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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Actually …” Pindor started, and the young mage shifted awkwardly in the snow. “I was kind of thinking you might not need me here?” 
 
    I wasn’t really surprised. The army had begun to load up their things this morning and were nearly ready to board the train cars that waited outside of Thrungrig’s mine. They’d be traveling back to Cedis and Serin, and I already knew two young and beautiful mages planned to join them. 
 
    Pindor had followed Deli and Mina everywhere after we’d left the city of Aurum, and around the time I noticed this, I honestly expected him to tell me he wasn’t going to stay to help with the tracks in Orebane after all.  
 
    What kid in his right mind would choose hard labor over women who shot flames from their fingertips? 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said with a grin, “you’re following those pretty girls back south and leaving me high and dry?” The kid looked mortified and ready to apologize, but I chuckled and waved him off. “I’m fucking with you. You should go with them.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked uneasily. 
 
    “Of course. Have I ever been the guy to brush off the beautiful women in my life?” 
 
    A smile twitched at the corner of Pindor’s mouth.  
 
    “Exactly,” I replied, “and I’m no hypocrite.” 
 
    Pindor finally relaxed a bit as he glanced over his shoulder. Aurora, Shoshanne, and Cayla had rifles propped on their shoulders as they laughed and began to make their way down the path to the field where we’d built the Warwolves. 
 
    The kid smiled. “You’re sure you don’t mind?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I huffed, and I braced myself to scoop Big Guy up into my arms. 
 
    “Because you say the word and I’ll stay, really. If there’s anything you need or if you want me to come along to Nalnora, I can do that. It’s not a big deal. I kinda thought I might go south, but I don’t need to, honest.” Pindor finally took a breath and I worked hard not to smirk. 
 
    I had just gotten Big Guy out of the locomotive and tried to steady him on the snowy path so I could face the kid directly. “Listen,” I told him, “you’re a hell of a mage, and it’s been an honor to see you come into your bad ass ways. But I have no intention of needlessly signing you on to some epic quest. We haven’t even heard back from the elves, so who knows when we’ll be heading to Nalnora, and either way, you’re a talented guy. All three of you are talented. There’s no sense plodding around in the mountains with us when there’s a whole city waiting for you back home. Tell Wyresus I say hello while you’re there.” 
 
    Pindor’s eyes widened. “I don’t think that would go very well … didn’t you tell him to fuck off last time you saw him?” 
 
    I smirked as I hoisted Big Guy up into my arms again. “Eh, he’s probably over it,” I said with a shrug. “Now go on, and tell your ladies you’re coming with them.” 
 
    Pindor’s grin widened when the words ‘your ladies’ dropped from my lips. “Thanks, Mason,” he finally said, and he was suddenly solemn. “Seriously. You didn’t have to let me tag along all this way and--” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted, “I didn’t have to, but I’m glad I did. I meant what I said, you’re a hell of a mage. I look forward to seeing what you’ve learned by the time I make it back south again.” 
 
    I turned toward Thrungrig’s workshop, and the kid sent me an enthusiastic wave before he sprinted back up the path toward the train. 
 
    Inside the workshop, the forging fires blazed while the dwarves who manned them bustled around the vats of melted steel. In the three days since the celebration in the capital, they’d already managed to form a hundred tracks and ties, and even though their system looked chaotic and dangerous, I had to admit it worked well. No one was scalded or melted by boiling metal, and it seemed like the stout miners took naturally to the work of laying rails. They’d swelled with pride when Thrungrig told them they’d be laying the whole line throughout Orebane. 
 
    Now, Dorinick and Thrungrig were stooped at the workshop table with Stan between them as they scribbled on a parchment that showed the path the train would take. They’d argued for an hour this morning over whether it’d be an insult to skip by this mine or another along the way, but it seemed like they finally hit on an agreement. 
 
    “Just go through the damn peak,” Dorinick growled. “It’ll save twenty miles, and the eastern mine can build a path up to the station. It won’t kill’ em to travel a few miles to get to it.” 
 
    Thrungrig grunted, but I heard him scratch out a portion of the map a little harder than necessary. “Aye, and the first Naga we meet in that tunnel is yours to deal with,” he promised Dorinick. 
 
    The general seemed well pleased with the idea. “Deal,” he said as a ruthless grin came to his face. “It’s been a while since I had the pleasure.” 
 
    “Those Warwolves have gone to your head,” I called over as I set Big Guy down with a metallic thunk. “Don’t go getting too big for your breeches. If memory serves, those Naga could fit you down their throat in one gulp.” 
 
    Dorinick waved me off, and the two came over with their eyes glued to the metal warrior in front of me. “You make me one of these, and I won’t have to worry about it,” the general mused as he looked over the construction of the machine’s limbs. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t he?” I grinned. “I’m gonna try out that channeling gem you gave me in this guy. Hopefully, he doesn’t kill us all.” 
 
    The two dwarves immediately froze in their study at the sight of the sword rigged on Big Guy’s arm, and I noticed the noise at the forges had ceased. Everyone was turned around with wide eyes, and I chuckled at the looks on their faces. 
 
    “It was a joke,” I assured them. “He’s a good guy. I mean, he was the last time he was up and running … ” I trailed off and hid my smirk as I turned my back to them all.  
 
    Big Guy stood as completely still as he’d been since we’d ended the fight with Camus Dred, and I was a little bummed out to think of it. Honestly, I missed the guy, even though it’d nearly killed me to keep him going through the battle. He’d proved to be well worth the effort. 
 
    Now, as I stood in front of him and admired the great shield on his chest, I was more than eager to wake him up again. It was like I’d left my buddy passed out and alone in the car for too long. I felt guilty and ready for some shenanigans to make up for it. 
 
    Stan took a running leap from Thrungrig’s shoulder to Big Guy’s arm, and I watched him scale the metal work until he was perched on the machine’s shoulder. 
 
    “Excited to see your big brother again?” I asked the metal man, and Stan nodded enthusiastically. Then he pretended he held a sword in one hand and gave an impressive show of his fencing prowess. I chuckled as he teetered and nearly fell off. 
 
    “It was pretty much exactly like that,” I told him, and then I reached to remove the giant shield from its mount on Big Guy’s front. The thing weighed more than I remembered, but I braced myself and managed to get it removed and propped on the ground of the workshop. All of the dwarves had given up the forges by now and had gathered a few feet away to watch. 
 
    I dug the channeling gem out of my pocket, and my magic surged as my fingers met with the cold diamond. Even in the dim cave, it glinted brightly and seemed to give off its own glow, and as I turned it carefully in my hand, I could see the strange light within it catch on each expertly formed facet. It was cut into a cushioned shape, but the edges weren’t smoothed like most gems, so they felt nearly as sharp as a razor when I ran my fingers along them. This was definitely too fine a piece to hurl from a catapult. 
 
     Excitement built up in my chest, and a grin spread across my face as I raised it up to gauge the best placement. The copper wiring that I’d essentially used as a nervous system throughout the robot’s body all converged in the center of its torso, so I figured this would be the best place to put the channeling gem. As I hovered above the point where they all met, I felt the same instinctive nudge as I had when I first put the gem in Bobbie, and I knew I’d found the proper point. 
 
    I took a deep breath before I let my magic embed the gem into the metal, and then I stepped away and waited. There was a long moment of silence while we all looked at the still machine. Then Stan gave a start and wrapped his arms around the side of Big Guy’s head like he was hugging a giant boulder. 
 
    Suddenly, the arm of the robot lifted itself and held out a hand for the little metal man to step onto. He brought Stan in front of his face and held him there like he was looking at him even without eyes. Then he raised his other arm with a single finger extended. Stan gave a happy little hop and raised his own arm to give Big Guy a high five. 
 
    “No fucking way,” I chuckled. The two turned from each other when I spoke, and they both gave a little wave, so I waved back. “Hey there, Big Guy. It’s good to see you up and running again.” 
 
    The robot sent me a quick salute, and Dorinick let out a low whistle.  
 
    “That’s something you don’t see every day,” he mumbled to Thrungrig. 
 
    Stan put his arms to the side and made little windmill motions, and Big Guy copied him with his free arm. Then the little metal man stomped his feet, and his big brother tried to rock side to side on his wheels, only the floor of the cave under him cracked loudly as he did, and Stan quickly waved for him to stop. 
 
    “Maybe we should have done this in the field,” I mused, and as I turned to look behind me, I saw the dwarves had taken several steps back. Now, they stood wide eyed with their backs flush against the large track molds in the center of the workshop. 
 
    Thrungrig cleared his throat and eyed the loaded shelving all around his workshop. “That’s probably best,” he said with a nod. 
 
    I closed my eyes and sent my magic out of myself, and the first thing I found was how stoked Stan was. I smirked and reached further and realized I could feel a familiarity in the air around me. Without needing to use my own energy to wake Big Guy, I was able to get a sense of him apart from myself, and I was struck with the strength of his presence. It felt the same as it had, but different, like when you put on a coat you used to wear all the time but haven’t in a while. I was very aware of the division between my power and his, as well as the distinct connection between us. 
 
    In the same way that I could sense Stan’s “feelings,” I could sense Big Guy’s, too. He was alert and eager, and as I sent my own intentions into the void around us, I felt his own rise to match them. When I opened my eyes, Big Guy turned his wheels toward the entrance of the cave, lifted his arm to let Stan mount his shoulder, and then waited diligently. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows to the two dwarves beside me. They were struck dumb and only stared back. 
 
    I smirked. “Right this way,” I said merrily, before I led the way through the hallway and out onto the path. Behind me, Big Guy’s wheels whirred across the stone, and the group of dwarves muttered excitedly to one another as they followed a few paces back. 
 
    I was practically bouncing with each step by the time we made it to the field, and the three women we found there abandoned their target practice when they saw us coming. 
 
    “No shit!” Aurora laughed as she jogged over to lay a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    I tucked the half-elf under my arm while Cayla and Shoshanne circled the robot with sparkling eyes. 
 
    “Can he do everything on his own then?” Cayla asked excitedly. 
 
    “Well, let’s find out.” I grinned.  
 
    We all stepped back a ways, and I began to focus my energy on what I wanted him to do, but I realized it would take very little effort on my part. Big Guy moved before I’d even pictured my intention fully, and just as Stan did when it came to comforting the women, he took to the task without me having to ask. 
 
    Big Guy rolled forward into the field and approached the trunk of a large pine. Then, with a loud chink of metal, the sword on his arm shot out of its holster. It was wielded high above the robot’s head before it swiftly struck the trunk with practiced and extremely accurate swipes, and chunks of bark flew with every hit. Big Guy even repositioned himself and came at the tree from a different direction while he flipped around in tight movements, and the sound of the heavy blows he delivered echoed across the clearing. 
 
    Finally, the trunk gave a deep groan, and the robot retracted its sword and backed away just as the tree slowly tipped, then crashed hard across the ground. 
 
    The dwarves gave a cheer behind me, and Shoshanne clapped her hands enthusiastically. All I could do was grin like an idiot. I felt like I’d watched my son throw a kid in karate class or something. Big Guy returned to us, and Stan had his hand affectionately propped on the giant’s cheek. He gave him a couple pats as if to say, “That’ll do,” and Cayla giggled as she joined them. 
 
    “I agree,” she purred. “He’s absolutely wonderful.” The princess tipped herself onto her toes and laid a light kiss on Big Guy’s metallic cheek, and when she pulled away, we all waited to see what would happen. 
 
    The robot slowly turned his sightless face toward the woman, then he lowered his head and sent a bow her direction. 
 
    Cayla sent me an amused look. “He’s such a gentleman,” she giggled. 
 
    Stan waved his arms before he crossed them stubbornly, and the princess smiled and offered him her palm.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” she assured the little metal man as he hopped into her hand. “You’re still my number one, but that brother of yours is certainly impressive. There’s a lot of you in him.” 
 
    Even without a face, I could tell Stan was bursting with pride, but he shrugged casually instead as he climbed onto Cayla’s shoulder.  
 
    Big Guy shook his head. 
 
    “Are you making him do that?” Aurora laughed. 
 
    “No,” I snickered, “but the resemblance is uncanny, isn’t it?”  
 
    Watching the two metal men interact was my proudest moment, and to see the way they took after me in odd ways was more than endearing, especially the bow. In a weird way, it was like looking in a mirror. Sort of. 
 
    I decided to spend the afternoon with Big Guy so I could test the extent of his abilities and get a feel for how he’d function with the channeling gem. Stan joined the women in their target practice, and from what I could see, he worked nearly as hard as Cayla to teach Shoshanne how to shoot the rifle. 
 
    The Aer Mage was bold enough to give it her all, but the recoil gave her a hell of a time. Every shot flew three feet too high, but within an hour she’d begun to show improvement. I got the sense Big Guy found it amusing as well, and I had to call his attention back to his own practice more than once. 
 
    He’d beaten me in the last three rounds, and the strength he met my sword with made my arm ache from the wrist to the elbow. I’d had very little practice fencing since I first came to Illaria, but the chance to come up against such an intense opponent was something I wasn’t about to miss out on. It was like having a trainer that didn’t bother with obnoxious catch phrases to keep you motivated. The motivation came from not wanting to get my own arms cut off. 
 
    Plus, Thrungrig lent me his own sword, and the weight of the authentic dwarven hilt in my hand felt monumental. I didn’t know if any mage had ever wielded dwarven steel before, but there was something ridiculously epic about it. The glinting metalwork of the hilt looped elaborately around my grip, and the stout blade whipped through the air with a satisfying sound I’d only ever heard in movies. 
 
    In real life, it was way better. The clash of my own steel against Big Guy’s continued for well over an hour, while the crack of the rifles echoed around us, occasionally mingled with the laugh of Shoshanne as she was nearly thrown off her feet. 
 
    Haragh came into the clearing as the sun began to lower toward the horizon, and I let him go a round against Big Guy. The half-ogre clearly knew a thing or two about swords, but he still lost against the great machine and laughed heartily as the metal man offered him a dignified bow at the end of it. 
 
    “He’s got some class, this one,” Haragh chuckled as he handed the dwarven sword over to me. “Don’t even mind gettin’ my ass handed to me, though I probably should. He’s been awake for less than a day. I started training when I was six … ” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. 
 
    The half-ogre nodded as he dropped to a log at my side. “Aye. The ogres pride themselves on bein’ able to rip a bastard to pieces with their bare hands, but sword work is sort of like good manners. Without it, we’re just a bunch of brutes, really.” 
 
    I chuckled as I processed this. “So, you don’t technically need a sword at all, but you make it a point to be good with them anyways?” 
 
    Haragh shrugged. “You’ve got a revolver on your hip, and you’re still swingin’ the damn thing.” 
 
    He had a point, so I sent him a broad grin. “Damn right, swords are fucking awesome.” 
 
    “There ye’ have it,” he said with another shrug. “This one knows, don’t ye’ Big Guy?” 
 
    We looked to the robot in front of us, and to my surprise he looked like he’d followed along with the whole conversation. The sword swiftly retracted before the giant propped his metal hands where his hips would be, and he gave a curt nod. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “There you have it,” I said and returned the nod. “Ready to go again?” 
 
    The sword immediately shot out, and I quickly raised my own. 
 
    While I went at it with Big Guy, Pindor appeared at the edge of the field and made his way over. He grinned from ear to ear as he watched the sparring match and cheered loudly when Big Guy brought his sword within a centimeter of my neck. The metal arm remained frozen there and poised to lay a deadly blow. 
 
    I sighed and dropped my aching arm. “Four to zero,” I chuckled as Big Guy lowered his sword as well. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Pindor informed me, and I couldn’t argue.  
 
    I’d grown up with movies of robots with automatic weapons, but there was something about the way Big Guy could deliver blow after blow with his sword that just did it for me. It was like watching a samurai master who never tired out and never even broke a sweat. Him and his sword moved with perfect precision, and I didn’t know if it was the connection we shared or not, but he seemed to anticipate every one of my strikes. 
 
    “Are you gonna teach him to use the guns?” the young mage asked eagerly, and I thought this over for a second. 
 
    Then I shrugged. “Probably not. I mean … I think I’m covered in that department honestly.” I turned around, and across the field I could see Cayla blow the entire center of the bullseye out with her rifle. Then Aurora stepped up and shot a small limb off a tree with her revolver before she turned expectantly to Shoshanne. 
 
    The Aer Mage raised her rifle and carefully took aim, but when the trigger was pulled the gun bucked wildly, and the woman fell flat on her ass. 
 
    I snorted as I looked back to Haragh. “Well, almost covered. She’ll get there.” 
 
    The half-ogre didn’t look very convinced, but he bit his tongue. 
 
    Pindor did not. 
 
    “She’s gonna kill someone on accident with that thing,” he said bluntly, and I scratched at my beard. 
 
    “Yeah … I thought she’d get the hang of it here sooner or later but you might be right,” I mused. “Either way, it’s only her first day. She’ll have plenty of time to practice. Who knows how long we’ll be up here before we hear from King Temin.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Pindor chimed in, “that reminds me. Bagnera just arrived to drive the army south, and she said she wanted to see you. I think she went to see about some food, though.” 
 
    I nodded as I returned the dwarven sword to the sheath on my belt. “Guess you’ll all be off pretty soon, then,” I said, and the three of us turned to head back up the path. 
 
    “Do me a favor,” Haragh grunted as he dropped an arm on the young mage’s shoulder. “If that sniveling idiot tries to lock ye’ in the library, you get the hell out of there quick. It’s a damn waste of your time, with how far ye’ve come. Find yourself an honest Terra Mage and get right into training, yeah?” 
 
    “Deal,” Pindor said, and he nodded diligently. 
 
    “And as always,” Haragh continued as we rounded the path and came up to the train. “If ye’ see a half-ogre lady down there, any half-ogre lady, you send her straight here. But if she’s wary and starts to show her teeth, get the hell gone. Send me a letter instead.” 
 
    Pindor chuckled and gave his agreement before he shook the half-ogre’s hand. I offered my own to the young mage as well and was pleased to find he’d learned the importance of a firm grip. 
 
    “Look after the girls, I guess,” I told him, but as I thought back to the sight of Mina and Deli melting down an ice giant in a flash of flames and diamond dust, I furrowed my brows. “Well … maybe not. Just try and keep up.” I sent the young mage a wink as he shook his head and turned to board the train, and the young Ignis Mages waved happily to us from their places on the metal benches I’d lined the train cars with. 
 
    I waved back, but as I turned to head into the mines, I heard the three of them shriek in surprise. 
 
    Haragh chuckled at my back. “You melted their damn seats didn’t ye’?” 
 
    “Of course I did,” I said with a smirk, then I sighed. “I’m gonna miss those kids.” 
 
    The hallway that led into the kitchens was lined with torches and stretched deep into the belly of the mountain. I could hear the echoes of clattering pans and laughing dwarves as we made our way along it, and eventually I caught Bagnera’s voice. From the tone of it, she’d just told an incredibly dirty joke, which accounted for the laughter that met us as we entered the kitchen. The massive stone table that stretched the length of the kitchen was a mess of discarded bones and mugs, and the dwarves who should have been in charge of the mess were sitting on their asses around Bagnera. Frothing mugs sloshed around as they laughed, and Bagnera wiped her eyes as she took a long sip of her own mug. 
 
    “So, I told him if he cleaned that beard up a bit, I’d consider it.” The biddy shrugged smugly, and the dwarves laughed all the harder. 
 
    I propped myself in the doorway and considered the sparkle in the old mage’s eyes as she finished her ale. “You drink too many of those, and you won’t be able to drive the train,” I chuckled. 
 
    Bagnera snorted and came over to give me a hug. “Oh, the thing’s on rails,” she laughed, and Haragh stooped to kiss the woman on the top of her head. 
 
    “You tell him,” the half-ogre said as he headed over to fill a mug of his own. 
 
    I shook my head and turned back to the Ignis Mage, whose hair was tightly pinned into a braided bun. The grey wisps at her temples were as unruly as ever, and they created a chaotic halo around her head that only made her more charming in my eyes. I smiled as I took it all in. 
 
    “Pindor said you wanted to see me?” I asked. 
 
    Bagnera started as if she’d completely forgotten already. “Right!” the woman laughed, and she turned for the stone table to rummage through her little satchel. “I got the message the army would need a trip back south, and just as I was fixing to leave, King Temin showed up at the mines asking for a messenger for you.” She found what she’d been looking for and returned to me with a thick and crumpled envelope. “He said it was urgent you get this, so I told him I was the fastest thing these rails have seen. That was only two days ago.” 
 
    She gave a pleased little nod as she handed it over, and I chuckled at the authority in her voice. “Yeah, you are,” I agreed, and I recalled the look of the woman as she barreled into the valley outside of Garioch. “By the way, how is Krick?” I sent the older woman a sly smile with every intention of being pointed about the huge logger who’d built the tavern in Garioch. I never did hear how the drink he offered her turned out, but the dwarves at the table spoke up before she could. 
 
    “Ask ‘er about the logger’s dinner last week,” one goaded, and Bagnera turned a scandalized look in their direction before she laughed heartily herself. 
 
    “Now I know I shouldn’t have told you lot a thing.” She smirked as she pointed a stern finger their way. “Bunch of dirty fools, that’s what you are.” 
 
    The dwarves wagged their brows to the old lady behind their mugs, but as they opened their mouths to retort, Bagnera cut them off with a quick “bup bup,” and they snorted as they bit their tongues. 
 
    Bagnera turned back to me and rolled her eyes. “Serves me right, tellin’ tales over ale. Now,” she said, and she nudged the parchment in my hands. “The king said not to bother coming south, just be on your way, whatever that means. So, I’m gonna be off with the rest of the mages, and you get on with what’s in that envelope.” 
 
    With that, the old mage tipped her cheek up toward me, and I chuckled as I laid a kiss there. She gave a satisfied smile as she squeezed my shoulder, then sent another wag of her finger to the dwarves before she disappeared down the hallway. 
 
    “She’s a feisty one,” I heard a dwarf chuckle, and I looked to see the others grin broadly. 
 
    “Aye,” they agreed. “We like her.” 
 
    “Me too,” I laughed, and I joined the group at the table. Bones and platters rattled as I slid my arm across the stone to make a bit of room, then I ripped the envelope open as a fresh mug dropped down in front of me.  
 
    Haragh nudged it closer and chugged his own. 
 
    The ale of the dwarves was a warm amber, and it was the richest I’d tasted since coming to this realm. It seemed to never run out, as well, no matter how early and long they carried on with their drinking, and it really was a wonder the tracks were forged so quickly. Still, if it’s not broke … 
 
    I finished my mug and belched loudly before I pulled the contents of the envelope out, and found a letter, a second envelope that had already been opened, and a ruddy piece of folded parchment. I flipped the envelope over and studied the wax seal that had been broken, but I didn’t recognize it. The wax was a deep forest green, with a series of letters from a language I’d never seen embedded in it. 
 
    “Huh.” I shrugged and decided to start with the letter. I unfolded the parchment and saw King Temin’s stamp at the top. My mug seemed to have refilled itself, and I had it halfway to my lips when the pleasantries of the letter ended, and the king got to the point. 
 
    “No shit … ” I muttered and quickly picked up the envelope once more. This time I flipped right past the wax seal and pulled the contents out instead. 
 
     The letters on the page were long and slender, though they turned violently rather than looping in an elegant way. It was difficult to make out the message amongst the jagged letters and deep red ink, but the letter was only four lines, so I managed it okay. 
 
    “What’s up?” Haragh asked, and he belched right across the page as he leaned in close to get a look. 
 
    I waved the stench away before I answered. “It’s from the elves,” I told him. 
 
    The dwarves who had talked belligerently amongst themselves up until now, quieted down at the words and didn’t bother to pretend they weren’t eavesdropping. They craned their necks over the piles of platters to get a look, and carefully glanced between Haragh and me while they waited for the details. 
 
    “What’d they say?” Haragh asked, and he plucked the brief letter from my hands. He squinted hard at the strange writing but gave up with a cocked brow. “Looks like a death threat … ” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. The writing was elegant in an eerie way, but something about the jagged peaks of the letters did sort of scream serial killer. 
 
    I shook my head and snatched the letter back to read through it again. “It’s from something called the Elven Council. They’ve agreed to meet with me in … shit.” I squinted and brought my eyes up close to the last line, but there was no mistaking it. 
 
    “Three days,” I sighed. Then I looked up to see the dwarves’ eyebrows raised clear to their hair lines. “How far is it to a place called … Rhoemir?” 
 
    The dwarves looked to one another but were clearly baffled.  
 
    “Hell if I know,” one finally shrugged, “but it usually takes about three days just to get to Garioch from here.” 
 
     “Yeah but Bobbie can get me to Garioch in less than a day,” I returned. 
 
    I’d only meant to be factual, but the dwarves rolled their eyes and immediately fell into a mocking ordeal. To be honest, they’d been doing it every time I mentioned Bobbie, ever since Dorinick and Thrungrig came back to the mines raving about her. 
 
    “Ohhh well,” the nearest dwarf howled, and the others joined right in. 
 
    “If Bobbie can get ye’ there in less than a day, then that changes everything don’t it?” 
 
    “If Bobbie can do all that, then we know exactly how long it’ll take to get to the place we’ve never heard of … ” 
 
    Their snorts turned into snickers and eventually guttural laughter. 
 
    I just shook my head to the chuckling half-ogre at my side and waited for the dwarves to wipe their eyes and refill the mugs. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
     I held the envelope from King Temin in my hand when I got down to the field and found Aurora in the middle of a demonstration with Shoshanne. The half-elf had her sword unsheathed and held out in front of her, and Cayla balanced a slender branch on its end as a practice post. I watched while the sword split the branch into three with a few quick swipes, and the wood pieces tumbled to the ground. 
 
     It looked like Shoshanne had moved on from her rifle lesson, and judging by the way she absentmindedly rubbed her shoulder, I figured it was for the best. 
 
    The three women turned as I approached them, and I saw Aurora’s keen eyes dart directly to the contents in my hand. 
 
    “King Temin?” she asked eagerly, and I gave her a nod as I handed the envelope over. 
 
    Cayla joined to look over her shoulder, but I sat down next to Shoshanne to check out the damage from her morning lessons. 
 
    She smiled wanly and let me loosen her robe to pull it gently off her shoulder, and I could see a bluish bloom had already started in the cleft beneath her collar bone. I ran my fingers along the angry red part in the center, and the Aer Mage made an impressive attempt at not showing that it hurt. I didn’t miss the little wince she made, though. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it,” I assured the caramel beauty. “Have you tried the revolver?” 
 
    Shoshanne blushed lightly before she turned her face so I could see the black eye she’d acquired since I last saw her. 
 
    I tried not to laugh as I slid her robe back into place and wrapped my arm around her waist to pull her against me. 
 
    The woman sighed and shook her head before she rested her copper curls on my shoulder. “Aurora thinks I might do better with a sword, so she’s giving me a break down of the basic moves,” the Aer Mage murmured. 
 
    I planted a kiss on her curls. “Everyone’s got their weapon of choice,” I chuckled. “We’ll definitely find yours. Besides, Cayla outshines everyone with a gun anyways.” 
 
    The princes sent me a wink over the top of the letter, just before the two women flipped the smaller envelope open and pulled out the elven letter. I smirked as both of them furrowed their brows at once. 
 
    “Not the friendliest letter I’ve ever read … ” Aurora muttered. 
 
    Cayla nodded her agreement. “Not very informative, either. Is this really all they said?” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. “Just a time and a place and a vague acknowledgement of the question.” 
 
    “What did they say?” Shoshanne asked as she lifted her head and looked to me curiously. 
 
    “They said they received my letter regarding the runes and have agreed upon a meeting place,” I told the healer. “The only problem is we have to be there in three days, and I have no idea how far it is.” 
 
    Aurora unfolded the third piece of parchment and crinkled her nose at the mottled stains and torn edges. As she read it, her eyes became skeptical for a moment before they sparked with understanding.  
 
    “Ohhh,” she finally said. “It’s a map.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, and I rose to look over her shoulder as well. “How can you tell?” 
 
    The half-elf pointed to a faded line that wobbled along the left side of the page. “This marks the eastern border of Illaria, and that little notch is sort of near Howleigh.” 
 
    I cocked my brow. “You mean they sent me an unmarked and faded map with no names on it to navigate a region overrun with jungles?” 
 
    Cayla chuckled lightly. “We tried to tell you the elves are not the most accommodating … ” 
 
    “This has to be a joke,” I said bluntly. “Nobody who actually wants to meet with someone sends a map like this.” 
 
    “I agree,” Aurora sighed as she pulled the parchment up to within an inch of her nose to try and decipher what the only three smudges on the map meant. 
 
    They were as faded as the Illarian border, but one was marked with a large dot, and the others were just visible enough to suggest they may have been small X’s at one point. 
 
    “Okay … ” the half-elf said at last, and she turned the map around a few times before she continued. “So, this is probably the meeting place, because it’s the largest dot. This one that looks like an X is sort of near the capital, which I think is called Rhoemir. I’m not sure if we want to go through it or not, considering the hostilities of the region, but I have no idea what the second X is. Either way, they’re nowhere near the big dot, so they probably don’t matter much to us.” 
 
    When she finished, she handed the map over to me, and I held it up against the sunlight to glare at the faded ink. “Well, they can go on and be unhelpful as shit,” I said, “but I’m coming to that damn meeting.” I folded the map up and gathered the contents of the envelope again. 
 
    “We should leave as soon as possible,” Cayla said as she walked to the logs Shoshanne was perched on and began to collect the guns. 
 
    “I agree,” Aurora chimed in before she turned to me. “How many are going with us?” 
 
    I had thought over this since I first read King Temin’s letter, and the more I considered the elusive map and the creepy writing, I got more uncertain of the nature of this journey.  
 
    “Honestly, I’m not sure this is going to be the safest trip … ” I started. “Being inconspicuous and well-armed might be our best bet, especially after that massive sphynx we saw while we were passing by the border. You said the parts of Nalnora you’ve seen were a bit overgrown?” 
 
    Aurora looked amused at my choice of words. “Overgrown is one way to put it. Without knowing any roads or trails from this map, there’s a good chance we’ll be hacking our way through.” 
 
    Shoshanne furrowed her brow. “I don’t know the land, but I studied eastern plant life at the Order of Pallax, so hopefully that’ll give us something to go off. At the very least, we can probably avoid the carnivorous ones.” 
 
    I stared at the Aer Mage. “I’m sorry, did you just use the word carnivorous in regards to a plant?” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded matter of factly. “Well … plants, but yes. There’s many species in the eastern region known for their appetites, but like I said, I studied several of them so hopefully we shouldn’t … you know.” 
 
    “Get fucking eaten by a plant?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she responded with a small smile. 
 
    I looked to Cayla and Aurora, but the women seemed wholly unsurprised by the idea, and I realized there were still things about this realm I had absolutely no idea about. 
 
    “Great,” I said, and I shifted a bit to relieve my nerves. “Cool. This is no big deal. We’ll follow the fucking blank map through the jungle that wants to eat us and be there in an impossibly short amount of time. This is good.” 
 
    I sent a thumbs up to the women in front of me, and Aurora rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Hey, at least they answered the letter,” she teased as she came to my side to wrap her arms around me. “Judging by this map, I’d say the problems of Illaria are far from concerning to the elves, even if they do involve elven runes.” 
 
    We finished packing up the training session and returned to the mines just in time to find Haragh giving Thrungrig a run down of the letter. 
 
    The dwarf had his arms crossed tightly, and his brows were furrowed so deeply they hooded his eyes. As we came up the path, the pair turned, and the first thing Thrungrig did was shake his head at me. 
 
    “You’re a fool,” he informed me. 
 
    “How do you reckon?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “Because you’re clearly gonna go right ahead with this plan of yours and end up murdered or eaten in Nalnora, that’s all.” The dwarf shrugged as he looked me over, but then he sighed, turned toward the mine, and waved for me to follow. “Don’t matter what I think though. I’ll load up that sidecar for ye’. Put some steel, a bit of gold, maybe some silver if ye’ like. You’re a talented man, but you could use a bit of improvement on the finer details. Silver plays well and adds a measure of authenticity to the finished product, just sayin’. Either way, there’s not much of any type of metal in the south east. The soil’s too rich, and the rocks are too soft.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked as we all made our way to the large mine beside the workshop. “That’d be amazing. I hadn’t even thought of it.” 
 
    “Aye,” the dwarf sighed. “I figured ye’ might be used to the miner’s life. It’s an easy way to get into, but if you’re planning on usin’ that magic of yours in Nalnora, you’re gonna need to bring your own materials.” Thrugrig came to the long line of carts that flanked the walls of the giant cave and began to root around the contents. He pulled chunks of metal from all different carts and used his keen eye and stout hands to decide which would be useful to me or not.  
 
    I’d tried to figure out what his system was since I’d first met the dwarf, but the way he could read the rock and metal around him with no magic still baffled me. His fingers danced across the surface of everything, and without any visible sense to it, he was apparently able to discern quality, density, and any other deciding factor. 
 
    The pile of chosen bits became larger and larger, and Cayla came forward to nudge me in the side. “What about Big Guy?” she asked as she motioned to the growing pile of metal. 
 
    The arrival of the letter from King Temin had completely distracted me from the events of the morning, and I realized I’d never be able to fit Big Guy in the sidecar with it stocked full of the metal and our travel supplies. I didn’t want to leave him behind, especially now that he functioned independently, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized the unknown elements of the trip probably meant less would be more. 
 
    “We’ll have to leave Big Guy behind,” I finally answered. 
 
    Stan suddenly appeared over the edge of Cayla’s pocket, and I sent the little metal man an apologetic smile.  
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” I told him, “but we’re gonna have to travel kind of light on this next one. Besides, he might be useful here.” 
 
    Thrungrig’s head popped up over the edge of a cart heaped with gold. “The Big Guy is it?” he asked, and I didn’t miss the excitement in his voice. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I chuckled. “I don’t suppose you could use a pair of metal hands to help out with the tracks a bit while we’re gone? I won’t have room to bring him along, but I don’t want to take the channeling gem out now that he’s awake and all. It might hurt his feelings.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes at me. “You really think that hunk of metal could get his feelings hurt?” 
 
    I was about to respond, but Cayla’s giggle caught my attention. We turned to see Stan with his arms crossed, and his faceless head somehow looked incredibly insulted. 
 
    Aurora smiled and walked over to him. “Sorry, little guy. I didn’t mean it. It’s just he’s so big and--” 
 
    “Hey,” I cut in soberly, “big guys hurt, too.” I challenged the woman with a level stare, and Stan nodded curtly as he climbed up to Cayla’s shoulder. 
 
    The half-elf tried her best not to smirk at the sight of us, and I had to chuckle.  
 
    “Fine,” I finally said. “I have no idea if Big Guy cares, but he might. And if he does, I want him to know we really value him and want him to feel like he’s part of the family. He’s just woken up, it’s a big day for him.” 
 
    Aurora grinned and shook her head. “You’re a sweetheart, you know that? Big Guy is lucky to have you.” 
 
    I gave her a smug little smile. “Thank you for acknowledging it,” I said with a wink. “Just want to make sure we’re all on the same page.” 
 
    “We’re on the same page,” the half-elf assured me as she sidled up to give me a kiss. “You’re worried about hurting your killing machine’s feelings and want us to be respectful of his big metal heart that might or might not give a shit either way.” 
 
    Before I could respond, Big Guy’s wheels whirred along the passage from the workshop where I’d left him after our morning sparring practice. He came to a stop beside us, and Stan climbed around the back of Cayla’s neck to get to her other shoulder. 
 
    Big Guy held out his arm so the little metal man could climb up it and plant himself on the giant’s shoulder before he turned his wheels toward the pile of metal. I sensed he was curious what we were up to, so I cleared my throat and joined him at his side. 
 
    “Hey Big Guy,” I started. “We got some news this morning … turns out we’re heading to Nalnora today, but I don’t think we’ll be able to bring you along.” 
 
    Big Guy’s head turned toward me, and I swore his metal shoulders sank an inch, but I might have imagined it. Then his sightless face glanced down at the floor of the cave, and his hand raised up to fidget with the sword mounted on his arm. 
 
    “Aww hey … ” I tried, and I gave him a reassuring pat on the back. “I know. I had a lot of fun this morning, too, but don’t worry. We won’t be gone long and as soon as I’m back, we’re getting right back at it.” 
 
    The metal head didn’t look up, so I glanced to the women behind us, and Aurora actually looked pretty bummed for Big Guy. 
 
    Shoshanne sent me a little smile and gestured toward Thrungrig. 
 
    “And hey” I continued enthusiastically, “Thrungrig’s got a lot of work ahead of him here, so I thought maybe you’d be able to help him out for me?” 
 
    Big Guy’s head shot up, and he looked to the dwarf who was still perched excitedly at the edge of a mound of gold. 
 
    “Aye,” he said with a wide grin. “There’s tracks to forge and load and cart off, and then there’s the layin’ of the rail, and I could probably use a bit of help with the lumber out back as well, if ye’ don’t mind a bit of axe work … ” 
 
    Big Guy gave a few quick nods, and he turned to face me before he gave a sharp salute with his giant metal arm. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I chuckled. “I knew I could count on you. Now, try not to hurt anyone with that sword while you’re working, and I want you to listen carefully to Thrungrig, I’m leaving him in charge. But most importantly … have fun buddy. This is a new thing for you, I want you to really embrace it. See what you’re capable of.” I clapped him on the shoulder, and Stan hopped up to wrap his arms around the metal man’s cheek. 
 
    Big Guy leaned his head slightly toward his little brother before I lifted my hand for Stan to step onto. 
 
    “We’re gonna load up and get ready. Why don’t you--” I started, but Big Guy gave another quick salute and turned to roll himself to Thrungrig’s side. 
 
    He halted there and remained at the ready, and the dwarf suddenly looked like a little boy on Christmas morning. His smile stretched from ear to ear, and he awkwardly held out a hand to the giant metal machine. 
 
    “Pleasure to be workin’ with ye’” he said, and he straightened up to stand a little taller. 
 
    When Big Guy shook his hand, the dwarf practically bounced on his toes. 
 
    I laughed and turned back to the women, who all smiled on sweetly at the sight of the two. “We’ll be back as soon as we’re all packed up,” I called to the dwarf, but he had already begun to give Big Guy the grand tour, and I chuckled as I heard him modestly inform the machine that he owned the best stock in Orebane. 
 
    We headed back up the path toward the kitchen, and Aurora wrapped her arm in mine. “Well, that was almost heartbreaking,” she admitted with a sigh. “I hope he’ll be alright … ” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “He’s really looking forward to being useful around here, I can sense it.” 
 
    Stan nodded from my shoulder and tucked himself against the edge of my neck. “I know buddy,” I sighed. “I’m gonna miss him, too.” 
 
    The women giggled at us, but I didn’t care. They couldn’t understand the connection we shared. Though I honestly couldn’t, either. 
 
    It was the same way I felt with Bobbie, where I could sense when she was excited to get going or pissed I’d left her on a cold train in a deserted cave. Big Guy and Stan and me, we were a team, and I wondered if they knew how much I cared about them. As I thought this, Stan leaned his little head against me, and I grinned.  
 
    “You get it,” I muttered to him as we turned to make our way through the long hallways of the mountain. 
 
    Shoshanne headed for the infirmary to pack the essentials for our trip, and Aurora put herself in charge of assembling our modest armory. Cayla and I managed to get the drunken dwarves into action, and within an hour we had enough food packed for the journey south. 
 
    Haragh, Jovian, and Zerla were the only three mages who stayed behind after the train headed back to Illaria, and they were more than happy to stay on with the dwarves and do the terrain work for the tracks. The older couple had made several dwarven friends at the celebration in Aurum, and Zerla bought a mound of furs which she’d already begun to piece together into a decent coat for her husband. 
 
    Haragh didn’t mind life in the mountains at all, but he didn’t look too pleased with the arrangement all the same as he helped me load up the sidecar. 
 
    “Better be on your toes down there,” he warned. “Remember to steer clear of the thorns, and don’t get into any water that makes you feel any kind of euphoric just lookin’ at it.” 
 
    I smirked at the half-ogre’s superstitions, but it was probably decent advice regardless. “I won’t,” I assured him. 
 
    “And Aurora showed me that map. It’s complete shit,” he continued, “so get a real one once you find a town down there. I wouldn’t trust those little dots, either. For all you know, they’re sending you off into the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    It was endearing he worried as much as he did, but I clapped the half-ogre on the shoulder with a broad grin. “Don’t worry. I’ve thought of all of this,” I informed him. 
 
    “Oh good,” he returned, and he relaxed a bit. “As long as ye’ know it’s all lookin’ pretty bad so far. But if you keep a rifle in that princess’s hand, you’re probably set, to be honest.” 
 
    “No shit,” I chuckled. 
 
    My women emerged from the mountain as I finished loading up the last of the essentials, and Dorinick came up from the lower path with a bit of rolled parchment. 
 
    “Here,” he grunted, and he handed the roll over for me to study it. “You don’t want to waste your time going back down through Garioch. This map will get you to Nalnora through eastern Orebane. Should save you quite a few miles.” 
 
    I unrolled the parchment, and my appreciation for the dwarves doubled instantly. Not only was the map of Orebane clearly labeled, but it even had little upside-down triangles that varied in size to distinguish between the prominent peaks we’d pass along the way. 
 
    “See? This is a fucking map.” I grinned. 
 
    Dorinick furrowed his brows up at me. “Well … yeah. That’s what I said.” 
 
    “Never mind,” I replied. “Just know I love your map. It’s a really good map, honestly. I don’t suppose you have one like it of Nalnora?” 
 
    The dwarf snorted. “Think I’ve set foot in that overgrown mess?” He shook his head and shifted to remove the sheath on his belt. “Here, better have this too.”  
 
    To my shock, he held out his own sword to me, but I hesitated to take it. “Are you serious?” I asked as I tried not to let my eyes pop out of my skull. 
 
    “Aye,” he said with a shrug. “I saw ye’ practicin’ earlier. It’ll do ye’ good to have more than just them guns down there.” 
 
    I almost reached out to take the beautiful hilt in hand, but then I hesitated again. “But … it’s your sword,” I muttered. 
 
    “It’s one of my swords,” the dwarf corrected. “It’s a good one, mind, but not my best. Go on, take it.” 
 
    I didn’t need any more convincing. 
 
    The weight of the weapon was unbelievably satisfying in my hand, and I let out a low whistle as I turned the intricate hilt around in the sunlight. The silver filigree glinted and twisted in a series of elaborate loops that ended where a deep blue sapphire lay embedded in the handle. As I looked more closely, I could see there were dwarven letters etched into the metalwork beneath it, and I looked over to the general. 
 
    “What do these letters mean?” I asked him, although my mind had already raced through a dozen epic sayings about war and honor and death and justice. 
 
    Dorinick shrugged. “My initials,” he said unceremoniously. 
 
    “Oh.” I nodded. “That’s cool.” I cleared my throat and tied the sheath to my own belt, then I turned around as three beautiful women emerged from the mountain and waited beside Bobbie. 
 
    Cayla had my favorite leather and chain combo on, and Aurora and Shoshanne ditched their mage’s robes for snug body suits made of the dwarves’ signature boiled leather. Shoshanne’s was a rich brown that matched her warm complexion well, and Aurora’s was a blackish green that made her emerald eyes all the more mesmerizing. 
 
    Their smooth and shapely thighs were completely bare down to their knee-high boots, and the scandalous ensemble they’d found for themselves almost distracted from their deadly weaponry. Almost. 
 
    Cayla wore a revolver on her hip and a rifle strapped to her back, and Aurora’s sword was secured tautly at her waist, with her dagger sheathed in a leather thigh strap. Shoshanne carried a single dagger thrust in the top of her boot, but I made a mental note to keep searching for the right weapon for the caramel beauty. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if I had time to pin each of them against the wall of a cave before we headed out, but it’d probably be poor form to miss the meeting with the elves on account of my libido. 
 
    Still, they looked fiercely sexy as they stood in waiting beside the motorcycle, and I pitied anyone foolish enough to let their thighs distract them for even a moment. A blink of an eye and the poor bastards would be shot, gutted, and burnt to a crisp by the vicious band of beauties. 
 
    Gods, how did I get so lucky? 
 
    Cayla curled her lip as my eyes dragged hungrily across their curves, and Aurora lifted a slender leg to mount Bobbie. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” she purred form her place behind the handlebars. 
 
    I grinned, mounted behind her, and firmly tucked the half-elf between my legs. Cayla perched herself at my back with soft giggle, and Shoshanne cupped the princess’s waist in her hands just as Bobbie roared to life beneath us. 
 
    The dwarves and the Terra Mages gathered outside the workshop to see us off, and I sent Big Guy a salute as he rolled himself up to Thrungrig’s side. 
 
    The metal man returned the gesture, and the dwarf grinned proudly as Boobie revved her engine and took off down the snowy path. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 3 
 
     Dorinick’s map took us down the lower path near the mines and wound sharply through the overlapping rocky ravines. Bobbie zig zagged around the boulders that jutted out and formed the floor of the entire mountain range, and as we made our way east, I could tell by the obsidian that the path slowly took us southward. 
 
    Angry black flecks glinted amongst the granite and snow, and the sheets slowly became broader until whole walls of obsidian flew past as we sped along the path. It was a thin path, but distinct, and it was marked every so often with giant piles of boulders that forced us to turn the right way and led us directly along the course marked on Dorinick’s map. 
 
    As we travelled southward, the obsidian wasn’t the only thing that changed. The snow clinging to every peak in the Draconis Mountains began to slide from the cliffs as the sun dipped down in the west and hit the face of the mountains head on. The trees’ heavy limbs bowed under the weight of the snow for several miles, but now they sprang up in a dense green against the shimmering black of the obsidian. 
 
    We also heard running water for the first time in what felt like weeks, and snow melt poured in along the rocks as the narrow crevice on the ravine began to widen. A small creek drifted along our left side for many miles, and I didn’t know when it happened, but eventually I looked over to find it had grown substantially bigger. The creek had become a river that roared with white water as it crashed over chunks of obsidian, and the shimmering black shards seemed to rise up all over the place like deadly spikes. 
 
    The air became damper as the noise of the river almost drowned out the roar of Bobbie’s engine, and just as the last of the snow disappeared and the sun glowed a warm orange in the western sky, I realized we must be nearly to the border of Nalnora. 
 
    The trees shifted from pine to oak, and the shards of obsidian smoothed back into sheets that finally disappeared altogether. The path became soft with a moist black dirt just as we turned sharply and found ourselves riding along the foothills of the mountain range. I glanced over my shoulder and could barely make out the frozen peaks we’d left behind, but the dim grey mountains near the border towered up to the sky and quickly blocked out any view of the northern lands. 
 
    I’d only studied the map Dorinick gave us for a brief moment, but with the image of it in my mind, Bobbie easily led us in the direction we wanted to go. There were no signs or fences marking the Nalnoran border, but judging by the sudden warmth in the air, I knew we must be further south than Garioch, and probably just within the elven lands. 
 
    I was surprised to find the path we’d followed continued past this point. It thinned to no wider than a foot across while the foliage on either side of us gradually thickened. First, there were dense grasses with slender stalks topped with soft pink clusters of seeds. Then the grasses became dotted with ferns that curled into elegant tendrils at the tips of their fronds. 
 
    Bobbie was able to barrel through the thickening foliage for nearly an hour, but by the time the ferns became tall enough to reach past our shoulders, the sun had dimmed almost completely, and Bobbie slowed to a crawl as the fronds whipped across our arms and thighs. 
 
    If I squinted, I could make out a rocky embankment not far ahead on the right, so I guided Bobbie through the thick brush to bring us into the shadows of the rocks just as the sky shifted to a deep blue. The giant boulders were tucked in a glade of towering trees, but it was too dark to make out much detail in the surroundings. Still, I could see there was an alcove where the boulders met and that it formed a sort of open-faced cave. 
 
    “We can camp here,” I said as Bobbie rolled to a stop outside the alcove. 
 
    After a week in the Draconis Mountains, I’d expected the night to be silent when the engine cut out, but the drone we’d listened to for the past five hours was replaced with a strange chirping. It didn’t sound like the chirp of crickets, but more like the chirp of an army of frogs mixed here and there with the high screech of a hawk. The noise seemed to come from all throughout the dense forest, and the four of us remained where we were for a long moment as we listened to the nightlife around us. 
 
    “That’s beautiful,” Cayla said at last. 
 
    “And loud,” Aurora returned. “How are we supposed to sleep with all that going on?” 
 
    I took my hands from the handlebars and slowly dragged my palms along the half-elf’s inner thighs. She let out a soft chuckle when my fingers found the cleft between her legs, and I pulled her tight against me as my lips brushed her ear. 
 
    “I could tire you out,” I murmured and was pleased to feel the woman’s skin warm by several degrees in my grip. 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” she answered coyly, and Cayla giggled behind us. 
 
    The princess loosened her legs from around me and dismounted with a tired sigh. “Food first,” she groaned. Her pale limbs glowed in what was left of the light in the sky, and she stretched languidly with a little moan of relief. 
 
    Shoshanne immediately followed her with an enthusiastic, “Yes please.” 
 
    I reluctantly released my hold on the half-elf, but I left a little bite on her earlobe before we joined the other women. We walked around the embankment of boulders a few times to get our muscles back in order, and I guessed much of the ground was covered in moss by the spongy feel beneath my feet. 
 
    It was surreal to feel a warm breeze and smell the dankness of fresh soil around me again, instead of snow and ice and hard ass rock. I could even roll up my sleeves without the hairs on my arms getting frost on them. 
 
    The moon had just risen and sent a yellowish glow through the trunks of the trees, and by its soft light I could tell the ferns dominated the forest around us. Their curling fronds overlapped and made odd shapes that shifted in the breeze and cast dense black shadows beneath them. It was almost cozy to see the fullness of the land encircling us, and I let out a satisfied sigh as I dropped down with my back against a large boulder. 
 
    Aurora started a fire for us outside of the alcove with strange and twisting branches she’d found in the brush. The flames illuminated a halo of earth and showed that the ground was covered in a thick layer of moss that rose and fell in little mounds. There were old felled logs littered around the small clearing, and the occasional shallow puddle where the moss thinned out. 
 
    The boulders around me were smooth and much paler than the rock in the north. I remembered what Thrungrig had said about the rocks in the southeast being too soft, and my curiosity was peaked as I dragged my hand along the smooth surface. 
 
    I called my magic up, and just as my arm began to tingle, I felt the boulder at my back warp easily under my will. Compared to the mountain I’d ripped apart with Pindor, it was like wrinkling a piece of fabric. The pale rock felt light as it reshaped itself, and not a single crack appeared on the face when I shifted and pushed the sides in on themselves, so the boulder gained well over five feet in height. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d feel like making us a dinner table?” Cayla called, and I turned to see she had hoisted one of the bags of food out of the sidecar. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said with a grin. The rock was pliable enough in my hands that a large chunk easily came loose from the side of the boulder, and I held it suspended as I moved closer to the edge of the fire. 
 
    The new rock felt fantastic to work with, almost like I’d switched mediums completely. I began to form a round table like a potter with a wheel and let the rock turn slowly before me while I smoothed the edges and flattened the surface out. Then I brought a pillar down from the center and broadened the base against the mossy ground to balance the weight of the stone table. 
 
    I decided to mix it up with the seating, mainly because the moss was so damned comfy, so I raised four squat mounds of dirt and was careful to work slowly so the moss wouldn’t split or flake away. By the time I’d finished, we had a rustic table that looked fit for elven knights, and I carefully dropped down onto one of the mounds to test it out. 
 
    “Oh hell yeah,” I sighed. “I should line Bobbie’s seat with this stuff. It’s like sitting on … well, moss. But tell me this isn’t the cushiest moss you’ve ever felt?” 
 
    Shoshanne let out a husky chuckle as she joined me at the table, but her eyebrows rose as she settled on to her own seat. “Okay,” she said with a smile, “this is actually the softest thing.” 
 
    “Right? I know what I’m making our bed out of tonight,” I mused, and I sent a wink to the caramel beauty. 
 
    Cayla had insisted we bring a pan for cooking fresh food on this trip, and I was glad she did as the smell of simmering meat drifted toward the table. The princess sat on the moss beside the fire with her long legs curled to the side, and her brows were furrowed in concentration.  
 
    I smiled at the sight of her. Even while cooking, you could tell she was royalty, and it felt a bit like an honor, the way she looked after us so often. 
 
    “You want us to help with that?” I offered, but as I began to stand up, Cayla waved me off with a glint in her eyes. 
 
    “No way, I want to do it,” she laughed. “I used to pretend I lived in the wild when I was a little girl, it drove my father crazy. I’d sit right down in the mud in the courtyard, with my dress all bunched up, and make disgusting cakes out of sludgy mud and rocks.” 
 
    “Hey me too!” Aurora chimed in. “But I definitely didn’t have fine dresses on.” 
 
    “We did sand pies on the island,” Shoshanne giggled. “I used to put shells around the edges for crust.” 
 
    “Back in my realm, I was all about forts,” I added. “The boy scouts took trips to the woods, and we had to build shelters in different styles out of sticks and branches. We were allowed to bring rope sometimes, but mostly we worked with the elements.” 
 
    “What’s a boy scout?” Aurora asked as she settled herself on one of the mossy mounds. Her eyes popped when she did, and she nodded her approval with a little wiggle of her hips. 
 
    I chuckled as I watched her. “Boy scouts were troops of boys who had a leader to teach them about surviving in the wild and being good members of the community. Looking back, it was probably the closest I ever came to feeling like I was in my element,” I mused. “Same way you all wanted to be in the wild, I suppose. It just felt right.” 
 
    Cayla craned her neck and spoke to us from the fireside. “My father had a lot to say about the right and wrong of it,” she said with a smirk. “He thinks the races who live in the elements are unrefined. It’s insulting, really. I mean … look at the dwarves. They have their homes in the capital, but Thrungrig and the miners make their own way in the mountains, and it’s so much more impressive I think.” 
 
    “I agree,” Aurora said with a nod. “To build yourself and your home up from nothing but what’s within reach is admirable. Especially without the use of magic.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected it, but at the mention of the dwarves and their home in the mountains, I actually got a little nostalgic. There was silence between us for a moment, and then I said, “It’s weird to leave the dwarves.” 
 
    “I was just thinking the same thing,” Shoshanne admitted. “They were so kind. I’ve never met anyone like them. Granted, I’ve been more sheltered than most, but I still think they’re finer than many others I’ve met.” 
 
    “And their ale … ” Cayla moaned as she flipped a slab of meat over, and the following sizzle sent off an aroma that made my stomach growl just to smell it. Then the princess rose, dusted the bits of moss from her back side, and joined us at the table. 
 
    “The ale and their hospitality were definitely welcome surprises,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Even more so after all that nonsense about them running us off cliffs,” Cayla added as she propped her elbows on the tabletop. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll be as lucky with the elves,” I offered, but their eyes were instantly wary. 
 
    “I don’t know, Mason,” the half-elf warned. “You saw that letter, and the dwarves are misunderstood mostly because they live in such remote and barren lands. They guard their lands carefully because of the wealth they gain from the mines, but it’s different with the elves.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    Aurora scrunched her brows while she thought this over, but Shoshanne spoke first. 
 
    “They don’t guard their lands, for one,” she informed us. “The Order of Pallax used to come right across the border to harvest the medicinal plants they needed, and no one was ever cautioned against it. It was the creatures that made it dangerous, not the elves.” 
 
    “That’s true … ” Aurora mused. “When I did manage to get across the border, when I was younger, the elves I met treated me like I was less than a fly, but they were mostly farmers. They didn’t even bother to tell me to get lost or out of their lands. They just sneered and ignored me.” 
 
    I was instantly irritated to imagine my beautiful half-elf being treated as lowly, but nothing would compare to the pure rage the people in Toroth had shown. I still wanted to rip their throats out of their necks just to think of the ambush they tried to pull, as well as the hateful words they’d thrown at Aurora. I reached out to gently brush the Ignis Mage’s arm, and she sent me a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve had a little while to prepare for coming here now, and the more I think it over, the less nervous I am. I am half-elf, and even if that makes me less than garbage in their eyes, it’s better than being considered a threat.” 
 
    I could see the logic in it, but I hated the way it sounded. She deserved to be hailed right up there with the princess in my opinion. 
 
    “And I think it could actually help us out,” Aurora continued. 
 
    “How?” Shoshanne asked, and her eyes looked a bit saddened by the words about the treatment of the half-elf. 
 
    Aurora’s emerald eyes sparked as she leaned forward a bit, though, and she spoke in a conspiratorial way. “They don’t care about me, I’m nothing to them,” she began, and I winced at the words. “I mean, they seriously work at not noticing me. So, if it comes to it, I can slip under their radar in a pretty important way. Think of it, Mason.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow, and the half-elf shifted to face me. 
 
    “You’re all clearly human, so they’ll most likely be openly hostile,” she went on. “They’ll watch you wherever you go. But me? They’ll turn their back, and I can basically do as I please, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I admitted, and I scratched my beard as I thought over what this could mean. Still, without knowing much about the elves, it was hard to know what to do with the half-elf’s allowance. 
 
    “You said these were mostly farmers you met?” Shoshanne asked, and Aurora nodded her head. 
 
    “We don’t know what the elves of the council are like, though,” I said. “Not really. It’s mostly rumors and conjectures we’re going off.” 
 
    “True,” Cayla said, “and I think we should stay as open minded as possible.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. “You guys go ahead and be open minded,” she muttered. “I’m gonna keep my ears out and my chin up.” 
 
    “Good.” I smirked and nudged her gently on the arm. “I hate the thought of you being shoved aside,” I told her earnestly, “but if there’s even a scrap of good that comes from the shit way they treat you, we’ll absolutely use it to our advantage, I promise.” 
 
    The half-elf smiled at the idea and gave a curt nod. “That’s all I ask,” she said. “Whatever there is waiting for us in Rhoemir, I’d like to at least know we’re prepared on all fronts. And in my own way, I could be an important asset, beyond my Ignis magic.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I returned. 
 
    Cayla rose to check on the food, and a pleased smile spread across her face. “It’s ready,” she sighed. 
 
    Shoshanne hopped up and went to gather the few silver plates we’d brought from the dwarven kitchens, and the two women sorted the food. 
 
    “This is the only fresh meat I brought along,” Cayla said as they handed the plates around. “So, we’ll have to do some hunting along the way, but in the meantime, enjoy some venison, courtesy of the dwarves.” 
 
    The salty meat practically fell to pieces in my mouth, and the grease of it had fried the greens that she served with it to perfection. It even had the smoky flavor I loved in my camp food. 
 
    After only a few bites, the princess returned to the sidecar once more, and this time she came back with a giant jug in her arms. 
 
    “Wine?” she asked. 
 
    “I thought we were bringing the essentials only,” I laughed as the jug dropped heavily to the table top. 
 
    “It’s dwarven wine … ” Shoshanne sighed. “Of course it’s essential.” 
 
    “The only thing we’re missing is cups,” Cayla hinted, and all three women looked to me expectantly. 
 
    I chuckled and stood up. “Yeah, that’s why Thrungrig loaded up the sidecar,” I said as I made my way to Bobbie. “To craft goblets for my women along the way.” 
 
    I dug through the many chunks of metal in the bottom of the sidecar until I found a decent hunk of gold. When I returned to the table, the plates were being refilled, and I set the metal down on the stonework. 
 
    I felt the magic trickle down my arms and surge in my fingertips, and the gold began to hover as it separated into four lumps. I decided to go for classic tumblers about five inches high, but I used the same slow turning method I’d tried out on the table, and it created shallow grooves in the surface of the gold that spiraled upward toward the lip. When I’d finished, the golden tumblers gleamed in the firelight, and the deep red glow of the wine Shoshanne filled them with made it all look nearly fine enough for the elders of Aurum themselves. Although, I thought the lack of gaudy gems made it a touch classier and fit the circumstances better. 
 
    We had just settled in for a second helping of venison when Aurora’s eyes snapped up to the trees, and her lips parted slightly. A look of wonder came to her face, and we all turned to see what had caught her eye. 
 
    The moon was higher in the sky now, and the light of it was dappled through the leaves of the trees, but this wasn’t what we noticed first.  
 
    It was what the light caught on. 
 
    Dozens of wings flashed in the moonlight and fluttered down from the treetops toward the flames of our fire. I realized they were moths as I watched them flit around, but they were at least three times bigger than any moth I’d ever seen. A few came to rest on the surface of the table, and as they lazily folded and unfolded their wings, the soft dust that coated their bodies shimmered with iridescent blues and purples. 
 
    Shoshanne extended a slender finger toward one of the moths, and she angled it to run gently along the feathery antennae. When her finger met with the feathers, there was a sharp sound like a zap, and she jumped to pull her hand away. 
 
    “It shocked me,” the Aer Mage laughed. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, and of course, I reached out to try it for myself. 
 
    The moth on the edge of my plate didn’t even move when I brought my hand closer, so I carefully tapped my finger on the strange antenna. The zap of blue light arced from the antenna to my finger and over to the golden rim of the cup, and I felt an odd surge of magic when the three connected for the briefest moment. 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed. I pulled my hand away quickly, and the moth remained exactly as it was. It seemed unphased by my prodding, as well as by the strange electricity that had just formed a circuit between us. 
 
    “What are these called?” I wondered out loud, but before I could raise my eyes to the women around me, I heard the half-elf’s sword unsheathe, and in the blink of an eye, she brought it down hard on the table between Cayla and Shoshanne. 
 
    Everyone jolted in surprise, and the moths took off toward the treetops. For the briefest moment, the noise of the creatures in the forest ceased, but by the time Aurora brought her sword back across the table and wiped something from its blade, the strange chirping had risen again. 
 
    Shoshanne gasped and leapt out of her seat, and I finally saw what had happened. 
 
    Two heads wriggled in the shadows near her plate, but whatever body they’d been connected to was nowhere to be seen. The eyes protruded from the skulls and darted in every direction, and while it flopped around on the stonework, I realized the two heads were joined in a single neck. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I demanded. 
 
    Cayla curled back her lip and prodded the thing with the tip of her knife to send it toward the center of the table. “It’s still alive … ” she muttered. 
 
    “Yeah it is,” I replied. “What the fuck is it?” 
 
    Aurora snorted next to me. “Whatever it is, it’s resilient. Are those scales or what?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” I peered closer at the two heads, and the firelight illuminated a strange magenta sheen on what was left of its body. The eyes flashed yellow in the centers, but with every twist and turn, they became less shifty until they finally stopped looking around all together. 
 
    The heads lay still in the center of the table while a puddle of goo I couldn’t make out the color of oozed from its severed neck. 
 
    Aurora sent a flame out, and the corpse ignited in a blaze that shifted from orange to pink before it fizzled out with a spurt of green. There was only a pile of ash left when it burned out, and we all exchanged glances. 
 
    “That was … interesting,” I tried. 
 
    Shoshanne slowly returned to her seat, but she only offered an uneasy smile in response. 
 
    Aurora, on the other hand, started laughing, and we all turned to the half-elf. 
 
    “What?” she snorted. “We’re in the jungle. Did you expect to find sod poodles all over the place?” 
 
    Shoshanne smirked. “No. I just … I don’t like crawly things.” 
 
    “Well here,” the half-elf started, and she got up and brought herself around to the Aer Mage. Then she crouched down and pulled the body of the creature she’d beheaded out from beneath the table. 
 
    It was slender and bent like a snake, but it had at least a dozen little legs down the sides of the body. 
 
    Now Cayla and Shoshanne both jumped up, but Aurora caught the Aer Mage’s arm. “No, no, come here,” she said firmly as she plunked the body onto the stone tabletop. 
 
    It was long enough that it draped off the edge at both ends, and I couldn’t resist poking at it a bit. The strange magenta sheen covered each scale, but they were firm to the touch. More like the bark of a tree than the body of a serpent. 
 
     The Aer Mage’s eyes grew wide as she was pulled to Aurora’s side, and the half-elf unsheathed her sword. Then she handed the hilt to Shoshanne. 
 
    “Ok, it’s already dead,” the half-elf said bluntly. “So, cut it in half.” 
 
    Shoshanne stared at the Ignis Mage. 
 
    “Look,” Aurora said, and she placed a reassuring arm around the woman. “I watched you send an army of giants off the edge of a mountain last week, and let’s not forget you suffocated an idiot bandit in a bar.” 
 
    Shoshanne smiled at the words, and Aurora chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, so you can do this,” she continued, “but this is exactly like with the rifle. You get nervous, you tense up, and it all gets thrown back at you. You just need to breathe … steady yourself and take your aim. Don’t think about what’s about to happen, think about what happens after that.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chimed in. “It’s like … punch through the face, not at the face.” 
 
    Aurora cocked an eyebrow, and I mumbled for her to continue her lesson. 
 
    “What do you mean?” the Aer Mage asked as she held the blade in front of her and eyed the creature on the table. 
 
    “I mean once you do it,” the half-elf continued, “that thing’s gonna be dead and won’t be a threat anymore. Just like that, it’s over. You just have to get to that part by … ” 
 
    Shoshanne took a deep breath. “By following through and doing it,” she finished. 
 
    “Exactly.” The half-elf nodded. “Now, take your aim and kill the dead thing.” 
 
    Shoshanne chuckled, but she steadied her arms and looked carefully at the body of the limp creature. Then she raised the blade slowly and was about to bring it down when Cayla shrieked and jumped back from the table. 
 
    Aurora looked down and immediately lunged to the tabletop before she whipped around and ordered the Aer Mage to strike. 
 
    I was on my feet and at the woman’s side when I saw another long magenta body scuttle across the moss, and just as I grabbed for the hilt of my sword, Shoshanne dropped to her knee and let the sword split the creature in two. 
 
    The halves wriggled angrily, but the Aer Mage acted on instinct, and with two quick swipes, the body was diced into four chunks in front of her. 
 
    Aurora burst out laughing, and Shoshanne turned a glowing smile to the half-elf from where she knelt on the ground. 
 
    “I did it … ” she said in a daze. “I killed the live one!” 
 
    “Hell yeah you did,” Aurora laughed, and Cayla thrummed her cup of wine graciously on the table. 
 
    “That’s how you do it,” she told Shoshanne, and I saw a glow of pride in her eyes. 
 
    I chuckled at the three of them before I helped the caramel beauty back to her feet and pulled her in for a fiery kiss. The sword fell limply to her side, and when I released her, she was blushing all over. 
 
    “That was great,” I told her with a broad grin. 
 
    She giggled and pressed her palm to her cheek as she shook her head. “That was so scary, what the hell are those things?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I laughed, “but I think we’re all gonna get really used to killing the fuckers. Including you.” 
 
    Cayla crouched down with her wine still clutched in her hand and took a close look at the dead creature. “Maybe we could eat them … ” she offered, but when she glanced up, Shoshanne shook her head vigorously. 
 
    “Hey,” the princess said with a shrug, “it might taste good. And we are going to need to find our own meat down here.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head, and then I pulled the woman to her feet. Her bright blue eyes sparkled up at me, and I took the smooth plane of her cheek in my hand. “I love where your heads at,” I told her, “but let’s just enjoy our wine and try not to get eaten tonight, alright? Tomorrow we can taste all the things we kill if it makes you happy.” 
 
    Cayla giggled and lifted her cup as if to toast the decision, and I led her back to her mossy spot at the table. 
 
    Aurora dragged the dead body off the stone, since Shoshanne wouldn’t need to practice on it after all, and we settled back to our dinner with many snickers and fresh wine all around. 
 
    By the time we finished, a quarter of the jug was gone, and the half-elf had ordered the Aer Mage to kill two more of the magenta creatures and something that looked like a spider the size of my own fist. 
 
    Then we gathered around the fire with our wine, and as I settled in, I found a pair of mocha thighs pressed along my own. 
 
    My eyes were incredibly hazy, but they found the plush lips of Shoshanne as they curled into a coy smile beside me. 
 
    “Hmm … ” I mused, and I grazed my hand along the smooth curve of her inner thigh. Cayla settled in on my other side, and when I looked up, Aurora took one last gulp from her mug before she stretched her arms above her head with a lazy smile and let her hip pop to the side in a way that made her curves all the more alluring. 
 
    The half-elf slowly began to peel the leather bodysuit off herself, and she let it drop to the moss beside the flames. Her long blue braids swayed lightly in the cool night breeze and fell over her shoulders so they framed her breasts. 
 
     Then she sauntered forward, and as she moved to straddle me, I caught the crook of her thigh and lowered her onto her back. I laid kisses along her slender neck and down to her nipples, where I flicked my tongue a few times until her hips began to writhe. Then I moved lower, and as I teased her clit with my tongue, I saw Shoshanne move to undo the chains on Cayla’s legs. 
 
    I slid the thigh strap down the half-elf’s leg and tossed it and the dagger aside before I hitched her leg up and slid my tongue into the moist pink flesh. 
 
    Aurora moaned and ground her hips into me, so I delved deeper and began to undo the ties at my waist. Then she reached down and clawed at my hair to pull me in closer as her pleasure peaked, and I finally rose to drive my cock into the fiery woman. 
 
    I pulled her arms up and pinned them above her head, and the restraint only made the half-elf meet my thrusts more eagerly. Each time I took the soft flesh of her neck between my teeth, she let out a deep moan and bucked hard beneath me, and I could feel our flesh burn against each other. As she neared her climax, she writhed in my grip and began to tremble all over, until she let out a loud shriek of pleasure, and I finally let myself release inside of her. Then I loosened my hold on her, and the half-elf melted against me with her fingers knotted in my beard, and her tongue slid between my lips. 
 
    I could feel the heat of her ignite against me, and I began to move in her again, but a soft stroke along my shoulders caught my attention. The moment I pulled away from the half-elf, I was caught up by Shoshanne, who rolled me beneath her as she perched herself on top of me.  
 
    I gripped the plush hips in my palms and pulled her forward so my slick cock slid into her immediately, and the Aer Mage gasped as her tight flesh began to pulse around me.  
 
    Then a pair of porcelain hands slid along the caramel beauty’s waist, and I watched them make a teasing trail to her nipples while Cayla brought herself flush against the woman’s back. She ground against Shoshanne in a way that made her press even firmer against me, and as I moved with the two women, Cayla pinched at the bud of the Aer Mage’s nipples and laid kisses along her neck. 
 
    Shoshanne let a feral moan loose and dug her nails into the princess’ legs, and Cayla pulled the caramel beauty hard against her by the hair. As I watched and fought to restrain myself, the princess slid her other hand down to the cleft between the other woman’s thighs. 
 
    The Aer Mage trembled desperately in Cayla’s grip, and I thrust myself deeper as I felt her begin to spasm uncontrollably between us. I let myself release just as she screeched with ecstasy, but Cayla didn’t let her free that easily. She slowed the circles she traced on the woman’s clit and gently loosened her hold on the copper curls with a giggle. 
 
    Then Cayla pinched lightly at the taut nipple once more, and whispered, “Had enough yet?” in her ear. 
 
    Shoshanne’s eyes were closed with pleasure and she gave a satisfied moan before she finally nodded her head. I chuckled and loosened my grip on the meat of the woman’s thighs, and as I rolled her onto the moss, I left her with a deep kiss. 
 
    When I turned, Cayla’s eyes were hooded, and her deep red nipples were perked with her arousal, so I reached out and gently clutched her slender neck in my hand and easily pulled her to me. Her porcelain skin was like silk against mine, but I only held her there long enough to get a taste of her honied lips and give her tongue a few warning bites. 
 
    Then I quickly flipped her around and pressed her firmly against a log. I wound my arm around her and cupped her supple breast in my hand, and as I teased her with my cock, I slid the other hand down to her clit. 
 
    The woman tilted her hips into mine, but I wouldn’t give her any more. “I thought you liked to tease,” I murmured against her ear, and Cayla let out a low and desperate moan. 
 
    I began to rub my palm against her nipple to make her tremble, and I could feel her breaths quicken with pleasure. Then I let my fingers flick circles across her clit, and she bucked hard against me as she let out another moan. Normally, cumming twice within fifteen minutes would have been my maximum effort, but making love to the three women excited my body more than I could ever recall, and my erection pulsed hungrily against the wetness of her pussy lips. I only let myself slide part of the way into her before I quickly pulled back with a hard pinch to her nipple. 
 
    The moan she let out was an impatient one this time, and I wrenched her up so she was locked against me, her neck in one hand, and her clit in another. 
 
    “You want more?” I growled, and Cayla nodded desperately. 
 
    Then I let her have the full length of me, and she folded forward with a moan of pleasure that caught in her throat. With her ass propped up and pinned against the log, I drove myself into her without holding back, and with each thrust she let out a shriek that echoed through the forest around us. 
 
    The heat at her center tightened around me, and as I moved quicker, the muscles along her back began to twitch with pleasure. Then I locked her hips in place as she dug her nails into the dirt, and with a final thrust, I buried myself as deep as I could in the woman, and she spasmed uncontrollably around my cock as we finally reached our climax. My orgasm again surprised me, since I kind of thought I wouldn’t have any sperm to give her, but this third climax was the most powerful yet, and I pumped cupful after cupful of seed into Cayla’s tight tunnel.  
 
    When we’d finished, I pulled her roughly from the log and flipped her around so her long legs straddled me, and she curled the corners of her lips in satisfaction. Then I kissed her and let her grind to slide her moist flesh along the length of me, before I hooked my arm under her ass to carry her to where the other women lay tangled together on the moss. 
 
    Aurora traced her finger through the amber curls at the apex of Shoshanne’s plush thighs, while the Aer Mage tipped her wine up for the half-elf to sip. The two women smiled sleepily as I set Cayla down beside them, and Aurora let out a satisfied sigh and pulled the porcelain woman against her. They took a moment to kiss each other passionately as Shoshanne wiggled over to make room for me between them all. 
 
    I grinned and settled in with the warm legs of my women hitched around me and their giggles against my chest. Cayla tucked her hand in the nook of Aurora’s thighs, and Shoshanne laid a light kiss on my shoulder as she curled herself against me and tucked her head beneath my neck. 
 
    The flames had dimmed since we first gathered around the fire, and I watched the shadows dance across the boulders stretched high above us until the slow, deep breaths of my lovers surrounded me, and my eyes slid closed. 
 
    When they opened again to the daylight, there were no boulders above me. 
 
    Only a slimy jaw with two yellow teeth protruding. 
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
     For a split second, I thought I might be able to do something without waking the women. If everyone panicked, the jaws would easily snatch at least one of us up, if not all of us. 
 
    We were stark naked and curled up right where we’d fallen asleep on the moss, and even though I knew our weapons were somewhere on the ground around us, I had been too distracted the night before to pay attention to where they’d landed. 
 
    The jaws hovered a foot above our heads, and if I wrenched the ground open it would only startle the creature and bring the teeth closer to us. So, I called my metal magic to the surface instead. 
 
    The arm that had been wrapped around Shoshanne was limp on the ground beneath her, and I did my best not to move a finger as I sent my magic out into the clearing and waited for the familiar sensation of the steel calling to me. 
 
    I finally sensed my sword and guessed it to be about three feet away, so I slowly pulled it to myself and hoped the beast wouldn’t see it slide closer. 
 
    But of course, he saw. It was a gilded sword the size of a hefty snake. 
 
    The creature’s head whipped to the side as its eyes fell on the sword, and the abrupt movement sent a splatter of spit raining down on the four of us. Aurora let out an irritated huff as she lifted her head and squinted hard through her sleepy haze. 
 
    Then her emerald eyes popped wide, and the snout of the beast began to snarl as it turned to look at the half-elf. 
 
    Aurora froze like that for a moment before her own lips peeled back into a snarl, and she whipped her arm up to send a searing flame directly into the face of the beast. 
 
    The moment it reared up in response, the half-elf rolled out of the way of its massive paws and took Cayla with her. I did the same with Shoshanne, and as we came to a stop out of range of the beast, my back ran smack into a massive leg. 
 
    I didn’t bother to look up. 
 
    I threw my arm out, and the sword shot into my hand, and as I whipped onto my back, I found myself face to face with a giant sphinx. 
 
    The beast let out a vicious roar, and Shoshanne screeched beside me, just as I drove the blade into the thick fur of the sphinx’s chest. 
 
    A painful yowl pealed from its throat as it reared up, and the blade was wrenched from its chest. I leapt to my feet while it stumbled in agony, and as I did I saw there were two sphinx in the clearing with us. I quickly lunged to bury the blade into the beast a second time, and when the sphinx crumpled forward, I was able to rip the blade free and bring it down hard on the creature’s exposed neck. 
 
    The dwarven steel sliced straight through, and the sphinx went limp as its head disconnected from its body. 
 
    When I turned around, I saw Aurora had only enraged the other with her flames, but as the beast moved to charge the half-elf, she sent another stream of flames into the thick mane. The fur ignited and crackled as it burned straight through to the skin, and the sphinx snarled with fury as it stamped and swiped its great paws at its neck. 
 
    Cayla took the opportunity to leap for her rifle that lay at the base of the boulder, but as she raised it she took aim in an entirely different direction, and my eyes shot to a third sphinx who was crouched low and stalked forward from the brush. 
 
    The shot went off, and half of the beast’s face split open just before it dropped heavily to the ground. 
 
    Without a moment of hesitation, Cayla whipped around, and another shot went off. The flaming sphinx yowled as the bullet tore through its shoulder. It stumbled and snarled hideously, and the flames that had devoured its mane spread to the feathers of its massive wings. Sparks and feathers flew around the clearing, and the sphinx flapped its flaming wings in agony. 
 
    Then Cayla took her aim, and her shot blasted the snout of the sphinx wide open, and the beast fell into a lifeless heap of flaming feathers. 
 
    None of us moved. 
 
    My heart thrummed hard in my chest, and the exposed breasts of the two women across the clearing heaved and glinted with a light sheen of sweat. 
 
    Cayla finally lowered the rifle to her side, and Aurora raised her arm to douse the flames that had nearly burnt away all of the feathers on the winged beast. Once the flames were gone, only charred flesh and exposed bone remained where the giant golden feathers had been. 
 
    I turned and looked at the lifeless three bodies around the clearing, and the size of the beasts was staggering. They were twice as big as any lion I’d seen on Earth, but their wings spanned several feet and added considerably to the girth of the beasts. Their heads were lionesque, but with curled golden horns. The moss began to turn a deep purplish black as their blood pooled beneath them, and their deep chestnut fur became ruddy and matted where it trickled from their wounds. 
 
    “Is everyone ok?” I finally asked, and I turned to find Shoshanne naked and staring at the dead beast beside her. 
 
    “Yeah … ” she said blankly. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to seriously rethink our sleeping habits, though,” Aurora sighed, and I couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    All of us were covered in bits of mud and moss, and we were all buck naked in a clearing with three giant and bloodied sphinxes strewn around. 
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted, “I should probably have made a stone house for us to sleep in, but I was a little distracted last night.” 
 
    Aurora and Cayla smirked, while Shoshanne blushed.  
 
    “Well, we’ve all learned a lesson,” Cayla laughed.  
 
    “See, I knew this was gonna be a crazy trip,” I said with a grin. “I told Haragh it would be awesome, and he was all down on the deadly shit. But this … ” I gestured to the entire scene. “This is exactly what I’ve been needing.” 
 
    “Are you serious right now?” Aurora asked as she propped her hand on her hip. 
 
    I dragged my eyes along the honed muscles of the woman’s figure, and my grin widened. “Hell yeah, I am,” I assured her with a wink. “You look beautiful this morning, by the way.” 
 
    The half-elf rolled her eyes and pointed to the sword in my hand. 
 
    “Why didn’t you grab the revolver?” she asked, and I could tell she was unimpressed with my choice. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a shrug. “I just got it … it’s a fucking cool sword. And it did the trick, didn’t it?” 
 
    Aurora tried not to smirk, and Cayla started to giggle as she made her way over to her discarded clothes. 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed, and she bent to gather her boots and her holster. “I’m going to make breakfast and if no one has any objections, we’ll be having fried magenta things with a side of toast.” 
 
    Shoshanne groaned behind me, and I chuckled as I came over to help her up. 
 
    I reached down to pat the dirt from the cheeks of her ass, and she blushed and swatted at me. 
 
    We were all dressed and armed by the time the magenta things were done cooking, but when the plates were finally laid out in front of us all, no one moved to take a bite. 
 
    Even Cayla looked less enthusiastic than she’d been at first. 
 
    “So … ” I began. “Let’s dig in, I guess.” 
 
    The three women looked at me with tense smiles, and when they didn’t do anything else, I realized they wanted me to try it first. 
 
    I prodded at the singed meat with the end of my knife and took a sniff. It actually smelled kind of like bacon, even though the meat had turned black all the way through with the cooking. 
 
    I sent an uneasy smile to the chef, and Cayla waited expectantly for me to take a bite. 
 
    With a deep breath, I lifted a hunk of meat to my lips and took the smallest bite from the edge. 
 
    I chewed slowly and was fully ready to be repulsed any second, but to my surprise it tasted almost exactly like bacon. “Huh,” I said with a shrug, and I took a more sizeable bite. 
 
    The meat chewed the same as chicken, and it wasn’t even too greasy, but the scales were like wood, so I turned to the side and spit the chunk into the ferns. 
 
    “Not good?” Cayla asked sadly. 
 
    “Oh no,” I assured her, “it’s good. But we’re gonna have to skin these guys next time. Maybe peel the scales off before you dig in.” I did just that and shoveled a lump of black meat into my mouth, and when I looked up, the women remained perfectly still. 
 
    “Seriously,” I said and gestured to their plates. “It tastes like bacon. Go for it.” 
 
    Cayla gave a little shrug and sliced the scales from her own magenta thing, and then she daintily lifted the meat to her lips. 
 
    Her eyebrows raised as she chewed a bit, then she let out a thoughtful “hmm.” 
 
    “I don’t know what bacon is,” she mumbled, “but it tastes like boar to me.” 
 
    “Bacon is a way of cooking up pig where I’m from,” I told her as I shoveled another chunk into my mouth. “So, that’s pretty accurate.” 
 
    Aurora and Shoshanne glanced to one another before they finally began to work on their own breakfast, but once everyone had taken a few bites, we all decided it was pretty damn good. 
 
    “A little salty,” Shoshanne offered between bites. 
 
    Once our stomachs were full, we packed up our campsite, and I used my magic to remove the table and mold it back into the edge of the boulder. Then I flattened the mounds of moss and stamped around the fire to be sure it was out completely. 
 
    Cayla looked amused when I joined them next to Bobbie, but I only shrugged. “Hey, boy scouts always leave things the way they found them,” I told her with mock importance. 
 
    The woman cocked a brow and looked to the three dead sphinxes. 
 
    I smirked. “And sometimes they kill some shit and leave it for the other beasties to eat. What?” 
 
    Aurora chuckled as she mounted Bobbie and unfolded the scant map the elves had sent me. 
 
    “Ok so … where the hell are we?” she sighed. 
 
    I joined her and unfolded Dorinick’s map, and the two of us worked to line up where his path ended, and where the one on this side of the border probably began. 
 
    “So, we’re sort of northwest of that X?” the half-elf offered. 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “The sun rose just ahead of us, so let’s follow this path a little ways and veer off to the left a bit in about an hour. We’ll hope that X is a place with some elves who know what’s what.” 
 
    Cayla looked unhappy with the vagueness of the plan, but we all agreed we’d just have to wing this one until we met with anyone who could give us a better idea of where we were. Once we were all mounted up, Bobbie roared to life and guided us back to the path we’d arrived from. 
 
    The path continued on as it had, and the ferns only continued to gain in size. Eventually, I decided ferns wasn’t an accurate description and started to consider them bushes once the fronds plumed a few feet above our heads. 
 
    The trees between them had trunks that spanned at least six feet in diameter, with thick vines that curled and hung down from each. The vines grew bright orange and jagged leaves, and Shoshanne hollered over the engine as we passed beneath a low hanging vine. 
 
    “Don’t touch the orange leaves,” she warned. 
 
    “Why not?” I hollered back. 
 
    “Those barbed tips secrete a flesh-eating milk.” 
 
    I turned incredulously to look at the Aer Mage, but her face was completely serious. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I muttered, and I warily eyed the vines that streaked past. 
 
    As the sun rose, the air became thick and humid, and the forest began to move with life all around us. Beetles about as big as my revolver flecked the trunks of the trees, and their exoskeletons glinted an electric blue. There were others that were slightly smaller and black, but they had three horns protruding from their heads and curved in a way that reminded me of a rhino bug. 
 
    The sound of Bobbie’s engine startled much of the wildlife, and I saw the tails of several of the deep red deer with the spikes down their back just as they disappeared behind brush. I scanned the treetops carefully for sphinxes, but I only saw peculiar birds that took flight as we came upon them. Some had long white tail feathers and hooked, yellow beaks, and from the way their eyes flashed, I guessed they were an iridescent sort of green. 
 
    The whole forest was a wash of strange colors, and once the giant blue flowers appeared, I was nearly completely distracted as I took in the strange lands around me. Aurora’s voice pulled me back, and she waved the elven map over her shoulder at me. 
 
    Bobbie slowed to a stop, and I craned my neck over the half-elf’s shoulder. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Based on how far we got when we crossed Orebane, and by the hours we’ve travelled today, I’d say we should be pretty close to this X,” she guessed. 
 
    I thought back and realized she was probably right. The path we followed veered us to the southeast, and by the height of the sun in the sky, it looked like we’d ridden a good five hours already. “That’s good,” I said with a nod. “Well … I think.” 
 
    Bobbie started forward again, and about thirty minutes on, the path widened, and the soil became a rich mahogany color beneath us. The trees grew closer together here, but the ferns dispersed and were overgrown with the stout leaves that sprouted around the blue flowers. They almost looked like hibiscus, but the stems were covered in bright red hairs. 
 
    Without the ferns closing us in, I could look out across the forest more easily, and the first thing I noticed was there was much less wildlife here. I was just about to mention this to the others when Shoshanne reached forward and clutched my shoulder. 
 
    Bobbie halted and I turned around, but the woman was pale and pointed straight ahead. 
 
    “Th-there,” she managed. 
 
    I whipped my head forward, and as I dragged my eyes all over the strange foliage, I thought I saw three white flowers twitch. 
 
    “What?” I whispered back to the woman. “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “Raxis,” Shoshanne said. 
 
    “What’s a Raxis?” I asked, but then the flowers that had twitched jerked their petals wide open, and three slithering and mustardy tentacles shot out. 
 
    My hand snapped to the revolver on my hip, and I aimed my shot directly into the squiggling center of the tentacles. 
 
    The flower burst apart, and yellow goo splattered all around. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” Shoshanne screamed, just as the yellow ooze began to bubble and burn straight through the leaves of the plants it had landed on. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed, and I dismounted as the other two heads of the carnivorous plant wavered and rose into the sky above us. Then Cayla and Aurora joined me on either side. 
 
    The half-elf threw her flames toward the tentacles, but the plant dodged swiftly and dove straight for her. 
 
    I yanked the woman aside, and she unsheathed her sword to bring it down hard on the stalk just behind the petals. 
 
    Then the flower hissed, and we all jumped away. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I growled. The decapitated flower flipped around in the dirt, before it literally planted itself on its end, and a new stalk rooted itself into the ground. The head hissed again as it grew up toward the sky, and I felt my gut clench. 
 
    “Ooookay, Shoshanne,” I muttered. “How do you kill it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she squeaked from my back. “Just don’t make it madder and don’t shoot it.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I hissed. Then I turned, and the warm eyes of the Aer Mage were wide with worry, and I realized I was going to have to get creative really quick. 
 
    “Aurora, you try to burn them or something,” I instructed, “Shoshanne and Cayla, get the fuck back and if I say shoot, I want you to shoot.” 
 
    “No don’t--” Shoshanne cut in, but she didn’t have time to finish. 
 
    The second flower made a strike at us, and we scattered as the tentacles slammed into the ground. They made a disgusting slurping sound as they wriggled there, and Aurora aimed her flames at the base of the stem this time. 
 
    Then the flower flicked its head toward her and sprang for her ankles. 
 
    I shot at the stem as I pulled a wall up in front of the Ignis Mage, but it only grazed the edge, and I called over the disturbing slurping and hissing sounds to Shoshanne who was crouched behind a tree with Cayla. 
 
    “Are the stems poisonous?” I hollered, and the woman nodded her head quickly. 
 
    “Of course they are,” I muttered. Then I swiftly pulled my sword from its sheath and brought it down on the stem of the plant closest to me. 
 
    The flower hissed loudly and turned to strike, but before it could reach me or replant itself, I pulled the earth apart and buried the wriggling thing. 
 
    I turned to do the same with the one that had Aurora trapped behind the wall, but just as I raised the sword, I heard a menacing hiss behind me and turned to see the flower head rise from the earth, with its stem firmly re-rooted where I’d buried it seconds before. 
 
    Aurora screeched and dove out from behind the wall, and the flower chased her into the bushes. 
 
    Shoshanne called to her to stop, but the words didn’t reach her in time, and I watched in horror as a third flower slithered from the bushes and hovered above the place where the half-elf had just hidden herself. 
 
    “Aurora get out of there!” I ordered, and I decided I’d had enough bullshit. 
 
    I called up my terra magic and ripped a pillar of earth up right where the thing was planted, and it shot up into the sky toward the treetops. It hissed angrily, but before it could strike, I yelled to Cayla to shoot, and the woman blasted the head apart and sent yellow ooze across the leaves and trunks of the trees. 
 
    Then I flipped to do the same to the other two, but one swiftly struck its head into the bushes, and I heard Aurora give a loud screech. 
 
    In my fury, I pulled the pillars up so quickly two trees uprooted and slowly heaved sideways, and just before Cayla shot the head of the flowers into pieces, I bolted into the bushes where the half-elf had disappeared. 
 
    I came to her as the trees crashed on either side of us, and the ground shook and knocked me off my feet. 
 
    Aurora was curled on her side and clutched at her leg, and I crawled to her and quickly lifted her into my arms. Then I brought her out as another hiss rose from the fronds, but we all bolted for Bobbie without looking back. 
 
    I clutched the half-elf to me as Bobbie lurched forward, and we wove straight off the path in order to avoid the carnivorous plants. They sprang up from every direction, but Bobbie kicked it up a gear, and I sent my Terra Magic out to flatten any rocks that could send us flying. 
 
    The hissing whipped close to our ears, and the slurping noise that joined it made my skin crawl, but I kept my eyes forward and let Bobbie maneuver her way through the hungry plants. 
 
    Finally, the hissing started to fade, and the giant ferns began to overtake the lands once more, but we didn’t stop until we’d ridden far from the deadly grove. 
 
    We were well gone from the path we’d travelled on, so I brought Bobbie to a stop in the first clearing we came to, and as the engine cut, I looked down to see the half-elf’s face was pinched in pain as she clutched her leg. 
 
    I lifted her to the ground and Shoshanne joined me, but when the healer reached forward, we found Aurora would not let go of the leg. 
 
    “Cayla, scan the bushes,” I ordered as I began to wrestle with the vice grip of the Ignis Mage. “Make sure there aren’t any Raxis around here.” 
 
    Shoshanne tried to calm Aurora and shushed her gently like a mother would, but the half-elf whipped her head up and screamed right into her face. “It fucking hurts!” 
 
    Her fury caught me off guard, and I jumped as she knocked my hands from hers. 
 
    Shoshanne’s cheeks turned beet red, but her eyes sharpened like knives. “Then let me fucking see it,” she snapped. 
 
    I stared between the two women with wide eyes, and even through the pain and anger on her face, I could see the half-elf was a little shocked as well. 
 
    Aurora’s shoulders trembled, and her face had completely paled, but under the stern gaze of the Aer Mage, she finally relented and let go of the leg. Then she grabbed onto my arm and dug her nails deep into my skin as she turned away and braced herself against the pain. 
 
    Shoshanne pulled her leg out and laid it flat on the dirt, and my gut dropped. 
 
    “What the fu--” I started, but Aurora’s eyes flashed up to me with terror, and I quickly clamped her head against my chest before she could turn to get a look. “You’re fine,” I lied. “Just don’t move. Shoshanne will fix it.” 
 
    My eyes met the Aer Mage’s, and the woman gave a curt nod as if to agree not to say a word. Then she quickly ran to the sidecar to get her healing bag. When she returned, the yellow ooze that had slashed a deep crevice into the half-elf’s calf had already slowly eaten its way to her ankle, and I watched in alarm as the flesh began to bubble. 
 
    Aurora whimpered and twitched uncontrollably, and I kept her locked against me as I laid a few kisses in her blue hair. “You’re fine, it’s just a cut,” I muttered, and Shoshanne sent me a hard look. 
 
    “Can you fix it?” I asked, but the woman didn’t respond. 
 
    Her hands flew through the contents of the bag and removed all manner of vials and wrappings. Then she pulled a jar of greenish paste from the bottom and quickly swiped a bit out with her fingers. 
 
    “This will hurt,” she said bluntly before she mashed it into the gouge. 
 
    Aurora let out a deadly screech I’d never heard any human make in my life, and the sound brought Cayla darting to her side. 
 
    The princess crouched in the dirt, and when she saw the bubbling flesh, her jaw dropped, and her eyes immediately filled with tears. I shook my head to the woman, and she clamped her hand to her mouth, then she cleared her throat and moved to bring herself closer to Aurora. 
 
    Cayla stroked her fingers through the long blue braids, while Shoshanne opened a vial and began putting drops of purple oil along the gouge. Then the copper curls began to shift in a light breeze, and Aurora’s muscles eased slightly as the cool air sifted across the wound. 
 
    The three of us watched as the bubbling stopped, and the oil Shoshanne had administered seeped into the walls of the wound and turned the skin a brilliant purple. The green goo had melted and pooled in the base, and the gouge looked like a slimy trench carved into the woman’s leg. 
 
    Shoshanne dabbed the residue from the wound, and Aurora’s nails pierced my skin and caused a few drops of blood to appear. 
 
    “Okay … ” the Aer Mage muttered, “the next one will sting for a minute, but then it should go numb.” 
 
    Aurora nodded against my chest, and Shoshanne picked up another vial. Then she let just one drop of blue oil fall into the gaping wound. 
 
    The half-elf winced and gasped through her teeth, but within a minute she’d relaxed her grip, and Shoshanne gave me a little nod. 
 
    I slowly loosened my hold on Aurora, and as she sat up, I saw she’d gone an ashy grey, and her eyes were swollen from tears. 
 
    I grazed her cheek lightly with my fingers and gave her a kiss before I shifted so she could see her leg. 
 
    She stared at the deep gouge that stretched from below her knee to her ankle and said nothing. Eventually, she began to nod and didn’t stop nodding for about a minute.  
 
    “Okay,” she muttered more than a few times. “Okay. What … what do I do?” she finally asked and looked to the healer who crouched beside her. 
 
    Shoshanne smiled gently and rubbed her shoulder. 
 
    “Be glad it didn’t eat you,” she said honestly. “You’ll be okay, I promise. We’ll look after it and keep it wrapped with a poultice, and in a week, you won’t even notice it’s there.” 
 
    Relief came to the half-elf’s face, and she pulled Shoshanne into a hug. 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured into the copper curls. Then she added, “I’m sorry I yelled at you. It just really fucking hurt.” 
 
    Shoshanne chuckled as she pulled away. “It’s fine, you’re not the most difficult patient I’ve ever had, actually.” 
 
    Aurora laughed at this and looked back to her leg, and then she let out a long sigh. “It ate my boot,” she said, and the disappointment on her face was kind of adorable. She reached to remove the other one, and as she wiggled her bare toes against the dirt, the Aer Mage gave her an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Still,” Shoshanne offered, “you have a leg, right?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Cayla chuckled, and she wrapped her arm around the half-elf’s shoulder. “Let’s get you wrapped up, and the first town we come to we’ll find something to put on those feet.” 
 
    “Deal.” Aurora nodded. 
 
    I propped the half-elf against me while the Aer Mage applied another poultice to her leg, but as she pulled the gauze tight, yellow goo oozed out and Aurora lurched from the pain. 
 
    “Damn,” Shoshanne breathed, and she started over with the green paste. She took the spoiled gauze away and tossed it, and as I watched, the rag lifted onto a soft breeze and flitted several feet to land in the sidecar. 
 
    “Woah,” I said as I turned to the Aer Mage. “Did you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” she asked without looking up. 
 
    “The rag,” I clarified. “You made it fly.” 
 
    “It didn’t fly,” she said with a smirk as she dropped some purple oil into the wound. “It floated. I’m an Aer Mage, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t know you could do that,” I told her as an idea began to form in my mind. 
 
    “It’s kind of like the snow,” she explained as she began to wind the gauze around Aurora’s leg, and this time, no yellow goo seeped out. “I can control the breeze that lifts it, so I can sort of guide things where I want them to go, as long as their light enough.” 
 
    “So … ” I mused, “if I threw something, you could direct it?” 
 
    Shoshanne thought about this for a second. “I guess. Throw that stick, let’s see.” 
 
    I reached for a twig and tossed it like a frisbee across the clearing. Shoshanne’s curls shifted, and I felt a breeze brush past me as the stick lifted slightly and curved off to the right before it fell to the ground. 
 
    A grin spread across my face, and I turned back to the Aer Mage. “I think I just found your weapon.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, and her eyes brightened. “What is it?” 
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head and helped Aurora to stand, and the woman was able to put some of her weight on the leg. 
 
    “I want to know,” the half-elf chimed in, but I shook my head to her coy little smile. 
 
    “Nope, not gonna spoil the surprise. Let’s just get on our way before anything else tries to eat you.” I pulled the half-elf in for a kiss and wrapped her in a hug. “You scared the hell out of me, by the way,” I murmured into her blue braids. “Let’s all agree the plants are not a safe space, okay?” 
 
    “Agreed,” she chuckled as she buried her face against my chest. Then she left a little trail of kisses up to my neck, but before she could lay her teeth in, I pulled away. 
 
    “No way, you’re not distracting me that easily,” I warned, and I gave the woman a stern look. “You almost got eaten five minutes ago.” 
 
    Aurora smirked and slowly licked her plush lip as she dragged a finger down my chest. 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk back, but I refused to be roped in. I shook my head and scooped the woman off her feet. Then I turned toward Bobbie, and she had the audacity to let out a giggle. 
 
    “What am I gonna do with you?” I sighed. 
 
    “I’ve got a few ideas … ” she purred. 
 
    I pinched her thigh, and she gave a little start. 
 
    Cayla and Shoshanne laughed as they followed behind us. 
 
    “You believe this woman?” I asked over my shoulder, but it seemed I was the only one who could see any sense. 
 
    “I think it’s cute,” Cayla giggled. “She’s feisty when she’s injured.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Shoshanne chimed in. “No sense in letting a little scrape spoil the mood.” 
 
    “Fucking unbelievable.” I shook my head once more as I set Aurora down beside Bobbie, and I was just about to help her mount up, when we heard a loud rustling, and five elves suddenly burst from the wall of plants to our right. 
 
    The black eyes of the elf who stood at the front of the group flashed with pure hatred, and I glanced down to see that the long, curved blade he directed toward us was heavily serrated. 
 
    Shit.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 5 
 
     I felt Aurora tense in the crook of my arm, and I shifted so I was between her and the blade. 
 
    Then I carefully sized up the group of elves and caught the twitch of a lip as one of them looked at Aurora with blatant disgust. Another flushed with anger as he eyed the point of her ear that stuck out from behind a braid, but they seemed to look away from the half-elf as quickly as they had noticed what she was. 
 
    I cleared my throat and decided to address them all as if none of this had happened. 
 
    “Hello,” I started casually and tried to ignore the blade that twisted by a degree in front of me. “We’re here by invitation from the Elven Council to--” 
 
    The long metallic hiss of a blade being unsheathed cut me off, and I eyed the elf who’d armed himself. His silver hair hung nearly to his waist and was knotted all over and tied with bits of leather, and he flashed his teeth at me with a deadly sneer, but his eyes grabbed my attention the most. 
 
    The murky blue irises were elongated in a slightly serpentine way, and as I looked over the rest of the elves, I realized they all shared this eerie trait. Each pair of eyes tipped up at the outer corners and held similarly serpentine centers, though some were a deep gold, and others a mottled orange. One elf toward the back of the group even had eyes that were an unsettling shade of red darker than wine. 
 
    They all had equally vibrant and tangled hair knotted all over with leather ties, but there was a black-eyed elf wore his own silver hair straight and loose. As I eyed the silent and scowling elf, I noticed his ears were different from Aurora’s as well, which I hadn’t expected, but it made sense. The points were several inches longer and settled at more of an angle on the heads of the elves, but overall, I could make out a vague resemblance between my lover and the elven race. 
 
    Except she wasn’t nearly as fucking creepy looking. 
 
    The elves gave the impression of being much wilder than the dwarves, and the poorly cut black leather that padded their forearms and chests added to the unkempt appearance of their knotted hair. I could just make out the dirty turquoise of their tunics beneath the hefty straps that held their glaives to their backs. The cloth was shredded and looked like it had been burnt in a few places, and most of the elves had torn the sleeves completely off so the ridged muscles of their arms were fully exposed except for their leather vambraces. 
 
    Over their shoulders, I could see the metal of their glaives had been notched here and there with curved prongs that looped back toward the stock like a fishing hook. A couple of them looked more like elaborately cut axes than glaives, and each edge of a blade came to a sharp and deadly point. 
 
    I swallowed hard against my nerves, and I was about to explain our errand, but the elf at the front raised the serrated saber a couple of inches and tipped it so it hovered at the height of my neck. 
 
    Honestly, I really didn’t want to blow the brains out of the first elves I met in Nalnora. It seemed like too big of a risk to kill a bunch of unknown elves on my way to a meeting with the Elven Council, but it also seemed pretty fucking rude to walk up and wave a blade in someone’s face unprovoked. Maybe that was just the Chicago in me, though. 
 
    The black eyes narrowed, and the elf’s devilish sneer twisted at the corners as he let a single word slip between his teeth. “Trespasser.” 
 
    I took a step back and raised my hands up beside me. “Didn’t mean to trespass,” I said steadily. “We’re lost is all. We’re on our way to Rhoemir to meet with the Elven Council, so if you--” 
 
    The elf with the murky blue eyes interrupted me as he addressed the elf with the saber, and he spoke in a language nearly as strange as the dwarves’. Except it sounded much softer, more lyrical, and lilted in a way that contrasted with the cold looks on their faces. The r’s trilled slightly in some places, and it could have even been called a beautiful language under completely different circumstances. 
 
    Finally, the black eyed elf hissed over his shoulder, and that brought the conversation to a close. Then he turned his sneer back to us. 
 
    “The Elven Council will have to excuse us,” the elf said, and as if on cue, the others pulled out their swords and daggers. 
 
    They were much less hefty than the dwarven sword on my hip, but I didn’t doubt they’d be just as unforgiving. Many of the swords and daggers curved elegantly into an S-shape as they sloped cleanly to their dark wooden hilts, while others looked to be made of some strange material that shone pale and iridescent in the dappled light from the trees. These were mounted in silver hilts with thin leather straps wound around in intricate knots. 
 
    I was briefly distracted by the odd weapons, when the black eyes of the elf in front of me suddenly narrowed, and he pulled the serrated blade back for a deadly blow. 
 
    My hand flicked to my revolver, but before I’d pulled it out, the plants behind us began to rustle loudly, and a second group up elves broke through the thicket of leaves. 
 
    There were at least eight of these elves, and they were dressed distinctly different than the ones in front of us. They had thin golden ropes to strap their weapons in place and dirty white tunics beneath brown leather padding. The simple bands across their foreheads were clearly made of gold and were woven into place by their thick braids that gathered at the base of their necks. Still, the eyes of these elves burned with as much hatred as the others had, only this time it seemed wholly directed at the turquoise clad group. 
 
    Everything became tense and confused in the small clearing the moment they arrived. The elves who had been ready to kill us turned the tips of their blades away and leveled them instead on the newcomers, while a couple spat toward their boots. 
 
    “Rhys,” the black-eyed elf hissed. 
 
    One elf chuckled and brushed past the others with a sleek sword at the ready. 
 
    I guessed this must be the elf called Rhys, and I eyed the serrated tips of the arrows in his quiver as he passed within a foot of me. His dark green hair was intricately knotted at the back of his head, and he had thick swaths of brown leather tied across his broad shoulders by slender strands of the golden rope. He spared half a glance in my direction, but it was clear that at the moment, I provoked him less than the turquoise clad elves. 
 
    “You trespass, Onym,” Rhys warned in a low voice, but his words only seemed to please the black-eyed elf, whose lips returned to their devilish grin. 
 
    “Half a league from the River East says it is you who trespass,” Onym hissed. 
 
    “One league south of Black Rock,” the green-haired elf returned. 
 
    The two circled one another as their eyes remained locked in their hatred for one another, and I took advantage of their distraction to slowly move myself and my women back another few feet. 
 
    Onym took a warning swipe at his opponent. “You lost that league to me not a week past,” he growled, and Rhys’ thick green brows furrowed immediately with anger. 
 
    “The blood stains south of here,” Rhys spat before the standoff was broken by the heavy clash of their blades. 
 
    We had just managed to back ourselves to the trees at the edge of the clearing when the two groups let out furious howls and were suddenly in an all-out war. 
 
    Two of the elves from the gilded group swiftly shot arrows from only a foot away as their attackers dove at them with their blades. 
 
    I cringed as the serrated tips tore straight through their chests and jutted out from their backs. Then they were violently ripped out of their twitching bodies before they’d even hit the ground. The gilded elves restrung the arrows quickly, and apparently without any thought to the bloodied lumps of tissue that dangled from the tips. 
 
    One gilded elf was about to let a filthy arrow loose again, when he was jumped from behind, and a blade wrenched clean through his throat. Blood spewed down his front as his knees buckled, and the turquoise clad elf who’d killed him let out a mirthless laugh before he leapt like a cat to the back of another and drove his dagger into his victim’s heart. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and glanced to the women at my back, who all stared wide eyed at the slaughter in front of us. I began to calculate a diversion and decided if I raised the ground enough to fell a tree, we could make it to Bobbie and veer off into the forest on the right, and the elves could go ahead and finish killing each other in the jungle. 
 
    Before I could put the plan into action, though, the elf named Onym cut the hand of another off at the wrist, and since there were no other elves directly around him when he’d finished him off, he turned his deadly sights back to us. 
 
    The black eyes flashed as something like a growl left Onym’s lips, and two other turquoise clad elves threw their victims hard into the ground before they came forward to flank their leader. I could see the gilded elves they’d discarded as they fought hard to right themselves, and I imagined their skulls no doubt spun completely around from the force of their falls. 
 
    Then Onym and his two comrades prowled closer and made to lunge, and as I realized all of them happened to have metal swords, I lifted my hand out in front of me. 
 
    The three swords instantly went limp like wet noodles, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the bewildered look on the faces of the elves as they stopped halfway to us. 
 
    Onym’s bewilderment was short lived, though. 
 
    The eerie black eyes narrowed into slits of rage, and the elf wrenched an iridescent dagger from his belt. The silver hilt instantly melted right through his grip, and the blade dropped with a thud to the dirt. 
 
    Before he could even react, the two elves who flanked Onym were pierced with serrated arrows, and Onym ignored the bodies that fell beside him as he quickly snatched up the strange blade off the ground. Just as he’d stowed it in its leather sheath, he was caught off guard by a gilded elf who jumped onto his back. 
 
    I watched as the black-eyed elf ripped his claw-like nails through his assailant’s arm, but as he struggled and stumbled back into the fray, I could see several of the elves had witnessed what I’d done with the blades. They exchanged glances between blows, and their eyes flicked uneasily toward me in the interim, but my sights locked on the elf named Rhys. 
 
    He eyed me with an unreadable expression as he stabbed blindly through the turquoise arm of an elf he had clutched to him by a leather strap. 
 
    Then a serrated arrow flew over his shoulder on its way to Onym. 
 
    It found its mark in the leg of the gilded elf who was still fighting to strangle him, and the yowl and shock of the pain that came after provided an opening for the black-eyed elf. 
 
    Onym flipped the flailing elf from his back and crouched to flatten him to the ground. Then he yanked another strange dagger from his boot, and the stout blade glistened as it caught the light, but just as quickly as it had been drawn, it was buried into the eye of the gilded elf who was pinned against the earth. 
 
    There was a disgusting gurgle as the elf twitched violently under Onym’s boot. Then the black-eyed elf whipped around and leapt back into the thick of the fight. He wrenched a sword from the belt of a comrade on his way toward Rhys and swung it high just as Rhys ripped his sword from the gut of an elf. 
 
    Rhys and the gilded elves moved more quickly than Onym’s group, and they used subtle, but practiced maneuvers to nimbly dodge the blades that came at them. 
 
    The turquoise clad elves didn’t bother to take as much care with their precision or timing. They simply fought dirtier. 
 
    I’d already seen them snatch the ankles of their foes as the gilded elves fought with another, and from what I could tell, the game was to hook them as they fell if they could catch them quick enough. Most of the gilded elves flipped easily and escaped their grip, but if any were caught, things got dark real fast. One of Onym’s elves would lock him to his place as another dragged their blade along their flesh in some tortuous way. 
 
    One drove a serrated blade hard into a gut, only to grin and twist it slowly until the elf went unconscious from the pain. Another snickered as he sliced through the tendons of an elf’s bicep, then released him and prodded him with the point of his glaive as he goaded him to raise his sword. 
 
    The elf they’d done this to had actually managed to lift the sword, but he was stabbed through the back of his skull by Onym’s dagger before he could fight back. 
 
    It was disgusting to watch the unbridled way they ripped into each other, and I realized even though death was clearly the aim, Onym’s side took pleasure in getting to that part as painfully as possible. 
 
    I saw the black-eyed elf discreetly shove the strange dagger back into his boot, but Rhys seemed to have noticed as well, and he ducked and groped for it more than once as the two fell back into their combat. Each attempt brought an angry hiss from Onym, before he finally managed to plant his foot into the face of the green-haired elf. 
 
    Blood oozed from Rhys’ face, and I thought it was finally his turn for the slow torture, but he struck out blindly and managed to slice straight across the muscle of Onym’s thigh. 
 
    As the black-eyed elf staggered back, he fell against another gilded elf, who swiftly turned to bury his dagger deep into his shoulder. 
 
    Two turquoise clad elves leapt to defend their leader, but it seemed like the injuries didn’t even matter to Onym. He switched his sword to the other hand and drove it forward with a vengeance. Even as he limped, he managed to catch the arm of the green-haired elf just as a serrated arrow grazed the tip of his ear. 
 
    I mostly had my eyes trained on the two leaders, and they seemed like the only two who were nearly matched for abilities, but Onym’s elves had torn ruthlessly through their enemies, and only three elves remained of the group that arrived with Rhys. 
 
    These three were incredibly quick and flipped out of the way of their attackers as they went on the defensive. They leapt to the tops of boulders and wove through thick fronds to confuse the furious elves who struck at their ankles with their glaives. 
 
    A turquoise clad elf grew impatient with their maneuvers and pulled his dagger from its sheath to hurl it through the air and into the chest of his target. The body that had just leapt nimbly from a boulder suddenly came down with a sickening thud as his back snapped over itself. 
 
    Another of the gilded elves slipped beneath a low hanging leaf, and he shot an arrow through the back and out the heart of the elf who’d just slain his comrade. Then he doubled back around in time to drive his dagger through an elf that had trailed him. The turquoise tunic bloomed with deep red blood, and as the elf dropped to his knees, the gilded warrior who’d killed him was caught up from behind, and a blade split his neck half through. 
 
    Now, only four elves remained in the clearing, and Rhys and Onym finally broke apart. Their eyes flicked across the bloodied bodies around them, and each had a single elf at their flank. Everything seemed suddenly still without the clashing of blades, and there was nothing but the heavy silence of the many dead, and the ragged breaths of the few remaining elves who stood in the middle of the carnage. 
 
    “What next?” Rhys goaded with his blade still held out. “You have only one of your dogs to guard you.” 
 
    Onym bristled at the words, and by the expression on his face, I could tell how badly he wanted to rip the tongue out of the green-haired elf’s mouth. 
 
    It dawned on me that he’d probably be the type to do it, just before his black eyes flashed to the last gilded elf who stood beside Rhys. 
 
    He seemed to sneer as he sized up the simple sword in the elf’s hand, then he looked to Rhys with a greedy glint in his eye. “Your own guard lies twitching at your feet,” he hissed. “Is this hunter meant to avenge you?” 
 
    “This hunter will skin you while your heart still beats and wear your hide when he burns your house to the ground,” Rhys growled back. 
 
    I’d never seen such hatred between two men, but it practically boiled beneath their bloodied skin. The tension seemed to lock them to each other, just like it had when they’d first came head to head in the clearing. 
 
    Then the turquoise clad elf who flanked Onym grabbed for his leader’s arm and pulled him back a few steps. He spoke fervently in the same lilting language, and I recognized the elf with the murky blue eyes who’d been so disgusted by Aurora. With only the two of them left, I realized their silver hair was the same hue, and together with the dark glint of their eyes, it almost looked like they were related. 
 
    The elf with the murky blue eyes was splattered all over from some violent spray of blood, and his boots had what looked like torn flesh caked to the toes. He kept a tight hold on the bloodied arm of the leader as he spoke, and Onym actually seemed to heed his words this time. 
 
    The black-eyed elf nodded curtly and looked like he was about to lower his sword, when a shriek split the air, and all eyes turned toward us as Shoshanne was yanked from my side. 
 
    A third gilded elf had apparently hidden in the fronds and brought himself behind us during the fight. He grappled to get a firm hold on the Aer Mage as she elbowed him hard in the gut, but he suddenly let out a yelp as he dropped straight into a trench.  
 
    I slammed the ground shut around his ribs, and by the time his eyes looked up in terror, he was inches from the nose of Cayla’s revolver, with Aurora’s fingertips ignited and at the ready. 
 
    I contemplated letting the women kill the fucker, but Shoshanne’s eyes snapped forward, and I turned just as Rhys jumped toward me with his blade aimed straight at my gut. 
 
    He only made it a few steps, though. 
 
    Rhys stumbled abruptly, and he dropped his sword as his hands flew to his throat. Then his lips began to fade to a sickly blue. 
 
    The Aer Mage at my side held the sights of the green-haired elf coldly as he struggled to breathe, before she let her plush lips curl into a little smile and finally released him from her invisible hold. 
 
    Rhys dropped to his knees and fought through a few ragged breaths, and when he looked up, his eyes flicked between the four of us with the kind of uneasy fear I’d read about in horror stories. He looked terrified, like any moment an invisible death would come over him, and just behind him, Onym’s face had gone completely blank except for the stern line of his lips. 
 
    The elf who was still half buried in the dirt gave a grunt as he dug at the ground to try and pull himself free, and Aurora looked to me to give the order. 
 
    I considered the trapped elf for a second before I shook my head, and the revolver was pulled back as the flames on the half-elf’s fingers went out. Then I turned back to Onym. 
 
    “Like I was saying,” I said evenly, “we’re here to meet with the Elven Council.” I raised my hand before me to be sure I had his full attention, and the black eyes dimmed back to their menacing glint, but I saw fear in them as well. “Which way is it to Rhoemir?” 
 
    Onym held my sights for a long moment before he lifted a bloodied arm and pointed the way. 
 
    “Two leagues east,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “Cross the river. One league south to Rhoemir.” 
 
    The faint trumpet of what sounded like a bugle echoed from far off in the jungle, and Rhys suddenly snapped his sights to Onym. The two glared at one another like this before Rhys let out a low and mirthless chuckle and finally rose to his feet. 
 
    “Call for your army, coward,” the green-haired elf growled. 
 
    A greedy smile came to Onym’s lips, but it fell as his eyes flicked to me. 
 
    Rhys quickly looked in my direction as well. 
 
    I lowered my arm and held their sights steadily until the two finally looked away. 
 
    Then they exchanged a long, silent look, and some unspoken truce seemed to have been made. Almost at once, both of their weapons were stowed, and an eerie race began. 
 
    They turned swiftly to the bodies on the ground, and the elves who had flanked each leader followed in suit. They removed the sheaths and quivers from the dead with practiced haste. Then the bodies were dragged unceremoniously by their lifeless limbs, and the elves hurled them into the fronds or kicked them over felled logs with their bloodied boots. 
 
    As Onym and the murky-eyed elf gathered the weapons of the fallen in their arms, the leader turned once more to Rhys. “That’s another half league lost,” he sneered, but Rhys only grinned. 
 
    “Count again, viper,” the green-haired elf replied, and the four turned to eye the gilded elf in the ground. He had become desperate as he clawed around for a way to escape the vice I’d locked him in, and sweat shone as it dripped through his braids and down his strained face. 
 
    I sighed and softened the earth enough so he at least had a chance of escaping, and as he finally pulled his legs free from the dense soil, he stumbled and fell in his rush to get as far from us as possible. When he made it back to Rhys’ side, Onym looked almost amused beneath his deadly mask. 
 
    The black-eyed elf opened his lips to remark, but the sound of the bugle rose up much closer than before. 
 
    Rhys and his elves turned without another word and disappeared into the thick of the forest they’d come from, and Onym took a last glance at us before he and his guard disappeared through the fronds at their backs. 
 
    The rustling of the leaves faded quickly, and suddenly it was just us and Bobbie in the clearing again. Only now, the dirt was blackened all over with fresh blood, and the crooked limb of a dead and discarded elf stuck up from behind a rotted log. 
 
    “Okay…” I started, and I brought myself to the center of the clearing. 
 
    The dirt had turned to brackish mud as it mixed with the various bodily fluids of the elves, and the stench of death in the humid air had already started to get overwhelming. I turned in a slow circle as I processed everything we’d just witnessed. 
 
    “Okay…” I started again. “So, I’m gonna say this was a learning experience.” 
 
    Aurora furrowed her brows, and Shoshanne shifted a bit in her confusion, but Cayla only gave a short nod of agreement. 
 
    “Those guys were fucking ruthless,” I continued, “and they seemed a little rogue to me, but maybe not. Either way, they’ve at least heard of the Elven Council, so … we may have just gotten a glimpse of what we’re potentially walking into.” 
 
    Aurora raised her eyebrows, and I returned the look. 
 
    “Yeah, alright,” I allowed. “We probably, definitely got a glimpse, and it’s not a great one.” 
 
    “There you go,” the half-elf said, and she rolled her eyes as she came to the center of the clearing. “There are a dozen dead elves tucked in these bushes and not one of them will apparently be missed. I’d say we’re completely fucked.” 
 
    “Not completely,” Cayla offered as she and Shoshanne joined us. “Like he said, they could just be rogue elves, but regardless, they’re terrified of Mason.” 
 
    I grinned as I tucked the princess under my arm. “I think they’re terrified of all of us.” 
 
    “Especially Shoshanne,” Aurora giggled. 
 
    The Aer Mage blushed as she smiled proudly. “Good,” she replied with a shrug and came to my side to lay a light kiss on my cheek. 
 
    Despite the animalistic carnage of the day so far, I honestly wasn’t as concerned for our lives at the moment as I’d been before. I knew my women could handle themselves and apparently any assholes who came at me as well, but the looks of the elves when we’d used our magic had unsettled me more than anything. 
 
    I thought over this as I walked to the edge of the clearing and peeked over the edge of a log. The dead elf I found there looked like he’d been part of Onym’s group, but the other limbs that poked through the brush could have belonged to anyone. I sighed and scratched my beard, and when I returned to where I’d parked Bobbie, the women were ready to leave. 
 
    “We should probably get out of here before that smell attracts any creatures,” Aurora said as she carefully lifted her bandaged leg to mount Bobbie. 
 
    I nodded my agreement, and then I turned to Cayla. “In your diplomatic opinion, did you get a vibe from those two leaders?” 
 
    “Yes,” the princess chuckled. “They hate each other for one thing. They also want to kill each other and don’t give a shit how many others die in the process.” 
 
    I smirked at her frank assessment before I clarified. “Besides that.” 
 
    Cayla’s eyes were sharp and clear, and she thought for only a second before she answered. “They were more than afraid of you. I think they have something else on their minds.” 
 
    “Yeah … ” I sighed. “I kind of picked up on that, too.” 
 
    Cayla crossed her arms and tilted her head to the side as I considered this. 
 
    “So, what do you want to do?” she finally asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but I’m not showing all my cards at this meeting. I think it’ll only be trouble.” I turned to the two mages next to me. “Whatever happens, don’t use your magic in front of the elves if you can possibly help it. We still don’t know what this Elven Council will be like, but it’s better if they know as little as possible about what we’re capable of.” 
 
    Aurora and Shoshanne agreed, but I saw a little smirk come to the corner of the Aer Mage’s mouth. 
 
    “I mean it … ” I warned as I pulled her against me. “No suffocating anyone unless they’re going for the kill shot.” 
 
    Shoshanne giggled and kissed me. “Not even a little pinch?” she asked with a sly grin. “They seriously cringed over Aurora, and it’s just so satisfying to--” 
 
    “Nope,” I interrupted, and I nodded my head toward her seat on Bobbie. “We’re going to Rhoemir to have a friendly chat with the Elven Council, and if everything goes well, no one will even suspect that the three most beautiful creatures in the room also happen to be the deadliest.” 
 
    “Which is ironic,” Shoshanne added, “when you consider the completely barbaric way they just disemboweled practically half of--” 
 
    This time I delved my tongue between her lips to cut her off before I flipped her and nudged her toward Bobbie. The Aer Mage gave a mocking huff of disappointment, and I winked to Cayla as she smirked and returned her revolver to her holster. 
 
    I took a last glance at the slimy sheen of mud on the clearing floor before I mounted up with the women, and as Bobbie roared back to life, I heard the heavy beating of wings overhead. We all craned our necks to look up, and two giant sphinxes circled like vultures beneath the high canopy of the trees. 
 
    “I kind of like it here … ” I mused as I watched the massive creatures hover lower, with their golden wings spread wide and their massive claws that glinted when the light streamed through the leaves. 
 
    Cayla giggled as she looped her arms around my waist, and I didn’t have to look to know Aurora had rolled her eyes along with her heavy sigh. I chuckled and slid my hand along the half-elf’s leg. 
 
    “What?” I murmured against her ear. “No sense in letting a little beastie spoil the mood.” 
 
    Aurora turned a coy grin over her shoulder, and then she tucked my fingers in the warm cleft between her thighs. “Shall we?” 
 
    I grinned, pulled her firmly against my groin, and kept my hand right where it was. Then Bobbie kicked into gear, and we headed in the direction Onym had pointed to. 
 
    The heat that radiated from the aroused half-elf as we wove through the dense jungle kept me well preoccupied for most of the journey to the river. Aurora braced herself on Bobbie’s engine as she slid my fingers past the taut leather of her body suit, and I did my best to satiate the woman whose leg had been split open by flesh eating acid that morning. 
 
    We nearly knocked Bobbie off balance as she grinded herself against my fingers, but after a while, I got the hang of leveling the handlebars out when she was close to coming. 
 
    The half-elf let out a satisfied moan as we came to a stop at the edge of a broad river, and as I finally slid my fingers from her moist flesh, Cayla slid her own hand beneath my belt. 
 
    “It’s only a few miles to the village,” she purred with her hand grasped firmly around my erection. “How about we camp here for the night?” 
 
    I grinned, and the half-elf turned herself around to face me as she pulled her bodysuit down over her shoulders. Then she gave a little wiggle to get the leather below her breasts and pulled me forward to take the bud of her nipple in my mouth. 
 
    Shoshanne brought herself around to the side of Bobbie and knelt beside my thigh to loosen the ties of my belt, and as she trailed her lips along the tip of my cock, I felt Cayla slide her own hand between her legs at my back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    We spent well over an hour trading places on Bobbie, and by the time we made it into the grass, the sun was low in the western sky. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I chuckled as I pulled my lips from the warmth between Shoshanne’s thighs. “I haven’t even hunted anything for dinner, yet.” 
 
    Cayla gave a sleepy nod from where she lay in the grass beside us, and she wiped a bit of my cum from her lips as she sent me a slow wink. 
 
    I grinned at the lazy way her lashes hooded her blue eyes, and then I turned to slip my tongue back into the caramel beauty. 
 
    I felt Aurora roll along my other side to wrap her leg over me, and she rested her cheek on Shoshanne’s plush thigh as she spoke. “I’ll hunt for dinner,” she chuckled. “You just work on your dessert, but tonight, you’re building us something to sleep in.” 
 
    The Aer Mage gave a soft moan of approval, and as I slid my hand up to trace circles around her perked nipple, I felt her begin to convulse against the tip of my tongue. 
 
    After I’d satisfied my women multiple times, we ate a small feast of some sort of bird and dried fruits with honeyed bread. Aurora had snagged the bird with the bow she’d stashed in the side car, and it tasted a lot like duck, but less salty. It also paired perfectly with the wine Cayla poured for everyone. 
 
    Our bellies were full, and our libidos were exhausted when the odd chirping began to echo through the jungle again. I had just started to count out the reasons I fucking loved this realm when the princess settled herself between my legs. She rested her back against my chest with a sleepy sigh, and I looped my arm beneath the underside of her pert breasts. 
 
    Aurora was already half asleep on my shoulder, but she roused herself just enough to slur a few things before she dozed off completely. “House,” she muttered sleepily. “No sphinx, please.” 
 
    I chuckled and laid a kiss in her braids before I glanced around to the few pale boulders that lined the river in the moonlight. I used the last of my energy to lift them, and then I molded the soft rock into a circular wall around us that closed in a dome with a little skylight at the top. The last thing I remembered was softening the ground under the four of us, and the warmth of Cayla’s body pressed against mine. 
 
    When the sun rose, the light caught on the skylight and made our little den glow orange. I stretched my arms high above my head, and my joints cracked as they got moving again. Then I slowly adjusted the ceiling of the dome to let just a little more light in. 
 
    The warm glow and the soft skin of my lovers against me made the previous day seem miles away, but as I sat and grazed my finger lightly along Cayla’s slender neck, the scenes from the elven fight we’d witnessed began to turn through my mind. 
 
    There was something unsettling about the way the elves interacted I hadn’t expected when we began this journey. Since I’d come to this realm, most everyone I’d fought either for or against had some kind of loyalty to someone. The elves we’d met in the jungle were apparently loyal to Onym and Rhys, but that loyalty seemed like a means to a gruesome end. 
 
    Not only did no one, not even the leaders, appear upset at the loss of their comrades, but the whole thing was literally a numbers game to them. Then there was the way they stripped the bodies of their weapons before they tossed them away like trash. 
 
    It went against everything I knew of honor and decency, and I couldn’t help but think back to Dorinick. He’d left his post because he wouldn’t lead his troops to the slaughter, even for the Elders. Honor was like second nature to him. Well, where lives were concerned anyway. 
 
    I scratched my beard and hoped this code of conduct didn’t apply to all elves, but unfortunately, it was only the least of my worries. 
 
    Cayla had been right. The look on the elves’ faces when the three of us revealed our powers was more than fear yesterday, and until we found out more about what was going through their heads, our powers would only expose us. 
 
    I looked up to the light that streamed through the skylight. The orange glow of sunrise had shifted to the pure yellow of early morning, and I sighed and scruffed my head to loosen up my nerves a bit. 
 
    The meeting with the Elven Council would be in only a few short hours, and for the moment, I’d just have to settle for being grateful we found out it’d be best to keep our powers under the table before we showed up. 
 
    Cayla began to shift against me, and as Shoshanne and Aurora woke up and stretched their supple limbs, I decided we would get on our way as early as possible, so we’d have time to get a feel for Rhoemir, and maybe even an idea about the Elven Council we’d be meeting with. 
 
    I reached my arm out to condense the walls back into boulders, and I brought them to the bank of the river. Then I made my way to the spent fire and gathered up the pile of feathers from our dinner. 
 
    Most of them were as soft as down, but some were rigid and stark white, while the tail feathers flowed gracefully for about three feet and had a light sheen of purple toward the tips. I didn’t want to waste anything that might be useful to us in these strange lands, so I bundled the feathers into one of our packs and stowed them in the sidecar. 
 
    We’d been distracted until about sunset, so we hadn’t taken much of a look at our surroundings the day before, but in the morning light, I could see the trees that lined the river bowed heavily with exotic fruits. The bushes beneath them were covered with clusters of berries as well, and the bright pink flesh of them looked about ready to burst. 
 
    Shoshanne gathered a plateful of the berries while Aurora snagged a couple of magenta things, and I was about to caution the Aer Mage against eating strange berries from the forest, when she pulled out her infirmary kit and plunked it down beside the plate. 
 
    I settled in beside the caramel beauty. “Are those medicinal?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered with a shrug. “I’m just testing their toxicity real quick.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “You can do that?” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded as she dug through the vials in her kit and pulled one out filled to the brim with a bright yellow liquid. Then she took a few berries and mashed them in a mortar pestle, before she removed the top of the vial and let a few drops spill over the berries. 
 
    The yellow liquid smelled bitter, and I wrinkled my nose as I asked, “What is that stuff?” 
 
    “Bile,” the Aer Mage returned. 
 
    I frowned and tried not to gag as I considered this. “You have a jar of human bile in that bag?” 
 
    “Of course.” Shoshanne pulled a blue glass vial out next, and this one looked like it only had water in it, but when she put a few drops into the mixture, it began to bubble a little, and the Aer Mage leaned in for a closer look as she continued. “This solvent tests the toxicity level in the stomach. The bile interacts with the berries first, and depending on the reaction of the solvent, I can tell if it’s toxic to our bodies or not.” 
 
    She picked up a slim metal stick to mix the juices around a little, and I looked over her shoulder at the disgusting sludge. 
 
    This time, I did gag. “So, what’s the verdict?” I tried. 
 
    Shoshanne stirred the mixture around for another minute and added another drop of solvent to be safe. Then she gave a little nod. “Perfectly safe. Wanna try one?” 
 
    I kind of didn’t anymore, but I took the plump pink berry she held out, and we both popped one into our mouths. 
 
    “Oh man,” I groaned. “These are fantastic.” They tasted like blueberry cotton candy, but the sweetness was a natural one that reminded me more of honey. 
 
    “And no one had to slice any wriggling heads off them,” Shoshanne chuckled. 
 
    “That’s it,” I decided as I reached over for a handful and tossed them into my mouth. “I’m making jam, but first we’re washing the bile out of that thing.” 
 
    I mashed up enough berries for all of us, and soon we had a bowl full of hot pink jam to spread on our toast, alongside some freshly sizzling black bacon. 
 
    “We need a name for this stuff,” I mumbled as I chewed on a chunk of meat. 
 
    “Black meat,” Aurora snorted through her bite, and she wrinkled her nose at the unappetizing name. 
 
    “Clever,” I said with a wink, “but I’m going with bacon eel.” 
 
    The half-elf cringed as she swallowed. “That’s so much worse,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Mmm … I think it’s perfect.” I shoved another lump into my mouth, and Aurora rolled her eyes as she nudged her plate away. 
 
    Once we’d packed up, we all headed to the riverside and took a look up and downstream. The water wasn’t brown like many of the rivers I’d seen on Earth, but more of a blueish green. Its surface was smooth as glass without any large boulders sticking out to break the water, and as I watched the current, it looked like only the gentle cross breeze disrupted the surface here and there. It wasn’t murky, but it was deep enough that we couldn’t see the bottom. We had a decent view for quite a ways along the banks, and as far as we could tell, there weren’t any bridges nearby. 
 
    I reached out my arm and pulled my magic to the surface to feel around for the rocks on the bottom of the river. “It’s not too deep,” I informed the others. “There’s some pebbles about five feet down, but the riverbed isn’t made of anything I can build a bridge out of. I could try those boulders, but I don’t think there’s enough to--” 
 
    “Oh, let me!” Shoshanne said, and an eager smile spread across her face. 
 
    “Let you build a bridge?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    The Aer Mage propped her hand on her hip and gave me an unimpressed look. “No,” she sighed. “Everyone just get on the bike. This is going to be fun.” 
 
    She bounced on her toes a little as her excitement returned, and we all exchanged confused smiles as we headed back to Bobbie. Once we were settled in, and Bobbie roared to life, I turned to look over my shoulder and found the Aer Mage’s eyes closed in concentration. 
 
    Her copper curls began to sway, and when she opened her eyes she had a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready, but I’ve never tried this, so drive fast,” she said as she locked an arm around Cayla’s waist and raised the other toward the river. 
 
    I nodded and turned back around with my hands firm on the handlebars, and as we watched the river, a little dip formed in the water near the bank. Then the dip deepened into a sort of trench, and as the air around us began to tunnel past, I realized what she was doing. 
 
    The air blew hard against the surface of the river, and as it did the trench deepened, and a wall of water built up against the side. The wind picked up, and with a blast of invisible force, the riverbed was exposed further and further across. When the trench stretched the width of the river, the water that slammed into the side of the funnel of wind began to rise higher. 
 
    Then the breeze that flew past us suddenly shifted and began to spiral, and as it did, the river spilled over the top of the breeze and formed a watery tunnel over the trench. 
 
    “No fucking way,” I chuckled, but Shoshanne called out with a strained voice. 
 
    “Go!” she ordered, and Bobbie kicked into gear. 
 
    We sped into the trench, and as we crossed along the riverbed, I looked around at the greenish blue water that flowed up and over us. The tunnel collapsed directly behind the Aer Mage as we went, but from where I was, I could see straight through to the plant and fish life that swirled past, and I stuck my hand out to the side to drag a finger through the wall of water. 
 
    When we made it to the opposite bank, Bobbie climbed the slope to bring us back up to land, and I turned us around to take a look at the river. It was as smooth as glass again, and no one would suspect Shoshanne had literally just parted the fucking waters like Moses. 
 
    “That was awesome,” Aurora laughed, and she turned to send a smile to the Aer Mage. “Seriously. How did you know you could do that?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Shoshanne said with a wide smile. “But I saw the breeze making little ripples, and then I thought about how the snow I threw at the ice giants kind of looked like a wave and I don’t know … I just thought I’d try.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” the Ignis Mage chuckled as she looked back to the flowing river. 
 
    Cayla gave Shoshanne’s thigh a little squeeze, and I shook my head. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re doing that again on our way back,” I informed them, and then I turned Bobbie to the south. “So Onym said it’s only a league south from here to Rhoemir. Let’s hope that wasn’t bullshit.” 
 
    The river twisted through a few bends, but it followed a generally southward direction. The trees along the bank were dotted all over with every color of fruit, and strange species of birds took flight from their limbs as Bobbie roared by. 
 
    There were several white birds with long flowing tails tipped in purple, and I tried not to picture them marinated in dwarven wine. They looked to be the prominent species in this part of the jungle, aside from a very stout little green bird that looked uncannily like a giant tennis ball with wings. These guys waddled along the branches and stuffed their faces with the bright orange and yellow fruits, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the ridiculous sight. 
 
    A bridge appeared in the distance as we neared the end of the league Onym told us to travel, and I rolled my eyes. I mean, he could have just told us to travel south and then cross the river, but as I glanced to the opposite bank, I realized the grasses we’d all slept in the night before didn’t grow along that side of the river anymore. There were dense bushes with giant leaves instead, and I could just make out a few familiar white flowers that lingered in the shadows. 
 
    I nudged the half-elf with my thigh and gestured across the water. 
 
    “Raxis?” she asked uneasily, and I nodded my head. 
 
    Maybe the elf had known what he was on about. 
 
    The bridge connected to a dirt road that headed east, and we followed it along a few turns before the jungle ended abruptly at the edge of Rhoemir. 
 
    We decided to drive off the road a ways and leave Bobbie parked in the bushes, and I gave the metal a loving pat as we all dismounted. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby,” I assured her. “We’ll tuck you in nice and cozy.” 
 
    I trekked through the plants and lifted boulders as I went until I had enough to form a small shed for Bobbie. When I returned, Aurora had the elven map out and flattened across the seat, and she let out an unimpressed snort. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked as I let the boulders drop in a pile. 
 
    “Remember those x’s?” she asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “Did you figure out what they meant?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” she said, and she folded the parchment with a little more force than necessary. “Those super helpful, unmarked x’s are where those two groves of Raxis were.” 
 
    I tried not to let my irritation gnaw at my gut. “Seriously?” I asked. 
 
    The Ignis Mage just shoved the map into the sidecar instead of responding. When she stood up, she brushed her braids back and plastered a seriously ingenuine smile on her face. “Let’s go meet some friendly fucking elves.” 
 
    I chuckled and pulled the woman toward me to give her a fiery kiss. Then I cupped her chin and studied her emerald eyes. 
 
    “You sure you’re ready for this?” I asked as I recognized the tense set of her jaw. It was a dangerous look on an Ignis Mage. 
 
    Aurora smirked and rolled her eyes. “I’m fine,” she assured me, and she let out a long breath. “I’ve got this. The most important thing is we find out how to combat a rune wielding maniac. What’s a few hours of prejudice?” 
 
    I laughed and pulled the fierce half-elf in for a hug. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    Shoshanne rewrapped Aurora’s leg before we headed off, and I was pleased to see the gouge had already closed up, and only an angry surface wound remained. I still wasn’t used to how quickly the half-elf healed, and it made me wonder how the rogue elves we’d met in the forest faired with those stab wounds. 
 
    As I thought back to the elves, I remembered an important detail that had bothered me on the drive south. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I removed the holster from around my waist. “Those elves were pretty hostile yesterday, so I want this Council to get a good impression right off the bat. We already agreed, no magic, but I want to be as cautious as possible. Cayla, you keep your rifle, since you can’t fall back on any magic if you need it, but I’m stowing my gun, and Aurora--” 
 
    “No way,” the half-elf interrupted, and she clutched the hilt of her sword. “Mason, I’m half-human, don’t send me out there looking like easy pickings.” 
 
    I could see her point. “You’re right, you do exactly what you do. But I’m gonna make it look like I’m unarmed.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Definitely,” I assured her, as I double checked my bullets and tucked my revolver beneath my belt at the back of my hip. “People get curious about things they don’t recognize, and I don’t want these elves even suspecting I could be a threat. I want them to think I’m just a guy with some questions. Guys with questions don’t show off their guns, they stow them the fuck out of sight.” 
 
    Cayla smirked. “And what do the women who travel with men with questions do?” 
 
    “They kill anyone who doesn’t like questions,” I chuckled as I removed the dwarven sword as well. “But remember what I said yesterday, we’re keeping our heads low and not showing our cards, deal?” I rumpled my shirt beneath my leather vest to conceal the handle of the revolver, and the three women nodded their agreement. “Good. We’ll just go into this meeting, we’ll be friendly and get some answers, and then we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Once we were set, I formed a small den around Bobbie and adjusted the outer surface to look like a large boulder. Then we left the dense forest and came to the edge of Rhoemir. 
 
    The jungle overflowed along the back of the short buildings that lined the edge of the trees and the road, and vines crawled over nearly every rooftop. As we passed more and more of the same short structures, I realized they were made of stacked river rock, which was probably why the riverbed had been so barren. Dense green and black moss bloomed on pretty much everything, and exotic flowers on stout stocks flanked the hut-like structures wherever the vines hadn’t taken over. 
 
    As we walked down the road and entered the town’s center, the stone huts parted to a wide marketplace, and we stopped to take in the hundred or so elves who occupied it. 
 
    Many of them moved in groups of two or three, and the groups all wore matching garb, like the elves we’d encountered in the jungle. These elves were just as heavily armed and padded with vambraces in every color. The majority had glaives strapped to their backs, but some carried bows and quivers loaded with arrows. 
 
    “Yikes,” I muttered under my breath as I eyed the blades that flashed from every direction in the crowded square. 
 
    As groups brushed by one another, they exchanged haughty glances, and more than a few arguments broke out in tight corners. They only ended when a comrade finally pulled a furious elf away from their foes, but it looked like a tossup as to whether this would lead to a heated argument amongst themselves. Still, from what I could see, no one reached for their weapons. 
 
    The humid air seemed thicker in the bustling town, and it felt like it was suddenly twenty degrees hotter. I loosened the ties at the front of my vest as sweat began to drip down my ribs, and as waves of heat rippled across the dirt, I glanced down to the bare feet of the half-elf beside me. 
 
    “Are you gonna be okay like that?” I asked. 
 
    Aurora cocked a brow and gave me a hard stare, and after about a minute I caught on.  
 
    “Oh, right,” I chuckled. “Ignis. Duh.” 
 
    The woman shook her head slowly. “You sure you’re ready for this?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, we’re here now.” I shrugged. “Let’s get you some boots either way. I don’t see anyone just strolling around with bare feet on this stuff.” 
 
    Cayla nudged my arm and pointed across the clearing. “There are boots at that leather shop,” she told us. 
 
    We exchanged a few uneasy glances before we took the plunge and walked out amongst the elves. 
 
    Heat beat down on my shoulders the moment we left the cover of the forest’s edge, and the thick air felt stagnant despite the constant movement of everything around us. The stone huts in the marketplace formed a wide circle, and each storefront had some sort of awning propped up in front of it. I saw the huts were open faced with long tables set out between the merchants and their buyers, and nearly all of them were crowded with customers. 
 
    The elves shoved silver coins into the merchant’s hands and stuffed their goods into dirty sacks they added to at each stop. A few peddlers pushed rickety carts filled with fruits and hollered above the noise in Elvish. Others just sat down anywhere in the dirt with large crates filled with dead birds, and they scowled to the elves who snatched them up by the necks to look them over. 
 
    I watched a wrinkled old elf with faded purple hair argue with an elven man who was at least two feet taller than her, and as the grim elf shook his head to the woman’s price, she spat at his feet and waved him away as she turned her serpentine eyes to the next buyer. 
 
    I shook my head at the elderly elf’s nerve, but then the sight of a turquoise tunic caught my attention. 
 
    Through the crowd, I could just make out the backs of three elves with the same garb Onym had worn, but none of them had silver hair. My pulse began to quicken, and as I quickly scanned the throng around us, I saw two more groups just like them. 
 
    “There are elves here who look to be from Onym’s group,” I muttered to the women around me, and Cayla’s brow crinkled. 
 
    “They could have told others about what happened yesterday,” she warned, and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    Then Shoshanne nudged my side and gestured to a group of elves with simple golden bands held in place with thick braids. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as we moved out of the way of a giant cart. 
 
    We waited for it to pass, and Aurora leaned in closer and spoke with a low voice. “I don’t think those elves were as rogue as we hoped.” 
 
    I decided to lead us off in the other direction, and as we took a roundabout route to the leather shop, I began to pay more attention to the armed elves than to the city and its merchants. We drew the eyes of nearly every elf who passed, and nine times out of ten there was a double take that ended with a disgusted look at Aurora. 
 
    We picked up the pace and made it into the shade of the leather shop’s rugged awning, but the elves apparently had a lot of business to do here. 
 
    Buyers yelled out over one another to get the attention of the squat elf who stood behind the table, and he returned their inquiries in an impatient and gravelly voice. Silver coins were tossed on the table by the handful, and before anything could be counted, the elves simply grabbed whatever sheath or vambrace they wanted and stalked off. 
 
    “We don’t have any coins,” I muttered to Aurora, and she began to pull me away from the store with a shrug, when Cayla stopped her. 
 
    The princess dug six golden coins out of her pocket. “Elven coins are worth half as much. This should be plenty.” 
 
    She held her palm out to Aurora, but a hiss of disgust came from nearby as another elf noticed what she was. I saw the resolve on the half-elf’s face waver, and for the first time in many weeks, she reached up to tuck her ears beneath her braids. 
 
    I looped my hand in Aurora’s, but the half-elf didn’t look up at me. She just shook her head and said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Cayla and I exchanged a glance, but Shoshanne reached out and took the coins. Then she pushed right past the elves and plunked the coins down in front of the squat merchant. 
 
    “Those boots,” she said in a stern voice as she pointed to what she wanted. 
 
    I held my breath as I realized every elf in the vicinity had stopped talking. 
 
    Aurora leaned hard against my side, so I locked my arm around her shoulder and returned the rude glances with an icy glare. 
 
    The merchant gaped at the pile of golden coins, and I thought I saw a greedy glint in his serpentine eyes, but then he looked to the elves around him. The squat elf furrowed his brow and shook his head as he shoved them back toward Shoshanne. He growled something in Elvish and waved her away, and as I was about to step forward, I felt a light breeze pick up. 
 
    Shoshanne slowly slid the coins back toward the merchant, and as she held the elf in her sights, he suddenly coughed and cleared his throat. 
 
    Godsdamnit. 
 
    “Those boots,” the Aer Mage said again, and this time there was the same sharp edge to her voice she used against her more difficult patients. 
 
    I eyed the merchant carefully, but luckily his lips hadn’t paled. He just spluttered and fell into a coughing fit that lasted nearly a minute while Shoshanne waited. 
 
    The squat elf waved her away between coughs, but as his face turned red and his coughs turned into wheezes, Shoshanne reached over the counter and grabbed up the boots herself. The merchant didn’t bother with her this time. He just kept coughing and fumbled to scoop the gold coins into his pouch, and the Aer Mage turned to push back through the elves. Which she did in the bitchiest way, if I was being honest. 
 
    The silence turned into angry muttering, but there was a very pleased smirk on the face of the caramel beauty as she held the boots out to Aurora. 
 
    “Here you go,” she said sweetly. 
 
    Aurora looked like she couldn’t decide whether she should laugh or run, so I took the boots for her and quickly pulled her along between the huts and away from the angry throng. 
 
    The merchant had managed to clear his throat by the time we were behind the shop, and from what I could hear, the usual ruckus of his customers was back to normal. 
 
    Aurora finally let out her giggles as she dropped into the plants, and Shoshanne gave a satisfied little sigh as she pulled the boots from my hand. 
 
    I caught the Aer Mage’s elbow and cocked a brow. 
 
    “We had a deal,” I reminded her, but it was a little hard not to smirk. 
 
    The caramel beauty raised her brows innocently. “I didn’t strangle anyone,” she assured me with a shrug, and then she wriggled out of my grip to bring Aurora her boots. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” the half-elf sighed as she sent the woman a guilty smile. 
 
    The Aer Mage reached out to tuck the blue braids back behind Aurora’s ears before she nudged the boots closer. “For one, that was fucking atrocious,” she began, “they’re lucky any of them are still standing. And two … well. My feet are blistering right through my boots from the heat. Putting something on your feet seemed way less conspicuous than walking around out there with nothing on.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “She’s got a point. No one could do that without scalding themselves.” I was drenched with sweat from head to toe, but the bottoms of my feet were actually in pain, and I briefly wished we were back in the grass beside the river. 
 
    I scratched my beard and peered around the stone hut as Aurora strapped the leather boots on. Blades flashed in the sunlight, and the heat rippled in the air in a way that made the elves almost look like mirages. Then two elves crossed by the space between the two huts, and their eyes went directly to mine. I held their sights steadily, but they curled their lips as they turned to one another. 
 
    I let out a long sigh. 
 
    The women sat with their backs against the vines of the hut, and they must have seen the worry on my face. 
 
    “Mason,” the half-elf started, “I’ve got the damn boots on, but we’re just asking for trouble by wandering around out there. We need to find this meeting place and get out of here.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said as I paced through the plants. “We’ve lost a lot of time, and they’ll be expecting us soon.” 
 
    There were over a hundred armed and hostile elves in the marketplace, and I didn’t want to come up against any of them right before this meeting, let alone all of them. 
 
    Then I remembered the little old elven woman who’d sent the grim elf away from her shop for refusing her prices. “Cayla, do you have any more of those coins?” I asked suddenly. 
 
    Cayla raised her eyebrows. “Do you know who my father is?” 
 
    The princess reached into a pocket I didn’t even know she had beneath her arm and pulled out another handful of golden coins. 
 
    I gave her a kiss as I stowed them in my pocket. “You guys stay right here,” I said, and I turned back to the marketplace. “I’m gonna ask this elf where the building is, and then we’re taking the back way there.” 
 
    Before they could answer, I was already headed back between the huts, and I ignored everything around me as I made a beeline for the elderly elf’s shop. As I approached the awning above her little table, I heard her give a little giggle to an older elf who was buying a small pouch of seeds from her. She had a soft smile on her wrinkled face, and I relaxed by a degree. 
 
    Still … she was an elf. So, that smile disappeared the second she saw me. 
 
    The elven woman sized me up from the other side of the table, and I did my best to look at her with the kind of gentle respect old ladies generally seem to appreciate. 
 
    “Hello,” I tried. “I’m here to meet with the Elven Council, but I don’t know where the building I’m looking for is.” 
 
    The old elf’s face didn’t move an inch out of her scowl. 
 
    “Do you understand me?” I asked uneasily, but to my surprise, she gave a curt nod. 
 
    Then I smiled, pulled the golden coins from my pocket, and placed them on her table. “Please,” I said as I lowered my voice. “I need to get there without any trouble.” 
 
    The elven woman scooped up a coin and eyed it carefully, but before I could blink, she swiped every coin off the table and looked around as if nothing had just taken place. I was still in shock when she slowly pulled a slip of parchment from under her table. 
 
    I glanced around to make sure there were no elves watching and was relieved to find that several of them were too busy with the apothecary next door to notice the exchange. 
 
    When I looked back down, the elderly elf had scratched a crude map out on the parchment with her quill, and I recognized the circle of huts that made up the square. A little way along the parchment, she drew a strange shape and pointed hard at it as she held my eyes. Then the quill was gone, and the parchment shoved toward me as quickly as the coins disappeared. The elderly elf turned away and began to busy herself with her jars. 
 
    I thanked her even though her back was turned and slipped the parchment into my pocket as I made my way back across the square. 
 
    When I returned to the back of the shop, the women were right where I’d left them, only Aurora looked much happier, and Shoshanne had thrown her head back to laugh at the sky. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” I asked as I strolled up and crossed my arms. 
 
    Aurora’s emerald eyes glittered as she rose. “These are actually really nice boots,” she chuckled. “Look at this stitching. I feel like I’m walking on that moss.” She padded her feet around for me, and I smirked at the little prance she had in her step. 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled, and I pulled her in for a kiss. “Elf made for my beautiful half-elf.” 
 
    The Ignis Mage grinned as she tucked herself under my arm, and I pulled the map from my pocket to unfold it. 
 
    “So … ” I started, and the others came to look over the map as well. “If we follow this tree line, we should hit another dirt road that leads into town from the south, and that road turns toward a small group of what looks like … blobs.” 
 
    Aurora snorted. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    I shrugged at the odd buildings drawn on the map and stowed it back in my pocket. 
 
    Then we trekked through the plants that threatened to overrun the huts for a few minutes, and the noise of the marketplace gradually faded. Now there was only the clatter of carts that rolled over the dirt roads, and the voices of a few elves who walked through the empty streets. 
 
    I peered between the huts as we passed, but none of them looked like they were homes. Everything had a storefront, though this part of the city had more tradesmen’s shops. I saw a blacksmith with ruddy green hair piled haphazardly on top of his head, and next door there was a lanky potter with long golden hair who stood at the edge of her storefront. The potter yawned as the blacksmith sweated and cursed the sheet of metal he hammered, and I shook my head as I turned away. 
 
    Eventually, we came to the dirt road we’d been looking for, and we followed it as it wound back into the city. The buildings in this part of town were much larger and impressively built, and there were several giant trees that grew between them. I realized the buildings looked older as well, with parts of the upper casements crumbled away, and their walls almost completely mottled over with moss and vines. 
 
    It looked like the jungle had won in this part of the town, and with the trees and bushes that spilled out from every unused corner, I decided it looked a lot more welcoming. The canopy the trees formed had a lot to do with this. The temperature dipped considerably in the dappled shade so the stonework felt cool to the touch, and for the first time since we’d arrived, I didn’t feel like my skin was being slowly melted off. 
 
    The blobs on the map matched up perfectly with these older buildings, and as we came to a courtyard with a dry and crumbling fountain in the center, we stopped to consult the map once more. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said, and I gestured ahead to the dilapidated building that was so overgrown the stonework was a blueish green rather than gray. Still, it looked stately, mostly because of its size and the large staircase that led to the arching entrance. 
 
    As we passed the fountain, I tried to make out what the statue in the center used to be and figured it must have been some creature from these lands. Only the back legs remained now, and those were overgrown with a dozen little clusters of dark brown mushrooms. 
 
    I stepped over the thick vines that crawled along what was left of the steps, and several large bugs scurried out of the way and into the cracks and holes left by the missing chunks of stones. Their exoskeletons looked black in the shade, but when they crossed through flecks of light, they suddenly shone a rich red. 
 
    “I hope this is the right place,” Shoshanne murmured as she glanced around the deserted courtyard. “It’s so … quiet.” 
 
    We turned around to look over the place when we reached the top of the steps, and the other buildings that crumbled around the edges of the courtyard looked as silent and abandoned as this one. 
 
    I shrugged. “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    I walked through the arching entrance and eyed the missing stones cautiously. There was no door to the building, and as we entered what must have once been an impressive chamber, I saw there were no windows either. Air flowed straight through large round openings built into the walls, and the plants that had grown around them spilled out across the floors. Others grew along the walls, and I turned in a full circle to take in the overgrown mess. 
 
    Several stone benches had been set out many years ago from the look of it, but nothing else filled the place. The floor was made of the same rock as the rest of the building, and jagged cracks sprawled across it so mushrooms and flowering plants grew all over the place. 
 
    I’d just knelt to poke at a purple mushroom the size of my boot, when I heard someone clear their throat. 
 
    I shot up and looked around until I noticed a single elf who stood at the opposite end of the hall. 
 
    His long blue hair reached to his knees, and he stood perfectly still with his hands clasped together in front of him. The thin gray robes he wore gathered on the ground around him, and his skin was so pale he almost looked blue all over in the shaded light. 
 
    The face of the elf remained solemn and blank as I led the way across the chamber, but once we were within a few feet of him, his silver eyes snapped to Aurora. The briefest flash of disgust came to his serpentine eyes before they faded back to the same grave stare. 
 
    He didn’t speak or move when I stepped forward, so I cleared my throat. 
 
    “My name is Mason Flynt,” I told the elf. “King Temin sent a request for me to meet with the Elven Council to discuss a matter pertaining to elven rune magic. I was told the Council could meet with me here.” 
 
    I looked into the silver serpentine eyes of the elf, but nothing changed in his expression. The lines on his face remained drawn into a grave frown, and I waited a while before he finally blinked. Then he turned his back and slowly walked toward a pair of weather worn wooden doors. 
 
    As we followed, I could hear voices on the other side, but the tone of the words was too muffled to make out. Then the silent elf grasped the great silver rings mounted into the wooden planks, and the doors creaked heavily as they parted. 
 
    It was dead silent when we entered a large chamber much like the one we’d just left, except the round openings in the stonework lined the upper portion of the walls all the way around. The plants that grew in through these and the splintered ceiling cast a green light over everything, and from the looks of it, the same stubborn blueish moss dotted most of the stonework. 
 
    Large tables made of thick slabs of stone were raised on platforms that stretched the length of the room on either side, with a third slab that connected them at the head of the chamber. They rose up several feet above our heads so the members of the Council who sat at them could literally look down on whoever came before them. 
 
    I noted the strange design left us surrounded except for the doors at our backs, but my pulse kicked up a notch when I realized there were at least thirty elves at the tables. 
 
    I guessed the ten elves who were seated must be the members of the Elven Council, which meant the two elves on either side of each were probably their guards. 
 
    Several of the seated elves were as grave as the elf who had brought us in here, but a few glared around the room rather than look at us at all. 
 
    Every guard had their eyes on the four of us, though. 
 
    We walked forward a little ways so we stood not quite at the center of the room, and as an aged elf at the head table began to stand shakily, my eyes caught on two silver haired elves. 
 
    Onym and the elf with the murky blue eyes looked down on us from either side of a seated elf, but the eerie black eyes swiftly turned away from mine, and my gut clenched as I followed them. 
 
    Rhys’ familiar green braids flicked forward the second I looked over, and I could see the taut muscle in his jaw clench when he settled his sights on Onym. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Rhys’ face was fully healed despite the boot he’d taken to the nose only a day before, and although the dagger wound on Onym’s shoulder was out of my sight, I could see the arm wasn’t even bandaged. To look at them, it was as if no fight had ever taken place.  
 
    Well, except for the looks on their faces. 
 
    I took a steadying breath as I considered the presence of the two elves. They had no doubt told the Council about our magic, and if the reaction of the others was anything like what we’d seen yesterday, we were most likely fucked. 
 
    I glanced to the women beside me, and I could tell from the tension in their shoulders that they’d noticed the two elves as well.  
 
    Aurora’s knuckles were white as she gripped the hilt of her sword, but her chin was set firmly ahead. 
 
    Cayla’s fingers looped around the leather strap that held her rifle, and Shoshanne’s lips were pursed into a tight line as she looked over all the elves. 
 
    The elf who slowly worked to rise was clearly the oldest in the room, and he supported his weight against the table as his listless eyes blinked slowly. His long robes were as white as his hair, and the irises of his serpentine eyes were a milky gold. He licked his thin lips as his head wobbled lightly, and he took a long haggard breath before he finally spoke. 
 
    “The Elven Council is come this day to--” he began, but he was immediately interrupted. 
 
    “Surely, you’ll not let these … people … remain as they are,” another elf hissed.  
 
    I glanced in the direction of the voice.  
 
    The elf who spoke had fiery red hair slicked back and knotted with what looked like dirty bones at the back. His bright yellow eyes were bloodshot and red around the rim, and his pallor was a sickly yellow. The guards beside him each had several slim bones of some creature stitched into their leather padding, and one wore the head of a snake on a long black leather strand around his neck.  
 
    The eldest elf drew another ragged breath. 
 
    “Are we to fear the mutt?” he said with what sounded like an attempt at a laugh, but his milky eyes were hollow. 
 
    I cocked a brow and fought to keep my mouth shut as I realized the old bastard meant Aurora.  
 
    A few snide chuckles came from the elves in the room, but Onym spoke over them. 
 
    “There is a weapon strapped to the back of the other,” he informed the aged elf. 
 
    “And how do you know it’s a weapon, Onym?” Rhys suddenly challenged.  
 
    I watched the two carefully, and as I considered the words, I began to wonder if they had actually said nothing at all about the fight. 
 
    There was a loaded silence as the two glared at one another, and I saw the faintest sneer on the braided elf’s lips, but Onym eventually pulled his eyes away and addressed the eldest elf once more. 
 
    “It is made of metal and strapped to her in the style of a glaive,” he said cooly. “It is a weapon.” 
 
    Rhys snorted, and I furrowed my brow as he gave the subtlest shake of the head. 
 
    Somewhere in the room, an elf with a thin voice spoke. “We will inspect the weapon.” 
 
    Three elves responded, and while two were all for the suggestion, the third insisted they stop wasting everyone’s time and get on with the meeting. 
 
    This was all it took for an argument to pick up.  
 
    Everyone began to speak at once in both English and Elvish, even the guards, and while everyone was distracted, I glanced to Cayla. 
 
    “There’s no way they’re examining that gun,” I told her in a low voice. 
 
    The princess raised her eyebrows slightly. Then she shrugged and whipped the rifle around to her front.  
 
    When the gun fired, a stunned silence came over the elves, and a chunk of ceiling crumbled away to reveal a dappled patch of canopy. Bits of rubble fell to the floor and scattered across the tabletop to our left. 
 
    Everyone looked at Cayla, but I watched Onym’s face carefully. 
 
    The black eyes flared and shot to Rhys. Then the argument erupted again at full volume amongst every elf in the chamber except these two.  
 
    I nodded to myself as my suspicions were confirmed. Somehow, neither had said a damn word about us, and I was pretty sure I could guess the reason why. 
 
    Meanwhile, the guards who flanked the three seated elves at the head table urged their leaders to heed their words. These elves were dressed less like warriors, and their grave faces gave the impression they were some sort of elite. The rest of the elves and their guards simply shouted their disapproval to the aged elf who stood amongst them at the head of the room. 
 
    They argued across the large tables, and with the elves at their sides, and a few of the less aged members of the Council stood to hurl curses at their foes. They pointed long knobby fingers in our direction without looking over, and a few slammed their fists to the tabletops. 
 
    Cayla let out a sigh at my side and slowly removed the rest of her bullets. Then she gave me a stern look as she turned.  
 
    Aurora followed her to place their weapons against the wall near the door, but Shoshanne and I didn’t move an inch. 
 
    Much of the argument had ceased by the time the two women returned to my side, and I sent a discreet nod to the half-elf whose emerald eyes looked uneasily to mine. 
 
    The aged elf at the head of the room raised a shaky and withered hand, and the elves reluctantly silenced themselves. 
 
    Then the elder blinked slowly as he took a deep breath. “We gather the ten Houses of the Elven Council to hear the address of one Mason Flynt,” he started, “who represents King Temin of Illaria.” 
 
    A few elves spat at the name, and the one with bones in his hair, I decided to call him Bones, gave a disgusted snort. “And who is Mason Flynt to speak for a coward of a King?” he asked. His yellow eyes looked me over, and I was pleased to see he was thoroughly unimpressed. 
 
    The elder didn’t even spare the effort of turning his head toward the elf. “As these Houses gather here in the hall of the Elven Council, we honor the armistice of Rhoemir,” he continued. “No elf shall arm himself in the hall of the Elven Council. No elf shall spill blood within the neutral bounds of Rhoemir. No elf shall take a prisoner within half a league of the city’s borders, and no elf shall speak a falsehood within this hall.” 
 
    The tension of the elves seemed to heighten during this speech, and the guards shifted and stood taller as they eyed one another with a deep distrust.  
 
    The revolver dug into the skin at the back of my hip, but I’d always been a fan of technicalities. Technically, he’d said no elf, not no man. 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” the eldest said, and his exhaustion caused his voice to waver. “You have the floor.” The elf’s guards supported his weight to help him sit, and he took several deep breaths as his eyes drifted to the wall. 
 
    I was half worried the guy was gonna drop dead any minute, so I cleared my throat and got straight to the point. “King Temin sent me here to seek your knowledge and assistance--” 
 
    Bones gave another snort, while several others looked like they’d just checked out of the conversation. They sized up the elves in the room instead and muttered to their guards under their breath here and there. 
 
    “A dark magic has come to the lands of Illaria and Orebane,” I continued, “and it bears the mark of a rune which is used to possess both beasts and humans alike. We’ve tracked the presence of this rune from Cedis and Serin to Aurum in the far north. One of his henchmen warned his plan is to take over all of the regions, Nalnora included. All we know is that whoever is responsible for the damage this rune has caused calls himself the Master, but without knowledge of rune magic, we struggle to defeat him. I come before you to ask if you recognize this rune, if it reveals anything about who this Master is, and how we might resist the dark magic it possesses.” 
 
    “Rune magic is gone from Nalnora,” came a low voice, but when I turned in their direction, the elf who spoke continued to look boredly at his hands. He had long, dull black hair and a single braid in the front that twisted to the back of his head. His guards wore bloody red tunics and metal vambraces I hadn’t seen any other elves with so far.  
 
    “So, no elves use rune magic?” I asked. 
 
    The silence in the room was unnerving, and it lasted an uncomfortable amount of time.  
 
    Then the bored elf addressed his fingertips. “None.”  
 
    An elf at the opposite table spoke to him in Elvish with a disdainful voice.  
 
    Something that was said immediately infuriated the black-haired elf, and he suddenly leaned forward to hurl a stream of Elvish words at the other. A blood red guard sneered and added his two cents, and another argument commenced.  
 
    I sighed as I waited and wondered how anyone ever got shit done with these guys, but my irritation won out after a full minute had gone by. 
 
    I raised my voice above the torrent of Elvish that flew around the room. 
 
    “But you still have knowledge of the magic?” I asked, and every livid face snapped to mine. Silence fell, and I cleared my throat. “You know more of the rune magic than we do. Anything you can tell us would be helpful I’m sure. The rune looks like a burnt upside-down tree, and whatever it’s etched into becomes violently possessed, sometimes fully embodied by the Master himself.” 
 
    When I finished, it was the ten heads of the Houses who spoke, and they talked over one another with various degrees of insult, disgust, and anger. 
 
    “You expect us to just give the secrets of rune magic to an Illarian messenger?” 
 
    “What makes you think that any elf here would so much as--” 
 
    “No man has wielded rune magic, and certainly none ever will.” 
 
    Then the elf with the long blue hair who we’d met in the outer chamber stood. He was amongst the four at the head table, and the other council members looked to him. “You speak a fool’s errand,” he said solemnly. “House Aelin declares cessation.” 
 
    Then the grave elf turned from the table without another word, and his guards followed close behind. They exited through a wooden door in the far corner of the chamber, and two other members of the head table rose to join him.  
 
    Both were clad in velvet robes that showed great wealth, and one had several glinting rings on both hands. “House Pree declares cessation,” he said as he nodded to his guards and turned from the table. 
 
    “House Elyn declares cessation,” the other said as well before he leaned his weight on a long ornately crafted staff and led his own guards from the room. 
 
    I saw Bones begin to mutter to himself as his yellow eyes burned into the backs of the retreating elves, and the Council member beside him shot a venomous look in his direction but said nothing. 
 
    Then the eldest elf motioned with a shaky hand to his own guards. The two elves quickly stooped and hooked their arms beneath his frail elbows to help him stand. 
 
    He swayed as he reached for the table and drew a long breath. “Mason Flynt,” he began, “the errand you bring before the Elven Council is not one that can be resolved here today. Many months must be allowed for deliberation, and a majority rule alone will determine whether that deliberation is in your favor. You are dismissed.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, but Bones spoke before I could. 
 
    His voice was tight with fury, and his yellow eyes flashed to the several elves in the chamber. “House Cerise would sooner slay that majority than allow a human to--” 
 
    This time it was the head of Rhys’ house who interrupted. “You would make such a threat such within the bounds of Rhoemir?” he challenged. 
 
    The bone laden guards bristled at the words. Their leader only grinned, though, and his teeth were nearly as yellow as his serpentine eyes. 
 
    Onym hissed something that sounded seriously ominous to the head of Rhys’ House, but the braided elf slammed his hands to the table before he’d finished.  
 
    Even in Elvish, I could tell Rhys defended his leader, and the argument between the two enemies escalated quickly.  
 
    Finally, the tension in the room broke as Onym whipped out a dagger he’d concealed behind his back.  
 
    It soared through the air in Rhys’ direction, but the braided elf swiftly ducked, and the moment he shot up again, he hurled his own dagger straight toward Onym. 
 
    Suddenly, all of the guards moved at once, and while some drew stout blades from their boots and backs, others grabbed planks of rotted wood from the ground and broke them over the heads of their enemies.  
 
    The members of the Council quickly rose and made for the doors, and I didn’t waste any time. 
 
    Cayla grabbed her gun when we reached the large wooden doors, and as I shoved them open for the women to exit, my eyes caught on a familiar figure I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    She was down in the shadows behind one of the long stone tables, and I trailed the jet-black limbs as she followed a group of elves through the far door. For a split second, I thought I’d imagined it, but nothing could have been mistaken for her. The Baroness was a woman I wouldn’t forget anytime soon. 
 
    Then a dagger pierced the wood beside my head, and I didn’t bother to look back to see who’d thrown it. 
 
    We sprinted through the dilapidated chamber and out into the courtyard, and as we leapt down the crumbling steps, I saw several members of the council and a couple of their guards duck into the line of trees behind the aged buildings. 
 
    Once we were back behind the huts we’d passed to reach the southern road, we finally slowed down. 
 
    Aurora turned her head to say something, but an arrow flew right past her nose. 
 
    Cayla stopped and flipped around with her rifle drawn.  
 
    I couldn’t see anyone in the trees or in the thin strip between the forest and the huts, and Shoshanne gave me an uneasy glance as she pulled my arm along. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” she warned. 
 
    I nodded and took Aurora’s hand to lead us back between the huts and onto the dirt roads of the city. 
 
    “Don’t stop ‘til you get to Bobbie,” I instructed the others as we broke into a run, and I dropped back behind the three women. The marketplace was even more crowded than it had been when we arrived, and as we pushed through the throng of armed elves, I saw a few of the guards from the meeting who had just reached the marketplace as well.  
 
    They quickly found their men, and I craned my neck to watch for their next move. After they exchanged only a few words, their comrades immediately turned from the shops.  
 
    Everywhere I looked, elves began to flee the square, and as we reached the road, I heard the familiar sound of swords being pulled from their sheaths as angry voices rose up. 
 
    Many of the merchants huddled behind their huts or ran along the road, and they eyed us furiously as we sprinted past.  
 
    The second we split off into the trees, I raised my arm and sent my magic out to free Bobbie from the rocks, and her engine was already running when we reached her. 
 
    Aurora and Shoshanne mounted quickly, but Cayla cocked her rifle instead. 
 
    My magic sparked to pull the dwarven sword from the sidecar, and when I flipped around, I found Onym with his hands held up. 
 
    He glared down the barrel of the rifle for a long moment before his eerie black eyes flashed to mine. “I mean you no harm,” he said. 
 
    His tone suggested the opposite, and I wondered if he was even capable of not sounding like a snake as I stepped to Cayla’s side. 
 
    Then I raised the hefty blade to the level of the elf’s neck with a grin. 
 
    Onym’s lips twitched in anger. 
 
    It looked like it took all of his effort, but he eventually spoke with a forced civility. 
 
    “House Natyr wishes to extend their council to you,” he said in a low voice. “You need our help.” 
 
    “Do I, though?” I asked. 
 
    It was almost hilarious to watch the deadly man wrestle with his rage, but he somehow managed it. “Yes,” he hissed. “Follow this road two leagues west. One league south at the gorge. The head of House Natyr awaits your arrival.” 
 
    The serpentine eyes flashed to the rifle once more before he slowly backed away, and this time I recognized the greed in the look on his face. When he’d reached the road, he quickly turned and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Several screams rose from the direction of Rhoemir, and I quickly stowed the sword as I mounted Bobbie. 
 
    We sped back along the road at top speed, and when we got to the bridge, we crossed over the river and kept on going. 
 
    I finally brought Bobbie to a stop when we entered a large gorge filled with dense moss, and the moment the engine cut, Aurora turned her head. 
 
    “You’re not actually going to meet with that creep’s House, are you?” she asked tensely. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I returned in a low voice. At the moment, I was mostly focused on quieting the rage that pulsed through my veins, and I ground my teeth as I decided what to do next.  
 
    I looked down the road that continued in front of us. Then I turned Bobbie into the trees toward the south. 
 
    Aurora shook her head as I did, but I leaned toward her ear and attempted to mask how pissed I was when I spoke.  
 
    “We’ll find a place to camp,” was all I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Two miles south, I turned to the west and followed the sound of water until the trees parted around a small pond. The water was clear blue with a small waterfall on the opposite bank that trickled over a rocky embankment like the one we’d camped beside on our first night in Nalnora. 
 
    I scanned the edge of the forest, and once I was sure there were no Raxis in sight, I took Bobbie around the pond and parked her near the embankment. All of us were tense after the meeting, and even though I could see the women had some questions, I knew I needed to work off my anger before I was fit to talk to anyone. 
 
    “Why don’t you ladies look the place over while I build us a hut,” I said, and I could see they understood. 
 
    They all nodded and went to walk along the pond, and I took a few breaths before I headed to the waterfall to cool off. The water fell along a mossy wall of rocks and was the perfect temperature. I splashed my face all over once to clear my head, and I dunked it right into the waterfall for good measure. Then I stretched out the tension in my arms and decided to climb up the embankment to get a look at where we were. 
 
    Even at the top, I was far below the canopy of trees, but I could finally see above the giant ferns and flowers of the jungle, and as I looked around, I noticed the trees thinned considerably in one spot to the east of us. Judging by the distance, I figured this was where House Natyr was. 
 
    I scruffed my beard as I recalled the eerie black eyes that had flashed at the rifle, and then I dropped onto my ass to think for a bit. 
 
    There was no way in hell I would hand a gun to a guy like Onym, but I knew that’s what he wanted. I’d seen it clear as day in his serpentine eyes, and after the show at the meeting, I was half sure Rhys wouldn’t mind getting his hands on one as well. 
 
    I dug the revolver out of my back pocket and placed it on the rocks beside me, and as I did, I heard a giggle come from the pond below. I scooted to the edge of the embankment and saw the three women already undressed and up to their waists in the blue water. 
 
    Shoshanne laughed as Aurora splashed water across her front, and Cayla dropped her head under the water’s surface to snatch the half-elf’s leg. 
 
    Aurora dropped straight down with a screech, and when she resurfaced, she was tangled with the princess. They rolled over each other, and as Shoshanne swam to join them, the princess laughed and splashed at her playfully. 
 
    I sighed at the erotic sight and decided that even though I’d waited weeks for a twenty-minute meeting, I was still the luckiest guy in the realm. 
 
    Cayla’s blue eyes found me on the embankment, and she beckoned for me to join them before she turned back to Shoshanne. 
 
    I should’ve known they’d know exactly how to cheer me up. 
 
    My anger dissipated as I walked toward the edge of the water, and I was finally able to think back more clearly on the morning. 
 
    Aside from the infuriating treatment they’d shown my half-elf, there were so many ridiculous aspects that would need careful consideration before I decided what our next move should be. 
 
    Namely, the complete bullshit of their “months of deliberation.” 
 
    We didn’t have months. For all I knew, the Master would rule over every nation by then, and I wondered how the elves could ignore such a threat. 
 
    Although, it was probably because they were too busy with their own petty disagreements. Every elf in that meeting had a problem with the others, and as I considered that there were virtually no allies amongst any of them, I realized there would be no deliberation. 
 
    Those elves weren’t going to meet again, and they definitely weren’t going to give us or the Master another thought. They’d go on killing each other and spitting at each other’s feet just the same. 
 
    So, it was all on me to get shit done. 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I stood to climb back down, and the women emerged dripping and giggling from the pond when I jumped down the last few feet. 
 
    They laid themselves out in the moss to dry off, and I admired the view as I raised my arms toward the rockface. 
 
    The embankment wasn’t made of the same pale rocks as we’d seen before, but rather a bluish rock with stripes of rusty orange through out. 
 
    It was less pliable, but still nice to work with, and I closed my eyes to get a design in mind for our makeshift house. First, I dug a cave out of the embankment just to the right of the waterfall and made it tall enough that I could stretch my arms up from inside. Then I lifted the chunks of rock I’d removed and attached them to the top lip of the cave before I pulled them out several feet so the ceiling extended out across the mossy ground. 
 
    The walls dropped down in a sloping dome, and I left an arched doorway for the entrance. I modeled the cutouts for the windows after the ones in the hall of the Elven Council, just as a subtle fuck you, and when I’d finished, there were a dozen circular cut outs around the upper portion of the wall. 
 
    Inside, the air was already cooler than the jungle, and as I walked around the large space, I decided to make a small workshop in the back cave and leave the mossy ground of the entrance for our bed. 
 
    I felt a thousand times better once I’d formed a workbench and a forging area. There was really nothing in this realm like stretching my magic, and I realized how badly I’d needed to, so I made a mental note to make sure I didn’t go too long without using both my Terra and Metal magic. By the time I’d finished carefully raising the earth to create a wide and mossy bed for the four of us, the tension in my shoulders had finally gone completely. 
 
    I exited the house and found the women fully redressed. The three of them foraged along the bank of the pond for fresh pink berries, and they turned their smiles my way when I joined them. 
 
    Cayla gestured to the house behind me. “It looks perfect,” she purred. 
 
    “I think so.” I grinned and tucked the princess under my arm. “Sorry about earlier,” I added, but Cayla shrugged and laid a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we were a little … tense, too.” She winked to Shoshanne, and the Aer Mage blushed as she giggled. 
 
    “I noticed,” I said with a coy smile. “Feeling better?” 
 
    Aurora smirked as she bumped her hip into Cayla’s. “Much better,” she assured me. 
 
    I chuckled and took a handful of berries from the platter in Shoshanne’s hands, and as I did, a giant white bird flew up out of the bushes in front of us. 
 
    Aurora snatched her dagger from the strap at her thigh, and it sailed straight up to the bird’s chest. 
 
    I raised my brows and watched the white feathers fall back to the ground. “Must be the elf in you,” I mused. 
 
    Aurora snorted. “Right? They definitely have a way with daggers, if nothing else.” 
 
    “I nearly got one in the head on our way out,” I admitted, and the women looked at me with instant worry. 
 
    “What?” Shoshanne demanded. 
 
    “Yeah. I was a little distracted by someone,” I told the Aer Mage. “I actually wanted to talk to you guys about it. I saw the Baroness from Rajeen.” 
 
    Aurora looked incredulous, and Cayla narrowed her icy blue eyes. 
 
    “Are you sure?” the princess asked. 
 
    “Pretty sure,” I said with a nod. “At first, I thought I’d imagined it, because I can’t think of a single reason she would be with the Elven Council. I mean … she’s a mage, and she’s from the far south east, but it was her.” 
 
    “Did the elves know she was there?” Aurora asked. “She did say she could be as invisible as she wanted.” 
 
    I thought about this, but then I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure they knew. She walked out through the doors with a group of elves.” 
 
    Shoshanne looked seriously confused, so I filled her in. 
 
    “When we were building the tracks from Serin to Cedis, just before we met you, we passed through Rajeen,” I explained. “The Baroness is a Tenebrae Mage, and we stayed in her castle there for a night.” 
 
    “For the creepiest night,” Aurora clarified. “No one spoke, everything was painted black, and the Baroness was … ” The half-elf couldn’t even find the words, and I didn’t think I could have either. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled, “it was all very weird, to say the least. Then she told us to take the tracks through her salt mines on our way south, and when we get there, this fucking fire scorpion attacks the train. Then it tried to kill all of us.” 
 
    “I still think she sent us there on purpose,” Cayla added, and I furrowed my brow as I considered this. 
 
    “I’m not so sure … ” 
 
    Aurora stared at me. “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    I raised my hands. “Hey, hear me out. As off putting as the Baroness was, that salt saved our asses. The scorpion would’ve had us if I didn’t use the salt to extinguish it,” I pointed out. 
 
    The half-elf gave a slow nod. “That’s true,” she admitted. 
 
    “And the Baroness was the one who told us to go there,” I continued. 
 
    “So … ” Cayla mused, “you’re saying maybe she didn’t send us to the scorpion?” 
 
    “Maybe she sent us to the salt that could destroy it,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “That could be,” Aurora allowed. “But if you saw her with the elves, I wouldn’t wager she’s the kindest of mages. Those elves were assholes.” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” I said with a sigh, and I rubbed the back of my neck as I thought things over. “I don’t know what to make of her being at that meeting. But regardless of the salt, I have a bad feeling about it. She’s a shadow mage, and we don’t know anything about the extent of her powers. For all I know, she’s as tight with the Master as Abrus was …” 
 
    Aurora frowned. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean--” but Aurora waved me off. 
 
    “It’s fine, really. You’re not wrong,” she said with a shrug. “Abrus was in the Master’s pocket, and the Baroness was nearly as intimidating as he was.” 
 
    “Either way,” I continued, “what I know right now is that she was there at the meeting, and she can manipulate shadows with her magic. So, keep your ears open, alright?” 
 
    The half-elf nodded and turned to scoop up the dead bird. 
 
    Cayla marinated the meat in the dwarven wine, and we settled in for dinner beside the pond as the sun slipped toward the horizon. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Shoshanne finally asked after we’d spent about an hour avoiding the topic of the meeting. 
 
    I sent her a wry smile. “I’m working on it,” I admitted. “Those elves aren’t going to get back to us, so I’ve gotta figure out how to get even just one of them to tell me about rune magic. I think it’s our best shot.” 
 
    “Mason … ” Aurora sighed. 
 
    “I know,” I interrupted, “but we’re not leaving Nalnora without some answers. If we do, the Master wins these lands, whether the elves want to acknowledge the threat or not. We’ve seen what he’s capable of.” 
 
    “But you’re not going to meet with Onym’s House, right?” Aurora asked pointedly. 
 
    I shoved a chunk of bird into my mouth and followed it up with a lump of toast. Then I shrugged. 
 
    The half-elf cocked a brow. “He was the first one to break that oath about the weapons in the hall. How could you think you can trust him or his House?” 
 
    I swallowed and finished my wine before I answered. “To be fair, every elf in that chamber had weapons too, he just threw his first. Also, nearly every part of that oath was broken within twenty-minutes if you think about it,” I pointed out. “So, we know we can’t trust any of them. That’s a blanket issue, not just an Onym issue.” 
 
    Aurora sighed and shook her head. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, and I brushed the half-elf’s arm. “Don’t worry, alright. Whatever we do, we’ll play it safe, I promise.” 
 
    She turned her emerald eyes to me and gave me a small smile, but I could see the worried crinkle on her forehead. 
 
    I suggested we should all turn in early after the day we had, and we curled up together on the mossy bed just as the chirping began in the blackened jungle. 
 
    I laid there with my women’s arms draped around me for what felt like ages, before the moonlight streamed through the round windows and illuminated our house in pale blue light. Then I carefully lifted Cayla’s arm from my chest and gently rolled Aurora over so she was wrapped around Shoshanne. 
 
    The moss quieted my footsteps as I headed for the door, and I paused beside the archway. With a spark of my magic, I etched the words “be right back” into the rockface where the moonlight would illuminate it for several hours more before I left the house and went out into the night. As I stopped and strained my ears, I could tell by the long slow breaths I heard that the women hadn’t woken up. 
 
    I felt a little like an asshole, but I hadn’t lied. I told Aurora we were going to play it safe, and that was exactly what I was gonna do. 
 
    There was no way I would bring my half-elf within spitting distance of Onym’s House without knowing what they were up to, and as much as I hated to admit it, the black-eyed elf hadn’t been entirely wrong. 
 
    I did need help. What I wanted to find out was if the elves of House Natyr would be the ones to help me, or not. Once I figured that out, I could come up with my next move. 
 
    I stuffed my revolver against the back of my hip before I quietly covered Bobbie in a little den and pulled some rock over most of the archway to our house. Then I listened one last time to be sure the women were still sleeping before I dipped into the line of trees. 
 
    The moonlight fell in dappled light across the jungle floor as I carefully made my way through the ferns. Luckily, the chirping was so loud it masked any noise I made as I brushed through the plants and tripped over more than a couple logs. Two wriggly creatures dropped on me from the treetops too, but eventually, I saw the glow of torchlight through the trees. 
 
    I snuck to the edge of the tree line and ducked behind a felled tree already grown over with its own mini ecosystem of mushrooms and moss. Over the edge, I could see the fortress that housed the elves of House Natyr, as well as the two guards who stood on either side of the great wooden doors. They held their glaives across their chests, and from the light of the torches above their heads, I could tell neither had silver hair. 
 
    The house sat at the base of a slope, so I couldn’t see most of the surrounding yard, but what little I could see was cleared of all trees. Only thick grass and a few stubborn ferns remained, which meant that once I approached the place, I’d have no chance of concealing myself. 
 
    The river rock that formed the walls of the house was barren compared to the ones we’d seen at the hall of the Elven Council, and even though the yard was silent, the large square windows that had been left at the upper levels glowed with firelight. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and lifted myself a little higher above the log, and a wooden bridge glowed in the pale light as it stretched from the outer rim of the slope down to the doors of the fortress. From what I could tell, there were only two guards in the yard, and I looked around carefully as I silently climbed over the log. 
 
    At the edge of the slope I stopped and crouched low to look over the lands beneath the bridge, but there were only shadows and a few carts down there. 
 
    Then something sharp prodded my shoulder, and I slowly turned. 
 
    Onym stared down the length of his glaive at me for a long moment, and he didn’t say a word. Then he nodded toward the bridge, and I stood up. 
 
    He kept the blade against me as we headed down the bridge, and as we came into the torchlight, the two guards tipped their own glaives so I was surrounded. 
 
    “I believe I was invited … ” I muttered, but Onym only prodded me toward the door. 
 
    The three elves escorted me into the fortress, and I glanced around the large entryway, but everything was dark in the silent place. 
 
    Firelight glowed at the end of a long hallway, and as we came to the light, we turned into a large room with three wooden tables set out in the same style as the Elven Council. These weren’t raised on lofty platforms, but the look on the face of the elf who sat at the head table made it all feel just about as condescending. 
 
    It was the same elf who had sat between Onym and the elf with the murky blue eyes at the meeting. 
 
    Onym finally removed his glaive from my back, and he came around the table’s end to stand beside his leader. 
 
    There was a striking similarity between the two elves, as both shared the same eerie black eyes, but the head of the House was older, if just as muscular, and his long green hair was the lightest and palest green I’d ever seen. 
 
    He said nothing when Onym came to his side, so we all stood there looking at each other in the deserted room while the guards headed for the door. 
 
    Right before they left, the head of the House spoke, and his voice was deep and gravelly. 
 
    “Search the trees,” he ordered. “The women are probably near.” 
 
    I made sure my face remained unreadable. 
 
    As the guard’s footsteps faded back down the hall, a door in the corner of the room opened, and two elves strolled in, apparently not aware that there was company. 
 
    The murky blue eyes shot to mine, and the elves stopped in their tracks for a moment before they slowly made their way to the tables. 
 
    The one I didn’t recognize had deep purple hair and fiery red eyes, and he eyed me with disgust as he seated himself at one of the side tables. The elf who stood guard with Onym joined beside the leader, though, and he exchanged glances with the two, but said nothing. 
 
    I was about to just ask what the hell they wanted, when the head of the house rested his elbows on the table and brought his fingertips together. 
 
    “Before we begin,” he growled, “there is the matter of the mutt.” 
 
    Maybe it was the residual irritation from the day, but I was immediately pissed off. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked coldly. 
 
    “The half-elf you brought into our lands,” the leader clarified. “As a human, you are no more welcome here than those bumbling dwarves you associate with, but to bring a mutt into the heart of Nalnora is an insult to our very race.” 
 
    I ground my jaw, and the leader continued. 
 
    “You should know, if we endeavor to help you, you will be required to leave the mutt in the wilds where she belongs, if she has not already been dealt with by my guards.” 
 
    “Then we have nothing else to discuss,” I told him and turned for the door. 
 
    “I believe we do,” the leader countered, “if you are not so big a fool as to turn your back on the strongest Household west of the river.” 
 
    My blood began to boil, but I turned back and brought myself to the center of the room. 
 
    “I suggest you get to it,” I growled. 
 
    The leader gave a filthy smirk. “You saw the strength of my sons in the jungle yesterday, so I don’t think I need to tell you our warriors are the most powerful in this part of the region.” 
 
    He looked smug at the words, and as I glanced to his silver-haired sons, I could see they didn’t doubt the man’s words for a moment. They really believed they were the hottest shit around, and although they had fought viciously, I didn’t necessarily associate their style with power. Only dirty habits. 
 
    So, I chose not to respond. 
 
    The leader continued. “But you have certain strengths as well, I believe, and from what I saw at the hall of the Elven Council, a rather remarkable weapon at your disposal.” 
 
    The elf who sat at the side table snorted. “Whatever his weapon,” he said in a snide, nasally voice, “he’s still a human, and we don’t need his--” 
 
    “Silence!” the leader snapped, and his black eyes flared to the purple-haired elf who turned his glower to the tabletop. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I could tell Onym hadn’t looked away from me once, and I kept my own sights on the leader as I slowly pulled my magic to the surface and sent it out across the tables. 
 
    It surged lightly as it sensed the metal around the room, and I took stock of where all the daggers were. To my surprise, the brother with the murky blue eyes only had his glaive. 
 
    “Now,” the head of the House said, “the Elven Council dismissed you today, but what you probably have not surmised is they have no intention of deliberating about your proposal. I am sorry to say you have no hope of gaining the knowledge you seek.” 
 
    I tried not to smirk. “Damn, really?” I asked. “I thought they said it would only take a few months.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that is not the case.” The leader nodded, and I thought he meant to look sorry, but he really just looked like a condescending prick. “However, as was mentioned, a majority rule amongst the ten Houses would sway the prospects in your favor, and this is where we can help you, Mason Flynt.” 
 
    “You would do that?” I asked as I glanced to Onym. 
 
    The silver-haired elf wore the same deadly mask. 
 
    “Oh, certainly,” the leader assured me. “We would be willing to be the first House to vote in your favor, if you were to assist us. Then you’d only need five more to push your errand forward again.” 
 
    I nodded. “And what kind of assistance could I possibly offer?” I asked, and I worked to keep the sarcasm from my voice. “As you’ve already said, your warriors are the most powerful.” 
 
    The head of the house pursed his lips into an ugly smile of pride, and he gave a little chuckle. “It is true,” he agreed. “However, our tactics are of a combative style. That weapon of yours seems to allow for a different sort of … approach.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Tell me, can it be operated from far distances?” the green-haired elf asked. “It seems that with the amount of force it projects, it could potentially kill an elf who was say … several yards away.” 
 
    Now I did smirk. “May I ask who it is you’d like to kill?” 
 
    The head of the house cocked a brow as an amused smile came to his face. “Straight to the point, yes,” he said with a nod, “why not? We have trouble with a certain House that resides in the north east jungles. Not that our warriors are not more powerful than their own, of course. But it is not their warriors who trouble us.” 
 
    “You cannot be serious?” the purple-haired elf cut in. “You would give the task to a human when--” 
 
    “Silence!” the leader barked again before he turned back to me. “The head of House Syru is a plague upon these lands, but he is well guarded and has much metal at his disposal to bar his fortress. Frankly, I can’t be bothered with him any longer. With your particular abilities and your weapon, however, the issue could be swiftly dealt with.” 
 
    I nodded again. “You want me to assassinate the head of House Syru?” I clarified. 
 
    “Precisely.” The grin on the green-haired elf’s face spread into a devilish sneer, and I saw Onym took after his father quite a lot. 
 
    I could see the resolve on the three elves’ faces. Their request wasn’t what I expected, but it was admittedly less obtrusive than being asked to simply hand over the rifle. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t some gun for hire, and blind murder hadn’t really been on my to do list. So, I decided to be blunt. “Give me a better reason.” 
 
    The question clearly caught the leader off guard, and he looked like he didn’t much want to elaborate. When he spoke again, he waved his hands haphazardly as if to brush off the technicalities. 
 
    “The history of these lands is a bloody and convoluted one,” he assured me. “Safe to say the leader of House Syru is a venomous snake with no regard for the honor of the Elven Council nor the dignity of the elven race for that matter.” 
 
    I tried not to snort at the mention of honor and dignity. “I see … ” 
 
    Then the purple-haired elf slammed his fist to the table. “I told you my army could handle the task, and I would not fail you,” he insisted viciously. “I told you I would gladly--” 
 
    “You would fail,” the leader told him icily. 
 
    The words clearly cut the elf to the core, and his face creased in fury. “You would trust an animal-lover over your own army?” he challenged. 
 
    My eyes snapped to the elf, and my pulse quickened in rage, but the fucker continued. 
 
    “You’d trust a human who would breed with a filthy halfling bitch rather than--” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I cocked the revolver and leveled it in the direction of the purple-haired elf as I spoke in a low voice to the leader. 
 
    “I suggest you silence your dog,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The leader snorted. “Why?” he asked snidely. “You know what she is.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and looked to Onym, and as I’d expected, his greedy black eyes were glued to the gun in my hand. 
 
    The purple-haired elf hadn’t been at the meeting though, so he didn’t even know what to expect. Judging by the look on Onym’s face, I could tell he had made at least a few accurate comparisons. 
 
    The pissed off elf ignored the gun and continued on his shitty rant, and as the words animal-lover left his lips again, my eyes locked with Onym’s. 
 
    “Should we see what this one does?” I asked him, and before he’d even blinked, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    The bullet pierced the purple-haired elf right between the eyes, and the hideous lines on his face went slack as he dropped to the floor with a hollow thud. 
 
    The black-eyed elf’s hand swiftly grabbed his dagger, but by the time it was raised and poised to fly toward my head, the revolver was already aimed directly at him. 
 
    Onym froze. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said, and his serpentine eyes flashed as I grinned. “Which one do you think is faster?” 
 
    Onym’s lip twitched with fury, but after a long moment, he lowered his arm. 
 
    “I agree,” I told him with a nod, but I kept my aim in his direction as I addressed the head of the house. “I appreciate your offer, truly. But I’m afraid I’ll have to decline the help.” 
 
    The leader looked ready to skin me alive while I slowly backed toward the entrance, but I didn’t miss the twitch of Onym’s hand at his side. 
 
    “If you throw that dagger,” I informed the black-eyed elf as I neared the hall, “I can guarantee all three of you will be dead before it even reaches my skull.” 
 
     None of them moved, and when I reached the darkened hallway, I turned and headed for the large wooden doors. The guards were nowhere to be found, so I bolted across the bridge and didn’t slow my pace until I was halfway back to the house near the pond. Only a little ways along, a twig snapped loudly ahead of me, and I crouched and aimed the revolver into the dark. 
 
    Then I heard a familiar voice ask me what I was doing. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing out here?” I hissed as Aurora stepped through the ferns. 
 
    “What?” the half-elf asked in confusion. 
 
    My anger hadn’t remotely died down, and I probably could have reacted a little better, but my fear for the half-elf was incredibly raw at the moment. “You’re not safe out here,” I told her, “get back to the fucking house. Now.” 
 
    Aurora’s eyes flashed, and she propped her hands on her hips. “Excuse me?” she snapped. “Why don’t you get back to the fucking house?” 
 
    I grabbed the half-elf’s hand and broke back into a run as the words of the elves of House Natyr flashed through my mind, and Aurora yanked furiously at my hand, but I didn’t let go until we were only a few minutes from the pond. 
 
    When I released my hold, she dug her nails into my arm to whip me around. 
 
    I knew she was ready to tell me off, but when I turned, I caught her lips in mine and held her firmly against me as I delved my tongue into her mouth. Heat ignited between us, and I felt the force of our magic collide, and as my spine began to tingle, the half-elf finally went limp in my arms. 
 
    When I pulled away, her eyes were wide in the moonlight. 
 
    “What was that for?” she asked with a wonky smile. 
 
    She really was so beautiful, and I tried to return the grin as my gut clenched. “Nothing,” I said with a small shrug. “I just love you, that’s all.” 
 
    The same worried crinkle came to her brows, but I took up her hand and turned to walk back toward the house so she couldn’t read my expression. 
 
    We were silent for a minute before the half-elf spoke. “You went to House Natyr, didn’t you?” she asked.  
 
    I nodded silently. 
 
    “What happened?” she inquired. 
 
    “They want me to assassinate some guy,” I responded vaguely. “I turned them down.” Then I cleared my throat before I continued. “Oh, and they know about the revolver.” 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t want to show all of our cards?” the half-elf asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I changed my mind about that,” I said through gritted teeth. “You can light all of the fuckers on fire if you want.” 
 
    “But--” she began before she suddenly grabbed my arm. 
 
    We stopped, and I turned to see the half-elf’s eyes dart around the dark jungle as she listened carefully. 
 
    Then she said, “There’s someone in the trees.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
     Blue flames sparked from Aurora’s fingertips the moment I cocked the hammer of my revolver. 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” came a voice through the trees, just before someone stepped out of the shadows and into a small patch of moonlight. 
 
    Rhys held his hands in plain sight to show he wasn’t armed, but I didn’t lower the gun. We all stood in silence for a long moment as the braided elf eyed Aurora’s flames. Then he looked at me and nodded his head in greeting. 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” he began again. “I come to--” 
 
    “How did you know where to find me?” I cut him off. 
 
    Rhys took a minute to respond. “I understand your unrest,” he finally said, “but please hear me. I have been sent by House Fehryn to offer you our council regarding the errand King Temin has assigned you. Travel seven leagues north of here and cross the River East when you come to Black Rock. You will find House Fehryn two leagues west of the bank.” 
 
    The blue flames still curled around Aurora’s fingers, and she turned to look at me as I considered the elf’s words. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I told Rhys icily. 
 
    This time, the elf didn’t hesitate. “Onym followed you from the hall, and I knew he would say anything to lure you to House Natyr,” he said plainly. “But I would advise against putting your trust in House Natyr. They will betray it, regardless of your actions.” 
 
    “And House Fehryn?” I countered. 
 
    Rhys smirked. “We do not betray those who do not betray us,” was all he said. 
 
    Aurora snorted to the words, and I was just about as convinced as she was. 
 
    “You are free to distrust us,” the braided elf replied. “In fact, I advise you to distrust every elf. You are human, and the presence of your half-elf endangers you beyond measure in these lands. You will be hunted here. Nothing I nor my House can offer you will change that, but we can help you in your errand.” 
 
    I considered Rhys’ frankness. I knew I would need at least six Houses to force a deliberation amongst the Council, and with the second elf in a day’s time stepping up to seek a meeting with me, a plan finally began to form. 
 
    “I will come under one condition,” I told the braided elf. 
 
    Rhys didn’t respond, so I went on.. 
 
    “Tell me where I can make camp safely in Nalnora,” I demanded. 
 
    Rhys nodded. “You will be safe within half a league of Rhoemir,” he informed me. 
 
    I recalled the armistice of Rhoemir as I cocked a brow. “You expect me to believe the elves adhere to that?” 
 
    An amused smirk came to the green-haired elf’s face. “You are not an idiot,” he admitted. “Come to House Fehryn, and if you do not betray us, we will tell you where you can make camp. That is my final offer.” 
 
    Rhys turned and swiftly disappeared into the ferns, and Aurora let out an irritated sigh at my side. 
 
    “Let me guess,” she said as she extinguished her flames. “We’re heading north?” 
 
    I took the half-elf’s hand and quickly headed in the direction of the little house. “We can’t stay here,” I told her. “I killed one of Natyr’s elves, and they’re already looking for you in the forests.” 
 
    I could feel Aurora’s eyes snap to my face as we wound through the ferns, but I didn’t look over. I didn’t know if House Fehryn was a better bet, but if we stayed where we were, there was a good chance Onym would cut our throats before morning. I had no doubt they’d put a target on my back the second I left that hall. 
 
    When we arrived at the pond, Cayla and Shoshanne were still asleep, and I sent Aurora to wake them up while I uncovered Bobbie. Within five minutes, the house crafted for the night was nothing but an embankment, and the four of us were headed north with the half-elf’s flames to light our way. It was slow work to travel the jungle at night, and more than a dozen eyes flashed through the trees as we made our way toward Black Rock. They perched in the lower limbs and crouched beneath bushes, but they didn’t flee when we passed, and I wondered if any of them tracked us on our route. 
 
    Once we reached the banks of the river, we decided to cross before we could have a run in with the grove of Raxis, and I was honestly a little stoked to do it in the dark this time. The crazy wave that rolled over us had looked awesome in the daylight, but with the Ignis Mage’s flames beneath it, the spray back shone like dozens of silver stars flying by. 
 
    The terrain opened up a little along the banks of the river, so we travelled more quickly. Aurora sent her orb out above the surface of the water, and its light illuminated the trees on either side for several feet as the glassy river flowed beneath it. We nearly flew right past Black Rock, but the half-elf’s sharp eyes caught the looming shadow across the river and alerted me just in time. I circled back a ways and brought Bobbie to a stop beside the river. 
 
    As the orb of flames drifted to the opposite bank, it illuminated a rock that rose up even taller than the embankment I climbed and looked like it was covered with thick patches of black lichen. We decided to travel northward a mile and make camp there so we could try to rest. 
 
    I created another simple dome for us to sleep in, but I couldn’t rest. My nerves were on high alert after the night I’d had, and every snap of a twig reminded me how exposed we were in these lands. Rhys had tracked us without Aurora hearing him, Onym had caught me with a glaive at my back, and I’d woken up with three sphinxes ready to eat all of us. 
 
    Too much had already slipped, but I wouldn’t let it happen again. My mind raced through the things I needed to address, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep, so I moved to get up. 
 
    Cayla was up like a shot the moment I shifted in our bed. 
 
    I chuckled at the sharp blue eyes that narrowed at me in the moonlight. “I’m not going anywhere,” I told her as I brushed her cheek. “I just want to make something real quick.” 
 
    “Make it in here,” Cayla whispered, and I didn’t miss the tension in her voice, so I gave her my word before I opened the rock and stepped out into the jungle. Then I uncovered Bobbie, dug a few chunks of gold out of the sidecar, and returned to the dome. 
 
    Cayla’s face relaxed into a soft smile as I closed the rock behind me, and I laid a kiss on her cheek. “Go to sleep,” I chuckled. “Stan and I are gonna hang out over there.” 
 
    I scooped up Stan from the princess’ mossy pillow, and we made our way to a patch of moonlight on the other side of the bed. Then I set the little metal man on the ground in front of me and placed three chunks of gold between us. 
 
    Stan climbed to the top of a lump of gold and turned his head up toward me. 
 
    I put my finger to my lips and sent the little man a wink. “It’s a surprise,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    Stan gave a conspiratorial nod and leaned forward to watch me work. 
 
    I took a deep breath as my magic sparked to the surface of my palms, and a feeling of relief came over me as I felt the lump of gold fuse with it. It rose up in front of me, and a grin spread across my face. 
 
    There really was a disgusting shortage of metal in these lands. 
 
    I took a few minutes to mold the gold like putty between my palms just to get back in the swing of things before I split a piece off and flattened it into a four-inch disc. Then I carved out six points and a small hole in the center so the disk looked like a small golden sun. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think back to the look on my adoptive mother’s face when she walked into my room and saw the computer screen. Some guys got scolded for porn, but thirteen-year-old me got a hell of a tongue lashing for studying ancient Japanese weaponry. Now, I kind of wished I could go back and tell her it actually was useful knowledge, thanks. 
 
    I held it up to the moonlight and watched closely as I focused on the edges of each point. Slowly, they beveled out and sharpened like a razor’s edge, and I grinned at the glint of the metal, but it needed just a small touch more. With a last tweak, the tips of each point curved gently, and a deadly notch formed midway down each spike. 
 
    Once I’d finished the first piece, I held it out to Stan, who leaned close to study the glinting golden edges. Then he turned to peer around me toward the women who lay sleeping on the moss bed, and I sent him a nod. 
 
    Stan threw his arms up in a huff, and I chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I agreed. “It is about time.” 
 
    When the sun rose, I had forty identical pieces stacked neatly in four piles with the little metal man propped and dozing on one of them. The poor guy hadn’t made it past the first twenty, but I was still wide awake when I’d finished, so I moved on to a carrying case. 
 
    My intimate knowledge of the Aer Mage’s thighs made it easy to form the metal into a subtle curve that would rest comfortably against her skin. I kept the gold as thin and sleek as possible, and then I added a slender latch so only a flick of her finger would be needed to lift the hinge. 
 
    By the time the women began to wake up, I was too psyched to wait another minute, and I crawled to the moss bed to nudge Shoshanne. 
 
    “Hey,” I muttered, “I made you something.” 
 
    The warm brown eyes fluttered open, and a smile curled on her lips. “Is it deadly?” she asked sleepily, and a giant grin spread across my face. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “Let’s go try it out.” 
 
    I lowered the walls of the dome, and Aurora let out some sort of grumpy string of words as she buried her face in her arms. Then I helped Shoshanne up. 
 
    The early sunlight streamed sideways through the trees and glittered on thousands of tiny dewdrops that clung to the vines and ferns around us. The air was already heavy with heat, but the dampness of it was refreshing after a night of focused tinkering.  
 
    I stretched my arms with a loud grunt and popped my neck in a few places while the Aer Mage languidly tousled her curls and yawned. 
 
    Then I carefully slid a few golden discs passed the sleeping metal man. 
 
    From the bed, Cayla followed me with hooded eyes and smirked when she saw Stan. 
 
     “Poor little guy,” she sighed before she brought herself to the dirt beside him and sat down to get a look at what I’d made. 
 
    “Now,” I told Shoshanne as I held out a deadly golden star, “this is called a shuriken, but you can call it a throwing star as well. Which gives you a good idea about what you’re gonna do with it.” 
 
    Shoshanne’s eyes lit up as she reached out, but I snatched the disk back. “I know you’re a healer, but for the sake of saving a lot of injuries, you don’t wanna touch the edges,” I chuckled, and I pinched a spike between my thumb and index finger. “Hold it like this.” 
 
    The Aer Mage’s face became the same studious mask she always wore when she flipped through Wyresus’ volumes as she gave a nod. “Okay,” she said. “How do I throw it?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” I replied, and a giddy smile came to my face. “Normally you’d chuck the thing like this--” 
 
    I turned toward a tree and raised my arm so my elbow pointed directly where I wanted it to go. Then I lifted my other arm into a plank in front of me, and as I threw the star, my forearms met to steady my aim, and the shuriken spiraled through the air and embedded itself deep in the bark of the tree. 
 
    “But,” I continued, “you’re an Aer Mage, so I want you to try a different approach.” I brought myself behind Shoshanne as I handed her a star.  
 
    The caramel beauty held it between her fingers exactly as I’d told her, and then she sent an eager smile over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s so pretty,” she giggled. 
 
    “I thought you’d like it,” I said with a grin. “Now, tilt your wrist to the side, and I want you to send it out sideways. I’d tell you to aim carefully, but if my guess is correct, you don’t even have to. Let your magic steer it and see if you can’t bury this sucker in the trunk of that tree over there.” 
 
    I gestured to a large trunk tucked behind a few others. 
 
    Shoshanne nodded and took a steadying breath before her curls began to sway ever so slightly. Then she pulled her arm back and sent the shuriken sailing like a lethal frisbee into the jungle. As I watched the light glint on every razor-sharp point, the golden disk caught on Shoshanne’s breeze and suddenly lifted a couple inches. 
 
    It flew out in a wide semicircle, sliced straight through the fronds of a giant fern, and impaled the trunk of the tree from the far right. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I called out, and Shoshanne gave a giddy little hop as the shuriken hit its mark. 
 
    “I love it!” she giggled, and she turned to throw her arms around my neck. 
 
    I gave her a kiss and gestured to where Cayla sat beside the neatly stacked piles. 
 
    “Good, because I made you forty of them,” I informed her. 
 
    The Aer Mage’s eyes sparked with excitement, and she ran to inspect them all. 
 
    I shook my head as I watched her go, and then I turned to the sleepy half-elf who was lazily stretched out on her belly to watch the demonstration. I went to join her on the bed and stroked a few rogue braids from her shoulder to lay a kiss on her neck. 
 
    “I have a proposition for you,” I muttered against her smooth skin. 
 
    “Hmm?” she purred. 
 
    “I need a way for Shoshanne to carry the throwing stars, and you have a thigh strap that would work perfectly,” I admitted. “If you wanna temporarily move your dagger sheath to your belt, I’ll pick up an elf-made one for you in Rhoemir today.” 
 
    Aurora turned her head and sent me a little smirk. “Really?” she asked excitedly. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I assured her. “I’m determined to have you decked out in elf-made gear from head to toe before we leave Nalnora. This is only the beginning.” 
 
    The half-elf laughed as she rolled over and pulled me against her. “You really are just looking to start trouble now, aren’t you?” 
 
    I raised my brow innocently. “Not trouble,” I said with a smirk, “Just … adjusting my mindset.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes and gave me a kiss. “Well, I’m in,” she chuckled as she reached over to the edge of the bed to pull her thigh strap from the ground. Then she pulled the dagger’s sheath off the slim leather strap. 
 
    I gave her another kiss, and then I headed over to where Cayla and Shoshanne sat. 
 
    The Aer Mage held a throwing star up to a stream of sunlight to admire the glint of gold. “I like these so much more than that rifle,” she sighed. “Who do I get to throw them at?” 
 
    “Anyone,” I said with a shrug. “Maybe not Rhys today, because I’ve got a meeting with him, but in general we’re changing our game plan.” I dropped down and pulled the slender carrying case from my pocket and focused my magic on the back panel. Two small slits appeared in the gold, and I threaded the leather through them before I handed it over to Shoshanne. 
 
    “What’s the game plan now then?” Cayla asked curiously. 
 
    “Well, to be honest,” I began as I scratched my beard, “we’re going rogue. I need six Houses on my side to get those fucking elves to give us the time of day, but … they also wanna kill us. So, you three have full reign. Kill anyone who’s up to no good, and don’t get in the way of Shoshanne’s shuriken. Other than that, have fun.” 
 
    Cayla raised her brows to Aurora. “Seriously?” she asked me. 
 
    I saw a devilish smirk come to the half-elf’s lips. 
 
    “Seriously,” I said with a wink. “You saw how much the dead are worth here. I don’t have any intention of becoming one of them. I’m gonna meet with House Fehryn today and if everything goes well, none of them will have to die, and we’ll be that much closer to getting the elves to focus long enough to tell us something useful.” 
 
    An amused smile came to the princess’ face, and she gave a small shrug. “Good enough for me,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Me too,” Shoshanne agreed as she filed her throwing stars into the little metal case. 
 
    I turned to the half-elf who had finally managed to get her legs moving. “Their number one target is going to be you,” I told her cautiously. “Keep your ears sharp and don’t let your guard down.” 
 
    “No problem,” Aurora yawned. Then she added, “But we’re coming with you to that meeting.” 
 
    My face must have made it clear how crazy I was about the suggestion, because the half-elf rolled her eyes as she stood up. “You’re worried they’re gonna kill me, aren’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah … ” I told her uneasily. 
 
    Aurora propped her arms on her hips. “Has it not occurred to you that I might just burn them all alive?” 
 
    “That’s what I mean,” I insisted. “That’s really the only two options. Either we all die or they do.” 
 
    “Oh really?” the half-elf chuckled as she turned to Cayla. “Are those the only two options?” 
 
    Cayla smirked. “Well, if they are that’s just shit diplomacy,” she said and sent me a coy smile. “You have more than enough to bargain with. Do it right, and we’ve got loads of options.” 
 
    I sighed and stood up. “Well, I can’t argue with that,” I admitted. “I’m going to Rhoemir to pick up a few things. Why don’t you guys get some of those bacon eels cooking, and I’ll be back in less than an hour.” 
 
    Aurora wrinkled her nose at me. 
 
    Shoshanne wiggled her new thigh strap up her leg, and then she stood to strut around a bit as she admired the slim golden case. “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    I eyed the taut strap and the plush thigh it clung to. “I think I could postpone my trip for a little bit,” I mused as I dragged my eyes across the curve of her inner thigh. 
 
    The Aer Mage smirked. “No way, I wanna play with my shuriken,” she laughed, and her smile reminded me of a kid on Christmas morning. 
 
    “That’s adorable,” I admitted as I raised my arm toward the trees. Then I sent the slightest stream of magic out to pull the two discarded throwing stars from their marks, and Shoshanne held her hand out as they drifted back to her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  
 
    I nodded and turned to the other women. “Everyone locked and loaded?”. 
 
    Cayla already had her rifle strapped to her back, and Aurora sent a wave of flames across her palms. Then the princess sauntered over and dropped a pouch of coins into my hand.  
 
    “Get the most expensive strap they have,” she told me. 
 
     I chuckled as I headed to Bobbie, but another idea occurred to me, and I used my magic to carefully disconnect the sidecar. It had been ages since I’d had a minute alone with the old girl, and I was in the mood to see what she really could do in these lands. I put my belt back on, slid the dwarven sword into the sheath on my left hip, and checked the barrel of my revolver before I slipped it into the holster on my right. Then I kissed each of my women before I mounted up, and as Bobbie kicked into gear, I winked to Shoshanne. 
 
    The Aer Mage bounced on her toes and sent me a little wave before she turned toward the trees with a shuriken already poised. 
 
    I felt ten times better than I had after I’d left House Natyr the night before, and as the birds in the trees above me scattered, I revved the engine and let her go at top speed. 
 
    The terrain shifted at my will and rose to send me straight up and over the felled logs in my path, and the ferns quickly became a blur of green while the river flew past my right side. 
 
    I let out a satisfied sigh as I parked Bobbie in the tree line beside the road, and I was honestly a little bummed it had only taken fifteen minutes to get to Rhoemir. With a solid plan under my belt, and no revolver digging into my hip, things suddenly seemed to fall into place. I strolled out of the trees and down the road, but as I passed the stone huts of the marketplace, my eye caught on something between the buildings. I slowed and ducked behind a hut, and then I carefully peered around the edge toward the town square. 
 
    Four turquoise clad elves argued with a merchant near the leather shop, and I furrowed my brow. The marketplace was much less crowded at this hour, so there was little chance I’d be able to get by without being spotted. I watched the four warriors turn away from the merchant, and just as they broke off into two groups, Onym walked into sight. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed.  
 
    The black-eyed elf’s jaw was set in a furious line, and from the looks of it, he hadn’t woken up in a very forgiving mood. His hand was like a vice on the hilt of his sword, and he glared at every elf who passed. 
 
    I ground my jaw as the meeting with House Natyr flashed into my mind before I took a deep breath and refocused. 
 
    The important part was that I got what I came here for. As I scanned the merchants of the market, an idea finally came to me. 
 
    I crept along the back of the huts until I came to the one I wanted, and then I slowly brought myself along the stone building and flattened my back against the wall. 
 
    The little old elf with the dull purple hair sorted seeds into several jars, and I was relieved to see that there were no customers at the moment. 
 
    I cleared my throat, and the serpentine eyes of the elderly elf snapped over her shoulder. Then they narrowed. 
 
    I gestured for her to come over, but the woman only glared in my direction without moving a muscle, so I sighed and dug a coin from the pouch in my pocket. 
 
    With a careful glance around, I quickly flashed the gold around the edge of the wall. 
 
    The serpentine eyes finally relaxed a small degree as the elf slowly set the jar in her hand down. She looked briefly to the square before she came to the back corner of her stand and dug through a box on the other side of the wall I stood against. 
 
    “You come to cause another brawl, young man?” she muttered, and her sharp eyes snapped to mine. 
 
    “Trying not to,” I said with a grin. 
 
    The little old elf hmphed and held out her hand.  
 
    I dropped seven golden coins into her crinkled palm. 
 
    “Keep anything you don’t spend,” I told her, and the woman’s serpentine eyes widened. 
 
    Then she gave a small nod. 
 
    “I need a decent strap to hold a dagger on a thigh,” I told her in a low voice. “Get it from the leather shop, and don’t skimp on the quality if you could.” 
 
    The elf gave another little nod and turned to go, but my eye caught on a peddler that crossed in front of her hut, and I called her back. 
 
    “Are those for eating?” I asked as I gestured to the strange green eggs that nestled in little crates on the rickety cart. When the elderly elf nodded, I instructed her to grab me a few as well before she made her way into the square. 
 
    I watched her shuffle across the marketplace for a moment before I turned my sights to the elves who roamed from one stand to the next, and I carefully took stock of the weaponry I saw in their sheaths. 
 
    Onym had found a replacement for the serrated saber I’d bent all to hell for him, and it was twice as long as the last. He’d also replaced the handle of the strange dagger that almost cost him his life, and I scanned the sheaths of the other elves to see if any of them had similar blades. 
 
    I saw one sword made of the same material on the hip of an elf who wore colors I didn’t recognize. His simple gray tunic wasn’t tattered at all, and he was one of the few elves in the square who didn’t move in a small pack. He also didn’t wear any vambraces, but he eyed the elves around him warily as he went and seemed to keep out of the way of others. I furrowed my brow as I studied the glaive on his back and found it was also made of the same strange material. 
 
    The elves who passed him didn’t seem to look at him so much as at his weaponry, but he ignored them as he went from one stand to the next. I watched him buy several pouches full of gods know what and a couple of dark green vials. Then he gave a shifty glance toward the marketplace before he quickly disappeared between the huts. 
 
    The moment he did, I saw Onym turn his head and mutter under his breath to two of his comrades. 
 
    They smirked and nodded before they swiftly made for the trees where the elf with the gray tunic had been. 
 
    “Fucking rat,” I breathed as I watched Onym turn back to the merchant he dealt with. He really was an underhanded little shit, and I briefly considered high tailing it in the direction his henchmen had gone, but the little old elf just turned away from the leather shop to shuffle her way back to her stand. 
 
    I ground my jaw at the thought of the ambush probably taking place well within the apparently neutral bounds of Rhoemir, but I tried to focus. The truth was, if the situation were different, the elf in the gray tunic probably would’ve let the elves of Natyr snatch me without a thought. 
 
    I sighed and scruffed my beard as my conscience continued to flare, and the elderly elf rounded the table of her stand. 
 
    She quickly made herself busy and sold three jars of seeds to a few customers, but eventually her stand was deserted once more, and she casually turned to dig through the box in the far back corner. 
 
    The strap dropped to the grass at my feet, and she discreetly passed three eggs around the wall. Then she gave a little nod to the contents of the box and turned her back on me without another word. 
 
    I grinned as she went and whispered a thank you before I disappeared back around the hut, and as I jogged up the road, I had to chuckle. In Chicago, it was the old ladies you could count on not to screw you over, and it was kind of awesome that a similar rule applied in this world, even in Nalnora. 
 
    Bobbie roared to life as I lowered the wall of boulders around her, and I held the eggs gingerly in my lap as we sped back toward the river. Within twenty minutes, we were at the campsite, and the smell of fresh cooked magenta things drifted to me through the trees with the low voices of the women. 
 
    As I dismounted, I glanced to the trees around me and saw every one of them was impaled with small golden stars. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve been practicing,” I told the Aer Mage. 
 
    Shoshanne sent me a glowing smile and hopped up to lay a kiss on my cheek. “They’re so fun,” she told me as she wound her arms around me. Then she noticed the green eggs in my arm. “What are those?” 
 
    I grinned. “Ever had an omelet?” I asked. 
 
    The caramel beauty looked instantly confused. 
 
    “Good. ‘Cause bacon eel and omelet are on the menu.” I strolled over to the pan with sizzling black meat in it and nudged Cayla as she eyed the eggs. “Look out, I’m taking over breakfast, and I’m gonna need anything that resembles an onion and salt.” 
 
    Cayla chuckled and scooched over. “Okay, but I’m making more of that jam.” 
 
    By the time the heat of the day had settled in the jungle, we stuffed ourselves with fresh eggs, bacon eel, and toast with hot pink jam, and I honestly felt like a new man. 
 
    “Well, ladies,” I sighed as I stood and stretched the last few kinks out of my neck. “What do you say we see an elf about some runes?” I sent my magic to the trees around us to remove all forty of Shoshanne’s throwing stars, and she held the little case open as they filed themselves neatly into place. 
 
    Aurora grinned at the soft leather of her new thigh strap as she slid it up her leg and strapped the upper portion around her waist. It had three slender sheaths on it, with one on her thigh and two on either side of her waist, and as she secured her dagger and sword, she looked incredibly proud. 
 
    Then the half-elf eyed the empty sheath on her waist. “Guess I’ll just need another dagger,” she said with a shrug, and I nodded my agreement. 
 
    “Well, you know the protocol,” Cayla replied as she checked her bullets. “Kill an elf and his wares are yours.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    House Fehryn looked like its own small village and consisted of a series of huts made from densely woven vines. The structures were built around the trunks of massive trees, so the vines wrapped into a point at the top of each roof before they spiraled outward to form the main living space. Small round windows were cut out here and there, and the floors were raised on log platforms at various heights with steps made of stumps that led to small arched entrances. 
 
    There were at least forty of these strange huts littered throughout this part of the jungle, and as we approached the small village, we could see a single giant structure that rose up in the center of the group and looked like it had been growing larger for many, many years. 
 
    The vines of the main building grew over and around themselves in a tangle, but the dozen or so windows had apparently been maintained with periodic cutting. It was raised on a large platform high enough for the elves to walk beneath it, and from the looks of it, the entrance could only be accessed from the very center underneath. 
 
    We stood at the edge of this village for only a few moments before we entered, and even though the elves who walked between the huts or peered from within them looked to us, they didn’t appear nearly as hostile as the elves of House Natyr. They must have all been expecting our visit. Flickers of disgust came to their faces when they saw Aurora, but in general, their eyes trailed us with interest more than anger. 
 
    I could see the dense green braids of Rhys as he waited in front of the central structure, and he was accompanied by only one other. A much younger elf who looked no older than ten or eleven stood beside him, and I was a little surprised at the sight. This was the first elf I’d seen since we’d come to Nalnora who wasn’t either a brawny warrior or an elder. 
 
    Still, the young elf was heavily armed with a dagger on each hip and a quiver full of serrated arrows, although his leather vambraces hung loosely around his lanky arms. His braids were the exact same shade as Rhys, but they fell messily around his shoulders, with a few bits of leaves and twigs caught in them. 
 
    As the young elf caught sight of Aurora, with her own blue braids hanging down, I noticed his glower deepen, and I tried not to smirk. 
 
    Rhys greeted us with a nod, and to my surprise, he managed to only ignore the half-elf, rather than pointedly assess her. I almost took this as a kindness, until I remembered he’d seen Aurora’s Ignis Magic and happened to live in a village made entirely of flammable material. 
 
    “Follow me,” Rhys said before he and the young elf led us beneath the giant platform and to a round opening in the middle. 
 
    As we walked, I studied the underside of the platform and decided it must have actually been burned once before. The planks were severely charred in many places, and several had been replaced throughout, but the giant tree that grew up beneath it looked to be undamaged. 
 
    We climbed the circular steps made from various stumps and came up into the middle of a single massive chamber. Dappled sunlight shone through the windows, and I could see now there were at least two dozen of them cut into a vague spiraling arrangement that started at the point of the roof. Leaves sprouted from the vines all over the place, with a few flowers whose orange petals were turned toward the windows. 
 
    Four elves stood along the rounded walls, and at the head of the room, a single elf sat on a woven rug. His hair was an even more vibrant shade of green than Rhys’, and his braids were intricately wrapped so they formed a spiral similar to the windows. He was dressed exactly the same as his warriors, although his white tunic was much cleaner, and the golden band on his forehead was made of three that had been braided together. 
 
    We were told to sit on the rug as well, but Rhys and the young elf remained standing on either side of their seated leader. With the three of them side by side, I saw their eyes were slightly different shades of amber, with the youngest an almost ruddy orange, and the oldest a warm gold. Rhys’ were a true amber, but he kept his sights raised to the opposite wall, and as I glanced over my shoulder, I saw he scanned the trees of the jungle through a large window. 
 
    We sat in silence for a long moment while the leader eyed the four of us. When he finally spoke, his voice was smooth and deep. 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” he began, “welcome to House Fehryn.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I returned as I offered the elf the slightest tip of my head. 
 
    “I know you have met with House Natyr,” he continued, “but I trust that you are not so simple as to believe they will assist you.” 
 
    I had expected the rivalry between the Houses would become a spitting contest, so I chose not to answer and only held the elf’s serpentine sights. 
 
    Eventually, he nodded. “Your meeting with the Elven Council must have been a disappointment after your travels, but I believe we may be able to help move your errand forward.” 
 
    “For a price, I’m sure,” I responded. It had only taken two days, but I was already worn out on the condescension of the elves, so I decided to cut through the speeches and straight to the point. 
 
    The elf’s face darkened slightly. 
 
    “Very well,” he replied. “I will be blunt. House Natyr believe they will one day conquer their four neighbors, and although they are not strong enough to do so, they do still pose a deadly threat.” 
 
    “And if I help with this threat, you’ll lend your vote in favor of my errand in Nalnora,” I finished for him. 
 
    “Precisely,” he said with a nod. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, and I glanced to see that Rhys watched me closely now, rather than the window. His gaze was direct and his jaw set firm, and I wasn’t even surprised by the answer that followed. 
 
    “Your weapon,” the leader informed me. 
 
    “Which one?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    The leader’s face looked tensely unamused, but he clarified in a thick voice. “The one your companion foolishly demonstrated the power of at the hall of the Elven Council.” 
 
    “No deal,” I told him plainly. “Try again.” 
 
    Now the leader’s face turned into a dangerous scowl, and he bared his teeth slightly as he responded. “I do not think you understand the position you find yourself in--” 
 
    “Likewise,” I interrupted. “It would take the four of us less than a minute to kill everyone in this room, and your village would be burned to the ground in another five.” 
 
    The three elves in front of us glared in silent fury, and I caught the shifting of the warriors along the wall in the side of my eye, but nobody drew their weapons. 
 
    “So,” I continued, “try again.” 
 
    The leader’s golden eyes flashed, and he looked too furious to respond, but Rhys spoke up. 
 
    “The one on your hip then,” he said, but I shook my head. 
 
    “I’ve been advised to distrust all elves,” I told him plainly. “So, I won’t be handing either of these weapons to a damn one of you. That being said, I have seen your warriors fight against Onym’s, and you do need my help. But the fact is, it would only take a single shot from either of these weapons to gain the vote of House Natyr, and there are seven other Houses I could approach after that.” 
 
    The tension in the room had heightened during my short speech, and I half expected a dagger to fly at any second, but the leader only narrowed his eyes and kept his jaw tightly locked. 
 
    I could tell the last thing he wanted to do was stoop to actually asking a human for help. He would have been much happier to remove the guns from our lifeless bodies, but Cayla had already brought her rifle around to her front, and I felt a slight spark of energy in the air as Aurora casually toyed with a single flame between her two fingertips. 
 
    After an excruciating amount of time, the leader shifted slightly with irritation. “A year ago, I would have removed your tongue for such a statement,” he growled, “but you are not wrong.” He ground his jaw and looked to the window as he thought, and the lines on his face seemed to deepen in concentration. 
 
    I couldn’t guess his age to look at him, but the creases around his serpentine eyes looked exhausted even though his build was sturdy and unmarred. He was more of a fighter than Onym’s father was, that was obvious by his demeanor, but he was also less conniving. I could see in his eyes he didn’t pose as much of a double-edged threat. 
 
    So, I waited patiently while the leader considered his next move, and when he spoke again, his tone was firm. 
 
    “House Fehryn would sooner fall than grovel at the foot of a human,” he told me with a stern look, “but I won’t lose another son to that filthy viper for anything.” The leader studied my eyes closely, and I returned the look. “So, Mason Flynt. What can you offer House Fehryn? If the aid is worthy enough, you will have our vote.” 
 
    I dipped my head to the elf’s words and turned toward Aurora. 
 
    The half-elf met my sights before she extinguished her flame, and I turned back to the leader. 
 
    “Your weapons give you no advantages,” I told him. “Your warriors are faster, but they’re too busy dodging blades to do enough damage. You need a weapon as swift as your men.” 
 
    The leader nodded his agreement. 
 
    Then I glanced to the young elf beside him. The ruddy orange eyes hadn’t stopped glaring at Aurora since we’d sat down, and I smirked at the tactless youth. His blind hatred was written all over his face, but it needed some practice to really flesh out like his superiors. Still, I couldn’t help but picture him in battle against Onym one day, with only a bow and arrow to save him. My eyes drifted to the serrated arrows that peeked over his shoulder. 
 
    “I like your arrows,” I told the young elf. 
 
    He gave a start when he realized I’d addressed him, and his ruddy orange eyes jerked to mine. His scowl only deepened though, before he stubbornly looked to the far back wall rather than respond. 
 
    I tried not to chuckle at his determined hatred as I turned back to the leader. He’d no doubt get better at it with age. 
 
    “I will make you a more suitable weapon,” I told the seated elf. “I’ll need a few of your arrows, though.” 
 
    A flicker of confusion came to the leader’s face, but he slowly turned toward the youth. 
 
    I raised my hand to stop him. “Not his,” I clarified. “One of your guards.” 
 
    I could tell the consideration pleased the leader, but he did a good job of masking it. He only held my sights for a brief moment before he motioned for one of the seven guards to step forward. 
 
    Five arrows were reluctantly handed over, and I stood the moment I had them in hand. “I’ll also need plenty of bowstring,” I added. “Have you got extra on hand?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re well stocked,” Rhys assured me. 
 
    “Perfect. I’ll return when the weapons are finished,” I told the leader before I turned to address Rhys. “I held up my end of the bargain.” 
 
    The braided elf gave a curt nod. “Half a league north of our village you will find a glade with silver trees. You can make camp there safely, but if you betray us--” 
 
    “Yeah I know,” I interrupted with a smirk, “you’ll skin us and wear our hides, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Rhys didn’t seem to find the joke amusing. He only nodded once more before he brushed past to lead us back through the entrance at the center of the chamber, and his younger counterpart quickly followed. 
 
    I kept my eyes on the seven guards as the women exited, and then I gave one last glance to the leader before I followed them out of the massive structure. The leader was still seated when I looked back, but he didn’t move a muscle when our eyes met. Only watched me go with his golden eyes half narrowed. 
 
    Rhys and the young elf escorted us through the village to a hut that didn’t have any windows carved in the sides. Two elves stood guard with their glaives on either side of the entryway, and they looked at us skeptically as we approached. 
 
    “Wait out here,” Rhys ordered over his shoulder before he ducked into the hut. 
 
    He reemerged with a spool of rustic bowstring and held it out to me, but I smirked as I took it.  
 
    “Yeah … I’m gonna need way more than that,” I told him. 
 
    The braided elf furrowed his brow.  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Look, you want enough weapons, you’re gonna have to meet me halfway here,” I said. 
 
    The muscle in Rhys’ jaw pulsed, but he turned without another word and came back out with two more spools. 
 
    I grinned. “That’s more like it.” 
 
    Rhys narrowed his eyes before he brushed past us and led the way back through the several huts to the edge of the village. None of us said anything more to each other, and we departed as quickly as we’d arrived. I was honestly a little surprised no arrows streaked through the trees as we made our way back to Bobbie. 
 
    Knowing the sharpness of the elves’ hearing, we didn’t discuss anything about our visit with them. The four of us simply mounted Bobbie and jetted back through the jungle toward our campsite. 
 
    We had just dismounted, and I was about to make a remark about the young elf we’d met, when Aurora suddenly whipped around and shoved me to the ground. She landed hard on top of me, and just above us, I saw the glint of a dagger soar through the air as Cayla and Shoshanne ducked for cover behind Bobbie. 
 
    “They’re behind those ferns,” the half-elf said through gritted teeth as she swiftly rose to her feet.  
 
    My eyes snapped to a grove of giant ferns on the other side of the makeshift boulder that covered Bobbie’s sidecar. 
 
    “Light ‘em up,” I ordered as I jumped to my feet. 
 
    In a flash, the ferns were up in flames, and four turquoise clad elves fled from the cover of their massive fronds and scattered into the trees around us. 
 
    Two of them were Onym and his brother, and the black-eyed elf hurled another dagger toward Aurora as he ducked behind the trunk of a nearby tree. 
 
    Aurora dodged it in time, and I sent my arm out as my magic sparked like static through the air. 
 
    The ground beneath the tree heaved upward, and the trunk creaked heavily as it began to keel over. Onym stumbled out of the way before he could be pinned under the massive trunk, and just as his hand reached to remove his saber from its sheath, he suddenly jolted and let out a hiss as a golden disk sliced across his wrist. 
 
    Blood spilled down Onym’s fingers as the tree crashed to the ground and took two more with it, and the shockwave that reverberated through the jungle floor sent the stunned elf off balance. Birds screeched and soared all around as the black-eyed elf stumbled and fell, but his reflexes were well honed, and he quickly rolled through his landing to bring himself behind a felled log.  
 
    My revolver was already cocked, but the dense log masked the elf well, so I reached out with my magic, and with a flick of my wrist, I sensed his last two blades melt away. 
 
    “Try me now, fucker,” I growled under my breath. 
 
    Cayla’s rifle cocked from where she crouched behind Bobbie, and she turned in time to see one of the turquoise clad elves drop like a rock from his hiding place a second later. 
 
    Then Aurora quickly threw an orb of flames toward Onym’s log. 
 
    The black-eyed elf swiftly lunged to the cover of a nearby boulder, but he let out another angry hiss as a golden disk caught the back of his leg.  
 
    The half-elf’s flames burst against the ferns behind him instead, and just as they ignited in rage of fire, a dagger flew at us from the trees to our left. 
 
    The elf who’d thrown it tried to shield himself with the next tree in his path, but I crouched to the dirt and pulled the trigger.  
 
    The turquoise clad elf stumbled and cried out as the bullet shredded his knee cap, and I cocked my revolver once more, but before I could even fire it, a searing blue orb sailed over my head and enveloped him completely. 
 
     The elf’s screams became panicked and piercing, and within a minute he dropped to the ground in a heap of flames. 
 
    I heard Aurora let out a pleased snicker as I flipped back toward the log where Onym had hidden himself. 
 
    Nothing moved except for the enchanted flames that flickered all around us, but I knew the black-eyed elf and his brother still remained. I glanced at Aurora, and as she listened carefully, a flash of clarity came to her eyes, and she whipped around to our right. 
 
    Then Shoshanne sent another shuriken into the ferns, and the golden disc glinted as it flung out wide and came back around the trunk of the tree the half-elf had turned to. 
 
    The next painful yelp came from Onym’s brother. 
 
    The black-eyed elf jumped from behind his cover with a look of fury the moment he heard it, and Cayla didn’t waste her time. 
 
    Onym was locked in the princess’ aim when a flash of silver hair caught my eye, and I realized Shoshanne had only injured the elf with the murky blue eyes as he sprinted out from behind the tree. 
 
    Before I could blink, Onym turned and dove between the flames that blazed at his back just as Cayla’s rifle fired. 
 
    My heart thrummed in my ears as I strained for a sound of the black-eyed elf either hitting the dirt of crying out, but as I turned and scanned the trees, nothing but the battering of the flames came from the jungle. 
 
    Aurora trained her ear carefully for a moment before she shook her head. “They’re gone,” she informed us. “Heading south.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I muttered, and I reluctantly returned my revolver to its holster. “What a slimy little shit.” Then I turned to the women, but they seemed incredibly pleased, so I had to chuckle. “Well, at least you’re happy. Feel better?” 
 
    Aurora curled up the corner of her lip. “Much,” she assured me as she doused the flames around us. 
 
    The elf she’d burnt to a crisp was nothing but a charred pile of bones when the flames died down, but just as I was about to use my magic to pull the shuriken back to us, something sparked from the same direction. 
 
    I walked over to the remains of the elf and shoved a few bones aside with the toe of my boot. Then my eyebrows shot up to my hairline as I saw a strange dagger in the dirt beneath them. I’d only caught glimpses of the curious weapons until now, and I tried to reign in my smile as I picked it up and studied it carefully.  
 
    I gingerly ran my finger along its edge first and found it was as deadly sharp as any metal one. “Crazy … ” I mused as I lifted the dagger and held it up to the sunlight. 
 
    It looked almost translucent, but not quite. The blade was kind of clouded like a delicate shell, with feathery veins of blue and purple that sprawled throughout. I trailed the tendrils of color as they caught in the sunlight, but the iridescent sheen they gave off was only half as odd as the fact that the dagger felt nearly as light as a twig in my hand. The hilt was surprisingly well crafted with silver and had thin strands of braided metal along the head, but this didn’t appear to add as much weight as it should have. 
 
    Cayla called out to me from where she stood beside Bobbie. “What is it?” she asked curiously. 
 
    I turned to bring the dagger over to the women as I studied the metalwork, but when I flipped it over in my palm, I slowed to a stop. 
 
    Aurora came to my side. “Is that one of those blades like Onym carries?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    I nodded, and then I lifted the hilt toward the half-elf. “Look at the base,” I said. Then I tipped it so the sunlight would catch on the small etching I’d found in the silver. 
 
    Aurora squinted for a moment before her emerald eyes popped wide. “It’s a rune,” she murmured as she gently ran her finger over the strange shape. 
 
    At first glance it looked like nothing but an imperfection in the metal, but it actually had a distinct shape that resembled a letter K with a crooked spine. There were no other etchings anywhere in the metal, and I dragged my eyes all across the sheer blade once more, but I found nothing else on the surface. 
 
    “Do you think all of those have runes on them?” Shoshanne asked when she joined us. 
 
    I shrugged. “No idea,” I replied, “but that might explain why they’re so sought after. Rhys took a boot to the face for one, and I’m pretty sure an elf got jumped outside Rhoemir this morning for the same reason.”  
 
    I held the blade out to Aurora with a grin, and the half-elf’s eyes sparked. 
 
    “Really?” she asked eagerly. 
 
    “You know the protocol,” I chuckled. 
 
    Aurora practically glowed as she took the dagger in her hand. Then she turned it over to admire the sheen of the strange blade before she carefully slid it into the empty sheath on her waist. 
 
    Once it was in place, the half-elf looked up at us with a giant grin. “They’re going to hate this.” 
 
    “Yeah they are,” I sighed, and I rubbed the back of my neck as I considered the ambush we’d just stepped into. “We better head north, before anyone else decides to pay us a visit.” 
 
    “Oh!” Cayla said suddenly, and she flipped around to scan the ground of the jungle. “I got one, too … ” 
 
    I laughed at the calculating look in her blue eyes and decided to give the lethal woman a hand. 
 
    As my magic sifted through the surrounding trees, it pulled a glaive with an angry hook at the tip from the back of Cayla’s elf, as well as two of the stout daggers that had flown at us. The princess grinned proudly when they drifted into her outstretched hands, and she laid a kiss on my cheek as a thank you. 
 
    Only two shuriken returned from the trees, and as they filed themselves into the case Shoshanne held open, I was glad of it. With any luck, Onym’s brother would have to rip the third disk out of his own flesh, and I grinned as I recalled the deadly notch I’d added to each point. 
 
    The sidecar was just as we’d left it when I removed the boulder I’d built up around it, and once it was reattached to Bobbie, Cayla stowed her wares amongst our other things.  
 
    I saw Stan pop his head out of her bag as she did, and he immediately eyed the new glaive. 
 
    “What do you think?” Cayla asked him with a mischievous smile. 
 
    The little metal man crawled into her palm and raised his arm for a high five. 
 
    Cayla raised her finger in return. “Thanks,” she giggled, “I think so, too.” Then she stowed Stan in her breast pocket and settled herself on Bobbie. 
 
    Shoshanne chuckled as she wound her arms around the porcelain beauty’s waist. 
 
    Then Bobbie roared to life, and Aurora and I mounted up. 
 
    Cayla tilted her chin over my shoulder. 
 
    “So, what are you going to make for the elves of House Fehryn?” she asked. 
 
    My mind was already on its own tangent with thoughts of the rune and the translucent blade, but at the princess’ words, a grin instantly spread across my face. 
 
    “Oh, they’re not the only ones getting a new toy,” I assured her before I kicked Bobbie into gear. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
     Rhys hadn’t been kidding about the trees. We drove north of House Fehryn for only a few minutes before the dense ferns parted and revealed a small glade dotted throughout with truly silver trees. 
 
    If I hadn’t walked right up to one and gave a limb a gentle tug, I honestly would have thought a metal mage had created them out of actual silver. 
 
    The bark of the trees, if I could call it that, even had a slightly metallic sheen that reflected the green of the world around them. The trunks were slender like aspen trees and branched out elegantly at the tops with tiny oval leaves as silver as the rest of them. They clustered in tight little groupings and bobbed gently with the limbs at the slightest breeze. 
 
    The strange trees didn’t grow nearly as high as the canopy of the jungle, but they stretched well enough that their limbs could be seen above the ferns as we approached. 
 
    I’d brought Bobbie to a stop beneath the largest of them, and as I dragged my finger along the strange and slender trunk, it felt as smooth as silk. There were little grooves as thin as a splinter on the surface, and they created barely visible and delicate rings around the metallic trunk. A few silver leaves flecked the ground, and I bent down to study the similarly miniscule veins sprawled across them. They were stout but pliable to the touch, and they weighed no more than a penny. 
 
    As I walked amongst the sparse trunks, I found silver trees of varying age. Even young ones sprouted in patches of sunlight with tiny silver leaves that had barely begun to unfurl from their buds. It was like I’d walked into a ritzy gallery in the middle of the jungle, but the metallic trees clearly swayed and were as alive as any plant we’d come across. 
 
    “Incredible,” I muttered as a low-lying branch bowed gently in my grip. 
 
    The ground was covered in a soft, pale green grass, but the grass ended abruptly where the trees ended so the jungle immediately took over from where I assumed the tips of the roots ended. It looked like every wild thing that grew over every other inch of Nalnora halted at the edge of the glade of silver trees. Even the stubborn moss was nowhere to be found. 
 
    The whole place seemed to make us all quiet and slow, and we walked through the grass without saying much of anything to each other for a while. I couldn’t shake the feeling of déjà vu for some reason, but the air and the quiet look of the place was otherworldly and familiar all at the same time. 
 
    It was almost comforting. 
 
    “I wonder why Rhys sent us here,” Cayla mused as she trailed a porcelain finger along a silver limb. “It feels kind of … ” 
 
    The princess trailed off, and Shoshanne came to a stop as she admired the look of it all. 
 
    “Sacred,” the Aer Mage offered. 
 
    Cayla smiled softly. “Yeah. Sacred,” she agreed. “You’d think the elves wouldn’t want to disturb it with our presence.” 
 
    Aurora furrowed her brow. “Nothing’s ever as it seems in Nalnora,” the half-elf muttered, but even she didn’t sound that concerned. 
 
    I didn’t mention the strange déjà vu I felt, but I had a strong sense we were safe here, and I turned back to Bobbie with an oddly focused mind. 
 
    Without any rock in sight to build a workshop, I decided to set up shop in the center of the glade and began to shuffle the contents of the sidecar around to get to the metal at the bottom. 
 
    The women continued to explore and admire the peculiar trees while I began to inspect my stock, and I realized Thrungrig had put some serious effort in on my behalf. 
 
    The sidecar seemed bottomless as I pulled lump after lump of metal out, and as I dug deeper, my magic started to vibrate through every fiber of my fingertips. At first it was light as usual, but it grew quickly until it was like a hunger that pulsed through my veins, and by the time I’d finished unpacking the entire stock, there was a wolfish grin on my face. 
 
    I was so lost in the feel of the various types of metal that flashed through my veins I didn’t hear Aurora walk up behind me, so when she spoke, I jolted violently and whipped around in a panic. 
 
    The half-elf’s eyebrows raised in amusement. “You alright?” she chuckled. 
 
    I rubbed my neck sheepishly. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I was kinda wrapped up in the metal. What’s up?” 
 
    The emerald eyes studied me carefully for a moment before Aurora finally responded. “You really missed it, huh?” 
 
    “I guess,” I said with a shrug. “It felt good working on those shuriken the other night, but all this metal just feels so … ” I trailed off and turned back to the trove of metals that littered the ground. I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so completely overwhelmed with my magic. I shook my head to myself as I thought back further and began to wonder if I ever had. Then I turned to Aurora. “You ever feel like that? About your Ignis Magic, I mean?” 
 
    Aurora propped her hands on her slender waist and tilted her head to the side a little. “How do you mean?” 
 
    I frowned and scratched at my beard as I tried to put these sensations into words. “Just overwhelmed? Maybe it’s different with fire … but all this metal feels so … vibrant all of a sudden. Like I can feel every individual alloy and the way they balance each other out in each material, but then I can also feel the way they bind and--” 
 
    I glanced over to the half-elf, but her brows were deeply furrowed. 
 
    I sent her half a grin. “Maybe it’s different with fire,” I said again. 
 
    “Maybe … ” the half-elf said slowly. “Then again, maybe you’re just getting more in tune with your magic. Being a mage is a lot more than waving a hand and influencing an element. You grow in your power for the rest of your life, and you learn more and more as you master the various aspects of your element.” 
 
    I nodded as I considered this. “So … it’s not all bending elements to your will?” 
 
    The half-elf laughed out loud at this. “Of course not,” she assured me. “It’s not bending anything to your will. It’s joining with it.” 
 
    I cocked a brow, and Aurora slapped her hand to her forehead. “Gods, Mason. Have you just been bossing your elements around this whole time?” 
 
    I had a feeling I knew what answer she was looking for, but I could only smile awkwardly. “Well … ” 
 
    “Oookay,” she said with a sigh before she shook from her head to her toes. When she lifted her emerald eyes to me again, I could tell she tried so hard not to look too patronizing. “Let’s take a few steps back then, shall we?” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. “I think we’re a little beyond the basics at this point.” 
 
    “Clearly not,” she chuckled. “Now, for starters, you probably know all of this, you just haven’t been paying attention to it in the right way. Close your eyes.” 
 
    I cocked a brow, but when the half-elf only narrowed her own, I did as I was told. 
 
    Aurora let out a slight huff. “Okay,” she began. “So, let’s use the metal for this. Send your magic out around you and focus on only one of the metals.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and tried to focus, but I honestly couldn’t. My mind immediately began to file through every piece of metal like a spider’s legs, and I was overwhelmed with miniscule imbalances and dimensions and variances between every little-- 
 
    “You’re doing it wrong,” the half-elf sighed, and my train of thought derailed as my eyes flew open. 
 
    “What?” I asked hazily. Then every piece of metal dropped to the ground, and I realized I’d accidentally levitated the entire stock. “Shit. Sorry.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. “Stop doing that, you’re just bossing again.” 
 
    “I am not,” I shot back. “I’m … reading. Or measuring. Maybe I’m filing, I don’t fucking know, but I didn’t mean to do whatever that was.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you meant to, but you did. So, close your eyes and focus,” she ordered. “Listen to what I say, don’t dive headfirst. Focus on one single lump of metal. That’s all I want you to do.” 
 
    I sighed and cracked my neck before I closed my eyes once more. This time I did my best to do as Aurora told me, and I was surprised at how difficult it was. With some intense effort though, I finally managed to hone in on a single lump of steel and keep my focus trained to it. It felt like trying to cross my eyes for too long, but I gritted my teeth. 
 
    “Alright,” I muttered after a moment. “I’ve got it.” 
 
    “Good,” Aurora replied. “Now, don’t try to move it or change it, just let it fill you up. Don’t read it, just feel it.” 
 
    “What do you mean just fee--” 
 
    The half-elf shushed me loudly, and I resisted the urge to open my eyes. 
 
    “Don’t read anything about the metal,” Aurora said again, and her voice was low and steady as it lulled me deeper into my power. “Let it take over you for a minute. Let it vibrate through your veins, but whatever you do, don’t react. It’s like slipping into water.” 
 
    I realized how tense my shoulders were as she spoke, and I took a deep breath as I did my best to relax into it. It was nearly impossible not to react to the sensation. The feel of the metal twinged all through my limbs in a pleasurable sort of pain, and I wanted to mold it and move it so badly I realized I practically couldn’t resist the temptation. 
 
    I was instantly irritated at the thought, and I ground my teeth as I forced myself to reign it in. I breathed more deeply instead, and I let the metal pulse through my veins as I ignored every reflex and inclination that warred within me. 
 
    Aurora didn’t speak for a long while, but I’d begun to lose track of everything around me anyway. I forgot where I was and even forgot I was standing. I just let my mind go blank like some monk on a mountaintop, and the steel slid through my mind and body like I’d opened a free-flowing tap. 
 
    I lost track of where the sensation came from after a while, and eventually, everything was the same. The air I breathed and the beat of my heart in my chest all melded together, and there was no metal there. Only me. 
 
    My eyes shot open, and my mind swirled dizzily as I realized how shallow my breathing had gotten. “Woah,” I mumbled as I rubbed my throbbing temples. My eyelids were heavy and sore, and they fell shut again against my will. “What was that?” 
 
    I heard Aurora chuckle lightly, and then her hand slid softly along my arm, and I opened my eyes. For some reason, I’d half expected to see Nemris when I looked over, but emerald eyes sparkled up at me instead. 
 
    “Exactly,” Aurora said with a smile. “You’re not really controlling your elements. You are your elements. They’re the same as you.” 
 
    I blinked. It sounded like something a martial arts sensei would say, or maybe a goddess, but it also felt incredibly true all at once, and a grin twitched at the corner of my mouth as I considered this. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I finally said, and I looked at the metal on the ground beside me. Then I looked at the ground itself. “Hoooly shit.” 
 
    I was a dual mage, but I suddenly realized I might have completely missed so much about the reality of that up to this point. 
 
    The half-elf chuckled at the look on my face. “Yes. So, stop bossing your elements around, and just be with them. You have no idea what you’re really capable of yet if you can’t do that.” 
 
    My mind rattled as I tried to grasp everything I’d just experienced, and I turned to admire my half-elf with a whole new level of appreciation. “Damn … “ I finally said. “How did you figure all of that out? I mean, for your Ignis magic. How long have you known that?” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. “I figured it out by studying my ass off when I got to the Order,” she said as she crossed her arms. “I guess it was probably around my second year that I really caught on.” 
 
    “Huh.” I thought this over. “So … what you’re saying is, I’m still technically ahead of the game.” 
 
    The half-elf’s eyes flashed with irritation as she threw her arms up. “Okay, see?” she said in a huff. “This is why I let you fumble and figure it out yourself. I say anything and that ego of yours just--” 
 
    Whatever she was going to say got tangled with my tongue, but she didn’t seem to mind. At least, she didn’t say anything else when I stopped kissing her. The half-elf just rolled her eyes at my broad grin, blushed, and walked off with a goofy smirk on her face. 
 
    “I love you,” I called after her as I eyed the stubborn sway of her hips. 
 
    Aurora grumbled to the silver trees, and I was pretty sure the words resembled something like, “I love you, too.” 
 
    I chuckled to myself and turned back to the hoard of metal at my feet, and a curious feeling came over me as I really took it all in. I felt kind of like a dragon with its treasure, but as soon as I hit that realization, I knew it wasn’t true. I didn’t own the metal. 
 
    Still, I didn’t reign in the grin on my face. Shit was getting too good. 
 
    So, I let myself bask for another minute or so in how epic my life had gotten since coming to this realm before I finally put my concentration in the right direction again. 
 
    I needed to pull an armory out of thin air, and even though I had a vague idea of what I needed, I didn’t have a clue about how to do it. 
 
    “Cool,” I muttered under my breath, and I rubbed my palms together as I settled myself on the grass. 
 
    Back on earth, I’d need fiberglass to make what I had in mind, and this thought hadn’t stopped occurring to me at intervals since I’d looked at the young elf’s arrows. I’d briefly considered using the wooden bows that the elves of House Fehryn owned already, but I knew they wouldn’t be accurate enough with the sort of mechanisms I wanted. I could always scrap the idea all together, of course, but I couldn’t bring myself to abandon it. It was exactly what they needed, and something told me I’d hit the nail on the head with my idea. 
 
    If I only had something sturdy enough, but ever so slightly flexible. I eyed the metal strewn in front of me, but for once the wealth of metal at my fingertips just didn’t fit the bill. 
 
    I sighed in frustration as I ran into the same wall once again. Then I glanced over to study a silver trunk beside me, and as the thought of Nemris’s starry eyes drifted through my mind again, Aurora’s words drifted with them. 
 
    I didn’t have the metal at my fingertips, I reminded myself. Apparently, if I focused properly, the metal was actually a part of my fingertips. 
 
    I looked down at the Mage’s Mark on my hand and watched my fists flex and turn as I twisted my wrists this way and that, and a sudden surge of adrenaline pumped through my veins as the half-elf’s words really sank in.  
 
    Then my eyes snapped to a lump of steel. 
 
    My first thought was there was just no way it could work. It would be too outrageous. But, the more I thought on it, the more my magic burned in my veins, and I had to try. 
 
    So, I reached out my palms and closed my eyes, and as I did, I ignored everything the complex stock of metal sent back to me. I narrowed in on one lump of steel instead, and this time I did read it, but I didn’t let my mind scatter like it had before. I carefully measured the alloys of the steel, as well as the strength and the density. Then I took a deep breath and let my mind bind with the metal. 
 
    It was like I’d melted into steel, and in the same way that I could change my resolve, I began to change the metal. 
 
    Not its shape this time, but the metal itself. I felt it give a little here and gain a little there, and I could balance it or imbalance it anyway I pleased. Not because I controlled it, but because I was part of it and keenly aware of its makeup. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I sat there in silent concentration, or how I knew when I was finished, but when I opened my eyes again, the lump of steel looked exactly the same. 
 
    I could feel the residual connection between myself and the steel though, and I knew exactly what I’d just done. If I was right, the alloys of the metal itself were not remotely what they’d been only a minute before. 
 
    My heart thrummed wildly as I reached out to pick it up. Then I separated out a portion of the steel and began to mold it into the shape of a bow. 
 
    I elongated the metal into a rod before I flattened it out into a plank only a thumb width thick. One and a half inches seemed like enough width for the grip, so I started there in the center and thinned it out carefully where the curve of the limbs would begin before I let it widen out again at each tip. 
 
    With a rough shape in place, I smoothed the edges out to a more elven style similar to the glaives I’d seen. The metal was sleek and polished when I finished, and all that was left was to bend it. I let out a tendril of my magic and carefully softened the metal as it bowed, and when the curve was right where I wanted, I let it harden again and released the connection. 
 
    The metal held the sleek shape beautifully, and the slender limbs of the crossbow glinted as I turned it over in my hands. By now I knew damn well I’d done it, but I tested the spring of the metal anyways and nearly laughed as the limbs gave way to my grip just enough before they sprang back into shape. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I chuckled. “How the hell is this realm even real?” 
 
    The high-yield steel should have taken careful heating and quenching and tempering to achieve, and that would only have been if the steel had possessed the proper carbon content to begin with. But by binding wholly with my element, I’d managed to adjust the carbon content itself. I’d completely obliterated the process and redefined the metal with my own power. 
 
    I shot to my feet and made a beeline for the three women with the frame of the crossbow still clutched in my hand, and as I approached, they turned away from the little metal man who tightrope walked along a silver limb for them. 
 
    Aurora opened her lips to say something, but I beat her to it. 
 
    “I just created spring steel,” I blurted when I stopped in front of them, and the amount of pride that surged through my limbs nearly exploded out through my eye sockets. 
 
    Cayla did her best to look enthusiastic, but I could see she was as blankly confused as Aurora and Shoshanne. The three women looked like they expected me to say something more, but eventually, the Aer Mage shifted awkwardly. 
 
    “You what?” she asked. 
 
    “Spring steel!” I practically hollered. “I just fucking created it. With my mind.” I was so stoked I could have jumped out of my skin, but the excitement seemed like it was completely lost on the others. 
 
    Then Stan made a running leap from the limb of the silver tree, and as he landed on Cayla’s shoulder, he took a power stance I felt to my core. 
 
    I pointed to my little buddy with a giant grin. 
 
    “I know!” I told him. “I fucking know. I can’t believe it either.” 
 
    Stan scrambled down the princess’ arm, and she quickly extended it so he could make another jump and land on my outstretched hand. 
 
    My grin spread from ear to ear as I held the crossbow up for the little man to see, and as he grazed his arm along the metal, he slowly turned his faceless head up toward mine. 
 
    I nodded, and Stan shook his head in disbelief like he needed to sit down. 
 
    “Me too,” I told him as I worked to steady my pulse. “I don’t even know what to do with myself right now. This changes everything. I thought it was just … but it’s not. I just … I can’t even wrap my mind around this … ” 
 
    The muscles in my cheeks began to burn from smiling for so long, and I wandered off into the glade with Stan as I babbled intensely about the millions of things I could accomplish. I told him about my wildest ideas and the particulars of how I’d done it, and I might have even gotten off on an existential tangent at some point as well. 
 
    The women must have thought I’d lost my fucking mind, and I probably had for a second, because I was genuinely confused when I heard someone call my name. 
 
    “Huh?” I called back, and I looked around until my eyes fell on the three women who stared at me from across the glade. 
 
    Cayla propped her hands on her hips and raised her voice a little louder. “So, did you make the new weapon?” she asked. 
 
    I’d forgotten about the crossbow in my hand, and when I looked down to find it there, I realized I hadn’t wiped the giant grin off my face yet either. 
 
    I chuckled to Stan and shrugged. “Yeah,” I finally responded. “Why not? That too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 12 
 
    “So, you’re saying you changed the composition of the metal?” Cayla asked. Her blue eyes were keen as she leaned closer, and I flexed the limbs of the crossbow once more to show her the effect. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a broad grin. “I adjusted the carbon content and then treated the metal just enough to give it a higher-yield. So, it’s still steel, but it’s called spring steel.” 
 
    Cayla nodded as she listened carefully while Stan nodded along from his spot on her collarbone. “And you can use it for many things as well?” 
 
    “That’s the best part,” I told her. “Since it bends just enough for a little flexibility, but it returns to the exact same shape without losing any tensile strength over time, I can use it for the frame of the bows as well as the mechanism I’m attaching.” 
 
    Aurora smiled from the other side of the chunk of metal in front of me. “Which is?” she asked curiously. 
 
     “I need to make sure I can build it first,” I admitted. “I know how the concept works, but I’ve only ever seen it on what’s called a repeating bow, and I want something more than that. I want something strong enough to account for the tension of the metal and the style of shooting the elves are accustomed to. And I want the magazine to require less effort to reload. A repeating bow needs to be pumped, kind of like the shotgun. This weapon should be able to reload with only the pull of the bowstring.” 
 
    “What’s a magazine?” Shoshanne asked. She was cross legged at my other side, and she twirled a shuriken absentmindedly between her fingertips. 
 
    “Think of it like the bullet chamber in the revolver combined with a quiver,” I told the Aer Mage. “A magazine is a mechanism that’s spring loaded, so you can load several arrows into it, and the springs will press the arrows up and into place on their own with your next draw.” 
 
    Aurora’s lips curled upward as she considered the design. “I want one,” she said decidedly, and I sent her a wink. 
 
    “Everyone’s getting one,” I assured her. “No elf I make a deal with is gonna have a weapon I don’t get to fuck around with as well.” 
 
    “Really?” Cayla asked, and the eagerness in her voice was clear as day. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I replied. “I’m making one for each of you, one for me, and probably about twenty for House Fehryn. Thrungrig knows how much I like steel, so there’s just a shit ton of it in that sidecar. If Rhys and his warriors can’t get an upper hand on House Natyr with twenty of these babies, then there’s seriously nothing I can do to help them. But in all likelihood, if I can get the mechanism right, they’ll probably kill every one of Onym’s men off within the week.”  
 
    I sighed at the thought. It was a dangerous one, but House Natyr had put a target on all of our backs, and so far, they were the only elves in Nalnora who hadn’t shied away from acting on it. 
 
    Shoshanne raised her brows and let out a low whistle. “You’re gonna start an all-out war with these things,” she pointed out. 
 
    I shrugged. “Hey, I don’t dabble in elven politics. I’m just the guy with the metal. What these elves do on their own time is out of my hands.” 
 
    Cayla smirked. “They haven’t taken any of your warnings seriously so far.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement and split a piece of steel apart from a large chunk of the spring steel I’d formed. 
 
    Then I began to mold it into several small springs about an inch long. As I pinched one of the taut coils between my fingertips, it gave a little too easily, so I adjusted the tensile strength until it was where I wanted it to be. The other springs shifted as well, and soon I had at least forty of the miniature springs in a pile in the grass, and I turned to Cayla, who still leaned closely as she watched me work. 
 
    “You gonna help me with the assembly?” I asked her with a sly grin. 
 
    Her blue eyes sparked as she met mine. “Please?” she said with a chuckle. “This looks like fun.” 
 
    I leaned over and placed a kiss on the porcelain beauty’s lips. “Well, we’ll see if you’re still singing the same tune after nearly two dozen of them.” 
 
    I decided to focus on the more challenging aspect of my idea first, and since I already knew how to create a mechanism for a crossbow, I pulled a lump of standard steel from the pile and started on a prototype of the magazine. 
 
    The arrows I’d gotten from House Fehryn would need to be shortened into bolts to keep the magazine compact enough, but I wanted to keep their signature arrowheads. Their stealth factor would no doubt increase with the new weapon, and I didn’t want Onym to doubt for a second where the deadly onslaught came from. 
 
    The acute hatred I’d seen between Rhys and Onym made much more sense after my meeting with the leader of House Fehryn. Granted, I didn’t have any intention of choosing sides in the rivalry of the elves, but if Onym had slain Rhys’ brother, I didn’t mind helping him at least even the score. The black-eyed elf was a ruthless fighter, and whatever had happened, I didn’t doubt the elf’s death had been a slow and painful one, and one that Rhys most likely ended up witnessing himself. 
 
    The thought of Onym getting another chance with Rhys’ younger brother made my gut churn, but if I could get this mechanism to work, the black-eyed elf wouldn’t even be able to get close enough to try. 
 
    I pushed the rivalry of the elves out of my mind as I broke off a piece of steel and laid an arrow out beside the metal crossbow to gauge the length I would need. I figured with a reservoir about sixteen inches long, the elves could load ten bolts without the magazine disrupting their aim too much. So, I formed the steel into a chamber wide enough to house the serrated arrowheads and kept it as sleek as possible to minimize weight. Then I created several small screws and washers, and I drilled three holes in the bottom of the slim chamber. 
 
    I secured three taut springs inside before I welded the chamber to a long thin rod that would be mounted just above the grip of the crossbow and would extend outward to catch the bowstring.  
 
    There would have to be some sort of lip at the top of the chamber so the next bolt could slide out and into place, but without having the bowstring attached, I wasn’t sure of how to do this, so I turned my attention to the cam system of the crossbow. 
 
     I made two slender disks first, then I carved the metal out so the cams were substantial enough to support the pulley system, but light enough that the crossbow wouldn’t be weighed down anymore than necessary. Each one had three ridges to rig the cables of the pulley system properly, and I mounted a finished cam to the end of each limb with a small but sturdy metal clamp and a few more screws. 
 
    I tested their rotation and decided they were a little too stiff, but it only took a few minor adjustments to the mount in order to correct this. Once the movement of the cams was fluid enough, I pulled a length of bowstring from one of the spools Rhys had given me and threaded it through the pulley system, so there were two cables that crossed each other midway between the limbs and a third that served as the bowstring itself. 
 
    I lifted the crossbow and flexed the bowstring to test it, and the cables rotated through the pulleys perfectly. The draw gained tension against the metal frame for only a moment before the steel gave slightly, and the cam system allowed for a fluid and easy draw. 
 
    I’d never seen a crossbow constructed entirely of steel, but I decided it was a damn shame. It looked incredibly awesome in the elven style. 
 
    It had only taken me a couple of hours to get this much accomplished, and I lifted my sights to see what the women were up to in the clearing.  
 
    Shoshanne tossed three shuriken with one hand, and with a slight tilt of her wrist, they scattered and impaled three trees at once. 
 
    Aurora and Cayla stood a little ways away, and it looked like the half-elf was giving the princess a lesson on how to properly wield the glaive she’d won from our run in with the elves from House Natyr. 
 
    I watched Cayla imitate a few of Aurora’s practiced swipes before I turned back to my work. 
 
    It almost seemed like overkill to hand the magazine crossbow to the women as well, but I figured in a land like Nalnora, the word overkill didn’t necessarily have the same implications. 
 
    With the cam system fully functionable, I moved on to mount the rod that held the magazine to the frame of the bow. Then I pulled the bowstring a few times to get an idea of the loading mechanism I needed to create.  
 
    The distance between the magazine and the arrows would need to be regulated to avoid any accidental firing, so I extended the wall of the chamber past the cable and created a slender groove along the center where the bowstring would need to travel. 
 
    I was happy to see this design served as a cable guard to keep the cables out of the way of the arrows, as well as a loading mechanism that was its own arrow rest. When the bowstring was drawn, it glided along the groove, and if I added a lever at the back, I could rig the magazine to release an arrow as the string caught on the lever. 
 
    The first lever I created released all five arrows at once, and they sprang up and jammed the entire mechanism the second I drew back.  
 
    “Shit,” I cursed.  
 
    I looked more closely, and as I considered the difficulties of the set up, I decided to remove the magazine completely and remount it sideways instead. This meant the springs would have to apply tension from the loading end, and I adjusted it so it would load from one side of the chamber and release from an opening at the other.  
 
    I designed a lever that could be raised in order to load the bolts, but when it was lowered, the spring that weighted it would provide the tension needed to keep the bolts in place. Then I adjusted the release lever near the bowstring so it was taut enough that only one bolt could slide past at a time. 
 
    It was awkward to try and aim with this broader set up though, so I added a handle just big enough for a few fingers at the back end of the magazine. This gave me somewhere to steady my grip as I held the bowstring back, and as a last touch, I attached a small sight circle to the top of the reservoir near the grip. 
 
    The sun had slid toward the horizon as I slowly worked and reworked the design, and Aurora had already made a small fire by the time I finished the last few details. 
 
    When I finally stood to test the prototype, the three women abandoned their practice at last and came over to join me. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said as I leveled the steel crossbow and took my aim through the sight on the top of the magazine. 
 
    Then I drew the bowstring back, and a slight click echoed as it caught on the release lever, and the topmost bolt strung itself. When I released the string, the arrow streaked straight across the clearing and impaled a tree at the edge of the glade. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “Did you see how fast that went?” 
 
    Aurora laughed and ran over to the bolt. When she turned back to us, she wore a huge grin on her face as she called across the glade. “It’s half-buried,” she told me, and I lowered my arm. 
 
    “That has to be at least a hundred pounds of pull,” I muttered as I shook my head. “And what was the speed?” 
 
    Cayla looped her arm in mine. “It couldn’t have taken more than two seconds to reach that tree,” she guessed. 
 
    “Probably about eighty feet,” I chuckled. “This thing is a beast.” I imagined the elves of House Natyr trying to stalk through the trees with these at the ready, and I nervously scruffed the hair at the back of my head.  
 
    Shoshanne may have been right about starting an all-out war. At the very least, I sure as hell was about to piss off a lot of elves. 
 
    “Can I try?” Cayla asked as she tightened her hold on my arm and sent me an eager smile. 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” I mused, and I passed the crossbow to the princess. “There are more bolts in there, so see if you can shoot them accurately in succession.” 
 
    “All I have to do is pull the string?” she clarified as she took her stance. 
 
    “That’s the idea anyway,” I told her. “Let’s see if it works in reality.” 
 
    Cayla took a breath and steadied her aim while Aurora jogged back to our side. Then she drew the bowstring back along the groove, and another soft click slid the next bolt into place. 
 
    I grinned as she released the string, and the bolt buried itself just below the other in the trunk across the glade. Cayla quickly took another draw, and within five seconds the reservoir had emptied one arrow after another without a single hitch. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I laughed when she lowered the bow. 
 
    “That was awesome.” Cayla grinned. “I might like it even more than my rifle.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Now that’s a compliment,” I said with a nod, and the princess shrugged. 
 
    “It’s so smooth,” she pointed out. “There’s hardly any recoil.” 
 
    “And it’s not as heavy as I expected,” I added. “It’ll take the elves some practice to adjust to the added weight, but it functions the same as their bows right now, so I’m not too worried about it.” 
 
    I walked over to retrieve the five arrows, and as I returned to the women, Aurora already had the crossbow in hand and bounced impatiently on her toes while she waited to give it a try. I chuckled and showed her how to reload the magazine, and once she’d secured the weighted lever, she took her aim.  
 
    The half-elf fired the bolts with practiced accuracy and managed to beat Cayla’s time. Then she turned to Shoshanne. 
 
    “You’re going to like this one,” she assured the Aer Mage. 
 
    Shoshanne didn’t look so sure, but the half-elf pulled her forward and handed the crossbow over as I retrieved the bolts. 
 
    I reloaded the reservoir while Aurora gave the Aer Mage a few pointers, and as we all stepped aside, the caramel beauty sent a nervous smile over her shoulder. 
 
    “Trust me,” Aurora said. “You’re gonna like it.” 
 
    Shoshanne took a breath and pulled the bowstring along the groove, and I was pleased to see the cam system made it easy enough for her to keep her aim steady even with the strength of the draw. 
 
    The Aer Mage missed the tree with her first two shots, but the last three made their mark in a nearly perfect line along the trunk. 
 
    When she turned back to us, her eyes were bright, and she sent the half-elf a nod of approval. “Okay,” she sighed, “that was way cooler than the rifle.” 
 
    I chuckled and rolled my eyes. “Alright, so guns aren’t for everyone,” I sighed. “Either way, if you can get your aim as accurate as that with every draw, you’re just as set as you would have been anyways.” 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take to make the rest of them?” Cayla asked as she casually took up the crossbow to take another turn. 
 
    I thought this over while Shoshanne retrieved the bolts. “I can probably replicate the pieces within the hour, and the assembly will only take as long as you need,” I told Cayla with a wink. “So, if we get to it, I’d guess we can finish the last of them in the morning and be back to House Fehryn by lunch tomorrow.” 
 
    Aurora smirked. “They’re not gonna believe this,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I said with a shameless grin. “With any luck, we’ll be one House closer to some answers by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    I let the women each take another turn and practically had to pry the magazine crossbow from their hands so I could double check my measurements for the replications. They stood over my shoulder while I worked, and when I’d finally created a perfect set of duplicate parts, they quickly swiped the prototype and made off with it to practice some more. 
 
    I chuckled as I watched them go and sat down in the grass with a few lumps of steel in front of me. Then I closed my eyes and took a moment to access this new heady presence I’d built between myself and the metal. It was still difficult to shift away from my initial reaction to the magical connection, but it was a little easier this time. By the time the sun set completely, I’d created enough spring steel for all of the bows I’d have to make.  
 
    I formed the frames first and took a little extra time to make sure the edges were smoothed elegantly and the surface was well-polished but matted so they couldn’t be seen during an ambush. Once I had them all stacked together with my pile of springs, I pulled the unaltered steel from the sidecar and began to create the rest of the parts.  
 
    The silver trees reflected the flames of Aurora’s fire as I worked, and the glade became an oasis as the chirping rose up through the jungle around us. I listened to the laughter of the women as they practiced with the new crossbow and worked for an hour straight until every part was carefully replicated and organized into an assembly line across the ground.  
 
    I’d had to clear a sizeable area of the soft grass in order to avoid losing the smaller pieces, but I made sure I didn’t disturb the place anymore than was needed. The whole glade really did seem almost sacred, and after I’d spent the entire day amongst the silver trees, I decided Nemris was behind it. 
 
    Every inch of my body was calm and at rest in this strange place, and the sense of safety that permeated throughout the glade was undeniably blessed by the protection of the goddess. Even the air smelled vaguely like her, and as I eyed the peculiarly metallic trees, I decided that for whatever reason, she’d sent us here on purpose. There was some reason she needed me to get to this point with my magic, and I quietly thanked the goddess as I admired the results of my labor. 
 
    Then I rose with a satisfied sigh and brought myself to lean against the slender trunk of a silver tree as I watched the women take turns with the new weapon, and I was pleased to see Shoshanne took to it naturally. 
 
    Cayla still had an indisputable talent, and Aurora could hit a moving target better than either of them, but Shoshanne had a style of her own, and it was nice to see her ease into it. 
 
    I finally interrupted their practice when my stomach was knotted with hunger, and as I called out to remind them about dinner, they immediately started to disagree about who would get to do the hunting. 
 
    I chuckled as each one good naturedly insisted they didn’t mind doing it, but after a good minute of this, I decided to step in for the sake of timeliness. 
 
    “I vote Shoshanne does the hunting tonight,” I offered, and the caramel beauty looked over with sparkling eyes.  
 
    “Really?” she asked happily. 
 
    “You haven’t gotten to do it yet,” I said with a shrug, and the two other women had to admit the truth of the words. 
 
    “Okay,” Aurora finally sighed, “that is only fair.” 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled. “Why don’t you give her a few pointers, and I’m gonna borrow Cayla to get started on the assembly.” 
 
    Everyone was happy with the arrangement, and I looped my arm around the princess’ taut waist as I led her over to my work area, while Aurora and Shoshanne headed into the tree line. 
 
    “Our Aer Mage is quite a shot with the steel bow,” I pointed out, and Cayla smiled proudly. 
 
    “She’s gonna give me a run for my money if I don’t watch out,” she sighed. “We should pick up some leather from Rhoemir tomorrow though. That way we can carry them easily.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of this, but I was grateful for Cayla’s foresight, and I nodded my agreement. “Deal,” I replied as we settled into the dirt in front of the various piles of parts. “I’ve got a lady I can see about some leather.” 
 
    Cayla cocked her brow. “Oh, really?”  
 
    I sent her a wink. “Yeah, she’s a feisty one,” I assured her. “Has a hell of a price as well, but a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.” 
 
    “So, that’s where all of my coins have been going?” Cayla asked with mock concern. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I returned. “She’s about a hundred years too old for me. Though maybe more, honestly. I really can’t tell with these elves.” 
 
    Cayla laughed and rolled her eyes before she reached out to take a steel frame in hand. “So, what am I doing?” she asked, and she knitted her eyebrows into a focused crinkle. 
 
    I always loved the look she got when she was in the zone, and I briefly admired the fierce line of her jaw before I carefully assembled a full magazine. Then I showed her how to attach it to the frame before I took her through the pulley system. Once we had a full replica assembled, Cayla brushed me aside a bit, and I smirked as she got straight to work. 
 
    The porcelain beauty matched my assembly time easily, even with my magic to help me cut a few corners, and by the time Aurora and Shoshanne returned from the jungle, we had nine bows fully assembled. 
 
    “What are those?” I asked as I eyed the small creatures they carried in their hands. 
 
    Aurora held one of hers up and looked at it for a second. “Something like a rabbit?” she guessed. 
 
    “I’ll eat it,” I said with a shrug as I turned back to my work. I didn’t want to take a break, but the smell of dinner finally convinced me, and we all settled in around the fire to feast on the meat that actually did taste a lot like rabbit.  
 
    We ate in silence for a few minutes before Cayla turned to me with a thoughtful look on her face. 
 
    “What about arrows?” she asked. “For the elves, I mean?” 
 
    “I designed the magazines so they would hold their own as long as they cut them down to fifteen inches,” I explained. 
 
    The princess nodded, but her brows remained furrowed. “Why not make them some? Just so they can try them out when we deliver them?” 
 
    I grinned as I chewed. “I considered it at first, but … ” I shook my head. “I’m not handing them weapons that can be used immediately. The last thing we need is to turn to leave and get my own damn bolts through the back. They can saw their arrows down and then try them out. We’ll give a demonstration, that’s all.” 
 
    Cayla’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t even thought of that.” 
 
    “I did,” Aurora mumbled through her food, and I sent the half-elf a smirk. 
 
    “Of course you did,” I chuckled. 
 
    The moths we’d seen on our first night in Nalnora slowly drifted into the glade while we ate, and as they descended to land on the limbs of the silver trees, streaks of blue ignited wherever they landed. The lightning-like sparks arced from branch to branch, but the moths stayed where they were, and we watched in awe as the trees shimmered with pale white wings and flashes of electricity.  
 
    The air felt charged like it does during a storm, and it was nearly impossible to look away. Eventually, the moths took flight, and the trees settled back to reflecting the amber glow of Aurora’s flames. 
 
    Shoshanne tucked herself against me, and an immense sense of calm came over me that seemed to glue me to my place. 
 
    I smiled at the women as they joined us, and within a minute my eyes fell shut, and I eased into a sedating dream. Everything around me was light and limitless, and I just drifted there with the galaxies that swirled in every direction. I felt like I was part of the strange starry backdrop, and the sensation was curiously similar to the feeling I’d been experiencing with my metal magic. It felt like melting, and I gave into it completely. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, the sun was well above the trees, and I was more rested than I had been since coming to Nalnora. Nothing deadly stalked around in the glade, and the silver trees swayed quietly with the reflection of the green jungle shifting across their trunks. 
 
    I stretched my arms above my head, and as I brought myself to a seated position, the women began to stir as well. They looked up at me with hazy smiles and hooded eyes, and Cayla let out a languid yawn as she sat up. 
 
    “I haven’t slept that well in ages,” she sighed, and I nodded my agreement. 
 
    “Me neither,” I told her. “Damn, I needed that.” 
 
    Aurora stretched out like a cat. “Me too,” she said with a grin.  
 
    Shoshanne just sighed and rolled onto her side like she didn’t want to get up yet. 
 
    I gave the cheek of her ass a light pinch. “Come on,” I chuckled, and the caramel beauty turned a sly smile toward me. “We’ve got a delivery to make.” 
 
    I jumped to my feet with an incredible energy rushing through my veins, and every inch of my body felt wholly restored. I looked around the glade and smiled to the silver trees as I thought of Nemris, and I silently thanked the goddess again for the evening of respite.  
 
    Nearly every minute since we’d come to the elven lands had been tense and filled with unexpected glitches, but as I turned toward the stack of finished bows, I was keenly aware of a shifting in the tides. Either that, or the goddess knew something was coming up that I couldn’t even imagine. 
 
    A grin spread across my face as I decided it was probably the first option, and I settled in to finish the last four bows. These ones would be for myself and my lovers, so I took some extra care and made each one a little different than the last. Shoshanne’s had a golden grip, and Cayla’s was engraved with delicate tendrils that looped around the neck of the frame. 
 
    I crafted a few silver leaves to inlay above and below the grip of Aurora’s bow, and my own had two deadly notches cut beneath the speared tips of the limbs. 
 
    The women were as rejuvenated as I was, and while I worked, I listened to their sparring practice throughout the glade while Cayla wielded her new glaive, and Aurora countered her with her sword.  
 
    Shoshanne borrowed a crossbow, and as I glanced over periodically, I saw her aim was already consistently on target. 
 
    Once I finished our four bows, I pulled a handsome chunk of silver from the sidecar and crafted four small quivers for each of us. Then I thought of Thrungrig and added a few intricate strands of gold winding along the surface so they looked more like something a dwarf would approve of. I filled them all with twenty golden bolts, and each arrowhead splayed into four deadly notches at the base. 
 
    We feasted on rabbit-like meat and honeyed toast for breakfast, and Cayla poured out the last of the wine to celebrate our first full day of no one trying to kill us. 
 
    I chuckled as she passed the cups around and toasted to our good health before I revealed the custom bows to each woman. 
 
    They practically glowed as they ran their fingers along the polished steel, and we decided to spend the next half hour on a slightly buzzed target practice. Shoshanne used her wind to send chunks of splintered bark into the air, and a small competition took place in which none of us beat the others. 
 
    The bows drew like a dream, and every bolt filed seamlessly from the reservoir and into place. Since I’d crafted them from metal, I could easily retrieve all of the bolts with a swipe of my hand, and as they filed themselves into our quivers, I grinned to the three women beside me. 
 
    “We better get going,” I chuckled. “Or we’re never going to leave this place.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cayla sighed as she lowered her crossbow with a disappointed pout. “We’ve got to get back to the real world sometime. But I’m going to miss this little glade. It kind of reminds me of the goddess you introduced us to.” 
 
    My eyes locked on hers, and I was honestly surprised she’d made the connection. 
 
    Shoshanne’s warm brown eyes widened, though. “Wh- what?” she asked, and she looked at us all in turn. 
 
    I grinned and glanced to Aurora, who turned to hide her smirk as she made her way to Bobbie. 
 
    Cayla’s cheeks turned pink, but she recovered quickly. “Nothing,” she tried with a shrug. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I shook my head and followed the others as I looped my hand in the Aer Mage’s. “Don’t worry about it,” I muttered, “let’s load up.” 
 
    I could feel Shoshanne’s eyes burn into the side of my face, but I decided this was probably a topic for another time. 
 
    As Aurora unpacked our things from the sidecar, I dug a small ditch in the glade and buried our supplies in it. Then I loaded the twenty magazine bows into the sidecar and let out a low whistle as I admired them all there.  
 
    “They’re really a damn beautiful sight,” I sighed as I ran a hand along the gentle curve of a bow. “Good luck out there, boys.” 
 
    Aurora snorted. “Okay … we better get going before you get as attached as you are to Bobbie.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that. We all mounted up, and I took one last look at the strange silver trees before Bobbie roared to life, and we turned south through the jungle.  
 
    We arrived at the outskirts of House Fehryn sooner than I was ready to, and as we left Bobbie behind the ferns and walked toward the clearing, I realized the elves apparently felt the same way. 
 
    Their sharp ears had obviously heard us coming, and they must have assumed we were on a rampage, because several armed elves guarded the edge of the forest where their huts resided. Rhys and their leader stood at the forefront, and their eyes narrowed menacingly as I walked from the trees with the three women. 
 
    I sent the elves an easy smile anyway, and as I approached the head of House Fehryn, I noticed him shift tensely and eye the revolver on my hip. 
 
    “Mason Flynt … ” he said darkly. 
 
    I nodded and came to a stop, and the elves all stood in a slightly awkward silence. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “You guys alright?” I asked. 
 
    Rhys looked to his leader before he responded. “What do you want?” he finally asked. 
 
    I couldn’t even help the grin on my face. “Your vote … remember?” I chuckled lightly as I clarified. “I brought your weapons.” 
 
    Now the leader’s serpentine eyes really did look lost to confusion. “You … are finished?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, obviously. That’s why I’m here,” I informed him. “So, are you ready for a demonstration or what?” 
 
    The golden eyes narrowed as he considered me for a long moment, then he slowly turned to the warriors at his back. He spoke to them in Elvish, and the warriors returned their glaives to their backs with many skeptical glances. 
 
    This was going to be hilarious. 
 
    I tried to reign in the smirk on my face as the leader motioned for us to follow. 
 
    “They’re in the trees,” I told him. “I honestly didn’t expect the whole clan to roll out the welcome mat.” 
 
    Rhys immediately narrowed his eyes as his hand slid to the hilt of his dagger, and I decided I’d probably have to sober up if I was gonna get out of here without a slit throat.  
 
    I let out a sigh. “We’ll meet you there,” I told him as I glanced along the trees toward a thin strip of cleared land at the back of the village. “Over that way, yeah?” 
 
    The leader nodded and moved to depart, but I could feel Rhys’ amber eyes on our backs as we returned to the trees. 
 
    Aurora snorted once we were out of sight. “Maybe we should have saved the wine for later,” she muttered. 
 
    I chuckled and mounted behind her on Bobbie. “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I’m honestly really looking forward to this.” 
 
    We drove along the jungle’s edge, and then I brought Bobbie right out and parked her in the clearing.  
 
    The elves filed themselves along the edge of the village once more and eyed the contraption curiously, but this time they only clutched the hilts of their swords on their hips as we dismounted. 
 
    The leader was joined in the center of the group by a scowling Rhys and his glaring mini counterpart. I nodded to the leader once everyone was ready, but as I was about to address them all, my throat hitched, and my eyes caught on a figure who strolled out from between the huts behind the line of elves.  
 
    The Baroness of Rajeen slowly sauntered her way toward the clearing, and the elves parted as she passed and brought herself to Rhys’ right side.  
 
    The braided elf nodded to her in silent greeting, and the Baroness returned the gesture with a curl of her lip. 
 
    I glanced briefly sidelong at the women beside me, and by the time I’d turned back to the Baroness, I found the eerie black eye zeroed in on my own as her stark white teeth flashed behind her smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    It was nearly impossible to focus with the Tenebrae Mage looking straight through me like that. The sinister balance of the all black eye beside the ghostly white one made my skin crawl, and a hundred questions raced through my mind with nearly as many concerns.  
 
    Namely, what the fuck was she doing at House Fehryn, and how was it that she walked amongst them like an equal? 
 
    I tried to shake these thoughts from my mind as I stood in front of the line of warriors, but it took all of my willpower to pull my focus from the chilling woman’s presence. 
 
    I cleared my throat and shifted my weight as I remembered what I was doing there, and then I looked back to the leader. 
 
    “So,” I began soberly, “the weapon I’ve made is much like your own, just more deadly. You’ll be able to use your own arrows with these, but you’ll have to make a few modifications. If you--”  
 
    “Get on with it,” Rhys growled.  
 
    I glanced at the braided elf whose knuckles were now white on the hilt of his dagger, and I cocked a brow. 
 
    “If you insist,” I said. Then I turned to my women. “Care to do the honors?” 
 
    Aurora’s eyes snapped to mine, and I saw they were wide with worry, but as we turned to retrieve our bows, I sent the half-elf a wink.  
 
    She looked like she wanted to smack me, but I could tell she was looking forward to demonstrating her skills at least a little. 
 
    Personally, I felt it was about damn time, especially with the new weapon I’d made her. 
 
    So, the three women pulled their custom bows from the sidecar and loaded the magazines with ten arrows each. I loaded mine as well, but I faced the crowd rather than join them in the demonstration in case anyone’s daggers happened to slide from their sheaths. 
 
    Cayla, Aurora, and Shoshanne turned to the line of trees that flanked the far end of the clearing and leveled their bows at the ready. The trunks were easily a hundred feet from where they stood, and I instructed them to shoot top to bottom. 
 
    They glanced sideways at me, and when I nodded, they took their first draw. 
 
    From there, the women didn’t stop firing until their magazines were empty, and I counted only seven seconds before thirty arrows had impaled three trunks in perfect lines from the base of the branches to the roots. 
 
    There was a moment of silence before every warrior turned to their neighbor and began speaking in low and anxious tones, but three elves were frozen in their places. 
 
    Rhys’ face was blank for the first time since I’d met him, and his mini counterpart had dropped his jaw. Without the forced hatred on his young face, the elf actually looked a little older, which I thought was ironic, considering how hard he tried to mirror his brother’s ferocity. 
 
    The leader’s face wasn’t blank, though. It shifted from shock to fear to anger in about three seconds, and after he’d run through them all a few more times, he locked his lips into a stern line and stormed into the clearing. 
 
    The other elves fell silent as they watched their leader, and he brought himself directly to the line of women. When he stopped, he looked a little like he’d forgotten what he’d come all that way to say and just stared at the bows and the women. Then his serpentine eyes shot to mine. 
 
    “Again,” he finally said. 
 
    I grinned and nodded to the women, and just as they reached for their quivers, I called out to the half-elf. 
 
    “Aurora,” I said casually, “why don’t you show the leader how to load the magazine?” 
 
    The emerald eyes nearly popped out of her head, but she only pursed her lips and slowly turned to the leader who stood a few feet from her side.  
 
    The golden eyes of the leader flashed to the half-elf with pure hatred, but I could tell his curiosity was too strong to resist. He stayed right where he stood as she approached him, and the muscles in his jaw flexed as Aurora tilted the weapon so he could watch her load it. By the time she’d finished, he realized he’d leaned forward, and he quickly took a step back as he straightened up. 
 
    Aurora’s lip twitched with amusement as she turned away, and she narrowed her sights at me as she took her place in line once more. 
 
    I didn’t bother to hide my smirk.  
 
    “Ready ladies?” I asked, and the three women raised their bows. 
 
    The leader watched Aurora like a golden-eyed hawk as she drew one arrow after another and sent them sailing across the clearing, but by the time thirty more arrows were loosed, his face was turned to the trees and had finally settled in shock. 
 
    The murmuring of the elves filled the clearing immediately, and I glanced to see that several of them had grins on their faces as they spoke excitedly to one another. 
 
    Rhys and his younger brother came to join their leader, and to my surprise, the Baroness followed. 
 
    “How many have you brought?” Rhys asked as he joined us, and for once, his tone wasn’t a demanding one. 
 
    “Twenty,” I told him. “But as I was starting to say earlier, you’ll need to adjust your arrows to use them.” 
 
    Rhys nodded and looked to the crossbow in my hand. “How does it work?” he asked, and the young elf beside him stepped forward eagerly but was caught by the shoulder. 
 
    The boy forced his face back into a stoic mask, and I had to chuckle. 
 
    Then I brought my own crossbow over and held it out as I went over the mechanism. 
 
    “This is the loading lever,” I explained. “Lift it and slide your arrows in headfirst. Make sure the lever is tightly secured once it’s filled. Then, you’re good to go.” 
 
    “That’s it?” It was the young elf who spoke, and his voice betrayed his awe. 
 
    I nodded to him and grinned as I flipped the crossbow to the other side. “This little notch catches on the bowstring,” I told him. “So, every time you draw, it catches the notch, and an arrow strings itself.” 
 
    A smile came to the youthful face, and he looked over to Rhys. “Can I have one, father?” he asked eagerly. 
 
    I took a double take between Rhys and the young elf as I realized I’d completely misinterpreted their relationship. It hadn’t even occurred to me Rhys might be a dad. 
 
    Now, by the look on his face, it was pretty obvious. He sent the youth a wry smile that only a father of a boy like that would have perfected, and he sighed.  
 
    “We’ll see,” he said sternly, before he turned back to me. “How many arrows will they hold?”  
 
    “Ten, but they need to be fifteen inches long,” I explained. “You can keep the arrow heads as they are, though. I made sure the dimensions would work.” 
 
    The leader chuckled, and the sound was so alien to me, I couldn’t help but stare as he shook his head at Rhys, and the lines on his face relaxed into a smile. Then he said something in Elvish, and Rhys returned the smile. 
 
    I was so caught off guard by the sudden lack of tension amongst them I actually jumped slightly when the Baroness spoke. 
 
    She stood to the left of the leader, and when she spoke, she did so without any airs and a casual smile on her face. “Yes,” she chuckled. “He has a reputation for it.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I realized the Baroness not only understood Elvish but was talking about me. She turned her unsettling eyes toward me and sent me a small bow. 
 
    “It is good to see you and your beautiful women again, Mason Flynt,” she said, and her voice was smooth and friendly. 
 
    I tried to make my smile look like a natural one, even though her voice had sent a shiver down my spine. “You as well,” I returned. “I didn’t expect to see a familiar face here in Nalnora.” 
 
    The Baroness nodded. “I know you didn’t,” she replied. 
 
    Before I could respond to the strange statement, the leader spoke up once more. 
 
    “Well, you have more than upheld your promise to House Fehryn,” he told me. “These weapons will serve us very well, though I cannot believe you have created them in only a day.” 
 
    “And your promise?” I led. 
 
    The leader gave a curt nod, and Rhys echoed it at his side. “You have House Fehryn behind you,” the leader assured me. “When the time comes, we will vote in your favor.” 
 
    I considered this. “And if the Council hasn’t bothered to deliberate?” I asked pointedly. 
 
    The leader grinned. “You need only a majority,” he finally said. “Get that majority, and we will see that the deliberation is made.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I held out my hand.  
 
    The leader’s golden eyes narrowed as he looked down, but after a long moment, he raised his own. He gave my hand one firm shake before he quickly pulled away again, and he cleared his throat uncomfortably as he brushed his palm off on his tunic. 
 
    I tried not to roll my eyes. Then I motioned toward the sidecar, and the three braided elves made their way over to retrieve their armory, leaving only myself and the three women to stand before the nebulous Baroness. 
 
    She kept her peculiar smirk on her face as she looked us all over, and she finally settled her sights on the Aer Mage. 
 
    “I don’t believe we have been introduced,” she said. 
 
    Shoshanne looked extremely uncomfortable under the gaze of the Baroness, so I casually placed my hand on her lower back. “This is Shoshanne,” I told the Baroness. “She’s a healer from the Order of Pallax, and an Aer Mage.” 
 
    “Beautiful,” the Baroness purred, and her eyes trailed slowly across Shoshanne’s lips and hair. “Very beautiful. I am Baroness Batonova. I had the pleasure of hosting your friends in my city not long ago. Though it is a shame you did not join them. I am a mage myself, as I’m sure you could tell.” 
 
    Shoshanne blushed slightly under the Baroness’ scrutiny. “Pleasure to meet you,” she replied. “I--I wasn’t aware.” 
 
    “Shoshanne grew up outside of the kingdom of Serin,” I explained. “She only studied at the Order for a short time before she came with us.” 
 
    The Baroness nodded slowly but kept her disconcerting gaze on the Aer Mage. “I am a Tenebrae Mage,” she informed her in a measured tone. “I like to play in the shadows.” 
 
    Shoshanne’s brows furrowed slightly. “Your element is … darkness?” 
 
    The woman’s stark teeth flashed as her lips spread into a sinister smile. “Of a sort,” she answered.  
 
    The caramel’s beauty’s eyes flickered with confusion, but the Baroness only chuckled lowly to herself and turned her eerie eyes back to me. Then she stepped forward to curl a slender hand across my forearm and pulled herself close enough that her breasts brushed lightly against me.  
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    “You have done well to assist House Fehryn,” she told me. “Their House has been in this forest for two thousand years. It would sadden me to see them fall to the likes of House Natyr, but I believe I can thank you for ensuring their survival in the future. This new weapon of yours will surely secure their status.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment while the shadowy woman remained intimately close. “You’ve known House Fehryn for a long time?” I finally asked. 
 
    The Baroness’ inky lips curled up slightly at the corner. “No,” was all she said. 
 
    Aurora cleared her throat lightly. “What brings you to Nalnora, Baroness Batonova?” 
 
    I noticed the Baroness had a bit of a habit of admiring my women, and I studied the aristocratic features of her face as she turned from me slightly to drag her sights down the half-elf’s curves with an approving smile.  
 
    “It is a pleasure to see you again, Miss Aurora,” she purred, and she finally slid her hand from my arm.  
 
    I hadn’t noticed I’d been leaning closer to her, and I casually straightened up.  
 
    The woman brought herself to the half-elf and reached a slender finger out to graze it lightly along Aurora’s cheek. “Please, call me Nulena. We are friends, no?” 
 
    Aurora blushed at the Baroness’ words, and I practically gaped as I watched the two of them. I’d only ever seen the brazen half-elf blush for me, but I really couldn’t blame her. There was something incredibly overwhelming about being in the Baroness’ strange sights. 
 
    Aurora’s eyes darted to the ground as the Baroness’ finger trailed briefly to her neck, and her voice shook slightly as she muttered, “Nulena.” 
 
    The Baroness let out a pleased little moan before she spoke. “I have come to Nalnora for the same reason you have,” she told the half-elf. 
 
    My focus had been badly derailed by the exchange between the two women, but the statement quickly hooked my curiosity. “You came to seek information about rune magic?” I clarified. 
 
    The stark white teeth flashed again as the Baroness smiled at me. “I came on an errand for another,” she replied smoothly. “Just as King Temin sends you. I was sorry to know the Council did not heed your warning.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow skeptically. “And who sends you?” I asked as the hair on the back of my neck began to stand on end. 
 
    The ghostly pale eye burned through me for a long moment, and I wasn’t very surprised that the obscure Baroness didn’t answer the question directly.  
 
    Her two-toned eyes drifted away from us as if something caught her eye on the breeze, and she settled them on the elves who distributed the new bows amongst their warriors. “A dear friend of mine … ” she said lightly. 
 
    Then her entire demeanor shifted suddenly, and her face snapped to mine. 
 
    “You must go west,” she told me in a low voice. 
 
    I blinked and tried to recover from the unexpected change in the woman. “What?” 
 
    The Baroness lightly jerked her head to the side, and then she led us further into the clearing and away from the group of elves. 
 
    I exchanged a few uncomfortable glances with the women as we slowly turned to follow her, and Aurora sent me a stern glance of warning. 
 
    Baroness Batonova moved slowly, but deliberately, as she walked, and I eyed the inky limbs and the long silky hair that swayed and brushed her backside as she went. Her bare arms blended seamlessly with the flowing folds of her dress, and I was so caught up in the wash of darkness that seemed to submerge her entire form, her pale eye shocked me as she stopped unexpectedly and turned around to face us. 
 
    I caught a flicker of an appraising glance from the shadowy woman as she sized me up, but it was replaced with the same unreadable mask a moment later. 
 
    The two-toned eyes studied me for a long moment in silence, and she didn’t smile when she spoke this time. “They cannot hear,” she said in a low voice, and I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “They’re elves … ” I pointed out. “They hear everyth--” 
 
    “They cannot hear while I stand beside you,” she interrupted, and she spoke in a hushed but hurried tone. “Twenty leagues west and to the south by two. Find the crystal bridge and follow it to House Quyn.” 
 
    Cayla and I exchanged a glance, and the princess’ eyes were sharp as ice as she turned them on the Baroness. “Why?” she demanded. 
 
    The Baroness licked her lips lightly as her sights softened on the princess. “Those eyes,” she purred, and her demeanor was suddenly returned to its sultry guise. “You could cut glass with them, you know.” 
 
    Cayla didn’t blush under the Baroness’ gaze, though. “Why should we go to House Quyn?” she asked evenly. 
 
    The inky lips curled lightly. “You seek alliance with the Houses, no?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then find the crystal bridge. Go to House Quyn.” 
 
    With that, the Baroness brushed past us, and as she went she trailed a slender finger along my arm before she slowly strolled back to join the elves of House Fehryn. We turned and watched the erratic woman as she went, and when she approached the group of elves, the leader looked to her casually and fell into easy conversation as if she had never taken us aside. 
 
    She let out a low and pleasurable laugh, and I shook my head as I considered the chill I just could not seem to shake from the back of my neck.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered. 
 
    Aurora snorted. “So … we’re not taking that woman’s advice, right?” she asked after a moment. 
 
    Just as the words left her lips, Baroness Batonova looked over her shoulder, and the pale eye fell on us like a magnet. Then she curled her lips into another chilling smile and turned away. 
 
    My eyebrows shot up, and the half-elf and I looked at each other but said nothing else about it. 
 
    The elves had finished emptying the sidecar, and I cleared my throat and kneaded my hands uncomfortably. “Well, I think we’re done here,” I decided. 
 
    “The arrows,” Shoshanne muttered blankly.  
 
    I waved my arm over my shoulder to remove the sixty arrows from the trees behind us, but none of us moved a muscle as they filed themselves into our quivers. 
 
    There was so much that could be said, but none of us dared to breathe a word of it as we eyed the Baroness across the clearing. 
 
    Finally, Cayla nudged me, and I blindly put one foot in front of the other as I led the way back to Bobbie. 
 
    Rhys and his leader stepped aside while we silently mounted Bobbie, and they only nodded to us as a farewell.  
 
    The Baroness stood like a shadow beside them, and we all avoided looking at her as we readied ourselves to leave.  
 
    Every elf in the clearing jumped at least a foot when Bobbie suddenly roared to life, but from the corner of my eye, I noticed the Tenebrae Mage was as still as a statue.  
 
    “Safe travels, my friends,” she murmured, but somehow we could hear her voice clear as day over the growl of the bike’s engine. 
 
    I nodded to the handlebars as I kicked Bobbie into gear.  
 
    I didn’t realize how fast we drove as we tore back through the jungle toward Rhoemir, but somehow, we arrived in one piece despite my mind being everywhere but there.  
 
    I stayed right where I was when the engine cut and the women dismounted, and I didn’t snap back to reality until Aurora placed her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Mason?” she asked uneasily. 
 
    I looked over. “What the fuck was that?” I finally said. 
 
    “Right?” she asked immediately. 
 
    “I mean … ” I shook my head, but even with a thorough scruffing I couldn’t seem to make sense of the last hour. “What the hell is that woman on about?” 
 
    Cayla looked around like she might find the answer somewhere in the trees, but all she could do was shake her head. 
 
    “Is she always like that?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “Hell if I know,” I told her. “I met her once. Only once. And here she is in Nalnora on some mysterious errand, but we’re friends apparently. And you … ” I turned to the half-elf. “Did you two do something I don’t know about?” 
 
    Aurora’s jaw dropped with indignation. “Me? Are you serious?” she demanded. “She’s terrifying.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, and the blush burned on the half-elf’s face. “I saw the way you looked when you said her name,” I pointed out. “You can tell me. I won’t be mad.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk at the look of fury on Aurora’s face.  
 
    “Mason Flynt … ” she said thickly. “I seem to remember a few looks being sent your direction as well, and I know you didn’t much mind it.” 
 
    I raised my brows at the dangerous glint in her eye. 
 
    “Alright, fine,” I chuckled as I held up my hands. “Maybe she’s got eyes for more than one of us.” 
 
    Cayla stifled her giggle. “Shouldn’t that worry you more than us?” she tossed out. 
 
    “I’m not a jealous man,” I assured her as I dismounted. “If memory serves, you’re pretty democratic yourself. Although I would advise against anyone falling asleep in her company. Just gonna throw that out there.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. “So, we’re in agreement she’s up to no good, and we’re not following her advice?” she asked. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and crossed my arms as I thought this over. 
 
    A dozen creepy impressions of the Baroness flashed through my mind, and I tried to weigh them against her advice and the flaming scorpion we’d come up against outside of Rajeen. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I finally sighed. “I can’t settle on a damn idea about that woman without falling on the opposite idea a second later.” 
 
    Cayla nodded thoughtfully. “Can someone explain her powers to me?” she asked. “Is she just in charge of shadows? Because she said the elves couldn’t hear us and--” 
 
    “Exactly!” Aurora cut in. “That has nothing to do with shadows. And to what extent does that apply? Tenebrae Mages are incredibly rare. I don’t think I ever met one in all my time at the Order.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I honestly can’t make sense of any of it, but I know she’s used it against us.” 
 
    Cayla looked to me with concern. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Rhys,” I told her. “He followed us from Rhoemir after the meeting with the Elven Council. At the time, I couldn’t understand how he’d managed it without Aurora hearing him, but I’m pretty sure it’s because of the Baroness. She must have helped him.” 
 
    The half-elf’s eyes widened. “Gods. You’re right.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Then … ” Shoshanne began, “does that mean she can be anywhere at any time? If she controls shadows and sound, how could anyone know if she’s right behind them or just over there in the trees?” 
 
    All of us whipped around as she gestured into the jungle. 
 
    “Sorry,” the Aer Mage giggled, “it was only hypothetical.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” Aurora breathed, and she shook her shoulders like a spider had crawled along her back.  
 
    “Okay, let’s just all calm down,” I tried, but I mostly said it to myself. “She’s not following us, she’s at House Fehryn. I have no idea how she does it, or where she goes or why, and I don’t want to know.” 
 
    Cayla’s brows furrowed into a nervous crease. 
 
    “I hate the sound of it, too,” I admitted, “but right now we have other things to consider.” 
 
    “Like what?” Aurora asked uneasily.  
 
    I could tell by the look on her face she didn’t want me to say what I was about to say. 
 
    “Like … whether we’re traveling west to House Quyn,” I muttered. 
 
    “Noooo,” the half-elf groaned. “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Shoshanne added.  
 
    I turned to Cayla, and the princess shook her head. 
 
    “Okay, just hear me out,” I tried, and I ignored the three heads that shook vigorously in response. “We’ve got House Fehryn, but we need five more Houses for a majority vote. I’m not assassinating anyone, so House Natyr is out, plus they want to kill us. The three elite Houses couldn’t even be bothered with us, so that’s the most unlikely. Which means we need every other remaining House on our side, and House Quyn is on that list.” 
 
    The three women stood stock still, and after a long moment Aurora let out another low groan. “Godsdamnit,” she whimpered again. “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Well, we have to,” I told her as I walked over and pulled her into my arms. “And we would have had to whether or not the Baroness told us to. So … pretend she never mentioned it. We’re just going to a House in the west. Next House on the list.” 
 
    I kissed the top of Aurora’s head as she groaned and buried her face against my chest, and as I glanced sideways, I saw Cayla and Shoshanne exchange equally worried looks. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I chuckled. “She’s got a vibe about her, that’s all. Every mage has got their own vibe. Aurora’s got the fiery and feisty vibe, Shoshanne’s subtle but deadly, and I’m obviously all-around epic.”  
 
    Cayla snorted.  
 
    I grinned and went on. “The Baroness is just a little …” 
 
    “Fucking creepy,” the half-elf mumbled against my chest. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “Now, I’m gonna go get you ladies some leather for those bows, and when I get back, we’ll head west. Keep your bows ready, though, in case any of the elves from House Natyr are in the market today.” 
 
    I sent them all a broad grin before I turned to head down the road toward the marketplace, but as I got further from the trees, the smile fell completely, and my pulse quickened in agitation. The last thing I wanted to do was follow the advice of the Baroness again when the last time I’d almost been killed by a giant flaming scorpion.  
 
    I sighed and tried to push the memory of the frantic scene from my mind as I rounded the back of the little old elf’s hut. The elderly merchant’s eyes snapped to mine the moment I leaned around the wall, and she was up like a shot with her palm outstretched.  
 
    The pouch in my pocket only had ten golden coins left in it, and I plunked them all into the withered hand with a dry smile. She nodded along to my order, but before she turned to make her way across the clearing, she gestured for me to lean a little closer as she glanced around carefully. 
 
    “They’re looking for you,” she whispered. 
 
    “Who?” I asked with a frown.  
 
    “Natyr,” she responded before she gave a shifty look around the marketplace again. “Five men on patrol.” 
 
    With that, the elderly elf left her stand before I could say a word, and I ground my jaw impatiently as I watched her go. Then I took a quick scan of the town square, and my adrenaline heightened as I realized there wasn’t a single turquoise tunic anywhere. I furrowed my brow and double checked to be sure before I cursed under my breath. 
 
    The elderly elf didn’t stall even a second in making the purchases I needed, and I thanked her in earnest before I bolted up the road and hoped the patrol had passed on already. 
 
    My gut dropped as I approached the spot where I’d parked Bobbie, and I could hear the commotion of the attack all the way from the road. My crossbow was drawn when I broke through the tree line, and as I crouched and prepared to fire, I only found the three women looking flushed and out of breath.  
 
    Three dead elves lay at their feet, and Aurora scanned the trees intently. 
 
    “There’s five of them,” I told her as I quickly came to her side, but the words only prompted her to lower her weapon. 
 
    “Oh, we’re fine then,” she said. 
 
    “You got them all?” I asked, and the half-elf sighed. 
 
    “No, I got none of them,” she grumbled. “Onym and his brother took off, Shoshanne got one, and Princess Crack Shot over there beat me to both of those idiots.” 
 
    I glanced to the lifeless elves and raised my eyebrows as I counted the arrows buried deep in their skulls. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I chuckled. “What’d they think of the bows?” 
 
    “You could ask them if you want,” Shoshanne said as she sent me a wink. 
 
    Cayla grinned proudly. “That one’s got a runed dagger too, so I finally get one!” 
 
    Aurora let out a groan beside me, and I figured I could lower my bow. 
 
    “Well, I’ll just try not to step on your toes then I guess,” I said as I watched the two deadly women gather their wares. Then I turned to the half-elf. “Got the leather we needed at least.” 
 
    The straps worked perfectly to secure the bows to our backs, but it didn’t seem to cheer Aurora up at all, and I laughed as she continued to pout until we mounted up. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told her as I settled her between my thighs. “Onym’s not gonna give up that easy.” 
 
     “Fine,” she chuckled. “But the first thing that jumps up out of nowhere is getting ten arrows right through their fucking skull, I don’t care who or what they are.” 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed, and the four of us headed to the glade with the silver trees in much higher spirits. 
 
     We took a wide route around the village of House Fehryn just in case they were already practicing with their new weapons, and with our supplies repacked in the sidecar, we headed west through the jungle. 
 
    I calculated it as we went and figured it would take us a little over two hours to reach this crystal bridge if the Baroness’ instructions had been correct. Even with the added difficulty of winding our way around trees and embankments, we kept a pretty decent pace, and luckily, no Raxis slithered out from the ferns around us. 
 
    The plant life changed as we went, and the vines that hung from the trees grew different flowers, while the trunks they clung to seemed to get wider. The jungle felt older in the west, like it had been growing over itself for so long the ground was mostly made of years and years of decayed logs that had sprouted their own ecosystems. Mushrooms began to sprout up all over the place, with many of them growing to sizes I’d only ever imagined.  
 
    Bobbie slowed her pace as the ground became spongy, and I sent my Terra Magic out to try and stiffen the jungle floor a bit. As I did, I thought over Aurora’s advice about my magical abilities, and I began to explore the strange sensation of not controlling the earth, but rather connecting to it. 
 
    It took all of my attention to do it since I was also working to help Bobbie travel more easily, but as I relaxed into my Terra Magic, I became more and more aware of the density of the earth. I began to sense the dampness of the dirt, and the presence of the roots within it, and I even felt the wriggling creatures that made their dens far below the surface. 
 
    It was difficult to process the way Bobbie’s wheels roved across the surface, because as I focused closely, it was almost like she drove right across my skin. The vibration of her engine and the jolt of each bump she hit sent information back to me from two different dimensions. I could feel her beneath me, but I could also feel her from under the soil, and I finally had to draw back from this strange new presence because it was too disorienting. 
 
    I had just settled back into my normal state of mind when I saw Aurora’s head tilt, and she quickly looked up and behind us. 
 
    “What’s up?” I hollered above the drone of the engine. 
 
    Aurora’s eyes went wide, and she quickly brought her crossbow around to her front.  
 
    I glanced back as well, and as I did, I caught sight of a wing tip as it disappeared out of my line of sight. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed, and I egged Bobbie forward to pick up our speed.  
 
    The sphinx that stalked us from the treetops glided almost silently, but its shadow flashed across the ground here and there as it crossed the dappled light that shone through the leaves. 
 
    I wove us through the ferns as I tried to lose the sphinx, but as I took a sharp turn and looked back, I saw another one had joined in on the hunt. Aurora twisted to take aim, but I could tell by the look on her face she’d missed her mark. Cayla brought her crossbow around as well, and as the two women worked together, I veered around trunks and over felled logs as quickly as I could manage in the difficult terrain.  
 
    Then the beast loomed so closely the wingspan shadowed us completely, and I felt the rush of wind as the sphinx made a dive. 
 
    Shoshanne screeched, and Aurora loosed three arrows in quick succession, and then a hideous snarl echoed as I heard several limbs crash and snap. 
 
    “Got him.” The half-elf grinned. 
 
    “What about the other one?” I called out, but Aurora shook her head. 
 
    Bobbie kept up her speed as I did my best to shift the terrain, but the dense plant life that grew over everything was becoming so thick it created a barrier between the wheels and the ground, and my magic made virtually no difference. 
 
    Finally, I abandoned the effort all together and brought Bobbie to a quick stop. 
 
    Cayla immediately dismounted and looked to the sky, and as the sphinx made a dive, she loosed her arrows.  
 
    I watched five arrows impale the exposed underbelly of the sphinx, and the blood rained down on us as the wings stopped beating at once. 
 
    “Look out!” I hollered, and the four of us lunged into the ferns. 
 
    My heart stopped as I thought of Bobbie crushed beneath a giant sphinx, but as we rolled into the thick of the jungle, I heard her engine rev just a split second before the body hit the ground.  
 
    Birds and bugs shot up in all directions when the sphinx landed, and the chaos of disrupted creatures echoed everywhere for several minutes.  
 
    I crawled from the ferns and brushed a few oversized beetles from my shoulders as I went, and when I made it back to the sphinx, the women had just emerged as well. 
 
    All of them were covered with bits of plants and mud, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as we stood around the massive beast. 
 
    “It’s twice as big as those three we saw back east,” Shoshanne pointed out breathlessly. 
 
    “At least twice as big,” Cayla added. “Maybe bigger.” 
 
    I could barely make out the top of her head from the other side of the sphinx’s corpse, and as I studied the beast from nose to tail, I realized it was bigger than any elephant I’d ever seen on Earth.  
 
    “They sure do grow ‘em big out here,” I chuckled. Then I brought myself to the head of the sphinx and crouched beside the mouth. 
 
    Its body was completely still, so I reached over and pulled it’s lip back just a bit. 
 
    “You have to see these teeth,” I told the women with a grin. The canine tooth was longer than my forearm and yellowed with age. “How old do you think this guy was?” 
 
    Aurora crouched down and let out a low whistle. “I have no idea, but I think the more important question is who would win: a drake or this sphinx?” 
 
    “That’s a tough one,” I replied. “I’d say sphinx. It’s bigger.” 
 
    “Is it?” the half-elf asked as she looked along the body. 
 
    “Easy,” I assured her. “It’s almost a shame he had to die, honestly. He’s an impressive guy.” 
 
    Cayla stared at me. “He could have swallowed you in one bite,” she pointed out. 
 
    I shrugged. “Not if this terrain wasn’t so damned difficult,” I mumbled. 
 
    I found Bobbie stuffed and tangled in the center of a massive fern and crawled in after her. With a little difficulty, I was able to mount up and try to wrench the front wheel free as she revved and spun her wheels.  
 
    Eventually, we got free of the fern and were back on course, and as we turned to head southward, the sound of rushing water could be heard throughout the jungle. We followed the sound into a dense valley, and as it got louder, we found ourselves at the base of a large waterfall with a stout bridge that arched over the water a ways downstream. 
 
    The bridge glinted with pale pink crystals like a geode, and it looked almost like it had built itself across the water, except for the distinct railing that flanked each side and made it appear man, or elf, made. The water splashed wildly as it roared beneath the crystalline structure, and the damp air seemed to sparkle as the spray drifted through the shafts of dappled light.  
 
    Several species of birds swooped amongst the lower branches of willowish trees, and they feasted on the fruit that grew in gnarlsome bushes along the river as their screeches echoed through the jungle. I could hear them as they swooped over our heads, but their calls were nearly drowned out by the roar of the waterfall as they went. Except for the most massive birds who looked a lot like phoenix but with blue and silver feathers and long black talons on their feet. These ones had calls so shrill they reached us even from where they perched high up in the canopy, and I craned my neck all around as I watched the unbelievable amount of winged species that made their home in this part of the jungle. 
 
    Bobbie brought us to the mouth of the crystal bridge, and we dismounted to get a closer look at the shimmering structure. It really did look like a massive geode had been broken open and laid across the river. There were huge pale pink crystals jutting up into geometric points, and they built themselves on top of each other to form most of the railing. A silvery moss dotted a few places where the overspray of the raging river constantly wetted them, but for the most part, the bridge was entirely made of unmarred and glistening stones. 
 
    We drove slowly across the crystal bridge and found a wildish path that extended from the other side. It was the only place I’d seen for miles where the dirt was actually exposed, and we followed it cautiously around several tight bends.  
 
    The path brought us beneath the willowish trees, and from beneath them, I could see dozens of dense nests amongst the drooping branches. The birds screeched at us as we passed, and a few of the larger ones took warning swoops toward our heads. We ducked and guarded our faces from their razor-like talons, and when we finally passed out of the grove of trees, Bobbie came to a stop at the edge of a hazy glade. 
 
    A ground cover made up of dim blue leaves stretched in every direction and rose up on either side to meet the edges of the valley, and ancient trees with wartish knots towered high into the mist.  
 
    The sunlight was muted by the fog, and the sound of the waterfall in the distance was muffled by the dense trees at our backs. Without the birds screeching from every direction, a strange quiet seemed to settle throughout this secluded glade. 
 
    We left Bobbie beside the trees and slowly made our way on foot into the haze, and I could feel the cool dampness of the air as it stuck to my skin and hair. After a few more turns in the path, we caught our first glimpse of the side of a house that looked like it was made of stone, but it was hard to tell beneath the vines that tried to swallow it up and the dense grey mist in front of us.  
 
    Cayla squinted as she pointed to an arched wooden door in the shadows, and I nodded as we quietly headed toward House Quyn. I felt like an intruder in the mystical place, but I knew I would need to make myself known to the elves here one way or another, so I kept my eyes alert and continued to lead us along the path. 
 
    The blue leaves didn’t thin out as we went, they actually got denser as we neared the house, and when the full house was finally in view, I realized it was larger than it appeared from across the glade. I couldn’t even count the different types of plants that covered every corner, but the dark green, blue, and occasionally silver or black leaves almost concealed the entire home. 
 
    It appeared to be a small and half-ruined castle with several of the topmost battlements crumbled away, and the windows and doors were closed up completely with dark wooden planks. We stood in front of the silent and looming house for a moment as we took in the exotic surroundings before I nodded to the women and made to approach the door. 
 
    But the last thing I remembered was a high-pitched whistle and a slim dart impaling my leg.  
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 14 
 
    Hazy figures hovered around me as I came back around, and behind them I could see the dim blue of the canopy above. 
 
    My head spun, a searing pain split my skull in half, and I figured it was either whatever the dart was tipped with or the force of my head hitting the ground when I blacked out. I groaned and tried to right myself, but the world turned over the wrong way when I did, so I just laid there like a flipped bug and waited for my eyes to start working again. 
 
    I recognized Elvish nearby and several male voices with hushed tones. Then my mind snapped to my lovers, and I jolted upright. 
 
    Everything swirled with shadows, and I braced my hands on the ground as I locked my jaw against my nausea and scanned the earth. I realized immediately it was a terrible idea to move my head, but I squinted through the pain as I looked for any sign of the three women who had been right behind me before I’d gone unconscious. 
 
    I saw a blurry lump of copper and another of blue, and as I turned the other direction, Cayla’s pale limbs glowed against the damp soil. I pulled my revolver from my holster in a complete fog, and it wavered in front of me as I tried to decide which elf to aim it at. My tongue was too swollen to form any words, but I managed to get a gargled something out that was supposed to be a threat. 
 
    Then someone grabbed my wrist and worked to pry my fingers from the revolver, but I clenched my grip like a vice and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Whoever had a hold of me jumped back when the gun went off, and every hushed voice went silent. I heard one of the women groan nearby, and I rubbed my eyes with my free hand to force them back into working order. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I managed to mumble. When I opened my eyes again, things were finally beginning to take shape. Sort of. 
 
    I could make out the forms of six elves around me, and I could even see Aurora’s boots begin to shift as she came around. Then I took a few deep breaths, and with one arm, I dragged myself closer to the three women who were strewn on the ground behind me.  
 
    I kept the gun vaguely aimed in the direction of the elves with the other hand, and while one of them spoke to me, I only registered the words about as well as cotton balls bouncing off my eardrums. 
 
    “What?” I mumbled around my heavy tongue. 
 
    “We will not harm you,” the voice said again, and this time I recognized the words and could process the tone that came with it. It was a young man’s voice, and it didn’t have the harsh insincerity of Onym. It actually sounded sincere. 
 
    I nodded and rubbed my eyes again. 
 
    “Why have you come to House Quyn?” the voice demanded. 
 
    “Why’d you shoot me?” I asked back. 
 
    “You trespass.” 
 
    I nodded again. Even though I felt like a pile of dog shit, I could see sense in the statement. Still … tranquilizers seemed a little harsh. 
 
    I swallowed the bile in my throat and tried to speak despite how parched my mouth felt. “We mean you no harm either,” I managed.  
 
    “Then stow your weapon,” another voice demanded, and this elf sounded much more uneasy than the first. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not until I can fucking see again,” I growled. 
 
    “You will be fine in a few minutes,” the first elf assured me.  
 
    Another hushed conversation took place in Elvish, and I reached my free hand over to Cayla as I heard her give a nervous whimper. I locked my fingers in hers and helped her to sit up, and the woman braced herself on my shoulder. 
 
    “What … ” she muttered hazily in my ear. 
 
    “Tranquilizer,” I explained. “I’ve got my gun on them.” 
 
    Cayla groaned and let her head flop over my shoulder. 
 
    My vision was clearer now, and I leveled my gaze at the six elves in front of us as my aim steadied. I cocked the hammer on the revolver and narrowed my sights on the elf who stood slightly ahead of the others. 
 
    “My name is Mason Flynt,” I told him, and I took a shaky breath before I continued. “I met with the Elven Counc--” 
 
    “I know who you are,” the elf interrupted. “I was at the hall of the Elven Council. We will not give you any of the answers you seek. Leave now.” 
 
    I shook my head slowly and waited for my brain to stop throbbing for a moment afterward. “I don’t want answers. I need your vote.” 
 
    “You won’t have that either,” the voice assured me hurriedly. “Leave now.” 
 
    I sighed and lowered the gun. I hardly had enough energy to lift my arm, let alone argue with the elves.  
 
    “Look,” I tried. “You fucking tranqued me. I couldn’t leave now if I wanted to.” My eyes cleared another measure, and I squinted up at the elf as he came into view. I didn’t recall seeing him at the meeting, so I figured he was from one of the less argumentative Houses. His eyes were pale pink, and his hair flowed down to his waist in a hazy shade of grey, and as I studied him more closely, I realized where I’d seen him before. 
 
    “You’re alive,” I muttered with mild surprise. “I thought House Natyr got you.” 
 
    “What?” the elf asked with a confused frown. 
 
    “I saw you in Rhoemir,” I told him. “Onym sent his lackies into the woods after you. I thought they got you.” 
 
    The elf narrowed his serpentine eyes, but he nodded his understanding. “They did not.”  
 
    “Cool,” I sighed as I rubbed my eyes once more, “that was bugging me.” The three women had sat up by now, and I glanced at their groggy faces with an apologetic smile. “You alright?” 
 
    Aurora glowered at her lap and shook her head, while Shoshanne stifled a gag.  
 
    Cayla looked like her vision had returned as well, and she lifted her eyes to mine with a worried crinkle on her brow. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll handle this,” I told her before I turned back to the elf in front of me. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what my name is,” he said impatiently. “Leave when you are able, that is all.” 
 
    Then the elf spoke to the others in their own language, and three of them stowed their glaives on their backs before they disappeared inside the House behind them. The other two remained armed.  
 
    I decided to keep up my discussion with the head elf, since he sounded less hostile than his words implied. 
 
    “You know my name,” I pointed out. “Just being polite.” 
 
    The elf sighed and shifted his weight, and we looked at each other for a long moment before he finally responded. “My name is Dragir of House Quyn, in which you trespass and are not welcome.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that part,” I assured him. “Look, I’ve come here from House Fehryn, and I’ve secured their vote by arming them against House Natyr. I don’t wish to cause you any harm or to trespass. But I’m not leaving without your vote because there’s a rune-wielding madman on the loose, and I need to figure out how to stop him.” 
 
    “Why should we believe you?” Dragir demanded. “You could say anything, and there is no proof of this presence. You might seek rune magic because you yourself are a madman on the loose.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I admitted. “I don’t know how to prove it to you, honestly, and I’m not much in the mood to try, either.” 
 
    I slid the revolver back into its holster and scruffed my hair to get my blood pumping, but Cayla nudged me gently, and I let out a long sigh as my nausea finally quieted down. 
 
    Then I looked back to Dragir. “We’ve found his rune etched into the skin of beasts and branded on the bodies of those he possesses. He’s used a giant ruby to control an entire population of Ice Giants in the north. A single shard of enchanted ice is all it took to possess one of my mages, and we tracked her to their cave where the Master kept the ruby. When I looked into the gem, I could see through the giant’s eyes, and my buddy got possessed just by looking too closely at it.” I chuckled at the thought and briefly wished I had the giant half-ogre around right about now. 
 
    Dragir’s eyes had widened slightly as he listened intently, but he narrowed them as he asked, “What did you do with the ruby?” 
 
    “I used my Terra Magic to destroy it,” I said with a shrug. “I can influence earth matter, and I--” 
 
    “I know what Terra Magic is,” Dragir interrupted. 
 
    “Really?” I asked and raised my eyebrows. “I kind of got the impression elves didn’t know much about it.” 
 
    Dragir gave a small but tense shrug. “Some are ignorant. Others are not.” 
 
    “And you’re not, I’m guessing?” I inquired.  
 
    I saw by the look in his eyes he didn’t want to discuss magic anymore. Then I glanced to the strange sword he held at his side and remembered it was most likely runed. So, I kept the conversation going in the same direction.  
 
    “If you’re not one of the ignorant ones,” I continued, “then you know I’m not completely helpless against the Master with my powers, but I’m sure you also know rune magic is no joke. We only need to know what we’re up against. All I’m looking for is a fighting chance. The elves can keep sitting around and killing each other for all I care, I don’t need their help. I just need some information, that’s all.” 
 
    Dragir snorted. “You are a fool. If this Master is as powerful as you suggest, you will need all the help you can get. Though he will most likely destroy you anyway. Rune magic is far more powerful than magery.” 
 
    I cocked a brow. “Then you agree it’s a serious issue that needs to be addressed.” 
 
    Dragir narrowed his eyes. “I agree to nothing.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head as I tried to decide on a new angle. “Look,” I finally said, “are you the head of House Quyn?” 
 
    “No,” the elf admitted. 
 
    “Alright, then let me at least speak to the head of your House,” I requested. “I’ve travelled all this way just to have a friendly conversation. That’s all I’m asking for. If he wants to send me packing, fine.” 
 
    “He does not wish to speak with you,” Dragir said angrily. “We are not House Fehryn. We do not want your weaponry, and we do not sit around killing each other. We are a peaceful House who only wish to remain as we are. Go back to Rhoemir and find--” 
 
    “You can be as peaceful as you want,” I cut in. “That doesn’t mean you’re safe from the Master. You know about rune magic, and you said yourself he’d most likely kick my ass. So, who do you think is next in line after us? Do you really think he’s only gonna bother the eastern houses and leave you in your precious peace?” 
 
    Dragir scowled at the words, but he didn’t say anything more. He looked like he regretted getting into the conversation in the first place, and I saw the muscles in his jaw pulse in agitation.  
 
    I was about to continue when the doors of the house opened behind him and the two guards, and my throat caught as my eyes settled on the elven woman who emerged. 
 
    Her eyes were a stark violet, and her hair was a pale pink that flowed well past the waist of her gauzy white dress. The sheer material trailed across the ground and the tops of her bare feet as she slowly made her way to Dragir’s side, and she moved so fluidly she almost seemed to float.  
 
    “What is this?” the elven woman asked. The pale planes of her cheekbones were sharp and angular as she looked on with curiosity, and her face had the peculiar quality of a pixie’s where her chin narrowed delicately to frame her plush lips. The violet and serpentine eyes looked strangely beautiful on the elven woman as well, and it was nearly impossible to look away. 
 
    “Go back inside, Deya,” Dragir ordered. 
 
    The elven beauty didn’t respond, she only looked at Aurora intently.  
 
    Dragir shot her a glance. “Go, now.” 
 
    Deya brushed past him instead, and as she approached us, I noticed her violet eyes didn’t even seem to register the two other women or myself. They stayed glued to Aurora as she silently came nearer.  
 
    The half-elf paled a degree under the elven woman’s gaze, and I saw her fingers twitch nervously on the hilt of her sword. Then Deya came to a stop and crouched down to study Aurora more closely. 
 
    My jaw almost dropped as I watched the beautiful elf. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t look hateful either. She actually looked a lot like she was seeing a ghost for the first time, and she tilted her pale pink head slightly as she gazed at Aurora. 
 
    “Deya,” Dragir snapped, and he came forward to grab the elbow of the violet-eyed elf. “Go inside. Father would not--” 
 
    “Father is resting,” she said as she was forced to stand. She held her ground well, though, as she casually glanced to her elbow. “Let go of my arm. Why have you done this to these people?” 
 
    Dragir looked thoroughly irritated. “They trespass. And father has no wish to meet with the human. Now go.” He pulled the woman back, but the violet eyes suddenly flashed as the elven woman shot a livid glance over her shoulder.  
 
    I felt a strange surge of energy in the air around me, and the leaves of the trees shuddered as the woman leveled a lethal gaze at her brother. 
 
    Dragir immediately released her elbow, and I thought I saw him flinch lightly, but his rage was still etched on his face. “Deya … ” he warned as he stepped back. 
 
    The leaves slowly ceased their trembling, and Deya smiled softly. “You go inside,” she said coolly. “Wake father. You are not the head of this house yet.” 
 
    Dragir glared at the elven woman. Then he turned without another word to her and ordered the elven guards behind him to remain where they were before he disappeared into the house. 
 
    When I looked back, Deya had her violet eyes cast down to Aurora again. 
 
    The half-elf shifted in the dirt and sent me an uneasy glance. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m Mason Flynt,” I told the elven woman, and the violet eyes slowly drifted from Aurora to me as I continued. “This is Cayla, Shoshanne, and Aurora. We’re from Illaria, and we’ve come seeking the council of the elves.” 
 
    Deya nodded slowly, and my mind went completely blank as I gazed into her violet eyes. They seemed to glow against the strange bluish green of the world around us, but her face was an unreadable mask. She looked at me like a silent statue for a long moment, before her pale pink eyebrow twitched ever so slightly, and a small smile spread across her pixie face. 
 
    “Nemris,” she said. 
 
    I blinked in shock. “Wh-what?” I asked. 
 
    The woman’s sweet smile grew. “I am Deya.” 
 
    I tried to get my mind working again, but all I could do was stare into the violet eyes.  
 
    Cayla cleared her throat beside me. “You know of the goddess Nemris?” she asked. 
 
    My eyes snapped to Cayla beside me, then back to Deya as she smiled down on us like some ethereal queen. 
 
    The elven woman motioned to the house behind her, and I followed her delicate fingers to a strange symbol I hadn’t noticed. It was carved into a single stone above the wooden doors, and it looked like an infinity symbol encased in two lines which spiraled around themselves and met at either end of the symbol. 
 
    “The goddess Nemris keeps us,” Deya said softly as she settled her violet eyes on me again.  
 
    Then the doors of the house burst open abruptly, and my trance was broken as Dragir and an older elf stormed out to meet us. His hair was the same hazy grey as his son, and it looked like he’d been sleeping because it was in disarray, despite being clearly well kept and nearly as long as the elven woman’s who he scowled at. 
 
    “Deya!” the old elf growled. “Go inside.” 
 
    Deya’s smile fell as she turned. “Go inside, Deya,” she sighed. “Is there nothing you like to say more than this?” Then she walked slowly toward the elven man, who I assumed must be her father, and came to a stop in front of him. 
 
    The elf didn’t respond to her words. His deep, pale purple eyes narrowed menacingly at the woman, but she didn’t seem very intimidated by the gesture. Instead, she grazed her delicate hand softly along the elf’s bristly cheek and sent him a soft smile, before she brushed past the two elves and their guards and disappeared into the house without another glance. 
 
    Once the doors had closed behind her, the glare of the leader flashed with disgust as he eyed Aurora, and he didn’t look away as quickly as most of the other elves had. He let his disapproval burn into her before he finally settled his sights on me.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I forced my legs to get moving once more, and I managed to stand on wobbly legs with a little effort. Then I helped the three women stand as well before I casually put myself in front of Aurora and turned to address the head of House Quyn. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to disturb you,” I started, “but I can’t allow the Council to dismiss my errand completely. The safety of Nalnora, as well as the other kingdoms, rests on my getting some answers. Dragir said that you do not wish to speak to me but--” 
 
    “He is correct,” the elf growled. His bristly jawline was as sharp as a razor, and he glared down his aristocratic nose as he spoke. “I have no answers for you, Mason Flynt.” 
 
    “I only need your vote in favor of my errand in Nalnora,” I told him, and I held his sights steadily as I continued. “The goddess Nemris guides me in my quest to protect these lands, and I won’t abandon this errand for anything. I must continue, whether the elves wish it or not.” 
 
    The deep purple eyes of the elf narrowed, and he studied me for a long moment. “You expect me to believe the goddess Nemris would charge a human with such a task?” he asked snidely. “If this Master you claim the existence of is indeed in possession of dark rune magic, a mere mage is hardly a force to be considered a threat to him. You play on the loyalties of House Quyn, and it’s a deceitful means of gaining our allegiance.” 
 
    “Doubt me,” I told him plainly and shrugged. “It doesn’t change the truth of it. I haven’t come here to deceive you, and I am no mere mage. I’m not leaving these lands without your allegiance. The goddess wills it, so it will be.” 
 
    The head of House Quyn bristled at my words, and I waited while he sifted through his irritation for a while. I could tell I’d hit on an angle that had some influence over him by mentioning the goddess, but he clearly warred against it.  
 
    Then his eyes suddenly shot to his son who stood at his side, and he gruffly muttered something in Elvish before he turned his back on us and firmly shut the doors of the house behind him as he went. 
 
    Dragir and the two guards positioned themselves like a blockade at the entrance. “Go now,” Dragir ordered. 
 
    I shook my head to myself as I considered what to do next, and Shoshanne touched me lightly on my arm as she stepped forward and spoke to Dragir. 
 
    “How long has your father been ill?” she asked gently. 
 
    “He is not ill,” Dragir snapped. “Leave these lands.” 
 
    The Aer Mage took another small step forward. “Pura Rubrum is lethal, you know,” she continued. 
 
    I exchanged a look of confusion with Cayla as the caramel beauty addressed the elf, and I noticed his own eyes flicker with something like fear at the words, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    Shoshanne continued. “How have you contained it?” she asked. 
 
    “What is it to you?” Dragir demanded. 
 
    “I am a healer from the Order of Pallax,” the Aer Mage informed him. “Are you using naticea?” 
 
    Dragir shifted uncomfortably, and he briefly glanced to the door at his back. When he turned back to Shoshanne, his eyes were unguarded, and he lowered his voice.  
 
    “Sparingly,” he said. “It does not grow here.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded. “You should move to the eastern lands,” she advised. “North east, near the border of Illaria, you will find--” 
 
    “House Quyn will never move,” he assured her. “We are safe in the west.” 
 
    “But your father will die,” she told him, and the words seemed to slap the elf across the face as his expression darkened.  
 
    “Yes,” he said thickly. “We know this.” Then Dragir seemed to remember himself, and his hostility returned as he tightened his grip on his glaive and glared at me. “Leave these lands, we want nothing from you. You can leave now of your own accord, or you will be dragged and left for dead in the forests.” 
 
    I looked around uneasily as I remembered the darts that had flown out of nowhere, and I stepped forward to take Shoshanne’s hand. “Come on,” I muttered, and the Aer Mage reluctantly turned away from Dragir. 
 
    The four of us made our way back along the winding path toward Bobbie, but we didn’t mount up when we came to her side. 
 
     “Godsdamnit.” I sighed as I scruffed my beard and turned my head up to the hazy blue fog above us. “That guy’s not going to hear me out.” 
 
    Shoshanne had sat down on a felled log, and Cayla came to her side. “How did you know he had Pura Rubrum?” she asked the Aer Mage. 
 
    I turned at the question, and I registered the crease of concern still etched on Shoshanne’s forehead as she answered.  
 
    “The skin beneath the collar of his shirt,” she explained. “I saw it when he turned to talk to his son.” 
 
    “What’s Pura Rubrum?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “A horrible disease,” Cayla replied. “There was a man in my father’s army many years ago in Cedis who suffered from it as well.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded. “My mentor was one of the healers who brought naticea to him. There hadn’t been a case in several decades.” 
 
    “How have the others not caught it from their leader?” I asked. 
 
    “Pura Rubrum isn’t communicable,” the Aer Mage explained. “It’s very rare, but unfortunately incurable. It blooms in the gut and slowly spreads through the entire system, and it causes a very distinct pattern of blotches on the skin. Five red dots that form in a circle. Ancient healers discovered a daily dosing of an herbal remedy called naticea can keep the disease from spreading, but without the proper dose prepared in a specific way, the disease will slowly eat him alive.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as I cringed at the idea of it. “Is it painful?” 
 
    “Very,” she assured me. “And it slowly drains you of your energy as it feeds on the various systems of the body.” 
 
    “That’s probably why he was resting,” I mused. 
 
    The Aer Mage nodded, and her warm brown eyes looked deeply saddened. “If they’re using naticea only sparingly, they’re prolonging the slow death, that’s all.” 
 
    “Can you help him?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “Not if they won’t leave,” she replied. “Naticea doesn’t grow this far south, and he would need a fresh supply for the proper potency for the rest of his life. Given that he’s an elf … ” 
 
    “Shit,” I said as I caught on to her predicament. “He could live for a hundred years more.” 
 
    “But he won’t,” Shoshanne assured me. “Not the way they’re caring for him.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “There has to be something you can do.” 
 
    The Aer Mage shook her head again. “They need naticea. Lots and lots of it, and it simply doesn’t grow anywhere near this part of the jungle.” 
 
    Cayla and Aurora exchanged sorry glances as the princess rubbed the healer’s arm. “It’s a shame they won’t leave, even to save him,” she offered. 
 
    Shoshanne sighed in disappointment. “It’s so frustrating not to be able to help them,” she muttered. “These elves clearly aren’t as horrible or heartless as House Natyr. They want peace and to be left alone. In a place like Nalnora, I can certainly understand that. I just wish there was something I could do.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s something,” I tried, and the Aer Mage looked up, but she didn’t look convinced. “Between the four of us, we can help them. We’ll take a little time and think of a way, don’t worry.” 
 
    “And what do we do in the meantime?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Make camp,” I said with a shrug. “We’ll find a place near the water and try to figure it out. There’s no way Deya and Dragir are alright with the fate of their father. We have to find a way to get them to see sense about moving north. Maybe we can provide them a safe passage. We’re sure as hell armed for it.” 
 
    “That might work,” Cayla replied as she nodded. “If we could get them settled safely in the northern lands, and ensure their father lived, they might be more inclined to give their vote in our favor as well.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Aurora agreed. “We can come up with a plan tonight and present it tomorrow. Hopefully, it’ll be hard to say no to.” 
 
    We mounted Bobbie and dodged the biggest birds as we made our way back beneath the willowish grove and toward the crystal bridge. Once we’d crossed to the other side of the raging river, we drove downstream until the rush of the waterfall was less deafening. There was an outcropping of river rocks along the bank, and I started on a structure for a house as soon as we’d dismounted. I used my magic to stack the river rocks and secure them into the walls of a small hut, and I left the colonies of mushrooms that sprouted along their surface where they were. 
 
    The fog faded to a deep blue as evening came, and a damp chill settled in the jungle. The women each caught a bird with their bows, and they sorted the tail feathers on the moist dirt in front of the hut while the meat sizzled above Aurora’s fire.  
 
    Shoshanne was distracted with worrying over the leader of House Quyn, and she toyed absentmindedly with a magenta feather as we talked about the many options for moving the elves north.  
 
    It had seemed like an easy prospect when we first thought of it, but as we ate, more and more details came to mind, and the task seemed less possible by the hour.  
 
    There were no horses in the wilds of Nalnora, and so far, we’d only known the elves to travel on foot. I didn’t have enough metal to create anything like Bobbie or the train for the transport, and that still left the difficulty of crossing through the other Houses’ territories without being detected. 
 
    Shoshanne explained to us about the debilitating effects of Pura Rubrum, and although the naticea would halt the progress of the disease, he would be weakened by the extent of the damage already made. 
 
    “Are we just prolonging his suffering by doing this?” I asked uneasily, but the Aer Mage shook her head. 
 
    “With the proper dosage, the pain would be gone, and the bloom would starve to the point that it couldn’t sustain itself actively,” she explained. “It’ll be dormant in his body, but it won’t correct the damage done. Whatever systems are weakened by the time he begins his treatment will remain as they are. It’s like having scar tissue on the inside.” 
 
    “But he won’t be in pain,” Cayla clarified. 
 
    Shoshanne nodded to her pile of magenta feathers. “No pain. He’ll be able to enjoy his life again, and he’ll live into old age. Still, I can see why they don’t want to move north. They’re well secluded here, and if the other Houses knew, it would make him and all of House Quyn an easy target. Especially if House Natyr are trying to overthrow the others.” 
 
    I scruffed my beard and sighed. There wasn’t much of a point to moving them north if it only exposed them further. We’d have to do it without drawing any attention to the disease the leader suffered.  
 
     “The second we cross near Rhoemir, they’ll know something’s up,” I pointed out. “They know I’m trying to gain the favor of the Houses, and if they follow us, they’ll easily figure out what we’re doing up there.” 
 
    “Maybe they could settle somewhat near the naticea groves, but not directly by them,” Aurora offered. “They can travel a little ways to harvest what they need and--” 
 
    “And be followed and found out,” Cayla finished. 
 
    “Shit,” the half-elf sighed. 
 
    I looked around at the hazy jungle as the last light of day faded. It was truly ideal for them to live in this part of Nalnora, and I could see now why the leader had chosen to quietly suffer in the western jungles. It’d be hard to leave a place that felt so safe in such a turbulent society, especially with a beautiful daughter like Deya to look after. I furrowed my brow as I thought back to the ethereal elven woman. 
 
    “Did you notice something strange about his daughter?” I asked the others. 
 
    “She didn’t hate me,” Aurora mumbled, and she looked over at me uneasily. “I saw in her eyes she didn’t.” 
 
    “That might be a good sign,” I pointed out. “Maybe she could help us with her father, since she’s not as hostile as they are.” 
 
    “Oh, her father hates me plenty,” Aurora assured me. 
 
    “True, but still, it could help in some way,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    Then Cayla spoke up. “This might sound silly but … is it possible for an elf to be a mage?” 
 
    “I was wondering the same thing,” I admitted, and I turned to Aurora with a questioning look. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” she said with a chuckle. “I’m half human, and that’s the only reason why. Elves can’t be mages.” 
 
    “But she seemed to have some sort of power,” Shoshanne said. “I felt it in the air when she got angry with her brother.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “Me too. The leaves in the trees were affected by it. I thought maybe she was an Aer Mage or something like it.” 
 
    Aurora frowned. “I honestly didn’t even notice. I was too shocked she didn’t hate me.” Then the half-elf let out a loud yawn, and I glanced once more to the blackened jungle before I suggested we call it a night and try for a plan in the morning. 
 
    The women agreed, and Aurora doused her fire as we all settled into the mushroom covered hut for the night. With the last rock in place and the hut closed up except for a small window, the women drifted into a quick and heavy sleep, but I laid awake for a while.  
 
    I racked my brain for an invisible means of transporting an entire House at least ninety miles north, but I eventually fell asleep with absolutely nothing accomplished on that front. 
 
    As I drifted into a dream, I felt the familiar presence of Nemris near, and I let myself ease into the comfort of her. I was sure she would reveal some way of dealing with the leader of House Quyn, so I let the dream carry me onward into a void that seemed infinite.  
 
    I was somewhere in the middle of a spiraling galaxy when my peace of mind suddenly shifted into restlessness, and I must have tossed and turned in my sleep, because I woke up with a jolt. 
 
    The waterfall roared in the distance as the river bubbled outside of the hut, and I rubbed the sleep from my eyes as I tried to settle my nerves. I was agitated in the strangest way, and my skin felt itchy all of a sudden.  
 
    It was a sensation I hadn’t quite experienced before, and I got out of bed simply because I couldn’t stand the feeling any longer. I felt around all over my arms to be sure I wasn’t being eaten by some crazy jungle bug, but there was nothing on me. Through the small window in the hut, I could see the yellowish moon illuminate the heavy fog, and judging by its place, I guessed the morning was still a few hours away.  
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes as I tried to steady my nerves once more, but I didn’t find any relief. 
 
    The agitation was only heightened, and I finally realized the itching sensation was actually my Terra magic crawling across the surface of my skin. It must have sparked as I slept, and I figured this was why it felt so uncomfortable. I’d never pulled my magic to the surface in my sleep before, and certainly never in this new dimensional form. I took a few more steadying breaths as I worked to calm it back down, but it didn’t work. 
 
    The magic pressed in around me, and it seemed to pad quietly across my skin, like something walked along my body. 
 
    Or walked along the ground. 
 
    My eyes snapped open. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
     I noiselessly shook Aurora and pinned a hand over her mouth before she could grumble. Her emerald eyes went wide, and an instant later, she twitched her head as if she heard something. I nodded curtly and released my hold, and then I turned to grab up my crossbow from the corner of the hut. 
 
    The half-elf did the same and pointed to the eastern wall of the hut as she stood. We silently woke the others, and the moment their eyes saw the bows in our hands, they rolled to their feet and armed themselves without a word. 
 
    Shoshanne quickly slid her thigh strap on, and Cayla strapped the rifle to her back before they each took up their own bows and turned to face me in the darkened hut. The eerie light from moonset cast a yellowish glow through the small window, and I motioned for no one to make a sound. In the dim light, I saw the three women nod. 
 
    Then I let my magic crawl through the surface of the earth, and I could discern the hurried footfalls that silently crept through the jungle from the east. They moved swiftly, and I held up five fingers to the women as I measured the number of elves who tread across the ground. Aurora nodded her agreement, but her brow crinkled as she studied me carefully. 
 
    There were five of them headed our way, and they were only about fifty feet from the hut now. I turned to the eastern wall of the hut and held my free arm extended as I readied myself to blast the wall apart, but just as I was about to, the footfalls came to a sudden stop about twenty feet away. 
 
    Aurora tilted her head as she strained her ears, and I did my best to quiet the pounding in my chest as my adrenaline heightened for battle. None of the five who’d approached moved another inch, and from the look on the half-elf’s face, none of them said a word either. 
 
    We waited without so much as moving a muscle, and then a heavy crack came, and the hut collapsed in around us. 
 
    The women shrieked as the rubble crumbled in from above, but before we could be crushed beneath them, I threw the rocks apart and sent them flying into the jungle. 
 
    Nothing moved in the black that surrounded us, and Aurora flipped around as she quickly ignited the undergrowth in a wide berth. In the light of her flames, I saw an arrow soar from the eastern trees, and I took my aim. 
 
    I fired three arrows in succession, and two daggers came sailing back, before all hell broke loose. 
 
    The five elves took a running leap over Aurora’s flames and didn’t miss a beat when they landed. They scattered and threw their daggers as they went, and as we drew our bows, an elf with a fiery red tunic lunged straight for me with his glaive drawn. 
 
    I ducked his blow and countered with an arrow that the elf somehow dodged, even though I was only two feet from him when I fired it. He snarled at me as he swiped his glaive across the ground, and I stumbled just in time to save my legs. 
 
    Then I pulled the revolver from my holster and took my aim, only to get a dagger in my thigh before I could pull the trigger. 
 
    My breath hitched in my throat, and my adrenaline went into overdrive as I ripped the dagger from the meat of my thigh and wrenched the earth open in one violent motion. Blood spurted from my leg as the elf in front of me dropped into the trench I’d formed, and I fired a bullet between the elf’s eyes just as he released another dagger. 
 
    It sailed off course as he lurched with shock and went limp, and I flipped around to fire another bullet at the elf who had knocked Cayla’s own crossbow from her grip. 
 
    The deadly princess had her glaive at the ready now, and Aurora snarled as she hurled her flames over the attacker’s head toward an elf who stalked in the shadows of the trees at her back. 
 
    Then the air whooshed behind me, and I whipped around in time to catch a glaive on the edge of my steel bow. I quickly cast the weapon aside, and I ducked and rolled to snatch up the dwarven sword that had been beside the bed. 
 
    I countered the elf’s attack just in time, and the heavy clash of steel rang out through the jungle as the women began to spar with their attackers as well. Three shuriken glinted as they soared past me, and a loud yelp came shortly after. 
 
    The flames flashed as they encircled us, and in the amber light, I registered the metal vambraces of the elves who deflected our blows with angry growls, and then I quickly melted the metal on my own attacker’s arms. He snarled and raised his exposed wrist, and before I could react, he brought a heavy arm down and pummeled me across the head with it. 
 
    My vision spun as I dropped to my knees, but I drove my sword forward and managed to slice the elf’s thigh open. 
 
    He only stumbled slightly from the pain, before he raised his glaive once more and brought it down with full force. 
 
    I rolled and split the earth as I went, but the elf swiftly leapt aside and pulled a dagger from his boot to hurl it straight toward my head. 
 
    I lunged to my feet and melted the blade as I pulled the hammer on my revolver, and just as I took my aim, three more shuriken flew past me and impaled the arms of the elf in front of me. 
 
    He let out a furious snarl and quickly started to rip the golden discs from himself. I grimaced as I watched the flesh tear on the hooks of the blades, and as the meat of the man’s arm splattered to the ground, I pulled the trigger. I thought the elf was distracted with the last shuriken in his forearm, but to my shock he somehow managed to twist enough that the bullet only split the edge of his shoulder open. 
 
    My eyes went wide at the unbelievable speed of the elves, but my shock was derailed when I heard a heavy crack at my back. Then I saw the giant trunk of a tree leaned forward into the light of the flames as it came down above me. 
 
    “Look out!” I warned the women. 
 
    The three deadly beauties did their best to scatter, even though their attackers came at them with heavy blows of their blades, and the tree crashed into the clearing as it took two more giants down with it. 
 
    The ground shuddered and briefly sent us all off balance, but Aurora easily righted herself with her sword drawn and already swinging. 
 
    My pulse quickened as I watched the elf she battled, and he managed to wield his glaive with three arrows buried in his gut without so much as flinching in pain. 
 
    The half-elf snarled and sent her flames to engulf the man, but he swiftly flipped out of the way and finished his spin to bring his glaive within an inch of Aurora’s neck. 
 
    I fired the revolver through the back of the elf’s shoulder, and he only stopped swinging long enough to turn his hideous sneer my direction as blood dripped down his back. 
 
    Then he rushed at me in a full out sprint, and his feet moved quicker than the trench I ripped in the ground beneath him. 
 
    I ducked and caught his ankle as he leapt to impale me, and the elf finally cried out as he hit the dirt. I turned swiftly to fire a bullet into the fucker’s head, but the elf continued his roll and disappeared into the flames that encircled us. 
 
    I waited for a cry of pain, but nothing came, and as I sent my magic across the earth, I could feel the elf flee toward the east. 
 
    I whipped around and caught sight of Shoshanne as she fired four arrows into her assailant as he fled as well, but the elf scaled the flames without pause and was still running strong when he disappeared into the blackened jungle. 
 
    Cayla caught her attacker with the tip of her glaive and split him straight across the gut with a fierce smile on her face. 
 
    Then three of Shoshanne’s shuriken buried themselves along the elf’s back a split second later.  
 
    The elf cried out in pain and stumbled as his sword dropped, and Aurora curled her lip into a devilish grin as she ignited the man’s skull before emptying the rest of her bolts into his chest. 
 
    The elf finally fell to his knees, and the flames peeled across his bubbling flesh as he silently crumpled into the dirt. 
 
    Nothing but the beating of flames moved around us, and I turned my attention to the earth rather than scan the trees. There was no one left in the tree line, and even the footfalls of the fleeing elves were so far away now I could only register a vague echo of their presence. 
 
    “They’re gone,” I informed the others. 
 
    I turned to see each of the women had slashes on their arms, and Aurora’s lip was swollen where blood spilled down her chin. We all worked hard to catch our breath, and I came to their sides to study the angry gouges in their flesh. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Cayla assured me, and the wound in her upper arm appeared to only go about an inch deep. “Fucking dagger.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to Shoshanne, but the woman waved me away as well as she crouched to get a look at my thigh. “They’re only surface wounds,” she told me, then her eyes widened as another quart of blood spilled down my leg. “You’ll be unconscious soon if we don’t tie this.” 
 
    “Aurora,” I breathed, “are you okay?” 
 
    The half-elf rolled her eyes and came to my side. Then she took my arm firmly and led me closer to the light of the flames. “Sit down,” she ordered. 
 
    My head spun as I stumbled along with her, and I fell onto my ass just as Shoshanne pulled her healer’s kit from where our house had been only minutes before. 
 
    “How the fuck did they do that?” I growled as my adrenaline plummeted, and the pain in my leg began to take over. 
 
    “This goes straight to the bone,” Shoshanne muttered, and she took a bandage from her bag to tie it in a tourniquet above the dagger wound. 
 
    I gritted my teeth a split second too late, and as the Aer Mage wrenched the tourniquet into a firm knot, blood spurted up from the wound, and the pain forced my eyes shut as I screamed toward the flickering treetops. 
 
    My head dropped backward, my body went limp, and I heard Aurora and Cayla’s voices on either side of me as the blood loss began to muddle my mind. 
 
    I fought the haze and breathed heavily as I forced myself to feel the pain. I let the acuteness of it keep me alert, and I focused on the way it pulsed and shot straight through my leg and took over every inch of my body. 
 
    “Wake up,” Aurora growled in my ear, and I nodded but couldn’t speak. 
 
    I couldn’t even feel whatever Shoshanne was doing to my leg beneath the throbbing pain. I just hoped her hands were swift enough as the ground beneath me grew warm and damp with blood. 
 
    Cayla kissed my forehead and ran her cool fingers along my face. Then she ordered me to open my eyes. 
 
    I thought I might have, for a second, but nothing registered beyond the golden glow of flames. 
 
    Finally, I slipped into the black that took over my mind, and I panicked when I found there was nothing there waiting for me. I called out for Nemris but she didn’t call back, and for some reason this began to give me a sliver of hope. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I laid there in my own blood, but Cayla’s soft voice was suddenly there again, and I willed myself to follow it out of the blackness. She cooed softly near my ear, and as the feeling came back to my body, I sensed a soft touch on my chest and the side of my face. Every inch of me was cold, but I was grateful as the pain began to overwhelm my senses once more. 
 
    My eyes flipped open, and the light of day blinded me immediately. It was a hazy light that was dulled with fog, but it was enough to force my eyes closed again. 
 
    “He’s awake,” I heard the half-elf say, and her voice was strained. 
 
    I tried to tell her I was okay, but I couldn’t move my jaw properly. 
 
    “Keep talking, Mason,” Aurora ordered. “Wake up.” 
 
    I nodded and forced my eyes open once more. They rolled up into my head against my will, but I was suddenly propped up against a warm and supple body at my back. 
 
    “Drink this,” Shoshanne said, and my lips were parted for me. 
 
    Slowly, the cool water trickled down my throat, and shortly after a sharp smell wafted under my nose and jolted my senses awake.  
 
    I cringed. 
 
    Shoshanne chuckled. “Good, he’s awake enough to hate it, at least.” 
 
    I groaned. 
 
    “Don’t fall asleep,” Cayla murmured in my ear, and I felt her breath rise and fall against my back. 
 
    I nodded and focused on the plush pillow she provided, and how much I’d like to live long enough to see the woman’s supple curves again. 
 
    “How bad is it?” I managed to mumble. 
 
    There was a long pause. Then Shoshanne spoke up. “It’s better, but you’ve lost a lot of blood, Mason. Don’t move, okay? Just stay awake.” 
 
    I tried for half a grin. “You gonna make me?” 
 
    Aurora laughed with relief and laid a kiss on my lips. “If I thought it would help, I’d jump your bones right now,” she assured me. 
 
    “It’d help,” I mumbled. 
 
    Cayla’s breasts jolted with laughter at my back, and I heard Shoshanne sigh. 
 
    “I think he’s through the worst of it,” the healer chuckled lightly. “Here, drink this.” 
 
    More cool water slid down my throat, and I managed to lift my arm to bring the cup back for more. I drained the water quickly, and when my arm dropped back to the dirt, I was able to open my eyes, and I squinted against the bleary light. 
 
    It looked like dim early morning in the jungle, and the first thing I registered was the deep bloody stains all down my front. Then the Aer Mage came into focus beside me, and Aurora smiled through a split lip from the other side as she reached out to run her hand along my chest. 
 
    I grinned at the sight of them and tried to ignore the ridiculous amount of blood. “Hey … I didn’t die,” I sighed happily. 
 
    “No,” Shoshanne laughed, “you sure tried to, though.” 
 
    “Did not,” I shot back. “That took a shit ton of effort, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    Cayla sighed and slowly slid herself back a ways so I was laying out on her lap instead, and I admired the view from under her breasts as she smiled down at me. 
 
    Shoshanne’s cool hands began to work around my leg again, and the pain slowly became a dull throbbing rather than a raging inferno. I let Cayla trace her slender finger along my lips, and was about to compliment her lovely figure, when her head suddenly snapped up, and the other two women turned in the same direction. 
 
    I strained to raise my head, but I let it drop heavily when I recognized Dragir in the trees. 
 
    He came to my side and crouched above me, and I was surprised to see concern on his face. 
 
    “He is alive,” the elf said, more to himself than to the others, but Shoshanne nodded. Then he looked to me. “We heard the attack.” 
 
    “Nice of you to lend a hand,” I mumbled, but Cayla nudged me gently with her thigh. 
 
    “You put us all at risk,” Dragir shot back. “House Syru have never traveled this far south. You must leave these lands. We do not want your enemies becoming our own.” 
 
    I worked to reign in my irritation and focused instead on the weakness of the head of House Quyn in order to allow the elf some grace. It wasn’t technically his fault that I was laying in a pool of my own blood, and I couldn’t blame him for wanting to keep the elves we’d fought last night as far away from his House as possible. 
 
    So, I just nodded and let my eyes fall shut once more. 
 
    “If that’s all you came here to say, you can go now,” Aurora said, and I heard the fury in her voice. 
 
    The elf’s sword grazed the dirt as he rose to leave, but I opened my eyes. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, and I glanced to Aurora. “Check the body.” 
 
    The half-elf furrowed her brow. “What body?” 
 
    “In the dirt, over there,” I gestured, and I let a tendril of my magic loosen the ground that I’d locked around the elf with a bullet in his brain. “Check the body.” 
 
    Aurora looked over to the lifeless elf and then back to me. 
 
    I sent her a short nod, and her eyes seemed to spark with understanding as she swiftly stood. 
 
    I followed the half-elf with my eyes as she crouched and grunted, and after a good minute of effort, she managed to pull the body up out of the dirt. 
 
    Once he was laid out, she pulled his shirt open and began to search his bluish skin. Dragir remained where he stood and looked on in confusion while she moved to the elf’s waist and then ripped the boots from his stiffening corpse.  
 
    Suddenly, Aurora let out a gasp and lifted her emerald eyes to mine. 
 
    “It’s here,” she told me. 
 
    I nodded and turned my head toward Dragir. “Have a look,” I told him. 
 
    His pale eyes narrowed, but he quickly joined Aurora, and as he stooped near the body, his hand suddenly shot out to clutch the leg. He studied the ankle closely before he jumped back to his feet and took a harried step back. 
 
    “Believe me now?” I asked. 
 
    Dragir looked at me, and the fear on his face warred with confusion and shock. Then the undergrowth of the jungle began to rustle, and several elves arrived behind their leader. 
 
    The head of House Quyn stormed through the clearing in a rage, but I noticed that although he was braced all over with anger, he moved with difficulty, and his eyes were heavily bagged in the early morning light. 
 
    “Leave these lands immediately,” he growled, and he seemed to ignore the state I was in completely. “You have brought violence to House Quyn, and it will not be tolerated. Leave this instant or you will be slain where you lay--” 
 
    “Father,” Dragir interrupted harshly. 
 
    The leader whipped around. “Dragir, remove these people from my lands.” 
 
    “Father, come here,” Dragir said, and his voice was low and firm.  
 
    The leader flared with anger, but he listened to his son, and I could tell he forced his legs to move as assuredly as possible as he joined him. 
 
    He looked ready to speak again, but Dragir only pointed to the elf in the dirt. “He’s runed,” was all he said. 
 
    The leader froze at the words, and after a long moment he slowly moved to get a look. Dragir caught his father’s arm and helped him, and the leader breathed heavily as he worked to kneel. It didn’t take long for his eyes to find the rune embedded in the flesh of the elf, and he collapsed onto his knees as his face went ashen. 
 
    “It’s the same rune he described at the hall of the Elven Council,” Dragir said in a low voice, and the leader nodded. 
 
    The guards quickly gathered around the body to look for themselves and began to speak tensely to one another in Elvish.  
 
    The leader only stared at the rune in silence, before he waved his hand vaguely to the mark. “He … he could have put it there himself.” 
 
    Dragir shook his head and held his father’s sights steadily. “No,” he assured him. 
 
    Then he moved to help his father rise, and the old elf nodded blankly as two guards stooped down to help as well. 
 
    The leader breathed heavily as his shock and the strain of standing overtook him. I could see the sweat that beaded his brow with the effort, and I felt sorry for the man as he leaned hard on his son’s arm. Then he motioned in the direction of the house, and his guards led the way into the trees without another word. 
 
    Just before they disappeared into the brush, the leader stopped and turned slightly. 
 
    “Bring them food,” he told a guard, and then he slowly made his way toward the crystal bridge. 
 
    When the elves had gone, I let out a long sigh and closed my eyes. My head felt disconnected from my body, but I tried to focus on the relief I felt. At least the leader knew the truth finally. Even if it did cost me nearly all the blood in my body to prove it. 
 
    The relief was short-lived, though, and my pulse quickened as I processed everything that had just happened. 
 
    “Did he say House Syru?” I suddenly asked. 
 
    Shoshanne furrowed her brow, and Cayla looked to Aurora in confusion. 
 
    “Dragir,” I clarified hastily. “He said House Syru has never travelled this far south. Was that the name he said?” 
 
    Aurora came back to my side as she nodded. “Yes, I heard him. Why?” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I cursed, and I braced my arms on the ground as I sat up. Shoshanne grabbed my arm and looked ready to push me back down but I shook my head. “I have to go north.” 
 
    “Mason, you can’t,” the healer insisted. “You’re in no state--” 
 
    “House Natyr,” I interrupted. “They offered their vote if I assassinated the head of House Syru. That elf over there is from House Syru.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s who they asked you to kill?” Aurora asked nervously as she eyed the dead elf. 
 
    “Positive,” I said with a nod. “They said House Syru were a plague in the lands of Nalnora, and if they’re working for the Master, then he’s already infiltrated the elves.” 
 
    I strained and tried to stand, but Shoshanne pinned my hips to the ground. “Mason you can’t fight like this,” she insisted. “And what about House Quyn?” 
 
    I sighed and looked into the worried eyes of the Aer Mage. “Shoshanne, I can’t heal him if he won’t move, and right now I have no fucking clue how to move him. But I do know how to kill the leader of House Syru.” 
 
    Tears sprang up in Shoshanne’s eyes, and I felt horrible for being so harsh. I knew how much she wanted to help the ailing man, but I simply couldn’t make it happen for her.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told her earnestly, “but I can’t do it. Not now. We’ll come straight back here the second House Syru is--” 
 
    “But …” she said as her throat tightened, and tears spilled down her cheeks. “But you changed the metal. You … you just--” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked in confusion. I hated to see her cry, and I reached up to wipe the tears away, but she pulled her face back. 
 
    “You changed the metal,” she said again, but her throat caught as a sob came out. 
 
    I frowned. “Shoshanne I don’t know what--” 
 
    “Wait,” Aurora cut in, and she grabbed my arm. “You knew how many elves there were, you used your magic to do that, I felt it.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I felt them walking along the ground. I woke up and my magic was agitated and--” 
 
    “Mason you changed the metal, you can change the soil,” the half-elf interrupted, and her eyes were wide as she clutched my arm even tighter. 
 
    Shoshanne nodded and wiped her tears away as she looked at me. “You … you said you would help him, and you changed the metal,” she managed to say. 
 
    My skin began to tingle as I processed what the woman was trying to tell me, and as my mind fully grasped on her point, I reached forward and pulled Shoshanne into a fiery kiss. When I released her, her cheeks were beet red beneath her tears. 
 
    She looked almost hopeful. “Can you cha--” she tried, but I laughed in relief before she could finish. 
 
    “Yes,” I told her. “Yes, I’ll do it, holy shit. You’re a genius.” 
 
    Shoshanne’s eyes sparked as she smiled, and I kissed her once more before I wiped the last few tears from her cheek. 
 
    “Okay, someone please explain what you’re talking about,” Cayla said from behind me. 
 
    “The soil,” I told her as I gritted my teeth against the pain it took to turn around. “I can change the soil and make the naticea grow. It just needs the proper growing environment, and I can give that to them.” 
 
    “Gods, Mason,” the princess breathed. “You can do that?” 
 
    “I think I can,” I said with a grin. “I changed the composition of the steel to make the bows. And last night I was as present in the earth as I’d been when I did that. If I can change the composition of the soil in the same way then--” 
 
    “Then House Quyn can stay in the south, and no one will ever know about their leader,” Cayla finished with a smile. 
 
    “Exactly. They can grow their own groves of naticea, and the leader can have the treatment he needs to live without the pain and the disease spreading.” The weight in my chest lifted immediately as everything fell into place, and I turned to Shoshanne. 
 
    “How soon can I be up?” I asked her. “I need to get the soil changed and be headed north within the day. Those warriors from House Syru were fucking maniacs, and I’m not sitting here any longer than absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “The day?” she asked, and her face fell. “Mason, you lost a lot of blood. You shouldn’t be travelling at all, at least not within a day. Please let your body rest, you won’t be any use to House Natyr if you’re passing out.” 
 
    I sighed and scruffed my beard, and Cayla’s hand curled around my arm to gently pull me back to her. I let her settle my head in her lap, and she stroked my forehead as she looked down at me. 
 
    “Slowly,” she said in a soft voice. “We’ll handle House Syru, don’t worry, but you need to heal.” 
 
    I nodded despite the irritation pulsing through my veins, and I tried to turn my focus to the plush thighs pressed around me. “Fine,” I muttered. “But the second House Quyn is handled, we’re heading north. I can finish healing on the way there.” 
 
    Cayla exchanged a nervous glance with the other two women, but I closed my eyes. If I needed rest, I’d power through it as quickly as I possibly could. Hopefully, House Syru wouldn’t have their next ambush organized before then. 
 
    “Okay, let me focus,” I mumbled, and I furrowed my brow intently. “I can probably heal in half the time if I just relax.” 
 
    Shoshanne snorted, and when I opened my eyes, she quickly hid her smile behind her hand. “I’m sorry,” she giggled. “I love your determination, but that’s not how it works.” 
 
    I grinned and closed my eyes once more. “How much you wanna bet?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Two guards returned within the hour with two giant platters, one covered in fruits and cheeses, and the other steaming with fresh baked bread and some meat that smelled like heaven itself. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said earnestly, and I propped myself up to get a look at the feast. “This is incredibly kind of you, it’s been a hell of a morning.” 
 
    The guards didn’t say a word, only nodded and headed back to their house. 
 
    “Nice guys … ” I muttered to Cayla, and the princess giggled as she reached across me to grab a golden slice of fruit. She lifted it to my lips for me to take a bite, and then she kissed me to catch the juice that slicked my bottom lip. 
 
    “Mmm,” she sighed, “delicious.” 
 
    I cocked a brow in her direction and piled some meat onto a warm slice of bread. “Yeah, you are,” I said with a wink. 
 
    Cayla blushed lightly and reached for another helping, and Shoshanne settled herself on my other side while Aurora continued practicing with her glaive against an unfortunate tree. 
 
    “Are you gonna eat some of this?” I asked through a juicy bite. 
 
    The half-elf sighed, but she finally abandoned her tree and dropped to the dirt with us. She picked up some cheese and ate mechanically, and her emerald eyes burned into the dirt as she thought. 
 
    “Still worried about House Syru?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” she replied with a glower. “Onym didn’t give up, and those warriors sure as hell won’t. They were insane. They just kept coming no matter what I did. I mean … that guy had three arrows in his gut and he just … ” She trailed off and shook her head as she shoved a golden slice of fruit into her mouth. 
 
    “Maybe it was the rune,” I mused. “The Master only seems to be getting more powerful. He could have figured out a way to sustain his lackies against attacks.” 
 
    “That’s a terrifying thought,” Cayla muttered. 
 
    “Agreed,” I sighed, and I gestured to the dead elf stretched out a little ways away in the clearing. “But a bullet still does the trick, so we’ll keep ourselves well-armed, and that’s all we can do for now.” 
 
    Aurora scanned the trees with a scowl. “We’re like sitting ducks here,” she grumbled tensely. 
 
    “We’ll get to House Quyn after breakfast and be on our way soon, don’t worry,” I assured her. 
 
    Shoshanne immediately turned to me. “I told you no.” 
 
    I decided not to respond. The meat the guards had brought us was a little gamey, but it fed my blood exactly what it needed, and I felt less lightheaded by the minute. It was unbelievably rejuvenating, and the fresh baked bread seemed to warm my body back up to its normal temperature. I piled some of the exotic fruits on a spongy slice of the stuff and shoved the whole piece in my mouth at once, but when I glanced up, Shoshanne still had her eyes glued to me. 
 
    I smirked and mumbled through my bite. “What’s that look for?” 
 
    “You’re not ready to travel,” she said flatly. 
 
    I shrugged. “Not yet.” 
 
    “And you won’t be for another day,” she continued. 
 
    I thought about this as I scooped up another helping of the gamey meat. “That might be the case,” I allowed, “unless … ” 
 
    “Unless what?” the healer asked, and she narrowed her warm brown eyes threateningly. 
 
    I swallowed and tried for a charming smile. “Unless you happen to have anymore of those fantastic little berries in that bag of yours.” 
 
    Shoshanne rolled her eyes. “Mason, I told you, you’re not just sustaining yourself on--” 
 
    “I lost damn near half my blood, woman,” I cut in. “Bloodless over here. I don’t wanna tell you how to do your job, but this seems like the exact circumstance that would call for it.” 
 
    Aurora gave a reluctant nod to the Aer Mage, and Shoshanne let out an irritated sigh in response. 
 
    “Fine,” she snapped. “But only one. You’re not living off Tiorlin berries. You’re healing fully like you should.” 
 
    I considered this and the warriors of House Syru I’d most likely be battling again soon. “You’re a stingy healer, you know that?” 
 
    Shoshanne leveled a lethal glare in my direction, and I was reminded my life genuinely rested in her hands, so I cleared my throat. “Which I value of course, because we rely on you in so many ways and also … have I mentioned how beautiful you look today?” I sent her a winning smile. 
 
    The Aer Mage rolled her eyes as she reached to pull her healer’s bag closer. 
 
    “Stunning,” I continued graciously. “Practically radiant, that’s how beautiful.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she groaned as she pulled a small vile from her bag. 
 
    I eyed it with interest and figured there were at least twenty Tiorlin berries inside, but I flicked my eyes away before she could catch me counting. 
 
    Shoshanne looked anything but impressed by my charm as she handed over a single silver berry. 
 
    I popped it between my teeth and boldly sent the caramel beauty a wink. “You’re an angel,” I assured her. “Truly.” 
 
    “You’re a flirt,” she replied with a smirk. “You’re lucky you’re so handsome.” 
 
    I nodded heartily. “It’s gotten me through a lot in life.” 
 
    My energy sparked as the Tiorlin berry worked its magic, and my appetite practically doubled, so I spent the next half hour gorging myself on the exotic feast from House Quyn. 
 
    When I was finally satiated, I decided to give standing a try, and I was pleased to find I didn’t immediately keel over. 
 
    “Slowly … ” Shoshanne warned as she came to my side. “How’s your head feel?” 
 
    “Perfectly fine,” I lied. In truth, it felt a few pounds too light, but it was infinitely better than the pounding headache I’d had only an hour before. 
 
    The healer stooped to check the bandage around my thigh. “How’s the pain?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Painful,” I said with a chuckle, “but it’s not so bad. That poultice you put on it is starting to kick in.” 
 
    I took a few turns around the clearing to get my bearings. The spliced muscles in my thigh protested angrily, but I took it slowly and tried to put most of my weight on my good leg. 
 
    When I came back to where the women had just finished their meal, I announced I was definitely fine. “Let’s head over to House Quyn,” I suggested. “There’s an old elf who’s not getting any better while we sit around over here.” 
 
    Shoshanne couldn’t argue with this, so we gathered our things up and mounted Bobbie for the short trek to the house. 
 
    We left the bike beneath the willowish trees again, and Cayla looped her arm around my waist to help me limp along the path and up to House Quyn. The heavy fog was already gathering in the heat of the day, but the shadows that engulfed the crumbling structure were refreshingly cool. 
 
    We slowed down as got closer, and Aurora carefully scanned the thick bluish plants that surrounded us on both sides. 
 
    I raised my voice so anyone who might be lurking in the shadows would here. 
 
    “I’m approaching the house, and it’d be great if you didn’t throw any of those darts this time,” I hollered as we came to a stop, and I lifted my arms to the side for good measure. “I’m low on blood and frankly not in the mood to be tranquilized today. My arms are raised, there’s no weapons in my hands … it’d be pretty shitty of you to take advantage of that.” 
 
    I heard a low chuckle to the right, and Dragir brushed the plants aside as he came around the side of the house with half a smirk on his face. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a grin. “Very hospitable of you.” 
 
    “What do you want?” the elf asked wryly as he crossed his arms in front of us. 
 
    I lowered my arms. “I wanted to have a word with your father, if now is a good time.” 
 
    “It is not,” he told me flatly. “My father has been in council with our warriors all morning. He needs to rest.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, I’ll have a word with you then,” I said with a shrug. “I can help your father.” 
 
    A flicker of irritation came to the elf’s face. “We do not want your weapons.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied, “but you need naticea or your father will suffer a slow and painful death, and I can help.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” Dragir returned. 
 
    I furrowed my brow, but I tried to ignore his coarse attitude as I continued. “I can make it grow,” I informed him, “right here in your own lands.” 
 
    The elf narrowed his eyes. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    I sighed. “You’re a pretty negative guy, you know? Everything’s a no, not now, it’s impossible, we don’t want … how about a little faith, huh?” 
 
    Dragir shifted in irritation, and his face became a condescending mask. “How do you expect to make it grow?” 
 
    “Wellll, I’m just a mere mage,” I said with a smirk, “but I’m pretty sure I can do it if you give me like … any chance to try.” 
 
    “With your Terra magic?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” I answered with a nod. “My healer knows how to tend to the plant as well, so once I adjust the soil, she can get your grove going with the plants you have already. If it works, you can travel north and harvest a few more plants to expand your grove whenever you want.” 
 
    Dragir looked briefly relieved, but he swiftly corrected this with a stern glare. “We will not give you our vote,” he assured me. “Now more than ever it is imperative we guard the secrets of rune magic. This Master may be a threat to our way of life, and House Quyn cannot risk their knowledge falling into his hands.” 
 
    I raised my brows. “So … you personally have knowledge of rune magic?” I clarified. 
 
    Dragir bristled. “We do not want your help,” he stiffly replied. “Keep your Terra magic skills and leave this land.” 
 
    I honestly couldn’t believe he’d be willing to send us away now that I’d offered to help save his father’s life, but I didn’t understand a hell of a lot about the ways of the elves. So, I just sighed and added his arrogance to the list. 
 
    Then I glanced over to Shoshanne. 
 
    The Aer Mage looked painfully concerned, and she sent me a slightly desperate look beneath her crinkled brow. 
 
    “Look,” I said as I turned back to the hostile elf, and I fought to ignore my anger, “I don’t want your vote, alright? Keep your precious secrets and carry on living under a rock if you like. But if you want your father to live, we can help. No strings attached.” 
 
    Dragir studied me in silence, and I did my best not to look too pissed while he took his time deciding. 
 
    The truth was, I did want to help heal the leader. I just didn’t want to do it at the expense of losing a vote and precious time that could be spent taking down House Syru. 
 
    I focused instead on the vote I knew I could secure from House Natyr and the relief Shoshanne would feel once we’d taken care of the sickly leader. 
 
    Still … if Dragir took much more time making up his mind, I’d probably plant my fist through his arrogant face. 
 
    I had begun to seriously entertain the idea when the leaves rustled at the edge of the house, and the beautiful elven woman emerged. 
 
    Dragir flicked his eyes to her. “Go inside, Deya,” he growled. 
 
    Deya held her violet eyes steadily with his own as she slowly came to his side, and she rested her hand on his shoulder as she spoke softly. Her words were in Elvish, but they sounded tender and sincere, and her brother’s face finally lost its hostile edge. His gaze drifted to the ground as he listened, and when Deya finished speaking, she waited patiently for a long moment before Dragir gave a small nod. 
 
    Deya turned her violet eyes to me, and my heart kicked an extra beat as her beauty caught me off guard again. 
 
    “We accept,” Deya said. “Thank you for your kindness. It means the world to us.” 
 
    I only nodded in response, because I’d lost track of where my mouth connected to my brain. 
 
    Then the elven woman raised her pale hand and gestured for us to follow her around the side of the house. 
 
    We moved to join her, but Dragir’s hand snapped out at the last second, and he locked his grip around Aurora’s elbow.  
 
    “Not her,” he growled. 
 
    And that was my limit. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed, just before I planted my fist in the stubborn elf’s face.  
 
    His head slammed back against the stonework behind him, and his hand dropped from Aurora’s arm, but he quickly recovered. Before I could react, he had already pulled a translucent dagger from his belt. 
 
    Then Deya spoke, and her voice was sharp as knives as the air surged with a peculiar charge of energy, and the trees trembled above us. She berated her brother in Elvish, and I didn’t even want to know what the words meant. It sounded like some hideous and ancient curse, and I instinctively dropped my eyes to the dirt as she tore into her brother from her place beside the trees. 
 
    Dragir lowered his dagger immediately, and I smirked when I realized he couldn’t meet her sights either. He glowered at the trees in the opposite direction instead, and when the elven woman finally said all she had to say, the leaves gradually settled themselves again. 
 
    Then Dragir gave a curt nod, and I glanced over to Deya.  
 
    The elven woman’s face was suddenly light and kind again, and she smiled at Aurora as she held the leaves aside and gestured for us to pass through them. 
 
    I didn’t bother to look at Dragir, but I pulled Aurora to my side and let her lead the way to the edge of the house. 
 
    The half-elf nodded nervously to Deya as she passed, and I noticed the violet eyes trail after her until she was out of sight. 
 
    Then she gave me a smoldering look, smiled at me, and bit her lip slightly.  
 
    Dragir was directly on my heels while we all made our way to the back of the house, and we each stepped carefully over heavy ivy-like vines that sprawled along the ground and spread to overthrow the stonework beside us. 
 
    We slowed when we came to a garden that looked like it was made for a flock of fairies, and I let out a low whistle. 
 
    Water flowed from a fountain mounted in the stone wall that encircled the secluded garden, and I recognized the same symbol I’d seen above the wooden doors embedded in the stonework beneath the faucet. Unusual flowers bloomed in every shade imaginable, and the ivy sprawled along the walls wherever it could fine a hold. 
 
    “We have only ten naticea plants,” Deya said as she passed by and led us to a corner of the garden. She knelt beside the moss-covered pots and carefully unfurled a stray vine that had already tried to choke out one of the blooms. 
 
    The petals of the naticea were a vibrant orange and sheer enough to see through, and the leaves were as stout as any other in the garden, but instead of being green or blue, they were a pale yellow. A rich and ruddy red soil encased them in their pots, and I recognized the shade of it from our drive south. 
 
    “Where can we plant them?” I asked the elven woman. 
 
    “Anywhere,” she assured me. “I will fill the whole garden with them once Dragir can risk the trip north.” 
 
    I nodded. “I can change all of the soil if you like, but it would probably destroy these other plants.” 
 
    Deya stood again and looked at me as she smiled with those delicious lips. “I don’t care, I don’t need them. We only want the naticea.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” I told her, and I realized I had a hazy sort of smile on my face. 
 
    I quickly glanced over to Dragir, and my gut dropped as his eyes burned straight through me from his place near the back doors of the house. I cleared my throat and turned away, but I addressed the plants when I spoke, rather than the elven beauty. “We’ll get straight to work. Shouldn’t take too long.” 
 
    Deya turned to join her brother, and I heard her tell him she would go to check on their father before the heavy wooden doors creaked and closed behind her. 
 
    Shoshanne crouched beside the naticea to inspect the health of the plants, and Cayla nudged me casually.  
 
    She sent me an amused smirk before her eyes flicked briefly toward Dragir. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows innocently, but I said nothing. 
 
    The princess chuckled and shook her head, and then she casually raised her voice to ask Shoshanne about the healing tincture the plants would make. 
 
    I made my way to the center of the garden to get to work. 
 
    It was incredibly uncomfortable trying to shift gears and get in touch with my Terra magic while the stubborn elf glared at my back, but I did my best as I realized how high the sun had already gotten above the fog. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths and sat down in a patch of moss, and I shut my eyes tightly in concentration. After a few minutes, I heard Aurora beside me. 
 
    “Not like that,” she muttered. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find a giant mound had built itself in front of me, and I scruffed my beard in agitation as I glanced over my shoulder. “This guy’s throwing me off,” I mumbled in a low voice. 
 
    The half-elf smirked and laid a light kiss on my cheek. “Hold on,” she said, and she walked over to Shoshanne. The two women worked together to lift a pot of the naticea, and they brought it over to place it down in front of me. 
 
    Then Aurora sat at my side. “Just try to get in tune with it for a while first,” she instructed. “Don’t try to change everything right away. You had a full session of just being present with the metal before you did anything bigger, remember?” 
 
    I nodded and closed my eyes once more, but I opened them a second later and leaned toward the Ignis Mage. “Will you watch my back? I keep thinking I’m about to get a dagger in it.” 
 
    Aurora nodded and flipped around so she faced Dragir, and with my mind eased by a measure, I focused my attention more easily on the task at hand. 
 
    This time, I didn’t force the connection at all. I started with bringing my magic to the surface of my skin, and then I breathed deeply several times as I slowly sent it out in thin tendrils through the rich soil in the pot. 
 
    I immediately sensed its unfamiliar makeup, and I let myself explore the chemistry of the soil for a while. Once I felt well in tune with it, I extended my magic a little further to compare the balance of the soil in the garden. 
 
    It was way too rich and felt not quite alkaline enough either. It also felt almost choked to death by the roots of the jungle plants that took over every inch of it.  
 
    “We need to pull all these plants first,” I muttered, mostly to myself, but Aurora shifted immediately, and I heard her give instructions to the other two women to begin removing the plants. 
 
    “Make sure you get the roots,” she clarified before she joined me again. 
 
    It was only a few minutes later when the soil suddenly began to breathe better, and I returned my focus to the pot of naticea while the women continued in the garden.  
 
    I was careful to measure every level of the various nutrients in the ruddy soil, and as I let myself sink deeper into my connection with the dirt, I became so aware of its makeup I felt like I was made up of plant matter myself. It was like I craved the soil, and I’d never understood the need for proper plant care so well in my life. I felt so at home in the little pot I could easily relate to the naticea, and I deeply wanted to make it as much at home in the jungle. 
 
    This acute feeling overcame me, and I followed it as it overflowed the small stone pot and sifted into the soil around me. I moved inside the earth and melted straight through it, and as I expanded, I felt the soil shift all around me. It was like I was rain, and the more I saturated the soil, the more it changed, but I wasn’t making it damp, I was literally changing the nutrients. I felt the chemistry shift, and I knew the patch where I sat was more alkaline without having to question it. 
 
    Then I eased into the connection all the way and fell into a sort of trance. My mind was crystal clear, and my heart pounded steadily, but my magic seeped through the earth and extended all the way out to the garden walls. I felt the women remove the last few roots as I went, and I remained in this heady state for longer than I knew to be certain the change went deep enough. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, it was as if I’d transported myself to another world. 
 
    The garden was empty except for the ten pots and the vines that draped themselves across the walls. The same heavy fog hung above our heads, but the soil was a rich and ruddy red in every direction, and Cayla and Shoshanne stood with smiles on their faces in the middle. 
 
    “Gods, Mason,” Cayla chuckled. “That was incredible to watch.” 
 
    My head felt like it floated a few inches above my shoulders, and I nodded slowly as I tried to get it to settle again. “You could see it happening?” I asked. 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Shoshanne said as she stared in disbelief at the garden around her. “It even smells different.” 
 
    “It does,” I chuckled, and I rubbed my temples. 
 
    “Are you alright?” the Aer Mage asked uneasily. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Just tired, I think.” 
 
    Aurora looped her arm in mine and helped me to stand before she brought me over to the fountain that flowed from the stone wall. “Sit here and rest,” she told me. “Drink some water, it’ll do you good.” 
 
    I nodded and scooped some water into my palm to drink, and only then did I realize how thirsty I was. I drank like a man in a desert, and when I was finished my head seemed to settle a little more naturally.  
 
    Aurora sat beside me with a proud smile on her face, and I chuckled. 
 
    “You should replace Wyresus,” I told her. “You’re a good teacher.” 
 
    The half-elf laughed abruptly. “No thank you,” she said. “I don’t know nearly enough to be head of the Order.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know nearly enough to be head of the Order,” I shot back, and Aurora snorted. 
 
    “True,” she allowed. 
 
    I nudged the woman with my elbow. “I’m serious. Most of what I’ve learned is because I had you there to help me. I mean, I’m not giving you all the credit, but you’re a hell of a mage. You could do a lot of good in a position like that.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. “You’re just confused because you’ve had your head in the dirt for too long,” she said, and then she sent me a wink. “I’m quite happy to serve the Order, but I definitely don’t want to be in charge of it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’d rather have you as my own personal tutor, anyways.” 
 
    Cayla and Shoshanne had a naticea plant uprooted from its pot, and the Aer Mage schooled the princess on the proper procedure as they worked together to plant it. 
 
    “You guys want some help?” I called, but Cayla shook her head. 
 
    “You’re bloodless, remember?” she said with a smirk. “You rest, we’ll get these sorted.” 
 
    I chuckled and let out a long sigh as I stretched my arms up. I could tell my circulation was off, and my limbs did feel a little colder than they should in the middle of a jungle. So, I sat with my half-elf and glanced at the stubborn elf who still stood guard at the back doors. 
 
    His face was much less hostile than it had been before I sat down, and he quickly looked away when our eyes met. 
 
    I smirked and casually dropped my arm around Aurora’s waist. 
 
    I didn’t want to hate the guy, because I had a feeling he was one of the more decent elves we’d met in Nalnora, but I definitely didn’t regret the black eye I’d given him. 
 
    It was already half-healed anyway. 
 
    Nearly all of my irritation had almost eased up actually, until three elven warriors rounded the side of the house and halted the second they saw Aurora. They drew their blades without pause and immediately began a heated argument with Dragir. 
 
    The stubborn elf gestured to us and argued back, and the entire thing escalated to the point that the three warriors shoved past him and disappeared into the house with their blades still drawn. 
 
    Dragir’s eyes flashed with rage as he watched them go, and he hurled his anger our direction when he turned around. 
 
    “Get that half-elf out of here,” he growled. “She can wait in the jungles. Now.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I shot back. I really couldn’t believe the gall of the guy when he’d stood there for over an hour and seen exactly what we were doing to help his family. 
 
    “You heard me,” Dragir returned. “Get it out of here. No half-elf should be within the bounds of House Quyn. It’s a disgrace.” 
 
    “It?” I was on my feet and ready to jump the arrogant little shit, but suddenly a line of flames shot up from the dirt between us and formed a massive wall. 
 
    I could hear the elf curse from the other side, and I turned around to see Aurora’s cheeks flushed a bright red as she sat with her arms crossed tightly. 
 
    “Aurora … ” I warned as I eyed the stone house. “You’re gonna--” 
 
    “What?” she snapped, and her emerald eyes flashed as they met mine. “I’ve been glared at and spit on since we came to this wretched land. Now we’re sitting here for no reason that’s got anything to do with defeating the Master, doing everything we can to help that ungrateful shit. I’m not sitting in a fucking jungle like a dog. If he’s got a problem with it, he can burn up for all I care.” 
 
    I was about to try and reason with her, when several angry voices rose up, and I heard the doors of the house fly open.  
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I cursed. “Aurora, you have to get rid of the flames.” 
 
    The half-elf raised an eyebrow, but her jaw remained firmly set as the flames flickered violently. 
 
    I turned to Shoshanne as the argument taking place on the other side of the flames got louder. “How many more plants?” I asked hastily. 
 
    The caramel beauty looked nervously toward the flames. “Six,” she replied, “I’m going as fast as I can.” 
 
    I shifted my weight uneasily and looked back to Aurora, but I honestly couldn’t think of anything to say. I’d seen how shitty she’d been treated for days, and I couldn’t blame her for finally snapping. Dragir really had been a prick, and it was probably for the best I couldn’t reach him myself at the moment. 
 
    Then I felt a familiar shift in the air, and I glanced up to the treetops as the leaves began to tremble. 
 
    I couldn’t make out the words being said on the other side of the Ignis Mage’s wall, but I damn sure recognized the icy tone of the elven beauty. I raised my brows as the argument ceased in her presence, and I was about to say something to Aurora when her emerald eyes went wide, and she jumped to her feet. 
 
    I quickly turned around with my hand already poised on my revolver, but my jaw unhinged itself as Deya stepped straight through the enchanted flames. 
 
    Her gauzy dress wasn’t even singed as she slowly came toward us, and her violet-eyes looked only concerned for the half-elf, rather than her own flesh. 
 
    My eyes wandered all over her lithe figure, but she was completely unmarred, and her silky pink hair flowed softly as if the fire hadn’t existed. 
 
    “Wh-what?” I stammered. “How did you do that?” 
 
    Deya didn’t look at me or respond. She only brought herself to Aurora and said, “It’s your hair.” 
 
    “Huh?” the half-elf asked blankly. 
 
    I walked over to Aurora’s side, but I couldn’t manage to close my jaw yet. I just gaped at the elven beauty who ignored me completely. 
 
    “Your hair,” she said again, and she gestured for Aurora to sit. 
 
    The half-elf dropped onto the stonework of the fountain like her legs had given out, and I slowly joined her as Deya sat beside her. 
 
    Her violet-eyes were soft and kind when she spoke. “True blue hair does not exist amongst the elves anymore,” Deya said in a low voice. Then she gently took a blue braid in her fingertips and looked at it with the same wonder on her face that she’d had the first time we’d met. 
 
    “Really?” Aurora asked, and her eyes were wide as she considered the elven woman who hovered only inches from her. 
 
    Deya nodded before she released the braid and continued. “Many years ago, there were not ten Houses in the land of Nalnora. There were only four. When rune magic became uncontrollable, many wars broke out amongst the elves. Not just between the four Houses, but amongst themselves. In the long history of our race, these were the bloodiest times, and when the wars were over, there were ten Houses that would remain enemies for the next thousand years.” 
 
    Aurora furrowed her brow. “Things have been like this for a thousand years?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    Deya nodded once more, and her violet eyes looked saddened at the thought. “In that time, much has changed. Many of the sacred weapons of our ancestors have been lost, and as you know, even the mention of rune magic causes old rivalries to flare. With the separation of the Houses, the elite bloodlines of the elves were diluted, and one of the most notable losses was that of true-blue hair.” 
 
    I glanced at the blue braids of the half-elf beside me. “But how does she have it?” I asked. “If it’s been diluted?” 
 
    Deya smiled lightly. “I don’t understand it, either,” she admitted. “I have never seen an elf with true-blue hair, and most of the heads of the Houses haven’t either. Even Aeris, the head of House Aelin, has only a diluted hue.” 
 
    Aurora glanced to me thoughtfully. “Was that the elf we saw in the hall of the Elven Council? The one with the dusty blue hair who led us into the hall?” 
 
    “That is Aeris,” Deya replied. “His house was split into two during the wars. He took his father’s place nearly two hundred years ago as the head of House Aelin.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “He’s that old?” 
 
    Deya’s violet eyes looked vaguely amused. “Yes. He is in his four hundredth year,” she said simply before she turned back to Aurora. “I don’t know how it is you possess such a rare trait, but do not let my kin diminish your worth with their hatred. Half-elf or whole, it is a very remarkable thing, and an attribute of superiority. This is why they will try to kill you. If you were anything less, they would simply spit on you.” 
 
    Aurora’s emerald eyes had begun to shimmer with tears, but she quickly wiped them away. “I … I don’t know who my parents were,” she told Deya, “but thank you for telling me this. It does help.” 
 
    Deya smiled kindly and was about to speak again when the wooden doors of the house slammed open once more, and the leader’s voice roared so loudly the words carried easily through the battering of the flames. 
 
    “Deya,” he growled, and the elven beauty jumped to her feet. She glanced briefly to us, and a strange smile came to her face as she lifted a finger to her lips as if to silence us. Then her pale skin suddenly flickered. 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I thought I must have imagined it, but before I could form another guess, the elven beauty vanished right in front of us. 
 
    Aurora gasped and shot up to her feet, and I did the same. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I breathed as I heard the leader of House Quyn holler for his daughter again. 
 
    I spun around, but Deya was nowhere to be seen, and the three women gaped at one another in silent shock. 
 
    An argument erupted on the other side of the flames, and I turned back to Aurora as the leader grew furious. “Get rid of the flames,” I ordered, and in her shock she did as I told her to. 
 
    The wall went out in a flash, and nearly all of House Quyn stood armed on the other side. I held my arms to the side and made to address the leader, but he stormed into the garden with his son close behind him. 
 
    “Where is Deya?” he demanded angrily. 
 
    “Umm … ” I tried, but I didn’t really know what else to say. 
 
    “She went that way,” Aurora said blankly, and she pointed to the side of the house. 
 
    Dragir immediately ran over and disappeared through the vines, and the leader narrowed his eyes on me as he studied me closely. 
 
    “Get that creature out of my house,” he finally growled. 
 
    I lowered my arms as I ground my jaw. “She isn’t in your house,” I calmly explained. “She’s in your yard. We’ll be on our way just as soon as the naticea are planted.” 
 
    The leader curled back his lip. “Remove it before I--” 
 
    “We’re done,” Shoshanne interrupted, and we all turned to see her and Cayla patting the soil down around the base of the last plant. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said through gritted teeth. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I took Aurora’s hand and headed for the side of the house, and as Cayla and Shoshanne swiftly fell in behind us, I heard the leader call out. 
 
    I clenched my fist and hoped my fury would stay there instead before I slowly turned around. “What?” 
 
    The leader’s aged face looked frail and blank, and he looked from me to the naticea for a moment before he responded. 
 
    “Thank you,” he finally said. 
 
    His warriors’ blades still flashed behind him in the dim sunlight, and I really only had enough patience to offer a low “you’re welcome” before I left the garden behind me and made for the jungle. 
 
    None of us spoke as we passed the front of the house, and I heard Dragir’s voice somewhere in the distance as he berated his sister again. 
 
    I paused and scanned the trees when we made it to the path, but I didn’t see the elven beauty anywhere, so I followed the women without another glance and didn’t stop until we’d made it to Bobbie. 
 
    “Should we--” Shoshanne began, but I shook my head. 
 
    “If I stay here another minute, I’m gonna murder one of them,” I growled, and Bobbie roared to life as I settled into the seat and pulled Aurora with me. 
 
    With the half-elf tucked firmly between my thighs, I took a steadying breath before I kicked Bobbie into drive and headed for the crystal bridge. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 17 
 
     I was too pissed off to waste any more time with the overgrowth that slowed Bobbie’s tires on our way north. Plus, I kind of needed a good outlet for my irritation, and destroying the beautiful land was something to that end.  
 
    So, I sent my Terra magic out in front of us and tore the ground apart as I overturned the spongy, decayed layer to get to the fresh soil beneath. At the same time, I hardened the exposed earth, and even though this process took a constant stream of my energy, it burned like a good work out, and it helped to ease most of my annoyance by the time the jungle began to thin. 
 
    As the terrain returned to a wash of massive ferns on dense black soil, we were able to weave around the foliage at near top speed, and I was able to ease up on the constant effort. Now that my mind was less occupied, and my irritation was mostly gone, I nudged the half-elf with my thigh.  
 
    “You alright?” I asked over the drone of Bobbie’s engine. 
 
    I still couldn’t believe Dragir and his father had been tactless enough to refer to her as an “it,” and I was worried she might be well past her limit with the elves. Especially since she’d built that flaming wall only three feet shy of burning their house down. 
 
    Aurora gave a curt nod, and I leaned forward to get a glimpse of the half-elf’s face. She had a smug little smirk on her lips as she glanced back to me. 
 
    I chuckled. “Feeling pretty good about yourself then?” 
 
    Aurora tilted her chin up a bit and casually flipped her blue braids over her shoulder. The gesture made her look like a blue-haired queen, and I silently thanked Deya for having the good grace to explain a few things to us. 
 
    The fact that Aurora possessed a trait of superiority definitely clarified a few things at least, and although her true-blue hair made her a constant target in Nalnora, I was pleased to know the extra knowledge had gone straight to her head. She sure needed the boost. 
 
    I tugged playfully at one of the half-elf’s braids, and she giggled proudly as we turned west. 
 
    We were probably about twenty miles from Rhoemir when Cayla rested her chin on my shoulder to murmur in my ear. 
 
    “House Natyr are going to try and kill you before you can get a word in,” she pointed out. 
 
    I nodded. “That’s the plan,” I called back. 
 
    Aurora turned. “Shouldn’t we just go to House Natyr and tell the leader we accept his offer?” 
 
    I immediately shook my head. “I’m gonna need more of an upper hand in this one,” I informed her. “But Onym’s persistent as hell. It shouldn’t take him long to find us.” 
 
    Cayla chuckled. “And when he does?” 
 
    “Try not to kill him,” I said with a grin. 
 
    We took a roundabout course to settle within the bounds of House Natyr’s territory, and I tried not to wince as I lifted my injured leg up to dismount. 
 
    The pain had already returned in full force when I’d stormed out of House Quyn, and the constant vibration from the bike’s engine had only made it worse. 
 
    I managed to make it a few paces with only a slight hitch in my gait, but as I turned back toward the women, Shoshanne caught me by surprise as she leaped into my arms to give me a fiery kiss. 
 
    I collapsed on the spot, and a yelp of pain slipped from my mouth as the caramel beauty toppled onto me. 
 
    “Shit!” the Aer Mage gasped. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I managed through gritted teeth, but the healer was already stooped over the wound and had the bandage half untied. I groped around to pull her hand away. “It’s seriously fine, you don’t have to--” 
 
    “Gods, Mason,” Shoshanne breathed. 
 
    She’d gotten the wound exposed, and I felt a river of warm blood stream across my thigh as I gave up and let myself go limp across the ground. 
 
    “The wound’s reopened completely,” Shoshanne muttered, and she hopped up to get her healer’s bag from the sidecar. 
 
    “It’s really fine,” I insisted, but the pain forced my eyes shut, and I took a few deep breaths to steady the tremble that began to take over my leg. 
 
    Aurora sighed and lifted my head into her lap. “You can stop lying now,” she said with a grin. “You’re bleeding all over the place, my love.” 
 
    I squinted up at the half-elf with half a grin. “Am not.” 
 
    Shoshanne clicked her tongue against her teeth. “I’m going to have to stitch this,” she muttered. “I know you’ll be up and walking around no matter what I tell you, and it’s just not going to heal otherwise.” 
 
    I let out a chuckle. “Go for it,” I told her. “You’re probably right.” 
 
    The Aer Mage began to string her needle, and as I eyed the size of it, she sent me an apologetic smile. “I didn’t mean to flatten you,” she admitted. “I just wanted to say thank you. Those elves were assholes, but you saved that man’s life, and I really can’t imagine how to thank you enough for doing it. Really.” 
 
    I cocked a brow. “You’ll think of something, I’m sure,” I replied as I sent her a wink. 
 
    Shoshanne’s cheeks blushed lightly. “Well …” she mused, “I do happen to have the most accommodating nurses on staff.” Then the Aer Mage sent Cayla a dirty little smile. 
 
    The princess giggled and nodded obediently before she curled her long leg up and over me. I could feel the warmth of her center as she settled herself on top of me, and she grinded her hips against my groin as she leaned forward and gently slid her tongue across my bottom lip. 
 
    I groaned and grasped the woman’s thighs. 
 
    “You’ll be numb in a minute,” Shoshanne assured me, and Aurora began to lightly stroke her fingers through my hair. 
 
    The pain in my leg had only just begun to let up when the needle pierced the skin, and I gave a jolt in response to the pain. 
 
    Cayla caught my shoulders and pinned me to the dirt as I spasmed before she delved her tongue into my mouth and pressed her clit firmly against my erection.  
 
    I focused on the heat between the woman’s thighs rather than the needle tugging on my flesh, and as the pain finally numbed completely, I grasped at the leather that encased Cayla’s breasts. 
 
    “Take it off,” I ordered. 
 
    Cayla gave a slight bite to my bottom lip before she slowly untied her top. Her plush and pale breasts burst from the leather, and her pale pink nipples were already perked with her arousal. Then she leaned forward and let the supple flesh press against my chest as she tangled her tongue with mine. 
 
    I pinched the taut bud of her nipple between my fingers to tease her, and Cayla moaned in response. Her hips began to weave in steady circles as her thighs clutched tightly around me, and I let her trail her tongue along my neck next. 
 
    I heard Shoshanne let out a husky chuckle, and she began to tie a fresh bandage around the sutured wound. 
 
    Cayla bit lightly at the meat of my neck, and she slid her hand down to my belt, but just as she’d undone the ties and begun to reach lower, Aurora’s thighs tensed beneath me, and she gasped. 
 
    “Mason,” the half-elf hissed. 
 
    I didn’t even need to guess what the problem was. 
 
    “They are here?” Cayla shot up, and the thrust of her hips as she did made my blood burn beneath her. I groaned as I eyed her full and exposed breasts above me, and then I instinctively tightened my hold on her thighs. I didn’t want to release the sultry woman for anything, but Aurora quickly pulled herself out from under me and made for the sidecar. 
 
    “I’m gonna fucking kill these guys,” I sighed as Cayla quickly tied her top closed in the front. 
 
    Then I strained and forced myself to stand. 
 
    Any of my blood that hadn’t drenched the ground was throbbing in my lower extremities, but at least the wound itself was completely numb. 
 
    Still, the spliced muscles protested angrily as I tried to limp to get my crossbow, and I finally gave up. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I cursed, and I pulled my revolver out. 
 
    Shoshanne was a step ahead of me, and she grabbed my own crossbow and quiver as she snatched her own. I gave her a kiss when she brought it to me, and then I lifted the leather strap to secure the crossbow to my back. 
 
    Cayla had her rifle cocked, and I saw her cheeks were still pink with arousal when she glanced over to me. 
 
    “I’m not done with you,” I growled as I cocked the hammer of my revolver, and the princess came to press herself against my side as she laid another tender kiss along my neck. 
 
    “Good,” she murmured, and her warm breath and lips made my skin tingle. 
 
    I caught her before she could pull away, and I was tangled with the sweetness of her tongue when the trees at the edge of the small clearing began to rustle. 
 
    I reluctantly released the seductive woman with a sigh. “I really am gonna kill this guy,” I muttered, and Cayla giggled. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be trying to get a word in,” she reminded me. 
 
    “Trying to get something in … ” I replied, and I pinched her lush thigh just as Aurora loosed an arrow. 
 
    “Now would be an excellent time to--” the half-elf began, but she dodged a dagger rather than finish the statement. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got it,” I returned, and I eyed the tree line. 
 
    I happened to catch sight of the arm that had thrown the dagger as the elf ducked to conceal himself, and I aimed a few inches south before I fired the revolver. 
 
    There was a short yelp of shock, just before an elf dropped through the brush and landed lifeless in the dirt, and the moment he did, at least ten turquoise clad elves sprang from the cover of the ferns. 
 
    Aurora killed two in quick succession as she fired her arrows with incredible accuracy, and as they pierced the elves’ skulls, I took a second to locate Onym. He went straight for the half-elf with a newly serrated blade drawn, and I swiftly melted the metal down before I fired a bullet into the elf at his side. 
 
    Onym’s black eyes flashed with their usual fury, and to be honest, it was kind of nice to see it again. He wasn’t nearly as intimidating anymore after the ambush we’d had in the south from House Syru. 
 
    I chuckled a little as two shuriken sliced across his forearm, and then I turned to take on another turquoise clad elf who swung a hooked glaive within inches of my head. A bullet to the knee brought the elf down with screech, and I caught up his glaive as it dropped from his grip. 
 
    With a single swipe, his neck was split open, and I left him twitching in the dirt as I lunged to catch the ankle of an elf who sprinted for Cayla. 
 
    The deadly princess blocked his sword with the stock of her rifle as he stumbled in pain and swiped blindly for her. Then she whipped around and swiftly blew his brains out. 
 
    Beneath the taut leather of her top, I could see her breasts jostle as the gun fired, and I had to remind myself again to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I muttered under my breath, and I shook my head and flexed my fists to get my blood going in the right direction. 
 
    A snarl came from my back, and I quickly ducked out of the way of a translucent sword. Then I countered with a bullet to my attacker’s gut, and the elf’s eyes bulged with pain as he stumbled back a few steps. The second bullet went straight through his chest, and his face went blank as he fell backward into the ferns. 
 
    Then I swiftly whipped the glaive around to catch another elf who streaked past. He tumbled, but rolled through his fall, and when he shot to his feet, I saw it was Onym’s brother. 
 
    A sudden moral dilemma warred in my mind when I came face to face with him, but before I could decide where I landed in that realm, a shuriken impaled his thigh, and I couldn’t help but cringe as I thought of my own wound, still raw and pulsing with every movement. 
 
    The elf hissed and bent to remove the golden star, and I took advantage of his distraction to flip around and disappear into the fray of elves to find a less questionable opponent. 
 
    I figured killing Onym’s only brother would probably screw up my chances of getting the vote of House Natyr. 
 
    So, I sliced the back of another turquoise clad elf open with the glaive, and as he fell to his knees in a spasm of pain, I aimed my revolver at the back of his head. 
 
    Just as I was about to put him out of his misery, I saw a flash of silver hair, and my eyes locked with Onym’s as I pulled the trigger. 
 
    The black eyes flashed fiercely, and he headed for me in an all-out sprint. I readied myself to try my best not to kill him and quickly stowed the revolver as I clutched the glaive across my chest instead. 
 
    Aurora cut across Onym’s path though, and as she tripped him with a solid kick to the ankles, he slammed down into the dirt. 
 
    The half-elf pinned him down with her knee between his shoulder blades, but the agile elf flipped easily beneath her, and I felt a surge of fury as Onym dug his nails into the thighs of my woman who was now on top of him. 
 
    Aurora snarled and locked her hand in a vice at his throat, but when she whipped out her translucent dagger, that seemed to put an end to the infuriating scene. 
 
    Onym let out a venomous hiss at the sight of the dagger, and in a flare of rage, he grasped the half-elf by the waist and hurled her into the dirt with brutish force. 
 
    I cocked my revolver and got ready to end it right there, but Aurora swiftly rolled to her feet and hurled a ball of flames at the viper’s chest. 
 
    Onym lunged in a panic to put out the flames that began to eat right through his leathers to his flesh, and the half-elf drew her dagger once more as she jumped onto his back.  
 
    My pulse thrummed wildly in my ears as I lowered my revolver an inch and waited for an opening, but with the half-elf locked in a deadly wrestling match, I couldn’t get my shot.  
 
    Only the ruthless snarl at my back could have distracted me, and in one quick movement, I jumped out of the way of a serrated blade and countered with a firm boot to lower gut of the elf who’d swung it. 
 
    The air left his body as he crumpled forward, and I fired a bullet into his brain a second later. The next time I pulled the trigger, the shot split the devilish grin of another elf right in half, and I whipped around as I scanned feverishly for my half-elf. 
 
    My eyes fell on Onym’s brother as he came at Shoshanne, and I went into overdrive and lunged as I forgot all about my leg. 
 
    The elf hissed viciously when I got a hold of his neck from behind, and he swung his dagger blindly for me, but I forced him to the ground and snapped his wrist beneath my boot. 
 
    Then I pinned him to his place, leveled the revolver against his temple, and the edges of my vision flickered as rage boiled in my veins. 
 
    “Mason!” Cayla suddenly yelled, just as I cocked the hammer, and it took every ounce of my willpower not to pull the trigger right then. 
 
    I locked my jaw and looked over to where Cayla had called from, and she stood with her own gun poised against Onym’s head. 
 
    He was pinned hard against the ground with Aurora’s knee dug deep into his back, and she had his arm twisted painfully in the grip of her good hand.  
 
    His black eyes were glued on me and the silver-haired elf under my gun. 
 
    The rest of the clearing was littered with dead elves and silent except for the heavy breathing of the two hostage brothers, and none of us moved for a long moment. 
 
    I tried to focus through my rage and carefully eyed Aurora to be sure she was okay. 
 
    The half-elf tightened her hold on Onym for good measure, and the silver-haired elf winced in pain as she sent me a nod. 
 
    I ground my teeth, and then I grasped Onym’s brother by his knotted silver hair and forced him to rise to his feet. 
 
    The elf hissed as I did, and as I eyed Onym with my gun still held at his brother’s temple, I was pleased to finally see fear in his savage eyes. 
 
    “Just couldn’t stay away?” I growled to the elf, and his black eyes narrowed as he strained to breathe. 
 
    I nodded. “Well, you know what? You’ve convinced me,” I said with a vicious grin. Then I let go of the silver hair in my grip and let the elf drop to the dirt. 
 
    Onym’s brother was wholly unarmed, and he stayed where he’d landed at my feet. He fought to catch his breath, and I continued. “I’ll kill the head of House Syru for you,” I told Onym. “And you’ll give me the vote of House Natyr. Now, take me to your father, so the adults can have a conversation.” 
 
    The black eyes flicked from the panting elf at my feet and back to me a few times, before Onym strained to nod his agreement with is face still smashed against the ground. 
 
    After a long moment, I nodded to Aurora, and she released her hold on him, but she kept her dagger drawn as she stood. 
 
    Cayla took a single step back, and Onym struggled to his feet as the princess leveled her rifle at his back. 
 
    His brother clutched his wrist to his chest and stood as well, and when the two elves turned toward me, I nodded in the direction of House Natyr. “One wrong move,” I warned, “and I don’t think I need to explain to you how quickly you’ll be disposed of.” 
 
    Onym and his brother nodded curtly as they eyed the revolver still cocked in my hand. 
 
    They passed by me tensely and stopped at the edge of the clearing, and as Onym shot me a lethal glance, I turned halfway toward the women. “Wait here,” I ordered. 
 
    Aurora stepped forward and opened her mouth to protest, but I shook my head as I glanced back to Onym. Him and his brother stood silent in waiting, but their eyes were locked on one another.  
 
    I had a strong feeling this new arrangement was a dangerously tenuous one, and with their hatred of Aurora, I didn’t want the half-elf, or any of my women, in the line of fire. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I assured the half-elf as Shoshanne quickly ran over to her healer’s bag. She pulled a vial out and brought it over to me, and when I looked at my palm, nearly twenty Tiorlin berries glinted up at me. 
 
    “Don’t you dare eat them all,” the healer warned, and she laid a fiery kiss on my lips. 
 
    Cayla came forward as well and thrust her rifle into my free hand, and I eyed the curves of the porcelain beauty with half a smirk. 
 
    “You better be naked when I get back,” I told her as I looped the strap of the rifle over my shoulder, and I sent her a wink before I turned to join the two silver-haired elves. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 18 
 
    Onym and his brother were quiet for most of the walk to House Natyr, but as we neared the bridge, they began a quiet conversation in Elvish I didn’t like the tone of. The brother seemed to have very little to say, and from the sound of it, Onym had plenty of orders. 
 
    I listened carefully for a few minutes before I finally got tired of Onym’s many calculating glances toward his brother, and I eventually cleared my throat. 
 
    “Why don’t you share with the rest of the class?” I interrupted, and black eyes shot over Onym’s shoulder. 
 
    He slowly came to a stop and turned around, and he glanced to the gun in my hand before he spoke. “They will kill you if you bring us forward like this,” he said stiffly. 
 
    “And I’m guessing that’s ideal?” I asked sarcastically.  
 
    Onym ground his jaw lightly. “No, it is not,” he replied. “You’re worthless to us dead.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “There’s no way in hell I’m putting this gun away,” I told him. “Thirty elves could jump my ass the second I cross that bridge.” 
 
    The irritation on the elf’s face was heightened, and he exchanged a look with his brother. Then he sighed. “We do not have thirty elves,” he growled. “Thanks to you.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “No shit?” 
 
    “I do not know what that means,” Onym countered angrily, “but we do not have thirty elves. We also know it was you who armed House Fehryn, because you have the same weapon strapped to your back. Do not expect my father to look kindly on you now. You’ve betrayed us.” 
 
    “Hold up,” I interjected. “I had no deal with you guys, so I didn’t betray shit. House Fehryn made me a decent offer, and I took it. You should have made me a better offer.” I shrugged when I finished, and I could tell how angry the careless gesture made the two silver-haired elves, but they didn’t seem to have any smart comebacks between them. 
 
    They just glared through their serpentine eyes, and I nodded. 
 
    “So … here we are with an excellent opportunity for you to not be pricks again,” I continued. “I’m not putting this gun away, and if you want my help with House Syru, you’re gonna have to make sure no one fucking kills me first. Good deal?” 
 
    Onym let out a tense sigh and considered my offer as he studied the ferns to his right. “Deal,” he finally said, “but if my father chooses to kill you instead, that’s out of my hands.” 
 
    I cocked a brow. “Considering I’ve got a gun on both of his heirs, let’s all hope it doesn’t come to that. Cause I don’t give a fuck about murdering either of you two idiots.” 
 
    The brother looked nervously to Onym, but the two elves turned around without another word. Their shoulders were rigidly set as they made it to the mouth of the bridge, and when we began to cross, the two guards at the gate immediately came forward with their glaives drawn. 
 
    Onym quickly called out to them in Elvish, and the guards halted where they stood. They caught sight of the gun as we came closer, and their serpentine eyes flashed to the two sons. 
 
    Onym spoke quickly once again, and his tone gave the impression he was slightly embarrassed by the situation, but we passed by the guards and entered the house without any trouble. 
 
    The leader of House Natyr was seated at his table with three other elves when we entered, and everyone but him shot up out of their chairs. 
 
    I steadied my sights on the elf with the pale green hair, and he sneered as he slowly rose to his feet. 
 
    “Mason Flynt,” he began snidely, but then Onym stepped slightly to the side, and his father’s black eyes went wide at the sight of the gun at his sons’ backs. 
 
    “Good of you to have me back,” I said with a smirk. “Your sons have been incredibly persistent on your behalf, and they’ve finally convinced me.” 
 
    “Convinced you of what?” the leader growled. 
 
    “Convinced me to help you,” I returned. “It’s clear you’re at a complete loss about how to handle House Syru, but I’ve reconsidered the offer. To be honest, his warriors are more powerful than your own, and from what I hear, they out number you greatly these days.” 
 
    I was pleased to see the rage my words brought to the green-haired elf’s face, and his countenance was badly shaken by the time he responded. 
 
    His words came like sharp hisses, and he spat as he spoke with his hands braced on the table in front of him. “Your weapons have destroyed my army, and your arrogance will destroy the delicate balance of the elven race. You cannot fathom what you have done by arming House Fehryn as you have. They could--” 
 
    “Overthrow their neighboring houses?” I finished for him, and I leveled my eyes with his sternly. “That would be a shame, but not the most underhanded thing I could imagine of the elves. In fact, I’m sure there are plenty of houses who desperately wish they could do the same.” 
 
    The leader’s cheeks flushed with his anger, and he looked like he would have said many things to me, if he weren’t too frustrated to find the words. 
 
    Onym spoke up to save him the trouble. “Mason Flynt has agreed to take down the leader of House Syru,” he informed the leader. 
 
    “In exchange for your vote, of course,” I added. 
 
    Onym turned his head only an inch before he said, “In exchange for our vote.” 
 
    The leader didn’t seem at all eager to hire me this time. “And if I no longer extend my offer to Mason Flynt?” he asked with a menacing glint in his eye. The three elves who still stood at the table casually rested their hands on the hilts of their swords. 
 
    “Then I no longer extend mine,” I said with a shrug. “I go to the highest bidder these days.” An armed elf twitched his hand more tightly at the hilt of his sword, and I turned my head toward him. “There are six bullets in this gun,” I told him calmly. “How many elves are in this room?” 
 
    It had been a rhetorical question, but to my surprise, the answer came from the door at the side of the hall. 
 
    “Six,” the Baroness answered as she slowly sauntered toward the table and brought herself to the leader’s side. “Though I’m sure my friend would not require an extra bullet for myself.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I answered smoothly. She was the last person I expected to find at House Natyr, and my curiosity over her mysterious errand in Nalnora doubled on the spot. 
 
    The green-haired leader seemed pleased as she joined him, and he exchanged a long and silent look with the Tenebrae Mage before she turned her two-toned eyes toward me. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Mason Flynt,” she said in her deep and sultry voice. “I began to worry when I did not hear from you again after you left for the south.” 
 
    The leader curled his lips into a sneer. “So … you have been to House Quyn?” he asked. “And what gracious deed have you provided for them in exchange for their vote?” 
 
    I shrugged once more. “None,” I admitted. “They would not give me their vote for anything.” 
 
    Onym snorted, and the leader smiled smugly at his son. “They are a house of cowards and fools.” He smirked wickedly. “The weakest of the houses, and the least well-armed. I wonder at their arrogance sometimes, I truly do. It is so wholly unfounded.” 
 
    I nodded. “They do seem to live in their own little world,” was all I said. 
 
    The leader chuckled at this and glanced to the Baroness. “They will regret it in time,” he assured her. 
 
    The Baroness smiled sweetly to the leader before she leveled her ghostly eye on me. 
 
    I couldn’t decide what the Baroness was playing at amongst the Houses of the elves, but her look held much more behind it than her soft smile suggested, and I chose to direct the subject away from House Quyn before any more questions were asked. 
 
    “And will you regret it?” I asked the leader. “Here I am, offering to dispose of your enemy for you, despite your many attempts to have me killed over the last week. What are you going to do with the opportunity?” 
 
    I let the leader glare as he worked through his options, and he finally spoke to his guards in their native tongue. The three elves let go of their swords and took their seats, and the leader slowly did the same as he eyed his sons. 
 
    “You have a deal, Mason Flynt,” he said. “Now, remove that infernal weapon from the backs of my sons.” 
 
    I glanced briefly to the Baroness, and she gave me a nod so subtle I wasn’t even sure I’d seen it. Slowly, I lowered the revolver to my side, but I kept it cocked as the two sons rounded the table to stand on either side of their father. 
 
    Baroness Batonova shifted only enough to leave a space for Onym, and I was surprised to see the black-eyed elf didn’t appear irritated she remained so close to him. 
 
    With everyone settled in their proper places, the leader brought his fingertips together in front of him and sat in deep thought for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was low and scheming.  
 
    “House Syru is a powerful house,” he admitted, “but they are not impenetrable. Their warriors are well armed and well trained, but they rely heavily on metal weaponry, and the gate that bars the entrance is made of steel.” The leader raised his black eyes to me. “Which is where you become quite valuable to me. I know you have the power to manipulate metal. My sons have told me as much. With this, we can easily--” 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy,” I interrupted. His over-confidence didn’t surprise me given the haughty speeches I’d heard on my last visit here, but it did make me wonder if he had any idea of the extent of the dark powers at work within House Syru. “Have you fought their warriors before?” 
 
    The leader looked insulted and narrowed his eyes. “Once, of course,” he replied, and he waved his hand dismissively. “It was a year ago now, but we lost ten elves to the fight, and it didn’t seem prudent to waste another ten until we were sure their fortress could be infiltrated.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows in amusement and decided they might actually be ignorant to the rune magic working against them.  
 
    “That’s it?” I asked with a snort. “You’re not remotely prepared for this, then.” 
 
    Onym’s lip twitched into a snarl. “We have you,” he growled. 
 
    “Yeah …” I agreed, “and there’s only one of me. I fought the warriors of House Syru this morning. You’re going to need a better plan than just sending me in.” 
 
    The elves shifted and exchanged tense glances at this, and the leader considered me closely. 
 
    “You fought their warriors today?” he clarified, and he eyed me up and down as if he was looking for proof. “You’re sure?” 
 
    I smirked. “Yeah, I’m sure,” I countered and gestured to the bloody stains all down my legs. “They’re more than strong, they’re resilient. They could keep on fighting with three arrows straight through them. I shot one with this gun, and he still came at me harder than either of your sons could manage unwounded.” 
 
    Now, Onym’s eyes widened, and he looked to his father. “They’ve gotten stronger,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    The leader nodded. “How many did you lose?” he asked me bluntly. 
 
    “None,” I replied, and then I looked to Onym and grinned. “My women are better fighters than your men. Especially the half-elf with the blue hair.” 
 
    The black-eyed elf narrowed his eyes into furious slits, and I heard the Baroness let out a low chuckle. 
 
    “They are impressive, surely,” the Tenebrae Mage agreed. “It is a shame they will not join you on this errand. Then again … ” She trailed off as she flicked her gaze to Onym, and the black-eyed elf looked like he was purposely not meeting her sights. “Perhaps it is for the best.” 
 
    “Enough,” the leader growled. “We can handle House Syru without your filthy bitches.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as my patience wore thinner by the minute. “Baroness,” I said in a low voice, “if I were to kill the head of House Natyr and both of his sons right now, would another family just take their places?” 
 
    The shadowy woman cocked a brow as her lip twitched into an amused smile, and I continued. “Would they be more agreeable, do you think?” 
 
    The Baroness looked like she was about to answer, but the leader spluttered angrily beside her, and she slid her two-toned eyes his way.  
 
    “We are agreeing to work with you, Mason Fly--” he hissed. 
 
    “Then you will never refer to my women as filthy bitches again,” I interrupted, “or the next thing through your mouth will be one of my bullets. Understood?” 
 
    The leader flushed with anger as he eyed the gun still clutched in my hand, but he nodded curtly. 
 
    “Good boy,” I continued. “Now, how many warriors can you spare? For that matter, how many sons?” 
 
    The leader kept his scowl firmly in place, and he didn’t respond for a long moment. Finally, he began to knead his hands and looked like he took the situation more seriously.  
 
    “I have only eighteen warriors remaining, and my two sons to lead them,” he admitted. “I will not send all eighteen with you, but you may have eight. That is all I can spare.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and considered this. “Ten elves, one mage,” I muttered. “Those are shit odds, but it’ll have to do.” 
 
    The unbelievable power of the warriors who led the ambush in the jungle that morning had caught me off guard, and although the four of us had managed to keep them at bay, I didn’t doubt there was more going on amongst these elves than I could imagine. The extent of the Master’s influence there was still unknown, and I hadn’t seen enough to satisfy my concerns. One runed elf was really only the surface. I still had no idea what waited for me at House Syru, but I didn’t doubt I was unprepared. 
 
    “Yes, it will have to do,” the leader shot back. “And you will do well to remember our vote is only yours if you succeed.” 
 
    “Well, it’s either I succeed or I’m dead, so I don’t think I’ll forget,” I informed him. I shook my head at his condescending expression, but as I did, I noticed the slightest shift beside him, and I looked up in time to catch the two silver-haired elves exchange a brief glance. 
 
    I made a mental note of the gesture before I casually continued. 
 
    “Where can I find the head of House Syru once we’re inside?” I asked. 
 
    For this, the leader turned to the brother with the murky blue eyes. 
 
    He took a small step forward. “The leader spends his time in the upper room at the far back right corner of the house. There are two windows and only one door guarded by two elves. Unlike the warriors in the grounds, these guards have metal plating which encases their entire torso, and they wield axes rather than swords.” 
 
    I nodded and was impressed by the extent of the elf’s knowledge. “I’ll need two guards as well,” I decided. “The rest can handle the elves in the grounds once we’re inside.” 
 
    Onym turned to the armed warriors who sat at the tables and spoke in Elvish. Two of them nodded diligently and stood. “They will join you,” Onym informed me.  
 
    I thanked the two elves, but it occurred to me this seemed to be a task Onym and his brother were avoiding, despite being at the forefront of most of their endeavors. 
 
    “We should leave soon,” I told them. “House Syru may be planning a counterattack after this morning, and it could help us out if any of their squadrons have already left on those orders.” 
 
    The leader nodded his agreement and motioned to his sons. “Ready your men, be prepared to leave in ten minutes,” he said, and the two silver-haired elves quickly departed through the door at the side of the hall. Then the leader waved me away unceremoniously. “You will be joined in the front.” 
 
    The two elves who had been assigned to me rose and led the way, and I bit my tongue to keep from saying anything I might regret to the leader. 
 
    I just nodded once to the snide elf, but as I turned to follow the guards from the room, the Baroness said, “I will see you out.” 
 
    The leader looked to her instantly. Then his face relaxed a measure as she sent him half a smile, and he nodded his consent. 
 
    I stood at the door while the Baroness took her time coming to my side, and she slid her inky black arm around my own as we made to leave. 
 
    Her skin was as smooth as silk and curiously cool to the touch, and I noticed the air became charged with magic shortly after we exited the hall. 
 
    We passed by the two guards at the gate, and the Baroness nodded kindly to each. To my shock, they actually returned the gesture with the slightest hint of a smile. Then we strolled arm in arm across the bridge, and Baroness Batonova spoke at last.  
 
    I didn’t have to ask to know she’d performed the same enchantment as she had at House Fehryn. I could feel her magic sift through the air around us, and I knew no one could hear what was said. 
 
    “You did well for House Quyn,” she began. “I was pleased to know the leader will be saved.” 
 
    We slowed to a stop at the mouth of the bridge, and I glanced down at the obscure woman who kept her arm wrapped in mine.  
 
    “You seem to gather news pretty quickly around here,” I pointed out. “I helped them not six hours ago.” 
 
    The Baroness sent me a coy smile, and I had to acknowledge it was an incredibly attractive look on her, if not for the ghostly pale eye that met mine. That part was just too fucking creepy. 
 
    “I pay attention,” she informed me. “It is a talent of mine.” 
 
    I cocked a brow. “Is travelling far distances in an impossibly short time one of your talents, too?” 
 
    She laughed lightly and flashed her teeth as she did. “You’re determined to figure me out, aren’t you, Mason Flynt?” The Baroness traced a slender finger across my arm, and I tried to suppress the disconcerting chill it gave me. “It’s quite charming of you.” 
 
    “I’ve never met a Tenebrae Mage,” I continued casually. “I’ve always been curious about their more rare powers.” 
 
    “You have rare powers yourself,” she countered. “Perhaps we are well matched in this way.” 
 
    I glanced away rather than meet her implying gaze. “My powers only get me so far,” I finally admitted, “but yours seem to win you the favor of any house in Nalnora.” 
 
    She nodded thoughtfully. “The elves value that which furthers their needs. I simply provide services they cannot seek elsewhere.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment, but I didn’t like the sound of it. Power over shadows and sound could be a dangerous weapon in the wrong hands, and as I imagined being on the Baroness’ wrong side, my pulse quickened, and I casually pulled her an inch closer to my side. 
 
    She seemed to like being there, and she pressed her breasts gently against my arm as she leaned to murmur in my ear.  
 
    “They are fools,” she said with a small grin. “You know this as well.” 
 
    I returned the grin and sent the woman a slight nod. With her as close to me as this, I could smell the tangy scent of her, and it reminded me of honeysuckle and some exotic fruit I couldn’t place. It was somewhat intoxicating though, and I found myself instinctively leaning closer to her. 
 
    Her strange eyes gazed deeply into my own, and she tilted her lips ever so slightly up to me as she continued. “You are in danger, my friend,” she purred. 
 
    I quickly glanced over my shoulder and back across the bridge to where the guards stood with their eyes glued to us. When I looked back to the Baroness, her coy mask was gone, and her two-toned eyes studied me intently. 
 
    “Look out for Onym and Oryk,” she warned, and she curled her smooth palm around my bicep. “They follow their own orders.” 
 
    I nodded at this and remembered the brief look I’d seen the silver-haired brothers exchange. “Yeah, I figured as much,” I told her. 
 
    The Baroness looked like she had more to say, but she quickly drew her wandering hand away and returned to her sultry demeanor as the doors of the house opened behind us 
 
    Onym and his brother exited with their troops, and the elves moved in two tight lines. Each warrior had a glaive of a different style strapped to their back, some metal and some translucent.  
 
    I counted at least four daggers strapped to each of the brothers’ legs, and they both had a serrated saber on each hip. 
 
    I briefly wondered which of these weapons would most likely be turned on me. 
 
    The entire army seemed to move as one as they crossed the bridge, and they halted as one too when Onym and Oryk stopped beside me and Baroness Batonova. 
 
    “Good luck, my friends,” the Baroness purred as she finally unwound herself from my arm. “May you move like shadows.” 
 
    As she spoke, I felt a peculiar sensation wash over me, and Onym’s eyes fell shut as a spark of energy seemed to vibrate through my skin. I instinctively looked at the Tenebrae Mage, but her eyes were settled on Onym as she came to his side. 
 
    When he looked down at her, he murmured something in Elvish, and I noticed he called her Nulena. 
 
    The Baroness smiled and grazed her fingers along his cheek in an extremely familiar way before she stepped aside and gestured for the elves to pass. 
 
    Onym and Oryk nodded curtly to me, and then they headed toward the trees with their obedient warriors directly behind. 
 
    I moved to follow the last of them, and the Baroness suddenly met my eyes with a single sober stare just before she turned and headed back along the bridge toward House Natyr. 
 
    I took a steadying breath as I jogged to catch up to the swift moving troop, and I couldn’t help but replay the tender moment I’d just witness between Onym and the Tenebrae Mage. I knew his hatred for half-elves well enough, so I doubted he’d be the sort to be intimate with a human. 
 
    Still … I’d never seen him as wholly relaxed as he’d looked in the few seconds the Baroness grazed her hand along his skin, not to mention the use of her first name. I smirked as I recalled the way the Baroness had insisted Aurora call her Nulena and wished I could have been there the first time she’d ordered Onym to do so. 
 
    He may have been a deadly viper, but it was hard to imagine him keeping up with a Tenebrae Mage like her. Then again, the two seemed to compliment each other well. He was light and deadly as sin, and she was all shadows and cunning tricks. 
 
    I shook the thought from my mind when I realized I’d fallen behind the troops again, and I dug the vial of Triorlin berries from my pocket. The poultice Shoshanne applied to numb the stitches was wearing off now, and I was forced to limp with every other step as I fought to keep pace with the troops. 
 
    They moved like a silent snake through the jungles and wove themselves around ferns and over felled trees easily without pause. As I popped two berries in my mouth, I realized their weapons didn’t seem to rattle at all, and the plants they brushed aside didn’t make a rustle of noise. 
 
    I grinned and decided this must be the value they found in the Baroness. I’d felt the surge of her magic all around me, and now that I moved behind the whole troop, I was sure she’d enchanted the lot of them. They didn’t make a sound as they quickly headed north through the thick jungle, and I made a point of kicking a stone as I passed just to check my guess. 
 
    The rock skidded over a log and broke against a small boulder, and I raised my eyebrows when the whole thing happened like a silent film in front of me. I could still hear the jungle around me though, and the birds that screeched overhead were completely unbothered by the army who disturbed their nesting grounds. 
 
    I felt as transparent as a shadow, and the notion made my mind begin to churn a mile a minute. 
 
    The Baroness must have been an incredibly powerful mage if she was able to attach her powers to us without having to come along. Every mage I’d ever met worked solely in connection with their element when it was directly around them, but this was something different. 
 
    It meant Baroness Batonova hadn’t even needed to travel with Rhys for him to stalk us through the jungle after the meeting with the Elven Council. 
 
    I eyed the ruthless band of elves in front of me, and my pulse kicked up a notch at the thought of how much damage the Tenebrae Mage could do without ever getting her hands dirty. She could be as powerful as Abrus for all I knew, and I remembered the intensity of the Lux Mage’s powers when I’d had to battle him. 
 
    Right now, she was safe and seemingly uninvolved in a nearly empty fortress at House Natyr, but her stealthy shadow play would ensure a deadly ambush for House Syru nearly five leagues away. It wasn’t my place to judge the woman’s tactics, but I couldn’t stop questioning where her loyalties really lay. 
 
    She’d praised my work for House Fehryn, only to curl up with the son of their most hated enemy not two days later. Then there was the errand she’d sent me on for the good of the ailing and secluded leader in the south. Unless she’d only sent me there to be ambushed by House Syru.  
 
    All of these thoughts unnerved me in the same way Abrus’ double dealings had, but either way, if she chose who would live or die as easily as this, the last mistake I ever wanted to make was land on the wrong side of that woman’s good graces.  
 
    So, I decided I’d graciously allow her to call me her friend until I knew better. Not that I had much of a choice, apparently. 
 
    I shook my head to clear my mind and popped another Triorlin berry in my mouth. The silvery energy bloomed across my chest and pulsed throughout my limbs. Suddenly, I could easily keep up with the elves, and my leg stopped protesting to every log I leapt over. My eyesight became incredibly acute, and I was able to notice every flick of a feather or magenta tail as I wove through the jungle at the back of the noiseless army. 
 
    We travelled like this without slowing for longer than I could tell, and the sun had already set by the time we neared the territory of House Syru. 
 
    The elves were only slightly winded when we finally came to a stop, and I discreetly popped another berry in my mouth before Onym and his brother Oryk came over to me. 
 
    “House Syru is just through the trees ahead,” Oryk explained. “The room with the head of the house is in the southern corner.” 
 
    “Do not waste time with the warriors in the grounds,” Onym ordered in a low voice. “Our army will handle them. Make your way to the leader as swiftly as you can and do not be seen.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Are we even visible?” I asked curiously. “I mean … we don’t make a sound, but we could be--” 
 
    Onym interrupted me and addressed me like I was a complete idiot. “Of course, we are visible,” he snapped. “What sort of magic do you imagine this is?” 
 
    I let him be as condescending as he wanted while my mind drifted to the beautiful Deya. By the look on Onym’s face, he didn’t even know a magic like hers existed in Nalnora. I was a little pleased House Natyr had so grossly underestimated the solitary house to the south. Not to mention, they clearly didn’t know the Baroness’ powers as well as they thought. 
 
    They really were too cocky for their own good. 
 
    So, I shrugged ignorantly to the black-eyed elf, and he rolled his eyes as he looked away.  
 
    “Move swiftly through the house,” Oryk told me. “There are at least three guards on every floor. Climb three stories up and kill the leader as quickly as you can. He is a cunning elf, and he will not go easily if you hesitate.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow once more and was about to question this last part, but the two brothers had already turned to lead their troops through the trees. Suddenly, my own two guards were right beside me, and they offered me a curt nod before they followed the others. 
 
    I let out a long and low breath as they disappeared into the blackened trees. I liked this arrangement less and less as the time for action drew closer, but I focused on my own agenda to ease my nerves. 
 
    Whether or not House Natyr knew what we were truly up against didn’t matter. The Master’s influence was somewhere within the walls of House Syru, and this was my one and only chance to root it out. Still, I half regretted I had ordered the women to stay behind as I considered how outnumbered I was. 
 
    But I didn’t need to be worrying about Onym pulling a blade through Aurora either, so silver lining. 
 
    I stretched the muscles of my neck and back and double checked the rifle on my shoulder before I quickly jogged to catch up to the troop. They stood in a silent line within the shadows of the tree line when I joined them, and I peered through the thick fronds toward the fortress of House Syru. 
 
    It was a bleak and ominous stone structure that reminded me a lot of an asylum, and it was at least twice as large as House Natyr, though much better fortified. A dozen grim elves stood guard along the base of the building, and their stern faces were cast in shadows beneath the torches that flickered above their heads. 
 
    Their bright red tunics looked bloody red in the dim light, and their metal vambraces glinted as they held their glaives across their fronts. These blades looked to be made of much stouter metal than the elegant blades I was used to seeing amongst the elves, and I sent out a tendril of my magic to test their strength. 
 
    I knew I could melt every one of them down right then, but I didn’t want the guards to suspect anything until it was absolutely necessary. So, I took a moment to explore the makeup of the weapons, and I found their glaives weren’t made of steel at all, but rather tungsten. 
 
    I raised my brows and took another steadying breath as I realized how heavy they must be. Now that I looked closer, I could see the chiseled and angry looking muscles that bulged on the arms of the elves of House Syru, and I glanced sidelong to check out the build of the elf beside me. 
 
    He was half as strong as any of the warriors who guarded the fortress, and I had to admit I wasn’t quite as impressively built either. 
 
    Still, it wasn’t the brute strength of the guards that worried me most. 
 
    I knew these elves would keep fighting even with a blade stuck in their gut, and it occurred to me that whether or not I succeeded, most, if not all of the warriors beside me would not make it back to House Natyr. 
 
    Something told me the leader had known this already, and I was a little repulsed as I recalled the way their house tended to dispose of their dead so thoughtlessly. He’d sent eight warriors and potentially his own sons to their deaths for the sake of killing a single man. They honestly could have had a chance with all eighteen of their men against these twelve, but I wasn’t in charge of how they did things. 
 
    I was just the hired assassin. 
 
    With that in mind, I let go of the thought of the slaughter that would soon take place in the grounds of the fortress and focused instead on the doors that barred the entrance of House Syru. 
 
    The two doors were made of sturdy steel about sixteen inches thick, and a heavy bar was braced across the front to lock them. They were at least as tall as the gates of Aurum had been, but much less impressive overall. Where the dwarves put their efforts equally toward impenetrability and class, the elves went for a strictly dungeon-like functionality. 
 
    As I measured the girth of the doors, I wondered where the elves acquired so much steel and who had crafted everything for them. Unless they had a band of dwarves held hostage somewhere in the extensive fortress, I couldn’t imagine how they’d managed it. Then I remembered the mark of the Master I’d seen on the dead elf from the ambush, and I leaned nearer to the elf who stood beside me. 
 
    “How long have House Syru had such a huge amount of metal at their disposal?” I whispered. 
 
    The elf shrugged but didn’t look over. “At least as long as I’ve been alive.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and studied the lineless face of the elf. “How long is that?” 
 
    “Ninety-three years,” he returned before Onym suddenly drew his blade, and the elves rushed from the cover of the trees. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
     The moment we left our cover, two daggers found their mark in the heads of the two guards who flanked the entrance of House Syru, and because we still wore the enchantment of the Baroness, the remaining guards stood stunned long enough for me to take another two down with my revolver. 
 
    Then all of their eyes narrowed on the silent ambush that peeled from the shadows across the grounds, and they advanced slowly with perverse sneers on their faces. One guard removed the glaive of a lifeless elf as he made his way forward, and I eyed the ridges of his arms as he raised both weighted weapons aloft. 
 
    Three turquoise clad elves came up against this beast at once, but a stout glaive dropped straight through one of their skulls like warm butter. The other two staggered back and dodged the next swipe as the blood red guard swung his heavy blade out wide for a deadly blow. He left the first glaive impaled down to the shoulders of his first victim and went at the others with several of these merciless swings. One of the turquoise clad elves managed to slip close enough to slice him across the calf with his sword while the other impaled his gut with their glaive.  
 
    I noticed the blood red guard lurch painfully in response, but he was still able to decapitate the elf who’d stabbed him only a split second later. 
 
    The guard wrenched the blade from his gut with a growl as he spun and sought the last of the three. He staggered off balance as he clutched his pierced gut, and I took the opportunity to melt the stubborn metal of his glaive before it could meet its mark. 
 
    It had taken at least three times as much effort to force the tungsten to yield compared to the steel glaives of House Natyr, but the moment it did, the guard instinctively turned as if he knew who was responsible. The turquoise clad elf whipped around his back the other way, and he drove his sword between the ribs of the blood red guard. The brutish elf finally fell to his knees, and he swayed there with a look of painful anguish twisting his features as he continued to watch me carefully. 
 
    I was sprinting across the grounds with my two guards close ahead when the blood red guard fell forward and remained flattened and bleeding across the ground. 
 
    For a brief second, I was stunned they’d managed to take him down, but I was quickly distracted by two more guards who came at us from either side. 
 
    One of my guards deftly pulled his dagger from his belt and impaled an attacker in the chest, and the blood red guard gave a violent jerk as he stumbled and fell. He still managed to wrench the blade from himself, and he hurled it right back to bury it into the elf who’d thrown it. It pierced him in the temple, and the two of them dropped like rags at nearly the same moment. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks as I waited for the red guard to rise again, but he was truly dead from the force of the simple dagger, and I nudged him with my boot to be sure. 
 
    Then I heard my last guard give an angry hiss, and I flipped around to find him sparring with the other elf of House Syru who’d rushed us from the side. 
 
    I fired my revolver, but the burly guard ducked in time to only catch the bullet across the back of his shoulder blade, and as he did, he snatched the ankle of the turquoise clad elf. I saw my guard pale in horror as he was lifted from the ground, and his leg was gripped firmly in the massive elf’s two hands. Before he could snap the leg in half, I fired once more, and the bullet shot straight through the metal vambrace of his forearm. 
 
    The blood red guard growled and dropped his hold, and my guard fell back to the ground. Then he swiftly pulled out his saber and with a deadly swipe, he split the large elf from neck to naval. 
 
    The guard reeled in pain and tried to grab for his glaive, and I brought my own sword from its sheath to drive it through his heart. 
 
    My own guard grinned at the sight of the blood that spewed from the wound, and as I ripped the blade free, the massive elf fell lifeless at our feet. 
 
    My companion let out a mirthless laugh and turned to continue his sprint for the doors of the fortress, but I paused briefly once more as I considered the rest of the grounds. 
 
    The blood red guards were larger and fiercer than the elves of House Natyr, but they didn’t fight as relentlessly as the ones I’d met in the jungles to the south. They wore the same garb, but they clearly felt the pain of their wounds and could at least be taken down with some persistence. 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I eyed a turquoise clad elf who’d been left to writhe in pain in the dirt. With a little scrutiny, I could tell it wasn’t Onym or his brother, but only a moment later he was trampled by a blood red guard, who thought to drop his glaive through the squirming elf’s head on his way toward Oryk. 
 
    The skull shattered with a sickening sound, and I winced before I turned back toward the door. As I ran to catch up to the ninety-three-year old elf who easily outpaced me, I caught sight of two more elves from House Syru who stalked us from the shadows between the torchlights. 
 
    I quickly pulled a wall from the earth, but before it could form itself completely, a stout glaive flew over the top, and my companion whipped around to deflect it with the staff of his own glaive. The weight of the tungsten easily split the wood in half, and I pushed the wall forward to pin the guards against the stonework of the fortress. 
 
    They dove aside with incredible speed and rounded the wall with their teeth bared, and my own guard rolled out of the way of the sword that nearly took his arm from him. I managed to bury a bullet in the shoulder of the other, and although he only paused for the briefest moment, it was enough time for me to send out another burst of my magic. 
 
    The metal of the stunned elf’s vambrace softened, and I brought the dwarven sword down with all of my force and spliced my attacker’s wrist open. His warm blood splattered across me as his hand fell to the dirt, but he swung his stout glaive with his other hand, and I quickly countered the blow. With a sword in one hand and a revolver in the other, I managed to hold out long enough to rip the earth beneath him apart, and as he dropped, he caught my own arm with the tip of his hooked glaive. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as a gouge ripped across my bicep, and the blood dripped down my elbow in a warm stream. I pulled the trigger regardless, and the guard’s jaw split open from the force of the bullet. Then he went limp and crumpled into a heap at the bottom of the trench. My own guard reached out in a flash and swiped the hooked glaive from the corpse before I’d closed the trench over the body, and he leapt with it toward the second of our attackers. 
 
    The turquoise clad guard was almost immediately pinned against the stonework by the brutish grip of his opponent, but I emptied the revolver into the back of his head before he could crush his collar bone completely. Then I stowed the gun in its holster and pulled my crossbow around from my back. 
 
    My guard fought for his breath as he swiped the splatter of blood from his face, and we swiftly backed ourselves toward the doors of the fortress ahead. 
 
    I saw the turquoise clad elves fighting ruthlessly with the remaining guards of House Syru, and my gut clenched as I counted. Only three warriors of House Natyr would remain in the grounds once we were inside, and the six blood red guards came at them with unyielding force. 
 
    Onym and his brother held out well together against an elf nearly twice their size, but the black eyes caught on mine as he ducked the blow of a glaive and countered with a dagger into the groin of the guard. 
 
    Onym twisted the blade and sent me a furious look as if to say I was wasting time, so I turned my back on him and his howling attacker and sent my magic toward the brace of metal on the doors instead. 
 
    The giant beam of steel was at least five times my weight, and I struggled to loosen it from its mount, but once it was finally free, I braced myself and sent it over the grounds toward the battle. 
 
    Onym and his brother saw the beam coming and dove aside, and the two guards who had nearly severed their heads were crushed flat beneath the beam. I sent an extra surge of magic their way, but I only had enough time to melt another two glaives down before my companion grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the doors. 
 
    “We must be swift, the guards inside will be coming soon,” he ordered, and we shoved the heavy doors open and slid inside. 
 
    I used my magic to meld the two doors shut along their seam behind us, and we managed to leap into the shadows at the corner of the giant hall just as three elves of House Syru ran for the entrance of the fortress. 
 
    They beat their glaives against the melded steel and cursed furiously in Elvish, and my guard and I were able to slip unseen along the wall toward the staircase at the far end of the room. The stairs had just rounded at the landing of the second floor when two blood red guards nearly barreled right through us on their way toward the battering of steel below. 
 
    I rolled out of the way of a glaive and loosed two arrows into the guard’s back, but he turned and drove his blade toward my chest with a feverish hiss. I was already pinned with my back against the wall, and I ripped the dwarven sword from its sheath to counter the blow. Before I could, my companion sliced the neck of my attacker open with the hooked blade he’d stolen from the corpse. 
 
    I cringed as the blood red guard gurgled and collapsed against me, and I was suddenly locked under his weight as he twitched and bled out across my legs. I grunted and struggled to free myself while my companion dodged another blow from the second guard. 
 
    The stout blade of the glaive missed him narrowly as he dove down the steps a ways, and as it struck hard against the stonework, it sent a shower of sparks across the stairwell. The blood red guard had just raised the blade for another sturdy blow when I loosed two arrows into his skull from my place on the floor. 
 
    He dropped and tumbled in a lifeless heap down the stairwell, and the clanging of his vambraces echoed so loudly, it was impossible no one heard. My own guard helped me get free of the dead elf who pinned me down, but I could see a fresh bloom of blood on my thigh where my stitches had reopened from the effort. 
 
    I cursed under my breath as we quickly rounded the landing and made for the next floor of the fortress, and with every step, blood flowed more persistently from the wound. I fumbled to find the vial of berries in my pocket, and I’d just managed to get one free when a glaive came around the corner and fell two inches shy of my skull. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I growled, and I lunged to the side to avoid being shoved backward by the next guard. He snarled and lurched forward, and my companion sliced the back of his knee with the hooked tip of his glaive. 
 
    The burly guard snarled viciously in pain and whipped around, and the swift elf caught him once again with the deadly hook in the tender bit of flesh under his arm this time. 
 
    He was twisted by this bit of skin, which ripped open wide against the pull of his weight, and as he slipped on the step beneath him, I saw the tendons of his inner arm peel from the bone. 
 
    He yelped as he rolled away down the stairwell, and I frowned as I watched the elf beside me flick the discarded sinew from his blade. Then he turned and continued up the stairs without a word, and I swallowed the silver berry down together with the fresh bile in my throat. I stepped over the meaty mess that slicked the stairs to follow, and as I heard the angry guard struggle to rise once he’d tumbled to the base of the stairwell, I quickened my pace as best as I could manage. 
 
    Shouting seemed to echo from every corner of the fortress, but we moved silently along the landing of the third story and quickly rounded the final staircase without being seen. I knew we were in the north eastern corner of the house, and as we finally came to the fourth floor, I ordered my companion to take the hall to the right. 
 
    The Triorlin berry had given me enough of a boost to distract from the pulsing pain in my thigh, but the blood hadn’t staunched at all, and I limped badly as I fought to keep up with my guard. 
 
    I was acutely aware of how false this energy that flowed through my veins was now, and even though it held me upright and focused my thoughts, my head began to feel strangely light with the blood loss. I locked my jaw and forced my legs to keep moving and realized I would need to finish the head of the house off as quickly as I could before I passed out completely. 
 
    The enormous fortress seemed to go on and on as we stole through the many halls that wound toward the southern corner, but after what seemed like several minutes, the turquoise clad elf came to a sudden halt at the corner of a hall. 
 
    He sent a curt nod over his shoulder and motioned past himself, and I peered around the corner to find two well plated guards with massive axes held across their chests. They carefully scanned the three halls that converged at the doorway where they stood, and I guessed the sturdy steel door at their backs marked the chamber where the head of the house resided. 
 
    I pulled my head back out of sight just as one of them turned toward us, and we stood still for a long moment to be sure he didn’t come this way. 
 
    “What is the plan?” my companion asked in a low voice. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m working on it,” I told him. 
 
    His serpentine eyes flashed with anger. “We are a guard short,” he snapped, “and the head of House Syru waits right beyond those doors. How is it you have no plan?” 
 
    “Hey, a few hours ago, none of you did either,” I pointed out. “Just let me focus.” 
 
    The muscle in the elf’s jaw twitched as he gritted his teeth in agitation and stared me down. 
 
    He had jet black hair knotted all over with leather twine, and his bright green eyes darted to the end of the hall and back to me every few seconds. I counted how many guards we’d made it past to get this far, and although his gaze was genuinely irritating right now, I couldn’t deny he’d saved my skin multiple times already. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Why does that matter?” he hissed as he checked the hallway once more. 
 
    I sighed. “I was just wondering.” 
 
    The elf’s jaw flexed again before he said, “Myr is my name, and if another guard comes around that corner before we’ve dealt with those two, we will be outnumbered and finished.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I shot back with a smirk, and I rolled my eyes as I leaned past him to get another look around the corner. 
 
    The two guards still scanned the halls like hawks, and I eyed their metal plating closely. 
 
    The cuirasses were bolted in a hinged style on one side of their torsos, but on the other side, the metal overlapped itself slightly where the chest and back plating were secured together.  
 
    I grinned and ducked back behind the wall. 
 
    “Give me a second,” I muttered. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused my magic toward the guards at the end of the hall. The presence of their immense axes nearly blotted out my attention, but I didn’t bother with them just yet. I pinched my eyes more firmly shut and sent my magic past the weapons to the cuirasses behind them. With a tendril of magic, I melded into the metal plating, and then I began to shift it ever so slightly. 
 
    The two halves of the cuirass cinched tighter by a centimeter, and the guard didn’t seem to notice the change. Then I tightened it another smidge, and as I felt the ribs of the elf begin to pinch, I heard him shift uncomfortably from around the corner. The guard coughed lightly, and I felt him reach to pull at the edge of his chest plate, but by the time he began to wheeze, I had already locked the metal in place so that nothing could pry it open. 
 
    Soon, the guard lost his ability to fill his lungs enough to catch his breath, and I felt the stout axe slip from his grip. I quickly caught it only an inch from the ground to settle it without making a sound. 
 
    The guard beside him didn’t notice this as he moved to catch the bluing elf beside him, and he struggled to support the burly guard as he spoke to him with urgent confusion. 
 
    With the second guard distracted, I shifted into his own metal plating, and I’d locked him in a vice as well before he’d noticed the cinching of his ribs. Then he wheezed and lost his hold on his companion and his axe at once. I managed to catch the metal of both in time, and this time the guard must have noticed the silent fall, because he tried to call out through his bluing lips. 
 
    I quickly tightened his cuirass another three inches to force the last of his air from his lungs, and I rounded the corner just as he dropped to his knees in a panic. His serpentine eyes bulged with purplish veins, and his brow twitched in shock as he saw the two of us come down the hall, but the fist he raised toward the door at his back wavered. He didn’t have enough strength left to make it the last foot to the door, and he fell forward with his fist still raised as he finally lost consciousness. 
 
    I sent out a surge of magic and caught his fall, and my guard and I stepped silently over the two blueish bodies. Myr stooped to take up one of the axes, and the weight of it was nearly too much for him to manage. I cocked a brow as he strained to hold it to him with the hooked glaive in his other hand, but he only narrowed his green eyes and nodded to the steel door in front of us. 
 
    This door wasn’t as stout as the one at the entrance of the fortress, but after I explored its makeup for a moment, I found it was bolted from the inside with two sturdy latches, and then barred with a steel beam across its center. 
 
    I would need to simultaneously disarm all of these locks if we were going to have any chance at catching the head of the house off guard now. 
 
    I motioned for Myr to keep an eye on the three halls that converged around us before I sent my magic coursing through the steel of the door. I could feel the latches were slightly rusted from the moisture of the jungle air, and the hinges would screech if I shifted them even a centimeter from their places.  
 
    So, I took a deep breath and let my mind gain a more finely tuned connection with the metal for a moment before I tried to reverse the corrosion of the metal itself. I felt around the rusted hinges and carefully sifted throughout every inch until I was sure the last of the rust was reworked back into unmarred steel. Then I held my breath and slowly shifted them free of their latches. Not a sound came from the door, and I let out a tense breath as I turned my focus to the metal beam next. 
 
    Sweat beaded my forehead, and the throbbing in my leg began to have a numbing effect on me from the hip down. My foot felt like ice in my boot, and I didn’t know when I’d lost the ability to feel the warm blood that still trickled steadily down my leg. I shifted uncomfortably at the disorienting lightness of my limbs and muttered quietly to the elf at my side. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. 
 
    Myr gave a curt nod, and I clutched the crossbow firmly in my weakening grip as I zeroed my magic in on the steal beam of the other side of the door. 
 
    With a surge of power, I sent the beam flying from its mount and across the room, and then I threw the door open with my shoulder and entered with the crossbow drawn. 
 
    When we burst into the room, the head of House Syru glanced up from his table. His eyes didn’t look surprised at the intrusion, and he swiftly raised a hand in front of him in response. 
 
    The steel beam halted a foot away from his face, and his lips curled into a sneer as he carelessly flicked the steel away. It fell with a loud clang on the stone floor, and I loosed two arrows in succession before it had even settled completely. 
 
    The bolts skidded to a quick stop in midair, and my gut dropped. 
 
    Then the leader chuckled lightly as he cast them away as well. 
 
    With another quick turn of his wrist, the steel door closed firmly behind us, and the head of the House folded his hands on the table in front of him. 
 
    “And here you are at last,” the elf said almost boredly. It was the same man I’d seen at the hall of the Elven Council, with his dull and straight black hair held back from his face with a single braid. He’d been the first to assure me no elves used rune magic in Nalnora, but I began to suspect he knew the strange magic better than any other. 
 
    His dim chamber was lit with only two torches at the walls on either side, and there was nothing but a few tables scattered with various pieces of parchment and his own chair within the vast and gloomy room. It was cold and vacant, but the presence of the black-haired elf at the table seemed enough to fill it.  
 
    I could sense something of the forces in the air around me, and although they didn’t feel anything like magery, I knew they were laced with the powers he wielded. 
 
    I didn’t waste another second. 
 
    I abruptly raised my crossbow once more, but before I’d even strung an arrow, the elf’s sneer widened into a wicked grin, and the metalwork twisted in my grip until the bowstring was snapped in two from the tension. 
 
    I leveled my eyes with the black-haired elf’s and dropped the destroyed crossbow to the floor. 
 
    “There now,” the leader said quietly. “Let’s not waste any more time with that.” 
 
    My pulse quickened as I recalled Onym’s warning about not hesitating, and I wondered if he had already known the head of House Syru could manipulate metal. 
 
    It seemed like something he would have warned me about, but they’d assumed this entire thing would be easy simply because of my power, so it was hard to discern. 
 
    I clenched and unclenched my fist as I worked to keep my blood flowing properly, and I held the sights of the elf as Myr shifted nervously beside me. 
 
    “You know,” the leader said casually, “when the Master told me about you, he seemed potentially concerned, but now I wonder if he’s been worked up over only a trifle.” The elf eyed me up and down, and his expression was a mixture of boredom and disappointment. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Then you know the Master personally?” I asked icily as I carefully sent a tendril of my magic across the stonework of the floor. 
 
    The leader’s wicked grin returned, and it struck me how out of place it appeared on him. His face was an ashy gray, and his skin looked rather thinned with age, and although the smile pinched expressively, it didn’t reach his serpentine eyes. His deep red eyes remained bored and blank, as if the workings of his mouth had a mind of their own, and the look of him was subtly fiendish in a way that sent a chill down my spine. 
 
    “You cannot be very surprised,” he said with a hollow scoff. “You may have come to House Syru in search of a runed leader, but surely it has occurred to you that you might have walked into a trap.” 
 
    I heard two clicks at my back as the latches of the steel door rehinged themselves, and my pulse quickened another measure as I held the leader’s bloody sights. 
 
    He slowly cocked his brow ever so slightly. “Perhaps it hasn’t,” he continued. Then he jolted to stamp his foot as if he’d just found a cockroach beneath his seat. 
 
    The force of it met with the tendril of magic I’d been building in the stonework of the floor, and it sent a lightning streak of pain directly through the connection and into my brain. 
 
    I winced and stumbled back as the sharp pain pierced the base of my skull, and I fought to catch my breath as my vision sparked with dozens of little black spots. 
 
    The leader let out another hollow chuckle. “A few runed ankles was all it took,” he mused quietly. “You know, at first I was against the idea of it. My armies are strong enough as they are, but the Master insisted this little bit of play would only be to my advantage. Either way, they certainly seemed to enjoy themselves.” 
 
    I recalled the maniacal strength and fortitude of the elves who’d ambushed us that morning, and the comparison between them and the guards on the grounds of House Syru suddenly aligned. They must have been the only ones who were runed. 
 
    I carefully studied the blank and bloody eyes of the leader next, and I realized he didn’t have the same deranged glint about him that most of the Master’s minions had. 
 
    He didn’t seem possessed at all, in fact. He was eerily composed and calm. 
 
    I swallowed hard as the pain in my spine finally began to subside, and when I spoke, I did my best to sound less concerned than I was. “I’m guessing you didn’t bother with his rune for yourself, either?” 
 
    Now his serpentine eyes flashed with a vague amusement, and he tilted his head ever so slightly to the side. “What would I want with it?” he asked in a detached sort of tone. “It was the Master who sought me out, but while an alliance is one thing, his own work is of little interest to my endeavors at present.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as his cryptic words sank in. 
 
    The elf in front of me showed no signs of demonic control. He was wholly in possession of his own grimly unsettling mind, and it was this independence that began to worry me more. 
 
    I didn’t wait to ask any more questions as the hollow sights of the black-haired elf sifted silently through my own. 
 
    I swiftly threw my arm out and wrenched at the wall at his back with a surge of my magic, but as the stonework crumbled inward, the leader rose to his feet, and the rubble seemed to be deflected by some invisible force. 
 
    It shot out around him in every direction, and the dust and shattered rock scattered across the floor as the night sky lay exposed at his back. 
 
    Then, before I had even blinked, the black-haired elf cast his own arm out and directed it toward me. 
 
    I could feel his icy grip snatch at me from across the room, and as his fingers curled before him, my throat was suddenly caught in a vice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
     The shock of his hold was instantaneous, and I stumbled forward as I warred against it. Then an invisible surge of strength pressed me back, and suddenly, I was thrown and pinned against the steel door as if the elf had come barreling at me himself. 
 
    The rifle dug into my back, and the pain that pinched along my spine was almost as debilitating as the vice clamped at my neck. I kicked hard against the steel to try and relieve the pressure, but I was locked in my place, and I gave up the effort in the hopes of steadying my breath instead. 
 
    Myr stared in horror from my side, and I could tell he would have liked to flee had I not been propped up like a blockade. He backed himself against the wall as if it might save him, but the leader’s red eyes flicked to him the moment he moved. 
 
    Myr froze at the lethal look on his face, and before he could make another movement, the turquoise clad elf was swiftly lifted off his feet and slammed against the stonework at his back. 
 
    I heard the crunch of his bones and the slap of his skull against the rock before he dropped in a heap to the floor. 
 
    I let out a haggard breath and fought harder to release myself. 
 
    The leader could snap my own neck at any moment, but as I met his eyes, I realized he wouldn’t. That would be too easy. 
 
    His cold sights were unnervingly clear, and he studied me while he appeared to deliberate about my fate. 
 
    My mind flew through the circumstances that had led me here, and as I considered the strength and prowess of the elf in front of me, I desperately searched for a means of keeping his attention away from tightening his grip. 
 
    I could barely draw a ragged breath into my lungs, and as I fought for more air, I glared at the leader who remained patient and calm. 
 
    “So … he just hired you to kill me?” I growled as I reached up to find any hold on the doorframe that might relieve the pressure of my own weight pulling down on my neck. “A little … degrading, don’t you think?” 
 
    The leader gave a light shrug and nodded in a way that suggested he agreed. “I have better things to do with my time, it’s true,” he replied. “Still … the Master was quite insistent about the importance of this endeavor of his, and at the present it seems you are his only impediment.” 
 
    I snorted, and my fingers slipped from their precarious hold. “That’s … disappointing,” I grunted. 
 
    Now the leader smirked in earnest, and he looked almost tempted to carry on the conversation.  
 
    “I agree,” he said flatly. Then he sighed. “I was amused by him, you know. He’s such an enterprising individual. Normally, I would simply kill anyone who came to me in the search of knowledge such as mine, but his vision is admittedly …” He trailed off as a greedy glint came to his eye. 
 
    “Too good to be true?” I croaked. 
 
    The leader narrowed his eyes, but then he seemed to reconsider the words as he sized me up. From the looks of it, he was determined to remain as unimpressed as he’d been since I had first walked in.  
 
    “There is a certain insolence about you, Mason Flynt,” he informed me, “but I do not see the supposed threat. I am curious though, about the two of you. You’re so adamantly at odds, and for whatever reason this concerns him. It’s almost entertaining, really, given what I know of his dedication. Tell me, do you truly believe you will defeat him?” 
 
    I moved to respond, but he tightened his hold as if he knew what my answer would be. 
 
    As a reflex, I clutched at my neck as the pressure built behind my eyes and pounded angrily against my skull, but without a hand there to pry away from me, I struggled in vain to free myself. 
 
    His hold was a well calculated one, and I could breathe just enough to remain conscious, but so little that panic thrummed in my lungs with every breath as I began to gasp for more air. 
 
    The leader watched me struggle with a malicious sneer. “Perhaps you might have,” he said halfheartedly. “I can see your powers have strengthened beyond what the Master suspected. He was keen to study them further, I believe, but I don’t see much purpose in holding you here like a rat in a lab. I’ve never been one for trifling games. My own powers will serve him much better, that is already clear enough.” 
 
    He said this as if I were no more than a speck of dust, but his grip at my throat tightened violently, and the little sliver of air I’d clung to disappeared. I heard Myr shift on the floor through the sound of my frantic heartbeat, but the leader seemed to pay him no mind. 
 
    I didn’t doubt my guard was practically useless at this point given the crushing of his bones. Between the rifle now imprinted in the muscles of my back, and the invisible vice at my throat, I was fixing to join him. 
 
    I wrenched my neck upward and fought to allow even a trickle of air to pass through my throat. The leader waited while I writhed, and when I looked back to him, his bloody eyes bore through mine. 
 
    “You were correct to fear this magic, Mason Flynt,” the leader informed me darkly. “You are a strong mage, but this is no match for the power of the runes. I have studied this craft for most of my life, and together we will destroy the Houses of Nalnora one by one. Then we will bring the kingdoms to their knees. Mages, dwarves, and mere humans alike will sink to their rightful places beneath our feet, and rest assured, their ultimate enslavement will be your only legacy.” 
 
    As he spoke, the reality of the snare I’d stepped into sank in, and I stared through swollen eyes at the sorcerer who the Master himself sought the expertise of. He’d slipped right under my radar at the hall of the Elven Council, but the disgust the other elves had shown for him would have held more weight had they not all hated each other so incessantly. 
 
    I’d assumed I was only at war with another minion, but a mentor was beyond me. 
 
    He’d countered and anticipated every attack in my magical bag of tricks, and as I considered this, I realized how infuriating it must have been to unexpectedly come up against myself and my women in battle. 
 
    Then I thought of the Master who had been so concerned about me he’d dragged his teacher to the front lines to do away with me in his stead, and my blood boiled stubbornly. 
 
    My eyes shut themselves against the painful thrumming in my head, and I wrenched the last of the ceiling down with a surge of my magic. I could hear the irritated sigh of the leader as the stones smashed across the floor, and I wasn’t surprised to see he was completely unscathed when I peered through my watering eyes. 
 
    I didn’t care, though. I wasn’t about to go down without a fight. 
 
    So, I ripped the stonework at his feet apart next, and the leader stumbled only slightly as he sidestepped the gaping trench that split the room down the center.  
 
    Shouting rose up from behind the door at my back, and I tried to soften the metal as I warred once more against the grip that pinned me there. Then I sent out a wave of magic across the entire room and found the pulse of a thin silver chain around the leader’s neck. My vision began to cloud over, but I twisted the chain violently and managed to create a noose at his neck. 
 
    I saw the bloody red eyes flash furiously for a split second, but it only took a wave of his hand to splice the metal from himself, and his rage flew at my throat at full force. 
 
    I jolted as my windpipe nearly collapsed in his grip, and my feet began to twitch uncontrollably against the steel door. 
 
    The last of my energy was spent on tearing the metal mounts of the torches from the walls, but I never saw what became of them. 
 
    I held the sights of the leader of House Syru instead while my own vision began to dim. My ears rang loudly as my pulse finally slowed, and I thought I’d hallucinated the glint of gold that flashed across my vision. 
 
    Suddenly, I was released, and my knees crunched against the stonework as I dropped to the floor. I shook and fought to pull air through my swollen windpipe with Myr mangled but alive at my side, and I strained to look up from where we were slumped on the floor. 
 
    As my vision swirled with blotches of black, I saw the leader’s serpentine eyes flare, and I sent a tendril of magic out to twist the golden shuriken deeper into his carotid. 
 
    I grinned through my wheezing breaths at the thought of my caramel beauty somewhere outside the walls of the fortress with a deadly smirk on her lips. 
 
    Then I rolled my shoulder to drop Cayla’s rifle around from my back as the black-haired elf lifted a trembling hand to the slit that oozed violently at his neck. 
 
    The first bullet blasted a hole in the center of his chest, and as the ashen leader of House Syru stumbled back a pace, I sent the second bullet into his gaping mouth. 
 
     His bloodied body splayed with the force of the shot, and he landed in a sprawl on the rubble strewn floor. 
 
    “Double tap,” I mumbled hazily as my arms went limp, and the rifle fell into my lap. I coughed and cringed as I struggled to breathe, and the shouting on the other side of the door multiplied. The torches had caught on the tables at the side of the room, and their flames began to eat up the wood wildly. 
 
    Myr groaned beside me, and I glanced over to see him try to pull himself upright. His leg was snapped so the bone protruded from his thigh, and his left arm was twisted the wrong direction and hung loosely from the socket. Blood dripped from the back of his knotted hair and drenched his shoulders, and I dragged my arm to my pocket as I watched him prop himself up on his one good arm. 
 
    I slid the vial of Triorlin berries into my palm. “Here,” I mumbled and tipped a couple berries toward the spent elf. 
 
    He hungrily snatched them as they rolled across the floor, and I poured a couple down my throat as well. The pain of swallowing nearly blinded me for a moment, and I gasped and coughed through it as every muscle in my neck and back spasmed. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, a hooked glaive hovered only inches from my throat. 
 
    I slid my sights to the elf beside me, and his stark green eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” I croaked. 
 
    “I have my orders,” Myr returned through gritted teeth. 
 
    I considered the many times my supposed guard had saved my life once more, but as I looked deep into the ruthless eyes of the turquoise clad elf, I let the heavy axe I held suspended behind his back fall. 
 
    The tungsten blade split his skull in half and dropped with a bloody clang to the stonework. 
 
    “Fucking elves,” I groaned as I nudged his corpse from my arm and strained to stand. 
 
    Every inch of my body felt deprived and disconnected, but I stumbled forward on numb feet to bring myself to the body of the leader of House Syru. He lay in a wide pool of blood as rich red as his serpentine eyes. They stared up as blankly as they had when he was alive, despite the gaping hole that now made up the rest of his face. 
 
    As I dropped heavily onto the rubble beside him, my eye caught on a strange bit of scar tissue on his exposed wrist. 
 
    I slid the long black robe up his arm, and as I did, I found the scar extended into a strange looping symbol. I continued along his forearm and eventually exposed five runes branded side by side into the withered flesh. 
 
    None of them were the mark of the Master. 
 
    I sighed. “Godsdamnit.”  
 
    The power the dead elf wielded against me had nearly been the end of it all, and if the Master had sought him out long ago, I couldn’t imagine what he’d be capable of by now. I eyed the strange symbols more closely and hoped he hadn’t had time to gain much wisdom from the lethal leader. 
 
    But there was no telling now. 
 
    Either way, the leader hadn’t been wrong. Right now, I was no match for what I was up against, but as his words about the enslavement of the kingdoms echoed in my mind, I turned and glanced toward the table at my back. 
 
    Every muscle protested as I pulled myself along the floor to prop my arms on the tabletop. The flames had already spread to the wooden legs and sizzled angrily at the edges of the pool of blood. I grabbed blindly for any piece of parchment I could reach before I toppled against the chair as the smoke tore through my wasted lungs. 
 
    The steel door rattled with the heavy blows of several axes, and I swayed as I fought to stand. Then I stumbled toward the trees that shone pale with moonlight beyond the crumbled wall. 
 
    From where I stood at the edge of the fortress, I could only see shadows far below me, and I took a haggard breath before I let myself tip forward into the black. 
 
    I softened the ground as I slipped silently through the air, and I thought briefly of Nemris and her spiraling galaxies before I hit the dirt. 
 
    It wasn’t nearly as unforgiving as it could have been, but I still felt a rib or two crunch on impact, and I remained where I’d landed with the parchment still clutched in my fists. 
 
    I considered the warmth of my blood and was a little glad to be able to recognize the sensation again, but I couldn’t rouse myself to move another inch. Then the thud of hurried footsteps surrounded me, and I felt soft hands slide across my spent body. 
 
    “Mason,” Aurora whispered. “We have to get out of here, you have to get up.” 
 
    I grinned as the honey sweet scent of the women washed over me. “I love when you don’t listen to a damn word I say,” I croaked, and I let my eyes open a sliver. 
 
    Cayla hovered inches from me with the moon directly above her. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “You definitely should be naked, though,” I pointed out. “That seemed nonnegotiable.” 
 
    Three sighs echoed around me as I was quickly pulled up by my women and forced to make use of my legs again. 
 
    It took all three of them to support my weight as they made for the trees, and Cayla berated me from her place beneath my arm. “Your libido’s going to get you killed one day,” she warned. 
 
    “There’s worse ways to die,” I assured her. The effort of speaking shot streaks of pain through my throat and jaw, but it was nice to feel the cool air of the jungle settle in my lungs, and more than nice to know I’d be sleeping with all of my women once more before I died. 
 
    Aurora sighed and directed the four of us into the ferns. “They’re hunting for you,” she whispered soberly. “Ever since the gun went off. We have to hurry. I don’t know how long this enchantment lasts.” 
 
    “What enchantment?” I mumbled. 
 
    “No one can hear us,” the half-elf informed me, “but if they see us, we’re fucked so--” 
 
    The three women suddenly halted, and I forced my eyes open once more. 
 
    Baroness Batonova stood a few feet in front of us, and her face was an unreadable but striking mask against the blackened jungle. Then she cast her two-toned eyes toward the ferns at our right, and I followed them to find a silver-haired elf stalking carefully through the trees. 
 
    Onym held his saber in front of him and moved without making a sound while he scanned the shadows along the base of the house with his serpentine eyes. 
 
    The women clutched tighter around me, and my heart thrummed wildly in my chest as I realized the rifle on my back was empty, along with the revolver on my hip. The women had their bows, but their hands were currently occupied with holding me up. 
 
    I turned my attention to the silent Baroness as the path Onym wove through the ferns curved closer to where the four of us stood. 
 
    I’d wondered when I’d find out who’s side the obscure woman was really on, and I had a sinking feeling in my gut as I realized I was about to find out. 
 
    The sultry woman stood there as nonchalant as if we’d all come to take a stroll in the moonlight together, and she lifted her hand to the crook of her waist as she considered the silver-haired elf who steadily wove his way toward her. 
 
    Then the air sparked softly around us, and I felt a curious sensation like a silky veil shifted across my skin. It sent a gentle shiver down my spine, and I narrowed my eyes toward the Tenebrae Mage in front of us. 
 
    I only hoped she hadn’t removed her enchantments, but as Onym paused briefly and listened to the blackened jungle, he tilted his chin in our direction and walked forward. 
 
    Every breath I managed was a ragged one, and the effort I made to quiet them made no difference to my mangled esophagus. So, when my sights locked with the sinister black eyes of the elf for a brief second, my heart damn near stopped. 
 
    Onym squinted through the dappled moonlight and came to another cautious stop, but as he looked on through the trees, I finally realized he couldn’t see us there at all. 
 
    Then he turned once more, and his saber stopped a few inches shy of the Tenebrae Mage. 
 
    She stood in a wash of shadow directly before him, and the shoulders of the elf slowly rose as he drew a deep breath. Then his deadly mask instantly relaxed into recognition at the tangy scent of the exotic woman, and the saber lowered to his side. 
 
    “Nulena?” Onym asked softly. 
 
    The Baroness looked up as if to admire the stark line of his jaw, and her lips curled pleasantly as she dragged her eyes along the slope of his neck and his broad shoulders. Her countenance softened the longer she considered him, and she looked like she wanted to pull him into her arms as she took a single step forward. 
 
    Onym’s eyes grew hungrier as they scanned the trees, and he breathed deeply as if the smell of her overran his senses. 
 
    Then I noticed the glint of the slender blade the Baroness had slid from the back of her thigh, and her teeth flashed briefly into a cruel smile before she drove the dagger into the elf’s heart. 
 
    Onym’s body went rigid as he jolted, and his face twisted in a mixture of shock and pain. Then he slowly looked down. 
 
    In the moonlight that fell around him, the only thing visible was the dagger buried in his chest and a delicate, inky black hand that extended from the shadows. 
 
    The lips of the silver-haired elf tried to form words, but his shoulders seized before he could, and he fell to the ground without a sound. 
 
    We were all locked together in silent shock when the Baroness turned toward us. 
 
    She slowly strolled over and brought herself before me, and I carefully studied the cast of her eyes as she reached her slender arm out. 
 
    There was nothing in her expression to confuse me now, and she let her lips curl into a coy smile as she gently grazed her fingertips along the throbbing muscles of my throat. 
 
    “Shoshanne,” she murmured, and she glanced to the Aer Mage who gaped from my side. “Tend to him quickly. He is in great need of your attention.” 
 
    Shoshanne gave a little nod, and the shadowy woman chuckled as she sent a wink to the others. 
 
    Then we watched the Baroness stroll off through the trees to the east, and after a moment, she’d faded into the shadows completely. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
     “You’re sure they were all new runes?” Aurora clarified, and I roused myself enough to nod.  
 
    Cayla’s plush skin was still pressed along me as she curled under my arm, and Shoshanne carefully stitched my exposed thigh closed for the second time that day. 
 
    I’d promised I would only lie there, but I’d never been able to resist the desperate thrusts of the porcelain beauty, and I smirked to myself as I slid my finger along her spine. 
 
    Aurora’s breasts pressed against my other side, but she’d been fully focused on details ever since I’d finished with her, and this was probably the third time she’d circled back to this one. 
 
    “I feel like they have to be somewhere on these pages,” she groaned as she shuffled the parchment on her lap. “We could spend days looking through these though and still not know what they say.” 
 
    The meticulous markings on the parchment appeared to be a mixture of elvish and runes, and there were a few areas that looked like a bird had waltzed up and smeared its feet all over the place. I’d been disappointed at first, but I’d warmed up to the challenge of deciphering whatever the hell the leader of House Syru had been up to. The prospect of possibly figuring out something even the Master didn’t know yet was too good to miss out on. 
 
    I let out a sigh and was pleased to find the strange tea Shoshanne forced me to drink actually soothed the muscles in my throat. I could swallow without wincing again, and there was only a light wheezing when I filled my lungs now. 
 
    “Hey, it’s a start,” I pointed out, and I stroked the half-elf’s thigh. “We’ll find someone we can trust to decipher the markings, and hopefully they’re not the guy’s taxes or something.” 
 
    “There’s the hitch,” Cayla sighed. “Someone we can trust in Nalnora … ” 
 
    “The Baroness knows Elvish,” Aurora casually offered, and I felt all three pairs of eyes turn to me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I mean … ” I mused. “That’s a maybe.” 
 
    Aurora snorted and exchanged a glance with Cayla, but I just sighed and let my head fall back against the tree. The feel of the Baroness’ silky touch on my neck had come to mind more than once that day, but so had the loving smile she’d given Onym right before she murdered him. 
 
    I shivered slightly at the memory of her name falling from his lips and turned my thoughts in a more calming direction. 
 
    That woman was very dangerous.  
 
    We’d found a small glade with a brook that curled amongst the mossy undergrowth beside a small embankment of rocks, and the sound of the water combined with the soft skin of my women pressed against my own almost made it easy to forget the near death I’d escaped. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    I opened my eyes and admired the copper curls of the caramel beauty as she tied off her string once more and gave a little nod to the newly sutured wound. 
 
    “You’re an angel,” I told her, and she sent me a light blush. 
 
    “You already said that,” the Aer Mage chuckled. Her creamy legs were tucked beneath her plush backend, and I admired the heavy undersides of her breasts as she reached across me to get her healer’s bag. 
 
    “Well, it’s as true now as it was the last five times I told you,” I replied. “Seriously. You fucking saved me with that shuriken. How the hell did you manage to get him right in the carotid?” 
 
    Shoshanne gave a shrug that jostled her breasts beautifully, but I could tell she was feeling anything but modest. “Once the Baroness led us to the fortress, the walls were already gone,” she explained. “At first we thought we’d go in through the entrance and find our way to you, but Aurora could hear what was going on, and we knew we wouldn’t be able to make it through the angry guards at the door of the chamber.” 
 
    “Or the door itself, for that matter,” Aurora told me. “You’re the Metal Mage.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded. “But I knew I could help if I could just get my aim, and then I remembered the way you’d used your Terra Magic to sense the ambush at House Quyn.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I interrupted, and I furrowed my brow. “You connected with your Aer Magic as much as I’ve been doing lately? Already?” 
 
    The caramel beauty blushed as she nodded, and Aurora sent me a pointed look. 
 
    “You’re not the only one ahead of the game,” the half-elf said with a smirk. 
 
    “No shit,” I mused, and I turned to the blushing Aer Mage. “What was it like?” 
 
    “Amazing,” she breathed, and her eyes sparkled briefly with excitement before she furrowed her brow. “And disorienting. I recognized the way your lungs were struggling first, and I tried to fill them but I couldn’t do it with his grip on you. His magic was too strong.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. “Then why didn’t you just move on to his lungs?” I asked. 
 
    Now Shoshanne looked worried. “I tried,” she admitted. “It was strange. I couldn’t get to them, he had some sort of strange fortress around him. Like my magery couldn’t seep through his skin.” 
 
    “That’s a terrifying thought,” Cayla muttered, and she flicked her blue eyes toward me. “Was it the same for you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “My powers don’t have any effect on the body,” I explained, “but he deflected my Terra and Metal magic in a more exterior way. I’d attack, and then he’d deflect whatever I threw his way. I did manage to get his metal chain into a noose, but he just snapped the metal.” 
 
    The princess grimaced nervously. 
 
    “So …” I prompted as I turned back to the Aer Mage, and she blinked a few times to clear her own thoughts.  
 
    “Right,” she muttered. “So anyway, I couldn’t get to his lungs, but I know the carotid arteries are roughly six inches above the crest of the lungs on an average man, so I just sent my breeze there when I threw the shuriken.” The caramel beauty shrugged once more as she finished, and I raised my eyebrows at her cleverness. 
 
    “Angel,” I assured her once more. 
 
    Shoshanne blushed, and her warm brown eyes sparkled up at me. “I merely distracted him,” she insisted. “You were the one to deal the killing blow.”  
 
    Still, the caramel beauty gave a little bounce of pride as she carried on digging through her bag, and I chuckled. 
 
    Then her hand pulled a half empty vial of berries out, and she leveled me with a much less charming expression once she’d gotten a closer look at the contents.  
 
    “How many of these did you eat?” she asked sternly. 
 
    I looked up innocently. “Hmm?” I asked. 
 
    The Aer Mage narrowed her eyes, and then she firmly buried the vial of Tiorlin berries in the depths of her healer’s bag. 
 
    I struggled to hide the smirk on my face at the sight of her irritation, and I let my tensions ease another measure as I rested my head against the tree at my back. “Now we just need to move on to phase two,” I sighed. 
 
    “What’s phase two?” Cayla asked curiously. 
 
    I grinned. “No fucking idea, but it’s probably gonna suck in at least a few ways.” 
 
    “Or more,” Aurora agreed. “Those elves at House Syru are gonna be after you worse than Natyr were. Especially if the Master moves right in and takes over where their own leader left off. I’m not looking forward to seeing what that would come to.” 
 
    I thought back to the maniacal strength of the runed warriors and frowned. “Well … at least he’s lost his most valuable asset,” I replied. “It sounded like he was relying a lot on the knowledge of the leader of House Syru, and regardless of what he’s learned so far, there’s a good chance he’s stuck wherever that partnership left off.” 
 
    “What if he was only one of the Master’s mentors?” Cayla asked uneasily, but I didn’t even want to consider the idea of what could be gained from having more than one mentor as powerful as the leader of House Syru. 
 
    “Let’s take this one shit storm at a time,” I chuckled. 
 
    “But there’s also Onym’s father,” Shoshanne added in a low voice. “He’ll assume it was you who killed Onym, and he may want revenge.” She sounded almost sorry about the fate of the silver-haired elf, and although I loved her for her tender heart, I really couldn’t relate on this one. 
 
    Onym was a ruthless shit who tried to kill me more times than I could count. If there was anything that had guaranteed the downfall of House Natyr, it was the Baroness killing the viper off for good. Even if Oryk was still alive, Onym was the stronger of the two, and with him dead, the House of Natyr had been dealt a serious blow.  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about House Natyr,” I assured the caramel beauty. “They’ve fallen quite a few pegs since we arrived in Nalnora, and only Onym would have been obsessed enough to carry on with the odds they’re up against now. I don’t think they’ll be a trouble to anyone for a long time. They don’t even have enough elves to try.” 
 
    Cayla sighed and rested her head against my shoulder. “I just hope we can decipher these pages in time,” she muttered. “The thought of the kingdoms being enslaved by the Master is just … ” The princess gave a shudder, and I curled my arm around her. 
 
    “Hey, we’ve got this,” I promised. “Rune magic is powerful as hell in the wrong hands, but imagine what it could be in the right ones. Maybe we have no idea what that looks like right now, but I’m betting we’ll figure it out. We just need to keep at it.” 
 
    Cayla raised her bright blue eyes up toward me and sent me a small smile. 
 
    I cocked a brow and flicked my sights to her deep pink nipples before I leaned in for a kiss. The princess slid her tongue teasingly along my lip with a light giggle, and I groaned as she trailed her finger along the ridge of my cock. 
 
    Then Aurora gasped as a high-pitched whistle flicked past my ear, followed by a low thud. 
 
    I whipped my head around and found a pale feathered dart impaled in the trunk of the tree only inches from my head, and there was a slim piece of parchment attached to the tip. 
 
    “Seriously?” I demanded. I couldn’t be sure if it was the same dart I’d seen once before since I had gone unconscious seconds later, but if it was, I’d just come within inches of being tranquilized again. 
 
    I turned to Shoshanne. “I don’t think my body could take a damn thing more right now.” 
 
    The healer sent me a vigorous nod and reached up to pluck the dart from the tree. 
 
    Aurora caught the parchment that fell while the Aer Mage sniffed curiously at the tip of the dart. 
 
    I watched Shoshanne closely as she did, and the woman crinkled her brow at me with an apologetic smile. “At least it didn’t hit you … ” she tried. 
 
    I shook my head and ground my jaw at the gall of the southern elves. 
 
    Aurora had already started on the letter by the time I glanced over, and I recognized the smug smirk on her face.  
 
    “Well,” she mused happily as she read. “Someone’s certainly changed their tune.” 
 
    “What is it?” Cayla asked eagerly. 
 
    “It’s from the leader of House Quyn,” the half-elf replied. “He says they’d be honored to receive you in their home during you time in Nalnora given your efforts for the good of the elven race.” 
 
    “Damn right they’d be honored,” I muttered. The notion of not roughing it in the wilds of the jungle for a while definitely sounded nice, but I was still a bit chaffed about the arrogance of House Quyn, and the freshly laced dart hadn’t exactly warmed me up toward them. 
 
    Aurora skimmed through a few lines quietly to herself before she sat up straighter. “Wait … seriously?” she murmured. 
 
    I leaned closer to try and see the letter. “What?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    An eager grin spread on Aurora’s lips, and she turned her emerald eyes to mine. “The head of House Aelin is there and wishes to have a conversation with you regarding rune magic,” she finished hastily, and she let out a giggle at the thought. “He’s the one with the light blue hair, remember? The one who’s house was one of the first four in Nalnora.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “That’s perfect.” 
 
    Cayla reached for the pile of parchment from House Syru and studied the strange markings once more. “An ancient household,” she mused. “He’d have to be able to tell us something about these pages as well.” 
 
    As she said this, I remembered the slip of the tongue I’d heard from Dragir outside the jungle house only a few days earlier, and I slowly propped myself up as I searched my memory for the exact words. 
 
    “House Quyn cannot risk their knowledge falling into his hands,” I finally muttered before I swiftly got to my feet and hopped over the creek. 
 
    I didn’t bother to grab my clothes as I dove into the ferns and scanned all over for a sign of whoever had thrown the dart. I had to stop after only a minute, and I fought to catch my breath as my lungs protested. I hadn’t felt this weakened in ages, and I cursed at the pain that seized my throat while I braced my weight against a tree. I’d have to get back into shape fast if I was going to be ready for the wrath of the Master after this last blow, but if Dragir’s words meant what I’d guessed, and the head of House Aelin could offer his assistance as well, I had a feeling I’d just outstripped the Master for mentors in Nalnora. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and steadied my breathing as I turned in a full circle. I could only see endless ferns stretching in every direction, but as I continued to scan the jungle, my eye caught on a wisp of grey. 
 
    I quickly climbed a felled log and craned my neck, and through the thick fronds I could just make out the back of an elf running off toward the south nearly twenty yards away. 
 
    “Dragir,” I growled, and he suddenly came to a stop and turned. 
 
    Dragir sent me a condescending smirk as he found me standing naked as a jay on a log. Then he rolled his eyes, and I could have sworn his skin flickered for the briefest moment. 
 
    I blinked hard and looked again, and as he turned away, I caught the same smirk on his face just as the elf vanished into thin air. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I said, and a broad grin spread across my face. 
 
    Looks like we were going back to House Quyn. 
 
      
 
    End of book 5 
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