument with the other customer.  

When they settled down at their large table, which looked to be designed for an entire family, Victoria regarded the other pair of ‘bandits’ who won’t be nameless followers for much longer.  

“Names please. with your reasons for following Dragus here.”  She stared, a pair of hard sapphire blue eyes all but drilling into their souls.  She gave a dangerous aura.  The very idea of denying her felt highly unwise. 

“Carl,” the first one blandly stated, his scarred fists showing signs of fist fighting in the past.  “Dragus vouched for me, got me freed from the headsman’s ax.  I owe him my life, so I serve him.”  

The second guy was far more humble, but still physically dangerous.  He gave a natural calm feeling, but those eyes radiated danger.  

“Leon.  Everyone calls me Leon.  I hate nobody, but typically, everybody kind of hates me.  Even Dragus.  I can see it in your stare, lady.  Even you hate me.  I fight for Dragus in the hope that when I die, I have somebody around who might bury me.  I don’t want to be crow food.”  

Dragus sat there, looking all around the room, anywhere else he could without his eyes meeting Victoria’s diamond hard glare.

Gherick sighed, giving Victoria his best advice.  “Victoria, you might not realize it, but this is the way of this world.  People are swayed by power and strength.  A strong leader like Dragus will naturally draw men like these into his service.”  

Her voice cracked like a whip!  “Men who will bleed and die for an ignoble cause!  Lives thrown away as if they were mere trash!  No, not with me, not under my rule!”  

Gherick leaned forward, his regret easy to see.  “I think I need to remind you, your rule came to an end long ago, follower of yourself and no other.”  

Victoria needed to remind herself that she no longer possessed the powers of divine wrath.  No mortal ever dared to speak to her in that manner until today.  Right now.  If anything was a reminder of her lost divinity, this was certainly it.

Dragus and his men didn’t know that she was a dis-empowered goddess.  Gherick was wise to keep that small fact to himself.  

“My rules are different,” she told the men, which caused Dragus to finally regard her with something more than a blank expression.  “Might does not make right.  You will follow my orders to the letter.  Failure to do so can and will get you punished, in a most terrible fashion.  I’m under the guidance of the Empyrean Goddess, which is why my magic works so well.  She isn’t dead nor has she abandoned anybody here.” 

Gherick looked away, knowing for a fact that if Dragus and his men studied his emotions too deeply, the ruse would be out.  Victoria was talking about herself, but making sure they didn’t connect the fancy dressed battle mage as the deity in the flesh.

The server arrived and gave them all a brief smile.  “Order when ready, I’ll get your food requests to the kitchen right away.”  

As they described the meals they wanted, the Innkeeper came over to their table.  He gave Dragus a wary gaze, but asked them all, “Okay, where is all of your gold coming from?  I don’t want some duke or noble breaking into my place after you leave, looking for the people who robbed him.”  

Dragus spoke immediately!  “Stop it.  She’s paying, I’m in her service.  My bandit days are
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