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      I could argue that I was tricked, or blame it all on my parents, but I know that I’m the one responsible for turning my life into a total turdburger. I did it to myself. Asked for it. Begged for it, even, though I would have begged for anything as long as it got me away from my situation back home.

      But now here I am, about to die slowly and painfully when I should be developing an app, or building up a following on TikTok with my sea shanties.

      But who am I kidding? Every app on the planet has already been developed, and my singing is mediocre at best. Social media gives me panic attacks anyway, which is part of the reason I jumped at the chance to come to Lucitopia. I figured any world without online Trolls is probably a nicer one than mine, but that’s not how it worked out at all. Lucitopia is not nicer, especially not when you are the apprentice to Asphodel, the Evil Sorcerer.

      When I said the spell and became a part of one of the many stories that make up the Chronicles of Lucitopia I had sorcery in mind, certainly. I’ve always been one of those kids who would rather read about twelfth-level mages in some made-up world than play sports in mine. It’s not that I’m not athletic… well, yeah, it is. I wasn’t an athlete in high school, but that’s because I’ve just never been into team sports. Mostly because the type of guys who live for team sports teased me for being fat when I was a kid. I’m not fat anymore and I honestly enjoy working out, though I’m not interested in being brawny or bronzed. If I was, I would have said one of the spells that would have turned me into a character like Torvold the Bold, or the Dragon King.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love those characters, and sword fighting is cool—in a geeky way, which is the only way I do cool. I’ve been practicing with a sword since I got here because, apart from being a more urgent necessity than toilet paper in this world, I’ve discovered that swordsmanship is also fun. But being a knight is not, nor was it ever, my dream.

      My dream was to do magic. Not illusion, like most of the stuff that passes for magic here in Lucitopia, but real magic, and I ended up with Asphodel for a master—who, by the way, is a genuine psycho. He literally murders people for breakfast. Well, not people per-say, as he is quick to point out. Magical creatures. He drains magical creatures of their magic until they’re dead so he can cast real spells that change the world, rather than just creating an illusion. Draining magical creatures is the only way a human can perform real magic without half-killing themselves. By the way, I didn’t find out that little tidbit of info until after I got here. I’d read the compilation of individual tales that make up the highly unreliable, and oft misquoted tome known as The Chronicles of Lucitopia many times, but when I actually went into the book, I found that all the stories I thought I knew so well, were no longer in my head.

      That’s the trick of it, see? Lucitopia becomes a surprise to anyone who manages to enter it. Overconfident ding-dongs like me think we have it all figured out like we can game the shit out of this place, but when we get here, the details get hazy. Once I got to Lucitopia it was like trying to remember the words to a song I hadn’t heard since I was a little kid. Everything here felt familiar—burned into my mind, even—but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get any of the lyrics right because I never learned them properly. For example, no matter how well you remember it this way, Elton John never actually sang the words, “hold me closer Tony Danza.” Picture that mind screw but scaled up to an entire world.

      When I said the spell and came here, I thought I knew what I was getting into, but all I remember clearly are the terms of my agreement for being in Lucitopia. Firstly, I know that I have only one year to become the mage I’ve always dreamed of being and defeat Asphodel in a wizard’s duel, or I die. A year, by the way, that is up in two weeks. Secondly, I cannot disclose to anyone in Lucitopia that they are, in fact, fictional characters in a book, or else I will be trapped in Lucitopia forever. And, finally…

      …crap. I can’t remember what the last of the three conditions was. That’s bound to be problematic. Actually, maybe there aren’t even three of them. I just take it for granted that there are because in fairy tales everything is supposed to work like that, but what if the author of my story couldn’t come up with a third? What if she only came up with two conditions, and never went back to fix it in the edits, and here I am walking around trying to remember something that she never took the time to change? It’s possible.

      But back to my grievances. It wasn’t until I was trapped here and bound by oath to serve Asphodel that I became aware of the fact that I’d have to be a serial killer to do real magic. As I’m not the blood-thirsty type, there goes my effing dream. God, I hate this place.

      Still, I did know that everyone who comes to Lucitopia finds it to be different from what they read in the Chronicles, so I can’t claim I wasn’t warned. But I’m not really up for a debate about the fine print underneath my signature for my sold soul right about now, because honestly? All the blood that should be in the lower half of my body is currently in my head, seeing as how I’m shackled to a dungeon wall, hanging upside down by my frigging ankles.

      On that note, why do so many people, me included, romanticize this sword and sorcery malarkey? I have yet to read a fantasy novel that didn’t have someone hanging from their ankles in it, and way worse. Right now, I’m staring at an ogre who’s crammed inside an iron maiden. I can see him clearly because Asphodel has cast a spell on it, making the front of the iron maiden translucent. Almost like it’s made of plexiglass, except there’s some sparkle around it. Asphodel likes to see his torture in action.

      I used to watch a lot of movies where someone got locked in a sorcerer’s dungeon and I thought it was badass, but it’s not. It’s terrifying, painful, and highly unsanitary. There are, literally, zero bathrooms in a dungeon. I’m itchy, so I’m sure I have scabies or ringworm or something equally unsettling, and the ogre I’m staring at has turned a livid shade of pink. Pink is a great color for a human of the Caucasian persuasion like me, but it is decidedly unhealthy for an ogre who in the full flush of vigor is a putrid shade of green.

      “Scrawny human,” the ogre moans.

      His voice is quite strained because, you know—torture—so I can’t tell if he’s calling out to me or making fun of me.

      “Human. You dead?”

      “Ah, no?” I reply with the same amount of certainty I feel at the moment.

      “Must. Get me out. Of here,” he grunts through labored breaths.

      “You mean me? Get you out?” I guffaw, which is a terrible idea because my head is just pounding. I gesture to my inverted and woefully shackled self. “How do you figure I do that?”

      “You useless,” he groans. “Asphodel. Not kill you. You free soon. Must save me.”

      I take offense at the useless comment, but the ogre does have a point. All the usual inhabitants of Asphodel’s dungeon belong to one of the many magical breeds in Lucitopia, as they are what he proverbially eats for breakfast, while I am just a useless human, incapable of being drained to death for my magic because I have none. Which was the whole reason for me coming to Lucitopia in the first place. Stupid stupid-head that I am. I’d come up with a better insult for myself, but I think my brain cells are dying off as they drown in my pooling blood.

      “Even if Asphodel does eventually free me, which he probably won’t, what makes you think I wouldn’t run as far away from this place as I can as soon as he does?”

      “You. His. Apprentice. You stuck with him.”

      He’s got me there, which is surprising. Most ogres seem barely clever enough to do up their bootlaces. “How did you know I was his apprentice?”

      “Only other human here,” the ogre replies simply. I think he’s smirking at me. Well, as best he can, considering there is a spike just beneath one of his eyeballs.

      I suppose humans are a little thin on the ground at the Ebon Spire. Still, this must be one intelligent ogre to put that together.

      “If I am Asphodel’s apprentice, why would I save you?” I ask.

      The whole reason I’m in here, to begin with, is because I questioned my master about maybe, possibly, not torturing and killing magical creatures despite the fact that I knew it pissed him off. Couldn’t help it. He was about to drain a baby fairy of its magic. I mean, come on. A baby fairy. It was crawling across the black flagstones in front of Asphodel’s smoked quartz throne making goo-goo noises and fluttering its iridescent wings pathetically. What kind of ghoul would you have to be to keep your mouth shut? Baby fairies are one thing, but sticking my neck out to save a full-grown ogre? Meh.

      “Must help me,” the ogre pleads. “I can stop Asphodel before he—” the ogre, stops abruptly, and we hear the creaking sound of the rusty bolt of the dungeon door being turned.

      Asphodel the Evil Sorcerer comes breezing into the dungeon that he probably constructed right out of the playbook for soul-crushing medieval squalor, looking every bit the gorgeous douchebag that he is.

      Seriously, this guy is irritatingly good-looking. His body is shredded, he has a face that any Renaissance master would have begged to chisel, and he’s got the most incredible voice. I know having a great voice doesn’t sound like a big deal, but it’s the thing about him that gets to me the most. Doing magic isn’t just repeating the words to a spell correctly. It’s about saying a spell in a way that seduces power out of thin air. And how do you do that? You have a voice that makes peoples’ spines tingle, that’s how. Put all that into a guy who moves like a leather-clad rock star through a sweaty nightclub and you have the asshole that I’m looking at right now.

      Even if he wasn’t a psycho, and I wasn’t contractually bound to defeat him in a wizard’s duel in order to complete my quest and get the F out of here, I’d still want to kill him. But I can’t because, apparently, he’s immortal. Which is another tidbit of information that was kept from me when I signed over my life to Lucitopia. God, I hate this place.

      “Well, Ramsay,” Asphodel the Evil Sorcerer says on a sigh, “have you rethought your position?”

      Ramsay is my last name. My first name just doesn’t have the right ring to it in Lucitopia. No one is going to write any ballads about the All-Powerful and Beneficent Doug. Still, Asphodel has a way of saying my perfectly respectable last name as if it were an even more vulgar synonym for dipshit.

      “Yes,” I say, trying hard not to be too sarcastic, though my current “position” is upside-down. “I believe I have, master. In fact, I would say I have a whole new perspective on life in general.”

      Half of Asphodel’s face ticks up in a smile. “Do you?” he purrs. “Please explain.”

      “Well, I think that my life is very important to me. More important, than say, other people’s lives.”

      “People’s?” he repeats, crossing his arms over his chest and frowning.

      “By that, I meant lowly people! Not people-people like you and me, but ignorant folk! I wasn’t even including creatures like that fairy baby, of course. Fairy babies are like flies. They should be swatted!” I ho-ho-ho a hearty laugh that is definitely not fooling him.

      There’s no way to feign racism to a racist. They can smell your lack of hatred and complete inability to classify others as inferior.

      “Ramsay, I’m disappointed in you,” he says as he shakes his head and turns away.

      I turn my hands up in resignation. (Well, down, considering my angle.) “Yes. I know, master.”

      “I really thought you were making progress as a sorcerer.”

      “Mage,” I whisper under my breath, but quietly so he doesn’t hear. I want to be a mage. Sorcerers are dicks.

      He stops and turns back to me when he gets to the door, continuing, “But you will never progress until you learn that great magic is about…”

      “Balance,” I say with him.

      “Exactly.”

      Asphodel has this insane theory that by removing magical creatures from Lucitopia he is restoring balance. I guess whatever lets you sleep at night, right?

      “I’m sorry, master,” I say, actually starting to feel bad about the fact that I can’t murder innocent creatures. Asphodel has a way of making you want to please him even though you know he’s evil.

      He looks me over with a sad smile. “I really have high hopes for you. I think you could be one of the great sorcerers of our age. But if you disappoint me again, I will have to kill you.”

      “Yes, I know master. I will try harder, master.”

      I’ve been trying harder for nearly a year, scouring every moldy scroll written in even half-legible runes for any way to defeat Asphodel, and I am no closer to that goal than I was when I first arrived in Lucitopia. As it stands, getting into a wizard’s duel with him would be like me getting into a rap battle with, well, anyone. I can’t rap.

      “Do that,” he urges—dare I say gently? And then, before he leaves, he comes back to the contraption that has me hoisted in the air. He pushes a lever, and a winch lowers me to the ground.

      There are these fleeting times when Asphodel seems entirely human and not a soulless demon shat from the bowels of hell. It’s disturbing, actually, because if there is goodness inside him, as I suspect there is, it makes the things he does all the more monstrous.

      I crawl away from the wall on my forearms, through the rushes strewn across the flagstones, dragging my useless legs behind me. As soon as I can sit up, I start rubbing the blood back into them. For the moment I can’t feel my feet, which is a good thing. The shackles around my ankles have cut into the skin and I’m bleeding badly. Lucitopia may not be real, but the pain is. And so is the dying. If I die here, I really die.

      “You will stay here for two more days. No food. No water,” Asphodel declares.

      I nod, looking down at my ankles. “Yes, master,” I whisper as he leaves the dungeon.

      The silence lasts only a heartbeat before the ogre starts in again.

      “Ramsay,” he calls out pleadingly. I hold up a hand.

      “Don’t,” I tell him. I look away from my shredded ankles and meet his eyes, which I discover are a sparkling, sapphire blue. I was not expecting that. I was expecting…well, nothing, really. Just not blue. “Look, I’m sorry you’re where you are, but I’m not that much better off. I can’t help you. I can’t even help myself.”

      The ogre shrugs. I wish he wouldn’t because more green blood starts to flow from one of his many holes.

      “I see that now,” he says, smiling through a grimace.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, though I know I shouldn’t fraternize with the cannon fodder.

      “Fitspur,” he replies.

      “Nice to meet you,” I mumble.

      “And you, Ramsay,” he says.

      He tries to shift his position to face me, but spikes prevent him. I can only imagine what he’s going through. I heave a sigh because, and yes, I know I’m an idiot—but I can’t take it anymore. I spent too long learning how to save lives to let someone die in front of me.

      “You know, it’s impossible to have a conversation with you like this,” I say. I crawl to his door and push the pin out of the hasp that has him locked inside the iron maiden. Then, I think twice.

      “Do you really want me to open it?” I ask doubtfully.

      “Yes,” he replies. I believe I detect a hint of sarcasm, which is odd because ogres are usually extremely literal.

      “But, think it through,” I continue, certain he hasn’t. “As soon as I pull this door open, all the spikes will come out of you. Once they are out…”

      “…I’ll start bleeding. Profusely,” he finishes for me through labored breaths. “Don’t worry. Ogres heal quickly.”

      I’m still a little stunned by his use of the word profusely. Quite sure I’ve never heard an ogre use a word with more than two syllables in it before.

      “It’s going to hurt,” I inform him.

      “I know.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Shall we do it on three?”

      I see his jaw tighten and his breathing increase. “On three,” he agrees.

      He’s tensing up. He shouldn’t tense up. “You need to relax,” I tell him. “If you aren’t relaxed…”

      “Just get…me out,” he interrupts.

      “Okay,” I say in a placating tone. I look up at him bracingly and start the countdown. “One—” I say, and I yank the door open, just like Mad Max in Beyond Thunderdome.

      Fitspur makes a wheezing, creaking noise as he tumbles out of the iron maiden. He does not ask me what happened to two, like in the movie. Instead, he rolls around on the ground, wincing and trying to clasp the parts of him that are fountaining blood. I try to help, but I’m at the end of my chain and all I can do is tap at him ineffectually as he rolls past, until he finally settles down. The bleeding stops in a few moments after that.

      “You’re a bastard,” he groans, holding onto a large hole under his ribs as he pushes himself up to sitting.

      I can’t tell if it has punctured any major organs because I’m not sure where the major organs are for an ogre. I tear off a bit of my shredded tunic and press it against the hole that is bleeding the most. I help steady him until he’s resting against the frame of his torture device.

      He takes a few deep breaths, which I imagine were in short supply inside the iron maiden, and I see a few of his smaller holes close. The larger ones remain open, but they shrink considerably. He really does heal fast.

      “You’ll have to put me back in there before Asphodel returns in two days,” he replies tiredly.

      “Hard pass. I don’t do torture. It’s more done to me, as you can attest,” I crawl over to my wall and lean against it, facing Fitspur. “And anyway, what’s the point? Asphodel is sure to find out, and then I’m a dead man.”

      “No,” he insists. “You must live and release me. For you to stay alive, you must put me back in.”

      I grimace at him. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “Very.”

      To be honest, I don’t know if I have the stomach for that. Or the strength. Shutting a body inside an iron maiden isn’t like closing a door. I’d have to push all those spikes into him, and he’s an ogre. They have much tougher hides than humans do. I’d have to bear down on the door and push through that hide, all that bulging muscle, all the while scraping across bone and tendon. I’ve seen a lot of blood and guts in my life, but my aim was to learn how to help those who were injured, not do the injuring. It’s just not in my wheelhouse.

      “What’s so important that you’re willing to go back in there?” I ask, gesturing to the iron maiden. “And don’t tell me it’s better than dying, because it’s not.”

      Fitspur regards me shrewdly as if deciding whether he should tell me. Presently he confides, “I know how to kill Asphodel.”

      “Right,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Pull the other one.” I love being able to quote Monty Python without anyone here getting it.

      “No, it’s true. I know how to kill him.”

      Poor thing. Blood is apparently not the only thing he’s lost. “I’ve been following him around for a year, searching for a way to kill him, and I can tell you right now, it doesn’t exist,” I inform him. “Nothing can kill Asphodel. He’s immortal.”

      Fitspur shakes his head. “He’s not immortal. He just cannot be killed by anything of this world.”

      My eyes widen and I freeze. Does Fitspur know that there is another world, and therefore that Lucitopia is a story? I must be careful here because if I give that truth away, even unintentionally, I’ll be stuck here. I won’t die, but I’ll never be able to go home again. And that was the plan. To have an adventure and go back home, hopefully, changed for the better because, as I was, I couldn’t get much worse.

      “What other world is there?” I ask with all the bluster I can manage. Fitspur slumps, looking defeated.

      “I’m not saying there’s another world. That’s barmy. But there is a way to kill him,” he insists sullenly.

      “And how do you know that?” I ask.

      “My people have a legend,” he intones meaningfully.

      “Oh great. The ogres have a legend. We’re all saved,” I deadpan. For a moment I thought I had a chance to complete my quest, but apparently not.

      “This is not folly, easily dismissed—it’s true,” Fitspur insists, his bright eyes flaring. “The elves told me it was true, and they are the keepers of all memory. The Elf Queen remembers the artifact of which I speak. She told me that it exists and that she saw it herself long ago.”

      “And what is it?” I ask, “This thing that can supposedly kill Asphodel?”

      “It is a sword in a stone.”

      I raise my brows at him, intrigued. “Really?”

      Fitspur nods. “The sword is not of this world. It can kill Asphodel.”

      “A sword in a stone,” I repeat, feeling something akin to optimism for the first time in months. My geeky mind whirls with possibility.

      Excalibur was a magical sword, capable of…wait, why was Excalibur so special? Apart from the whole getting stuck in a stone thing, I guess Excalibur was special because it killed Mordred who was ensorcelled by Morgan le Fay to be practically immortal.

      It is well known to Lucitopia fans (the most fanatical of which call themselves Chronics in the misguided belief that it’s cool) that the whole world is a rip-off of pretty much every other successful fantasy series in the history of literature. It would be completely within the purview of the author to steal some key attribute from Camelot and call it an homage. It’s kind of her thing. And the Arthurian legend does have the greatest mage in history in it. Maybe my quest is to be the Merlin to this remixed version of King Arthur? I always wanted to be Merlin. Or Gandalf. Which, when you think about it, is the same character, just in a different world.

      I smile at Fitspur, not completely convinced, but on the road to being convinced. The hero is never supposed to find the path until he has given up all hope of ever finding it. And, I’d pretty much given up. Also, it’s the Eleventh Hour of my stay here in Lucitopia. No one ever does anything here until the Eleventh Hour.

      “Tell me more about this legend of yours,” I say, making myself as comfortable as I can against the cold stone of our prison.
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      For the next two days, Fitspur went into detail about Calx, the sword carried by the Dragon King.

      As I had nothing else to listen to but my starving innards howling at me, I got the long version of the story, which I will now boil down. Calx was lost during the centuries of peace that were the result of the Dragon King’s exceptionally long reign, and the mythical blade fell into legend. Now it supposedly slept, encased in stone, awaiting the day a great hero who was pure of heart would free it and use it to save the world from evil. Calx is reported to be the only thing that can kill Asphodel.

      Now, Dragon King is a favorite of mine, yet I had never gleaned from the story as it was written that there was anything special about his sword—apart from the fact that it was one of his actual bones, and that he used to sheathe it in his chest, which is just such a great visual when you think about it. I thought the Dragon King killed Asphodel because he was special, not that his sword was. But I also know that there’s a lot about the way I remember Lucitopia that is very different from how it turned out to be once I got here.

      For instance, though I can remember that David, the Dragon King, wed his true love Jonara at the end of the story, a lot of the details about how they got to the wedding are a bit hazy. I remember that there was a dragon horde they used to buy an army, a bunch of cleverly designed lockboxes, and a great battle. I also remember Asphodel tying Jonara to the stake, echoing how she was tied to a stake at the beginning of the story when she was offered up to Dragon as a sacrifice. The author loves bringing a story back to where it started to prove how clever she is. Personally, I think it’s a bit much.

      Anyway, I remember so many details, except how David and Jonara actually defeated Asphodel. In fact, I can never remember how any of the heroes in the Chronicles of Lucitopia ever defeated Asphodel. If I could, believe me, I would be copying them. I know they all had swords, but so does every hero. And besides. To get out of Lucitopia, I must defeat Asphodel with magic. That part of my contract is perfectly clear. Killing him with a sword might not fulfill my contract, and I might still be stuck here even if he is dead. I do, however, very much want Asphodel dead.

      “It’s the before thing that makes me doubt the whole legend,” I say, as I throw a pair of rushes, each marked with four dots of green blood.

      “What do you mean, the before thing?” Fitspur asks. He throws three rushes marked with two red dots of blood. Three of a kind when I only had two of a kind.

      “Damn,” I curse as he gathers up all the rushes between us—the winnings, I guess you’d call them.

      In the last two days, we’ve managed to cobble together a poker-adjacent card game called “castles” out of the rushes from the floor. We used our own blood to mark the cards. Gruesome, I know, but we had copious amounts of two different colors of blood handy, and apart from PC gaming, playing cards has always been a favorite pastime of mine. It reminds me of my mom.

      “You keep saying that Calx can kill Asphodel because it has killed Asphodel before. But obviously…” I trail off because I feel like this needs no more explanation.

      Fitspur pauses in his dealing of our bloody rushes to look at me. “Obviously what?” he asks.

      “Obviously, he’s not dead!”

      “Well, not anymore,” he replies.

      I stare at Fitspur, nonplussed. “I can’t tell if you’re not understanding this, or you’ve lost so much blood that I should be worried about you,” I say. “What’s the good of killing him if he just comes back?”

      “Well, he doesn’t come back right away.”

      “How long does it take, then? A week? A century?”

      “I dunno! Look, it’s a Timekeeper thing, okay? Something about a paradox, and the Blank Zones,” Fitspur says, shrugging.

      “Blank Zones?” I ask.

      “You need to talk to the elves. They’re the only ones who can explain it properly.” He goes back to dealing and I move on.

      We play silently for a few hands while I contemplate if temporarily killing Asphodel will fulfill my contract. But now that I consider it, how have the other tourists in Lucitopia gotten out of here? I don’t know what their contracts looked like, but it occurs to me that I may not need to come up with a permanent solution. As long as he looks dead, it might just be good enough. Maybe the author doesn’t want anyone to really kill Asphodel. It occurs to me that any story is only as good as its villain, and once you’ve spent all that time creating a fascinating lunatic like Asphodel, why waste him?

      “So, how are you going to find Calx?” I ask, staring at the horrible hand I’ve been dealt. Literally and figuratively.

      “No idea,” Fitspur replies, intent on his rushes.

      I look up at him. “Then, you’re no closer to killing him than I am!” I put my rushes down. “You should have opened with that two days ago, you know.”

      We hear a commotion coming down the stairs outside the dungeon. Fitspur and I share a panicked look. Asphodel isn’t supposed to return for hours yet, but I can clearly hear his raised voice as he descends the spiral stairs. So can Fitspur.

      He stands abruptly. “Put me back in,” he says hurriedly as he positions himself in between the two spiked halves of the iron maiden.

      “I can’t,” I dither, getting to my feet as well.

      “You won’t kill me, Ramsay,” he assures me, “the spikes are placed to cause me pain, not end my life. Please.” His bright eyes plead with mine. I shake my head and his face falls as he realizes I may not be able—emotionally or physically—to do what he asks.

      We hear a woman speaking in sharp tones to Asphodel and then, in the tense silence that follows an abrupt halt, we hear the low rumble of what I’ve come to think of as Asphodel’s really angry voice.

      Fitspur comes out from between the halves of the iron maiden long enough to punch me in the face. Except his aim is a bit high and he ends up punching me in the forehead.

      “Ow,” I say, rubbing the spot above and between my eyes.

      “Stop moaning and do it!” Fitspur hisses at me as he gets back to his place inside the iron maiden.

      Asphodel is right outside the door of the dungeon. I shut my eyes and throw my weight against the door.

      I hear a sickening crunch, and Fitspur’s groan of agony, but there is no time for me to linger on the awful thing I’ve just done to someone I’m starting to think of as a friend. Asphodel enters the dungeon, dragging some poor young woman behind him by a thick chain.

      I toss myself into the rushes at the base of my wall as quickly as I can and pretend to rouse myself awake as Asphodel comes storming into the dungeon proper. I’ve never seen him this angry. He hauls his prisoner into the cell next to my wall, not allowing her a chance to get to her feet. She tumbles about on the ground next to me, a tangle of long platinum hair and flailing legs as he hauls her behind bars. I lean away from my wall and angle myself so I can see inside the cell. Asphodel throws the chain over a hook suspended from the ceiling of her cell. He is shaking with rage.

      “You will tell me what I wish to know, your majesty, or I will flay the skin off your bones,” he promises her as he pulls down on the chain.

      The girl is yanked upward, her arms suspended overhead. Asphodel keeps pulling on the chain until she is stretched to her limit and barely balancing on the tips of her toes. He attaches the loose end of the chain to the far wall, and then he comes back to her to get in her face.

      The girl flips her glassy hair out of her eyes as best she can to glare at him. She is so fair her skin is nearly translucent. Her ears are pointed, and her eyes are almond-shaped with enormous, black pupils that nearly crowd out the iris and the whites. She is tall and impossibly slender, but not boyish. The leaf-green tunic and bark-brown hose she wears are snug enough that I can see the gentle slopes of her hips and breasts.

      She says something to Asphodel, but I completely miss it because I think I’ve gone deaf. She is the most beautiful girl…elf…female humanoid…I have ever seen, and my higher thought functions are scrambling to process this catastrophe. Through the foghorn-like sound of panic in my brain I manage to notice that Asphodel’s perfectly sculpted mouth moves a little too close to her parted lips. Is he going to kiss her? I want to punch him in the balls. More than usual.

      Wait. Are they attracted to each other?

      “Enjoy this time as best you can,” Asphodel tells her in his dulcet voice. The douchebag. “For when I return, you will either tell me about my past or I will see to it that you have no future.”

      Asphodel steps outside her cell and raises a hand. He closes his eyes and whispers, head bent in concentration. I feel the air around me rush toward the elf’s cell, and on the magical wind that he has created is the sound of Asphodel’s whispering. The door to the cell shuts on its own and glows with violet-white light.

      Asphodel exits the dungeon without so much as a glance at Fitspur or me, but I can see that he is pale and drained from doing real magic. I wait for the very last of Asphodel’s footsteps to disappear before I spring up and rush to the iron maiden.

      “Stupid question, but do you want me to let you out? I may have to put you back in after a few hours,” I remind Fitspur, placing my fingertips on the door gingerly.

      “Let me out,” he says in a high-pitched wheeze.

      “Alright. On three. One…” I yank the door open before getting to two because…you know. Mad Max.

      “You did it again,” Fitspur says, his voice still in that high wheeze. And then he makes a creaking noise as he falls forward to the floor.

      I crouch down next to him. “I know. Sorry.”

      Fitspur rolls around on the ground for a while in sheer agony. When he stops, I prop him up in a semi-seated position.

      “You’re actually helping him,” the elf says, sounding surprised.

      I look over my shoulder at her, but before I can respond to the rather rude comment, Fitspur raises his pained voice.

      “Queen Isfin! How came you to this loathsome place?”

      Sometimes the dialogue in Lucitopia is relaxed. Modern, even. And then there are other times when it reverts to the antiquated verbiage that can pass for some as “Epic Fantasy Speech.”

      There are divergent ideas about why this is. Most of the Chronics veer in the direction of the characters using heightened language in heightened situations, but I think it’s just another example of the inconsistent writing. Which, ironically, is the only consistent thing throughout the anthology. But in this case, I’m going to have to side with the Chronics. Isfin has definitely heightened this situation.

      “The same way you found yourself to be here, Prince Fitspur. I was caught by Asphodel,” Isfin replies with a wry smile.

      “Prince?” I blurt out, looking at Fitspur.

      “I am the son of the Ogre Whump, so yes, I guess you’d call me a prince. Such as I am. Which right now is quite useless,” Fitspur replies, gesturing to his wounds. “You must release the Queen,” he tells me.

      I roll my eyes at him. “You know I can’t.”

      “You must,” Fitspur insists. “Do you have any idea who she is?”

      I look over at her. She’s staring at me with her big eyes narrowed distrustfully, and her mouth tilted up in a bitter sneer.

      “You called her Queen Isfin, so I’m assuming she’s Queen of the Elves,” I say, sounding unimpressed. Though I am impressed. In a world chock full of mythical creatures, the elves are regarded with special reverence, though I have no idea why because I’m not sure what the elves actually do.

      I gesture a belated bow from my seated position. “Your majesty,” I say with forced cordiality. She’s still looking at me with the same fascinated disgust normally reserved for things you pick out of your belly button.

      “You’re human,” she says.

      “He is, Your Majesty.  His name is Ramsay, and he is Asphodel’s apprentice. He will free you,” Fitspur promises.

      “W—I can’t do that,” I sputter.

      “She can lead us to Calx,” Fitspur says, rounding on me.

      “You told him about Calx?” Isfin asks, dismayed.

      “Yes, majesty, and he will aid me in my quest. Ramsay has agreed to release me after he is released by Asphodel.”

      Isfin stares at Fitspur like she doesn’t even know where to start. “Fitspur. This man is Asphodel’s spy,” she says as kindly as she can.

      “What?!” Fitspur and I say simultaneously in a chorus of disbelief.

      Isfin shifts uncomfortably on her toe-tips and tries to catch a breath, which is quite hard to do when you are hanging from your wrists. I know this because this isn’t my first time in Asphodel’s dungeon.

      “Do not feign innocence,” she tells me. “It’s no coincidence that Prince Fitspur and I find ourselves imprisoned together. Obviously, you were set here by Asphodel to uncover our plans.”

      I’m flabbergasted. “I am no spy!” I exclaim indignantly.

      “Then come free me,” she says simply.

      “I can’t!” I retort, gesturing to the chain about my ankle.

      “Because you are Asphodel’s spy. His…” she searches for a wording she thinks I might understand… “inside man,” she finally decides. Clearly, she is not accustomed to using colloquialisms. That is super cute.

      “Look, Your Majesty, that was a 
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