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To Karla and Ed

(Tzigana and Kashinka)

You make gaming fun again...
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He lay in the bed, the two females next to him, the sheets all disarrayed, legs and arms and other parts sticking out. His eyes were open, staring into the canvas of the canopied bed, vacant and nearly dead.

But he wasn't.

He was very much alive.

He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then looked at the two females in bed with him. They were both beautiful, bodies any man would dream of, faces chiseled from that mold of perfection one found so hard to find in the common girl.

One of them was dead of course, but that didn't concern him. He let the Succubus on his other side take care of her when he had satisfied himself. She was but chattel, there to amuse him and nothing else. Why should he care whether she lived or died? Why should he care how many people died as he strove to make this land the paradise it was meant to be? They were all but pawns to be sacrificed to the greater good, to the end-game that he and only he knew.

An adviser of his had dared to point out that his army, those loyal and vicious Were-gorilla and Minotaur, could be considered the same as the common folk who were so callously pushed aside and killed to make room for those believed to be the superior race. He had been right of course and the plans for the elimination of that army when it had achieved what was wanted of it, was a foregone conclusion. That didn't save the adviser from the horrific death of being roasted alive. 

A lesson needed to be laid down.

He didn't really like the man anyway.

Far too intelligent to be left alive. 

He turned to look at the Succubus laying there, sleeping so peacefully for such a horrendous creature. He pushed a strand of hair from her face, revealing the stunning blue eyes, the high cheek bones. 

She looked like Aurora. 

They all looked like Aurora.

That was the point.

He wanted Aurora and thus all those who served him in that capacity needed to look like Aurora. 

Aurora....

He had been in love with her and she had been in love with him. They had had tremendous sex together, finally learned to love each others company and then.... Then that other Aurora had appeared, had killed his Aurora and made certain to kill herself also so that he would have nothing left.

What a selfish bitch she was.

It was all her fault.

All of it.

The Empire, the death-squads, the forced relocation, all the deaths of those who dared to resist. Had Aurora.... 

No.

That wasn't right.

He needed to show the respect she deserved.

The Goddess Aurora.

Yes... Most definitely a goddess.

Had she just continued with how his Aurora had acted, had she just slept with him and seen how wonderful he was, all this could have been avoided. They could have ruled the land together and her status as a goddess would have made it all that much easier.

But no, the new Aurora, the one from another reality, had to be uptight and prudish and oh-so-proper. She had to see him as she had seen him when they had first met and that was not the best face he had put on at that time. He had been a drunk at that time.

He wasn't one anymore.

He had given up all that and it still didn't matter.

She had snubbed him and then the bitch had killed herself, sacrificed herself as those who hailed her as a savior and left a vacuum in the land he had to fill, he was forced to fill. He had cried for several days after it was all over, when the group that had been together for years, drifted apart as if they were all really strangers. 

No one stayed with him.

That stupid, talkative Wererabbit had left to rise an empire of her own in the Wrilledell and had ended up only rising little Wererabbits, talking big talk to all who would listen and making herself out to be the only one Aurora had ever trusted. That sanctimonious half-Ogre had left to heal but in reality all she wanted was the power of the high priestess of the numerous temples to Aurora that had arisen everywhere like new grass in the spring. Pyros, the one person he thought understood him, he had left to become king of the Dragon-born even-though he had been exiled from that community long ago and always maintained that he never wanted the power of a king.

Deirdre....

Deirdre, his one time lover, she had been the worst.

Needing to be consoled because of his lost of Aurora, he had pleaded with her to stay, to marry him and raise his children and be, most importantly, his empress but she had snubbed him as much as Aurora had. She had actually told him that he was a useless wastrel better off killing himself and saving everyone else the bother of it. 

She had said that to him.

It was one of the many reasons he had picked her to torture, to force Aurora to come back to this land so that he could steal the secret of time-travel from her.

That stupid, two-faced Deirdre. 

What had happened to her, what he had done to her, it was all her fault. She should have been able to see that easily. It certainly wasn't his fault. He was only trying to bring order to the land, to tame the wild and violent tendencies of all the races and species so determined to destroy it all now that all the deities were gone.

What a stupid-ass thing to do, destroy all the deities.

What did Aurora think was keeping this land from tearing itself apart? It was the fear of the deities that was doing it and with them gone, well any dolt could have seen what would be the outcome. That was when he had stepped in, taken the reins and created an empire that was full of justice and civility. The first step had been gathering his army of thugs and the Were-gorilla and Minotaur were easy fodder for his demands. Promise them riches and rapine and they were all in. 

Then came the hunting down and capture of all the magic-users of the land. He gave them all options. It wasn't like he was a monster, like those who lived outside the empire portrayed him as. The magic-users could either join him or die. It was really a generous offer and it surprised him to no end when the majority of them chose death.

What a bunch of morons.

So with the magic-users under control and his army of thugs eager and willing to serve him, he had set out to tame the land, get rid of all the dangerous and bad characters who wanted freedom, of all things. Freedom had to be paid for in blood and wasn't just something handed to people like a candy. Give it to them for free and they won't appreciate it at all. Force them to accept it with lots of blood and anguish and they would acknowledge its worth and not want to ruin what they had by rebelling.

He couldn't believe that people still thought of him and his achievements as evil, corrupt, Demonic even. What did they know? He had brought order and justice and if they couldn't see what order and justice were, then the empire was better off without them. And that was exactly what he did. The mass executions had served a greater purpose, had cast the die for those who wanted to cause trouble, who didn't see it all the way he saw it. 

Freedom and justice and order weren't rights.

How stupid a concept was that?

Justice came from order and from that followed freedom and anyone who couldn't see all that, well they were agitators and radicals and needed to be gotten rid of so that all the others could take their freedom he gave them and be happy with it.

The victory over those over-bearing and debased Centaur had sealed the whole thing. With those asses pushed back into The Barrier Mountains, along with the pietistic Dragon-born, the empire had finally taken form and with it, most dissension had ceased. Now those within his realm could enjoy the freedoms he handed them and appreciate it all without all the complaining.

And then he had found out about Aurora and her time-traveling escapades and an idea had formed in his brilliant mind, an idea that was so grand it would require all his resources and genius to carry out. But first he needed to get Aurora to spill all her secrets.

Bring in Deirdre and her torture.

That was fun.

He still thought about that day when he had destroyed her as completely as if he had killed her outright. It had given him such a hard-on to do it all to her and even when he thought about it these months later, it still excited him to the point that he needed to call on one of his numerous concubines to service him.

Yes, Deirdre had been the beginning of it all.

Only fucking problem was that Aurora had children.

How the fuck did she have any children? 

Besides the fact that she was dead, her only love had been that idiotic Satyr and he was impotent, as all Satyr were so where in the name of all that was Dragonish did she get children? And two of them at that.

They had been the ones to come here, not her.

The children.

He thought for sure that everything was ruined because of that. Without Aurora, all his plans would be fruitless. Ah, but then he had seen the daughter, realized that she was not only beautiful and sexy but powerful. That was the key. She had her mother's powers and best of all, she was innocent, unknowing, didn't have that stick up her ass Aurora had about magic and thus she could be captured, used, abused, made to scream in agonizing pain so that Aurora would come to rescue her.

Of course, there had been a hiccup in that plan also.

That vapid Queen of the Fairies....

Midnight Moonwhisk.

What a bitch.

When he had the secret of Aurora's power, that one was  going to be the first to feel his wrath, her and all her insipid little Fairies. They'd all burn like twigs in a bonfire and he'd laugh and giggle as it happened because it would serve them right. He had almost had Aurora's daughter, almost touched her hands and made her his own were it not for the interference of Midnight Moonwhisk. It still grated on his nerves what she had done. What right did she have to do that, to deny him Aurora's daughter? He had such wonderful plans for that girl, such delicious and titillating plans for that young thing.

If nothing else, she was at least trapped in Imyana Unarith. That was something. His deal with Sariandi Grequinal was solid. She would get what she wanted and he would get Aurora's daughter. Simple.

And then he had found out that there was a son also and not only that, but that the son was here, in this world and was, if it were even possible, more powerful than the sister. He would have thought that the power would have flowed down the female side of the line but that was obviously not the case at all.

With the son and the daughter in his clutches, he wouldn't need Aurora. With that much power between them, he could control the entire world, could take over Dulgo Utar and the Far Lands and that would be just awesome. He, the drunken wizard who had been abused as a child, he would rule the entire world.

It would make all the suffering he had to endure worth it.

He felt it then, like a pile-driver through his chest. He spasmed, arched his back almost to the point of breaking, screamed out in pure, unadulterated ecstasy. It ended as quickly as it had begun and he lay there panting, the Succubus beside him having been awoken suddenly, fleeing the bed because she was certain the Grand Wizard was dying and they would all blame her.

He opened his eyes.

Someone, somewhere, had used an incredible amount of Black Magic, more magic then Al even knew was possible and he knew instantly that it had to be the son. There was no one else in the land, apart from Aurora, who could draw that much power and survive. 

And survive the person had because whomever it was, they were glowing like a light-house on a dark, dark night. He jumped out of bed, not even noticing that the Succubus was cowering in the corner, and ran out of the large bedroom, down the many hallways, passed the many stunned guards and into the main Hall of Acquisition, wherein sat the Eye of Ixlous. He didn't even notice the gasps from the staff in here, the shielding of eyes, the gawks of disbelief as he raced to the stone.

That he was still naked hadn't occurred to him as of yet. 

But then, it wasn't unusual for the Grand Wizard to wander the halls of his grand palace without any clothes on, looking for a new female conquest among the many young, nubile females who gathered here... Well, who were forced to come here from around the empire to serve at the Grand Wizard's pleasure. What was unusual was the time of morning and the fact that he looked as if he had seen a ghost.

He touched the Eye of Ixlous with both hands and started to chant as he closed his eyes. The black as black stone reacted to his presence with a shriek and then a boiling inside it which eventually manifested itself into a vision above it, a vision of a hamlet in the deep snow, most of it destroyed, a gigantic Red Dragon sitting in the snow stunned,  the dead Demon and Angelicus laying there as if a huge battle had taken place.

But Al knew better.

This was the work of Aurora's son.

The death of so many, the absorption of their souls into his, the utter destruction of so much all pointing to the presence of a god in the land and the only god Al knew who still resided here would be that off-spring of Aurora.

Only problem was, the son wasn't there.

There was no sign of him at all.

How could that be?

It had just happened not more than five minutes ago. How could he have just vanished like that? The echo of his power still reverberated in the surroundings, but no son.

“Dunfjall. Dunfjall! Where by a Dragon's skin are you?!”

There was a general murmur of contempt in the hall and then the sound of shod feet running over the tiled floor. A large bulk of a man with blonde hair woven into a myriad of braids, came to a halt before Al and knelt down, head bowed.

“Where have you been?”

“Eating breakfast, my divinity.”

“Breakfast. You can eat when you're dead.” He pointed up at the destroyed hamlet. “Do you know where this is?”

Dunfjall looked up at the image, squinting as he did so. “I... It is hard to tell, my divinity.”

“Hard to tell? Why do I have you around if you can't even tell me where that is?”

“Forgive my ignorance, my divinity.” He bowed his head again.

“Ravenwood,” a voice floated out of the shadows.

Al looked around. “Who said that? Are you sure?”

“What is left of the structure of the buildings suggests the land of the Race of Man and seeing that there is currently a storm in Ravenwood, it would make the most logical sense.”

“Come out of the shadows. Let me see you.”

A figure stepped out, a Minotaur in armor, his horns tipped with gold, gold rings in his nose, smaller ones in his lower lip. He had scars as if he had given them to himself over the course of a year, every day mutilating himself but it wasn't true. They were all battle scars.

“Hrosskel,” Al said quietly. If the truth be known, this was the one Minotaur Al feared above the rest. He was a beast of a warrior who could cleave another in half with a one-handed swing of his large batte-axe while slicing the entrails out of another at the same time. “I thought you still Coldside dealing with those pesky Giants.”

“It is all done, mi-lord. They will not be bothering the trade-routes anymore. And should you really be naked like that, my divinity? You should present a more respectable image to those here in the palace.”

Al sneered at him.

Up-start ass of a cow.

If it wasn't for the fact that Hrosskel was his best commander, he would have had him turned into steaks a long time ago. He might still. There would come a time when he wouldn't need such strong minions and if he could achieve the capture of Aurora's spawn, that time would be very soon.

“Assembly a force. You will go there forthwith and capture the son of Aurora. Alive mind you.”

He bowed, though to Al it seemed more of a mockery of a bow than anything to do with respect. “As my master commands. Shall I use the Were-gorilla?”

“No. Take the Chaos Soldiers. He is powerful. Very powerful though young and inexperienced.”

“Shall I take along one of the Chosen also?”

“Yes. Take Draxar. And Hrosskel, when Aurora's son has been taken, dispose of Draxar with prejudice.”

Hrosskel smiled. He never liked any of the Chosen anyway, those spell-casters who had opted to serve the Grand Wizard rather than die. They were obnoxious to the extreme and seemed to think that their shit didn't stink. He would be very glad to get rid of one of their number. Very glad.

“Well? What are you standing around for? Go already.”

Hrosskel bowed again with only his head, then backed into the shadows.

Al waited a moment, then turned back to Dunfjall, who was still on his knee, head bowed down. “Dunfjall. You will follow the Minotaur at a discreet distance. You will take along Iprix and Uqihr. When Hrosskel obtains Aurora's son and liquidates Draxar, you will kill him. Understand?”

He looked up at Al with a tombstone smile. “Completely, my divinity.”

Al took a deep breath. 

He had them now, the two of them.

There would be no escape. 

It was all coming together for him.

Then the room shook a little, dust falling from the ceiling, a silence settling over all those here. He felt the surge of power, felt it in his groin as much as in his chest. Someone was coming, someone very powerful and he needn't guess whom it might be.

Aurora appeared before him, no wings, no halo, no glow of supernatural power around her. She was wearing odd clothes, nothing he had ever seen anyone else wear before and she looked... Different somehow.

“Well look who the Hellhound dragged in. If it isn't the Goddess Aurora herself.”

“Why are you naked Al?”

He smiled at her. “Is that really the question you want to ask me, sweetie?”

“I'm not your sweetie, nor have I ever been. That was a different Aurora, an Aurora who was turned into a Vampire and is dead.”

“Obviously. The other Aurora was much more fun.”

Those in the room were all looking at the Grand Wizard as he spoke to no one they could see, though with the mention of the Goddess Aurora, they all cowered in the shadows anyway. When did the Grand Wizard start talking to the goddess?

“I'm here to give you a warning, Al.”

“Oh please. I have to hear this one.”

“Stay away from my children, else I will come there and tear that world apart around your head and then set you up to be tortured for thousands of years. Heed my warning, Aldor  Irlabahn. Heed it well.”

He frowned. “You've already told me all this. Oh, is it that old age that's starting to catch up with you? Is that it? Forgetting is usually one of the first signs. And no one calls me that anymore. It's Grand Wizard if anything, or you can call me Al the Magnificent.”

“This isn't a laughing matter Al. I am deadly serious.”

“Really? I think not.” He sighed, looked down at his feet a moment, then back up at her. “If you had the ability to come here and destroy all this, then why haven't you already? Why have you allowed your two children to languish here and be subjected to the horrors of this world if you could have affected a rescue? I'll tell you why. It's because you're stuck there in that world and can't physically come to this one. Sure, you can make things shake and send a lightning bolt down every once in a while and, obviously, come as a specter. But that won't allow you to kill me, harm me, even touch me in anyway so don't waste my time with your idle threats.”

He stepped forward to be closer to her and she actually backed away from him. How interesting. “Tell you what. I'll make a deal with you. Tell me how you changed time, how you travel through time, and I will guarantee that your two bratty off-spring from that idiotic Satyr are not harmed in anyway by my people. How's that sound?”

Her image was starting to fade and he noticed something interesting about her. “You aren't looking all that good, Aurora. You look... Tired. Are you losing your powers? Is that why all you can do is affect meager things here in this world? Are you dying?” Now wouldn't that be something. The great Goddess Aurora whom all the stupid morons in this world worshiped as if she were something special, dying.

“I warn you Al. Don't fuck with me on this.”

The whole palace shook now and large pieces of the ceiling came crashing down, killing several courtiers unfortunate enough to be standing in the wrong place.

Aurora faded away.

Al laughed.

She was dying, that had to be it.

This was even better than he thought. With the daughter and son in his possession, he would be master of this entire world and there wasn't anyone around who could stop him now.

He looked around the Hall, saw what he wanted cowering in a darkened corner, hands over head anticipating more stones falling from the ceiling, and walked over, his erection leading the way. “You and you. And you also. My bed-chamber, now.” Yes, it was all coming together just perfectly and then he would be the one telling Aurora what to do. He so looked forward to that day, when he could make the stupid bitch of a goddess do his bidding or, better yet, he could know her to be dead.

Today was starting out so well....
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The world that denies thy, I inhabit.

The beast the ignores thy, I corrupt.

Chaos controls thy.

Envy commands me.

Excerpt from:

The El'gothoz Aggregation

Azgon the Temptress

\

I hate this place.

I mean, it isn't like they have been treating me and Brir badly, it's just that they won't allow us to leave and that bothers me. I think it bothered Brir even more but he wasn't the type of person to show his fears, at least not around me.

After my encounter with that Al character in the pond, the guards had taken us to a resplendent mansion atop a small hill, over-looking the rest of the valley with a spectacular view. I've seen some pretty good views on my family's trips through Europe, but this beat any of them hands-down. She had this open plan to the mansion where there were no windows over-looking the breadth of the valley, just the end of the house and a balcony and patio with chairs and such and the open expanse of all the water-fall and the lakes and the exquisite buildings of the city. 

It must never rain here or anything like that.

There was no way that this house could work in Europe. Everything would get soaking wet from the first big storm.

We were brought to her, not with any rush or force or rudeness, just this feeling that if Brir and I didn't go along, it would get rough for us. Nothing was said, no overt threats voiced but there was just that feeling, like when we went to St. Petersburg that one and only time and you just felt as if you were being constantly watched and any wrong move or even a perceived wrong move or word or gesture or look would end up with you in a small, windowless cell that smelled like dried urine.

I know.

That's a rather specific description but that was the image I got while in that Russian city and it was the same thing I felt here when they came to escort us to Sariandi Grequinal. Brir warned me quietly to mind what I said and no shit. I wasn't about to say anything to her except for yes ma'am and no ma'am and where the fuck is the bathroom ma'am cause I really need to pee badly, ma'am. And I mean like cross my legs badly.

We were seated in rather interesting looking yet plush chairs, drinks provided, a tray of what I think was cheese placed between us. I noticed that Brir didn't touch either the cheese or the drink and so I didn't either.

We sat there and waited.

And waited.

“Who is Moonlight Moon something or other?” I finally asked quietly. There were no guards where we sat but I could feel them near, as if their essence burned my finger-tips.

Brir looked over at me. “You mean Midnight Moonwhisk”

“That's it. What a strange name, like her parents were on acid when they named her or were movie-stars. I guess it's both the same thing.” I looked over at him and he was staring at me. What now? I looked down and sure enough, the towel I was wearing wasn't exactly long enough to cover what it should when I sat. I tried to cross my legs but that made it even worse. “Stop smiling at me. I thought you weren't interested in girls.”

“I'm not per se, but I do find a thing of beauty hard to resist.”

“Really? We're being held captive here and that Al guy knows where I am and my brother is somehow here somewhere in this god-forsaken land and all you can think about is that my butt is showing?”

“It's a very beautiful butt.”

“I going to get up and slap you in a minute. What about my brother? He's probably scared shit-less by all this. No. Actually I bet he's enjoying every last minute of it because this is the kind of shit he's really into.”

Brir stood and for a moment I thought he was going to come over and yank the towel off of me so that he could stare at me even more and tell me how wonderful I was even-though he didn't like girls. 

But he didn't.

He walked off and I heard him talking to someone and then he came back, sat, put hand to chin and proceeded to stare at me again and this wasn't creepy at all. Sure I had a crush on him and somewhere in the back of my mind I wanted to take the towel off myself and hop into his lap. Fortunately, my better half stopped that thought dead on arrival and so I sat there trying to turn away from him and I only succeeded in showing off even more of myself to him and wasn't this just loads of fun?

An Elf came in and he had one of those gossamer things they claimed were clothes and I'm pretty sure that the towel I had, inadequate as it was, covered more of me than that shear thing would. He bent over and offered it to me. I took it, gave him a tight smile, then set it in my lap.

“Aren't you going to put it on?”

“Right. Take the towel off and put the see-through thing on so that you can ogle me even better. No thanks.”

“I wasn't ogling, just so you know.”

“Then what do you call it here?”

“Admiring.”

I looked at him and had to smile, though I tried really hard not to. “Admiring? That's the best you got?”

He shrugged, then grew tense and I felt her presence in the room also. She entered with a grace that was tangible, almost floating over the floor. The soft music tickled my ears the moment she appeared, her eyes shimmering as if they were a pool of molten silver. She stopped before us and I could feel her power, feel it all around me as if it were leeching off of her. I looked up at her and that was when I saw the tendrils, the wispy tendrils of Black and White moving about her as if alive. They seemed to emanate from within her, twirling and playing as if a slight breeze were blowing around her.

Was that the magic she had?

Did I look like that also?

She didn't say anything, just looked at me with a curiosity I found disturbing. 

“I want to leave this place,” I finally said, sternly, with as much confidence as I could muster. 

“I am afraid that that is impossible at the present moment. But let me assure you that you are safer here than any other place.”

“Am I?” I pointed back toward where I thought the pond and the house were where that Al character accosted me. “He found me here. How was that possible? I thought this place was apart from the rest of the world and thus not accessible.”

“That is true.”

“Then how did the Grand Wizard find her, nearly take her away?” Brir asked. “Had it not been for the fortunate interference of the Queen of the Fairies, she would have been taken.”

She looked at Brir a moment, then seemed to dismiss him as irrelevant. She looked back at me but didn't say anything.

“Is he right? How did this Al find me and almost take me away?”

“That is easy. I invited him. That is the only way that anyone can enter Imyana Unarith.”

“Wait, what? You invited him?” I stood, pushing wet hair out of my face. “Why would you do that?”

“It is safer to appease him than have him as an enemy.”

I was stunned. 

I think Brir was just as stunned.

“I can see that my honest answer is not what you wanted to hear. This is regrettable. The existence of this valley, this city, it is all balanced on a mere sliver of control. I have to use all my powers to maintain this place, the curse that is upon it making it very difficult. As such, having the Grand Wizard against me is not what I need at the present moment.”

“You're a goddess,” Brir said with his first sign of anger. “How can you be afraid of him?”

“I am not afraid, my dear Bard. There is a balance that must be maintained in this land, especially now that her mother killed off the majority of the deities here. Now it is the Grand Wizard and the few of us who are left. That is it. And at the moment, the Grand Wizard has the advantage. Your mother infused him with some of her powers and thus, despite the fact that he was not meant to be, he is in essence a demi-god and very, very unstable. That makes him very dangerous. As we speak, he begins the plan to attack the Centaur and the Dragon-born in their mountain strongholds. With them out of the way, there will be no one else to resist his rule.”

“But she could've been taken,” Brir voiced with conviction. “He was that close to taking her.”

“No, he wasn't. I am also dealing with the Fairy world and thus Midnight Moonwhisk's appearance was not all that fortuitous. She knew the Grand Wizard would attempt to take the child.”

“That's a dangerous game you play with someone else's life.”

She shrugged. “As an Elven goddess, I am only obliged to help my kind. She is not Elven and thus her welfare and status are but a piece of leverage for me.”

“I'm not a child and I'm nobody's leverage, let's get that clear right here and now.”

She arched an eyebrow and I could tell that she wasn't intimidated by me at all. “You might be powerful, but you are naive and inexperienced. I do not fear what you can do.”

That was when I felt it.

It was like a stab in the back, as if someone had inserted a long needle into my lower back and then pushed it all the way through my stomach. I cried out in pain and just barely noticed that Sariandi seemed to be affected by whatever it was also. I fell to the floor, curled up, crying out. I felt Brir by my side asking me what was wrong but it was such a pain and feeling of.... Power. 

Yes.

That's what it was.

It was as if someone had pulled out of me whatever it was that allowed me to cast spells, pulled it out brutally and roughly.

Then it stopped.

I lay there crying, holding onto my stomach as the pain slowly receded. “What the fuck was that?!” I moaned out.

Sariandi wasn't on the floor like I was but I could see that it had affected her almost as badly. She was holding onto a chair, bent over, the look on her face a mixture of shock, confusion, and pain.

“Someone has just used an incredible amount of power,” she breathed out barely. “If I didn't know better, I would say that there is a new deity in the land and whomever they are, they just exploded a Blackness that wasn't been felt since....”

“Since? Since when? And why did it affect me?” Brir helped me up and my legs felt like jelly.

“Did the Grand Wizard say that you have a brother, who is here? In this land?”

“Yes. Oh my god! Did he die? Is that why I felt it also? If he's dead, if someone killed him, I'll tear this land apart and leave nothing left over for anyone!” I was having trouble breathing and my chest hurt, along with the residual pain in my stomach and I had to sit back down on the floor.

“No. He is not dead. And I can now see why the Grand Wizard needs to capture both of you. It is your bond with each other that he fears the most. I do believe that you would indeed destroy this world were your brother to die here.”

“You bet your sweet ass I would. Do you happen to have any aspirin? I think my head is about to explode.”

“I don't know what an aspirin is but I will have something brought to you to relieve your pain.” She straightened up, took a deep breath, then another. “I have not felt a release of power like that since your mother was here. It is not good. That much power in one person... Is he older or younger than you?”

“Younger.”

“That was what I was afraid of. That much power in someone immature is a recipe for disaster. It is enough that you have power within you and are but a child, but to have even more power inside a younger child, that is not good.”

“You mean to tell me that my brother is more powerful than I am? That's not fair.”

She chuckled a little. “Fair. Such a strange concept you all have. There is no fair, no right, no equality. Life is a struggle and those who are better equipped to deal with that struggle will survive. You had better learn that lesson quickly. The Grand Wizard filled a vacuum your mother's departure left. He is one of the survivors. Everyone else? Everyone else is a victim.”

“Fine. Then I'm a victim. But I still need to get to my brother. Something terrible happened to him and he's too young to have things like that happen to him. You have to let me go.”

“No. I cannot allow you to fall into the hands of the Grand Wizard. That would tip the balance completely to his favor and this I cannot allow. You will stay here until I say you can leave.”

I was about to say that it wasn't fair but after the little lecture about fairness, I'm pretty sure that wasn't going to sway her at all. “Then I guess I'll just have to leave myself. I have powers, you know?”

“I know very well what powers you have but the thing is, you don't have any idea what they are. That makes your threats rather pointless, don't you think? If you'll excuse me, I have to consult someone about what just happened. You can stay in the house I provided for you, can wander around the city all you want, interact with whomever you want. You just cannot leave.”

“We'll see about that.”

“I warn you, girl. Do not test my hospitality. It would be terrible should something happen to your lover the Bard.” She gave me a look I once got from this bully of a girl at school, then walked away. That girl was eventually arrested for attempting to kill another girl. She was only fourteen. 

“Did she just threaten you?” I asked Brir as he helped me into a chair, the pain slowly dissipating but still there.

“I would say so and seeing that she is a goddess, I would take her threats seriously.”

“But we can't stay here. Are you implying that we just do as she says?”

“Not at all, my sweet. Not at all. What I am saying is that she can be very dangerous if she so chooses to be. We just have to careful. She is cunning. We have to be more cunning.”

I tried to smile. “Are you telling me that we're going to try to escape?”

He put a finger to my lips and I wanted so much to kiss that finger but resisted the urge. Now was not the time to start anything amorous with anyone, especially not with a gay guy. We walked back to the house with the pond. I realized as we entered that the whole thing was devoid of furniture. What was that about? Where were we supposed to sit on? Or sleep on?

“I'm really worried about my brother.”

“I perfectly understand that. It is only natural.”

“So what's your plan? You do have a plan, right?”

“I'm working on it.”

“So you don't have a plan then.”

He lifted my chin with his hand. “Patience, my beauty. Patience.”

“Easy for you to say. It isn't your brother.”

“No. I never had any siblings so I don't understand that feeling but I do love you and so I can easily understand what I would feel were you the one in trouble.”

“You love me?” Wow. I mean, Horst told me that but he was only, like most guys, just trying to get down my pants and so saying I love you is apparently what they think will make girls swoon. But when Brir said it, it had a weight behind it that made me weak in the knees. “I love you too.” Okay, that just slipped right out.

He smiled at me. “I love you as if you were my sister, Terriwyn. Not in the way you think I said it. You know that I don't see you that way and I don't want to lead you on.”

“Please, lead me on.”

“I'm hungry. Have you eaten yet? I always think better on a full stomach.” 

“I don't think I've eaten in two days, now that I think about it. And I have to pee so badly that I almost peed all over the floor back there when whatever that was happened to the two of us. Do they have bathrooms here? And you know what, that stupid Elf never did bring me... Oh, hello there....” 

Two female Elves came in, no knock, no hello, no nothing. One carried a bowl and the other a bag of what I assume were herbs. They didn't say anything, though they did give me a rather wicked look, which was so in contrast to the look they gave to Brir. They crushed the herbs, poured them into the bowl, added water and told me to wait half-an-hour before I drank it. Then they left as rudely as they arrived.

They never did tell me if there was a bathroom or not.

“Think they heard me say stupid Elf?”

“I think that the people on the other side of the valley heard you say that. Listen Terriwyn, if we're going to escape this place, then we need to make all these Elves here comfortable with us. That way they'll grow bored with us and stop paying so much attention.”

“Fine. But I don't like it here. I don't like being held captive, even if it is a very pleasant captivity it's still the whole concept. I need to go find my brother and I can't do that sitting here and if he's really hurting, if something real traumatic happened to him, then I need to be there for him because he was always a mommy's boy and this, all this in this land must be so frightening for him. And please tell me that there is a bathroom here because otherwise I'm going to just pee on the floor any minute now.”

He pointed out toward the pond.

“What? Is that Al guy coming again?”

“That's where you go pee?”

“Out there? In the open?”

“There are some bushes and such.”

“You're being serious. Elves don't use bathrooms?”

“I don't know what that word means so I don't really know if they do or not. You need to go pee? Go out there and pee.”

“And if I need to do the other thing?”

He rose an eyebrow and pointed.

“This is so absurd. It isn't even like this in France.” I stormed out and found a bush to squat behind, making sure that Brir couldn't see me. When I returned he was smiling and I figured that he saw me just fine and this was so insufferable.

“I don't like it here either,” he said suddenly as I sat on the floor because there wasn't any stupid furniture here yet. It was like some kind of hippie house or something. “Well, that's not completely true. There are some aspects of this place that I find very intriguing and interesting.”

“Like all the cute male Elves?”

“So you noticed them also? Please don't have any amorous relationships with any of them, okay?”

“Hello? It's me. Have I ever had an amorous relationship with anyone so far?”

“You've tried with me and you did kiss Charisma.”

“Oh yeah. Forgot all about that kiss.”

“So no sex, okay?”

“I'm sixteen. I don't do sex.”

He looked at me with narrowed brow. “I thought you were fifteen. When did you decide that you were suddenly sixteen?”

“When I was in the pond, relaxing, before all hell broke loose. I realized that I had missed my birthday.”

“Well happy birthday Terriwyn. Sixteen. You don't look any older.” He smiled at me with both his eyes and lips.

“Funny.”

“So how old are the girls in the land of the gods when they typically marry?”

“Why would you ask me that?”

“Just curious. Here, at that age, people would think that something is wrong with you since you don't have a mate yet.”

“Yeah, and twenty kids. I get it. In my world, most girls don't get married until they are like in their twenties, if they get married at all. There is a trend gaining popularity at the moment where girls don't get married. They think it parochial and old-fashioned.”

“Seriously? Then how do you create more children?”

“Sex.”

“Funny. I mean, if you aren't married, isn't that considered a problem?”

“No. Lots of people have kids out of wedlock.”

“Why?”

“Like I said, they don't see any reason to go through a legal or religious service to prove that they love each other.”

“I see. No, I don't see. How unusual. And at your age, you would probably have two, perhaps three children. You have to remember that here, in this world where most people make a living through farming, the more children the better.”

“I can't even imagine that. Three kids already. I mean, I know some girls my age who have one kid and there was this one girl who had two already but I just can't even begin to imagine that. What happens to your fun?”

“Fun?” He laughed, but it wasn't a humorous laugh. “The majority of those who live in this land don't have fun. They are born, learn a trade or how to farm, marry, have children, die. That's about it.”

“That's so sad. How boring is that.”

“I think that most people would argue that boring is good. When things get interesting, that's when trouble usually starts.”

“I'm not getting married. Well, maybe to you.”

“Not going to happen. I won't marry either. Marrying another male is not recognized here and although my way of life is tolerated to an extent, marrying another male is completely out of the question. It serves no purpose, as far as most people are concerned, so why do it?”

“That's barbaric. If you want to marry another male, or perhaps an adorable young female, then you should be able to.” I batted my eye-lids at him.

“Are you flirting with me?”

“Maybe. You don't like it?”

“I just want to make sure that you know that it will never get you anywhere. But I will tell you this. If I were into girls, then you would be at the top of the list.”

I'm pretty sure I blushed. 

I looked down at my hands in my lap as we sat on the floor, seeing that there was no chairs, waiting for the brew to finish steeping. “Thank you.”

“Just don't let it go to your head.”

I looked up at him and he was staring intently at me and I had this sudden feeling that he was the one, that Brir was the one I was supposed to be with and yet, he didn't even like me that way and just great. I had to pick the one man who couldn't be with me. 

So typical. 

“I might as well change into this diaphanous thing here so that you can see all of me and pretend not to.” I started to take the towel off.

He suddenly became tense. “What are you doing?”

“I told you. Changing.”

He turned his back to me. “You are the most peculiar female I have ever met, I will tell you that.”
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Three days passed, three rather boring and drawn-out days wherein not an hour went by without me worrying about my brother and what was happening to him. I could feel his pain inside me. The more time passed, the more I could feel what it was that had made him go off the rails so badly and within that feeling was a darkness I don't think I ever knew even existed inside him. He was always a happy kid, loving school – so long as they taught something he was interested in – and always looking forward to his stupid gaming sessions in the shelter with his stupid friends.

But this darkness, what Brir called Blackness, was pervasive. It seemed to lurk within him just under the skin and I could feel it wanting to burst out again and destroy. And there was something else. It wasn't just him I could feel. It was as if there were numerous people inside him, dormant to be sure but there nonetheless, just sitting there feeding his Blackness as if he had swallowed them whole.

It bothered me something awful.

I needed to find him.

Brir and I spent most of our time reading the many books we found in the library. Brir was surprised I could read them, seeing that they were written in ancient Elven, a language that had been dead for nay on five thousand years. They were fascinating tales about how the Elves came about and how they broke into the various varieties of Elves. We also ate a lot because the food was actually very good. We also spent a lot of time in the pond, swimming, or at least I did. Most of the time Brir sat on the grass and played songs and sang to me but sometimes he would join me and that was always both awkward and titillating for me. 

He had a beautiful form and there was many a time when he would swim close to me or under me so that I would want to reach out and touch him but I never did. I'm only sixteen and I don't know the first thing about any of that, despite what I wanted to do with Horst. Sure I had read about it and seen the videos and gossiped at night with girlfriends, but to actually do those things was completely different.

Besides that, I was quite sure that were I to initiate something with him, he would get all upset and not swim with me anymore or even sit there and play his songs for me and that I didn't want. I guess I would just have to admire from afar and have those stupid dreams about him that usually made me wake up breathing hard and sweating.

Anyway, on the third day, toward the evening, I was taking my late swim and Brir was strumming his mandolin on the grass when he suddenly stopped. I looked up immediately because I figured that idiot Al was back trying to get me to voluntarily join him. But it was only the two of us.

“What's wrong?” I asked.

“I just had a thought.”

“About how to escape?”

“Perhaps.”

I made my way over to the grass and got out of the water. I had stopped being shy around him on the second day when I realized that it was just a pain to have him turn around and me sneak up to get my towel and hastily put it around me. He wasn't interested in me in that way anyway so what did it matter if he saw me naked? So now I just walked out of the water up to where he was playing, grabbed my towel next to him, dried myself off and then sat down next to him and listened some more, sometimes even singing along.

So I did that this time and was drying my hair with the towel when he looked up at me and spoke. “I wish you wouldn't do that.”

“What? Dry my hair? I hate going to bed with wet hair.”

“No. Stand there naked like that. You never know who might be watching.”

I laughed. “Don't be silly. There haven't been any Elven perverts watching since you put that first group to sleep.”

“I think it was more the Naiad coming out of the water and then the Grand Wizard showing up that scared them off. But you never know.”

I stopped drying my hair and looked down at him and he wasn't looking at me. In fact, he was purposely looking away from me. So I have to admit that there was the possibility, slight though it might be, that I was purposely showing off because I had a crush on him and wanted him to reciprocate toward me. Just a slight possibility really.

“You don't like it when I'm naked?” Stupid question to ask a boy.

“You have a wonderful body, Terriwyn, and you shouldn't be showing it off to just anyone. You should only show it to that one special guy who.... Oh. I see. That would be me.”

“Yes it would.”

“Do you even listen when I say that I'm not interested in females?”

“Did you say something?”

“No, just talking to myself.”

I sat there next to him, towel loosely draped over me. “So, you had a thought? Was it about me?”

“They are always about you, beautiful. I am a Bard and the songs that I could create about you are boundless.”

“See. I am having an affect on you.”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Unfortunately. Just what a girl wants to hear. So, the escape plan?”

“Do you have the Sending spell?”

“The what?”

“It's a communication spell that allows you to talk to anyone you know, mentally. Do you have it?”

“I have no idea.”

“Can you check?”

“How?” I picked up the brush I always brought down to the pond, for which I had to asked like ten times before one was brought to me by the now surly Elves. 

“Bring up your lists and look. I thought you had gotten better at this.”

“I still don't have a clue how to do anything. Most of the time things just happen when I'm scared or threatened.”

“So comforting to hear.”

“Sorry. Let me see.” I concentrated a moment and surprisingly the lists started to scroll. Well that was new. That usually didn't happen, but then I usually didn't actually ever try to bring them up. “Sending you said? I think I've seen that before. Ah, there it is. Now what?”

“We need to get a message to Charisma. We need her and the Thrummwin to make a distraction.”

“I don't want them to get hurt.”

“She's a Dhampir. Very, very hard to kill. As for the Thrummwin, they aren't the best fans of any Elves and thus will be more than happy to engage them and they can easily hold their own.”

“I don't know. Sounds dangerous.”

“Well, it might be the only way we have of getting out of here.” He looked over at me now and started to strum his mandolin rather loudly and I wondered what that was all about. We were in the middle of a conversation here. He started to sing but it wasn't a song I had never heard him sing before and it almost sounded like a chant.

“Why are you suddenly singing so loudly?”

“I wasn't. I was casting a spell.”

I feigned mock anger. “Were you trying to put me to sleep so that you could ravish me?”

“Hardly. I placed a Cone of Silence around us so that the Elves who are always watching us and listening can't hear what I need to say.”

“Oh. Well that's... Wait a minute. Elves watching us?” I looked around and pulled the towel closer to me, not that it did much good seeing that anyone watching the last two days would have gotten a full view of all of me without any problems. “You never said anything about Elves watching us.”

“Seriously Terriwyn? You can't be that naive that you would think Sariandi would just let us be?”

“But all this time?”

“I have warned you several times about going around naked but you seemed to think I was just joking about it.”

“What I thought was that you didn't like looking at me because it was stirring up feelings inside you that you didn't want to feel.” Now I felt so stupid and embarrassed and vulnerable and those stupid Elves must have loved this assignment.

“And once again, not interested. Anyway, you need to send a message to Charisma that she needs to be prepared to help us tomorrow afternoon, perhaps an hour after mid-sun.”

“When is that?”

“An hour after mid-sun. What's so hard about that?” He looked at me and I looked back with a blank expression. “Just tell her, she'll understand.”

“Okay. And how do I do that?”

“The Sending Spell.”

“Okay. Now?”

“Yes. But don't make it obvious. Can you continue to brush you hair when you cast?”

“I guess. I don't understand how this spell is supposed to work.”

“You cast and then think in your pretty little mind what you want to say and it will be send and then you wait for a reply.”

“She can answer me?”

“Yes. It works both ways.”

“This sounds complicated.”

“Really? And keep brushing your hair else they're going to think something is wrong.”

“Who?”

“The Elves? Remember?”

“Oh yeah, right. Okay, here goes.”

“Brush you hair.”

“Oh right. I'm not use to doing things like this you know.”

“Do you have in your mind what you need to say?”

“No.”

“Be prepared to help us one hour after mid-sun.”

I tried to remember that and just knew I was going to screw this up big time.

“Keep combing your hair,” he reminded me again.

“Right, sorry.” The spell highlighted in my head and I got the words in place and I'm pretty sure that I stopped brushing my hair and then suddenly Brir was kissing me full on the lips and the spell went off and I opened my eyes, dropped the brush and fell backwards as he fell on top of me and what was he doing now? Sure this was what I wanted but now that it was happening, I didn't have a clue what to do. 

It was such an awesome kiss, however.

Why do you need help, where do you need help and why do we have to do this? came Charisma's voice in my head and wow, that was kind of neat.

A hand started to caress my breast and I lost all concept of what I was doing. We need to escape. Being held captive. I assume by the entrance we came in.

That was Brir in my head and how did he get in there and holy shit he was fondling me and I wasn't even able to enjoy it because I was so shocked that it was happening at all and then he stopped. 

He just stopped.

Slap me, hard, his voice intoned in my head. Slap me! Now!

I slapped him, though I was completely clueless as to what was going on and why did he suddenly kiss me and caress me, which felt really good by the way, and then want me to slap him?

He pulled away from me, hand on cheek and I swear I heard laughter from the woods at the edge of the pond.

“I am sorry, Terriwyn. I don't know what came over me.”

I stared at him, still laying on the ground, my hands grasping the towel tightly, the thoughts in my head spinning around, the taste of him on my lips like nectar.

“Are you okay?” he barely whispered.

“Yes?”

He stood, shook his head, put hands to hips, then looked down at me and his face was a mask of anger. “You come on to me so strong and walk around me naked like that with that perfect body and talk all the time of wanting me to want you and then when I finally break down and give in, you slap me? What's wrong with you, you stupid twit?”

“I....” I narrowed my eyes at him. Was this really happening? Did he just call me a twit?

“Forget you, you vapid half-Elf!” He stormed off toward the house and I just sat there wondering what the hell that was all about. We were having this nice conversation about escaping and me casting a spell and then he was all over me and he kissed so well and then he asks me to slap him and goes on a diatribe about how awful I was and he called me vapid.

Vapid.

And a twit.

I wasn't a twit.

I didn't even know what a twit was. 

What did I do wrong?

I jumped up, forgetting all about the towel and ran after him to the laughter in the woods... The Elves were spying on us and now they got to see me slap Brir and of course I was running back to the house without the towel and this day was just getting better and better. 

I found him in the house, which by the way still didn't really have any furniture and I found that so odd. We slept on the floor or sometimes out on the grass because it was softer and the weather here was always nice, which was another odd thing about this place.

“What's wrong with you? Why did you tell me to slap you?” I said to him, standing with hands akimbo.

“Not so loud, my sweet.”

“Not so loud? What are you talking about now?”

He grabbed an arm and pulled me into what passed for a toilet here, which really wasn't much more than a hole in the floor though at least here it was a nice marble bench that didn't give you splinters in your ass when you sat. And remember when he told me that the bathroom was outside behind a bush? Well he lied to me, thought it very funny. The frog I put on him when he slept that night was really funny also, let me tell you.

“Stop. You're hurting me and I don't want to go in there.”

“Make noises like you're enjoying yourself.”

“What?”

He let go of my arm and rubbed it a little. “Make noises as if you were having sex with me.”

“I've never had sex so how am I supposed to know how that sounds like? What's gotten into you? You called me vapid. I'm not vapid or a twit, whatever that is. I know a few girls who are vapid, but I'm not one of them. I'm a good girl and can we kiss again?”

He looked down at me and for a moment, the briefest of moments I swear I saw want in his eyes. “You are so adorably naive that I think they might just buy this all. Now make some noises. Come on, I'm sure that you and your girlfriends talked about this at some point in time.”

“Well yeah but...” I realized suddenly that I was naked in a small room with the guy I had a crush on. I put my hands over my chest and backed into the corner, like that would do any good, crossing my legs and trying to become invisible.

He frowned at me, then started to make noises as if he were a girl and at first I was shocked at what he was saying and then I had to put my hand to my mouth to try not to laugh.

“You're turn. Just like that,” he whispered.

I couldn't because I was trying so hard not to laugh.

Then he started to tickle me and I burst out laughing and screaming and giggling and apparently that was exactly what he was looking for.

“I had to make physical contact with you,” he whispered as he continued to tickle me and I was going to pee any second now. “That was the only way I could tap into your spell and send the proper message to Charisma. I sincerely apologize for taking any advantage of you or making you feel dirty or violated or anything like that.”

“You mean it was just an act?” I managed to get out between my laughing, giggling and screaming and I'm sure that anyone listening outside the toilet would surely think that I was being ravished in here.

“I had to make it appear as real as I could for those monitoring us.”

“You can stop tickling me now... Oh, too late. Now I peed myself.”

He looked down there and I put my hand there to block his view, though I don't know why seeing that I was brazenly displaying it just a few minutes ago by the pond. “Seriously?”

“I'm very ticklish. Sorry.”

“That's okay. It will look even better that way. Elves have a keen sense of smell and it will appear that we actually did something in here.”

“We can if you want.” I can't believe I just said that.

He looked at me with a cockeyed smile, then leaned forward and gently kissed me on the lips. Then he started to pull his pants down and holy shit this was going to happen. It really was... And then he pushed the privacy curtain aside and walked out, pulling his pants back up as he did so and damn it, that was part of the whole deception also. 

Son-of-a-bitch.

I sat on the marble bench and looked around for the toilet paper to clean myself off with and of course there wasn't any and what kind of a barbaric place was this? I sat there a while trying to figure it all out and then I started to cry again, for no reason and I'm pretty sure I stayed in there for a good hour.
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