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 Chapter 1 
 
    “He is not crushing me with a fucking boulder.” 
 
    Dragir shot up from the stone table and glowered at the half-ogre, who was posted against the wall of the cave with his arms crossed. 
 
    “You said you wanted our help,” Haragh shot back with a broad grin. 
 
    “His help,” Dragir clarified as he pointed directly at me. “Not your help. Keep your backwoods ways to yourself, you filthy--” 
 
    “He won’t crush you with a boulder,” I cut in. 
 
    The last thing we needed was another argument between the two men, and I honestly didn’t want to hear more shit comments about my best friend and fellow Terra Mage at the moment. 
 
    Dragir furrowed his brow skeptically and turned to Shoshanne. 
 
    “You will ensure he does not crush me with a boulder while Mason’s back is turned?” 
 
    “It would go against all of my training to let someone crush you with a boulder,” the healer replied soberly, “but you should consider things like this before you start insulting perfectly respectable half-ogres. Haragh and I have known one another longer than I have known you. I happen to like him quite a lot.” 
 
    Shoshanne leveled the elf with a stern look while she arranged a few medical tools just in case they were needed. 
 
    Dragir gave a disgruntled nod and held his tongue before he slowly began to lay back on the table again. 
 
    I didn’t miss the wink Haragh sent him at the last second, though. 
 
    “Let me know if you need my assistance, doctor,” the half-ogre called to Shoshanne. 
 
    Dragir began mumbling nervously to himself in Elvish, and I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    If it was me about to have my skin peeled off, I’d be talking to myself, too. 
 
    The hefty iron chains I’d formed for the occasion clanged loudly as I secured the elf’s limbs and torso to the table, and I sent Dragir a nod once everything was in place. 
 
    We already knew the drug Shoshanne was poised to deliver would knock Dragir flat on his ass, but there was no knowing whether he’d stay stationary during the procedure. 
 
    Rhys’ son had turned into a raving lunatic when I’d only begun to slice the Master’s rune from his leg, and we didn’t want Dragir seizing and injuring himself during the process. Plus, I needed him as restrained as possible so the job would be quick. 
 
    After witnessing the effect of removing the Master’s rune, I didn’t doubt this rune would attack its carrier if need be, and if it did, it would be a race to save Dragir before his innards were completely destroyed. Since the rune was designed to painstakingly boil away the blood of anyone who crossed it, this was my primary concern for everyone involved. 
 
    Removing a possessive rune was one thing, but this time, we were all at risk. 
 
    Dragir’s rune was an offensive one with the degree marker for an outward attack seared into his flesh along with all the other lines. Shoshanne hoped the effect of the serum would take its toll on the rune itself and help to subdue the retaliation, but none of us had ever done anything like this before, so we couldn’t be sure it would work. 
 
    The chamber in the hidden fortress we’d chosen for the procedure was large enough for me to form a stone surgical table, and it was illuminated with spiraling copper wire dotted with orbs of golden light. 
 
    Dragir’s electricity provided plenty of light for the healer to work under, but she wouldn’t be the one doing the surgery itself. That part was left up to me since Shoshanne would need to time her moves very carefully to revive Dragir before it was too late. 
 
    Deya let out an anxious little squeak when Dragir shifted to check the hold of the chains, and then she abruptly turned to disappear down the dim hallway. 
 
    Then Cayla quickly trotted after her to calm her down, and Aurora let out a long steadying breath. 
 
    Then the half-elf and I exchanged a glance as I pulled the newly sharpened dagger from my sheath. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked Aurora. 
 
    “Nope,” she said with a curt nod. 
 
    “Great,” I snorted. “At least you’re as calm as I am.” 
 
    Dragir’s constant muttering was the only sound in the chamber aside from Shoshanne’s light tapping at the end of her syringe, but my heart was pounding heavily in my ears. 
 
    “You’re sure that’s not too much?” I clarified nervously as I eyed the two mL of serum the healer was about to inject into Deya’s brother. 
 
    “Hopefully,” Shoshanne answered with an uneasy glance. “I’m used to administering this to animals, not runes.” 
 
    “It would be so much better if we knew this was going to work before we did it,” Aurora groaned. 
 
    Dragir let out a tense breath. “I would greatly appreciate being unconscious for this discussion.” 
 
    “Yeah, but once you’re unconscious, it’s kinda too late for the discussion,” I pointed out. “You’ll be dead as soon as she injects that shit.” 
 
    The elf on the table sent me a stern glare rather than respond. 
 
    “Cool.” I nodded. “Well, if you don’t care, I don’t care. Shoshanne … do the honors.” 
 
    “Wait,” Dragir said abruptly, and we all held our breath when Shoshanne paused with the needle only centimeters from his flesh. Then the elf looked at me with much less irritation. “Don’t … let my sister die. This is important, I instruct you to ensure she lives.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and tried not to immediately change the subject because it only made me more nervous. 
 
    “Come on, man,” I mumbled, “I’m not gonna let you die right now. There’s plenty of time to threaten me about your sister later, alright?” 
 
    “You are letting me die right now,” Dragir corrected, “but you do not know that I will awaken again. You do not always have a choice with these things. So, if I do not come back, I hold you fully accountable for my sister.” 
 
    “You said he doesn’t always have a choice--” Haragh grunted, but a violent jolt from the chained elf silenced him mid sentence. 
 
    I sent the half-ogre a pointed look. 
 
    “I won’t let her die,” I finally told Dragir, “but you’re not dying either. Not permanently. If you do, all of us will probably be joining you anyways.” 
 
    The tension in the room heightened as a heavy silence returned, and Dragir cleared his throat before he sent Shoshanne an apologetic glance. 
 
    “Thank you, by the way,” Dragir muttered, and he nodded to the needle. “This is very kind of you.” 
 
    Shoshanne nervously smiled back and took a deep breath, and then she inserted the needle into the vein on the elf’s arm to inject the serum. 
 
    It genuinely terrified me how many things the healer had in her bag that none of us knew the strength of, but as I watched the neon pink liquid siphon into Dragir’s bloodstream, my pulse kicked up, and I recalled Shoshanne’s concerns from the very start. 
 
    She’d said this serum was intended to deliver a painless death to animals who were irretrievable, but in a careful dose, Dragir would still be revivable if every procedure was followed exactly. 
 
    Which was less than ideal, but if we could cease the function of the systems in his body completely, then hopefully, the power of the rune pulsing through his veins would be wholly subdued. 
 
    Now that the syringe was empty, though, I could tell we were all second guessing the plan more than ever. 
 
    “What if you can’t bring him back?” Aurora blurted out for the tenth time that day. 
 
    Shoshanne grimaced and placed her hand just beneath Dragir’s jawline to track his pulse. 
 
    “I told you,” the healer sighed, “I will do everything I am capable of doing to revive him.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed. “How long before it reaches--” 
 
    Dragir’s breath suddenly hitched, and as we all froze, I saw his chest deflate and fall still. 
 
    “Go,” Shoshanne ordered. 
 
    I immediately stepped forward and stooped over the rune on the leg of the lifeless elf, and as I inserted the glinting blade into his flesh to begin carving around the symbol, he actually jolted again. 
 
    I froze. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    Shoshanne checked his pulse again and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “He’s completely gone,” she assured me. “Hurry.” 
 
    I nodded and continued my slicing, but when Dragir’s legs began to tremble, I hesitated again. 
 
    “What the fuck,” I groaned. “Is it attacking him already?” 
 
    “I have no idea!” Shoshanne replied as she looked down in horror. “Do you think I have done this before? His heart has stopped, he’s not breathing, that’s all I can do.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I growled, and I quickly began cutting away the flesh as fast as I could. 
 
    The intricacies of the lines Dragir had branded into his leg sprawled in non-uniform directions, which made it difficult to cut around. I didn’t want to tear his entire shin open, though, so I tried to make sure I didn’t skip a single line as I carefully twisted the blade along the left edge of the rune. 
 
    Heat began welling up under Dragir’s skin, and Aurora wrung her hands nervously beside me as she stood ready to act in a flash if needed. 
 
    Haragh had dropped his attitude the moment Dragir stopped breathing, and I could feel his eyes boring into me while I smeared away the blood to try and get a clearer view of what I was doing. 
 
    Then Dragir’s entire body suddenly convulsed, and I was glad the chains were holding him in place, or I would have gotten a bloody foot to the head. The blood oozing around the blade’s tip was warmer than it should have been, and sweat began to pour down my temples as the chains rattled with the shaking of Dragir’s limbs. 
 
    I hissed against the heat and tried to keep a firm hold on the elf, but my hands were beginning to blister from the temperature of his blood. 
 
    “It’s attacking him,” I told Shoshanne as I tried to cut faster. 
 
    “Shit,” Shoshanne whimpered, and she lunged for her healer’s bag. 
 
    Several vials clanged to the ground while she desperately dug through her sack with trembling hands, and she fought to refill the syringe with pink serum despite the fact she couldn’t steady her nerves anymore. 
 
    “Give it here,” Haragh growled, and he stepped forward to snatch the syringe and fill it for her. Then he bypassed the healer completely to drive the needle straight into Dragir’s leg. 
 
    The elf lurched violently as another dose of neon pink serum was injected just below the rune, and Aurora jumped nearly a foot into the air. 
 
    “Mason … ” she warned shakily. 
 
    “I know,” I growled as my fingers blistered another degree, and steam began to rise from the wound I was inflicting. 
 
    “Let me,” the half-elf insisted, and she stepped forward. 
 
    I nodded and quickly pulled the blade away, and the Ignis Mage sent a thin stream of searing hot flames directly at the runed flesh of the elf. 
 
    Now Dragir’s jaw unhinged, and almost at the same moment, my bloody hands began to burn like I’d stuck them straight into a fire. 
 
    Aurora shrieked and ceased her flames when she realized it wasn’t working, and I quickly took her place to swipe away the blood and get a better look. 
 
    The seared flesh bubbled up and peeled where the Ignis Mage’s flames had tried to scald it away, but I could still see the stubborn branding despite this. 
 
    I managed to cut another jagged line while I tried to clamp Dragir’s leg in place, but as his blood coursed over my hands, my eyes began to burn as well. 
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed and grabbed for my eyes out of instinct, but then I remembered the way House Kylen’s soldiers had torn their own flesh from their faces against the power of Dragir’s rune. 
 
    I forced my hands back to work despite the burning sensation spreading through my skull, and my eyelids shut against the pain. 
 
    “We have to stop this,” Shoshanne insisted. 
 
    “Working on it,” I managed through gritted teeth, and I blindly felt around Dragir’s leg for the torn edges of his flesh. 
 
    “Mason, the rune’s turned on you,” Aurora hissed as she grabbed my arm and pulled me back. “You have to get out of--” 
 
    Aurora’s breath caught in her throat, and her hold on my arm released immediately. Her pained gasp made my chest tighten, and I could tell the rune had connected to her through me when she grabbed my arm. 
 
    There was no walking away from this one. I needed to finish the rune off before it took us all down. 
 
    This time, when my fingers found the scalding blood of the elf, I struck out with the blade before anyone could stop me, and Haragh snarled furiously from the corner. 
 
    He slammed into the stone table as he rushed to my side, and then the half-ogre began barking orders. 
 
    “Another inch to the right, and then down,” he growled, and I followed his instructions as best I could. 
 
    In my mind, there was a perfect image of Dragir’s rune I was trying to follow, but the pain was blotting it out and making the image turn over on its end. Every time I thought I had it, another wave of heat washed through my veins to derail my focus, and I knew the rune was furiously trying to save itself. 
 
    My throat felt like I’d swallowed a flaming blade, but I continued hacking at Dragir’s calf, and I abandoned the image of the rune in my mind to focus on the memory of Deya’s sweet smile instead. 
 
    Knowing she was relying on all of us to save her brother made it easier to ignore the pain, and the idea of being able to heal in an instant once this was all over was more than inspiring. 
 
    If Dragir lived, he’d brand my own runes for me, and with the ability to heal at an accelerated rate, crazy shit like this would be a walk in the park. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down while the blade slipped in my bloody grip, and I could feel Shoshanne steadily filling my lungs to help me along, but I knew this wouldn’t be enough against the rune. 
 
    The only way out of this was through it. 
 
    Haragh kept barking orders to keep my aim on track, and I knew we had to be nearly finished because the heat was increasing rapidly. 
 
    But then my gut bloomed with what felt like pure flames, and I groaned as I curled forward. 
 
    “Close enough,” Haragh growled, and he grabbed a hold of my hand and the dagger to wrench the rest of the flesh away. 
 
    I could feel the sinews splaying apart and resisting the pull of the blade, but as heat took over my mind, I dropped into blackness. 
 
    When I came to again, Cayla’s bright blue eyes were blinking down at me, and tears were streaming down her porcelain cheeks. 
 
    “Hey beautiful,” I mumbled through cracked lips. 
 
    Cayla let out a terrified breath and buried my face against her chest, and her supple skin smelled like honey and fresh leather. 
 
    I would have smiled if I had the strength to, but my body was completely limp and felt like a used rag someone slapped against a wall several times. 
 
    There were a million ways to die, but being boiled alive had never been on my list. After experiencing a taste of it, I was more than willing to lay there and thank every god in the cosmos for giving me Cayla’s cleavage instead. 
 
    So, I just let the princess take deep breaths to calm herself while she clutched my face against her ample breasts, and I heard the distant conversation of the others in the chamber around us. 
 
    “Is he breathing?” Haragh asked. 
 
    When Shoshanne didn’t respond, my pulse quickened, and I began to come around from my haze faster. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and strained to sit up, and Cayla gave an irritated huff as she reluctantly released me. I could feel her nervous hands running all over my arms, and I forced my eyes open to see Aurora propped against the wall beside me with her head in her palms. 
 
    My hand shot to the half-elf’s leg in a flash, and when she abruptly looked up, I almost collapsed all over again just from relief. 
 
    “You’re okay,” I sighed. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Aurora said softly, but her emerald eyes flicked to the table next. 
 
    I lurched to my feet and caught my weight on the edge of the stone table before I could topple over, and as I looked down on the lifeless elf, my adrenaline surged. 
 
    “Wake him up,” I ordered. 
 
    “I’m trying to,” Shoshanne said, and I could hear from her tone that she was choking back her tears. “There’s too much serum in his system, I--I--” 
 
    I reached out and placed a steadying hold on the healer’s trembling hand. 
 
    “You can do this,” I assured her. “Just focus on your element. Forget everything else. You still have time.” 
 
    Shoshanne gave a scared little nod and placed her palms back on Dragir’s chest, and we all stayed perfectly still while she continued to force the elf’s lungs to breathe for him. 
 
    When nearly a minute had gone by, I glanced at her bag. 
 
    “Isn’t there anything you can give him to counter the serum?” I asked. 
 
    The healer jumped up and pulled her bag over, and while she swiped her eyes and dug desperately through her stock, I began performing CPR. 
 
    More vials clanged to the floor, and Shoshanne began cursing under her breath. 
 
    Dragir’s heart still hadn’t started to beat again, and his face was a deathly gray. 
 
    “The Tiorlin berries,” I tried as I forced my palms down on the elf’s chest and began counting in my head. “Something with a kick, or a shock, fucking adrenaline, anything!” 
 
    “I don’t have anything like that,” Shoshanne choked out. “These things don’t work on dead bodies, I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Here,” I ordered. “Keep doing CPR.” 
 
    Shoshanne swiftly took my place, and I squinted up at the ceiling. 
 
    My eyelids felt swollen after the rune had turned on me, but I could make out the copper wiring alright. After a moment, I finally found a small etching of a rune on a slender plate of metal, and I summoned my magic to tear it off the wall and bring it to my hand. 
 
    Then I brushed Shoshanne aside and pulled a strand of copper down as well to connect a piece on both ends of the plate. Now, there were two wires twisting in opposite directions with the rune that powered Dragir’s electricity in the center, and I gritted my teeth as I placed both ends of the wiring on the elf’s chest. 
 
    The moment the circuits connected, I flew straight back into the wall with a jolt of electricity shooting through my arms and down my spine. The stonework of the cave had no effect on me, though, and I realized Haragh had swiftly softened my landing. 
 
    “Did it work?” I mumbled. Even my fucking teeth hurt after that one. 
 
    “He’s breathing,” Shoshanne informed me, “he’s alive.” 
 
    Haragh pulled me to my feet, and Cayla and Aurora were by me in an instant. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cayla demanded as she stroked my cheek. 
 
    “Can you talk?” Aurora asked shakily. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I muttered, “check the elf.” 
 
    I stumbled forward to the table with my two women holding me up on either side, and we found Shoshanne back in action with five different substances laid out on the stone table. 
 
    The healer instructed Aurora to melt a strange lump of what looked like tar in a little tin dish, and the half-elf used her Ignis Magic to melt the tar into a pool of oil before she helped pry Dragir’s eye open to pour it in. 
 
    The smell of burning rubber filled the chamber, and the sizzling sound that accompanied it made me cringe and look away. 
 
    The view wasn’t much better, though. 
 
    Blood pooled all over the floor and splattered up the walls of the cave in a few places, and I looked down to see my legs and arms were stained a deep red. Dragir’s blood was caked to my face and neck as well, and I shook my head as I realized it looked like I fucking murdered him in there. 
 
    “At least he’s alive,” I muttered as I stepped around the lump of discarded flesh on the floor. 
 
    “Yeah, but in what condition?” Haragh mumbled. 
 
    I would have berated him, but I knew it hadn’t been a shit remark. Haragh had a solid point. 
 
    Dragir had been out longer than I could guess, and his blood had already started to heat before we got the rune removed. For all we knew, he was better off dead at this point. 
 
    So, none of us responded to Haragh’s question. 
 
    We just waited beside the table while the elf continued to breathe on his own, and I kept my eyes glued to his as I willed them to open again. 
 
    “Where’s Deya?” I asked. 
 
    “Right there,” Aurora said blankly, but she didn’t move from the table. 
 
    I dragged my eyes away from Dragir to find Deya sprawled out on the cave floor near the entrance, and I realized the beautiful elf probably walked in, saw me and Dragir out cold, and dropped on the spot. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I sighed, but Cayla stopped me before I could make my way over. 
 
    “I’ll get her,” she assured me. “Help Shoshanne.” 
 
    I nodded and let the princess work on bringing Deya back around, and then I grabbed Shoshanne’s bag myself. Three Tiorlin berries scattered across my palm as I dumped one of the glass vials out, and I pried Dragir’s mouth open to drop them in. 
 
    Shoshanne nodded her agreement and returned her palms to his chest to assist with his breathing, and when she began trying to coax him back to consciousness, the elf’s head turned ever so slightly. 
 
    “There,” Haragh said abruptly, “the fucker moved.” 
 
    I quickly undid the shackles and dropped them to the cave floor, and Haragh caught Dragir’s other arm while we both worked to pull him up to a seated position. 
 
    “Wake up,” I ordered. “Open your eyes.” 
 
    Dragir’s head lolled back, and he smacked his lips. 
 
    “Now!” I commanded. “Open your eyes, damn it. Move your arms.” 
 
    The arm in my grip only managed to slump lazily, and I was about to panic when a snort worked its way out of Dragir’s slack lips. 
 
    I furrowed my brow at Shoshanne, and the healer clamored to come around the table. She took Dragir’s face in her palms and pulled one of his eyes open with her fingertips, and the pale pink and serpentine irises lolled side to side. 
 
    “Dragir,” the healer called, “can you hear me? Nod if you can understand me.” 
 
    Dragir’s chin dropped limply to his chest. 
 
    “That’s a nod,” I decided. 
 
    “I agree,” Shoshanne replied. “Keep him upright for me.” 
 
    Haragh grunted and propped Dragir against his broad arm while I tried to hold his head in the proper place on his shoulders. Then Shoshanne returned from her healer’s bag with three different little glass vials with various shades of murky liquid inside. 
 
    “What do those do?” I asked. 
 
    “Umm … ” Shoshanne said as she measured out a small dose of one of the liquids. “They’re medicines. They work in different ways. Do … different things. Here, tilt his head back.” 
 
    Shoshanne poured a dose into Dragir’s mouth, and his brow twitched in response. Then she grabbed the next vial and dumped the entire contents in, and the last liquid was used to fill the syringe once more. 
 
    When she injected the medicine straight into Dragir’s neck, the elf lurched, and his eyes finally flew open. 
 
    Dragir shot to his feet and swayed out of control, but I managed to catch him before he toppled straight into the wall of the cave. Then he let out a slur of Elvish, and as he stumbled in my grip, he sounded like a drunken lunatic. 
 
    “Sit down,” I grunted as I tried to steady his stance, and Dragir dropped straight to the floor. 
 
    Haragh rolled his eyes when I lost my hold, and then he grabbed the scruff of the elf’s shirt to hoist him back onto the table. 
 
    Shoshanne helped lay Dragir out, and as I shifted him to straighten him out, I finally glanced down at the wound on his leg. 
 
    Blood trickled from the exposed sinew on the man’s leg, and a jagged swatch of flesh about five inches wide was torn away. It was obvious the cutting hadn’t been finished when Haragh ripped the rune off, because the skin at the bottom had caught and torn straight down to Dragir’s heel. 
 
    “Holy shit.” I cringed as I looked at Shoshanne. “Can you do anything about that?” 
 
    “Let me get him conscious first,” the healer muttered. “Then I’ll worry about that. Either way, he’s an elf. Hopefully, he’ll heal pretty quickly.” 
 
    I nodded and came around to her side of the table. 
 
    “What can I do?” 
 
    “Kiss me,” the healer said with a smirk, and she tilted her lips up to me. 
 
    I gladly did as I was told, and as I wove my fingers in Shoshanne’s curls to hold her against me, she moaned lightly into my mouth. 
 
    “I love you,” the healer sighed when I grinned down at her. “I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t thought of the wiring. I completely panicked.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not everyday I make you kill a guy and bring him back to life,” I chuckled. “That kind of shit takes practice.” 
 
    Shoshanne shook her head, and as she turned back to her work, she gestured to my face.  
 
    “Blink carefully for a few minutes,” the healer instructed, and she began measuring out a dose of some yellow powder. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Your eyes are swollen from the heat,” Shoshanne replied. “It’d be a shame to damage them anymore.” 
 
    I patted my face and found my eyelids were at least twice as thick, but the searing pain had fully subsided at least. 
 
    “Damn,” I mused. “I can’t believe we’re all alive.” 
 
    “No shit,” Haragh scoffed. “Why you’d all risk your lives for a piece of shit elf is beyond me.” 
 
    “Dude,” I mumbled, and I shifted my head toward Cayla and Deya. 
 
    The princess was still trying to revive the beautiful elf, but the last thing Deya needed was to wake up to an angry tirade about Dragir after she’d walked in and found him dead. 
 
    “He’s not a piece of shit, he’s Deya’s brother,” I told the half-ogre, “and he’s got a bloodline you wouldn’t even believe if I told it to you. Not to mention, he knows more about rune magic than anyone in Nalnora, and he saved my life during the battle at House Quyn.” 
 
    “He also kept Deya from being abducted for nearly seventy years,” Shoshanne added, and I nodded my agreement. 
 
    “The only reason he had that rune on him to begin with was so he could brutally murder the elves who brutally murdered the mother of his unborn child,” I told the half-ogre. 
 
    “Who happened to be half-elf,” Aurora clarified. 
 
    Haragh raised his brows. “You’re all fucking with me.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I assured him. “I’d risk a hell of a lot for this guy.” 
 
    “I would too,” Cayla chimed in from the floor. “He ran straight into that army of possessed elves just to help Rhys get his son back. That’s loyalty.” 
 
    “Which is fucking rare in Nalnora,” I snorted. 
 
    Haragh let out a low whistle and looked back at the bloody elf splayed across the table. 
 
    “Alright,” he allowed. “Maybe he’s not a complete piece of shit.” 
 
    Dragir mumbled incoherently, and I only hoped it was a comeback. At least it would mean he stood a chance of recovering. 
 
    “Give me anything useful to do,” I begged Shoshanne as I returned to her side. “I hate standing around doing nothing.” 
 
    “Wake up Deya, then,” Shoshanne said. “Tell her Dragir’s alive.” 
 
    I eyed the passed out elf propped up in Cayla’s arms, and the princess sent me an uneasy look. 
 
    “But is he … you know?” I asked quietly.  
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to say my worst fears. 
 
    “I think he’s okay,” Shoshanne admitted as she furrowed her brow. “He’s pretty heavily drugged, but the systems of his body seem to be functioning properly from what I can tell. I need Deya, though. She can tell us if his words are even coherent. That’s very important.” 
 
    The healer handed me a vial of smelling salts, and I nodded as I quickly rounded the table to kneel beside Cayla and Deya. 
 
    The princess had the beautiful elf resting against her, but she hadn’t managed to wake her up yet. 
 
    I stroked Deya’s pale cheek and tilted her head up, and as I trailed the salts beneath her nose, I saw her pink lashes flutter lightly. 
 
    “Deya,” I tried, “Dragir’s awake, you need to come and talk to him.” 
 
    The beautiful elf gasped as her violet eyes flew open, but the second she saw me, she grabbed me by the arms and stared in horror at the blood all over me. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her, and I carefully helped her to her feet. “We’re all fine, but you need to talk to Dragir. He’s speaking, and Shoshanne needs to know if he’s okay.” 
 
    Deya nodded blankly and let me lead her to the tableside, and her hands began trembling the second she saw her brother. 
 
    “He does not look okay,” she said, and her voice hitched. 
 
    I looped Deya’s hand in mine to keep her calm, and Shoshanne explained everything that had happened. 
 
    “There are a lot of things in his system right now,” the healer told her, “but his heart is beating strong after Mason used the wiring to wake him. I need to know if you can understand any of what he’s saying when he speaks. He’s mumbled a few times so far.” 
 
    Deya crinkled her brows with worry, but she stooped closer and tried speaking to Dragir in Elvish. 
 
    The man’s head tilted a little when he recognized her voice, and after she spoke to him for a minute, he finally mumbled a response. 
 
    “He says he cannot feel his body,” Deya said, and she looked at Shoshanne nervously. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Shoshanne replied gently. “Tell him the rune is removed, and we need to bandage his leg. Keep talking to him and try to bring him around.” 
 
    Deya nodded and relayed the message, and her lilting Elvish even soothed my own nerves at last. The sweet elf spoke for several minutes with Dragir, and as she did, he slowly became more responsive. His speech was badly slurred, though, and he still couldn’t open his eyes all the way. 
 
    I saw Deya smirk in amusement several times during their conversation, and when Dragir chuckled lightly to himself, she shook her head and straightened up. 
 
    “Well, I have never seen him like this,” Deya admitted as she squeezed my hand, “but he is speaking clearly. I can understand him just fine.” 
 
    “What’d he say?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “I would rather not repeat it.” Deya blushed. “It was about Aliasa.” 
 
    “Rhys’ wife?” I chuckled. “Tell him I’ll have her here in fifteen minutes if he wants.” 
 
    Dragir snorted without needing Deya to relay the message. 
 
    Then he managed to raise a wavering arm to beckon me closer, and I leaned down low to catch his words. 
 
    “Your turn,” the elf mumbled. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “With Aliasa?” I clarified. “Rhys would fucking kill me.” 
 
    A long, exhausted sigh fell from Dragir’s lips, and he shifted his leg in response. 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled, “you mean the runes.” 
 
    Then my gut dropped, and my mind fully wrapped around the fact that I was about to waltz into a triple branding after going through all of that just to remove one rune. 
 
    I turned to look at the juicy sinew exposed from the top of Dragir’s shin to the base of his heel, and then I considered the blood bath we’d made of the chamber. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I sighed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Dragir was sitting up on the stone table, and his head hadn’t gone slack on his shoulders in nearly an hour, which was a huge improvement. He didn’t say much of anything while Shoshanne continued to track his recovery, and from what I could tell, his body was making a pretty solid comeback. 
 
    Initially, Dragir had been having trouble moving his limbs properly, but after he explained the intricacies of his rune a bit to Shoshanne, the healer decided it was most likely the nerves in his spine that had taken the most damage when the rune turned on him. 
 
    Luckily, he was an elf, and since the rune didn’t get a chance to finish the job, his body’s ability to heal was saving him almost as much as Shoshanne’s many vials of medicine were. 
 
    Now, there was just a vague look in Dragir’s eyes while he stared up at the ceiling, and Deya had taken Aurora with her to put together a reviving meal for him. 
 
    To my surprise, Haragh hadn’t thrown out any underhanded insults since Dragir came around more fully, and I was glad to see the elf didn’t sneer in disgust when he sat up and saw the half-ogre still propped against the far wall of the cave. 
 
    “Dragir?” Shoshanne prompted, and after a good five seconds, the elf slowly turned his head to look at her. “Drink this.” 
 
    Dragir’s head wobbled a bit when he nodded, and a lopsided grin came to his face. 
 
    I watched him drink down the tonic, and when his arms dropped limp in his lap again, his gaze drifted right back to the ceiling. 
 
    “So, how are you feeling?” I asked. 
 
    Dragir shrugged and turned to the healer. “What is this drug called?” 
 
    “Which one?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    The elf started chuckling quietly to himself and nodded. 
 
    “Okay then,” he sighed. “Mason Flynt, we will begin.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t wanna wait a bit?” I asked as I eyed the dazed look of him. 
 
    “No, this is good,” he assured me. “I feel fantastic.” 
 
    “No one is doing anything until you have eaten,” Deya announced, and she came into the cave with a platter balanced on one of her slender hands. “I am willing to have Shoshanne force you to eat this, so I suggest you do not complain.” 
 
    The beautiful elf placed the platter of cooked fish and jungle fruits in front of her brother, but I noticed she didn’t bring his favorite, highly alcoholic drink. He honestly didn’t need anything else in his system at the moment. 
 
    Dragir took a deep breath, and then he swiftly shoveled a mound of food into his mouth without brushing the plate away this time. 
 
    “Damn,” I mused. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat before. Maybe a bite of bread once.” 
 
    “So fucking hungry,” Dragir mumbled through another massive bite. 
 
    Deya was practically giddy as she watched her brother finally eating something she brought him, and within five minutes, the platter was completely spotless. Dragir let out a long sigh of approval, and then he shifted to lower his feet to the floor. 
 
    “Slowly,” Shoshanne warned, and she came around the table to hold him by the arm. 
 
    He winced a little when he put weight on the heel of his bandaged leg, but another hazy smirk came to his face anyway. 
 
    “I feel fantastic,” he sighed again. 
 
    Deya giggled at her spacy brother, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “This isn’t a good idea,” I decided. “Look, we’re not in that big of a hurry. Why don’t we give you the day to kinda relax and get all those drugs out of your system. Then we can worry about the brandings.” 
 
    “No,” Dragir said matter of factly. “We will do it now. Bring your metal magic, metal mage.” 
 
    The elf headed toward the door of the cave, but a guard of House Quyn came in all of a sudden, and the moment he saw the bloody cave, he halted on the spot. 
 
    Dragir swayed and waited for him to speak, but the guard only scanned the scene, including the blood splattered all over me. Somehow, his anger seemed to settle on Aurora though, and I realized he was probably one of the few who hadn’t fought beside us yet. 
 
    He drew his sword as if he thought he should defend Dragir, but when he raised it toward Aurora, he didn’t even get a chance to speak. 
 
    Dragir’s expression darkened immediately, and he tore into the guard with a stream of angry Elvish. 
 
    The guard jumped and lowered his sword. 
 
    Then, at Dragir’s order, he dropped his weapon on the floor, and a moment later, he was forced to keep his eyes lowered to the ground. 
 
    Once he’d finished mumbling the message he came to deliver, Dragir sent him packing without even allowing him to have his sword back. 
 
    The moment the guard scuttled from the room, I heard Dragir chuckle to himself, and I stared as his smirk spread into an actual smile. 
 
    “It is nice to yell at someone and not want to kill them at the same time,” he mused. “So much less complicated.” 
 
    Aurora started laughing at the look on his face, and Dragir shrugged as he gestured to the discarded Halcyan sword. 
 
    “You can have that one,” he told the half-elf. “My father’s guards don’t need swords anyways.” 
 
    Aurora grinned and happily snatched the new weapon from the bloody floor. 
 
    “What does your father want?” I asked. 
 
    “Just Shoshanne,” Dragir said. 
 
    All of us turned in confusion, and Shoshanne looked up from where she was cleaning her syringe by the stone table. 
 
    “Me?” she asked. “Why?” 
 
    “No way,” I shook my head, “I’m not sending any of my women off to an elven house alone.” I glanced at Dragir. “No offense.” 
 
    “My father hates you,” he said frankly, “I would not send her alone either.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Deya decided. “My father probably needs assistance with his Naticea treatment. He mentioned he was concerned about his dosage.” 
 
    I reluctantly allowed the two women to head off to House Quyn, and Dragir assured us his father would be on his best behavior with Deya present. 
 
    So, the rest of us followed Dragir while he strolled back to the vaulted chamber of the fortress, and then down another hall that led to the same room the two of us had used to work on the bazookas. This time, there were various metalsmithing tools arranged on the shelves carved into the walls, and the three iron tables had several sketches of weapons scattered across them. 
 
    Dragir swiped the drawings into stacks and stored them on the shelves, and then he pulled a few iron rods from the shelves. One of them was clearly a branding rod, because I could see the casting of a rune mounted to one end. It was formed with carefully twisted iron, and the lines were incredibly intricate as they looped all around each other. Judging by theses curving formations, I knew the rune relied on a tricky balance between several elements that needed to work together, and I gestured to the design when Dragir dropped the rod on the iron table in front of me. 
 
    “Accelerated healing?” I guessed. 
 
    “How’d you know that?” Haragh asked, and he stooped to get a closer look at the rod. 
 
    “The curved lines are drawn last to bring cohesion to the degrees markers,” I explained. “See all these straight lines? They’re probably various systems of the body, and since they all have to heal at the same rate, I figured more cohesion lines made sense to bring it all together.” 
 
    Haragh looked at me like I’d spoken in gibberish, but Dragir chuckled from where he was gathering materials from the shelf. 
 
    “You pay attention,” the elf acknowledged. “That is the rune for accelerated healing. I made it ahead of time in case I died. It seemed fair.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I never would have known it was in here,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Deya knew,” Dragir assured me, and he returned to the table to lay two more branding irons down. There were no runes mounted on these ones, though, and I was about to point this out when Dragir pulled a slip of parchment out of his pocket. 
 
    It was the same one he’d shown me when he first presented his bargain to have his own rune removed, and the two runes for acute hearing and sharp sight were sketched at the top. 
 
    “I didn’t have time to create these,” Dragir explained, “so you will do it now.” 
 
    A grin spread across my face. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. “I’m making my own runes?” 
 
    “Yes, I do not think it would be wise for me to do it just now,” Dragir said. “I see a lot of lines trailing behind things. My arms have tails.” 
 
    The elf waved lazily in front of himself, and I saw his serpentine eyes following some invisible thing just behind his elbow. 
 
    I raised my brows and exchanged a glance with Haragh. 
 
    “Yeah, that doesn’t sound like a good idea,” I agreed. 
 
    Cayla casually posted herself close beside me and I could tell she was getting uneasy about the idea of the branding. She generally had rock solid nerves, but she always clamped her teeth tightly together whenever she was worried. 
 
    When I peeked over my shoulder, the muscles in her jaw were twitching lightly. 
 
    “You doing alright?” I asked Cayla, and the princess forced an unaffected smile. 
 
    “Of course,” she lied. 
 
    I nodded slowly, and a light blush bloomed on Cayla’s pale cheeks as she swiftly looked away. 
 
    “Here is iron,” Dragir said, and a lump of metal clanged to the table in front of me. “The metal of your branding stick must be the same as the rune you form and attach to the end. This is so the etching at the base of the handle works properly.” 
 
    I turned one of the branding rods around, and the same etching I’d seen on Dragir’s engraving tool was there on the handle as well. 
 
    “Is this the rune that lets you access the elements?” I asked. 
 
    “It is,” Dragir said as he sat down on one of the stone stools beside the table. “With engraving, you are harnessing elements while you draw with the tool. If you are branding, you must harness them as the iron connects to the rod. Which means, nothing will be summoned until the metal is formed exactly as it should be. Do it wrong, and you’ve only stuck a piece of metal to the end of a stick.” 
 
    “How do I know where to put the iron, then?” 
 
    “This.” Dragir had a piece of parchment in his hand, and when he laid it out on the table, I saw that he’d drawn out the full runic degree mapping with every known elemental line labeled. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I read through the several elements. “This is every one of them. They’re just … right here.” 
 
    “The ones I know,” Dragir corrected. “Which is why this parchment is being burned as soon as we are done. You said you can imprint images into your mind, yes?” 
 
    I grinned. “Hell yeah I can.” 
 
    “Good,” the elf said. “Take as much time as you need to memorize this. Do not get even one detail wrong or you will risk your life every time you attempt to form a rune. This is very important. Every degree line must be completely precise.” 
 
    I nodded diligently and took the parchment, and then I laid it out perfectly straight in front of me to study it closely for a long moment while the others waited. Excitement welled up in me as I read through the hundreds of elements it was possible to harness with runic magic, and I couldn’t decide if the systems of the body or the various toxic elements were more intriguing. I never dreamed something like hydrogen cyanide could be harnessed with a single line, but the fact that it was only one degree off from plain water was pretty unsettling. 
 
    So, I committed another minute to making absolutely sure the spacing of the degrees in my mind were correct before I sat back and nodded. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it.” 
 
    “You think?” Dragir asked as he furrowed his brow. “No. You work on this for five more minutes, then you will know.” 
 
    I smirked and did as he instructed, and when I’d finally finished, Dragir was explaining to the others their presence in the room could easily disrupt the elements and make my work very difficult. 
 
    “Not during the branding, that is fine for you,” he explained, “but while the runes are being formed, even your breathing can interrupt the connection to the elements.” 
 
    Cayla nodded curtly and pushed herself from the table she was leaning on beside me, but she bent over my shoulder to leave a kiss on my neck before she left. 
 
    “Tell us when it’s time for the branding,” she murmured. “I hate the idea of you having your skin scalded like this. We’ll be with you.” 
 
    I assured Cayla and Aurora I’d let them know, and then I split a small piece of iron off to begin with. 
 
    Dragir looked at Haragh, though, and the half-ogre hadn’t moved an inch since his speech. 
 
    “You are very big,” Dragir informed Haragh, and he dragged his hazy eyes up his giant form. “Just … huge.” 
 
    “Aye.” Haragh nodded. “Pretty fucking strong, too. You gonna try and make me leave as well?” 
 
    Dragir sighed and looked at me rather than argue with the man. 
 
    “I am very tired,” he informed me. “Begin your work. If this one is disrupting things, it is your problem. Not my ogre, not my rune.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said with a smirk. “I’m proud of you. You could’ve threatened him or pulled out a sword … you’re pretty chill without that rune.” 
 
    “He still disgusts me,” Dragir said bluntly, “but I don’t feel like killing him, so I don’t care very much about it. It’s nice.” 
 
    “You’re gonna be much happier,” I decided as I considered the elf. “Really, this no rune thing is working for you.” 
 
    “The drugs are working pretty well, too,” he assured me. “Now, you will have to listen closely to my instructions, so the lines are not too thick or too thin, but pay attention to the elements as they are summoned. You must become fully aware of their presence. I do not know how your magery works, but I am curious to see if you can harness the elements and infuse them into the metal while you form it. If not, I have the tools you will need.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I replied. 
 
    Then the elf gestured to the iron rod and lazily propped his elbows on the table to rest his head in his hands. 
 
    “Begin.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and pulled the iron rod over, and then I melted a piece of iron into a thin sprig before I melded it to the tip of the rod. Next, I studied the sketch of the rune Dragir had drawn for adjusting my hearing abilities, and once I had it memorized, I closed my eyes.  
 
    The image of the degree mapping blazed in perfect detail in my mind, and as I aligned the two images on top of one another, I could tell which line was meant to harness which element. 
 
    I focused on the eighty-seventh degree, which was labeled “Ossicles” on Dragir’s map, and as I summoned my metal magic, I reformed the line I’d fused to the rod until it corresponded to the proper degree. 
 
    Nothing happened, though, and I glanced at Dragir. 
 
    “Concentrate,” the elf instructed. “A piece of metal is just metal, but you know what you are connecting to by placing it just so. Keep your focus on that while you work. You must strive to hold your intentions at the forefront of your mind. Rune magic is nothing without intention. Recognize the weight of what you are doing, and the element will make itself known. Then become familiar with its presence and work to infuse the power of it into the metal. Not the entire rod though, be specific. Keep it contained to that one slip of iron.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m already focusing on my metal magic, the mapping, and the sketch,” I pointed out. “How am I supposed to do all that while I’m only focusing on the element?” 
 
    “Focus better,” Dragir said with a shrug. 
 
    “Great teacher,” Haragh snorted from behind us. 
 
    I sighed and turned back to the rod, and as I closed my eyes and zeroed in on the images in my mind, I sparked my magic again. Once I double checked the placement of the slip of iron against the mapping, I let go of the images completely and concentrated all of my attention on the strip of metal instead.  
 
    I imagined the inner makeup of my ear since I knew the ossicles were the bones responsible for transmitting sound waves into the inner ear, and as I seeped into the slip of metal, I felt a distinct pull on my consciousness. It was as if the metal pointed me directly to a spot just beyond my auditory canal, and as I held on to this awareness, the air slowly began to feel heavier around me. 
 
    I leaned into the sensation, and the presence of the line I’d harnessed was undeniable now. It spiraled around me while a soft murmuring filled the chamber, and I took a moment to become familiar with the tone and cadence of the words. Even though they were in Elvish, I began to recognize a pattern in the phrasing that reminded me of mantras I’d heard monks chanting back on Earth. 
 
    The mantra cycled around my brain and grew louder while the air became dense with it, and with my metal magic sparked, I could tell the iron rod was connecting with the element in the air. The metal drew it in like a magnet, and when it seemed like the slender sprig of iron couldn’t absorb any more, I finally opened my eyes again. 
 
    “I think it’s done.” 
 
    Dragir grinned. “I believe this is going to work.” 
 
    I grinned back, and then I eagerly split off another small slip of iron. 
 
    The rune that would enhance my hearing had only three degree markings in it, and another three lines of cohesion looped across them. These cohesion lines were the most difficult to form because the other three elements were muttering over one another all around me. I couldn’t seem to focus enough to find a balancing point with them warring against each other, and I wavered with the next slip of iron in my hand. 
 
    Dragir gave careful instructions while I attempted to lay even one of the cohesion lines he’d sketched, but since the sketch was only a guess as to the right balances, I ended up having to wing it in the moment. After nearly twenty minutes of struggling with a single line, I heard a light pinging in my ear, and I abruptly paused my reforming of the iron. 
 
    The pinging had caused one element to quiet down just the slightest bit, and with it more subdued, there seemed to be a hole left somewhere in the design. I used my magic to connect one iron line to the spot where the ping had first occurred, and then I wove it into an S shape until I found the hole I’d sensed. The moment I fused this end in place, a tingling sifted across my skin, and balance was clearly restored. 
 
    I followed the same procedure two more times, and in less than twenty minutes, I managed to find the proper lines of cohesion to finish off the rune. 
 
    I was sweating by the time I was done, and I nervously held the iron rod out for Dragir to study. 
 
    The elf nodded to himself as he looked over it, and then he pointed to one of the degree markers. 
 
    “The longitudinal distance marker might need to be thicker,” he decided. “Only slightly.” 
 
    I added the smallest bit of iron to the slip of metal to make it denser, and then I did the same to the latitudinal distance line after Dragir decided this could use some tweaking as well. 
 
    “That should do.” The elf grinned. “Next rune.” 
 
    I had a dull headache behind my temples, and a strange sort of fatigue I hadn’t felt before ached in my limbs. Harnessing elements and trying to wrangle them into place was surprisingly exhausting, and it reminded me a lot of when I’d first started testing out my mage magic. Except this exhaustion wasn’t in every fiber of my being like it had been when I overused my Terra and Metal magic. It was more like my brain was picked apart into fragments, and my arms were tired from trying to piece them back together. 
 
    Still, it was pretty awesome toying with a new form of magic again, and I was just as eager to push through the final rune as I’d been as a newbie mage. 
 
    For the next rune, I didn’t struggle to harness any of the elements required to enhance my vision, and finding the lines of cohesion was a lot like checking the Mustang for any hindrance in functionality. 
 
    I realized it was easier to feel where the elements were out of balance if I focused on their effect on the metal itself rather than how the air felt, and this made it practically easy. With the iron sending all of the information I needed through my veins, the cohesion lines were in place in less than ten minutes. 
 
    After a little tweaking to the thickness of the elemental lines, Dragir nodded his approval, and I rubbed at the throbbing in my temples. 
 
    “Again,” Dragir said, “it is incredibly frustrating to watch you work, but it is impressive. To form a single branding rod can take an elf all day, if not longer. It is lucky you were not born an elf thousands of years ago. The great wars would have been even worse with a man like you around.” 
 
    “Who’s to say I wasn’t around?” I chuckled as I thought of Nemris. For all I knew, I’d been in this realm in some other lifetime and couldn’t even remember it. 
 
    Dragir furrowed his brow at me in confusion, and I quickly waved the conversation off. 
 
    “Nevermind,” I muttered. “It was a joke.” 
 
    The elf accepted this without question. 
 
    “It really is a shame Deya ate that crazy mage,” he mused. “You said she had a rune to summon metal?” 
 
    “I don’t know if she could influence metal like I can,” I admitted, “but she definitely summoned it to her hand. Why?” 
 
    Dragir sighed. “It would have been nice to get a closer look at those runes.” 
 
    “You want some metal magic for yourself?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “Yes,” he said and gave a decisive nod. “I do not think I will be happy until I figure out how to do it.” 
 
    I chuckled as the elf gathered the three branding rods from the table, and he swayed much less than he had done all day when he stood up. He still had the same hazy expression on his face, but it was a nice break from his usual tense scowl. 
 
    Haragh hadn’t moved a muscle since we’d started on the runes, and I was surprised his size and presence hadn’t disrupted anything. Part of me wondered if he’d just been that determined to prove to Dragir he wasn’t a nuisance. Now that we were finally done, the half-ogre cracked several stiff joints and sighed heavily before he motioned for the door. 
 
    “S’pose it’s time, then?” Haragh grunted. 
 
    I nodded my agreement and clapped a hand on the half-ogre’s shoulder as I passed, and the three of us headed out to the cove to let my women know we’d finished forming the runes. 
 
    Shoshanne and Deya hadn’t returned from House Quyn yet, but we could see Cayla and Aurora dangling their legs off the far end of the jetty. 
 
    They were laughing over something that made Cayla give the half-elf a playful nudge, and Dragir shook his head beside me. 
 
    “It will be interesting for you when you are able to hear the way these women carry on when you are not with them.” 
 
     I cocked a brow. “What do they talk about?” 
 
    The elf sent me a pointed look. 
 
    “I think the meaning would be misconstrued coming from me,” he assured me. “I will meet you inside.” 
 
    I let out a sharp whistle, and when the women looked over their shoulders, I beckoned them over to me. 
 
    Aurora trotted down the jetty to hop up and throw her arms around my neck, and she still had her tongue rolling against mine when Cayla sauntered over. 
 
    The princess left a light kiss on my cheek without interrupting us, but then Haragh cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled as I released the half-elf. “We’re about to start the branding if you guys wanna come with.” 
 
    “Where are you putting the runes?” Aurora asked eagerly. “Not on your face.” 
 
    “Not on the face,” Cayla immediately agreed. “Or the chest. I like your chest like it is.” 
 
    “Not the neck either,” Aurora added with a coy smile. “That’s ours.” 
 
    “Anywhere below the waist is absolutely off limits, too,” Cayla decided. 
 
    I raised my brows. “Okay so … what part of me doesn’t have your names stamped on it? Just so I know.” 
 
    Something about the smirk on Cayla’s face told me I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Do you think you ladies could spare an arm?” I asked. 
 
    “You should’ve done it without them there,” Haragh sighed. “They would’ve just giggled and said they loved it anyway.” 
 
    Aurora punched the half-ogre in the arm, but he hardly seemed to notice. Then the two women looked me up and down on both sides and finally nodded their approval. 
 
    “The arm is okay,” Aurora decided, “but all on one. The right one.” 
 
    “No,” Cayla said firmly. “I like the right one, it’s his shooting arm.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Aurora winked. “He raises his gun, and the runes are lined down the forearm. It’s hot.” 
 
    Cayla raised her brows. “Yeah, that’s sexy,” she agreed. “Okay. Right arm.” 
 
    I chuckled at the satisfaction in the women’s eyes, and they both sent me sparkling smiles. 
 
    I couldn’t resist testing the waters, though. 
 
    “I’m gonna say left arm,” I countered smugly. 
 
    Both women looked deeply disappointed, but they actually relented to the switch, and the look on Haragh’s face was about as shocked as I felt. 
 
    “Wow,” I laughed, “Okay, I was just checking to see if I had any kind of say anymore, but good to know. We’ll do the right arm, don’t worry.” 
 
     The two women grinned immediately as I wove my arms around their slender waists, and I didn’t miss Haragh’s massive eye roll as we turned for the cave. 
 
    “Of course, you have a say,” Cayla purred. “We just care more about having a say than you do.” 
 
    “Fair point,” I allowed. “I don’t give a shit where the runes are. As long as they work.” 
 
    “There you go,” Haragh grunted. 
 
    The four of us headed back through the dim halls of the fortress, and we found Dragir back in the bloody chamber. 
 
    The elf was laid out on the stone table and staring at the ceiling again, and when we walked in, he blinked slowly. 
 
    “Silence is very nice,” he mumbled in a daze. “I forgot how quiet it is without any runes around. I can hear everything and nothing at the same time. Even my skin is quiet.” 
 
     “Should we get Shoshanne?” Aurora muttered uneasily as she stared at the blitzed elf. 
 
    “He’s fine,” I said with a shrug. “Hey Dragir, you still seeing tails on your arms?” 
 
    After a long moment, the elf lifted an arm and moved it back and forth in front of his face. 
 
    “No tails.” 
 
    “Cool,” I chuckled. “Let’s do this, then.” 
 
    I took a seat on the stone table once Dragir had slid back to his feet, and Cayla fidgeted nervously with the edge of her leather bodice. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” she asked the elf. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Cayla whimpered to herself and hopped up beside me. 
 
    “All of the ways you get injured, but this you just walk into,” she muttered. 
 
    “Hey,” I tried, and I slid my hand along her thigh to ease her nerves a bit. “Just remember, these runes are gonna save my ass. Both of your asses as well.” 
 
    “My ass?” Cayla asked. “What do these runes have to do with us?” 
 
    I’d been avoiding the topic ever since our run in with Yvette in the cove, but keeping my concerns from the women would never help in the long run. I didn’t want them to worry, but if it hadn’t occurred to them yet, it was probably time I pointed out the obvious. 
 
    “If you were the Master,” I offered, “and you didn’t want to kill me, but you wanted to catch me or lure me in, what would you guess was the easiest angle? What’s my weakness?” 
 
    The two women furrowed their brows to think it over, but Dragir didn’t even hesitate. 
 
    “Easy,” he decided. “Your women.” 
 
    Cayla snorted. “You’d have to be an idiot to try that one.” 
 
    “No,” Dragir countered, “only observant and possessed. For example, based on my experience and my observations, I would abduct Deya first because she is clearly incapable of defending herself. Presumably, I am a minion and do not know about her runes, but that is as simple as removing her necklace. If Ruela was there, though, I’d go for Cayla because I would only have to disarm her, and then she has no powers to turn to. This is not an easy feat, obviously, but someone else might not realize that. Next would be Shoshanne. She’s a healer and therefore more inclined to not want to harm another person. However, she would only suffocate me instantly, so she is less of a concern. Overall, I believe Aurora is the least likely to be attacked. Outside of Nalnora, anyway. She walks as if she is prepared to kill anyone if she has to, and this works in her advantage. It’s most likely her many years of training.” 
 
    I sighed and scruffed my beard as the two women paled, and I could tell the truth of Dragir’s words was hitting them like a damn train. 
 
    “Dude,” I muttered, “I was trying to ease into the conversation.” 
 
    Haragh snorted as he made himself comfortable against the wall. 
 
    “My mistake,” Dragir admitted, “I thought we were having an open discussion. I do think you should consider these things, though, because the truth is, none of that matters. I managed to capture all of you with only a few darts, and you were all heavily armed at the time.” 
 
    I cleared my throat loudly before the elf could carry on anymore. 
 
    “Look, the point is, I can’t keep you all tied around my ankle,” I explained. “Anything could happen, and if something did happen, or the Master found an opening and caught one of you … I’d never forgive myself. And you know I’d rather walk right up to him and let him brand me than leave any of you at his disposal. These runes ensure none of that can happen. They’ll keep me from being too injured to protect you, and with heightened senses, I’ll be able to tell if something’s wrong, even if you’re not right next to me. We’ll all be safer.” 
 
    Cayla wove her arms around me to pull me into a kiss, and Aurora quickly hopped up on my other side to loop her arm around mine. 
 
    “I love you, by the way,” the half-elf said quietly. 
 
    “Me too,” Cayla added. 
 
    “Then can we all agree it’s really not a big deal that this is going to hurt?” I chuckled. “It’s worth it.” 
 
    The two women agreed, and I rolled up the bloody sleeve on my right side. Cayla clamped my forearm to her thighs to keep it steady, and Aurora tightened her hold on my bicep as she sent me a nervous glance. Dragir’s very honest input had clearly shaken both of them up a bit, and I tried to lighten the mood as I turned to the half-elf. 
 
    “You think I’ll be able to hear better than you?” I teased. 
 
    Aurora finally relaxed a little and rolled her eyes. “If you can, I’m going to be so jealous.” 
 
    “You could always get branded,” I pointed out with a broad grin. 
 
    Both women swiftly shot down the idea as Dragir came over with one of the branding rods, and I felt like the runes had somehow gotten bigger since the last time I’d looked at them. 
 
    “You are absolutely sure about this?” Dragir asked. “The Master aside, I cannot stress enough how nice this silence is right now. Just listen to it for a moment. Think about how quiet it is.” 
 
    As Dragir’s gaze drifted skyward, I had to laugh at the man. Secretly, I hoped he stayed this chill for the rest of his life, but once I assured him I was fully committed to the three runes, he nodded hazily and began to gauge his aim of the branding rod near my forearm. 
 
    “Umm … ” Aurora cut in, “doesn’t that need to be heated?” 
 
    “Right,” Dragir snorted, and he held the rod toward Aurora. “Would you mind?” 
 
    The half-elf stared at Dragir like she wanted to slap him to sober him up, but she only locked her jaw as flames sparked from her fingertips. 
 
    “If you wreck Mason’s arm, I will burn all of that silver hair right off your head,” she warned. 
 
     “I’ll just shoot you,” Cayla informed him. “I mean that.” 
 
    Dragir looked uneasily between the two lethal women, and I sent him an apologetic smile. 
 
    “It’s cool, they’re just tense,” I told the elf. “Go on.” 
 
    Dragir nodded and stepped forward, and after Aurora had heated the iron to a glowing orange, the elf carefully lined up the rune right below the crook of my elbow. 
 
    He didn’t count to three or pussy foot around about it. Before I could even take a bracing breath, the iron abruptly seared into my arm, and white-hot pain shot straight through me. 
 
    I jolted as my skin began to broil, and the smell of burning flesh made my stomach churn. Cayla tightened her hold on my arm to hold it steady, and as the pain increased, a heavy weight pushed down on me.  
 
    It was like someone dumped a bucket of melted lead over my whole body, and strange Elvish voices began screeching in my ears. They were much louder than I’d expected, and they echoed in a tinny way that made me cringe. 
 
    Between the pain of my burning flesh and the freakishly loud voices, I felt like the room had turned five times over, and the disorientation had me seeing double by the time Dragir removed the iron. 
 
    “Fuuucking shit!” I growled, and I looked down at my smoking skin. 
 
    A perfect replica of the rune for accelerated healing was blazing in a blistering red around the edges, and a dense ditch of seared flesh gaped open to form the looping lines. 
 
    Haragh gagged loudly from the corner, but he managed to not hurl. 
 
    I focused on taking deep breaths while the pain gradually became less acute, and the voices in my ears seemed to be settling down as well. 
 
    They didn’t disappear, though. They whispered far in the back of my mind, and even without understanding their language, I could almost feel their meaning. They were tied to me all over the place, and they held me together in a way that was definitely weird to experience, but not uncomfortable. It was like someone drew an incredibly elaborate dot-to-dot under my skin, and I could feel not only the dots, but the lines, too. 
 
    “Well?” Aurora asked in a tight voice, and her soft blue eyebrows crinkled with worry. “Is it horrible?” 
 
    “One moment,” Dragir muttered, and he pointed to my arm. “It should be soon.” 
 
    I looked back down, and sure enough, the smoking had stopped. The blistering red was paling right before my eyes, and the raw ditches left by the heated iron were already building themselves up into scar tissue. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “It’s healed.” 
 
    The pain was completely gone, and a triumphant grin instantly spread across my face. 
 
    Cayla let out a harried sigh, and when I turned, she was deathly pale. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    The princess nodded and stubbornly clamped my arm back down. 
 
    “Just hurry up,” she muttered through gritted teeth. 
 
    I kissed her on the cheek and nodded to Dragir to continue, and the elf quickly pulled the next branding iron from the table for Aurora to heat the metal. 
 
    Within seconds, the next bout of pain shot through me, but this time, I was immediately distracted by something else. The voices from the last rune rose all at once, and an overwhelming surge of power coursed through my body. It forced my eyes shut and blocked out everything around me, and I knew the rune was already fighting to heal my searing flesh. 
 
    Still, the new rune on the branding iron was creating its own chaos, and I gave in to the disorientation of the process without fighting it. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, I was doubled over, and Aurora had a tight hold around my shoulders. The pain subsided in seconds though, and the voices quieted down shortly after. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I mumbled as I blinked my vision back into place. 
 
    “That was rune magic,” Dragir said with a smirk, and he tossed the smoking iron down beside the others. “You will always hear the elements of your first rune more loudly when they are called into action because it is a rune that goes dormant, in a way. It holds you together even when it is not needed, you can feel this I’m sure. But when your body is injured, the rune is designed to take this as a personal attack on itself. It will lash out, and in this case, lashing out is healing your body as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “What about the other ones?” I asked, and I furrowed my brow as I began to decipher the difference between the two runes muttering in my mind. 
 
    “The enhancing runes are constants,” Dragir explained. “They will never quiet down, but they will never overwhelm you like the other will. You’ll get used to the power of the first as time goes on, do not worry. Right now, your body is still assimilating.” 
 
    “It can’t take over my mind though, right?” I clarified. 
 
    Dragir shook his head. “It is nothing like mine or the Master’s rune,” he assured me. “You will remain as yourself. Just remember, an attack on you is an attack on that rune. This is why you feel the effect so strongly, just like when you removed the other runes.” 
 
    “So,” I mused, “if I tried to remove it, would it tear my body into pieces?” 
 
    Dragir stared blankly, and his brows slowly furrowed. 
 
    “That is an interesting question,” he admitted. “Do not try to remove the rune, okay? Let me think about this for a while.” 
 
    I let out a deep breath and decided rune magic was gonna take some getting used to, and then I pushed the muttering voices to the back of my mind as best I could. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “Let’s finish this up.” 
 
    Dragir picked up the final branding rod, and just as Aurora sparked her flames, Shoshanne came strolling in with Deya close behind her. 
 
    The two women froze when they realized what we were up to, but none of us noticed their reactions much. 
 
    The giant Halcyan staff Shoshanne held in her hand was a little hard to ignore. Especially with the deep purple gem mounted on top that pulsed steadily like a beating heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “You’ve already started?” Shoshanne asked anxiously, and she rushed over to get a closer look at my arm.  
 
    Deya joined her in fretting over the new runes, but Aurora, Cayla and I just stared at the healer’s staff. 
 
    The half-elf tapped gingerly at the sharp point that spiraled in thin sheets around the gem, and the purple glow caught in the strange Halcyan veins to make the material even more ethereal looking. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Shoshanne demanded as she placed a hand on my arm. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked blankly. There wasn’t any pain in my arm at all, and the mesmerizing gem had taken my full attention. “Oh. They’re healed. What the hell is that?” 
 
    An awkward smile came to Shoshanne’s face. “This is what Qiran wanted to see me about.” 
 
    “It’s a healing staff,” Deya added. “My father wanted to honor Shoshanne’s service to House Quyn.” 
 
    Aurora didn’t bother to hide her irritation. 
 
    “Shoshanne’s service?” she clarified. “What about everything Mason’s done for your House? He saved you, your father, and Dragir. He helped decimate the Master’s attack on House Quyn, he--” 
 
    I silenced the half-elf with a kiss, and she let out a tense sigh. 
 
    Then I motioned for Shoshanne to continue, but the healer looked genuinely embarrassed. 
 
    “She’s right,” Shoshanne decided. “This staff should be yours. You’ve done so much--” 
 
    “Nope,” I interrupted. “You know I was ready to leave House Quyn for good, but you were determined to help Qiran. I changed that soil in his garden for you more than anything.” 
 
    Shoshanne clearly wanted to argue this point, but we both knew it was true. If she hadn’t been in tears over the thought of leaving Qiran to die of Pura Rubrum, we would have been gone within hours of arriving in the south. 
 
    So, Shoshanne nodded her agreement and glanced sheepishly at the staff. 
 
    “Qiran is an incredibly sweet man,” the healer muttered. 
 
    There were so many things I wanted to say, but I bit my tongue instead. 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” I allowed. 
 
    “I know you two aren’t on very good terms,” the healer admitted, “but I think your personalities just don’t suit each other well. When I went to see him, he told me no human has ever tended to the injured warriors of an elven army before, let alone treated a head of a House. His Pura Rubrum has completely subsided, and the Naticea is growing beautifully in the gardens. I helped him with a few minor adjustments to his dose since he’s doing so well, and when I was finished, he presented this staff to me. He said his grandfather forged it himself over a thousand years ago.” 
 
    “Damn,” I mused. “That’s a hell of a gesture.” 
 
     “Isn’t it?” Shoshanne said as she blushed lightly. “Qiran told me the staff is meant to assist me in my work, but I can’t imagine how. Do you think I’m the first human to receive a gift like this from an elf?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dragir informed her, and I craned my neck in his direction. 
 
    “You knew about this?” I asked the elf. 
 
    Dragir nodded. “I didn’t know he had made up his mind about it,” he admitted, “but my father mentioned his wish to give the staff to her. We are all grateful for what you have done. You greatly impressed our healers when they returned to House Quyn after the battle, but healing my father was more than any of us could have hoped for. Not to mention your assistance with my own rune.” 
 
    Shoshanne blushed an even deeper shade. “It was nothing,” she insisted modestly, and I admired the glint of pride in her warm brown eyes. She had been impressing all of us ever since we met her in Eyton back before she realized she was an Aer Mage, but knowing she’d managed to impress even the elves gave me a flutter of pride as well. 
 
    Elves were generally determined to hate us mages, but both Aurora and Shoshanne had earned a decent measure of respect amongst them for their many talents. 
 
    I pulled the healer against me to tuck a kiss in her copper curls, and she sent me a sparkling smile as she turned red straight to her roots. 
 
    “How does the staff work?” Cayla asked curiously. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Shoshanne admitted as she eyed the gleaming gem. “I have never seen a staff like this in my life.” 
 
    Aurora furrowed her brow. “Abrus had a similar one, but his was made of silver. Before Mason destroyed it, anyway.” 
 
    Everyone turned to stare at me, and I shrugged. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “It was an accident. Kind of.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes and turned back to Shoshanne. 
 
    “Abrus told me once that a mage who has mastered their element can channel their intentions through a gem with practice,” the half-elf explained. “It can be an extension of yourself, same as Bobbie.” 
 
    “But Bobbie isn’t an element,” Shoshanne pointed out. 
 
    “And it doesn’t matter, does it?” Aurora said with a grin. “That’s just what Abrus said about magery, but channeling gems are a form of magic all their own. So, a mage can use them to channel their own powers, or an elf could combine rune magic with the power of a gem. Anyone can use them if they know how to connect with them.” 
 
    “Our ancient healers relied on them,” Dragir explained, and he came around the table to lay the staff out for us to look at. “Before rune magic was discovered, channeling gems were the only known magic amongst the elves. Then my grandfather discovered Halcyan in the far south and began forming staffs from the material. Soon, everyone realized Halcyan could strengthen the connection between the gem and its owner. That’s why these staffs were so valuable to healers. They are very rare now.” 
 
    “How did the healers use them?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” the elf admitted, “I am no healer. I have only worked with my grandfather’s weaponry, but my father is right. You’re a very talented healer. I am sure with practice you will become familiar with the ways of the staff. Begin by connecting with the gem and follow your instincts.” 
 
    Shoshanne furrowed her brow and looked back at the pulsing gem. 
 
    “I hope I can figure it out,” she mumbled. “If it’s such an ancient relic, I would hate to waste it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Deya insisted. “It is yours now. You deserve it.” 
 
    Shoshanne only looked more unsettled about the gift, and she nervously nudged the staff closer to me. 
 
    “Mason should have it,” Shoshanne countered once more. 
 
    I snorted and nudged the staff right back toward her. 
 
    “I’ve got all the magic I can handle right now,” I assured the healer. 
 
    The whispers of the runes had been echoing in my mind all this time, and even though I was working to ignore them, it was incredibly difficult to focus fully on everything around me. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Dragir cut in, “we are only one rune short.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, and the elf picked up the last branding iron. 
 
    Cayla recommended Deya not watch the process, so Haragh escorted the beautiful elf from the chamber for the last branding. Once it was done and I’d regained my ability to see straight again, Dragir suggested we head outside to test the strength of the runes’ power. He wanted to be sure the density of the lines would be adequate enough, and I definitely didn’t want to get all the way to Illaria before I found out they needed to be adjusted. 
 
    The moment we came out of the cave and into the sunlight, searing pain shot through my eyes, and I clamped them shut as I staggered a little. The world looked like a magnifying glass had been held up to it, but it didn’t just make everything bigger and brighter. It made it unbearably loud. 
 
    “Do not worry,” Dragir called over his shoulder. “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    I was blinking furiously all the way up the path beside the cove, and the waves sounded like boulders rattling around a glass jar. Every footstep grated against my brain, and the chatting of the women rang so loud I could hardly discern their words even though they were right in front of me. 
 
    Somehow, I could still hear the whispers of the runes through it all, and I was a little queasy from the onrush of my heightened senses. 
 
    When we joined Dragir on the cliff side, I shuffled to his side, and he pointed a lazy finger way out along the coast. 
 
    “Do you see where the cliff curves out toward the ocean?” he asked, and I nodded as my eyes began to settle down a bit. “Look out that way, and let your eyes adjust to the distance. Then tell me what you can see.” 
 
    It took a moment, but the longer I kept my eyes trained on a single point, the clearer everything became, and the pain gradually abated. Soon, I could see individual leaves on the trees, and the technicolor thorns on every vine were perfectly crisp. Then I shifted my gaze further, and my mouth gaped open when I noticed a tiny speckled egg in a nest at the top of a tree. 
 
    It began to tremble a little as a small crack appeared, and my ears trained themselves in the same direction while my focus zeroed in on the egg. 
 
    Then I heard a light chirping. 
 
    “Look at that,” I mumbled. “It’s hatching.” 
 
    Dragir furrowed his brow and squinted to get a look. 
 
    “What’s hatching?” he asked after a while. 
 
    I pointed ahead. “That little bird,” I said as a grin spread across my face, “with the weird blue eyes. He just popped out.” 
 
    Deya joined us and squinted as well, but neither elf seemed able to find what I was talking about. Granted, the nest was on the furthest tree before the coastline curved back and disappeared, but they were elves. 
 
    They could see everything. 
 
    “Come on,” I tried, and I straightened my arm so it was directed right at the nest. “Right there, see? You can hear him peeping.” 
 
    Dragir cleared his throat after a moment. 
 
    “Okay, so … ” he mused, “I may have had you thicken those lines a little more than necessary.” 
 
    I dragged my sights from the nest and found Dragir with a spacy look on his face as he continued to squint toward the furthest edge of the cliff. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean I do not see or hear this little bird,” he said. 
 
    “Seriously?” I chuckled. “He’s right there. Neither of you can see it?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the elf assured me, “but this is okay, I think the drugs may have skewed my measurements is all. I could have sworn the iron was not thick enough, but … at least it’s not a dangerous rune. You will just have slightly more acute senses than we anticipated.” 
 
    “How acute?” I asked. 
 
    “Acute enough to see a little bird hatching somewhere over there.” Dragir shrugged. “You’ll have to test this all out yourself.” 
 
    Aurora sighed behind me, and I turned to send her a shit eating grin. 
 
    “Bet you’ve never met a mage who can see and hear better than you,” I teased. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me,” the half-elf grumbled with a scowl on her face. 
 
    “Why?” I asked with a wink. “Is it hard to hear me from way over there?” 
 
    Aurora pouted and looked ready to hurl a dagger at me, but the notion gave me an idea. 
 
    “Hey, let’s test the healing rune,” I decided, and I pulled a dagger from my sheath. 
 
    “You already know it works,” Cayla insisted uneasily. 
 
    “Yeah, it healed the brandings, but I wanna know what my time is,” I explained. “From injured to fully healed.” 
 
    I handed the dagger over to Dragir, and all of my women moved to protest immediately. I nodded to Dragir before they could intercept, though, and the elf didn’t hesitate to send the dagger spiraling toward my stomach. 
 
    What I didn’t expect was the sound of the blade slicing through the air. 
 
    It reminded me of papercuts for some reason, but then the blade impaled me, and my breath hitched in pain. 
 
    The women all shrieked, but the voices of my healing rune rose in retaliation to drown them out, and I gritted my teeth as I wrenched the blade out. 
 
    The same overwhelming weight pressed down once more and turned my limbs into lead, and I started slowly counting in my head. 
 
    By the time I got to five, the pain was gone, and by ten the dagger wound was entirely healed. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Hold on, does this rune heal faster than your own body?” I asked Dragir. 
 
    “Of course,” the elf replied casually. “You said you have possessed mages back in Serin. I saw what that crazy mage was capable of. Elven healing will not save you from a mage, so I gave you what I thought might. You’re not immortal by any means, but if they set you on fire or try to drown you, you’ll recover rather quickly.” 
 
    “In ten seconds,” I laughed as I tried to wrap my head around this. 
 
    “Depending on the severity,” Dragir clarified. 
 
    Haragh had been as silent as the dead since we’d begun the branding process, and now he stormed over to get a closer look at the wound. I could tell he was already fighting the urge to admit he was impressed, and when he saw there wasn’t a single mark on my stomach, he shook his head to himself. 
 
    Then the half-ogre spared the briefest glance toward the elf. 
 
    “Not bad,” he grunted. 
 
    “You want one?” Dragir asked, and there was a hint of a challenge in his tone. 
 
    “Fuck no,” Haragh shot back. “You’re not comin’ near me with that flamin’ iron.” 
 
    “No?” Dragir grinned. “Not as strong as you claim, huh?” 
 
    I choked back a laugh as the elf turned his back on Haragh and headed down the path, and the half-ogre glowered at the ground. 
 
    “We’re leavin’ now, yeah?” he growled. 
 
    “Sure, buddy,” I chuckled. “Now, we can leave.” 
 
    Haragh stubbornly waited beside the Mustang on the cliff while the rest of us returned to the fortress to gather up the last of our things, and while Shoshanne packed her healer’s bag, the other three women wandered down the jetty to admire the cove one last time. 
 
    The sun was beginning to sink in the sky, and the water glittered in amber and gold as the sea dragons began to crest near the horizon. 
 
    I couldn’t help gawking as they made their way toward the inlet where Deya stood waiting for them, and I watched the individual droplets of water peel across their fins for several minutes. 
 
    The rattling of the waves started to grate on my ears, though, so I turned away from the beautiful scene and went to look for Dragir. 
 
    I felt a hundred times better about leaving Nalnora now that I knew he wouldn’t be warring with his rune for the rest of his life, but after everything he’d done for us, I wasn’t very eager to leave him behind. Not only had he been the first elf in the whole jungle to hear me out about the Master, but he’d fought beside me to destroy his army not once, but twice. 
 
    I found Dragir back in his work room packing the three branding irons away in a leather wrap, and he glanced over when I entered. 
 
    Then he slipped an engraving tool in the wrapping as well before he rolled it all up and tied it securely. 
 
    “Here,” he said and held the leather bundle out to me. 
 
    “Are you serious?” I asked. 
 
    Dragir nodded, and I took the leather wrap. 
 
    “I don’t even know how to thank you, man,” I told him sincerely. “This is … fucking awesome. Plus the brandings, and the Halcyan blades. You’re really saving our asses.” 
 
    “It is the least I can do, but tread carefully with rune magic,” he warned. “You’re still far from being able to create your own runes from scratch, but you have the mapping and that silly book my sister stole from Aeris. Practicing with the runes in the book will help you.” 
 
     “Understood,” I told the elf. 
 
    “Also, I feel I must warn you not to underestimate the Elven Council,” Dragir added. “You and Deya are breaking a law that has been in place for over seven hundred years. So, get out of Nalnora as quickly as possible. If anyone sees my sister heading west with you, they will not hesitate to cross the border and get her back.” 
 
    “What will Qiran do when he notices she’s gone?” 
 
    “He will shut himself up and set guards at every border of our lands,” Dragir assured me. “Deya is under the protection of House Quyn until her seventieth year. If the Council finds out what you’ve done, all of House Quyn will pay the price.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Look, if you need any weapons, get a message to me in Serin, alright?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Dragir said with a shrug. “These bazookas of yours have given me a few ideas, and you’ve done more than enough for House Quyn. I’ll do what I can for the two of you from here, but if anyone outside our House realizes Deya is missing, it is you they will suspect. Luir and Aeris will make sure of it.” 
 
    I nodded as my pulse kicked up, and the weight of what I was about to do hit me like a brick to the stomach. 
 
    “They wouldn’t start a war over her, would they?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    “I would like to say no,” Dragir replied, “but this issue between you and Luir could change many things. He is a very unpredictable man, and from the sound of it, he already suspects your relationship with Deya. Watch for the owls and keep your focus sharp.” 
 
    The elf tapped his ear, and I nodded my agreement. 
 
    Knowing I had the three runes branded into my skin settled my nerves a bit on this point, but the memory of Luir’s army of Wendigo was stark in my mind as I followed Dragir back through the vaulted chamber and out into the cove. 
 
    Deya looped her arm in her brother’s as they strolled up the path to the cliffside, and they spoke together in Elvish for nearly half an hour while we loaded up the Mustang with the last few items. 
 
    From the looks of it, Dragir was only nodding along by this point, and Deya continued to ramble anxiously like a mother hen. Eventually, Dragir just turned her toward the Mustang and prodded her forward, and she was speaking all the faster when I nudged her into the front seat. 
 
    Then Ruela leapt in after her, and I glanced at Dragir. 
 
    “Does the dog have to come with?” I muttered as quietly as possible. It wasn’t that I didn’t love dogs, I just knew when a family got one, the husband and dad normally ended up being the one who took the pet out for walks and cleaned up the poop.  
 
    The women still heard me, though, and all four gave their adamant approval. 
 
    “Alright,” I relented, “but I’m not taking care of the dog when we get to Serin. I mean it. She’s all of your responsibility. If she eats someone, I don’t wanna hear about it, and I’m not in charge of running that energy down either. Understood?” 
 
    Deya blew me a kiss, but I was already regretting the decision. 
 
    Ruela’s massive head was resting in the beautiful elf’s lap, and something about the look in her stark green eyes had me thinking she was gonna cause a hell of a lot of trouble in Illaria. 
 
    Haragh joined Ruela and Deya in the front seat, and Dragir sighed as he dragged an affectionate hand along Bobbie’s front fender. 
 
    “I will miss you, Mustang,” Dragir informed the car. His eyelids were still at half mast, but he wasn’t swaying any more, and I figured he’d probably be sober by tomorrow. 
 
    “If you ever come out to Serin, I’ll build you a car of your own,” I told the elf, and I held out my hand to shake his. 
 
    “I will hold you to that,” Dragir said as an eager glint came to his serpentine eyes, “but more importantly--” 
 
    “I know,” I cut in. “I’ll look after Deya.” 
 
    Dragir snorted. “I was going to say try not to die,” he replied. “I already know you will do all you can for Deya. But if anyone ever asks where you learned about rune magic, we’ve never met, you don’t know who Dragir is, and an elf named Rhys gave you those brandings.” 
 
    “Deal,” I laughed. “Hey, next time you see Rhys’ wife, tell her I say hi.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Dragir shot back with a broad grin. “You have enough women, get out of here.” 
 
    I shook my head as I dropped into the driver’s seat, and Dragir sighed wistfully while he stepped back to eye the Mustang one last time. 
 
    Deya leaned over me to bid her brother a final farewell, but the man only spared her half a wave and kept his hazy eyes on the car. 
 
    Then Bobbie gave a deep growl, and the four women hollered their goodbyes out the windows as we left Dragir beside the path above the hidden cove. 
 
    We headed north along the cliff’s edge for as long as possible so Deya could enjoy a last glimpse of the ocean, and once we reached the road to Rhoemir, we turned to follow it west. 
 
    Aurora leaned over the seat to give Deya’s shoulder a light squeeze when she heard the beautiful elf let out a low sigh. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Aurora told her. “Dragir will take care of the dragons while you’re gone.” 
 
    Deya giggled to herself, and I glanced sidelong at her. 
 
    “I don’t see how,” she said. “He was too drugged to remember to ask me about the rune.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, Dragir never got to sit down with you about the rune Nemris showed you?” I asked. 
 
    A mischievous glint came to Deya’s violet eyes. 
 
    “What?” she asked innocently. “I know nothing about rune magic. Remember? I’m just the little sister who thinks an engraving tool is a metal stick.” 
 
    I laughed heartily as I imagined Dragir sobering up to realize he’d missed his chance to decipher the new rune, and Deya pulled an iridescent scale from her bag. 
 
    The rune Nemris had shown her was carved neatly into the strange pearly surface of the dragon scale, and the beautiful elf trailed a slender finger along the looping lines. 
 
    “I will keep an eye on the dragons myself,” Deya assured the half-elf. “This way, I can visit the cove whenever I want, and I won’t be so homesick.” 
 
    Aurora gave a giddy little bounce in the backseat, and I smirked at Deya. 
 
    “You’re a terrible little sister,” I informed her. “You know how pissed he’s gonna be about this.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a smug smirk, “and Dragir will love me anyways.” 
 
    I sighed. “Troublemaker.” 
 
    We floored it right past the armistice city of Rhoemir and didn’t spare it another look, and Deya made sure to keep herself invisible until we’d crossed the bridge over the River East. 
 
    The jungle was entirely different to me now that I could see and hear so much, and I quickly realized sensory overload was going to be a challenge for a while. After a bit of practice, I slowly became more familiar with the subtle adjustments I could make to influence how much registered, but I already had a headache by then. 
 
    I kept working on training my eyes and ears, though, and the women busied themselves with telling Haragh everything I’d left out about the last few weeks. 
 
    Aurora was elaborating about the grove of Putra we’d come across with the dead sphinxes mounted in various stages of decay, but Deya just sat quietly and stroked Ruela’s head beside me. 
 
    I knew it was hard for her to leave Nalnora, so I dropped my arm around her shoulders and sent her a reassuring smile. 
 
    The beautiful elf returned it sweetly, and then she rested her head on my shoulder as she let out another low sigh. 
 
    “Are there many elves in Serin?” Deya asked. 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted. “Aurora had a hard time fitting in there for a bit, but she’s a well-respected Defender of the Order now.” 
 
    “Maybe no one will notice me,” Deya muttered quietly. 
 
    I couldn’t help but send her a stern shake of the head. 
 
    “Not possible, sorry,” I informed her. “You’re too beautiful.” 
 
    “But I’m not a member of the Order,” Deya pointed out. “No one has a reason to be kind to me, I’m an elf. Dragir said the relations between Illaria and Nalnora have been terrible for longer than I have been alive. He said I would be treated as poorly as Aurora is here.” 
 
    “You’ll be just fine,” I assured her. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Deya nodded nervously, but before she could respond, something caught my attention, and I tilted my head to train my ears more closely. 
 
    I felt the rune stretching further through the jungle as every sound imaginable came back to me, but the sound that had stuck out was one I knew too well to glaze over. 
 
    Finally, I narrowed my focus in on the light clanging of metal hilts in sheaths, and I could tell by the way the sound echoed in my ears that it was still far off. There was the rustling of ferns and several hurried footsteps along with it, and by my estimate, at least fifty elves were headed this way. 
 
    When I began to hear orders being given in Elvish, I recognized the voice immediately and brought the Mustang to a quick stop. 
 
    All of the women sat up and began anxiously scanning the jungle around us. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Cayla demanded. 
 
    “We’re gonna have some company,” I told her, and I unsealed the trunk. “They’re south of us by about … a third of a league. I’d say we have fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Then drive,” Aurora said incredulously. “What are we doing sitting here?” 
 
    I turned around to look at the half-elf, and she furrowed her brow suspiciously the moment she noticed the smirk on my face. 
 
    “We’re sitting here because only House Natyr is to the south of us,” I told her. “What do you think? One last ambush before we leave Nalnora? It’s what Onym would have wanted.” 
 
    A devilish grin curled at the corner of Aurora’s lips. 
 
    “Let’s kill some fucking elves,” she said with dark glee.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “You’re sure it’s Onym’s allies?” Cayla asked as she pulled a bazooka from the arsenal in the trunk of the Mustang. 
 
    “I heard Oryk giving orders to them,” I told her. “That’s proof enough for me.” 
 
    “I still don’t hear anything,” Aurora grumbled, and I nudged her playfully as I finished loading the magazine on my bow. 
 
    “Luckily, you’ve got me.” 
 
    Aurora shot me a lethal glance and shouldered her own bow, but as the half-elf stubbornly turned her back on me, I caught her elbow and flipped her back around to hold her against me. 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. “You’ve been saving my ass since we met. At least let me enjoy returning the favor.” 
 
    “I know,” Aurora sighed, “but it’s a point of pride with me. My senses are more acute than anyone else’s at the Order. Or they used to be, anyway.” 
 
    “Yeah, but if anyone’s allowed to outdo you, it might as well be me.” 
 
    “This does not count as outdoing me,” the half-elf clarified curtly. 
 
    I grinned. “You’re not gonna let this go, are you?” 
 
    “Of course she’s not,” Shoshanne muttered as she finished loading her bow as well. 
 
    Aurora clamped her jaw shut and leveled me with a stern glance. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “Let’s settle this. If I kill more elves than you, you’re not allowed to mention those runes to me ever again, and you can’t tell anyone at the Order that you have more acute senses than me.” 
 
    The other women laughed at this, but Aurora was clearly holding firm, so I nodded. 
 
    “Deal,” I agreed, “but if I kill more elves than you, you have to get over your pride, and … I can’t tell anyone at the Order that I have more acute senses than you.” 
 
    Aurora smirked at this last part before she wove her arms around me and left a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “Deal,” she purred. Then the half-elf sent me a glittering smile and turned to take her position behind a felled tree. 
 
    Haragh chuckled to himself while he picked through our arsenal to select a weapon or two, and as I pulled an axe out to stow it in the backseat of the Mustang, he furrowed his brows and grabbed one as well. 
 
    “What the hell are these axes about?” the half-ogre asked as he studied the stout axe. 
 
    “Those are from House Syru’s soldiers,” I explained. “They’re made of tungsten. I definitely recommend dropping one through somebody’s skull if you get a chance.” 
 
    “You know … Nalnora’s changed ye’ a bit,” he muttered as he eyed the axe, “but I’m not complaining. I’ve always wanted to hurl an axe at someone if I’m bein’ honest.” 
 
    “Go for it,” I chuckled. “There’s about twenty in that trunk.” 
 
    Deya was already on top of a small embankment some forty feet away from the Mustang, and Ruela was laid out in the brush beside her. I’d instructed the beautiful elf to stay fully out of sight and out of the line of fire until I told her it was okay to come down, and for now, she was keeping her ears trained to the south for me. 
 
    As soon as her own hearing picked up a sign of Onym’s allies, everyone would have to remain completely silent from there on so the oncoming elves couldn’t track their locations. 
 
    I already knew House Natyr had brutal fighting tactics and a tendency for ambushes because Onym had set his sights on killing us all pretty quickly. Since then, we’d dealt with several attacks from the man until the Baroness finally killed him off outside of House Syru. The last time we’d come up against Onym, I’d managed to take both him and his brother hostage, but this time, I had no intentions of leaving the last heir of House Natyr alive. 
 
    After Onym’s allies assumed I murdered him, I’d been expecting a retaliation at every turn, and I was kind of looking forward to handling the issue once and for all. 
 
    Onym had been an absolute pain in my ass, and if his brother wanted to get his revenge on someone, I’d gladly give him an opening. 
 
    Because I knew exactly what he’d do. 
 
    Oryk was a decent fighter, but his brother had been the leader for all of their ambushes, and I didn’t doubt the elf would follow in Onym’s footsteps to a tee. Which meant a flying dagger would be the first signal, and if everything went as planned, it would hit its mark dead on. 
 
    I posted my women in well concealed areas around the clearing I’d parked the Mustang in, and I let the engine idle for a while to be sure our position was easily found. 
 
    Haragh stood amongst a thick crop of ferns at the base of Deya’s embankment, and once the beautiful elf cleared her throat lightly from her hiding place, I sent a nod to Cayla. 
 
    The three women dropped out of sight without a sound, and after another few minutes, I cut the engine. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long now, so I leaned back against the side of the Mustang and waited for the attack. 
 
    Onym’s allies did an admirable job of stalking us out, and I shuffled my boots a few times just to help them out a bit. I could hear every one of their footfalls, and Oryk’s hushed instructions came to me as clear as day. I couldn’t understand his language, but following his orders, the band of elves fanned out around the clearing. 
 
    Now that they were closer, I guessed there were about seventy elves in the fleet, but only Oryk moved forward through the trees. 
 
    I tried not to smirk as I heard a dagger slide from his sheath, and I let out a sigh while I casually glanced up at the treetops. 
 
    Oryk was clearly confused to find me all alone, and he stopped behind a tree straight ahead of me. The moments ticked by silently as he probably scanned the area for a sign of the others, but I knew he wouldn’t find them. 
 
    Even I couldn’t hear the breathing of my women with Onym’s allies settling in amongst the trees, and it was hard to imagine this working out even when I had my regular hearing. The stealthy elves sounded practically clumsy to me now, and as someone’s foot snapped on a twig, I fought the urge to smirk again. 
 
    Then there was a light rush of wind as Oryk raised his arm to take his aim, and the same distinct splicing followed while the blade of his dagger spiraled through the air. 
 
    I shifted just slightly to the side, and the blade impaled me in the arm rather than in the chest. 
 
    The pain was less shocking since I’d been expecting it, but leaving it buried in my arm while the runes furiously tried to heal me took a hell of a lot of effort. I could hear Oryk stalking forward, though, and just before he emerged from the ferns, I pulled the dagger out of my arm. 
 
    The silver-haired elf sneered at the blood on the blade as he drew another one from his belt, but I lifted my injured arm to rotate it around a bit, and within seconds, it was entirely healed. 
 
    Oryk’s murky blue eyes flared as he eyed my uninjured arm, and I could see a glint of fear in his confused expression. 
 
    Then I flipped his blade in my hand and grinned. 
 
    “So, did you wanna do this one on one,” I asked him, “or should we wait for your friends? It’d be kind of fun to take this to the next level, but you decide what you’re up for.” 
 
    Oryk’s lips peeled back into a deadly grin, and with a single growling word from the silver-haired elf, the others broke through the ferns. 
 
    Every elf wore differing garb, and some were even from House Orrel, while others wore raggish clothes like the merchants I’d seen in Lyralus. Onym’s allies obviously stretched far across Nalnora, and from the looks of it, every one of them was here for the occasion. 
 
    They closed in around me from all sides by the dozens, and I immediately hurled Oryk’s dagger into his gut. While he doubled over, I whipped my bow around and began sending arrows into the hearts of the oncoming elves, and by the time my magazine was emptied, Shoshanne and Aurora took over with their own bows. 
 
    The stunned elves scattered in the onslaught of arrows, but they fought back savagely with swords and daggers drawn. 
 
    I pulled my revolver out next while Aurora sparked her flames, and then Haragh gave a vicious snarl and lunged from the ferns. 
 
    He snatched four elves at once and cracked their skulls together before he quickly ripped the ground open to crush five more into a jagged pit. 
 
    Nearly every elf near the half-ogre turned on him at once, but a searing jet of flames engulfed a swarm of them before they could make it to him. 
 
    Another five elves collapsed to the ground as Shoshanne depleted their oxygen, and I emptied the last of my revolver’s cylinder into the three elves who had managed to impale Haragh with their daggers. 
 
    The half-ogre roared and tore the blades from his arms to bury them into his attacker’s eye sockets, and as I dodged an oncoming blade, I slipped my arm into the backseat of the Mustang to pull out the stowed axe. 
 
    Then I spun around, and the tungsten blade split an elf’s chest cavity right in half. When I wrenched it loose, I sent it spiraling toward Oryk, who I caught creeping up behind Aurora. 
 
    The silver-haired elf managed to dodge the hefty blade, but I swiftly redirected the dagger he threw at me, and the moment I caught it, I hurled it back at him. 
 
    The blade impaled Oryk’s thigh this time, and as he staggered out of the way of Aurora’s flames, I felt a rogue dagger splice across the muscle on my shoulder. It was the same spot I’d injured at the battle at House Quyn, and my arm tingled as the muscles splayed open. 
 
    I gritted my teeth against the pain as the voices in my head rose angrily, and then my focus was completely overpowered by the rune. 
 
    The same leaden weight pressed down around me, and I had to fight to keep my eyes open. Even after the wound was healed, the rune seemed to remain agitated and poised for the next attack, and I shook my head to try and steady the chaos taking place in my mind. 
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed when another dagger impaled my side, and the voices rose in a fresh wave of disorienting muttering. For a second, I thought the incapacitating effect would cost me my life right here, and I furiously fought against the overpowering presence of the rune. 
 
    Then a throaty growl ripped through the air, and Ruela tore across the clearing to lock her massive jaws around the head of an elf only a few feet in front of me. I hadn’t even seen him coming while I was struggling to get my bearings, but as Ruela tore the elf’s face to pieces, her bloody snarls came through the voices in my head and grounded me all of a sudden. 
 
    I focused on the snapping of the wildish beast’s fangs and the sound of clanging blades, and something in my veins seemed to be pushing me into overdrive. 
 
    Then I realized it was the power of the rune pulsing through me, and instead of fighting against the leaden weight, I let it take over. 
 
    With Ruela going after another elf at my side and gnawing through his calf, I raised my revolver and let the heavy pulsing in my veins drown out everything else. The voices circled hypnotically in my mind, and I emptied the revolver into the fray in less than ten seconds. 
 
    Elf after elf dropped before me, and the few whose daggers slipped through were dead by the time I was healed. My hand moved mechanically to refill the cylinder as I dropped a few elves into a pit across the clearing, and with the presence of the rune at the forefront of my mind, I buried five more elves while I shot down another crop of them in quick succession. Then I tore my sword from its sheath and sliced the neck of another open, and the four elves surrounding Aurora were swiftly shot down a moment after. 
 
    The half-elf sent me a warning look for snagging her kills from her, but I was already on to the next batch. 
 
    Haragh was fending off seven elves at once, and their fury toward the half-ogre was brutal to witness. 
 
    Three elves jumped off from the top of boulders to stab him in the back, and just as another dove to slice his trunkish leg open, I slit four of his attacker’s throats open in only two swipes. 
 
    Then I sparked my metal magic to pull the many daggers from Haragh’s back and arms, and five elves were buried in the dirt with my back still turned on them. 
 
    Haragh sent me a vicious grin right before he hurled an axe into the skull of his next victim, and I had just sliced the hand of a passing elf off when chaos suddenly rose in my mind once more. 
 
    A sword had spliced the muscles in my back open, but to my surprise, the presence of the rune almost distracted from the pain of the blow. I let it take over once more as I whipped around, and Oryk’s murky blue eyes were narrowed on me with his serrated sword raised at the ready. Then he flicked his gaze to where Ruela was tearing into an elf’s arm close by, and my gut sank. 
 
    Oryk grinned ruthlessly, and there was no denying that he recognized the wolfish beast. 
 
    The notion drove me forward with a vengeance, and Oryk stumbled and almost dropped to the ground as I countered his attacks with heavy blows from my own sword. 
 
    Sweat dripped down his temples as I kept my lethal gaze locked on him, and I could hear his pulse quicken into a panic when I cornered him against a pile of boulders. 
 
    Then I cut his gut open with one unforgiving slice, but the elf managed to block my next blow as he clutched his bleeding torso. I had just raised my arm to strike at his exposed left side when a dagger flew from the ferns and impaled my forearm. 
 
    I cursed as my sword abruptly dropped to the ground, and Oryk lunged at the opening. 
 
    I was already healed and pulling my last dagger from my belt, though, and when I dodged his serrated blade, I swiftly flipped around to lock him by the neck. Then I drove my dagger right between his shoulder blades, and Oryk’s breath caught in a gurgle as I twisted the blade deeper into his back. 
 
    His legs gave out as he lost the ability to fight back at all, and with his body twitching in pain, I finally wrenched the blade out and let him drop. 
 
    Oryk’s back bloomed with deep red blood while he collapsed across the dirt, and as nearly twenty elves turned to see their leader crumpled on the ground, I gave a sharp whistle. 
 
    Aurora and Shoshanne dove into the ferns as I ducked down, and Cayla rose from behind the boulders at my back with her bazooka loaded and at the ready. 
 
    A grin curled at the corner of the princess’ lips as she pulled the trigger, and she sent the rocket soaring straight into the group of elves poised to come at me. 
 
    The enchanted purple flames burst with a deafening explosion, and a spray of sparks cascaded down as they coursed through the air to engulf the shrieking elves entirely. 
 
    Several shouts of panic rose up around the clearing, and the last of Onym’s allies began to flee into the jungle with another rocket hot on their heels.  
 
    The massive explosion of the first had nearly blinded me, though, and the crackling of the flames sounded like hot oil bubbling against my eardrums. I braced myself and redirected my focus to keep my senses from incapacitating me, but by the time the light of the flames died down, I still had to blink hard for a minute to get my focus back on track. 
 
    Then I looked down to see Oryk’s body was gone. 
 
    I swiftly trained my ears toward the jungle, and I guessed the stumbling elf about fifty feet off was Oryk trying to make a break for it. Before I could sprint after him, Haragh gave a spluttering groan, and I whipped around to see the half-ogre collapsed in the mass of ferns. 
 
    “Shit,” I growled, and I jumped over the charred remains of the elves to come to his side. 
 
    I pulled four daggers out of his gut, but the one buried in his chest made my limbs go numb, and blood pooled beneath his massive body. 
 
    “Shoshanne!” I called, and the healer was at my side in a flash. 
 
    She gasped when she saw the state Haragh was in, and then she immediately dropped to her knees to assess the damage. 
 
    “It’s not in his heart,” she said as she eyed the placement of the final dagger, “but it must have punctured his lung.” 
 
    Haragh grunted in pain, and a wheezing gurgle came from his throat. 
 
    “What can you do?” I demanded as Haragh’s eyes rolled back into his head. 
 
    Then Aurora crashed through the ferns with the Halcyan staff in hand. “Here,” she said breathlessly. “Use it, do whatever it takes.” 
 
    “I don’t know how!” Shoshanne’s throat hitched anxiously, and she shook her head at the staff the half-elf thrust toward her. 
 
    “You can do this,” I assured her. “Just like Dragir said, connect with the gem and follow your instincts. You’re already an amazing healer. Let the staff connect with your abilities.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded diligently, and as she shakily took the staff from Aurora, she closed her eyes and placed a palm on Haragh’s bloody chest. She lowered the gem so it hovered above him, and as I watched the deep purple glow, the pace of the pulsing stuttered. 
 
    I could hear the terrified pounding of Shoshanne’s heart in my ears, and I realized the gem was starting to match her beat for beat while she furrowed her brow in concentration. 
 
    “You’ve got it,” I told her. “Now, channel your intentions.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded and breathed deeply, and then her expression abruptly changed. 
 
    “I can see it,” she said quietly. “The blade, and the wounds. I can see everything that’s damaged. It’s like a map of his insides.” 
 
    “Really?” Aurora panted. 
 
    Shoshanne nodded and furrowed her brow again. After a long moment of gurgling breaths from the half-ogre, the healer finally reached for the blade in his chest. 
 
    “I can heal him,” she decided. 
 
    My pulse kicked up a notch as the healer’s hand closed around the dagger, and the moment she wrenched it from Haragh’s chest, he gave a violent jolt and yelled out in pain. 
 
    Shoshanne flattened her palm against the wound and remained exactly as she was while Haragh’s blood coursed over her fingers, but the gem only burned more brightly in her grip, and the Halcyan in the staff began to gleam in striking blues and purples. 
 
    Haragh wheezed again, but the gurgling wasn’t there this time, and Shoshanne bit down hard on her lip in concentration. Within a minute, the flow of blood coming from the many dagger wounds seemed to slow, and Haragh winced as he shifted under the healer’s touch. 
 
    “I’m almost done,” she told him gently. “The fibers are still fusing, don’t move.” 
 
    I stared down in disbelief, and as I watched, the dagger wounds all over Haragh’s torso slowly began to close. By the time the last gaping splice fused itself shut, I had a huge grin on my face. 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora breathed and dropped from her knees to her ass. “You really are an angel.” 
 
    I chuckled at the look on the half-elf’s face, and Shoshanne blinked her warm brown eyes open at last. 
 
    The healer gaped at Haragh’s healed body like she couldn’t believe what she’d done, and then she just looked at me with the blankest expression I’d ever seen on her beautiful face. 
 
    Her plush lips were parted in shock, and I grinned as I reached over to tuck a wild copper curl behind her ear. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked. 
 
    Shoshanne only looked back down, though, and she continued to stare at the half-ogre for well over a minute. 
 
    “She’s pretty when she’s struck dumb,” Haragh chuckled, and he strained to sit up. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I corrected. Then I stroked Shoshanne’s arm to try and bring her back to reality, and I realized by how cold she was that the healer had gone into shock. 
 
    “You should probably start breathing,” I gently reminded her. 
 
    Shoshanne took an abrupt and mechanical breath before she slowly set the staff down on the ground. 
 
    “I closed the wounds,” she muttered. “I saw the fibers of the tissue in his muscles. I saw all of them, and then I pulled them back together.” 
 
    “No shit,” Aurora said when she finally collected herself a bit. “I saw it. You just … healed him. With your mind.” 
 
    Shoshanne shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I admitted, “but Dragir did say the staves were incredibly powerful.” 
 
    “Do you think her Aer Magic helped?” Aurora asked in confusion. “It couldn’t have, right? Wounds like that can’t be healed with air.” 
 
    “I think it’s just her abilities,” I guessed. “She’s incredibly gifted, and if the channeling gem can connect fully with her intentions, why shouldn’t she be able to heal injuries like this?” 
 
    “I did connect with the gem,” Shoshanne agreed. “I could feel it.” 
 
    “Your heartbeat fell in sync with the channeling gem,” I told her with a nod. “You were completely connected with it. That must be what Dragir was talking about.” 
 
    “I need to go for a walk,” the healer muttered hazily, and I quickly helped her to stand. “I’m going to just …” 
 
    Shoshanne trailed off as she wandered across the clearing, and I exchanged a brief glance with Aurora before the half-elf swiftly followed after her. 
 
    Then I pulled Haragh up from the ground, and as he patted himself all over to be sure no injuries remained, he began to chuckle again. 
 
    “Ye’ve got a habit of fallin’ in love with incredible women,” he informed me. 
 
    I grinned. “Apparently.” 
 
    “Think she’ll be alright?” he asked in a low voice, and he gestured to Shoshanne. 
 
    Aurora trailed behind the healer as she slowly wandered in a large circle around the clearing, and Shoshanne’s huge brown eyes stared ahead of her without seeming to notice anything. 
 
    “She’ll be alright,” I chuckled. “It’s a lot to realize the rules no longer apply to you.” 
 
    “Speakin’ of rules not applying,’” Haragh grunted, “I’ve never seen ye’ fight like that.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean yer a fucking killin’ machine,” he informed me bluntly. “Ye’ didn’t even pause to blink. You feelin’ alright?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “I think so,” I told him as I scruffed my beard. “I was so distracted, honestly. This rune Dragir gave me for healing was really messing with me for a second. It’s kind of like when our magic sparks, but ten times stronger, and it feels like lead in my veins. I couldn’t focus with all the voices, and I couldn’t get my bearings for shit. Finally, I just leaned into it, and I don’t know what happened. I saw every threat at once and did what I needed to do.” 
 
    “You could say that,” Haragh snorted. “I’ve never seen a Terra Mage use their powers accurately with their back turned while they were slittin’ throats. Plus, you were still pullin’ daggers out of my damn back at the time.” 
 
    I grinned wider as I remembered the unbelievable ease of juggling it all. 
 
    “Yeah,” I mused, “that was kind of awesome.” 
 
    Haragh laughed and clapped a sturdy hand on my shoulder, and I picked up Shoshanne’s healing staff to return it to the Mustang for her. Cayla had joined Aurora in trailing after the wandering healer, and they’d already gotten pretty far off through the trees. 
 
    I could still hear their footfalls, though, and I kept half my focus on this while I turned to where Deya was hiding up on the embankment. 
 
    A few seconds after I motioned for her to come down, the beautiful elf flickered into view with a bright smile on her face. She climbed lithely down the rocks with ease, and when she landed without a sound on the jungle floor, a bloody Ruela trotted to her side. 
 
    Deya gave the beast an affectionate scruff, and then two came over to join me and Haragh at the car. 
 
    “I was so terrified when that elf came at you,” she told me as she curled against my chest. “Ruela acted just in time.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Deya, but as I eyed the bloody snout of the wolfish beast, my gut clenched again. 
 
    “She saved my ass,” I agreed, “but I almost wish she hadn’t.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Deya demanded, and she looked up at me in shock. 
 
    “Oryk recognized her,” I told the beautiful elf. 
 
    “Why’s it matter if the elf knows a dog?” Haragh asked. 
 
    “If Oryk knows Ruela, then he knows she’s tied to Deya’s hip,” I explained. “There’s no reason this dog would be out here with us if Deya wasn’t here as well. I don’t know how much Oryk can piece together, but if I were him, I’d say it’s pretty obvious we’re heading for the border.” 
 
    Deya paled slightly as she realized what this meant, and I could tell her resolve was wavering. 
 
    “Should I go back?” she finally asked uneasily. “I don’t want to bring danger to you and the girls. What if--” 
 
    I shook my head to silence her. “I’m not gonna tell you what to do,” I replied, “but I’d rather go up against all of their armies than let them have their way where you’re concerned. The law won’t change whether you stay or go. It’s up to you.” 
 
    Deya nodded. “If you’re sure about this.” 
 
    “Positive,” I said with a broad grin. 
 
    “Then we better get the hell out of here,” Haragh sighed. 
 
    I promptly called for the others, and as Aurora shuttled Shoshanne toward the Mustang, I summoned all of the daggers, arrows, and axes from the jungle to file them into the trunk. 
 
    “What about Oryk?” Cayla asked as she tucked her bazooka near the side panel and gave the steel an affectionate pat. 
 
    “Well, he’s the last heir of House Natyr,” I replied as I scruffed my beard thoughtfully. “If Luir was serious about the Elite outnumbering the Houses in the south, Dragir and Rhys might need to gain an allegiance with Oryk down the line.” 
 
    Cayla nodded. “Good point. Although, I hate the idea of letting that slimy elf live.” 
 
    “Me too,” I admitted and sealed the trunk, “but Nalnora’s got a lot more to worry about than a guy like Oryk. There’s only three Houses left in the south, now. It’s probably best this way. ” 
 
    Haragh kept a nervous eye on Ruela’s bloody snout while she leapt into the front seat with him and Deya, and Bobbie roared to life as I dropped into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Hey,” Aurora suddenly said, and she tipped her chin over my shoulder. “How many elves?” 
 
    “Forty-eight,” I told her. 
 
    When I glanced over my shoulder, the half-elf’s pout showed quite clearly that’d I’d kicked her ass, and she sat back in her seat with a huff. 
 
    “Fine,” she muttered, “I’ll get over it.” 
 
    Cayla chuckled, and I sent Aurora a wink in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “The runes will be our secret,” I promised her, “don’t worry.” 
 
    Aurora grinned and rolled her eyes, and I was just about to take us forward when my hearing picked up the faint beat of a wing. 
 
    I whipped my eyes toward the canopy, and Deya vanished from sight immediately as I carefully scanned the treetops. 
 
    Then a massive owl settled itself on a low branch, and its piercing gaze turned directly toward me. It had clearly just arrived on the scene, but to be sure nothing could get back to Luir, I pulled my revolver from my hip and took my aim. 
 
    The bullet pierced the transmuter right through the head, and by the time the massive owl hit the ground, we were already heading for the border at top speed. 
 
    Aurora and Cayla spoke with Shoshanne for the whole drive about what she’d experienced while she was using the staff to heal Haragh, but a tense silence held out in the front seat for the next few hours. Deya fidgeted anxiously with the scruff around Ruela’s neck, and Haragh held on to the grab bar for dear life while we barreled through the jungle. 
 
    Birds and beasts scattered in our wake as darkness fell, and the headlights Dragir and I had rigged did a solid job of helping me navigate without losing too much speed. My vision was incredibly acute despite the darkness, and as long as I kept working to train my focus in a specific direction, I was able to keep from being too confused by the scattering bugs and plants in the headlights. 
 
    My headache returned after about an hour of trying not to get sensory overload, and three times, I could have sworn I heard the familiar beat of an owl’s wing above, but I didn’t stop or look back for anything. 
 
    At this point, it didn’t matter if there were more owls following our trail. Luir had already sent at least one to scout us, which meant he either knew Deya was running away with me, or he suspected it. 
 
    Regardless, Oryk had seen Ruela, and the grin he’d sent gave me no doubt he knew what the wolfish beast was doing there. 
 
    Deya kept her determined gaze ahead of us while Bobbie continued to speed on for the western border, and somewhere near midnight, the jungle suddenly opened up around us. The ferns became sparse just before the trees abruptly ended, and as I turned down a gravely pass to take us winding between deep, rocky ridges, I knew we had finally made it out of Nalnora. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The women in the back of the Mustang had all fallen asleep tangled around each other not long after we crossed the border of Illaria, and Deya finally slumped over onto my shoulder shortly after. Haragh and I were the only ones who managed to stay awake, and the half-ogre filled me in on the workings at the mine as we wound through the eastern passes toward the hills surrounding Serin. 
 
    “I was only there for a day before I headed to Nalnora,” Haragh explained, “but they’ve done more than enough mining if you ask me. Stacks of metal all over the damn place, and Magehill is built up beyond what it was. A few dozen more mages moved in since ye’ left, and they’ve added a couple pubs as well.” 
 
    I smirked. “Local pubs at Magehill,” I mused. “It’ll be good to be back home.” 
 
    “You’ll want to see King Temin first thing, though,” Haragh mentioned. “He told me to get ye’ the hell out of the jungle and straight to him as quick as possible.” 
 
    “We can stop by the king’s guards and send a message to let him know we’ve arrived,” I told him. “I’d like to see Serin again, and Aurora will be glad of the chance to be in her home city. She had a rough time in Nalnora.” 
 
    The half-ogre checked over his shoulder to be sure the women were sound asleep before he lowered his voice. 
 
    “She told me those bastards been callin’ her a mutt and a dog and all else under the sun,” he growled. “That true?” 
 
    I nodded. “They tried to kill her more times than I can count,” I muttered, and I ground my jaw at the thought. “Half-elfs are considered an abomination amongst the elves. They practically used her as target practice for awhile there.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” Haragh snorted. “Serin will be more than glad to welcome her home. This one though … ” The half-ogre gestured to the sleeping elf on my shoulder. “She might have a time of it.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she doesn’t,” I assured him. “Nalnora tried my patience to the limit with Aurora, but Serin’s not the jungle. If anyone has a problem with Deya, they’ll be answering to me. Like you said, Nalnora’s changed my views a bit.” 
 
    The half-ogre raised his brows. “You’ll talk to ‘em before you slit their throats, yeah?” he clarified uneasily. 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a vague shrug, and I sent Haragh a broad grin. 
 
    When we finally made it through the eastern passes, the gravel met with a dirt road that took us up the first of many rolling hills. At the top, a blanket of stars stretched far off across the blackened land of Illaria, and the moonless night was completely silent for miles around. I’d gotten used to the constant chirping and prowling of beasts in Nalnora at night, but when I brought Bobbie to a stop at the top of a hill and cut the engine, the silence was like a tonic. 
 
    My senses were completely shot after my first day living with my runes, and I dropped my head back to rest my eyes with a sigh of relief. 
 
    Serin would only be a couple hours away, but with the entire capital asleep, there was little reason to jet there now. So, I finally let myself drift off, and Haragh’s heavy snoring filled the Mustang within minutes. 
 
    In my sleep, the runes still spoke to me, but they weren’t as irritating for some reason as they had gotten in the last few hours. It was like each element was introducing itself to me, and the longer I slept, the more at ease I felt with the constant stream of hushed Elvish circling around my mind. 
 
    When I woke, I felt the light brush of a pair of velvety lips against my ear first, and Aurora giggled lightly. 
 
    “Wake up,” she murmured, and a sleepy grin hitched at the corner of my mouth. 
 
    I grumbled in response without moving a muscle, but when Aurora nibbled gently at my ear lobe, a shiver shook my spine and caused my blood to wake up all at once. 
 
    The half-elf slid her arms around my chest and tilted her chin over my shoulder to kiss my neck, and when I leaned into her touch, she giggled once more. 
 
    “You’re gonna miss the view,” Aurora insisted. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and managed to pry my eyelids open just a sliver, and warm amber light pierced my vision painfully. 
 
    I wasn’t used to waking up with heightened senses yet, and I cringed as I fought to steady my eyes again. When I finally blinked my vision back to normal, the emerald hills of Illaria were gleaming beneath a soft orange sunrise. 
 
    Fog drifted in the valleys and clung to the roofs of a few farms in their pastures, and the fiery golden glow of the sun as it peeked over the horizon made everything seem to ignite. Off in the far distance, the river Asris curled northward to the capital, and the dirt road that would take us there rose and fell over rolling hills. 
 
    The first time I’d ever seen Serin, the sun had been setting, but returning now at the start of a new day felt like being there for the first time again. The same sense of calm and belonging washed over me, and I grinned as I turned my head to admire the beautiful half-elf perched over my shoulder. 
 
    Aurora’s eyes glittered as she looked out across the hills, and I realized I hadn’t seen her so deliriously happy in weeks. 
 
    “Welcome home,” I murmured, and I reached back to stroke Aurora’s cheek. 
 
    Her grin stretched from ear to ear, and she let out a sigh of contentment. 
 
    “You too,” she said and brushed a kiss on my cheek. Then she gasped lightly and pointed ahead. “Mason, look!” 
 
    I reluctantly dragged my gaze away from the beautiful half-elf, and far off beyond the hills where the western lands evened out, a silvery train was caught in the gleaming sunlight. 
 
    It was barreling southward to the border of Cedis, and there were more than a dozen loaded cars hitched behind the engine. 
 
    “Damn,” I mused. “Looks good from here.” 
 
    Pride swelled in my chest as we watched the train slide across the land, and Deya shifted on my shoulder as the blazing sun finally woke her from her sleep. 
 
    She yawned and stretched languidly, and then Aurora turned her head forward for her. 
 
    “Wanna see a train?” she asked the elf with an eager smile. 
 
    “A what?” Deya asked sleepily, and she squinted into the sun. 
 
    Then her violet eyes went wide as she took in the beauty of Illaria and the train coursing by in the distance. 
 
    “Is it a type of snake?” the elf asked with sheer wonder. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled heartily, “it’s a means of transporting things long distances. Kind of like Bobbie, but it moves on a series of railways made of long metal things called tracks.” 
 
    “Mason made it,” Aurora announced importantly. 
 
    “We made it,” I corrected. “A lot of hard-working mages have dedicated months to that train. Don’t sell them short.” 
 
    Aurora smirked. “Yeah, but Mason invented it, built the engine, and taught everyone how to--” 
 
    I reached back to cover the half-elf’s mouth, and she snorted into my palm as I leveled her with a pointed look. 
 
    “You’re not going to spend this entire tour bragging about me,” I informed the woman. “Serin was here long before I was, and Deya wants to see Serin, not hear a hundred details about a guy she already knows.” 
 
    “But I want to hear everything,” Deya insisted. “I want to see what you have all done here and learn about the ways of the mages and the humans. Tell me everything.” She looked expectantly at Aurora, and the half-elf smugly pried my hand from her lips. 
 
    “Gladly,” she said with a glittering smile. “We’ll start with Mason’s train.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head as I brought Bobbie back to life, and Haragh gave a gravelly cough as he woke up. This was loud enough to wake the dead of course, so the women in the back seat slowly stirred as well, and by the time we were cresting the next hill, all of the women were prattling away with Deya about building the train that connected Cedis, Illaria, and Orebane. 
 
    I cut them off when they’d carried on for well over a half hour and promptly redirected the conversation to the Order of Elementa, since I knew Aurora could probably go on about this nearly as much as she could about me. 
 
    Deya kept sending me giddy little smiles while they detailed everything they could think of, and with the morning sun glowing throughout the car, her soft pink hair seemed to blend into the scenery. 
 
    The fog in the valleys had dissipated in the cool air, and the tufts of clouds were beginning to shift from orange to vibrant pink. More pasturelands rolled by, and several of the farmhands were out in the fields bringing their sheep out or tending to their other livestock. 
 
    I could see several of the workers pause in their work, and they shielded the sun from their eyes as they watched the Mustang drive down the road. Dirt kicked up in a cloud behind us, and the brushed metal shimmered in the growing daylight. I grinned to myself as I imagined taking Bobbie up to Orebane sometime to show the dwarves, but the streets of Serin would no doubt be just as interesting. 
 
    When my stomach began to growl, I glanced back at my other women as we continued to wind our way through the emerald hills of Illaria, and Shoshanne sent me a sleepy wink from where she had her delicate feet propped up out the window. Her copper curls rustled lightly in the breeze, and she had Cayla laid out with her head in her plush lap. 
 
    The princess looked as content as a cat while she toyed with the silken frills on Aurora’s bodice, and she pointed out details the half-elf missed while she carried on with Deya. 
 
    “Should we stop for some food?” I asked the lounging women, but they shook their heads. 
 
    “The king will have something for us,” Cayla pointed out. 
 
    “The king would entertain you personally?” Deya gasped. 
 
    “I doubt it,” I clarified. “The king has a lot he’s dealing with right now. We’ll stop off and let him know we’ve arrived, and then we can get some grub in the city. He probably won’t have time to meet with me right this second.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll make time,” Haragh assured me. 
 
    “I’ve never met a king before,” Deya said nervously. 
 
    “He’s a kind man,” Aurora replied, “and if you’re with Mason, I’d expect he’ll treat you like a noblewoman.” 
 
    I snorted. “You guys make it sound like I’m a lord or something,” I muttered. 
 
    Cayla propped herself up on her elbows. “That could probably be arranged,” she mused. “King Temin and my father both adore you. We could get you a lordship, if you want.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough,” I chuckled. “Defender of the Order of Elementa is as much as I’ve ever aspired to.” 
 
    “Do all of the Defenders work for the king personally?” Deya asked curiously. 
 
    The women in the backseat giggled, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “No,” Aurora assured the beautiful elf. “Just Mason, who doesn’t aspire to much apparently.” 
 
    I let them carry on making ridiculous claims about me, but when we came to the banks of the river Asris, Aurora was finally too overcome with excitement to do much more than lean far out the window and smile. 
 
    Ruela looked oddly similar to her as she did the same, and Haragh patted the massive wolf on his lap with a smirk. 
 
    “Not a bad beast,” he admitted. “Most dogs I gotta worry I’ll squash ‘em by accident.” 
 
    “Ruela cannot be squashed,” Deya told him with a giggle. “You two will be happy together.” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Haragh warned. “I’m with Mason on this one. The dog belongs to you ladies. I’m not wranglin’ a damn wolf.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, but then Aurora made an extremely strange noise, and I glanced back to see her shimmying her legs excitedly. 
 
    “There’s the gate!” she announced. 
 
    I grinned at the smile on the beautiful woman’s face, and I slowed us down a bit as we passed the large station platform outside the walls of the capital. The foothills of the Draconis Mountains jutted up on either side of Serin, and the turrets and spires of King Temin’s castle rose high above the city where it nestled within the rocky enclosure. 
 
    The gates of Serin stretched twenty feet above us as I brought Bobbie to a stop, and two stout guards in silver armor gaped as they stood up. They’d been slumped just to the side of the gate and apparently still working on getting their day started, but the moment Aurora popped her head out the back window of the Mustang, they abruptly removed their helmets to reveal the wonky smiles on their faces. 
 
    “D-defender Solana,” one of them stammered. “You have returned.” 
 
    “I have,” Aurora replied happily. “How are you, Simun? Gorath?” 
 
    The two guards’ eyes took on a dreamy cast as she addressed them both by name, and then their gaze drifted longingly to her cleavage. 
 
    Some things hadn’t changed at least. 
 
    I cleared my throat loudly before I tilted my head out the driver’s window, and the moment the two guards saw me, they straightened up, saluted, and dropped their helmets into the dirt in their frazzled state. 
 
    “Defender Flynt, sir!” they both barked diligently. 
 
    I cocked a brow. “Hey guys,” I called back. “How’s it goin’?” 
 
    “G-good, sir,” Gorath stammered. His thick black mustache twitched nervously, and with my heightened eyesight, I could even see the beads of sweat that had suddenly appeared on his brow. “King Temin told my aunt’s gardener you might be returning. I heard from his niece’s friend at the pub the other night. Is it true you’ve been in Nalnora, sir?” 
 
    I smirked and glanced at Haragh. 
 
    “Told ye’,” he muttered. “Talk of the town.” 
 
    I shook my head and turned back to the guards. 
 
    “Yeah,” I hollered and gestured to the gates. “Uh … you mind if we enter the city?” 
 
    The two guards fumbled and tripped over their helmets as they both lurched to open the gate, and once they’d managed to coordinate a bit better, the gates were parted, and I drove us forward. 
 
    “Good day, sir,” Gorath said as he saluted once more. 
 
    Simun crouched to bid Aurora a good day as well, but when he caught sight of Deya beside me, his jaw completely unhinged, and he forgot what he was doing. 
 
    We left him still hunched forward and gawking as we rolled into the tradesmen’s quarters of Serin, and my focus was immediately overrun with the many sounds echoing around the waking city. 
 
    Deya shifted nervously beside me, and Ruela began to pant heavily as the anxiety of the carts and the many clanging hammers set in. 
 
    I took a steadying breath and furrowed my brow against all of the sounds coming to me from every direction, and the crowd slowly parted as the Mustang drove along the road and into the belly of the capital. 
 
    Murmuring echoed all around as we passed, and it didn’t take long for me to notice a common theme. Somehow, even the Mustang wasn’t as exciting as “Defender Flynt.” 
 
    A few young boys hollered out to me and ran along with the car, and they reached their grubby hands out for high fives. I chuckled and gladly returned the gesture, and then they laughed wildly and sprinted off into the gathering crowd. 
 
    When I glanced at the women in the back seat, they all sent me smug smirks. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” Aurora sighed. 
 
    “City’s changed a bit,” I muttered half to myself. “Look, they’re rebuilding the houses down here.” 
 
    Several of the wooden structures of the tradesmen’s quarters were being replaced with solid stone buildings, and the once shanty-like portion of the city seemed to be moving up in caste. 
 
    Several tradesmen waved their sweaty caps at us as we passed, and Haragh hollered out a greeting to those who he knew personally. By the time we got to the gates of the craftsman’s quarters, there was a line of people trailing behind the Mustang, and even though they stopped at the gate without following further, I could see them still waving and admiring the car in the rearview mirror. 
 
    The same occurred all the way to the gates of King Temin’s castle, and I heard many servants rushing off to tell their lords that “Defender Flynt had returned.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected my arrival in Serin to warrant quite so much chatter, but the reaction I got from the guards at the castle gate genuinely confused me. 
 
    “Defender Flynt, sir!” the three guards barked, and they saluted diligently like I was a general or something. I’d assumed Gorath and Simun were just flustered to see my beautiful half-elf again, but this time, it was clear the guards were all under orders to address me this way. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I muttered uncomfortably. “I think King Temin wants to see me. I just thought I’d drop a word that I was back in town. Would you mind delivering the message?” 
 
    “Yes sir!” the youngest of the three guards immediately barked, but the others nudged him hard in the armor. 
 
    “Please, sir,” one of them said next. “King Temin is awaiting your arrival. We will alert his highness immediately, if you would like to bring your … contraption … to the stables--” 
 
    “Not the stable,” the eldest guard growled. “Begging your pardon, Defender Flynt, sir. You may leave the, uh … contraption anywhere it pleases you, sir.” 
 
    I nodded slowly as I eyed the guards who still stood strictly at attention. 
 
    “Cool,” I finally replied. “We’ll do that.” 
 
    With another crisp salute, the guards parted the gates to King Temin’s castle grounds, and Aurora snorted as I shifted a little in my seat. 
 
    “Anyone else getting weird vibes?” I mumbled. 
 
    Cayla chuckled and leaned over the seat to rest her cheek on my shoulder. 
 
    “You’ve been in Nalnora too long,” the princess murmured in my ear. “Get used to being treated like a human again.” 
 
    “Most humans don’t get saluted by the king’s guard,” I countered. 
 
    Cayla shrugged. “So, get used to that, too.” 
 
    I parked the Mustang at the edge of the entrance courtyard and turned to smirk at the princess. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Of course I am,” she purred, and her bright blue eyes sparkled with affection. “For weeks you’ve been putting up with the elves and the Elite houses. I much prefer watching others treat you as you deserve.” 
 
    Cayla leaned forward to kiss me, and I brushed her lightly on the cheek when she pulled away. 
 
    “Same goes for all of you,” I chuckled. “At least in Serin I know my women will be treated like queens.” 
 
    “Princess,” Cayla corrected. 
 
    Deya fidgeted nervously beside me, and the two of us glanced to see she was much paler than usual. 
 
    “You’ll be just fine,” Cayla told the beautiful elf. “Try to relax and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    Deya gave a little squeak that sounded like an agreement, and I offered her my hand as I unsealed the doors of the Mustang. 
 
    We all climbed out with a riled Ruela close behind, and the wolfish beast trotted in nervous circles around the Mustang while we stretched our legs and took a look around the courtyard. 
 
    Several of the noble subjects of Serin had ceased their strolling to talk quietly together and stare at us, and I tried to ignore the many times I heard my own name being whispered. 
 
    I cleared my throat and looped Deya’s trembling arm in mine, and I nodded my respect to the elegantly dressed subjects we passed on our way to the steps of the castle. Most of them had noticed Deya and Ruela by now though, and they froze mid sentence to stare at the massive fangs of the sable beast that panted anxiously beside me. 
 
    The three other women and Haragh followed at our backs as we mounted the steps of the castle, and the white stonework of the place stood in stark contrast against the rugged rock of the foothills flanking it on either side. I craned my neck up toward the turrets that glinted brightly against the blue sky, and then I nudged Deya. 
 
    “Not so gaudy as the castles of the Elite,” I muttered with a smirk. 
 
    Deya giggled nervously, but she was clearly too on edge to say anything in response. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright?” I asked with concern. “You’re a little pale and shaky.” 
 
    “F-fine,” she stuttered with another awkward squeak. “Just walking. To see the king. I’m fine.” 
 
    “He doesn’t stand on too much ceremony,” I assured her. “Last I was here, anyway.” 
 
    Then I turned forward to see five armored guards standing at attention with their arms already raised in a salute. 
 
    “Defender Flynt, sir!” they barked. 
 
    “Gods,” I sighed to myself. “This is gonna keep happening.” 
 
    Haragh caught the look on my face and stepped ahead of me, but I noticed he straightened up rather haughtily as he addressed the king’s guards. 
 
    “King Temin has commissioned me to deliver Defender Mason Flynt. He is expected to hold an audience with his majesty post haste.” 
 
    The guards immediately opened the doors of the castle, and Haragh strolled through like he was a member of the king’s guard himself.  
 
    I smirked as I realized he was really enjoying the pomp and circumstance of everything so far, but I was honestly glad he was up to it. 
 
    I was exhausted from driving most of the night, and the many sights and sounds of the city were already taking their toll on my ability to stay present. More than anything, I wanted to bury my head in a dense and dark pillow just to get a break from the overloading of my senses, but I knew I’d only find more noise there. The runes were muttering on and on, and they remained as hard to ignore as the heavy panting of the wolf at my side. 
 
    Ruela hadn’t caused any trouble, yet, but the notion that she could attack at any second made me more nervous as we strolled through the prestigious halls of the castle. The last thing we needed was the wolfish beast tearing the limbs off one of King Temin’s subjects. 
 
    Still, despite her raised hackles and her gaping expression, Ruela remained obediently in line, and with her on my right and Deya on my left, we came to the doors of the great hall of the king. 
 
    I could hear the conversation taking place in the large chamber on the other side, and there was clearly an important meeting in session with the lords of his land. 
 
    They were discussing the trade tariffs instilled since the railway began operating across the three regions, and from the sound of it, an argument was about to take place. 
 
    A few of the lords slammed their fists on the arms of their chairs as they countered one another’s views, but considering no daggers were flying in there, it sounded pretty tame compared to the meetings in Nalnora. 
 
    Haragh was speaking with the two guards ahead of us, and then he rejoined us a few paces back. 
 
    “They’re meeting to go over the new tariffs,” I muttered to Haragh. “They want to up the ante for the dwarves and decrease the tax they’ve placed on all fine fabrics from Cedis. This could take a while.” 
 
    Before the half-ogre could respond, a guard had already moved to open the door, and I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “We don’t need to interrupt,” I informed the guard. 
 
    “King’s orders, Defender Flynt, sir,” the guard said, and he motioned for us to enter. 
 
    I nodded reluctantly, and as I wove Deya’s fingers into my own, I turned to send her a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    The beautiful elf nodded as her eyes widened in alarm, but when we stepped over the threshold of the chamber, Deya suddenly squeaked and vanished. 
 
    I could feel her hand clutching mine, and I sighed as I looked over my shoulder at Aurora. 
 
    The half-elf was snickering to herself, and Shoshanne shrugged. 
 
    So, with Deya terrified and invisible, we continued into the massive chamber, and the lords’ argument echoed off every marble column to resonate across the painted ceiling. 
 
    King Temin was in a throne mounted above a large court of nobility, and some thirty subjects had come before him to discuss the matter of the tariffs for the railway. 
 
    We slowed to a stop midway into the hall and listened for a moment, but then King Temin’s gaze shot to me. 
 
    The man was up in a flash, and he raised a hand to silence the urging of the lord who stood at the forefront of the gathering. 
 
    “That is all for today,” the king announced, and with that, he descended from his throne without another glance at the court. 
 
    Several angry rebuttals rose up, and a few lords even stepped forward to try and persuade the king to remain and understand the importance of reaching a deliberation that day. 
 
    King Temin waved them off as a grin came to his face, though, and he opened his arms wide to me while he approached. 
 
    “Defender Flynt!” he boomed, and the words rebounded off every piece of marble in the massive hall. 
 
    The lords abruptly fell silent as they all turned around to look at us. 
 
    Then they fucking bowed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    King Temin took me roughly by the hand to give me a thorough handshake, and whether he noticed or not, he let out a heavy sigh of relief as he greeted me. 
 
    “Your arrival could not have been better timed,” he whispered as he leaned in closely. Then he turned to address the lords at his back. “We will continue this discussion tomorrow morning at nine o’clock sharp, gentlemen.” 
 
    This time, the lords politely accepted the king’s decision and began to vacate the hall, but several of them began muttering amongst themselves as they passed. 
 
    Ruela let out a deep growl when one too many of them made direct eye contact with her, and King Temin abruptly stepped back. 
 
    “You’ve brought a beast home, I see.” His voice cracked slightly when he said the word “beast,” but I pretended I hadn’t noticed. 
 
    “Her name’s Ruela,” I told him. “She’s a good dog, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Dog?” he clarified. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been told, anyway,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well … as always, any friend of yours is welcome in my kingdom,” King Temin announced ceremoniously. “And I see you’ve graced us once again with nothing but angels.” 
 
    Aurora sent the king a glowing smile as he took her hand and placed a kiss on it, and then he bowed deeply and did the same with Cayla. 
 
    “Princess Balmier,” the king preened graciously, “I will send word to King Balmier immediately and alert him of your return if you so wish it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Cayla said with a regal tip of her head. “I would appreciate that.” 
 
    “What is this ‘Your Majesty’?” King Temin scoffed with mock insult. “Don’t tell me the jungle has broken all of you. It’s Temin, if you don’t recall.” 
 
    I grinned and gave a small bow, and the king beckoned for Shoshanne to come to him. 
 
    “The beautiful Shoshanne,” he murmured and placed a kiss on both of her cheeks. The healer blushed prettily and sent the king a warm smile. “We have been sorely in need of talented healers, my lady. The infirmary at the Oculus is in terrible disrepair since the loss of our three primary healers.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” Shoshanne asked with concern. “Not Heres?” 
 
    “Yes, Heres left us two weeks ago,” the king told her solemnly, “and the rest will surely follow. I don’t suppose I could impose upon you to stop by the infirmary once you’re all comfortably settled? Perhaps you can sort out whatever plague seems to be driving all of my healers away.” 
 
    “O-of course, Your Majesty,” Shoshanne stammered, but as she tipped her chin obligingly, the king clicked his tongue in reparation. 
 
    “Temin,” he corrected with a chuckle. 
 
    Shoshanne bit her lip and smiled, but I could tell she wasn’t about to address the king so informally. 
 
    “Now!” King Temin boomed, and he turned back to me. “Defender Flynt, I have so much to discuss I don’t know where to begin, but let’s start with this friend of yours.” 
 
    He gestured to Haragh, and the half-ogre straightened up a bit taller. 
 
    “He tells me Orebane is entirely reconciled, is this true?” the king continued. “I haven’t seen you since you left for the mountains, it seems, but I cannot accept just anyone’s word where the dwarves are concerned.” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, “I’m told the tracks through Orebane have reached their capital by now, and I believe all trade is welcome.” 
 
    “Good.” The king nodded. “I have no less than ten lords crawling down my neck over their rubies, and they’re intent on instilling a tariff against the dwarves that would impoverish even the richest among them.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “You’re going to go through with that?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” the king drawled with exhaustion. “I need you to meet with the lords of Illaria and clear up their concerns, if you wouldn’t mind. It doesn’t matter what I say, but you’ve met with the Elders of Aurum yourself. Perhaps you can ease their minds about the arrangement.” 
 
    “If you think it’ll help,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Excellent,” the king sighed. “Then we can move on. Now … ” 
 
    King Temin lowered his voice and pulled me to his side by the shoulder, and I felt Deya lean far out of the way. 
 
    “Actually, before we get started,” I interrupted the king, and I shifted to leave more room for the invisible elf. There was no way she was getting away with pretending she didn’t exist during this whole meeting. 
 
    When I cleared my throat and gave Deya’s hand a light squeeze, there was a long pause while Temin looked at me expectantly. 
 
    Then Deya abruptly flickered into sight with one hand in mine and the other clutched around my forearm, and the king gave a yelp of shock. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Deya said breathlessly. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to frighten you, Your Highness. I mean, Your Majesty!” 
 
    I smirked. “King Temin, this is Deya Naera of House Quyn. She’ll be staying with us here in Illaria. She’s a little nervous, as you can see, but I trust you’ll do what you can to help her feel welcome here.” 
 
    The beautiful elf’s cheeks were a deep pink while her arms trembled lightly, and she sent the king an awkward smile that was pretty adorable on her pixie-like face. 
 
    I tried not to laugh at the look on Temin’s face, though. 
 
    Shortly after he’d gotten over the shock, his jaw had ticked open a ways, and he stared in complete bewilderment at Deya’s serpentine eyes and her long, pointed ears peeking out between the soft pink strands of her hair. 
 
    “Gods,” he finally muttered. “An elf. Here in Serin.” 
 
    I nodded, and as the king met my gaze, he abruptly gave a small shake of his head to correct his manners. Then he offered his hand to Deya and sent her a warm smile of welcome. 
 
    “Miss Deya Naera,” he said gently. “Please, allow me to welcome you personally to the kingdom of Illaria. It’s been … well I truly don’t know how long it’s been since we had a guest from Nalnora, but if you require anything at all, do not hesitate to ask. Any beautiful friend of Defender Flynt’s should always feel at ease in Serin.” 
 
    I raised my brows at the impressive speech, and when I smiled over at Deya, she looked floored by the gesture. 
 
    The beautiful elf stammered incoherently a couple times, but eventually she just took the hand of the king that was offered to her and stared wide eyed as he placed a kiss there for her. 
 
    Then she giggled timidly and tucked herself slightly behind my arm. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice a faint blush come to the king’s cheeks as well. 
 
    “Charming,” he mused in half a daze. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Ruela belongs to Deya,” I explained and gestured to the wolfish beast on my other side. “So, if you see Ruela wandering around it’s likely she’s just looking after her.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” he said with forced enthusiasm. “As I said, any dear friend of Defender Flynt’s … ” 
 
    The king trailed off as his smile wavered on Ruela’s piercing gaze. 
 
    “Anyways,” I led, “you wanted to discuss a few things.” 
 
    “Yes!” the king laughed nervously.  
 
    He motioned for us all to follow, and his expression softened once more as he glanced back at Deya. We all joined him in the vacated seats of the court, and Temin pulled one of the chairs out for Cayla before he adjusted another seat for himself among us. 
 
    “Now, I assume Defender Haragh has given you some idea of my concerns,” the king began. 
 
    “Haragh mentioned you suspect some of your mages have been possessed by the Master’s rune,” I replied. 
 
    “I would like to imagine I’m mistaken,” Temin admitted, “but recent events seem to suggest no hope of this.” 
 
    “What recent events?” I asked. 
 
    “Disappearances at the Oculus, strange storms brewing to the east … ” 
 
    The king began listing off every odd occurrence that had been noticed by either his guards or the concerned citizens of Serin, and as he carried on, I realized there was a light sheen of sweat on his brow. 
 
    “I haven’t heard from Mage Wyresus in over a week,” the king added. “Can’t seem to get a letter to him. I even stormed that infernal library myself, but there was no sign of him anywhere. Mason, I don’t wish to be alarmist, but I fear the worst this time.” 
 
    I nodded. “You might have good reason. I encountered a Flumen Mage while I was in Nalnora, and she told me she had met the Master while still living here at the Oculus. She was a close ally of his, and she wasn’t even branded with his personal rune.” 
 
    The king stared. “Then we’re done for.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Cayla interjected, and she placed a reassuring hand on the king’s arm. “We will get to the bottom of this, I’m sure it’s not so bad as it seems.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Temin allowed, “but I don’t think I can agree with you. We were fortunate enough that Mason was able to defeat Abrus before he was able to recruit more mages to his side. If the new head of the Order of Elementa has gone over to the Master’s side, all of the mages in the Oculus will follow. Serin will be destroyed. My army cannot fend off an attack of that magnitude.” 
 
    “When did you first notice the mages acting strangely?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Perhaps three weeks ago.” 
 
    “That’s around the time we headed for Nalnora,” Aurora pointed out and turned to me. “The Master’s paying close attention to you.” 
 
    I nodded. “But Wyresus has only been missing for a week?” 
 
    “As far as I am aware,” the king admitted. “I can’t stand the man, to tell you the truth. I should have been meeting weekly with him as I had been when Mage Abrus was head of the Order, but what can I say? His voice alone makes me want to behead him.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I snorted. “I’ll look into Wyresus first, but I wouldn’t assume the mages will follow his lead based on his position alone. He may be the head of the Order, but I’m pretty sure the majority of the mages at the Oculus dislike his approaches.” 
 
    “That has been my only scrap of hope in all of this,” the king said with a harried sigh. “I sent Defender Haragh the moment I realized what we were dealing with. You’re the only mage I can trust to lead the others.” 
 
    “Lead them?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “Of course,” Temin scoffed. “Only an army of mages could counter an attack if the Master is using his rune on them. I need you to begin recruiting immediately.” 
 
    I stared, and beside me, Shoshanne and Aurora looked as shocked as I was. 
 
    “But … ” the half-elf muttered, “the citizens. I thought you wanted to ease their concerns about the mages. The non-magic folk have distrusted us more than ever since the incident with Mage Abrus. If we build an army of mages in Serin--” 
 
    “The citizens will fall in gratitude at your feet,” the king assured me. “The railway has completely changed everyone’s tune about the mages. Your invention has opened trade between the kingdoms like never before.” 
 
    “Yeah, but gold doesn’t change the balance of power here,” I pointed out. “The mages are still fully capable of destroying Serin, possessed or not. The citizens won’t forget that just because we’re filling their pockets.” 
 
    “Let me worry about the concerns of the non-magic folk,” Temin insisted. “Once they understand the threat we’re facing, and that our own army won’t do against the Master, they’ll be more than happy--” 
 
    “Speaking of your army,” I cut in, “where are the weapons I supplied them with?” 
 
    King Temin blinked. “Pardon?” 
 
    “The thirty-five rifles and fifteen revolvers I created for you,” I clarified as my anger mounted. “Not to mention the ones you commissioned me to teach your blacksmiths how to build. Where are they?” 
 
    I could tell he knew exactly what I was talking about, and something about his innocent expression made me worry I wasn’t going to like the answer. 
 
    “Those weapons,” he muttered. “Yes, Captain Torganet informed me his men preferred their swords. We halted production ages ago.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, and then what did he do with the weapons?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure at the moment,” the king said with an awkward grimace. “I can have some of my guards seek Torganet out, though, and--” 
 
    “They’re missing,” I guessed. 
 
    “Not missing, surely not,” the king chuckled nervously. 
 
    “Is that why I came up against my own bullets the last time I fought the Master’s army?” I asked flatly. 
 
    King Temin’s jaw dropped. “The Master’s what?” 
 
    I sighed and rifled my hair. “Weapons like that should never be left just lying around. If the Master’s gotten a hold of any one of those guns, how the hell do you expect me to counter him? Possessed mages with firearms. Are you serious?” 
 
    “Did you say the Master’s army?” Temin clarified as he ignored my words. 
 
    “Yes,” I snapped. “In less than a week, he possessed and rallied two separate armies of elves. Hundreds of them. We destroyed them all before we left, but he’ll do it again. And again, and again. He’s gaining power, Temin, and you just let who knows how many guns slip through your fingers like nothing.” 
 
    The king paled as I laid this all out to him, and by the time I’d finished, he was nodding along in terror. 
 
    “Yes, so you see why you must form your own army,” he insisted at last. “Gather the mages, protect the Kingdom. Mason, you are the only mage I can turn to for this, and I promise the citizens will be brought to understand. Why, in the last month alone, the income for the tradesmen of Serin has fully doubled. Do you realize what this means? The nobility are scrambling to instill their places. With Orebane joining the route, we’ll all be swimming in gold, and everyone knows it’s the mages’ doing.” 
 
    “That explains the buildings,” I muttered half to myself. 
 
    “Buildings?” Temin asked. 
 
    “I saw they were rebuilding in the tradesmen’s quarters when we arrived,” I mentioned. “It looks like they’re moving up.” 
 
     “Precisely!” the king said grandly. “Wealth, Defender Flynt! You’ve changed the lands entirely with your contraption. Which reminds me … ” 
 
    King Temin rose and offered an arm to Cayla, and then he motioned for all of us to follow him with a hopeful glint in his eye. I could tell he was trying to make up for the weapon issue, and I knew there was little more I could say to make him understand the weight of the problem. So, I sighed and followed at his back, and the king took us from the great hall and down a corridor whose ceiling stretched forty feet above our heads. 
 
    The heels of my women clicked and echoed all the way down the hall, and the king spoke with Cayla about the arrangements he and King Balmier had been making between their two kingdoms in her absence. 
 
    It sounded like the train had nearly dispelled all of King Balmier’s financial troubles already. 
 
    Deya squeezed my hand, and when I looked over, she wore a glittering smile on her face. 
 
    “You’re an adviser to the King of Illaria?” she whispered excitedly. “Why did you never tell me this?” 
 
    “Because I’m not,” I whispered back. 
 
    “You might be, actually,” Aurora muttered from my other side, and Shoshanne leaned around the half-elf to send me a smile glowing with pride. 
 
    King Temin had always been respectful and open with me, but there was a curious amount of “sirs” and salutes flying around, and as I considered the dismissal of his entire court a few minutes before, I began to wonder if I’d been promoted in my absence. 
 
    We turned at the end of the lofty hall, and the king led us into a marble laden room occupied by nothing but one giant metal chest. 
 
    It was almost taller than Ruela, and the wolfish beast raised her hackles as she prowled around the chest with a warning growl. 
 
    The king forced a smile. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said to Ruela. “There’s a good dog.” 
 
    Ruela ignored him completely and began to test the metal of the chest with her massive fangs instead. 
 
    “You got a dead body in there?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Not exactly,” the king muttered, and he eyed me uneasily as he stepped forward to open the chest. 
 
    Apparently, I’d have to get used to a less jungle-minded crowd now that we were back in Serin. 
 
    Deya swiftly called Ruela to her since the beast only growled and gnawed with more determination, and when Temin opened the chest at last, the buttery glint of gold shimmered all around the room. 
 
    Shoshanne gasped, and my jaw unhinged as I eyed the chest filled to bursting with golden coins. 
 
    “This is only your first payment,” the king said with a satisfied grin. 
 
    “Payment?” I asked blankly. 
 
    “For the railway, of course,” he added. “As founder, you get a cut much more impressive than the lords’, but they don’t mind in the slightest, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Uhh … ” I managed, but the heaps of gold were practically singing to me, and I worked to rein in the grin on my face. “Your Highness--” 
 
    “Temin,” the king corrected. 
 
    “Temin. Can I ask what exactly your plans are from here forward?” 
 
    “In what regard?” the king asked as he came to my side. 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t help but notice I’m being addressed as sir, and with the bowing and the salutes I was wondering … ” 
 
    “Ah yes,” Temin muttered. “I hope you don’t mind all that. I had to give the people something, you understand. The train has changed their lives, but I certainly can’t take all the credit, as much as I’d like to. They know who is responsible for the wealth flowing into Serin these days, and with you nowhere in sight, I had to do something to ensure they trusted you’d not abandoned the kingdom for a better offer.” 
 
    I nodded and continued to stare at the chest, but Cayla giggled beside me and caught my attention more fully. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Oh nothing,” the princess said with a shrug. “I just … perhaps you haven’t realized the king is informing you that you’ve been knighted.” 
 
    My gaze snapped to the king. “What?” 
 
    King Temin let out a guttural laugh and clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “I always liked you, Defender Flynt,” he chuckled, “but now you might be my favorite person in the entire kingdom. Take your gold, take your beautiful women. Get settled at Magehill, and then come back here and tell me what we’re going to do about this new army of yours. And see my tailor as well … you’re covered in blood, it’s a bit shocking.” 
 
    A giant grin spread across my face as the king laughed once more and strolled from the room, and then Deya let out a silvery giggle that the other women immediately joined in on. They all skipped forward to get a closer look at the bounty of gold, but I just stood there grinning like an idiot. 
 
    “Mason, you’re rich!” Aurora announced as she dug her hands deep into the chest. The half-elf pulled two handfuls of coins out and let them rain down with a satisfying clink fresh metal, and then Shoshanne did the same as she shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “We’re rich,” I corrected when I finally got my bearings again. 
 
    The four women whirled around to look at me. 
 
    “We?” Shoshanne clarified blankly. 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a shrug. “Just don’t spend it all in one place.” 
 
    The giggles rebounding off the marble walls swarmed noisily in my mind as the four women trotted over to throw their arms around me, and I braced myself to keep from being knocked to the ground while they laid kisses anywhere they could reach. 
 
    Haragh cleared his throat loudly behind me. 
 
    “I’m not gonna kiss ye’,” he grunted, “but I don’t suppose I could borrow a few of them coins? Those damn daggers wrecked my vest.” 
 
    I tried to give my hearty consent, but the women weren’t done with me yet, so I just let them work through their excitement as I waved the half-ogre toward the chest of gold. 
 
    When I finally resurfaced, my shirt was even more tattered than it had been, and my hair was ruffled wildly from them groping to pull me closer. I smirked and shifted my pants to try and subdue my erection, but Cayla didn’t seem to think that was necessary. She boldly slid her hand right past my belt, and as the princess’ slender hand closed around my rigid cock, she leaned toward my ear. 
 
    “We’re celebrating tonight,” she purred. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I mumbled, and Cayla released me with a coy wink. 
 
    Luckily, Haragh still had his back turned, and I cleared my throat loudly as I nodded toward him. 
 
    “Maybe we should get going,” I told the women pointedly. 
 
    They all giggled and blushed as they reluctantly stopped pawing at me, and by the time Haragh had filled his pockets, I only looked half as disheveled as I had a minute before. 
 
    “You want help haulin’ this thing to the Mustang?” the half-ogre asked. 
 
    “Nah, it’s cool,” I assured him, “but we’re gonna have to shuffle a few weapons around in the trunk I think.” 
 
    I sparked my magic to lift the hefty chest from the floor, and I couldn’t help chuckling to myself more than once as I led the way to the courtyard of the castle. The four women were on my arms and chattering excitedly about the many shops they wanted to visit in Serin, and Haragh looked a good foot taller all of a sudden. 
 
    Only Ruela managed to remain completely unphased by the riches. 
 
    The wolf prowled ahead of me with her head low and her stark green eyes roving in every direction, and the chest of gold drifted at my back all the way down the front steps and to the Mustang. 
 
    When I unsealed the trunk, Aurora burst out laughing. 
 
    “Where are we going to fit this?” she asked as she eyed the stock of glaives, axes, swords, bows, rifles, and bazookas. 
 
    I shrugged. “Give me a second.” 
 
    Then I sparked my magic and came around to the side of the car. I glanced at the chest to get a measurement before I raised my palms toward the roof of the Mustang, and then I carefully began forming a deep groove in the metal the same shape. 
 
    Once the steel solidified again, I raised the chest of gold and carefully secured it in the groove I’d formed. The steel shifted as I turned my palms slightly, and the metal of the roof rose up a few inches to clamp itself around the base of the metal chest. The last thing I did was fuse the metal together to be sure the gold couldn’t go flying if we hit some rocky terrain, and Aurora climbed up the hood of the car to lay herself across the chest. 
 
    “Can I ride with the gold?” the half-elf sighed. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” I chuckled, “but I’ll let you swim in it when we get home if you want.” 
 
    Cayla let out a soft moan of approval. 
 
    “Gods, that sounds lovely,” she mused. “I miss gold.” 
 
    “By the way,” I replied, “I owe you money from Rhoemir. You lent me your coins, remember?” 
 
    Cayla snorted as she glanced at the chest before she sauntered over to me. 
 
    “I think we’re even,” the princess murmured in my ear, and she pressed her body firmly against mine with a lustful look. 
 
    I cocked a brow. “Damn, so wealth turns you on. Noted.” 
 
    “No,” she chuckled. “You being given your due turns me on. Wealth is boring in general.” 
 
    “Only a princess could say that,” Shoshanne sighed. “The rest of us hear the word and stare because we don’t even know what we would do if we had money to spend.” 
 
    I had almost forgotten Shoshanne came from a humble home on a secluded island, and as I considered the truth of her words and my own humble beginnings back on Earth, I grinned and pulled her against me. With the princess on one side, and the caramel beauty on the other, I unsealed the doors of the Mustang and led them over. 
 
    “Alright,” I said to Shoshanne. “What’s something you’ve always wanted, but never dreamed you could have? You name it, and I’ll buy it.” 
 
    “That’s not a fair question,” the healer informed me. “Everything you invent falls into that category, I just never knew I wanted any of it.” 
 
    “She has a good point,” Cayla acknowledged. Then she slid her hand along my chest before she turned my chin in her direction. “Whatever you buy with all this gold, just promise me you won’t start dressing like the Elite now that you’re rich. I happen to like you covered in blood.” 
 
    Aurora purred her agreement as she climbed down from the roof, and she hopped up to give me a fiery kiss as I held the doors open for the women. 
 
    The four of them filed into the Mustang with Haragh, and the half-ogre fumbled as he tried not to spill any of the gold from his pockets when he sat down. 
 
    Ruela was scanning the courtyard behind me all this time, and the moment her stark green eyes met mine, I didn’t even have to whistle. The beast promptly relinquished her watch to leap into the front seat, and I furrowed my brow as I considered how closely she’d been sticking to me since we arrived. 
 
    Ruela had also come to my aid against Onym’s allies without missing a beat, but I didn’t want her getting any confused ideas about whose dog she really was, so I made a mental note to let Deya command her from now on. 
 
    Then I dropped into the driver’s seat and brought Bobbie to life. 
 
    The deep growl of the engine echoed off the stone walls of the courtyard, and the several subjects who had gathered to admire the vehicle jumped and laughed in their shock.  
 
    I nodded to them by way of a farewell, and I took a double take when they all bowed their heads more deeply in return. 
 
    “That’s gonna take some getting used to,” I decided, but Aurora snorted in the back seat. 
 
    “I’m used to it,” the half-elf informed me. “I always thought more people should bow to you, anyways.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I brought us back to the gates of the castle, and the guards all saluted as we passed and headed out into the cobblestone streets of Serin. 
 
    An even larger crowd had gathered, and music was being played loudly in the public squares, so it seemed a lot like a parade had suddenly broken out in the capital. I returned the smiles of the citizens and a few waves while I tried not to run anyone’s toes over in the Mustang, and the same group of grubby boys were dancing eagerly at the gates of the tradesmen’s quarters when we arrived. 
 
    I gestured to them and nudged one of Haragh’s jingling pockets while they jogged along beside his window and waved wildly at us. 
 
    “Give ‘em some gold,” I instructed the half-ogre. 
 
    Haragh only looked at me like I was crazy, and I leveled him with a stern glance. 
 
    “How much does a new vest cost, anyway?” I asked the man with the many bulging pockets. 
 
    Haragh avoided my gaze as he scowled, and then he took a massive handful of coins from one of his pockets and dropped the entire contents into the hands of the three boys. 
 
    “Go on, ye’ little beggars, take it,” he grunted unceremoniously, and Aurora giggled from the back seat. 
 
    The noise of the celebration in the streets was blurring my vision by the time we made it to the last gate of Serin, and I only spared half a nod to the two guards who parted the gates for us. 
 
    Simun and Goreth were busy trying to catch Aurora’s eye anyway, and I let out a sigh of relief as I floored it at last. 
 
    Dirt kicked up behind the Mustang as we peeled off toward the northern forest of the foothills, and I let the drone of the engine steady my focus again for several minutes. It was gonna take a lot of patience to get used to these damn runes, but at least Magehill wasn’t as crowded as the city. 
 
    With any luck, the mages would be busy at the Oculus at this time of day, and I’d be able to get settled at the shop despite the headache already pounding behind my eyes. 
 
    “I cannot believe any of this day,” Deya laughed as she turned around in her seat to look at the women. “Serin is like one giant festival, and King Temin is so kind. I cannot believe a king kissed my hand today!” 
 
    “The Elite kissed your hand every change they got,” Cayla chuckled, but Deya rolled her eyes. 
 
    “The Elite are nothing like kings,” she countered. “They are only disgustingly full of themselves. This king of yours is so gracious and kind … and he absolutely adores Mason, so I adore him.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s always respected Mason,” Aurora agreed. “Doesn’t that ease your worries a bit?” 
 
    “Very much,” Deya sighed. “I never imagined a human king would tell me I could ask for anything I needed. Did you hear him say that?” 
 
    The women laughed at the giddy elf, and I smirked as I listened to her carry on over the beautiful stonework of the city and the charming people. I was honestly as stoked as she was about being in Serin that day, and despite the overwhelming noise, it had done me good to be back. 
 
    Knowing the hardworking citizens were getting their due with the train up and running made me realize I had more to offer the place than just my weapons, and I wondered if I might get the mages to help out with building up the tradesmen’s quarters. The work would be done in a third of the time, and if only supplies were lacking, I’d gladly haul in all the stone I could find from the foothills. I was imagining expanding the southern border of the city walls to allow for better living space when Haragh grunted, and I tuned into the conversation to find the others discussing the king’s concerns. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Haragh told the half-elf. “He means well, but he’s getting cocky. Just because the citizens are fillin’ their pockets, doesn’t mean they’ll appreciate a damn army of us.” 
 
    “No shit,” I muttered. “Not to mention, there’s no saying the mages will agree to it.” 
 
    “They followed your orders in Orebane,” Cayla pointed out. 
 
    “That was a troop, at best,” I countered. “We’re talking about recruiting an entire army. No one’s ever commanded the mages on that level. Even the head of the Order isn’t strictly in power over them.” 
 
    “Not Wyresus anyways,” Aurora mused. “Abrus was more commanding, but I think that was just his presence. The Defenders respect all of their orders of course, but the others are only students of the Oculus. They have every right to do as they please because being allowed to learn from the head of the Order doesn’t necessarily mean you’re under his command.” 
 
    “We’re gonna have to go forward slowly with this one,” I decided. “If things are as bad as Temin suspects, the mages are likely more shaken up than the citizens. It sounds like only mages have gone missing recently, and the last thing we need is a deep divide among them with all that fear flying around. If we do end up trying to form an army, though, I don’t want anyone thinking they have no choice but to join.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Haragh said with a nod. “Best to test the situation a bit.” 
 
    “Let’s get to Magehill and settle in,” I replied. “We’ll check on the mine and the village, and tomorrow we’ll go to the Oculus to see what we can figure out about all this.” 
 
    “And find your weapons,” Cayla added in a livid tone. 
 
    I let out a tense sigh as my nerves hitched, and I tried to control my own fury about the weapons, but the notion that the king had somehow misplaced that many firearms was so frustrating I had half a mind to turn the damn car around. 
 
    Granted, no one in this realm had been prepared to handle the power of the weapons I’d created, but I thought they’d at least know better than to leave them where anyone could just wander up and take them. 
 
    I ground my jaw over this for the rest of the drive to Magehill, but when we were getting close, I couldn’t help but notice the amount of noise coming through the trees ahead. I slowed the Mustang and brought us to a stop, and then I glanced at Haragh. 
 
    “How many mages did you say had moved to Magehill?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Don’t know,” he admitted, “but there’s more huts up there now. Why?” 
 
     “It just sounds kind of crowded for the middle of the day,” I pointed out. “There’s way more than mining going on.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Haragh chuckled, “that’ll be the youngins. They caught on it’s more fun livin’ outside the Oculus, but they’re pretty tame.” 
 
    I sighed and unsealed the doors as I realized it was too much to hope for a bit of peace and quiet when we got home, and Shoshanne sent me an apologetic smile as she climbed out of the car. 
 
    “You don’t look like you’re doing too well,” the healer said, and she brushed her fingers along the crease that had etched itself on my brow over the last hour. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I mumbled. “Just have a headache.” 
 
    “Is it difficult with the runes talking, and all of the sounds around you?” she asked. 
 
    “You could say that,” I replied with a wry smirk. “Don’t worry about me, though. I’ll get used to it. Not much of a choice at this point.” 
 
    Shoshanne crinkled her brow in concern before she held up a finger to keep me where I was and pulled her healer’s bag from the car. 
 
    “Here,” Shoshanne said and removed the cap of a small jar of poultice. The healer scooped a bit of light gold paste onto her fingertip, and then she began gently rubbing it into my temples on both sides. 
 
    Just her touch soothed me instantly, and I let my eyes fall shut while Shoshanne worked the golden poultice into my skin. 
 
    Then I recognized a familiar smell, and I grinned. 
 
    “You trying to get me stoned?” I asked. 
 
    Shoshanne giggled lightly, and when I opened my eyes, she gave a little shrug. 
 
    “Aldrin pollen helps with pain,” she insisted, “but I don’t like to see you so tense, either. This should have you feeling better in no time.” 
 
    I chuckled and pulled the healer into my arms to give her a kiss, and as she wove her fingers through my hair, the scent of the Aldrin pollen already begun to seep into my system. 
 
    The knots of tension in my shoulders slowly relaxed, and I focused on the scent of the pollen and the sensation of the healer’s sensual touch while she kissed me more deeply. By the time I pulled away and opened my eyes, my headache was hardly even noticeable. 
 
    A smile curled at the corner of Shoshanne’s plush lips, and she tapped my brow. 
 
    “Much better,” she purred. 
 
    “Infinitely,” I agreed. “Thank you.” 
 
    Shoshanne’s warm brown eyes glinted up at me, and she sent me a sultry wink before she turned to join the other women. 
 
    Deya was finishing tying her hair in a long pink braid down her back, and she peeled her thigh-high boots from her slender legs next. 
 
    “Ruela is antsy after all this time travelling,” the elf explained. “She gets very anxious when she’s adjusting to new surroundings. I’m going to run with her for a little while before I bring her around more people, just in case.” 
 
    I eyed the darting green eyes of the beast and her gaping jaws. There was no mistaking the predatory energy radiating from the wolfish dog, so I nodded my agreement immediately. 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” I told Deya. “Will you be able to hear where we are when you return to Magehill?” 
 
    “I’m sure I will manage perfectly fine,” Deya said, and she narrowed her violet eyes toward Aurora. “I only have to listen for the sound of Aurora swimming in gold, yes?” 
 
    The half-elf giggled excitedly as she nodded, and I rolled my eyes at her while Deya hopped into my arms to leave a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    We watched the beautiful elf amble off through the trees with Ruela at her flank, and as soon as she flickered out of sight, we turned to climb the small hill that led up to the mine. 
 
    When we came to the top, Magehill Village rose up high above our heads, and the granite homes built to spiral around the small mountain were anything but deserted. Mages trotted up and down the stone steps everywhere I looked, and they weren’t just Terra and Ignis Mages anymore. 
 
    Several silver and blue trimmed mage robes joined the ranks, and instead of the village ending at the base of the hill, more structures had been added to dot the meadow and sprawl out into the surrounding forest. There were dusty lanes curling amongst the homes, and I eyed a series of trees beyond the hill with torches mounted directly to their trunks. They clearly designated the entrance of a marketplace that I didn’t recall ever seeing before, and my eyesight zeroed in on what looked like a carving of a mug of beer hanging from a sign that read “Flynt’s Pub.” 
 
    “This is different,” Aurora mumbled at my side. 
 
    “It’s a fucking town,” I said incredulously. “Is that a library over there?” 
 
    “Research quarters,” Haragh corrected, but when I stared over at him, he smirked. “Might as well be a library though, there’s about three hundred books in there. I heard they had to add a second level.” 
 
    “Gods,” I sighed. “We settled an entire town out here.” 
 
    “Just a little one,” Haragh chuckled. “Come on, I see Kurna now.” 
 
    The same brawny Ignis Mage who I’d once seen gather the forces of his element to form a supernova and destroy a shower of icy spears was grinning from the steps of Magehill. 
 
    Kurna raised a well-honed arm to wave, and as he jogged down the last few steps to come and meet us, Cayla suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop. 
 
    “Mason,” she said in a low voice, “that’s one of your revolvers.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Cayla wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Kurna’s deep and sinister chuckle drifted to me as he made his way over, and my eyes were glued to the revolver stowed in the holster on his hip. When the brawny mage reached out to take my hand, his perfect line of teeth flashed in the sunlight, and I did my best to keep my features composed. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” Kurna chuckled, but the bassy sound made the hair on my arms stand up. “We received word not ten minutes ago that you had returned, so you’ll have to excuse the lack of fanfare.” 
 
    “I don’t need any more fanfare,” I assured him. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” he said with a nod. “Defender Solana, it’s lovely to see you home again. Ladies, Haragh … ” 
 
    The man oozed calm assuredness, and I’d almost forgotten how intimidating he was. I’d only met him for the first time when we sent word to the south for more mages up in Orebane, but Kurna had fought against the ice giants with a fiendish energy that impressed me at the time.  
 
    Now that he wore one of my guns on his hip, though, it unnerved me more than anything. 
 
    Still, his amber eyes gleamed with warmth, and his deep timber was as friendly as I remembered it, so I greeted him openly and waited for the opportunity to ask him where the hell he had gotten the gun. 
 
    Cayla didn’t feel like stalling, though. 
 
    “Where did you get the gun?” the princess demanded. Her tone was velvety smooth, but her blue eyes were like ice. 
 
    Kurna put his hands up and chuckled once more as he eyed the lethal woman. 
 
    “You got me, Your Highness,” the man admitted with amusement. “I have stolen all of the weapons King Temin ordered.” Then he gestured to a mage making his way up the steps of Magehill. “He did, too. And those two girls over there? They’re in on it as well.” 
 
    The man was laughing when he turned back around, and I couldn’t help grinning either.  
 
    The two girls he’d pointed out were giggling as they failed horribly at reforming a windowpane with their Terra magic, and they both had my revolvers in holsters on their hips. They were admittedly less intimidating than the brawny mage was, and as I scanned the other mages in the village, I realized the majority either had revolvers on their hips, or rifles strapped to their backs. 
 
    My grin grew wider. 
 
    “Kurna,” I mused, “I could hug you, man.” 
 
    “Bring it in,” he said without pause, and before I could respond, the man locked me in a firm hug. He pounded a sturdy fist against my back with another throaty chuckle, and when he stepped back, he sent me a broad grin.  
 
    “It’s good to have you back!” Kurna said. “As the beautiful princess here has duly noted, we have all of your weapons. I hope you won’t consider this as trouble, but since the king left them sitting around like an idiot, and the mages are going missing, we needed a means of protecting ourselves when we travel between Falmount Rift and the Oculus.” 
 
    “What’s Falmount Rift?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “You’re standing in it!” Kurna announce. 
 
    “I thought this was Magehill,” I countered. 
 
    “That’s Magehill,” Kurna agreed, and he pointed to the mountain we’d all formed when the mine first began production. When he stretched his arms out wide to encompass the whole village that spilled over into the forest, he nodded his approval. “This is Falmount Rift. It’s the letters in your name rearranged.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    “No?” Kurna stared off at the trees for a second while he did some mental acrobatics. “Shit. Well, that’s what I get for letting the barkeep name the place. Sorry about that.” 
 
    “It’s cool,” I told him. “I don’t need a town named after me. I already have a pub, apparently.” 
 
    “Two pubs,” Kurna corrected. “That there’s Flynt’s Pub, and on the other side of those trees is the Other Flynt’s Pub. Come on, you’ll want to see the place I imagine.” 
 
    Haragh didn’t even wait as he beelined for the pub, and the rest of us followed the brawny mage into the dusty lanes of Falmount Rift. The layout reminded me a little of a college town, but with horses wandering down the streets instead of beat up Toyotas.  
 
    Then we entered the marketplace, and I got the strange sensation I’d just walked into a renaissance fair for the first time in years. 
 
    The torches I’d caught sight of from across the way were mounted to a circle of oak trees that formed the perimeter of the main square, and there were about ten shops lining the edges of the dirt clearing. The granite library was the tallest building among them, and from what I could see through the windows, it was teeming with mages at this hour. 
 
    “Three mages disappeared from the library at the Oculus,” Kurna explained. “It shook everyone up, so we arranged to have our own installed here. You won’t find the standard introductory books in there, but there’s plenty to get by on for now.” 
 
    “Is Wyresus still training you guys?” I asked. 
 
    “Not anymore,” the brawny mage answered, and his timber deepened as he lowered his voice. “It’s a shame, if you ask me. He’s a weasel, but these young mages who moved in have a lot of potential. Now, they just drink and read when they feel like it. It’s disappointing.” 
 
    I snorted. “So, they all moved out here to party.” 
 
    “That’s half true,” Kurna admitted with a smirk, “but they’re mostly scared to stay in Serin, whereas none of the mages in Falmount have gone missing.” 
 
    Kurna paused and turned around to gesture toward the top of Magehill, and the lookout station we’d built on the plateau had two large mages posted against the columns. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a nod. “That’s what I wanna hear.” 
 
    “There is a weak spot now that the village has expanded, though,” Kurna admitted, “because the guards can’t see the western woods.” 
 
    I peered to the west of the marketplace where more houses dotted the forest, and beyond them, nothing but unguarded lands continued through the foothills. 
 
    “I’ll fix that,” I assured the man. 
 
    “I was hoping you might,” Kurna chuckled. “Come. You should have a beer in that hand of yours.” 
 
    The brawny mage gestured to the pub with my name swinging from a wooden sign, but Cayla brushed her hand across my back to get my attention. 
 
    “I want to freshen up,” she said as she kissed my cheek. “If it’s alright with you, I’ll go to the house and meet you later.” 
 
    Shoshanne agreed this was more ideal after our journey home than a crowded pub would be, so the two women headed off to find our house amongst the others while Aurora and I continued through the marketplace. 
 
    I only made it two paces, though, before I heard a scuffling of hurried steps behind me. 
 
    “Hi Mason!” 
 
    I whipped around to find two sweet faces smiling up at me, and the young mages shuffled their toes nervously in the dirt like they weren’t sure I’d recognize them. 
 
    “Oh damn,” I chuckled and pulled them into a hug. 
 
    Mina and Deli giggled and blushed when I released them. 
 
    “We heard you were back and wanted to come and say hi,” Mina said with a dimpled smile. “Did you really kill sphinxes and battle an army of possessed elves?” 
 
    “Haragh said you saw a Wendigo,” Deli added with a look of awe. “Was it big? Did it try to eat you?” 
 
    “I bet you killed it,” Mina mused. “Did you kill it?” 
 
    I chuckled as Aurora came over and pecked a kiss on each of the girls’ cheeks. 
 
    “Defender Solana,” Deli squealed, and she wrapped the half-elf in a hug. “Did you help Mason kill a Wendigo?” 
 
    “I sure tried,” Aurora laughed. “Deya’s dog ended up eating it alive for us, though.” 
 
    Both girls gawked at us. “A dog ate the Wendigo?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a pretty huge dog,” I told them. “I’ll introduce you to it later, she’s out running right now.” 
 
    “Okay!” they both chimed at once, and I noticed they kept glancing around to be sure everyone saw them talking to us.  
 
    “Hey, is Pindor around?” I asked with a grin, but both girls’ smiles were immediately replaced with sneers of disgust. 
 
    “Who cares?” Mina scoffed angrily. 
 
    “Pindor’s an asshole,” Deli informed me, “and if you do see him, tell him we’re going to burn him alive in his bed.” 
 
    I raised my brows. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mina agreed, “but let him know we’ll tie him down first, just like he likes.” 
 
    The two girls giggled mirthlessly before they sent us a pair of sweet waves, and then they headed back through the crowd while they began discussing how huge a dog could possibly get. 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Aurora. 
 
    “Were they talking about the same Pindor?” the half-elf asked in confusion. 
 
    “Probably,” I sighed. “This should be interesting.” 
 
    Several Ignis Mages called out to Aurora from beyond the oak trees, and the half-elf gasped in excitement. I nodded to her as she eyed them eagerly, and while she went to join them where they were having a picnic, I headed for the pub where Kurna had just ducked inside.  
 
    I honestly lost track of how many random people clapped my shoulder as I headed for the pub, and when I entered the dimly lit building, I didn’t recognize a single face aside from Haragh and Kurna.  
 
    Even this early in the day, there were about two dozen mages in there, with plates piled with steaming food and large mugs of ale to wash it down with.  
 
    Some of them also had books out as they quietly ate by themselves, but others were laughing loudly and playing what looked like a drinking game based on the elements.  
 
    There was a young Terra Mage with stark black hair who had his palm turned toward the wooden tabletop, and beside him, an Aer Mage with ruddy blonde curls sat in deep concentration. A single bottle of wine stood before them, and from what I could tell, nothing was happening. 
 
    I slowed my pace to a stop at their table while I waited, and without any warning, a fierce breeze suddenly kicked up, and the open bottle tipped. Before the contents could spill out, the Terra Mage bucked the stonework of the floor up, and when the bottle shot up and landed perfectly on its end, the seven other mages around them jumped to their feet like he’d scored a touchdown. 
 
    I chuckled to myself as the Aer Mage sighed in defeat, and while the others scruffed his moppish curls, he begrudgingly took the bottle. 
 
    Apparently, the loser had to drink the entire thing down himself. 
 
    I shook my head and wandered toward the bar to where Kurna and Haragh were talking to a wiry old man behind the counter, and when I joined them, the barkeep sent me a toothless grin. 
 
    “This is Raynor,” Kurna hollered over the noise of the pub. “He’s the man who named the town.” 
 
    I took the aged man’s shaky hand, and his smile stretched dopily from one of his giant ears to the other. He was probably in his sixties, and he had the build of a man who’d spent his life working his ass off. His shoulders stooped forward with age while his knobby fingers twisted in different directions, and the few bits of scraggly hair on his head seemed to stand wildly in any direction they fell. 
 
    “I’ll get it, I’ll get it,” he said in a quiet and hoarse voice. “Just gotta get my letters right.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I called back. “I like the name.” 
 
    He shook his balding head and waved me off good-naturedly, and then he turned to pull three glass mugs from the shelf at his back. He filled them from a giant barrel I thought I recognized, and I nudged Kurna in the arm. 
 
    “Where’d you get the ale?” 
 
    “Thrungrig’s been sending it down with Bagneera,” he replied, “at no charge, too. Only dwarven ale and dwarven wine served here. And some fresh cooked meals, of course.” 
 
    I liked the sound of that. 
 
    Raynor slid a frothing pint across the bar to me, and Haragh swiftly downed the entire contents of his own mug. The Aldrin pollen had eased my tension fully by now, and between the amber glint of the ale and the comradery of the mages in the pub, I was suddenly feeling fully settled in Falmount Rift. 
 
    Kurna sloshed his beer across the counter as he clanked his mug with mine, and Raynor wiped the mess away with a dishrag while he smiled and shook his head. 
 
    He didn’t seem to stop smiling for a moment the whole time we sat there, and he was just the type of guy a person didn’t mind having around at all.  
 
     “What’s his element?” I asked Kurna once I’d watched the barkeep go about his work for a little while. 
 
    “Raynor was a healer,” the brawny mage said as he lowered his voice. “Aer Mage. He farmed for most of his life before he went to the Order of Pallax. Then he caught on he was a mage in his forties, so he came to study under Abrus for fifteen years, but he quit when everything came to a head with him. Said he didn’t want anything to do with the Oculus. I found him working in a pub in the tradesmen’s quarters and asked him if he wouldn’t mind getting our own pub up and running. He doesn’t say much, but he’s a good man. The mages respect him quite a lot, so it doesn’t get too rowdy in here.” 
 
    Raynor was smiling and nodding to a pair of pretty mages who ordered two glasses of dwarven wine, and when he gestured shakily to another pair of mages admiring them from a table, the two girls blushed and giggled. 
 
    “I like him,” I chuckled and finished my pint. 
 
    Something about a healer being a barkeep felt appropriate, and he was incredibly attentive to the state of my own mug. The moment the empty glass hit the counter, Raynor tossed his dishrag down and swiftly refilled it for me. 
 
    “So, my weapons,” I led as I raised my voice and leaned toward Kurna. “You made sure everyone knows how to use them properly, right?” 
 
    “I did,” Kurna assured me. “Took a bit of practice to figure it out myself, but we got it alright. So far, no one’s had to use them. For a while, we were being followed here when we left the Oculus in the evening, but since we raided the king’s stable and got these, there haven’t been any incidents.” 
 
    “He just left them in the stable?” I snorted. “Godsdamnit.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking at the time,” Kurna said with a nod. “I figured they would be stolen by someone eventually, so why not us?” 
 
    I grinned. “It’s honestly a relief, but someone must have gotten to them before you.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    When I filled Kurna in on what had been taking place in Nalnora over the last few weeks, the brawny mage’s jovial grin finally fell, and he kept his black brows knitted toward the bar top as he listened carefully. I told him about King Temin’s concerns as well, and then Haragh leaned around him as Raynor refilled our pints. 
 
    “Tell him the best part,” Haragh suggested sarcastically. 
 
    “King Temin wants me to recruit an army of mages,” I told Kurna, and I studied his reaction carefully. 
 
    Kurna raised his brows and nodded at the counter. “An army.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I don’t think that’s gonna go over well, honestly.” 
 
    “But we may need one.” Kurna thought this over for a moment. “How did the Master manage to raise such extensive numbers so quickly?” 
 
    “Most of Nalnora is divided right now,” I explained. “They suffered through a great war that caused the four primary Houses of power to break into ten. Those ten Houses all have their own armies, and the Master took down three of these Houses, so he gained a slew of soldiers from each one. He must have been abducting the rogue elves who live outside the Houses as well, though. I know he had a Flumen Mage with him for a while to help out because she abducted the son of a friend of mine out there. The Flumen Mage told me she had to drown the kid just enough that he wouldn’t die, but where she could still capture him and brand him. It worked.” 
 
    “That’s terrifying,” Kurna said as he kneaded his hands on the counter’s edge. “Flumen Mages and Aer Mages have always made me nervous, but the Master is smart to use one. I would assume he’s taking the same approach here, then.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed, “but it’s different with the elves. For a mage, the elements can counter one another in an attack.” 
 
    “Unless it’s an Ignis Mage against an Aer Mage who’s suffocating you,” Kurna growled. “Or a damn Flumen Mage drowning a Terra Mage. Or both. Aer and Flumen against one young mage, and we’ll lose the whole village in a snap of your fingers. The mages here are primarily inexperienced, and those who settled here originally are still mostly students with a lot to learn. There’s maybe … fifteen Defenders among us.” 
 
    “He’s got a good point,” Haragh allowed. “Young mages are a tricky lot. Now that the Master’s taken to abducting, they’re putting us at a greater risk here.” 
 
    “That’s why we haven’t posted any guards in the western woods,” Kurna explained. “Originally, we thought we’d build a wall, but that only blocks our visibility without protecting us against someone like a Terra Mage, for example. Ignis Mage can easily throw their flames over a wall … you see what I’m getting at. Then we thought of posting more guards out there, like Magehill, but no one in the village would know if something went wrong, and it’s too much to risk mages like that.” 
 
    I considered this as I worked on my pint. “What we need is a system of defense that can’t be overpowered by the elements.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Kurna sighed, but my magic vibrated eagerly in my veins as I realized I already had the solution. 
 
    “Hey, Haragh,” I said as I leaned around the brawny mage. “You feel like making a run up to Orebane?” 
 
    “What for?” the half-ogre grunted. 
 
    “I’ve got a friend I want you to bring back down with you,” I told him with sinister grin, and dawning realization came to Haragh’s face. 
 
    “Oh hell yeah,” he growled. “I’ll leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    I raised a fresh pint to the half-ogre, but Kurna remained thoroughly confused between us. 
 
    “What friend? A dwarf?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” I chuckled, “but consider the western woods handled.” 
 
    Kurna smirked. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” I groaned. “Not you, too. No sirs, no nothing. Just Mason.” 
 
    “If you end up as a captain of an army, you’ll be a sir in my book whether you like it or not,” Kurna assured me. “I respect order.” 
 
    “Fine,” I allowed, “but I really don’t think it’ll come to it. No one’s led the mages like that before, and whether or not the citizens are ready to handle an army of mages in town hardly matters. The mages have to agree to it first.” 
 
    “You never know,” the brawny mage said with a shrug. “The mages are nervous, and they need a real leader. Look at this pub. It’s full of young mages with no proper head of the Order to instruct them.” 
 
    “That’s the other thing I’ve gotta do,” I muttered as I nodded my thanks to Raynor and pulled my next pint over. “We’re gonna go to the Oculus tomorrow and take a look around, see what the situation is. Temin wants me to track down Wyresus. He thinks he’s branded with the Master’s rune.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Kurna warned. “The last time I was there, three large Terra Mages followed me around for nearly an hour. I don’t know what they were doing, but I couldn’t seem to shake them. I finally lit the stairwell on fire and slipped away. Haven’t been back since.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “It’s that bad?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say for sure,” Kurna admitted. “That’s only what happened to me, but I’m not taking any chances. I’ve got a little girl down in Eyton I’d like to bring up to Serin one day. I can’t afford to take the risk.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you’re a father,” I said as a hazy grin came to my face. 
 
    “Sure am,” Kurna replied and puffed out his chest a bit. “Her mother runs a dress shop down there in Eyton.” 
 
    “What are you doing way up here then?” 
 
    “Like Raynor, I wasn’t aware I was a mage for a long time,” he admitted. “I thought I just had a tricky temper. Then I accidentally lit our house on fire, and we happened to have gotten in an argument the day before, so my ex-wife took it personally.” 
 
    I snorted ale out of my nose, and Kurna nodded. 
 
    “Not my proudest moment,” he mused. “We get along alright, though. Now that the train’s running, I’ve been travelling down to see Keela every week.” 
 
    “That’s your daughter?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yep.” Kurna waved Raynor’s next pint away. “She lit her friend’s donkey on fire last week. I’m quite proud. She’ll make an impressive mage one day. She’s got the spirit for it.” 
 
    The idea of having a little Ignis Mage for a daughter made me grin even wider for some reason, and I tried to imagine how powerful a kid of mine would turn out. Maybe with blue hair and green eyes. She could end up as either a Terra or Ignis Mage, but what if she had Metal magic like mine, and Aurora’s incredible senses? 
 
    Almost as if I’d summoned her, Aurora suddenly sat down at the bar beside me, and I spilled half my pint when I jumped. 
 
    “What were you thinking about?” the half-elf asked as she cocked a brow at the mess of ale down my front. 
 
    “Nothing,” I responded too quickly. “Thirsty?” 
 
    “Sure.” Aurora shrugged. “This place is fantastic, don’t you think? I already stopped by the house and dropped my bags off, and four of my friends from the Oculus moved into a place together in the meadow just last week.” 
 
    “How’s our house looking?” I asked her as Raynor swiftly hobbled over to get a pint for Aurora. 
 
    “Nope,” she refused, “I’m not saying anything. You go look for yourself. By the way, I talked to Cayla and Shoshanne, and they want to go into Serin to buy a few things. Can we take the Mustang?” 
 
    The half-elf batted her blue lashes at me over the rim of her mug, and Raynor smiled and shook his head as he wandered back down the bar. 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “What do you guys need?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Aurora said with a cheeky grin. “We just want to buy stuff, and there’s more shops in Serin.” 
 
    Kurna let out a deep laugh from my other side. 
 
    “Well, have fun,” I told the half-elf, “but be careful, alright? I’ll unload the gold for you.” 
 
    I sparked my magic and raised my palms to the south, and as I closed my eyes and sifted over the lanes and houses of Falmount Rift, I found the Mustang at the base of the small hill. Then I unfused the chest and carefully lifted it from the roof, and while I carried it toward Magehill, I reformed the roof to its original shape. 
 
    “Which house is it again?” I asked while I scowled in concentration and let my Terra Magic spark as well. 
 
    “The one with all the metal … ” Aurora muttered. 
 
    I opened my eyes and cocked a brow. 
 
    “I’m not saying anything else,” the half-elf insisted. “Just look for the metal.” 
 
    I smirked and closed my eyes once more, but as I scanned the area, my focus was drawn like a magnet to a spot with what felt like a hoard of metal that was substantially bigger than what I had stowed in the trunk of the Mustang.  
 
    I tried to hide my smile as I sent the chest of gold to the atrium in the center of the house, and as I slowly released the magical connection, I fought the urge to make Aurora tell me what the hell was waiting at our house. 
 
    “The gold’s in the courtyard,” I told the half-elf when I opened my eyes. “Would you get something for Deya while you’re out? A welcome to Illaria kind of gift.” 
 
    Aurora nodded and made to chug the last of her pint, and I eyed the steady pulsing of the muscles in her slender neck as she took long, deep pulls of the ale. My blood began to burn for her as a single drip of ale trailed its way down the seductive woman’s chin, and when she dropped the empty glass to the counter with a heavy thunk, she turned a satiated smile toward me. 
 
    “I love you,” the half-elf purred. 
 
    I let out a steadying breath while I reached over to swipe the small drip of ale away. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I mumbled, but my gaze drifted to her cleavage without me realizing it. 
 
    Aurora’s giggle snapped me out of my daze, and the half-elf hopped up from her stool to leave a playful bite on my ear. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” she murmured huskily. 
 
    I watched Aurora’s hips sway as she headed for the door of the pub, and she blushed when she glanced back to catch me admiring the view. I could still hear her giggling to herself after she left, and I took another deep breath to collect the direction of my thoughts. 
 
    Kurna was right. There were some things you just couldn’t risk with a kid around, and I tried to focus on the many other things I had to take care of these days. 
 
    Even though blue hair and silver eyes would be pretty fucking cute, especially if the kid had both Ignis and Metal Magic. Killer combo. 
 
    I cleared my throat loudly and decided to pass on my next pint, but when I turned back to the others, Kurna’s brows were knitted in my direction. 
 
    “Am I mistaken,” he mused, “or did you just use your magic from across Falmount?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Wait until ye’ see him combat,” Haragh snorted. “You think an Aer Mage is terrifying … ” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Spend a week in Nalnora, and you’ll be less impressed,” I assured the half-ogre, but Kurna’s gaze had narrowed on my tattered and blood stained clothes. 
 
    “Is that what all that’s from?” he asked. 
 
    I glanced down. “Some of it. Most of this is just from a deal I made with a buddy of mine.” 
 
    “Do elves normally slice their buddies open?” the brawny mage asked uneasily. 
 
    I was about to chuckle, but then I caught myself as I considered Dragir’s missing hand, and the stand off between Rhys’ dagger and an iron table. 
 
    “I mean, sometimes, yeah,” I admitted. “The rules are a little different in Nalnora.” 
 
    Kurna let out a low whistle and clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “You look like you could use some peace and quiet,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted. “That’d be nice.” 
 
    “Come on. I’ll show you what they’ve done with your place.” 
 
    The notion that anyone had done anything to our house while we were gone kicked me firmly back to reality, and I kind of hoped only the metal I’d discovered there had been added. I quickly rallied myself as I waved goodbye to Raynor, and the barkeep’s fixed smile widened as his eyes squinted into oblivion.  
 
    Haragh decided to stay behind at the pub and get some lunch before he headed to Orebane, and I nudged another of his pockets of gold to be sure he paid Raynor our due. Then I followed Kurna past the many filled tables of the pub and back out to the marketplace. 
 
    The abrupt sunlight pierced my vision painfully, but I adjusted to the shift more quickly this time, and with a belly full of ale and a head full of pollen, I shuffled through Falmount and took in the new surroundings. 
 
    All of the mages were bright eyed and bustling from one house or shop to another, and I could hear the strange balance of their many tones lacing over each other as we made our way across the dirt clearing to the lane.  
 
    The new homes that had been added were humble granite huts, but through the windows I could see no one was living scantily here. Music drifted from several homes along with the static spark of magic here and there, and I even saw a few Terra Mages dutifully clearing the lanes of horse droppings to keep it all in good shape. 
 
    “You guys have really kept the place up,” I told Kurna. 
 
    “It’s been interesting,” he chuckled. “You ought to stop over at the mine when you get a chance. At this point, they’re just hauling out everything with no idea where to put it or what to do with it. We had a couple blacksmiths come out and sort out some of it for us, and the shelves at your shop helped out a bit. A man named Ogden volunteered to build them.” 
 
    “Ogden made me shelves?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. I hadn’t seen the palace blacksmith in ages.  
 
    “You’ll see,” Kurna said with a broad grin. He gestured to the base of Magehill, and a flicker of excitement shot through me when I caught sight of the entrance to our house. 
 
    We’d hardly had time to settle in before we took the train to continue the railway south, but it still felt like home the minute I walked in. Someone had crafted a pair of fine wooden doors at the front, and directly inside the entryway, an identical pair of doors led to the atrium in the center of the house.  
 
    Kurna pushed the two doors open, and when I strolled into the open-air shop, all I could do was laugh. 
 
    Three walls of the courtyard were lined with sturdy iron shelves about nine feet tall, and hefty chunks of steel were piled onto the majority of them. There were also lumps of silver and gold filling an entire set of shelves, and what looked like spare iron planks were stacked on another.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I chuckled. “You stocked my shop?” 
 
    “Had to,” Kurna admitted. “There’s just too much metal at the foundry these days. So, we figured we may as well get you set up for when you returned. Will it do?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say so,” I said as I eyed the hundreds of pounds of metal surrounding me. “This will do just fine.” 
 
    “Good.” Kurna nodded. “Then I’ll leave you to get settled in, I have a few things I must attend to. Oh, and so you know … ” Kurna walked across to another pair of doors on the other side of the atrium and opened them wide. “These are a gift from the town of Garioch in the far north. Bagneera got Krick to fix them up for you, but they have fasteners here at the bottom in case you want to lock them.” 
 
    I shook my head as I considered the expertly crafted doors, and there weren’t even words for how grateful I was to be back by this point.  
 
    No more sleeping on moss and waking up to sphinxes. No daggers flying out of nowhere, and no plants trying to fucking eat me. Only dwarven ale, fine furnishings, and an endless supply of metal to play with. Not to mention, a home for my women and I to wake up in every morning and have sex in all night long. 
 
    Kurna left me in my reverie in the middle of the workshop, and I dropped down on the edge of the fountain that was still bubbling with fresh spring water in the center. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh of relief, and even though I could still hear everything going on in the village, my headache was only a dull roar. A solid buzz also had me feeling more content than I’d been in ages, and after a few minutes of calm, I got up and strolled through the doors Kurna had propped open for me. 
 
    I took a tour of the home I hardly recognized, and the halls encircling the atrium led to three large rooms, with one being a kitchen, and another a bedroom I didn’t remember leaving an absolute mess.  
 
    The last room was still unfurnished, and I sparked my magic as I pulled a few seats up along the wall. Then I added a little nook beneath the window where the women could lounge comfortably if they wanted to, before I dug several shelves out along the wall for Deya and Shoshanne’s books. 
 
    Lastly, I carved a small cave into the further corner of the wall, and I softened the floor for Ruela to curl up on at night. 
 
    I was just finishing forming a small table in front of the chairs when a familiar voice called from the front door, and before I could make my way over, Pindor let himself in. 
 
    The cocky grin on his face when I entered the atrium caught me off guard almost as much as his sudden entrance, and the kid punched my arm by way of greeting.  
 
    Which we hadn’t done before, but okay. 
 
    I could tell he’d been working out, and his hair was disheveled in a way that made him look oddly similar to myself. His attempt at a beard wasn’t going so well though, and the scant bristles that made up his sort-of-goatee made me want to punch him for some reason, but it could have just been his whole vibe I was picking up on. 
 
    Then Pindor opened his mouth to talk, and I actually had to remind myself it’d be shitty to punch a kid. 
 
    “Hey man,” he said, “bet you’re glad to be back, huh? I’ve been keeping an eye on the place for you, and I borrowed your bed a few times. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    I cocked a brow and glanced over my shoulder through the open doors. 
 
    In the next room, our king-sized bed glowed beneath an open window with old sheets rumpled up on top of it, and I finally realized the various articles of clothing all over the floor didn’t belong to me or my women. 
 
    “I do mind,” I assured him, but the kid only chuckled like I’d made a joke. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I wasn’t with Mina or Deli,” he informed me. “They didn’t want to use your bed for some reason. Have you seen them, yet? They’re probably off bitching somewhere.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked as I dropped down on the fountain’s edge and propped my elbows on my knees. 
 
    Pindor was strutting around the courtyard like he owned the place, and he picked up a chunk of silver to toss it from hand to hand as he went. 
 
    “Yeah,” Pindor snorted. “We were both wrong about them, by the way. They have seriously high standards. I’ve been making my way through the other mages lately, but I’m honestly thinking you got the only two decent ones here.” 
 
    I eyed the forced swagger in his step. “Maybe they’re just unimpressed,” I told him flatly. 
 
    Pindor’s cocky grin fell as he caught the silver one last time.  
 
    “If this is about something Deli and Mina told you, they’re full of shit,” he assured me. “I fucked them incredibly well. They’re just jealous I have broader tastes than they can offer. They can’t handle it.” 
 
    “Handle your bullshit?” I chuckled half to myself. “I believe it.” 
 
    Pindor rolled his eyes. “You don’t get it.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it.” 
 
    Maybe it was the intrusion when I’d finally found a moment to enjoy being home, but Pindor’s presence grated on my nerves even worse than the runes had been. It was probably the way he spoke of the sweet pair of girls I knew damn well weren’t bitches. Or the fact some fifteen-year-old had been fucking in my bed while I battled possessed elves in the middle of a carnivorous jungle. 
 
    I shook my head to the stonework of the floor, and in the back of my mind, I knew I should have more patience for the kid, but I didn’t. 
 
    So, I cut straight through Pindor’s bullshit. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I sighed, “you wanna have an endless harem of women at your beck and call.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” Pindor shot back. 
 
    I sat up and considered the pompous expression on the kid’s face. 
 
    “That’s not remotely what I’m doing here.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Pindor snorted. “Those women do anything you want, and you know it. I heard you added another one, too. You’re no different, you’re just mad I get to--” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get this straight,” I interrupted. “I don’t know what you’ve been up to the last month, but my women do what I ask because I don’t fuck around where they’re concerned. They’re my family, and we look out for each other. That means anything they need, I make sure they have it, and anything they want is theirs, no questions asked. Unless it’s about killing someone. But I don’t fuck them and throw them aside, and I don’t grab at every pair of tits that waltzes down the street. So yeah, my four women are more than happy to do whatever I want, and they don’t sit around bitching about me when it’s done either. Quality, Pindor. On both sides of the bargain.” 
 
    Pindor scowled while he worked to find another shitty comeback, but Deya’s silvery voice called my name, and she came skipping into the shop with her violet eyes glittering. 
 
    “There you are! You will not believe--oh. I’m sorry,” she giggled when she noticed the tension in the room and Pindor glaring at me. 
 
    Then the kid glanced over, and his jaw unhinged as his snotty expression finally went slack. 
 
    Deya’s cheeks were still flushed from her run, and a glimmer of sweat beaded her supple chest. Her long pink braid had gotten a bit disheveled, and the bits of mud and leaves clinging to her bare toes made her look more like a wild sprite than ever. 
 
    “It’s alright,” I told the beautiful elf as I beckoned her over. “What were you saying?” 
 
    Deya smiled sweetly and sent the kid a wave before she came to my side. Then she perched herself on the edge of the fountain beside me, and I dropped my arm around her shoulders as she pulled me in for a kiss. 
 
    The beautiful elf took her time before she finally pulled away, and her cheeks were an even brighter pink as a giddy smile spread across her pixie-like face. 
 
    “I met your friend Kurna outside, and he asked me to tell you there is a surprise waiting,” she explained. “I was so nervous when I returned to the village, but everyone I have met is so kind when I tell them you brought me here, and they all want to be sure I am comfortable. I can walk anywhere I like for once and never have to worry I will be unsafe, and one of the mages even invited me to a pub named after you. I can hardly believe it. I feel like a queen in this place.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied with half a grin. “I’d expect nothing less, but why isn’t Ruela with you?” 
 
    “She’s eating a creature she killed while we were out,” Deya said with a shrug, and then she slid her arms around my waist and left a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    My pulse kicked up at the thought of the beautiful elf wandering around with no one beside her, and Dragir’s warning echoed in my mind. 
 
    Still, I patiently let her enjoy her bliss for a moment because I knew she’d spent her entire life looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me here, Mason,” she purred. “I know I have been so nervous and ridiculous, but I love everything about Illaria, and I don’t ever want to leave it.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” I assured her, “but please don’t forget the dangers the king mentioned to us. I’m happy you feel safer here, and you are, but there’s still a lot to watch out for right now. We’ll know more once we scout the Oculus tomorrow, but I don’t want someone taking advantage of how little you know about the area. Just stay wary of anyone who invites you to go with them for now and keep Ruela with you, okay? I also want you armed at all times, and no matter what happens, don’t take that necklace off.” 
 
    Deya nodded diligently. “What weapon do you want me to carry?” 
 
    “Let me think about it,” I told her as I brushed a stray strand of pink hair from her cheek. “I’ll probably have Cayla and Aurora train you with all of them for the next few days, and then we can decide what would be best. How much did your brother teach you?” 
 
    The beautiful elf furrowed her pink brows into a stern line and did her best impression of Dragir.  
 
    “Go inside, Deya!” 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled. “Well, we’ll start at the beginning then.” 
 
    Deya nodded once more, and then I turned back to a gaping Pindor. 
 
    “Tell you what, kid,” I sighed, and I stood up as I offered an arm to Deya, “you just do what you know best. I think it’d be better if you left Magehill and moved back to Serin, though. Deli and Mina are fixing to murder you in your sleep, and as much as I’d like to get into this, I have enough on my plate. Take my sheets with you to get them cleaned and pressed, and if I don’t have them back by tonight, rest assured, I’ll be kicking your ass before dawn.” 
 
    I led Deya from the atrium and left Pindor blatantly gawking at her ass, and then the elf swiftly trotted ahead to pull me along behind her. When we came to the doors of the entrance, she flipped around with a little bounce and sent me a mischievous smile.  
 
    “You have to close your eyes for this,” she commanded. “Wait, leave them open. Or close them. It doesn’t matter really, you can probably already hear your surprise.” 
 
    I cocked a brow at the silly expression on the elf’s face. 
 
    “I hear people walking,” I told her in confusion. 
 
    Deya’s violet eyes glinted, and she pushed the doors at her back open as she stepped aside. 
 
    Kurna was already waiting for me on the other side, and the brawny mage glanced over his shoulder with a broad grin. 
 
    I joined him outside the house, but my feet stumbled to a stop at the sight of the sea of mages gathering in the meadow. They filed in from the steps of Magehill and the marketplace by the dozens, and a few were even arriving from the stables. They waited patiently while the lanes continued to fill in, and the determination in their expressions told me they must have some good reason to be here. 
 
    “What is this?” I muttered. 
 
    “Your recruits,” Kurna informed me. “You said King Temin wants you to lead an army of mages, so I sent a mage to the capital and made an announcement in the marketplace as well.” 
 
    “All of these mages want to join?” I clarified as I stared out at the crowd of mages stretching across Falmount Rift. There were at least fifty of them, with more still arriving on horseback, and the nearest ones to the house chuckled at my look of shock. 
 
    “Of course we do,” a young Flumen Mage said soberly. Several others around him nodded their agreement, and Deya giggled as she wove her hand in mine. 
 
    “Surprise,” the beautiful elf whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Kurna raised his hands up high to silence the conversation amongst the mages, and when he turned to motion me forward, I realized I was supposed to be addressing my … army?  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Hey guys,” I chuckled a little uncomfortably. “So, I’m Defender Flynt--” 
 
    The mages immediately began clapping, and a few I recognized from the battle in Orebane whistled loudly above the cheers of the others. 
 
    I swallowed hard and waited. 
 
    “Okay,” I mumbled once they settled down a bit. “Uhh … as you heard, King Temin’s hoping to form an army apart from his own in order to address the more recent threats that have come to Serin. I’m still assessing the situation, but I do have experience dealing with the Master’s rune power, and if the circumstances are as hazardous as we expect, we’re going to need all of your help to ensure the mages of Serin and the non-magical citizens remain safe.” 
 
    More cheers rose up, and as I waited once more, I eyed the many young faces in the crowd. Nearly half of them looked no older than Pindor, and aside from the few mages I recognized from Orebane, the rest had robes so impeccably clean there was just no way they’d seen any kind of serious combat. 
 
    “First,” I continued, “we need to begin securing the perimeter around Falmount since this seems to be the safest place for all of us at the moment. I will be building up some lines of defense for us, but in the meantime, I want all of you to remain alert. Those of you who have weapons, I’ll be arranging for training sessions to take place over the next few days to be sure you can adequately defend yourselves if necessary. Those of you without weapons, come talk to me, and we’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    An excited murmur spread through the crowd, and several mages shifted the rifles on their backs in anticipation. 
 
    “Most importantly, ” I said as I eyed a mage no older than fifteen, “I must stress that the dangers you’ll be up against if the Master continues to gain power here will absolutely be life threatening. Rune Magic is a powerful force, especially when combined with magery, and being possessed by the Master’s rune is no joke. It will slowly eat away at your thought process, and you’ll gradually become more savage and less capable of functioning like a human. It’s a slow death that ends with being killed in battle, most likely by me and whatever army I’m leading.” 
 
    The mages shifted nervously, and I was glad to see everyone finally sobering up a bit. 
 
    “That being said,” I continued, “you will be required to undergo intensive training in order to serve in any army against the Master. This is for your safety, and the safety of us all. I understand the head of the Order hasn’t served you well in the past, and training has been lax, but that ends now. By the end of the week, I’ll inform all of you of our next step, but you can certainly expect rigorous testing of your ability to influence your element. Kurna will be the guy to see about signing up for training and testing. Until then, stay alert, stick together, and try not to shoot each other.” 
 
    A few chuckles rose up as they began cheering once more, and I sighed to myself. 
 
    “That wasn’t a joke,” I mumbled and eyed the revolvers on the mages’ hips. 
 
    I turned back to the house as Kurna began instructing the mages to create a list of all those interested in receiving weapons, and Pindor was standing in the shadows of the entryway with my sheets crumpled in his grip. 
 
    “Get those back here by tonight,” I ordered, and then I nodded to him as Deya and I brushed past. 
 
    I didn’t miss the mumbled curses he didn’t have the balls to say to my face, but I led Deya to the room I’d been working on before Pindor arrived, and when I closed the door of the atrium at my back, the beautiful elf leapt into my arms. 
 
    “You are incredibly sexy when you talk like that,” she murmured against my lips. 
 
    I chuckled. “You wanna join the ranks?” 
 
    “I would not like to,” she said curtly.  
 
    “Good,” I replied, “I had much better plans for what to do with you, anyways.” 
 
    I carried her into the next room to set her down in the seat I’d formed beneath the window.  
 
    “What do you think?” I asked as I gestured to the shelving and the spot I’d made for Ruela. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” Deya assured me as she admired the space. “I’ll bring all of my things in at once, but where are the girls?” 
 
    “They went to Serin to spend a lot of gold,” I told her with a smirk. “Your bags are still in the Mustang, so do you wanna help me track down a ravenous wolf while we wait?” 
 
    Deya’s eyes went wide. “Gods,” she groaned, “I forgot about Ruela.” 
 
    “You really have to stay on top of this,” I sighed. “That dog cannot kill my mages, understood?” 
 
    “She won’t!” Deya promised as we swiftly headed for the door. “She is much less touchy after she has hunted, don’t worry.” 
 
    “Less touchy,” I muttered. “That’s not reassuring.” 
 
    The lanes had cleared a bit by the time we headed to the western border of Falmount Rift, and several mages nodded to me as I passed like I was already their captain. I returned the gesture, but seeing so many inexperienced faces in the crowd made me more uneasy, and I only hoped the women and I could get them into fighting shape fast enough.  
 
    With the rate the Master moved at, we couldn’t waste a single moment, and yet, I had a slew of untrained mages and little more at my disposal. 
 
    Deya and I strolled beyond the last few huts of the village, and as I scanned the area, I heard the telltale sound of bones being gnawed on and a few strips of sinew peeling away. 
 
    “Ruela’s that way,” I told the beautiful elf and pointed to the north. 
 
    Deya began a series of whistles I recognized from the elves at House Quyn, and I leaned against a tree while we waited for Ruela to come to her call. 
 
    After a few minutes, I sent Deya a pointed look, and the beautiful elf smiled awkwardly. 
 
    “She’ll come,” she assured me. 
 
    “She hasn’t moved an inch,” I informed her. 
 
    “She’s only having trouble adjusting,” Deya insisted, but I could tell from her expression she wasn’t as confident as she pretended. “Give Ruela a week, and she will be as obedient as ever.” 
 
    I nodded and waited while the elf repeated her whistling again, and then another four times. When ten minutes had passed with no result, I finally let out a sigh. 
 
    “I knew that dog would be trouble,” I muttered, and I turned toward the northern foothills to give a sharp whistle. 
 
    To my surprise, the gnawing immediately stopped, and I heard the thrumming of Ruela’s heavy paws heading my way. 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    The wolfish beast came barreling down the rocky crags with fresh blood all down her front and her piercing gaze locked on me. Then she came to a panting stop at my side, not Deya’s side. 
 
    I tried not to look too pissed when I looked over at the beautiful elf. 
 
    “This dog thinks it’s mine,” I pointed out. “What was the agreement?” 
 
    “But she likes you,” Deya mumbled, and she sent me her sweetest smile. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” I warned. “Don’t be sweet and beautiful and think I’m gonna take care of this fucking ravenous dog.” 
 
    “You don’t have to care for her,” she assured me with a giggle. “Look, she hunts for herself. She only wants to do what she can for you, and I do not blame her. You’re handsome and hard to resist.” 
 
    “I agreed to bring her to Illaria so she could look after you,” I clarified. “Ruela needs to stay by your side, not mine. I don’t need a watchdog.” 
 
    Ruela let out a thunderous growl all of a sudden, and she flipped around to crouch at the ready. I scanned the woods in the direction of the wolf’s gaze, and beneath the ominous timber of the beast, I picked up the sound of padded footsteps. 
 
    “What is it?” Deya asked nervously as she quickly came to my side. 
 
    “Someone’s out there,” I told her quietly.  
 
    Ruela snarled and prowled forward a ways, and she remained poised for an attack just ahead of me. 
 
    The footsteps stopped dead, and I waited for a long moment, but they didn’t continue again. 
 
    “Come on,” I announced to the beautiful elf more loudly than normal. “We should head back.” 
 
    Then I walked over to silently nudge the wolf’s flank, and Ruela abruptly lurched forward. 
 
    Her deep growls ripped through the trees as leaves flew up under her heavy paws, and the footsteps I’d heard took off the moment they realized they were being hunted. I waited where I stood with Deya while Ruela disappeared into the wilderness, and I carefully tracked her course. 
 
    Whoever had been in the western woods made a mad dash to the south, and from the sound of it, they lunged off an embankment to escape the beast on their trail. My magic sparked as I felt the earth shift in the distance, and when the same embankment rose several feet higher, a grin came to my face. 
 
    “Terra Mage,” I said with a nod. “Interesting.” 
 
    The only reason I could imagine for a lone Terra Mage to be scouting the village would be if they had plans to destroy Magehill, and realizing how many fatalities could result if the whole place came crumbling down kept me from pursuing the mage. I still needed to get a feel for what these possessed mages were capable of, and what their orders were at the moment before I risked any unnecessary confrontations. 
 
    So I let this one go for now, and with another sharp whistle, I brought Ruela back from her furious snapping at the top of the embankment. When she came panting to my side, I gave her a firm scruff around the sable fur at her throat. 
 
    “Good dog,” I praised, and Ruela gaped up at me with her massive fangs gleaming. There was still a chunk of fur lodged behind her canine tooth, and the blood on her front smeared against my leg to blend in with Dragir’s. 
 
    Deya sent me another sweet smile, but I shook my head. 
 
    “Not my dog,” I clarified, “but still a good dog.” 
 
    I shifted my spot at least five times as we walked back to Magehill, but it didn’t matter what maneuver I tried, Ruela fell in step at my flank instead of Deya’s, and the beautiful elf was practically in tears from giggling so hard when we got back to the house. 
 
    The mages in the lanes all scattered at the sight of the massive and bloody wolf, and even Kurna blanched a bit when we approached. 
 
    After I alerted a wide-eyed Kurna to the presence of the Terra Mage I’d caught stalking in the western woods, I crossed the atrium of our house and headed for the spare room. 
 
    Then I pointed to the cave I’d formed in the corner, and Ruela happily curled up in her place. 
 
    “You are good with her,” Deya admired from the doorway. “Ruela always hated being in the house back home unless Dragir was there.” 
 
    “I thought she was yours?” I asked as I considered the content beast. 
 
    “She is,” Deya said, “but she’s mostly protective with me. She’ll kill for me, guard me, and escort me where I want to go. Dragir was the one she liked to play with, though.” 
 
    “Ruela plays?” I asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Yes,” Deya giggled, “she likes to catch femurs. It is her favorite game.” 
 
    I stared at the elf. “Human femurs?” 
 
    “Elven ones, I think,” Deya said with a shrug. 
 
    Before I could express how unsettling this was, or ask where the hell Dragir got femurs from, the front door of the house opened, and the women came in singing for Deya to join them. 
 
    We found them unloading several parcels onto the floor of the atrium, and my eyes fell on a see-through bit of dark purple gauze. 
 
    Shoshanne caught the direction of my gaze, and she sent me a coy grin as she pulled the ensemble from her parcel and held it against her body for me to admire. The purple gauze and black lace were delicately held together by a bit of white silk, and the fact that the hem only fell to the apex of Shoshanne’s thighs was more than alluring. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. “I wanted some new clothes.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a decided nod. “That’s what I think.” 
 
    Shoshanne laughed, and I happily leaned against the doorframe as the healer began slipping out of her little velvet dress. The sight of her plush, caramel curves made my blood burn at once, and I watched her heavy breasts jostle as she shimmied to slide into the new outfit. 
 
    Then she cupped her breasts to try and fit them into the brassiere portion, and she eventually managed to conceal her nipples. Shoshanne shrugged and gave up there, and with her cleavage fully exposed everywhere else, the healer propped her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Still yes?” she asked with a nervous little smile. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Now, I just want you to take it off and get in our bed.” 
 
    “Patience,” Cayla purred, and she pulled something iridescent from another parcel to hide it behind her back. “We have the entire evening planned, and Shoshanne’s the desert portion.” 
 
    I took a bracing breath as heat prickled down my spine, and the princess beckoned Deya to her with a curl of her finger. 
 
    Deya covered her eyes and giggled as Aurora pulled her over, and then the two women began untying the beautiful elf’s silky bodice. 
 
    I watched them strip Deya down right in the middle of my shop, and I noticed a blush blooming of the elf’s cheeks as the women’s hands brushed against her nipples. Deya’s arousal only stoked the fire burning in my loins, but when I saw what Cayla had to dress her in, my attention was at least partially distracted. 
 
    Until the outfit was clasped around Deya’s supple breasts. 
 
    Something about the array of glinting dragon scales suited the elf to a tee, and I locked my hand around the edge of the doorframe to keep from abandoning Cayla’s plans before they’d even begun. 
 
    “Mason likes it,” Shoshanne said as she sent an admiring glance just below my belt. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” I assured the healer. 
 
    Cayla smirked and slipped behind the elf to grasp her by the hips, and then she turned Deya a bit so I could get the full view. 
 
    “Well, Deya,” Cayla purred, and the elf shivered a little as the princess let her lips graze her slender shoulders. “This is a gift from Mason to welcome you to Illaria, but you have to wait until later for our gift.” 
 
    Deya gasped when she opened her eyes to look down on the iridescent scales draped across her cleavage and looped around her slender arms. Then she sent me a smile so bright, her violet eyes seemed almost luminescent. 
 
    “I love it!” she giggled. “Are they real?” 
 
    “Of course,” Aurora said proudly, “but don’t worry, the man who makes these keeps a few dwarf dragons at his farm so he can harvest the scales without having to kill the wilder ones.” 
 
    Deya gave a giddy bounce at this, and the scales shifted with the jostling of her breasts to leave a tinkling sound echoing around the shop. 
 
    “Now, before we can begin our celebration,” Cayla said as she returned to her parcels, “Mason, you need to find a Flumen Mage to turn this fountain off so we can fill it with gold for Aurora.” 
 
    The half-elf lit up and immediately began prodding me toward the door, and with the village full of mages, it only took me a short stroll to the end of the lane to find a robe with light blue trimming along the hem. 
 
    The young mage gladly followed me back to the house, but he was too distracted to focus on much of anything when we arrived. Once the four beautiful women gathered their parcels and moved to the spare room to start unpacking their things, he finally managed to get the fresh spring to stop bubbling. 
 
    I waited while he paced a few circles around the fountain, and after a few minutes passed, I realized he had no idea how to get the rest of the water to disappear. 
 
    “How long have you been at the Oculus?” I asked him curiously. 
 
    “A month,” he admitted. “I moved here from Eyton, but I’ve only had two lessons with Wyresus. I don’t have any formal training actually using my magic, though. Just reading about it.” 
 
    I nodded and tried not to appear too judgemental. “Well, take a minute to focus on your element. Don’t try to influence it or anything, just become more aware of the innate connection you have to the water.” 
 
    The young mage nodded and did as I instructed, and after the static energy in the air had slowly built up, I gestured to the fountain. 
 
    “That’s good. Now, focus on your intentions, and don’t rush it,” I explained. “There’s no hurry. Slowly nudge your element in the direction of the result you want. I’ll leave you alone so you can concentrate, but I’ll come and check on you in a bit.” 
 
    I left the mage kneeling beside the fountain, and when I joined the women, Aurora cocked a brow. 
 
    “He really doesn’t know a thing?” she asked as quietly as she could. 
 
    I nodded. “We’re in for a long haul here, I think. Half the mages signing up are just like him.” 
 
    “Signing up for what?” Cayla asked in confusion. 
 
    I told them about Kurna’s surprise and the several mages already on board with the idea of building an army, and Aurora looked as nervous as I was by the time I finished. Shoshanne was completely unphased, though, and as she glanced into the atrium, she shrugged. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much,” the healer said. “I knew nothing about magery when I met you, but you both gave me enough guidance to change that.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s only one of you,” Aurora pointed out, “and you’re so sexy, it’s hard to not focus all of our attention on you.” 
 
    Shoshanne rolled her eyes as the half-elf sent her a wink. 
 
    “Any army is better than no army,” Cayla decided. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I sighed. “By the way, can you and Aurora help me with weapons training this week?” 
 
    “Of course,” Aurora agreed. “What are we starting with?” 
 
    “The guns,” I explained. “Kurna said he went over things with the mages, but he doesn’t know how to use my weapons too well, either. So, just make sure no one’s gonna shoot the wrong mage on accident, and Cayla, their aim needs to be nearly on par with yours by the end of the week. If they fuck up, and a possessed mage gets to them before they can defend themselves, then we don’t just lose a mage to the Master, we lose my guns, too.” 
 
    “Done,” Cayla said with a curt nod. 
 
    “Great,” I replied with an appreciative grin. “I also need you two to help Deya out. I’ll take her through some exercises as well, but I want to start at the top of the list and work our way through every weapon until we find what she can work best with. It’s about time she’s fully armed and capable of defending herself.” 
 
    “Finally,” Aurora sighed. “I’ve been dying to get a bow in her hands.” 
 
    Deya sent the half-elf an eager smile. “The pretty ones Mason made?” 
 
    Cayla tucked her smirk away. “Yes, Deya, the pretty ones.” 
 
    I returned to the atrium to find the fountain nearly emptied, and when the mage finally finished his work, he turned a wide grin my direction. 
 
    “I did it!” he exclaimed. “I just did what you said, and the water started to evaporate, so I focused on the particles and the way they separated in the air, and then it all started to happen faster.” 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I told him. “Keep working on this same exercise for the next couple days. Any water you find, I want you to make it evaporate, and once you get to where that’s easy for you, start on the reverse. Draw the water from the air and plants around you and gather it back together in a puddle.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the young mage said diligently. 
 
    “Mason,” I clarified as I offered him my hand. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The boy had a firm shake, and he looked about eighteen by my estimate. 
 
    “Odin.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for the help, Odin,” I said as I held the doors open for him. “I’m gonna need you to reverse this process soon, so make sure you’re practicing.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised before he headed into the village again. 
 
    Shoshanne was smirking at me when I returned to the atrium. 
 
    “See?” she said. “You’re already whipping them into shape.” 
 
    “One down … ” I mused and turned to the chest of gold in the corner. Then I sparked my magic, and I couldn’t help shaking my head to myself as I watched the hundreds of gold coins pour into the fountain. Something about the whole idea reminded me of House Pree and their golden staircase, but knowing my half-elf would be the one bathing in riches this time felt fitting in comparison. 
 
    The elves would hate it. 
 
    “I drew you a bath,” I told the half-elf as she came trotting in to the sound of clinking money, and Aurora immediately began undressing. 
 
    Then a knock came to the door, and I reluctantly turned my back to see who it was. No one was outside when I got there, but my freshly cleaned sheets were folded and waiting on the doorstep. I sighed and glanced around for any sign of Pindor before I took them up and closed the door, and when I returned to the atrium, Aurora was already up to her nipples in gold coins. 
 
    “Cayla’s waiting for you,” she purred. “I get to watch first, but don’t let Deya take my turn. I can tell she’s chomping at the bit.” 
 
    I raised my brows as Shoshanne beckoned for me to follow her, and from the giggling going on in the next room, I knew the festivities were about to begin. 
 
    The women had brought in bottles of what looked like very expensive wine from Serin, and they covered every surface they could with candles as the evening began to fade around us. 
 
    All of them wore their new outfits from the capital, and Cayla’s was made up of nothing but leather straps that left all of her more tantalizing areas fully exposed for me. 
 
    I lost track of the hours as we passed them in every position possible, and at one point, I had Cayla up against the wall of the shop while Aurora and Deya held her in place for me. The princess let us do anything we liked to her, and as I relentlessly pounded into her while I watched Deya suckle at the woman’s ample breasts, I decided this was the best homecoming I’d had in my entire life. 
 
    Then Aurora suggested I turn the princess around, and Cayla pinned the half-elf to the wall to have some fun with her while I picked up where I’d left off. 
 
    I let the women dictate the entire evening, and the minute I finished with any one of them, the next would drag me off to show me where they wanted me to fuck them next.  
 
    Aurora’s first turn with me was briefly delayed since she ordered me to form a new set of chains out of the iron in the shop, but then we broke them in while Deya watched and brought Shoshanne to a shrieking orgasm. 
 
    By the time we all collapsed into our bed, I knew every corner of the house like the back of my hand, and I decided the kitchen counter was probably my favorite spot. Only because I managed to bend every one of my women over it in turn after they’d seen me and Deya display its potential. 
 
    My head was still spinning from all the wine we drank when a knock shook the doors of our house the next morning, and when I finally managed to get my eyes open, the four women were tangled around me in an exhausted heap. 
 
    Deya was tucked along my side, and all of us dozed off with a hand resting somewhere on her lithe body. I couldn’t help but smirk to see how close the beautiful elf had become with us already. 
 
    It wasn’t really that surprising, though, when I considered the steamy welcome all three women gave the elf at once while I sipped my wine and watched. 
 
    Still, as I considered the beautiful women draped around me, it did finally hit me how far we’d come since we first met her in Nalnora. 
 
    Deya was with us in our bed for good, and we’d all spent the night together like she’d been hoping for since the time she caught me pinning Shoshanne to the wall of her father’s house. With any luck, we had hundreds of evenings like the last one ahead of us, and I only hoped we could stay put in Illaria long enough to enjoy our home for a while. 
 
    I was still admiring the sight of Cayla curled snug around the elf when another knock at the door shook me out of my daze. 
 
    The sky was already shining brightly outside the window, but every muscle in my body was still completely drained of energy from a lack of sleep. I didn’t have even a hint of a headache from all the wine, though, and I figured the absence of a hangover had something to do with my healing rune. 
 
    Mostly because I’d stumbled upon an interesting side effect of the rune’s magic the night before. It seemed my new healing abilities were doing me a few solids aside from healing dagger wounds, and I was happily surprised by the effects, as were my women. I never had much trouble keeping my performance up when it came to satisfying all of them, but last night was a little different. Not only did I cum in each of them at least four times, but my body seemed to be replenishing my seed at an ungodly rate. 
 
    Cayla was the first to point this out when Shoshanne had my semen gushing across the princess’s tits as she knelt in front of me, and I couldn’t deny she was absolutely right. My body was bouncing back faster than it ever had, and it kept me pounding into them much longer, and filling them up with more of my seed, than I could have a week ago. 
 
    It didn’t make me immortal, though, and I knew I’d have to rein myself in a bit next time if only to make sure I actually got enough sleep to function. Somehow, I gathered a scrap of energy to stumble my way out of the room, and I was buck naked with only my hand to block the view when I opened the wooden doors to find Kurna waiting. 
 
    He didn’t miss a beat as he held out a roll of parchment, and I took it with my free hand, but I didn’t bother to read it since my eyes were still mostly closed anyways. 
 
    “What’s this?” I mumbled. 
 
    “There’s a full list of the recruits so far, and I had them write down how much training they’ve had as well,” he explained. “The second parchment is a list of the mages who already have weapons but want to attend the training sessions, and the last list is made up of anyone who doesn’t have a weapon yet. These are only the most recent numbers, but I expect a few more mages to arrive as word spreads in Serin.” 
 
    “Damn,” I yawned, “I’m promoting you to sergeant.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Kurna replied with a grin. “As your sergeant then, I should mention the conversation at the pub this morning is pretty interesting.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “What’s up?” 
 
    “From what I hear,” he chuckled, “you and your women certainly made quite an entrance, but the younger mages are making up a tally now, and I wasn’t sure you’d appreciate the gesture. It is an impressive number, though.” 
 
    I sighed. “Everyone heard us last night?” 
 
    “I can’t speak for everyone,” Kurna said as his grin spread wider. 
 
    “What’s the tally about?” 
 
    The look on his face sufficed for an answer, and even though I didn’t have any idea how many times the four women climaxed last night, I had a feeling training sessions would be a bit uncomfortable for them if the whole village was discussing it for the foreseeable future. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I muttered. “Thanks for the heads up, Kurna. Maybe you could try and rein the gossip in while I address the issue.” 
 
    “Certainly, but no rush,” the brawny mage assured me. “I’m sure you’re exhausted.” 
 
    I sighed to myself as Kurna chuckled his way down the lane, and I decided Magehill might not be the most ideal location for our lifestyle. Our nearest neighbor’s door was about ten feet from where I was standing, and I only needed to crane my neck to see the next door beyond theirs. 
 
    So, I quickly got dressed and left the women in a naked heap as I headed off to try and catch Haragh before he left for Orebane. 
 
    As I passed by a few mages emerging from their huts, three young men sent me appreciative grins, and they each clapped me on the shoulder in turn as I passed. 
 
    “Sleep well, Defender Flynt?” one of them chuckled. 
 
    I didn’t bother answering. 
 
    Then four pretty mages crossed my path, and their cheeks burned bright red the moment their eyes met mine. 
 
    Whatever they said sounded like a greeting, but their wash of giggles made it hard to discern, and I quickened my pace before the whole village could wake up. 
 
    When I found Haragh at Flynt’s Pub, he already had a mug in hand, and I nudged him on the arm while I ignored the clapping coming from a table of mages behind me. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, “I need your help moving something.” 
 
    “What’re we haulin’?” the half-ogre asked after a loud belch. 
 
    “My house,” I mumbled. “I need a less crowded location.” 
 
    Haragh snorted. “I knew that was you lot last night. One woman couldn’t possibly climax that many times. But I have to say, I can’t believe you’re up and walkin’ already.” 
 
    I groaned and took his mug from him to drain it myself, and as I dropped the empty glass to the counter, Haragh let out a booming laugh. 
 
    We were heading toward Magehill when Mina and Deli came out of the library with books piled in their arms, and as they waved to us, I carefully gauged their expressions. 
 
    The last thing I wanted was for two young mages I respected a lot to spend their evening listening to me ravage the women they looked up to. 
 
    The two girls bid us a casual good morning, though, and after they made arrangements for Haragh to help them fix a broken step in their house, I swiftly took advantage of the topic. 
 
    “Hey uh … where do you two live anyways?” 
 
    “Magehill,” Mina said, “and in case you’re wondering, we did hear you last night.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fell between us as I rifled my hair. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I mumbled. “I feel like that’s inappropriate, and it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Deli said with a shrug. “It led to a very important discussion between the two of us. We decided we’re definitely going to kill Pindor this week.” 
 
    “And we missed having you guys around,” Mina added with a sweet smile. “Can you tell Defender Solana we wanna talk to her, by the way? It’s urgent.” 
 
    I was halfway between “oh” and a blank stare when the two girls waved goodbye and headed for a shop across the way, and Haragh snorted beside me. 
 
    “Pindor’s really in the shit now,” the half-ogre mused. “Those two girls are some of the only mages in the village who practice their magery.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good, at least,” I allowed. “For us, not for Pindor.” 
 
    “What d’you reckon he did?” Haragh asked as he furrowed his brows thoughtfully. 
 
    “No idea,” I sighed, “but I really don’t have time to figure it out. We’re going to the Oculus today, and I’ve gotta track down Wyresus somehow. Then we’re starting training with the mages, and I still have to get Deya using some kind of weapon. Plus, you’ve gotta get up to Orebane. When are you leaving?” 
 
    “Aye,” Haragh said with a nod as we continued down the lane. “Bagneera should be comin’ into the station in the next hour. I’ll have her take me north.” 
 
    The women were lounging naked in the kitchen while they nibbled on the array of delicacies they bought in from Serin, and Stan was nestled on a fresh slice of bread among them. Cayla found him dancing around in the fountain of gold coins this morning, and when he sent me a little salute as I walked in, I realized he must have been tagging along with the princess when we spoke with the king about the army.  
 
    Once the women were dressed, I got them to agree to vacate the place long enough for me to make a few adjustments, and Stan eagerly climbed up my arm to get a front row seat of the action.  
 
    The four women and Ruela filed out to lay in the sun in a clearing near Magehill, and then Haragh and I took our positions on either side of our house while the little metal man clung to a tuft of my hair. 
 
    The half-ogre suggested I just rebuild the house in a different spot, but I honestly didn’t want to destroy it. Now that the five of us had christened every corner, and we finally had a place of our own to stay in, the last thing I wanted to do was tear it down and rebuild another one. 
 
    There were already too many memories in the place I didn’t ever want to forget. 
 
    So, Haragh and I sparked our magic, and as we joined our Terra powers in a circuit, the sensation of combining my own magic with someone else’s caught me off guard a bit. 
 
    It had been quite a while since I’d had another Terra Mage around to work with, but the strength of Haragh’s presence was still familiar to me, and it was just the extra kick I needed to balance the full layout of the house without any of the stonework cracking. I did have to adjust my approach, though, because I kept accidentally breaking the connection every time I gave an extra surge of my magic. 
 
    Eventually, I got the hang of working with another mage again, and we carefully removed the house from the edge of Magehill. I left the lower cellar since the women and I hadn’t made it down there yet anyways, and then I quickly filled in the gap we left behind so none of the upper levels would lose their structural support. 
 
    Haragh and I skirted the edge of the village as we kept the house on an even keel, and several of the more crass mages we passed insisted we could put her down by their huts if we wanted. 
 
    “I think I’ll pass,” I muttered to a young mage with an unmistakable glint of longing in his eyes. 
 
    We took the house to the furthest edge of the village, and then we settled her back to the ground where the western woods began. This way, I could keep my senses trained to the exposed portion of Falmount, but Magehill would hopefully be well out of range. Judging by the less insinuating looks of the mages emerging from the huts on this side of the village, I guessed they hadn’t been able to hear the previous night’s activities. 
 
    I would have to figure out some means of ensuring we didn’t cause as much of a stir over here as we had at Magehill, but for now, I was relieved to have a new neighborhood. Mostly because my ears weren’t nearly so overwhelmed in this quieter quarter of the town. I could still hear everything in the entire scope of Falmount Rift, but I’d begun to get the hang of adjusting how much registered versus how much remained a general hum in the background. 
 
    Plus, it would be a little while before I finished building a proper line of defense for the border of the town and knowing the huts here wouldn’t be unprotected during that time made it more than ideal. 
 
    Once the foundation of the house was fully fused in place, Haragh and I eased back from the magical circuit, and I gave a loud stretch to get my aching muscles working.  
 
    My entire lower half felt like I’d been pushing a stack of steel across concrete all night, and my shoulders ached nearly as bad after each of the women had decided they wanted the same treatment I gave Cayla against the wall. 
 
    When I got my muscles loosened up a bit, I finally glanced over at the half-ogre, and I found him with the strangest look on his face. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked after he’d stared at me for nearly a full minute. 
 
    “I’m gonna say something,” he announced, “and if it sounds crazy, then so be it.” 
 
    “Go for it,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I think I just felt my own feet on the ground,” he said as a slightly manic glint came to his eye. “Felt them in my veins … and yours, too. I felt my damn feet on the ground but not from my feet. That sounds crazy, don’t it?” 
 
    “Not really,” I admitted. “It’s kind of cool, though. You must have sensed it through the circuit. I didn’t want to walk backwards into anyone and drop the house, so I was keeping track of where the mages were.” 
 
    “That was you doin’ that?” Haragh asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been practicing a few different uses of my Terra Magic,” I explained. “If you seep more fully into the soil and send your magic out while you keep a really specific level of focus, you can actually sense whatever interacts with the ground. It comes in handy for scanning an area for any threats and keeping track of any attackers’ movements.” 
 
    Haragh continued to stare for a moment. 
 
    “Where the hell did ye’ learn that?” he finally demanded. 
 
    “Aurora was helping me out with my Metal Magic.” I shrugged. “Then I tried applying the same principal when Shoshanne got all upset about healing Deya’s father. It’s kind of a long story, but it’s pretty fucking cool to play around with. I’ll teach you when you get back from Orebane if you want.” 
 
    Stan abruptly started yanking on my hair the moment I mentioned Orebane, and while Haragh scratched his big green head in bewilderment, I attempted to decipher the miming of the little metal man. Eventually, I realized he wanted to join the half-ogre on his journey north, and I decided to let him tag along since Thrungrig liked Stan so much. The little guy probably missed his buddies as much as I had after being in Nalnora for so long. 
 
    So Stan rode on Haragh’s broad shoulders as we wandered back toward the women, and the half-ogre filled him in on how the mines had been the last time he was through there. 
 
    We got to the others just as Aurora threw a stream of flames at the feet of a couple younger mages, and when they yelped and took off at once, Ruela snapped her approval from the half-elf’s side. 
 
    “What’s going on over here?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    I could hear several people warning one another to avoid this clearing at all costs, and every one of my women looked ready to kill the next mage to walk by. 
 
    “What does the number twenty-three mean?” Aurora demanded in irritation. 
 
    “And why are we being congratulated about it?” Cayla asked icily. 
 
    Haragh loudly cleared his throat when he caught the full effect of the four livid glances looking up at us, and then he gave me a firm clap to the shoulder before he abandoned me there to make his way to the station. 
 
    “It’s probably best if we head to the Oculus now,” I tried, “but rest assured, the issue has been addressed, and we live in the western woods now.” 
 
    I threw in my most charming grin for good measure as I offered a hand to the women, and I carefully shuttled them toward the Mustang before the four men descending Magehill could say anything they’d regret. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    It took the women all of two minutes to catch on to what the number twenty-three meant coming from the stream of mages who had congratulated them, and both Deya and Aurora burst out laughing at the realization. 
 
    Shoshanne blushed to her roots, of course, and buried her face in her hands, but Cayla was as shameless as ever about her exploits. From her place in the passenger seat, the princess just smirked at me and gave a careless shrug. 
 
    “Those mages should be taking notes instead of tallies,” Cayla muttered as she returned her gaze out the window of the Mustang. 
 
    I grinned. “They were probably doing both.” 
 
    “I love living in your town,” Deya mused airily. “It’s already so much more fun than House Quyn ever was.” 
 
    “It’s not my town,” I clarified, “just my mine.” 
 
    “Mason, it’s your town,” Aurora chuckled, “and you’ll have to get used to it. They’re naming the pubs after you and everything.” 
 
    I caught the half-elf’s smirk in the rearview mirror and rolled my eyes. “Alright, it might be my town.” 
 
    “As it should be,” Cayla added. “You’ve been knighted, and there are vassals in both Illaria and Cedis with their own fiefs.” 
 
    “I forgot about the knighthood,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “I know you did,” the princess sighed, “but don’t worry. I’ll keep reminding you.”  
 
    When we reached Serin, the guards Simun and Goreth hopped to and opened the gates for us after only a brief stint of vying for Aurora’s attention, but the half-elf couldn’t be bothered with them today. She only yawned loudly and spared a lazy wave, and judging by the way she had her legs sprawled across the seat while she slouched against Deya, I could tell the half-elf was exhausted from our first night being back in our own house. 
 
    “Still getting your strength back?” I teased as I sent a wink over my shoulder. 
 
    “How are you functioning at all?” Aurora snorted. “I can hardly move my arms.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I chuckled. “Those chains were rattling louder than a damn train.” 
 
    “Hush!” Aurora hissed, and Deya snickered beside her. “If all of the king’s guard knows what I let you do to me, they won’t be afraid of me anymore.” 
 
    “More like what you order me to do to you,” I corrected under my breath as I nodded a greeting to the guards at the gates of the craftsman’s quarters. 
 
    A few golden coins pelted my head from the backseat. 
 
    “Shhh,” Aurora reprimanded once more with a giggle. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I sighed, “you, me, and Deya are the only ones in the capital with hyper acute hearing, remember?” 
 
    “True,” Cayla allowed with a coy grin, “but all of Magehill definitely knows what you did to her.” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s no chance they didn’t hear that,” I agreed and sent the princess a roguish grin. 
 
    Shoshanne, who had more than enjoyed watching the half-elf and I with the new set of chains, blushed bright red all over again, and as she buried her face in the seat, I could hear her mumbling against the velvet. 
 
    “Can we talk about anything else?” she begged. “I want to imagine no one heard a thing.” 
 
    “You are so cute,” Deya giggled as she eyed the blushing Aer Mage. “Look at how modest you get, but last night you let me--” 
 
    Shoshanne abruptly clamped her hand over Deya’s huge grin. 
 
    “Shoshanne’s our dirty little secret,” Aurora explained to the elf. “She’d never been intimate with anyone before she met us, but after Mason got to her … ” 
 
    Aurora cocked a brow and looked Shoshanne up and down, and when the healer groaned in embarrassment, all of the women fell into a fit of laughter. 
 
    I was still chuckling heartily when we neared the gates of King Temin’s castle, and the guards saluted with amusement as they listened to the giggling women and waved us through. 
 
    I brought Bobbie to the furthest edge of the castle courtyard, and I decided to leave her parked outside the Oculus since I didn’t want every mage in the Order to know what we were up to today. 
 
    After Kurna’s warning and his experience with the three Terra Mages, I wanted to avoid drawing too much attention to us at all costs. This way, we could get a real idea of what was going on in the underground city of the Oculus, and if anyone in there was working for the Master, we might be able to catch them off guard. 
 
    I unsealed the trunk of the Mustang as the women climbed out with Ruela behind them, and then I caught Shoshanne’s hand to help her out of the backseat. The healer deliberately avoided my gaze, and I couldn’t resist gently pinning her to the car just to see her blush even more. 
 
    Shoshanne’s warm brown eyes darted around the courtyard as her cheeks burned, but I tilted her chin toward me to hold her gaze steady. 
 
    “Why are you all determined to make me embarrassed?” she mumbled with a pout. 
 
    “Why are you embarrassed?” I chuckled. “You like everything we do to you, and I have to point out, you’re incredibly good at what you do to us.” 
 
    “I know,” Shoshanne whispered as her eyes flicked to the courtyard once more, “but like Aurora said, I like to keep that a secret, okay? You know I’ve only ever been with you, and I happen to like that no other men know … what I like. It might be old fashioned, but it means a lot to me.” 
 
    Hearing the woman’s explanation only caused heat to build in me as I realized for the hundredth time how fucking lucky I was, and when I considered the way Shoshanne had screeched to the ceiling for me only hours before, I decided her old fashioned notions actually made her sexier.  
 
    If she liked that I was the only guy who knew about her sensual side, I’d gladly oblige her for the rest of my life. So, before I spoke, I leaned closer to her ear, and I could hear the healer’s heartbeat begin to race immediately. 
 
    “Our secret then,” I murmured quietly, and as Shoshanne shivered against the heat building between us, the softest sigh of approval escaped from her lips. I kneaded her plush hips in response, and Shoshanne giggled as she left a light bite on my neck. 
 
    Then the healer playfully shoved me back, and her brown eyes sparkled with arousal. 
 
    “We have work to do,” Shoshanne reminded me firmly, and I chuckled as I followed the blushing woman to the trunk. 
 
    I hadn’t fully realized until Aurora said it, but Shoshanne really did seem to prefer the appearance of modesty, despite the sexy little dresses she liked to run around in. It only ever took a single touch or a look from me to get her fully distracted, but overall, she was still the same studious mage who took her work very seriously. 
 
    She’d certainly come far, though, since we’d found her in her drab, gray healer’s robes and the uptight bun she used to always wear. These days, she let her copper curls fall in careless, tousled waves, and she wore whatever the hell she pleased, which I was glad to see was the same purple gauze she’d modeled for me the night before. 
 
    Both Shoshanne and Deya had slipped long silken vests over their shoulders before we left for Serin, and seeing as both of their backends were fully exposed otherwise, I could understand the decision. 
 
    At least this way, Shoshanne might draw only half as many stares while she scouted the Oculus today, but knowing the caramel beauty wanted to keep her beautiful ass for only my viewing pleasure was definitely my favorite perk. 
 
    Cayla was securing a sheath around Deya’s waist when I joined the women near the trunk, and she was dutifully explaining the top three maneuvers the elf could use to inflict some serious damage with the dagger she handed over. 
 
    Deya nodded along to the instructions while she gingerly sheathed the dagger, and I was glad to see the women already taking my request seriously when it came to the elf. Nothing unnerved me more than the thought of having one of my women unprotected, and with Ruela becoming more unpredictable by the day, I needed Deya properly armed as soon as possible. 
 
    “Aurora,” I called as I checked the bullets in my revolver. “I want you to take Deya with you through the Oculus. Keep her invisible so you two don’t draw too much attention, and if you see anything suspicious, use her to get the information you need, but stay close and don’t let her get hurt.” 
 
    Aurora gave a curt nod of agreement and secured her sword to her waist. 
 
    “Where will you be?” the half-elf asked. 
 
    “I’m going to the library,” I told her. “It’s the most likely place for Wyresus to be if he’s still in the Oculus, but I’m gonna take Cayla with me since she doesn’t know her way around.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Shoshanne asked. The healer was securing her snug thigh strap and the case of shuriken in place, and I couldn’t resist getting one last blush out of her. 
 
    “Get on your knees, and I’ll show you,” I replied casually. 
 
    Shoshanne’s cheeks were beet red as she straightened up to send me a warning look, and when the healer strutted off toward the entrance of the Oculus, Cayla couldn’t contain her giggles any longer. 
 
    I tried to reign in the filthy grin on my face while I jogged to catch up to Shoshanne, and as I resealed the trunk and doors behind me, I finally caught her and slid my arm around her waist. 
 
    “I never should have said anything,” Shoshanne sighed with a smirk. “Now, you’re going to be making me blush all day.” 
 
    “That was the last one,” I promised. “No more dirty comments, unless you’re in my bed.” 
 
    “Maybe some comments,” Shoshanne mumbled. “When there isn’t an entire village winking at me, I do enjoy it.” 
 
    I grinned and pulled her snug against my side, and when I leaned to brush my lips against her ear, Shoshanne melted another degree in my hold. 
 
    “Good,” I growled, “I want you turned on as often as possible.” 
 
    “Well, it’s working,” Shoshanne muttered back as a quiver lightly shook her shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the village, either,” I told her more soberly. “Kurna’s handling it as we speak, but if anyone makes you uncomfortable about it, just point me in their direction. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” Shoshanne said as she sent me a soft smile. “Now, before you get me all worked up and send me off alone, will you please tell me where you want me to go?” 
 
    “The infirmary,” I chuckled, and I loosened my hold to give the blushing woman some space to cool down again. “King Temin wanted you to take a look at whatever issue he’s having with keeping his healer’s around, and they might have some information we could use as well.” 
 
    “Of course,” Shoshanne agreed, and she was immediately back in business mode. “I’ll see if I can figure out what’s going on with them.” 
 
    “If there’s any mages there who you know and can trust,” I continued, “see if they have anything to say about the disappearances. Odd behavior, things like that.” I turned to the others as they joined us, and the four women stood obediently waiting for their instructions with Ruela in line as well. “The same goes for everyone. We need to know what rate mages are going missing at, if anyone’s seen how this happens, where they go to, if there are possessed mages living within the Oculus right now, and any other details you can possibly gather. I’m also curious if there’s any hierarchy going on here, like how House Syru’s soldiers led the others in our last battle against the Master’s army. So, if you see a suspicious mage, or hear of one who seems to be a leader of sorts, find out their names, alright?” 
 
    The women nodded diligently, and we turned ahead of us. 
 
    To the untrained eye, the entrance to the underground city that housed the Order of the Elementa was only a blur of shadows at the far edge of the courtyard. Even to us mages, the enchanted entrance caused a curious sensation when you looked for it that was a lot like trying to see a star by not looking directly at it. The enchantments of the tunnel opening repelled the eye completely, but as my gaze drifted to the right of it, I saw it more clearly. 
 
    Deya had her arm clasped around Aurora’s as we all stepped forward into the strange array of shadows, and I held Cayla and Shoshanne’s hands in my own to guide them through the pitch-black tunnel. We walked like this for ten minutes, and I marveled at the view as my eyesight swiftly adjusted to the darkness. I didn’t need any help from the Ignis Mage to find my way into the city now that I had the runes branded into my skin, and I could even see the faint outlines of my women around me. 
 
    Deya and Aurora clearly had no issues in here either, but the other two women kept a tight hold on me until the end of the tunnel finally began to shine with the light of two torches mounted on either side. The firelight gradually illuminated the pathway more fully, and when we came to the end of the tunnel, a pair of stout stone doors loomed at a height of thirty feet. They appeared to be nothing but a wall at first glance, but when I sparked my Terra Magic and sent my powers into the stonework, the doors gave a deep grating noise and began to swing open. 
 
    Daylight broke across the dim tunnel as the Oculus came into sight, and Deya gasped in awe at the sight of the magical city within the mountain. 
 
    Aurora’s grin spread from ear to ear as she took a steadying breath, and the ancient rock around me sent a surge through my veins as all-encompassing as it had always been when I entered the Oculus.  
 
    But this time, I recognized what I was sensing. 
 
    Like joining in an endless magical circuit, I could feel the Terra energy that had gone into forming the city over the years, and the sensation was like pure power rushing through me all at once. 
 
    More than returning home, it was like returning to a hive of my own kind at last, and I let the presence build in my veins until my heart pounded with it. 
 
    The massive cavern was hollowed out from the foothills of the Draconis Mountains, and it stretched far and wide before us as I craned my neck to admire the crater-like opening high above that revealed the blue day. 
 
    The waterway that stretched across the belly of the Oculus shimmered with the sunlight filtering down, and along the vast walls of the mountain, large stone buildings were built on one another and climbed into the heights from decades of Terra Mages expanding the magical city. 
 
    The base of the mountain was interlaced with stone streets and humble homes that wound around the central marketplace, and in the distance, the glittering dome of the great library stood as the largest structure in the Oculus. I could see the two-toned storm clouds still warring with one another above the spire of the dome, and as a few bolts of lightning streaked from one cloud to the other, a shiver of anticipation coursed down my spine. 
 
    I couldn’t even recall the last time I’d wandered the streets of the Oculus, but my veins pulsed hungrily to be back in the thick of it. Beyond the dense presence of the mountain that enclosed us, the air in the underground city held the vibration of the many elemental powers at work here, and it sifted across my skin like it wanted to drag me right into the streets. 
 
    “What do you think?” Aurora asked Deya, and I noticed the proud glint in the half-elf’s eyes as she looked out across her city. 
 
    The Oculus had been a true home to her after she’d left her orphanage to come to Serin, and from the very first time the half-elf brought me here, I’d known it was a place that meant more to her than any other. 
 
    “I love it,” Deya sighed as her violet eyes took in the strange buildings that curved inward along the rim of the city. “This place is so much more beautiful than even Serin.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said as I shared a grin with Aurora. “Shall we?” 
 
    The half-elf gave an eager nod. 
 
    “Keep your ears and eyes trained for anything suspicious,” I reminded the women as we descended the stone path into the base of the mountain. “Stay alert and watch your backs, and Aurora, don’t lose track of Deya. We’ll meet at the library in an hour, but if you can’t find us, listen for the sound of our hilts against our belts.” 
 
    Aurora stared. “I hadn’t even thought of that,” she admitted. 
 
    I smirked and nudged her with my runed arm as Deya tightened her hold on Aurora, and then the beautiful elf flickered out of sight. 
 
    I left a kiss on Shoshanne’s cheek before she headed toward the infirmary, and I kept an eye on her until she wove around a stalagmite to disappear down a footpath with her hand clasped around the dagger on her hip. 
 
    Aurora sent me a wink as she and Deya headed the opposite direction, and I tried to prod Ruela toward the pair so she would join them, but the stubborn wolf remained locked in place beside me.  
 
    I sighed and sent Cayla a wry smirk, and then the princess shifted her rifle’s strap as the three of us headed straight along the edge of the waterway to make our way toward the great library. 
 
    We walked without hurrying as I scanned the streets and walkways between the buildings we passed, and I tried to focus on dissecting the sounds that drifted to me from even the furthest reaches of the Oculus. The usual bustle of the marketplace came back to me along with the hum of mages discussing their craft or their annoyance with the sleeping quarters, but from what I could tell, nothing sounded out of the ordinary. 
 
    The streets were only partially occupied at this hour, but I knew the major hub of activity in the Oculus was always the library, so I wasn’t too concerned about this. After a few minutes of nothing but studious mages and a few clopping horses, Cayla shrugged at my side. 
 
    “It looks the same to me,” she said quietly. “Granted, I have only been here once, but I think I remember the place being much like this.” 
 
    “Me too,” I agreed, “and nothing sounds too suspicious so far.” 
 
    I was struggling to keep from drifting into a daze as my eyes caught more intricate details on the distant buildings that I’d ever seen before, but knowing the beautiful city was in danger made it easier to return my focus to the work at hand. 
 
    As long as we did what we came back to Illaria to do, there would be many more years ahead to truly admire the Oculus for all that it was. More than anything, I wanted to talk with the mages again to find out where they were with their craft, and I began to wonder if any of the passing Terra Mages had gotten to the level I was at. 
 
    I was a little surprised to find Haragh hadn’t advanced further in his magery since we left for Nalnora, but if I could help him along at all, maybe he and a couple others who had reached the same point could do periodic scans of the grounds surrounding Falmount for the time being. 
 
    Ruela prowled silently on my right side with Cayla strolling to my left as we continued to make our way beneath the gaping ceiling of the city, but when we passed a small intersection between several hovel-like buildings, a deep growl started in the beast’s chest. 
 
    I halted and scanned the entire area, and my eyes caught on a boot swiftly disappearing around a far corner between two buildings. 
 
    Ruela’s eyes were glued to the same spot as she growled, so we promptly headed down the alleyway at a quick pace. 
 
    When we got to the end of the alley, nothing but walkways branched off in every direction, and Ruela began sniffing around to try and track the mage who seemed to have vanished completely. 
 
    “They could have just been nervous after seeing Ruela,” Cayla pointed out. 
 
    “True,” I allowed, and I nudged Ruela to bring her back toward the main road.  
 
    The mages at Falmount had scattered as well at the sight of the wolfish beast, but Ruela hadn’t growled at any of them for the reaction. Since entering the Oculus, we hadn’t had any strange reactions beyond the stares the giant dog naturally inspired. 
 
    So, for the next few minutes, I kept my ears trained in the direction we’d seen the mage head. Whoever it had been wasn’t running anymore, though, and the footsteps I heard on that side of the city all blended together indiscernibly. 
 
    We were nearing the marble stairway of the library when Ruela let out another low growl, and this time, there was a mage in a brown hooded cloak crossing just ahead of us when it happened. 
 
    It struck me as odd that the mage didn’t look over at the sound of the ominous growl, and as the cloaked mage subtly quickened their pace, I exchanged a look with Cayla before we changed course to follow them. 
 
    Ruela trotted a few paces ahead as her growl peeled into a snarl, and a split second later, the cloaked mage shot their arm out with their palm facing back toward us. 
 
    A fiery wall erupted between Ruela and the mage, and I immediately sparked my Terra Magic to pull the stonework of the street open and swallow the flames down. 
 
    By the time the enchanted wall was gone, the cloaked mage had disappeared, and I stretched my hearing to zero in on the fleeing footsteps. 
 
    They were moving at an unbelievable rate and were already more than halfway to the entrance of the Oculus. 
 
    “Wait here,” I ordered, and I quickly whipped around to sprint back the way we’d come. I kept my eyes trained on the path that rose up and led to the tunnel entrance of the city, and when I’d made it only a third of the way there, two cloaked figures appeared on the path. 
 
    They ran at an all-out sprint for the stone doors, and I summoned my Terra Magic to keep the entrance firmly sealed against the Ignis Mage until I could reach him. 
 
    My heart hammered as I quickened my pace another measure and barely missed crashing into a passing cart, but then the second cloaked figure raised their arm, and with a heavy surge of power fighting against my own, I felt the doors manage to part just a crack. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as the two mages slipped away, and the stonework slammed shut under the force of my hold on it. I considered pursuing them, but with a possessed Terra Mage among them, I knew I’d put the whole cavern of the Oculus at risk if something went wrong. So I let them go for now, and once I’d traced their footsteps beyond the gates of the castle to be sure they were leaving the city behind unscathed, I headed back along the waterway. 
 
    On my way to where Cayla and Ruela were waiting, I kept a wary eye out for any other brown cloaks similar to what the Ignis and Terra mages had been wearing, but I didn’t see another, and I wasn’t entirely sure if the matching cloaks were some kind of uniform, or only a coincidence. Still, I kept the notion in mind as I returned to the others, and Cayla cursed as well when I told her I lost the Ignis Mage after the Terra Mage aided in their escape. 
 
    “Do you think they were branded?” Cayla asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I don’t know, but they were up to something,” I told her. “If it was because of Ruela, that mage would have just changed course, but both of them made a beeline for the tunnel and never slowed down for a second.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” the princess asked. 
 
    “Let’s stick to the plan and search the library,” I decided. “Aurora and the others will be coming here, and we can see if they had any similar run ins.” 
 
    The three of us turned back down the street, and when we branched off at the lane that led to the marble steps of the library, several nervous mages were heading in the direction of the sleeping quarters. 
 
    None of them looked shifty at all, but I could see from the looks on their faces that something was up, and when I gestured for a passing mage to come over, he only paled and ran off. 
 
    The storm spiraling above the spire crackled ominously with thunder as we approached, and Ruela flattened her ears back as her hackles rose. We passed three Aer Mages leaving the library together, but these few only eyed our weaponry and the wolf with the usual level of concern as they hastened for the sleeping quarters as well. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and reached for the door. 
 
    It was barely lunchtime, and as far as my memory served, mages usually spent the whole day out and about in the Oculus. 
 
    Inside the library, the sunlight shining through the dome cast a wash of colors across the massive chamber of the entrance hall, and although mages strolled around everywhere I looked, I immediately noticed it wasn’t half as crowded as it had been on our last visit. 
 
    The mages we saw also weren’t wandering around at their leisure anymore. It only took a glimpse around the chamber to see no one was on their own, and the majority moved in groups no less than three. I was reminded of the protocol in Rhoemir where every elf travelled with two guards, and the notion had my nerves on high alert. 
 
    The mages around us looked tired and tense, and when they caught sight of our weapons, some of them seemed to recognize who we were. 
 
    Two Terra Mages immediately smiled with what could only be called relief, and the Flumen Mage they had with them gestured our way to change their route. They waited until they were directly beside us to speak, and the Flumen Mage glanced nervously over his shoulder as he lowered his voice. 
 
    “You’re Defender Flynt, aren’t you?” he muttered. 
 
    “I am,” I replied. 
 
    “The east wing on the second floor,” the mage whispered, and then the three of them abruptly walked off and left the library without another word. 
 
    I furrowed my brow once more while Cayla sent me a calculating glance. 
 
    “Is it a trick?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “Ruela’s not growling,” I pointed out, and the two of us looked down at the wolf who kept her green eyes darting all around the chamber. 
 
    So, we headed to the large set of stairs at the far end of the chamber and climbed them into the heights of the library. At the top, we turned toward the east wing, and we passed at least five mages quickly heading in the opposite direction. 
 
    One of them gave a fervent shake of her head in passing, but the warning look on her face only solidified my resolve. Whatever was waiting in the east wing on the second floor was clearly not something any of these mages wanted to fuck with. 
 
    I slid my revolver from its holster once the last mage scuttled past, but Cayla sent me a pointed look. 
 
    “You said you didn’t want to draw any attention,” she reminded me. 
 
    “Good point,” I replied, and I swapped the revolver for my Halcyan dagger instead.  
 
    We slowed our pace when we came to the first row of oaken shelves in the east wing, and as I strained my ear, I could tell the area was already mostly deserted. 
 
    Except for three distinct voices in the far corner. 
 
    I silently motioned in their direction, and Cayla fell in step behind me with her bow drawn and at the ready. Then we stopped in the shadows between two lofty shelves of leather-backed volumes that must have been at least a hundred years old. 
 
    Ruela’s ears shot up and swiveled anxiously as the voices began to draw closer, and I placed a steadying hand on the wolf’s scruff to keep her from giving away our position. 
 
    The first thing I noticed wasn’t the words being said by the approaching mages, but the fact that their tones sounded severely agitated. One of them scolded another in a gravelly whisper, and the other immediately fell silent. 
 
    “Just get her out of there and tell her the plan has changed,” the angry mage ordered. “He’s in the Oculus now.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, and I could tell by Cayla’s expression that she’d surmised the same thing from the statement.  
 
    There was a good chance this “he” they were so concerned about was me. 
 
    “What if they’ve already found--” 
 
    The second mage gasped and froze in place when he looked down the aisle and locked his dark brown eyes with mine, and before I could blink, the shelves on either side of me ignited. 
 
    An arrow from Cayla’s bow flew over my shoulder as Ruela lunged out of my grip, and the three mages at the end of the flaming shelves bolted for the staircase. 
 
    I barreled after Ruela as calls of alarm rose up around the library, and smoke began to billow out around the dome from the shelves now fully engulfed in a raging fire. 
 
    As I neared the staircase, the three mages took bounding leaps to scale the steps ten at a time, and as another arrow skimmed just past their heels, they skidded to the bottom and sprinted for the doors without looking back. 
 
    Ruela was only feet behind them with her jaws snapping when a wall shot up from the stone floor ahead of her, and the beast crashed into it with furious snarls. I already had my revolver cocked and aimed from the landing halfway down the staircase, but as the last mage looked back over his shoulder, the stairs beneath me suddenly split apart. 
 
    I managed to spark my magic just in time to keep from falling into a chasm, but by the time the stonework was stabilized again, the doors of the library had already closed firmly behind the fleeing mages. 
 
    Everyone in the large chamber was in a panic now, and I whistled sharply to bring Ruela back to me as she began to get more riled by the agitation of the mages. 
 
    Then two Ignis Mages scrambled up the steps to douse the fire in the east wing, and as they dipped their heads to me, I realized I recognized one of them from the gathering of recruits at Magehill. 
 
    I turned to follow them while Cayla slipped her bow over her shoulder, and when I glanced down at the chamber one last time, several of the groups of mages had decided to leave the place at once. 
 
    The thought of the mages in the Oculus living in a constant web of agitation like this made me angrier than I’d expected, but now that I was surrounded by my own kind, and in a place where they all joined together in the hopes of improving their connection to their elements, I felt a growing need to ensure their protection. 
 
    I ground my jaw as the tension in the air grated on my nerves, and as I eyed the wolf prowling beside me, I realized my own hackles were raised nearly as bad as Ruela’s. 
 
    I swiftly scanned the second floor for anyone else, but to my surprise, the expansive floor was empty aside from the two Ignis Mages who had managed to douse the flames. Considering how many people usually frequented the place, I knew the looming dangers had already trained them to be quick on their toes. 
 
    When we joined the young Ignis Mages near the smoldering embers, the ancient volumes were nothing but ash on charred shelves. 
 
    “You were at Magehill,” I said as I held out a hand to the younger of the two. 
 
    “I was, sir,” the mage replied as he shook my hand nervously. “I’m Jenik, sir. You taught my brother how to use his magic.” 
 
    “I did?” I asked as I cocked a brow. 
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” he stammered. “I think so, sir. His name’s Odin, he’s a--” 
 
    “Flumen Mage,” I finished for him as I recalled the young man who had adjusted our fountain for Aurora. “No more sirs, though. Just call me Mason, and thanks for handling the fire. We were trying to figure out what those three mages were up to, but then they ignited the shelves.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Jenik said. “I mean Mason! The three mages have been here all morning.” 
 
    “Everyone knew they were here and just left them to their business?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “They’re Defenders,” Jenik explained. “They’re very good with their magery.” 
 
    “Defenders? You’re sure about this?” I clarified, and when the two mages nodded, my pulse quickened. 
 
    If the Master had full-fledged Defenders working for him already, the young mages at Falmount wouldn’t stand a chance against an attack. We’d lose them all to the Master’s rune within a week. 
 
    “Are there others like them in here?” I asked the Ignis Mages as I lowered my voice and tilted my head toward the stairs. 
 
    “Five this morning,” Jenik reported, “in the lower cellars, but they left in a hurry about twenty minutes ago. The lot that caused this fire started arguing just before you arrived.” 
 
    “I also saw three heading for the tunnel on my way here,” the other added as he brushed his shaggy brown hair out of his eyes. “This was twenty minutes ago, too. I’m Malika, by the way, sir.” 
 
    “Mason,” I corrected again. “How do you tell them apart from the other mages?” 
 
    “They look like they want to kill us,” Malika said with a wry smirk. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “How long has this been going on?” 
 
    “Weeks, sir.” 
 
    “Do the two of you live here at the Oculus?” Cayla asked next. 
 
    “We do,” Jenik said uneasily, “but we want to move out to Falmount Rift. My brother said it’s safer there, but there aren’t any free huts right now, and he already lives with four other mages.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding, but after hearing how attentive the two boys were, I had a better idea. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I pulled two daggers from my belt and handed them over. Then I untied my sword and gave it to Malika since he appeared to be the older of the two, and it was only a spare I’d pulled of a dead elf anyways. “Do you know how to use these?” 
 
    “My father’s a blacksmith,” Malika said as he secured the sword to the belt around his mage’s robe. “I do best with a sword.” 
 
    “What about you, Jenik?” 
 
    “I think I can figure out how to stab someone,” the young mage said with a shrug, “why?” 
 
    “I need you two to stay in the Oculus a little longer,” I explained. “Can I count on you to be my eyes and ears for another week or two?” 
 
    “Us? Really?” Jenik asked as a look of shock came to his face. 
 
    “Really,” I assured him. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Malika said at once. “We’ll stay if you need us to.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “I’ll make sure you both have a place in Falmount when this is done, but until then, report to me at Magehill once a week. I need to know if any of those mages are staying here in the city, and if not, where they’re all going to. Also, if you see any more groups of Defenders like the ones I found up here, try and keep tabs on what they do, but don’t take any risks in approaching them. That was a good call on all of your parts. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the mages said with two eager nods. 
 
    “Excellent. Now, do either of you have any idea where the head of the Order is?” 
 
    The boys exchanged blank looks. 
 
    “No idea,” Malika admitted. “I haven’t seen him in nearly a month.” 
 
    I sighed and nodded. “Thanks for the help, guys. We’re gonna be looking around here for a bit, but remember what I said. Don’t take any risks, alright? Are you both signed up to train with us?” 
 
    “I am,” Malika said, “but Jenik’s too afraid to join the army.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” Jenik immediately countered as he gave his friend a solid punch in the arm. 
 
    “Hey,” I cut in, “no one said you had to join the army to train with us. If you want to learn, come out for the lessons, especially with that dagger. It’ll serve you pretty well if you know how to use it right.” 
 
    “Really?” Jenik asked, and his blue eyes practically lit up. 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. “We need every mage in the capital protected, but that doesn’t mean you have to join the ranks. The more you know, the better in my opinion.” 
 
    We left the Ignis Mages to head back down the stairs, and I decided to check the cellars next in case any more of the Master’s mages were creeping around down there. 
 
    Most of the library was completely deserted now, and Ruela kept her hackles raised while she followed silently behind Cayla. 
 
    “Those other mages must have cleared out around the time we arrived in the Oculus,” Cayla pointed out as we came to a set of spiraling steps that led into the cellars of the library. 
 
    “Sounds like it,” I agreed. 
 
    “What sort of things would they be trying to find out from the books in here?” she asked curiously. “What could the Master need?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” I admitted. “I’ve never had the opportunity to do any research in here, but I know a guy who has. We just have to track him down.” 
 
    At the base of the torchlit stairs we came to a dungeon-like hall with multiple chambers on either side. Most of the doors were propped wide open to reveal hefty wooden tables and more shelves lining the walls of the inner rooms. This was clearly an area where the mages could do more secluded studying, and I could hear a few people talking to one another not far away. 
 
    When we passed the open doorway, four mages spared us half a glance before they did a double take, and then they just stared while Cayla and I waved and continued on our way. 
 
    Ruela was unphased by the group, so we kept our focus on finding Wyresus for now. 
 
    The next occupied chamber had two Terra Mages who were chuckling and rearranging the way the shelves were built while they split a bottle of wine, and I shook my head as I turned down the next hall. 
 
    There was no talking going on anywhere in this area, but I could hear the light scratching of a quill against parchment, and I slowed my pace as I tried to gauge where it was coming from. 
 
    Every door in the vacant hall was shut, but I could tell the majority of the chambers were unoccupied by the heavy silence looming around us. Still, the distinct scratching continued, and given that I only heard a single heartbeat, my interest immediately peaked. 
 
    Every mage we’d passed up to this point had stuck to the new protocol of moving in herds. 
 
    I carefully followed the sound of the scratching quill, but when my boot scuffed on a loose stone, the quill immediately stopped, and utter silence fell. 
 
    Then I caught the faint flutter of a heartbeat beginning to quicken, and I motioned for Cayla to be as quiet as possible as I slowly continued forward. When I came to the door of the pounding heart, I carefully reached for the iron latch, and my other hand gripped the revolver in my holster. 
 
    My fingers had just closed around the latch of the door when the atmosphere sparked with a rush of magic, and my lungs abruptly collapsed in on themselves. 
 
    I tried to gasp for air, but it was like a vacuum was connected to my esophagus at the other end, and I staggered a bit as I realized an Aer Mage had gotten a hold of me. 
 
    Cayla caught me by the shoulders as terror flashed in her blue eyes, but I gritted my teeth and took aim at the latch of the door before I pulled the trigger. 
 
    There was a yelp of fright as the wooden planks splintered apart where the latch had been, and I gave the door a solid kick. On the other side, I found a lanky man with milky blue eyes cowering behind a desk covered in stacks of books. 
 
    My pulse pounded heavy in my ears while my lungs refused to fill with air, but the moment I raised the revolver again and aimed it toward the man in the room, he suddenly popped his balding head up above the edge of the table. 
 
    “Mason Flynt?” the man squeaked in shock, and the hold on my lungs was promptly released. 
 
    I gasped to fill them with air as I braced myself on the door frame, and while my head swam from the brief strangling, Wyresus scrambled from his hiding place with his face twisted into a frantic scowl. 
 
    “G-Get in here!” he hissed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “You little shit,” I cursed as Cayla closed the door behind us, and I swiftly crossed the chamber in three strides to snatch the mage by the collar of his robes. 
 
    Wyresus had the wan pallor of a creature who hadn’t seen the sun in ages, and the stench in the room suggested he’d only left the chamber for a few necessities, but not all of them.  
 
    The table had at least forty books either stacked on one another or laying open to particular pages, and the hundreds of papers on his desk were carefully arranged before him like they’d been put there by a diligent secretary. 
 
    The man’s eyes bulged out of his head as I considered strangling him right there, but I roughly planted him in the seat at his back instead. 
 
    “You’re not possessed,” I growled. “You’re hiding. Like a rodent in a damn cellar.” 
 
    “Of course I’m hiding!” Wyresus snapped as he attempted to smooth his robes. “It’s a siege out there. Have you not seen the look in their eyes? Felt the anxiety? I can hardly sleep! I cannot show my face for fear I’ll be … ” 
 
    “Be what?” I laughed. “Do you even have the scope to imagine what they’d do to you?” 
 
    “Horrid things, I’m sure,” the man said icily. “Unthinkable things.” 
 
    “What, like peel your flesh from your bones?” I clarified. “Or maybe slit your throat and drop you ten feet under for good measure so you can twitch and bleed out in oppressive darkness?” 
 
    Wyresus's milky eyes went wide as he clutched his robes to his chest. 
 
    “Precisely,” he breathed. 
 
    “That’s shit I’ve done, and I’m not even possessed,” I barked impatiently. “What are you doing down here? Are you reading?” 
 
    “R-research,” Wyresus stammered, and he eyed the blood stains on my sleeves. 
 
    “Oh man … ” I sighed. “I thought I worked out all my tension last night, but you’re just bringing it all back. I kind of wanna rip your puny head right off your shoulders, and I’m having a hard time finding a reason not to do it.” 
 
    “What did I do to you?” Wyresus asked innocently. 
 
    “What the fuck is your job?” I growled. “Do you even know what it is?” 
 
    “Of course I know what my job is,” he sniffed pompously. “And you would do well to show a bit of respect for that title. As a Defender of the Order, there is no excuse--” 
 
    “There are plenty of excuses,” I cut in. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin, but let’s start with Yvette just for fun.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Yvette,” I said sternly. “Long black hair, blue eyes, Flumen Mage.” 
 
    Wyresus curled his lip like I’d described a maggot or something. 
 
    “Yes, Yvette,” he mused darkly. “She approached me in my first week here. Completely untrainable.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” I shot back. “Because the Master had no trouble training her, and he didn’t even have to possess her to get her in line. I mean, he could snap his fingers, and she’d come running, what the hell were you thinking denying instruction to anyone? It’s your job to see that every mage who comes to the Oculus learns how to safely influence their elements and perfect their craft. By not doing so, you ensure they’re a danger not only to themselves but to others.” 
 
    “In some respect, you are correct, but in others--” 
 
    “And what about the rest of your Defenders?” I continued as my grip tightened on the edge of the desk. “Any idea where they are? Any idea who they are, or did you just stamp them on the head with a green check mark and decide they were good enough?” 
 
    “The Defenders are defending Illaria, I would imagine,” he said frankly, and behind me, Cayla let out a sigh of irritation. 
 
    I glanced back to find the princess pulling her rifle from her back. 
 
    “We are killing him, right?” she asked impatiently. 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” I told her as I turned my gaze back to Wyresus. 
 
    The man’s jaw was quivering in fear, but he abruptly straightened up with what was probably supposed to look like defiance. It really just seemed like he had a kink in his neck he couldn’t sit comfortably with. 
 
    “You have no right to kill me,” he scoffed. “I am the head of the Order of the Elementa, and while I don’t know what a green check mark means, I can assure you I would never promote a mage to the title of Defender if I was not absolutely certain they were capable of doing their duty for Illaria.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief at least,” I muttered. “So, you can write down the name of every mage you’ve promoted since you took this position?” 
 
    I flipped a piece of parchment over and firmly placed it in front of Wyresus, but he only blinked and said nothing for a long moment. Then he carefully returned the parchment to its proper pile and folded his hands on the table. 
 
    “Mason Flynt, I do not know why you are so concerned with the names of the Defenders of an Order you have spent only a couple weeks actually working within,” he sneered, “but I did not welcome you into my workroom to be berated. I simply--” 
 
    “You didn’t welcome me in here,” I clarified, “I had to hunt you down at the request of a king who hasn’t heard from you in weeks. You’ve essentially abandoned your appointed post and left a gaping hole in the defenses of this kingdom. Without a proper head of the Order, the mages have no training, they have no protection, and the citizens of Illaria are vulnerable to an attack of any magnitude. The Order defends Illaria, you little shit. What the fuck were you thinking just hiding down here when you have a job to do?” 
 
    Wyresus blanched, but he continued stubbornly defending himself. 
 
    “I accepted this job with the understanding that the Order of the Elementa needed a hospitable face at the forefront,” he informed me pompously. “I was instructed to be proficient, to be dedicated, and frankly, to be unimposing. In short, the king offered me a secure and uncomplicated post which, yes, I accepted. However, the proposed position I agreed to in no way involved battling evil forces or harboring a clan of incapable mages in a safe port.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what the job involves,” I cut in as fury pulsed through me. “That was your only job. You had to protect the mages and train them. How difficult can that be to grasp?” 
 
    “They’re out of my hands,” he insisted. “They are gods know where doing unthinkable things and running all over the Oculus like a pack of drakes. Whoever is leading them is impossible to discern, and I haven’t the faintest clue as to why this is happening or who has been targeted. It’s a random and regrettable situation which I intend to remove myself from immediately.” 
 
    “You have a job to do,” I told him through gritted teeth. “Do your job. The kingdom doesn’t need another upheaval of the Order, they need assurance and genuine leadership. The mages have to be organized and made to focus strictly on their craft, and they need to--” 
 
    “If that is what must happen next, then so be it, but it is your job, Mason Flynt. Not mine.” Wyresus looked down his nose and straightened a few of his stacks. “Given that you rise to the occasion of all this disorder so readily, I trust you will deliver my resignation to the king post haste. He is fond of you, I believe.” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “I’m not delivering shit, because you’re not resigning.” 
 
    Wyresus's wiry eyebrows crinkled. “Why not?” 
 
    I considered the man surrounded by his stacks of books and sitting in his own filth, and I imagined the mess of reappointing another head of the Order within a few short months after losing the last one. With the Master closing in on Serin, and the non-magic citizens only temporarily reassured by the idea of wealth, I realized exactly what use a man like Wyresus could serve in all of this. 
 
    “Well,” I mused, and I sent the man an apologetic shrug, “because if you resign, I’ll fucking kill you.” 
 
    “But … ” 
 
    Wyresus flattened himself against the back of his chair, and he spent a good minute warring between terror and indignation before he apparently settled on idiocy. 
 
    “No,” he countered. “I put my foot down here. Too much has transpired, Mason Flynt. Too much exhaustion, too much stress. I will not continue to put up with--” 
 
    “No, no, shut the fuck up,” I ordered. “First of all, it’s Sir Mason Flynt, because the king is pretty fond of me. Second of all, I have been the one battling evil forces, and yeah, I’m currently harboring these so-called incapable mages for you, and you know what? I’m exhausted. I’m a bit stressed. So, you will remain in the position you brown-nosed your way into, and while you continue to fall short of delivering there, you’ll be working for me.” 
 
    “For you?” Wyresus scoffed. “With my credentials? You’re inebriated, Mason Flynt. You are a mere--” 
 
    “I’m gonna stop you right there,” I interrupted once more. “I offered you two choices, and none of them involved being a condescending prick. Either work for me and remain as head of the Order or … ” 
 
     I gestured to Cayla, and the princess cocked her rifle with a smirk. 
 
    “We’ll fucking kill you,” she said, and the hollow look in her icy blue eyes left no question about how much she wanted to do just that. 
 
    I nodded my approval as I crossed my arms, and then I leveled Wyresus with a deathly glare I’d perfected after the last few weeks in Nalnora. 
 
    “I-I--” the man stammered, but after his milky eyes shot between Cayla, Ruela, and me, he finally sighed heavily and slumped a few inches in his seat. “I suppose I have no choice but to accept the position, sir.” 
 
    “Good choice.” I grinned. “Moving forward, since you have your hands full, finally, I’ll be taking over training the mages you haven’t paid any attention to. Down the line, I’ll start sending you a list of mages you are allowed to interact with for the sake of enhancing their knowledge.” 
 
    “Allowed to interact with?” Wyresus asked uneasily. “D-does King Temin understand this arrangement?” 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “So, what do you know about elves?” 
 
    “Elves?” he asked with some surprise. “A bit, I suppose. I have studied the history of the Nalnoran nation from the time of their elusive beginning all the way through the great wars, and then on into the siege of the Gorak Knights, followed by the era of rebirth wherein … ” 
 
    “Perfect,” I interrupted. “I’m assuming you speak Elvish then?” 
 
    “At an amateur level at best,” he chuckled with the weirdest mix of modesty and snobbery I’d ever heard. 
 
    I nodded slowly. “Good enough.” 
 
    Then I pulled a stack of aged parchment from the inner pocket of my tattered vest, and I brushed every one of Wyresus's notes to the floor before I slid the Elven scrolls across the table. 
 
    “Your new role in this Order is pretty cut and dry,” I told him. “You will not leave this room. You will not interact with anyone, and every day, from morning to night, you will work right here to translate every word of these scrolls for me.” 
 
    Wyresus furrowed his wiry brows as he unfolded the topmost parchment and scanned the strange script. 
 
    “This isn’t … Elvish?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “it’s ancient Elvish originating roughly five thousand years ago, but that’s your job now. I’ll be checking in on you periodically to see what you’ve accomplished and … do I need to leave the dog? Because if you think you’re gonna need some motivation, I can leave the dog. She gets kind of wild in confined spaces, but sometimes the threat of being gutted alive is exactly what it takes to get you focusing more clearly.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the fact that the man had avoided gazing directly at Ruela ever since we entered, and now he only flicked his milky eyes in her direction for a millisecond before he instinctively grabbed the nearest parchment. 
 
    “You can keep the dog,” Wyresus assured me. “I will do this work, and not leave this room.” 
 
    “And you won’t talk to anyone,” I reminded him. “Possessed or not, that door doesn’t open unless it’s a scrap of bread I have delivered for your dinner. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood,” he said with a curt nod. 
 
    I cocked a brow. 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Wyresus corrected himself. 
 
    “Good,” I slid. “Cayla, open the door.” 
 
    “We’re not gonna cut anything off him?” the princess asked in disappointment. 
 
    “I still haven’t decided,” I told her, “but Aurora and the others are looking for us, and they’re coming down the stairwell now.” 
 
    Cayla immediately opened the door and stuck her head out into the hall, and after a minute, she called to the women as the clicking of their heels drew closer. 
 
    Shoshanne and Aurora entered the chamber, and when they saw Wyresus, they both glared on the spot before their noses wrinkled in disgust. 
 
    “What is that stench?” Shoshanne asked as she blocked her nose with her hand. 
 
    “This little rat,” I mumbled as I jutted a thumb in Wyresus's direction. “He’s been rotting in here for weeks.” 
 
    Aurora locked her jaw as she pulled a dagger from her sheath, but I held up a hand to stop her before she could hurl it right at the mage. 
 
    Wyresus yelped anyways and abruptly slid from his seat to cower behind the table once more. 
 
    I sighed. “Don’t you have work to do?” 
 
    While Wyresus righted himself and pretended he knew where to start with the Elven scrolls, I turned to the others. 
 
    “What have you got for me?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I spoke with the last two healers in the infirmary,” Shoshanne began, “and it seems the others didn’t resign, they simply stopped coming to the Oculus. Neither of them knows what happened to the other three, but they were Aer Mages like me.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed, and Shoshanne nodded her agreement. 
 
    “They also said a few mages came in last week with a friend of theirs who was screaming in pain,” she continued. “The injured mage was a Defender and an Ignis Mage. His companions told the healers they heard him screaming in his dormitory, and when they broke the door open, he was alone on the floor, and the wall of his room had been blasted open.” 
 
    “By a Terra Mage?” Aurora asked as she listened intently. 
 
    “I would assume so,” Shoshanne replied, “but that isn’t the most interesting part. The healer confirmed his leg had been branded, and when they left to get some supplies from their store closet, they returned to find all of his companions burned alive right there in the infirmary. The Ignis Mage was gone.” 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora breathed. 
 
    “How truly terrifying,” Wyresus mused, and I shot him a firm look over my shoulder. 
 
    “Sounds like something the head of the Order should have been aware of,” I said pointedly, and the man swiftly buried his nose in his work. 
 
    “I also passed a group of mages on my way to the infirmary who were in a big hurry to get out of the Oculus,” Shoshanne added. 
 
    “Three or five?” I asked. 
 
    “Five,” she responded. “How did you know?” 
 
    “They left the library around the time we arrived,” I explained. “It looks like the possessed mages are clearing out as quick as they can all of a sudden.” 
 
    “They are,” Aurora confirmed. “I spoke with a group of mages in the marketplace, and they said there was a crew of Defenders living in the dormitory across the hall from her. She was terrified of them, so she started staying with her friend in another room instead. Then this morning, she passed her old room, and the dormitory across the hall was empty. It looked like they’d cleared out pretty quickly, and from the mess they left behind, she thinks there were way more than just five of them staying in the place by the time they left.” 
 
    I rifled my hair as I considered this. “So, one branding within the Oculus that we’re sure of,” I muttered, “several Defenders already working for the Master but remaining in residence, and a woman who needs to change her plans because we’re here.” 
 
    “What woman?” Aurora asked as she furrowed her brows. 
 
    “We heard three mages in the library,” Cayla explained. “One told another they had to ‘get her out of there’ because the plans had changed because Mason was in the Oculus.” 
 
    “Who is ‘her’?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “No idea,” I admitted. 
 
    Then there was a flicker in the corner of my sight, and Deya abruptly appeared clutching an iron rod in her hands. 
 
    “I think I might know,” the beautiful elf admitted. 
 
    Wyresus leapt clean out of his seat at the sudden appearance, but then his jaw went slack as he braced himself against the table. 
 
    “An … an elf,” he gasped. “You’re an elf.” 
 
    “I am,” Deya said as she eyed the man with faint disgust. 
 
    “You know,” Wyresus said brightly as he picked up a slip of elven parchment, “I’m completing a project at the moment that perhaps you might be able to assist me--” 
 
    “Sit the fuck down,” I growled. “How many people did I say you were allowed to speak to?” 
 
    “None,” the mage sighed. 
 
    I nodded and immediately turned back to Deya. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” I demanded as I pointed to the rod in her hands. 
 
    “It is,” she said uneasily, and she handed over the branding rod for me to study. 
 
    The rune at the end was unmistakably the Master’s rune, and I stared at it for a long moment as my fingers slowly went numb. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I finally asked. 
 
    “I stole it from a mage in the marketplace,” Deya explained. 
 
    “That’s what you were doing?” Aurora gasped as she stared in shock at the iron rod. 
 
    “Yes,” the beautiful elf responded. “I saw the handle sticking out beneath her cloak, and I recognized what it was from Dragir, so when she ducked behind a cart, I quickly followed her. I managed to slip it out of her hand by knocking her into a stack of fruit, but she knew I took it right away. She couldn’t see me, though, and then she ran for the entrance of the Oculus.” 
 
    I stared, and as I considered everything I heard, I was almost sure I knew the answer to my next question, but I asked it anyways. 
 
    “What color were the threads on the hem of her robe?” I asked. 
 
    Deya thought for a second. “Red.” 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed once more. “He sent that Ignis Mage in here to brand the mages today.” 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora said as she clutched her hair. “Of course. The Ignis Mage only had to heat the iron, the rune is already set, she could just … ” 
 
    “Go around the whole Oculus branding one after another,” Shoshanne finished for her. 
 
    “Mason, we got here just in time,” Cayla told me. “What if we had arrived an hour later? Or tomorrow?” 
 
    I shook my head and tried not to imagine it. I passed dozens of mages in the streets today, and not one of them was armed for an attack. They moved together, which was smart, but depending on their own abilities, it wouldn’t be enough. All it took was three seconds of searing pain, and the branding iron in my hands would decide their fate. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I tried to think of anything I could do to protect the underground city, but the expansive cavern and the multitude of mages were truly a nest waiting to be raided by the Master at his next opportunity. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I finally sighed. “We have to get to work. The Oculus needs a formidable line of defense, and we need to train these mages fast.” 
 
    “He’s gonna finally do his job then?” Aurora asked with a livid glance toward Wyresus. 
 
    “He’s got a new job,” I told her as I waved a dismissive hand. “We’re training them. Let’s get to King Temin and let him know what the situation is like, and then we’ll book it back to Magehill and start scheduling the training sessions so Kurna can get the word out fast. Did anyone get any names of suspected leaders?” 
 
    Shoshanne and Aurora both nodded as they pulled out torn bits of parchment to hand them over. The seven names were scrawled hastily, and I brought them over to the table to show them to Wyresus. 
 
    “Recognize these names?” I asked. 
 
    Wyresus furrowed his brows. “Ahh, yes,” he said with a faint smile. “Talented mages, very impressive. I promoted them myself, and they’ll do the Order quite proud I believe.” 
 
    There wasn’t much I could do beyond let the rage wash over me as I looked down on the head of the Order, so I snatched the slips of parchment back and pocketed them without a word. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” I announced through gritted teeth. 
 
    The women nodded their agreement as we turned for the door, but Wyresus cleared his throat behind me before he spoke up. 
 
    “Now, am I to believe that I am under your protection at this point and therefore fully entitled to request a few guards be posted at my door with those weapons of yours in hand?” 
 
    I locked my jaw to a painful degree as Cayla’s grip tightened on her rifle, and when I headed back to the desk, Wyresus shrank another inch in his seat under my gaze. 
 
    “I will give you one guard,” I informed him in a low voice, “and post him right here in the corner to watch your every move. He’ll be the male version of Yvette just to make sure you fully absorb how fucked you’ve left this Order, and when he drowns you while he’s giggling and telling you how grateful you should be, I still want you to focus on your work. Got it?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Two guards of King Temin’s castle led us directly to the great hall where the lords were gathered once more to discuss the trade route between Orebane and Illaria. 
 
    I caught Temin’s eye as we entered and gestured him over, and once he announced a twenty-minute recess to the court, he swiftly joined us and motioned for us to follow him to a more private side chamber. 
 
    The king offered the gilded seats in the chamber to my women before he took his place at a large ornate table, and I sat opposite him. 
 
    “I gather from the looks on all of your faces that you do not have good news for me,” King Temin guessed. 
 
    “In some respects,” I admitted. “We’ve spoken with the mages in Falmount Rift and have just come from the Oculus.” 
 
    “Falmount Rift?” the King asked in confusion. 
 
    “That’s the name of the town at Magehill, sir,” I quickly explained. “The mages have been expanding the place because it’s the safest area for them at present. We interceded just in time to stop a mass branding at the Oculus only this morning, and from the looks of it, we’ll need to heighten security there if you’re going to avoid an incident like this in the future. The Master isn’t going to leave a nest like that alone.” 
 
    “Gods,” the King breathed as he stared in disbelief. “Then the Master has targeted the Order entirely.” 
 
    “I believe so,” I continued. “The mages there are living in constant fear and have taken to travelling in groups in the hopes of avoiding an attack, but they need more than that. We need to arm them for close range assaults, because once their powers fail to counter the Defenders’, this will be their last resort in avoiding the brandings.” 
 
    “The Defenders?” the king said in alarm. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I replied. “So far, our list of suspects is comprised solely of Defenders Wyresus has promoted since he took over as head of the Order, but he’s also failed to continue training the younger mages. This makes them much more vulnerable to an attack by the Defenders who have already been branded with the Master’s rune.” 
 
    “Has Wyresus been working for the Master all this time?” Temin asked next, and I could see his nerves were winding themselves into a knot at the thought. 
 
    “No, sir,” I assured him. “Wyresus isn’t working for anyone. He’s been hiding in the cellars below the library and wishes to resign from his post.” 
 
    Temin flushed with fury, and the vein on the side of his temple began to pulse. 
 
    “Resign?” he growled. “At this time?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, he won’t be resigning,” I said with half a smirk. “I’ve made arrangements for him to pass his time down there more sufficiently, and for now, he’ll remain as the head of the Order to ensure the citizens of Serin have some semblance of order and security.” 
 
    Temin let out a heavy sigh of relief, but his cheeks remained flushed with agitation. 
 
    “Thank you, Defender Flynt,” he said as he furrowed his brow. “At least I can trust you to keep that coward in place. But what of the mages? What will we do?” 
 
    “I’ve arranged for training sessions to take place at Falmount Rift, but I don’t have enough weapons to arm every mage in the Oculus, so I’ll be working on building a line of defense for the next week or so.” 
 
    “I’ll summon the blacksmiths of Serin,” Temin decided. “They’ll see that the mages are armed as soon as possible.” 
 
    “That’s very helpful,” I replied, “but we also need to increase security at the entrance of the city. Several possessed mages have been living in residence there, and while they appeared to be clearing out today, every mage in the area knows how to find the gate to the Oculus.” 
 
    “I fear my guards will not suffice,” Temin admitted, “but I will have a troop posted at the gate every moment from here forward.” 
 
    “That will have to do for now,” I said as I furrowed my brow thoughtfully. “Once Falmount Rift is secure, I’ll see what I can do to help with security measures here.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the king sighed, “and what of your army?” 
 
    “An Ignis Defender by the name of Kurna has gotten word out and gathered a sizeable number of recruits already,” I explained, “but they’re in need of intensive training, like I said. I’ll keep you posted on their improvement and return within the week to check the Oculus again and be sure nothing else has happened.” 
 
    King Temin nodded as he shifted to ease the tension that had built in his shoulders, and then he stretched a hand across the table to me. 
 
    “Those are the kind of plans I was hoping to hear from you, Defender Flynt,” he told me soberly. “Keep up the good work, and if you need any supplies for the training sessions, feel free to borrow anything from the Oculus. Consider the city as much yours as it is mine.” 
 
    I tried not to look too shocked by the gracious statement as I rose to shake the king’s hand. 
 
    “How are the tariffs against Orebane going?” I asked, mostly to distract myself from the notion of the magical city being practically in the palm of my hand. 
 
    “Dismally,” Temin muttered while we all followed him to the door. “I would have you address the lords now on the matter, but I need you working with the mages immediately. If I can’t get nobility to ease up soon, though, I’ll be sending word to you at this town of yours. We can’t risk the anger of the Elders of Aurum at this time.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    We parted ways with the king as he headed back to the gathering of his lords at the other end of the great hall, and then we left the castle and piled into Bobbie. 
 
    The Mustang growled to life and brought us through the gates of the castle, and as we headed for the outer reaches of Serin, Cayla hummed thoughtfully to herself. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as we waited for Simun and Goreth to part the gates. 
 
    “I’ve decided you’ll be a baron soon,” the princess replied. 
 
    I smirked. “Have you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cayla assured me. “I’m sure you’re serving the king more adequately than many of the barons he already has, and if Falmount continues to expand, you’ll be housing nearly half of the mages in the Order for him as well. Now that he’s as good as entrusted the Oculus to you, I believe a gentle nudge is all it would take to gain the status of a baron.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna rest until I have every scrap of power possible,” I chuckled. 
 
    The princess grinned and shrugged. “I can’t help it. I know this system too well to sit by and let you labor as a knight.” 
 
    “I thought you were happy with the knighthood,” I countered. 
 
    “I am,” she allowed, “for now.” 
 
    I shook my head as Aurora giggled in the backseat, but then another sound caught my attention in the woods that dotted the foothills beside us. 
 
    It was the distinct sound of swift feet scaling logs and boulders, and for a split second, I thought a troop of elves had tracked Deya down already, but after listening more closely, I decided they weren’t quite quick enough to be elves. 
 
    Which meant only one thing. 
 
    I kicked up our speed and brought the car to stop well ahead of the group sprinting through the woods, and then I immediately unsealed the doors. As the women grabbed their weapons and joined me, I trained my ear intently toward the foothills to be sure I didn’t lose the trail. 
 
    “What is it?” Shoshanne asked in a low voice. 
 
    “There’s four of them,” Aurora said as she followed my lead. 
 
    “They’re not elves,” Deya added. 
 
    “They’re Defenders,” I muttered. “Most likely a group that fled from the Oculus this morning.” 
 
    “Should we track their route?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “I would say yes,” I admitted, “but they’re heading straight for Falmount Rift, and we can’t let any of them get to our mages. They probably expect us to still be in Serin. Kill them if you have to, but if you can subdue at least one, do it.” 
 
    The women nodded their agreement, and as Cayla, Shoshanne, and Aurora headed for the trees, I kissed Deya on the cheek before she flickered out of sight. Then I left her and Ruela beside the Mustang to join the others. 
 
    We broke into a run when we reached the forest, and with both Aurora and I gauging the distance of the mages, we were able to spread out and were already waiting when the four of them came sprinting into a clearing. 
 
    From my place crouching behind a dense crop of nettles, I recognized the two cloaked mages I’d pursued, but my eyes caught every detail of the group in one glimpse, and I saw the hems of their mages’ robes bore the mark of each element. 
 
    The moment they arrived, I split the earth open just ahead of their steps, and as the Flumen Mage yelped and tumbled into the trench, the other three managed to leap just in time. 
 
    The Terra Mage halted as he landed on the other side, but before he could raise his companion up from the base of the rocky chasm, I slammed it shut and drove a spire of stone up beneath the Terra Mage’s feet. 
 
    He flew several feet into the air, and then Aurora hurled her flames over a boulder. 
 
    The cloaked Ignis Mage in the clearing swiftly doused the half-elf’s attack to send their own flames her way, but even though this was dispelled, I heard Aurora’s breath hitch suddenly. 
 
    I eyed the Aer Mage in the clearing who had their palms raised toward Aurora, but before I could move, a fierce breeze blew up around me, and Shoshanne countered the Aer Mage’s attack within a second. 
 
    When the Terra Mage came hurtling back to the earth, everything escalated immediately, and Cayla sent a bullet into the cloaked Ignis Mage without pause. Before he’d even dropped to the ground, the Terra Mage took a bullet through the chest, and I grinned as Aurora ignited the last mage’s robes. 
 
    The Aer Mage snarled and whipped around to tear the flaming fabric from themselves, but Shoshanne was already tightening her hold on the man’s lungs, and as he dropped to his knees, I felt a spike of energy in the atmosphere around us. The Aer Mage was countering Shoshanne with a vengeance, and I could tell the healer couldn’t maintain her hold on him. 
 
    Cayla was poised and ready to fire on the possessed mage, and when I realized we had no means of containing his powers, I sent a nod her direction. 
 
    The bullet from Cayla’s rifle swiftly struck the Aer Mage between the eyes, and when he collapsed forward in the leaves, we all stood silently looking down on the three dead mages in the clearing. 
 
    Aurora had a strange look on her face, and I didn’t need to guess what it meant because I felt the exact same way. 
 
    These were mages just like us, and we’d killed them all without pause. 
 
     I let this sink in for a moment, and I couldn’t decide how I felt about it. Knowing we’d intercepted their route toward the mages at Falmount was a relief, but this warred against a growing sense of wrong. 
 
    I didn’t want to kill mages. 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I made my way over to the Ignis Mage lying dead a few feet ahead of me, and then I pulled his pant leg up to reveal the rune blazing in his skin. 
 
    “It’s still fresh,” I muttered, and Aurora cursed as she kicked a log nearby. 
 
    “What about the others?” Cayla asked, and Shoshanne took stock of the other two mages in the clearing. 
 
    “The Terra Mage is fully healed,” the healer informed us, “but the Aer Mage must have been branded only today.” 
 
    “Check them for an iron rod,” I commanded, and I began digging through the pockets of the Ignis Mage. 
 
    There was nothing there, and Shoshanne confirmed neither of the others had a branding rod on them either. 
 
    “There’s still the Flumen Mage,” Aurora pointed out. 
 
    I grimaced as I realized I had to dig him back up, and I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my gut as I sparked my Terra Magic. We found the body of the mage some seven feet under with nearly every bone in his body crushed, and I didn’t even have to remove him to see the iron rod sticking through the meat of his hip. 
 
    I summoned it to me with my Metal Magic and closed the trench back up, and when Shoshanne saw that it was identical to the one Deya had stolen this morning, she let out a nervous whimper. 
 
    “Mason, there could be dozens of these,” the healer said quietly. 
 
    “And the Master’s sending the mages straight to the Oculus with them,” Aurora added. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “One of each element,” I mused as I thought over the tactic. “He’s been paying attention.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “The Master’s not a mage, but he’s had plenty of time to watch how we work lately,” I explained. “We’re incredibly effective in our attacks because we have three of the primary elements among us. Fire, air, and earth. Add water, and you could counter anything.” 
 
    “Then he’s forming troops to do the abductions,” Aurora said as she came to my side. “One branding iron per group.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t matter who they’re attacking,” I realized. 
 
    “They’ll counter the younger mages and easily keep them incapable of fighting back while they brand them,” Aurora finished. 
 
    I nodded, and my decision was made. “We need to trap one,” I informed the others. “This might be our only chance. We know several are fleeing the Oculus right now, and if we can capture one and remove their rune, we might be able to get some answers from them. We’ll focus on that, but we’ll avoid killing the others for now.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Cayla interjected. “They’re moving in packs, Mason.” 
 
    “And those packs are made up of freshly runed mages at the moment,” I pointed out. “If we can save them from the Master’s hold, we will. I’m not going to slaughter every one of them just because they’ve been abducted and forced into his regime.” 
 
    “I agree,” Shoshanne said with a worried look. “If we dismantle each troop in turn, we’ll not only stop the brandings, but reverse the numbers he’s already gained.” 
 
    “It won’t be fun work,” I sighed as I recalled the gory removal of Rali’s rune in the jungle. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” the healer assured me. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I told the beautiful Aer Mage. Just the thought of someone as sweet as her doing work like that made my gut churn, and I’d rather it be me if anyone. “This isn’t something I’d wish on anyone else and--” 
 
    “I’m the most qualified for the work,” Shoshanne countered, and I could see by the look in her eyes she wouldn’t waver on this one. “It’s like surgery, and if it means we get our mages back, then I’ll do as many procedures as necessary.” 
 
    “Perhaps the healing staff could help you,” Cayla mused. 
 
    “She has a good point,” Aurora admitted. “The healing process could be accelerated.” 
 
    I still didn’t like the idea of Shoshanne having to meticulously peel one rune after another from the mages’ limbs, but there was too much logic in the plan for me to argue it any further, and I reluctantly nodded my approval. 
 
    “How will we trap the first mage?” Cayla asked next as we all headed back toward the Mustang and left the mages in the clearing behind us. 
 
    “The real issue is how we subdue them,” I clarified as I considered the options. “I can scan the woods for the next hour and probably find multiple mages fleeing the capital, but there was no way we could subdue that Aer Mage without him trying to kill us with his powers, and based on what I saw, he would have succeeded.” 
 
    “I tried to counter him,” Shoshanne said with disappointment, “but he was stronger than me, and his connection to our element was strange. It wasn’t the way I feel when I’m influencing the air. I couldn’t sense his presence at all, only this unbelievable strength pressing against my own efforts.” 
 
    “I felt the same with the Ignis Mage,” Aurora immediately agreed. “I expected to find that familiar sense of a mage fighting against me, but it was as if he wasn’t there at all. Only fire.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and recalled the Terra Mage I’d tried to keep locked within the Oculus. “Why are they stronger, but disconnected from the innate connection we all have to our elements?” 
 
    “Something to do with the rune, I’m sure,” Cayla decided as we came to the Mustang, and Deya flickered into sight. 
 
    “Tranquilizers,” the beautiful elf said at once. 
 
    “What?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “I heard you say you need a way to subdue the powers of the mages in order to save them,” Deya said in a rush of excitement. “Dragir captured all of you with our darts at House Quyn. Use a tranquilizer!” 
 
    I stared at the woman as I realized she’d found the answer we needed, and I couldn’t resist kissing her right then. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I assured the elf as I released my hold on her. “That’s exactly what we need.” 
 
    “I know,” Deya said with a haughty smirk, and I turned to the others. 
 
    “Luir said the willows in his garden produced the tranquilizer whenever they bloomed,” I recalled. “Do any of you know if those trees grow here in Illaria?” 
 
    “They don’t,” Shoshanne answered, “but I can look through my books and find something that would suffice.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I sighed. “Let’s get back to Magehill and see if we can’t get some darts ready fast. I want to catch a mage before all of them have taken cover somewhere else. Cayla, train Deya for the afternoon, and show me where she’s at with the dagger by tonight. Aurora, I need you to find Kurna as soon as we’re back and tell him the first training sessions will begin at dawn. I’ll gather some Terra Mages to form a couple fields we can work in.” 
 
    Bobbie tore along the foothills at top speed to bring us to the western woods of Falmount Rift, and the mages gaped at the Mustang as it passed by the tenants of Magehill. 
 
    When we parked beside the house and climbed out, several young mages were running down the lane to get a closer look, and I let them all admire the car as the women dispersed to get to work. 
 
    “I need six Terra Mages,” I announced above the chatter of the mages near the Mustang, and within a minute, I had eight men and women waiting in front of me. 
 
    Three of them were around my age, and the others looked like new students of the Oculus. 
 
    “We’re altering the foothills behind the town,” I explained. “How many of you have experience working in a circuit?” 
 
    The three eldest and one other raised their hands, and I nodded as I addressed the few with less experience. 
 
    “Pay attention, and you should get the idea pretty quickly,” I assured them before I headed down the lane with the mages close behind. 
 
    We strode through the marketplace to make our way to the back of the town, and a few mages fell in step with us out of curiosity. 
 
    “Do you need our help as well, Defender Flynt?” an Ignis Mage asked. 
 
    “Can you manage a controlled burn?” 
 
    Three mages nodded. 
 
    “Then follow us,” I told them. “We could use your flames to speed up the process.” 
 
    I grabbed Odin, the Flumen Mage, as well when I caught sight of him in one of the last shops of the marketplace, and when we made it beyond the northern border of the town, I finally stopped and addressed the group. 
 
    “Let’s start with burning a circular area with a radius of around eighty feet right here,” I instructed. “We’ll need another one just like it to my left, and once the majority of the trees and brush are dealt with, the Terra Mages will join a circuit to level the terrain.” 
 
    The Ignis Mages diligently got to work while the Terra Mages split into two groups, and as the more knowledgeable among them began advising the others on how to best work in a circuit, I turned to Odin. 
 
    “You’ve been practicing your craft?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said with an enthusiastic nod. “I’m already gathering the water back together.” 
 
    “Can you tell me about that?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. “I’m wondering what a Flumen Mage requires in order to be effective.” 
 
    “Well … water, sir,” Odin replied in confusion. 
 
    I smirked. “Yeah, I figured as much, but what are you drawing it from? The river Asris is miles away from here, and it’s not like the foothills of Illaria have as much moisture in them as, say, a jungle.” 
 
    Odin thought about this for a moment. “I’ve been sensing a lot of water in the leaves and working mostly with that,” he told me. “There are natural springs dotting the village under the rocks that I’ve started to sense when I really focus hard, but I would have to figure out how to pull these up through the ground to access any of that. I’m not really there yet, I don’t think.” 
 
    I nodded. “What else?” 
 
    “The weather’s been clear lately, but if it wasn’t, I’d probably say the clouds would be my next option,” he mused. “Then the mages, of course.” 
 
    “What do you mean, the mages?” 
 
    “I just mean they all have water in them, you know,” he said with a shrug. “I can tell because when I summon my element, I have to be careful not to draw it from the people around me.” 
 
    This was what I was looking for, and I nodded as I considered the implications of this. 
 
    “So, a Flumen Mage who wanted to drown someone could draw the water from another mage’s body and filter it into someone’s lungs?” I clarified. 
 
    Odin’s eyes went wide. “I … I don’t know, sir. I’ve never imagined something like that but, I think it makes sense. D-Do you think a Flumen Mage would do that?” 
 
    “I know they’re capable of filling a person’s lungs with water,” I told him honestly. “It’s happened to me, but there was a wealth of water sources around at the time. I’m trying to figure out if the risk of this is as high here in the foothills. Knowing where you could draw water from would help me out in that respect.” 
 
    Odin nodded, and even though he still looked caught off guard by the idea, I could tell he was already dedicating some serious thought to this. 
 
    “I’ll keep practicing,” he finally said. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I think I can experiment a little and still find an answer for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I turned back to see how far the Ignis Mages had gotten with the burning. “Come by the house whenever you have something to discuss, alright?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Odin replied, and he headed back toward the marketplace with a look of deep concentration. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I called as I remembered one more thing, and the kid turned on the spot. “I met your brother, Jenik, in the Oculus.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” Odin asked with immediate concern. 
 
    “He’s fine,” I replied. “Shaken up but holding his own. He’s gonna be doing some scouting for me there, but he’ll be coming and going for the training sessions. Then I’ll make sure he gets a house here in Falmount.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the kid said as he smiled his relief. “My mother would kill me if something happened to him. He begged for a week to be allowed to come with me to Serin, but when we got here, everything was already getting strange amongst the mages.” 
 
    “We’ll handle that, too,” I assured him as I turned back to the others. 
 
    The controlled burn was going alright, but the mages were having trouble with the amount of smoke billowing around them. Not knowing much about their element, I couldn’t assist them, so hearing Kurna and Aurora approaching from the village was a relief. They both caught the issue without me having to say a word and promptly joined the young mages to give them instructions. 
 
    After ten minutes, the flames in the forest had heated to a brilliant white, and the smoke cleared as the burning increased in speed. I couldn’t help grinning as I listened to Aurora explaining the finesse required with Ignis Magic while they worked, and it reminded me of the first day I’d met her. 
 
    She’d been a natural when it came to cutting straight to the root of wielding elemental power, and by the time the radius of the first field was burned to ash, I’d decided she wouldn’t be leading the weapons tutorial after all. 
 
    I called the half-elf over to me while Kurna led the Ignis Mages to the next area that needed clearing, and the scent of pine and soot that drifted from her made me instinctively pull her into my arms. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” she purred. 
 
    “I have a job offer for you,” I told the half-elf as I brushed a blue strand of hair away from her sweaty brow. 
 
    “Another one?” she asked teasingly. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” I replied. “You’ve always been an amazing teacher, so I thought I’d have Cayla take over the weapons training, and have you instructing the mages.” 
 
    Aurora looked uneasy. “They’re pretty raw, Mason.” 
 
    “I was too,” I reminded her, “and Shoshanne as well. You’re good at this, and we need to see some results fast. Just look at this clearing. Those Ignis Mages learned at least ten important lessons in under ten minutes.” 
 
    A glint of pride came to the half-elf’s emerald eyes. “I can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “So, you’ll do it?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “I’ll try,” she clarified as she looked skeptically toward the group Kurna was leading, “but I don’t know how effective I’ll be with the other elements.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt you’ll do amazingly,” I said as I turned her chin toward me and kissed her. 
 
    Aurora hungrily returned the kiss as the scent of pine overran my senses, but the light clearing of a throat quickly distracted us from each other just before I could lift her fully from the ground. 
 
    The Terra Mages were waiting awkwardly for me a few feet away, and two of the youngest ones had their eyes glued to Aurora’s ass. 
 
    I sent them both stern looks, and once they swiftly turned away, I released my hold on the half-elf. 
 
    “What were you and Kurna coming over for?” 
 
    “To let you know the lessons are set to begin at dawn,” Aurora reported. “We’ll do two-hour increments with thirty-minute breaks in between. Kurna thinks classes of thirty mages at a time would do well, and we’ll swap the groups between magery and weaponry throughout the day.” 
 
    “I think that sounds good,” I agreed. “Will you let Cayla know the plans, and maybe see if she needs help with Deya? If the dagger is going well, you can start her on a sword today, but only if her aim is showing serious improvement. Otherwise, keep running drills with the dagger. Throwing and hand-to-hand maneuvers.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Aurora murmured as her lips curled into a sultry grin. “I like you as a knight, by the way. You’re so commanding.” 
 
    I was about to make a filthy retort when I caught the eye of two Terra Mages listening to us, so I bit my tongue and let the half-elf head to the house with only a tweak of her ass. 
 
    Then I joined the first group of Terra Mages in the ashen clearing, and we took a turn around the whole place to assess the terrain. Once we had an idea of the work ahead, we formed a ring in the center of the clearing and crouched to one knee with our hands braced on the ground beneath us. 
 
    The air began to vibrate around me as everyone sparked their Terra Magic, and then we carefully eased into a connection to the mages around us. I could sense the strengths and weaknesses in each of their elemental connections as I joined the circuit, and I was glad to find the three mages I’d guessed to be around my age had a solid grasp of their magery. 
 
    The others shied away from the connection a bit, but I knew they’d gain more confidence through this process, and hopefully a little skill if they paid enough attention. 
 
    With a mental image of the clearing stretched between our minds, we slowly began churning the earth up to let the fresh ash mix with the soil. Then we set our focus on leveling the terrain, and the process was so familiar to me by now that it took as little effort as moving my furniture had back on Earth. 
 
    When the clearing was as level as a football field, I gave the order to break the circuit, and as we all released the magical connection, the younger mages began to chuckle to one another. 
 
    “That was incredible,” a girl said as she wiped the sweat from her brow. “I could feel the difference between all of your magic.” 
 
    I nodded with a grin. “Circuits are a great way to get an idea of the potential there is to work toward. While you work, try and focus on those differences if you can, and start dissecting what they are. Some of you have a strong connection to rock, but a weak one to soil. Two of you are letting the clay in the dirt muddle your focus because you can’t decide what it is.” 
 
    “That’s me,” one of the mages said with a wince. “I wasn’t sure what was giving me so much trouble, but that makes sense.” 
 
    I was beyond glad to see the mages focusing together on their understanding of their element, and while they began discussing things more in depth, I decided working in circuits might be the trick to training so many mages at once. 
 
    If I paired experienced mages with the younger ones and made sure they were focusing properly on details like these, they could essentially get a crash course in magery with every exercise while seeing a distinct comparison in their abilities. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked the young mage who had been so excited about the circuit. 
 
    “Lily,” she replied nervously. 
 
    “I want you to join the other group of mages for the next clearing,” I told her, and a smile came to her face. 
 
    “Okay!” she said at once, and she hopped up to join the group waiting at the edge of the other clearing. 
 
    “You with the clay,” I said with a smirk, “what’s your name?” 
 
    “Ruben,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Why don’t you and the other mages with more experience work on leading these guys in forming a wall around the clearing?” I instructed. “I know you can probably do this individually, but if you can work in small circuits instead, it’d really help them get a more solid grasp on their element.” 
 
    “I could do that,” Ruben said with a nod. “How tall were you thinking?” 
 
    “Twenty feet,” I decided. “Use a clay mixture so you can get some practice there, and have the wall surround both fields, with only one entrance on the village side. Keep it thick enough that we can add some lookout stations here and there, though.” 
 
    The mages all agreed to this, and as they rose to head to the edge of the clearing, Ruben explained the process of wall making to the two mages with absolutely no clue where to begin. 
 
    I checked in on the other group who was just finishing churning the ash into the soil, and since they looked to have everything under control, I joined Kurna and the three Ignis Mages he’d been helping with the controlled burn. 
 
    “I’m sure Aurora caught you up on everything,” Kurna said as he clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “She did,” I replied. “Thank you for getting that arranged so quickly. After seeing the state of the Oculus, we spoke to Temin and decided on a course of action.” 
 
    Kurna’s expression sobered. “What was it like in there?” 
 
    “How about an ale?” I sighed and scruffed my beard. “I’ve got a few things I wanna run by you, and I don’t think you’re gonna like them.” 
 
    “You’re a wise man,” Kurna snorted. “Dwarven ale could get an angry drake singing if you wanted it to.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “The drakes sing, too?” 
 
    All three Ignis Mages looked at me like I was crazy, and when Kurna did the same, I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Nevermind,” I mumbled. 
 
    Apparently singing was a sea dragon thing. Either that, or it was a Deya thing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Kurna and I took a corner table at Flynt’s Pub, and we kept our backs to the rest of the room while I filled him in on everything we’d discovered in the Oculus, including Wyresus’s hiding hole and the incident in the infirmary. He eventually ended up chugging three pints without noticing, and when Raynor brought a fourth, I showed him the lists of suspected Defenders the women had gathered. 
 
    “Shit,” Kurna sighed for maybe the fifth time since we’d sat down. 
 
    “You recognize the names?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “A few, unfortunately,” the brawny mage admitted. “Defender Ravvo is an Ignis Mage, and not one I’d like to come up against. He’s about my size, black hair, dark skin, and brown eyes. He came to the Oculus only a month ago and already knew his magery from practicing by himself over the years. He’s a bit like you: very attentive, strong connection to his element. I don’t know where he’s been all these years, but he’s certainly rough around the edges.” 
 
    “No wonder Wyresus promoted him on the spot,” I muttered. “He came to Wyresus already fit for it, but why would he come to the Oculus if he already had a firm grasp on his magery?” 
 
    “At the time, I assumed he wanted to put his talent toward defending Illaria,” Kurna replied. “When I got back from Orebane, he was already a Defender, and I thought to meet the man and get to know him, but like I said, he keeps to himself. I gave up after he just kept brushing me off.” 
 
    “Do you think he was planted here by the Master?” I asked, and Kurna gave a shrug that showed he wouldn’t doubt the idea at all. “Defender Ravvo … I’ll keep him at the top of the list, then. What about the others?” 
 
    “Defender Aloshi and Defender Dahko,” he said as he scanned the list. “Aloshi is about Cayla’s size, but she has short white hair that’s shaved off on one side of her head and lighter eyes than Cayla. She’s been at the Order for a while and has become one of the top Aer Mages there. I haven’t seen her for weeks, but I’m not surprised to see her on this list. She’s sharp-tongued and short-tempered.” 
 
    “The Master probably values her skills highly then,” I mused. “An accomplished Aer Mage with a mean streak could do a lot of damage.” 
 
    “Dahko as well,” Kurna warned. “He’s less experienced, but his Terra Magic is very strong. I was told he was in a similar state as myself when I first arrived at the Order, which doesn’t fair well for us. He’s lacking training, but Wyresus promoted him because of his determination and strength.” 
 
    “Wyresus has been reckless,” I mumbled as I finished my pint. “He should have been training these mages, not just sizing them up and sending them on their way.” 
 
    “You’ve hit the point of it,” Kurna agreed. “All of the Defenders he promoted had one thing in common: a commanding presence. Wyresus doesn’t understand true strength, so he goes off the appearance of it, but I can tell you for certain Dahko was not fit to be a Defender when he was promoted. He lashes out without restraint. I saw him go after a younger mage just for knocking into him in the streets once, and the poor guy was unconscious by the time he let up.” 
 
    I shook my head as I imagined what I would have done to Dahko if I’d been in the streets of the Oculus that day. 
 
    “The Master certainly knows how to pick ‘em,” I snorted. “From the sound of it, he’s got strong and erratic mages at the forefront of his organization here. He did the same in Nalnora. The first Houses to fall were the strongest ones with the bloodiest taste.” 
 
    “This might have served him well with the elves, but it’s a weakness in magery,” Kurna countered. “Strength doesn’t amount to skill or stamina, and without this, a mage can make a lot of mistakes.” 
 
    “With the Master’s rune on them, they’ll fight hard and fast like the others,” I mused with a furrowed brow, “but they won’t take their own limits into consideration anymore.” 
 
    “With any luck, they’ll push themselves to the brink,” Kurna added, “but I know Defender Ravvo won’t struggle with this. Defender Aloshi may even sustain herself for quite some time.” 
 
    The bartender brought another two pints to the table, and when I turned to nod my thanks, there were at least twenty mages standing behind us and blatantly listening in on the conversation. I’d been so wrapped up I didn’t notice the pub becoming quieter, and I cocked a brow to the crowd that had gathered. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked. 
 
    “What can we do if the Master’s taken all of our strongest Defenders?” a mage asked, and the others looked like their concerns were in the same place. 
 
    “Train,” I replied pointedly, “but trying not to piss off the Defenders you have left is a good idea.” 
 
    The young mages abruptly scattered to go back to their own business, and Kurna chuckled as we turned back to our pints. 
 
    “One thing’s for sure,” he sighed, “you’ve got your work cut out for you with this lot.” 
 
    “So do you,” I countered with a smirk. “You’re helping Aurora train them tomorrow. I’m gonna be busy with Cayla’s group.” 
 
    Kurna cursed under his breath before he drained his last pint, but I was glad to see he didn’t argue against the plan. He was the strongest Defender I had on my side as far as I knew, and with Haragh already headed for Orebane, I needed all the help I could get here. 
 
    “How many Defenders did you say we have in Falmount?” I asked the man as we finished our pints and rose to leave the pub. 
 
    “I would guess around fifteen,” Kurna replied, “but there may be some left in the Oculus. Do you want me to locate them?” 
 
    “That’d be great. The last thing we need is to lose any more of them to the Master.” 
 
    I parted ways with Kurna in the marketplace and sent him to oversee the mages still forming the training fields, and then I headed back to see how Shoshanne was doing with the tranquilizers. 
 
    I found the healer on the floor with Ruela dozing in her little cave nearby, and there were books scattered all around the place. 
 
    Shoshanne’s brows were furrowed in stubborn concentration, and she slammed the book in front of her shut as I strolled in. 
 
    “Everything I’ve found so far is either out of season, or I have no idea where to locate it,” the healer sighed in frustration. Then she pulled another volume from a stack and began searching this one next. 
 
    “We’re losing valuable time,” I decided as I considered how much time had passed since we left the Oculus. “All of the Master’s mages could be gone by now.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    “We’ll look for a tranquilizer later,” I told her, “for now, come with me. If we can use your Aer Magic to capture even one mage, then we’ll be back in business.” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s too dangerous?” 
 
    “It might be,” I admitted, “but we managed to take the last group down, and if we’re careful about who we target, we won’t have to kill anyone.” 
 
    Shoshanne and I left the house, but we didn’t take the Mustang since the growl of the engine would be too distinct for us to have the element of surprise. We headed for the stables instead, and I slipped a few coins to a couple mages who were just readying their horses. 
 
    They promptly handed over their reins to us, and Shoshanne mounted the chestnut mare while I took the black draft horse who was kicking impatiently against the dusty ground. 
 
    We left the town at a gallop as we took a route along the southern edge of the foothills to the west, and I kept my Terra Magic sifting through the ground ahead of us to scan for any fleeing mages. The horse I borrowed off the mage must have been badly in need of a run because he drove ahead with the forceful kind of energy I always had when I was restless. 
 
    He wove expertly through the trees of the forest and leapt over boulders without pause, and when I reined him in at last, he snorted angrily in response like he wasn’t nearly ready to stop yet. 
 
    I grinned and gave the horse a solid pat to calm him down a bit. “I get it, buddy, don’t worry. We’ve got plenty of work to do today.” 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not riding him,” Shoshanne muttered as she eyed the darting eyes of the black beast. 
 
    Her own mare managed to keep pace with us, but she was certainly better suited to Shoshanne, and she took cues from the healer without any complaints. The mare didn’t appreciate the nips my horse kept trying to take at her, but after a thorough scan of the area, I let him break into a gallop to burn off some more steam. 
 
    I’d forgotten how much I liked riding, and the wind coursing through my hair had me feeling almost as hyper as the horse after a solid twenty minutes at an all-out gallop. I wore a huge grin on my face when I finally reined him in once more, and as he stomped impatiently and took a few anxious turns, Shoshanne chuckled at the two of us. 
 
    “You may have found your long lost brother,” she teased as she patted the pretty mare who kept her distance. “He’s as stubborn about work as you are.” 
 
    “I might have to buy this damn horse off that mage,” I chuckled in agreement. “He does need to be worked way more than he has been.” 
 
    Shoshanne smiled. “Every knight should have a horse.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got a Mustang,” I pointed out as I sent her a wink. “That’s my steed.” 
 
    Shoshanne rolled her eyes and gestured to the woods around us. “Any luck yet?” 
 
    “No one so far,” I replied more soberly, and I scanned one last time in the hopes of picking up anything through the soil besides deer and rodents. “We may be too late already, but let’s head back to the east and check beyond Magehill. We might have some luck just outside Serin.” 
 
    We took a different route to bring us behind the village as we headed east into the foothills, and about fifteen minutes north of the castle bounds, my Terra Magic finally sparked with something more promising than wildlife. 
 
    I swiftly reined in the black beast, and while he snorted and tossed his mane defiantly, I trained my ear carefully with my magic still coursing through the soil. 
 
    Three people were running about half a mile ahead, and I could tell by the weight of their footfalls that two of them were much larger than the third. They were also tiring out judging by the scuffing of their heels, and I figured with another ten minutes at their pace, they’d be just about exhausted enough to make them an easier target. 
 
    “They’re heading northeast,” I told Shoshanne as I let the horse continue at a slightly slower pace. “One of them is smaller than the others, and if we give them some time to wear out, we might be able to snatch him easily despite the rune.” 
 
    “How do we separate him from the other two?” the healer asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I chuckled. “Terra Mage over here, remember? You just focus on getting him unconscious for me, and I’ll handle the other two.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Shoshanne warned with a nervous glance. “We don’t know their elements yet.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement, and we continued making our way across the western foothills while I kept my magic trained on the ground beneath the mages’ feet. 
 
    Once we were drawing closer, we dismounted and tethered our reins to a pair of trees, and the black horse was finally content enough to not argue against the pitstop. I gave him a good pat before I motioned for Shoshanne to follow, and we crept up the edge of a rocky ridge to get a look down into the next shallow ravine. 
 
    Sure enough, the mages weren’t running any more, and I could hear them panting with exhaustion while they briskly started to scale the opposite ridge. I focused on their pumping arms since I couldn’t see their mages’ robes under their cloaks, and I caught the mark of a Flumen and Aer mage on their weathered hands. 
 
    The smaller of the three was an Ignis Mage, and I grinned when I realized I was in luck. Without a Terra Mage around, I could handle them pretty easily. 
 
    “When they get to the top, start on the Ignis Mage,” I told Shoshanne in a low voice. “There’s an Aer Mage over there, though, so if they catch on to what you’re doing, this is gonna get difficult. Be quick about it if you can.” 
 
    Shoshanne nodded and focused her attention on the smaller mage who was trailing behind the other two, and when they finally mounted the rocky ridge opposite ours, I swiftly broke the ground apart just behind their heels. 
 
    The mages yelped in surprise as they stumbled off balance, and as soon as Shoshanne’s breeze kicked up around us, I shifted the ridge forward to send the two large mages tumbling down into the next hollow. 
 
    I could hear their bones cracking here and there on the way down, but they were still alive when they finally came to a crashing stop, and Shoshanne’s Ignis Mage was staggering around trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Flames shot from his palms in his panic, and as the leaves on the forest floor began to catch fire, he dropped to his knees and rolled down the hill he’d just climbed up. 
 
    “Go,” I ordered at once, and Shoshanne and I raced into the ravine as I felt the other mages already clamoring to their feet. 
 
    Her wind was stoking the flames into a rage, though, and even though the smaller mage was suffocating, he wasn’t unconscious yet. He’d also ignited another ring of flames where he landed, and as we came barreling down the hill, I realized we couldn’t reach him with the fire building between us and him. 
 
    I broke the base of the ravine open to swallow as much of the flames as I could manage without dropping the mage into a trench, but when the trees began catching fire as well, Shoshanne had to cut her connection to her element. 
 
    “Mason, we’ll be stuck down here if we don’t hurry,” she warned as she eyed the growing flames and squinted through the smoke. 
 
    “He’s still conscious,” I told her as I saw the mage pulling himself to his knees as he gasped to fill his lungs. The flames between us had stubbornly held out against my Terra maneuver, but I tried once more before the mage could get to his feet. 
 
    Then I heard a cry from the top of the ridge, and the two other mages pinned their deadly gazes on us. So, I sent a tremor through the ground that slowly built in strength like an earthquake, and just as the possessed Aer Mage caught hold of both mine and Shoshanne’s lungs, he was knocked to his knees. 
 
    The Flumen Mage tumbled into the ravine with us from the strength of the tremor, and Shoshanne stumbled while she tried to keep her place beside me. 
 
    “Hold on,” I gasped as the Aer Mage on the ridge refused to be brought down, and as his eyes locked on me once more, the last of the air I was clinging to siphoned from my lungs. 
 
    I thought I could hold out like I had when Wyresus attacked me in the cellar of the library, but there was something different about the hold this Aer Mage had on me. 
 
    My lungs didn’t just lose their air, they felt like they were being shriveled up into nothing, and the pain shooting through my chest caused my healing rune to retaliate with a vengeance. 
 
    The voices rose up as the weight of the rune fell on me like lead, and while the ground shook angrily and the flames billowed up around us, my vision blackened into a tunnel with only the Aer Mage in sight. 
 
    The runes chanted louder as the pain in my chest became unbearable, and without any conscious effort, I suddenly tore the ground beneath the Aer Mage apart. 
 
    A flaming tree crashed to the ground while the tremors continued to increase, and Shoshanne screeched as sparks flew up with a fresh wave of flames. 
 
    My lungs were saved, though, and the last two mages couldn’t manage to flee from the chaos of the ravine, but the runes were too angry now. 
 
    I felt like a witness standing by as I watched the Flumen Mage drop into a fiery pit, and then my eyes darted straight to the Ignis Mage next. 
 
    Shoshanne had gotten hold of my arm and pulled desperately at me to get my attention back, and I held onto the sensation of her touch as I fought against the lethal direction of my thoughts. 
 
    We needed to finish this without killing the last of them, but there was a thrumming in my head now that egged me on, and I knew I would kill the mage any second now if I didn’t get a hold on it. 
 
    “Mason, the ground!” Shoshanne hollered above the sound of another tree crashing down, and I vehemently turned my attention to my Terra Magic. It was pulsing wildly through my veins, but I knew I could at least control this, so I locked my jaw and fought to rein in my powers. The more I concentrated on my magery, the calmer the runes became, and as the ground slowly ceased its shaking, I felt Shoshanne’s grip on my arm loosen as well. 
 
    The drumming of flames echoed all around the burning ravine, and when I finally had a hold on my powers again, I whipped around in a circle to scan for the Ignis Mage. Then a fresh jet of flames sprung from the inferno, and just on the other side, I saw the crazed glint in the man’s eyes. 
 
    I shielded his attack with a wall before it could envelope us, and with the jet streaming around us on all sides, I tracked the man’s footsteps as he walked amongst the flames with ease. 
 
    He was moving in for a better angle around the wall, but we couldn’t risk using Shoshanne’s Aer Magic with the forest raging into an inferno like this. 
 
    I knew we’d be burned alive with the Ignis Mage’s element closing in on all sides, and the looming threat had my runes agitated once more. Before they could take over completely, I moved out of instinct and pulled the revolver from my belt, but instead of aiming it at the mage emerging from the flames to our left, I shoved Shoshanne behind me against the wall and hurled the revolver with all of the force I could muster. 
 
    The handle struck the mage right in the skull, and he jolted before he dropped unconscious in a pool of enchanted flames. 
 
    Then I sprinted into the fire and caught hold of his arm to drag him with me, and I summoned my revolver back to me as I went. 
 
    When I made it back to Shoshanne, the healer frantically tore my flaming sleeves from my shirt and tried to douse the rest of me, but I caught her wrist and shoved her toward the edge of the ridge. 
 
    “We need to get out of here!” I hollered above the thrumming of the flames. The ravine was nearly fully engulfed now, and the smoke in my lungs grated with every breath. My runes were already working to heal the burns on my skin, and while I tried to ignore the chaos they were causing in my mind, I dropped down to douse the last of the flames on my leg. 
 
    Then I grabbed the limp Ignis Mage and threw him over my shoulder, and when Shoshanne saw I was alright, she finally continued up the hill toward safety. 
 
    I followed as quickly as I could, and I collapsed at the top of the ridge with sweat dripping down me from the heat of the flames and the exertion of trying to function against the weight of the runes. 
 
    “Keep going,” I choked through the smoke in my lungs, and Shoshanne ran for the horses without looking back. 
 
    I turned to eye the wildfire that was beginning to eat its way up the edges of the ravine, and I dragged the Ignis Mage a few feet further until there was enough distance behind us. Then I sparked my Terra Magic, and with a heavy surge of power, I forced the walls of the ravine in on themselves. The ground split in several directions as I churned the flames into the ground, and when the last of the fire was swallowed up, only a smoky crater remained. 
 
    I fought to catch my breath for a moment while I waited for the runes to quiet down, and as my pulse steadied itself and my lungs cleared, I finally felt like I had a hold on myself again. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I panted. 
 
    The strength of the runes caught me completely off guard that time, and even though we’d gotten what we came here for, another two mages had died in the process. Then I heard Shoshanne call out to me, though, and the relief of knowing she’d been unharmed in all of this helped to keep me focused on the important part. 
 
    So, I turned away from the destruction of the forest and hauled the Ignis Mage up to bring him over to where Shoshanne was already mounted and waiting on the chestnut mare. 
 
    “Are you okay?” the healer demanded. “I was so worried you were … ” 
 
    She was covered in soot and still had a terrified look on her face as she trailed off, and I tried not to sound too defensive when I responded. 
 
    “Thought I was what?” I clarified as I draped the Ignis Mage over the black beast and mounted the saddle. 
 
    “O-out of control,” Shoshanne stammered uneasily. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her, and I sent her as casual a grin as I could. “Let’s get back before he wakes up.” 
 
    Without another word, I kicked the horse into a gallop, and I let him throttle forward without restraining him even a little. The pounding of hooves across the forest floor kept my attention from the words Shoshanne had spoken, but in the back of my mind, I was honestly as terrified as she’d looked. 
 
    Because I’d been out of control, and I couldn’t understand why I lost it so badly back there. The image of the flames and the earthquake shaking the world apart swarmed through my head as I tried to only think about the hooves barreling beneath me, and even when we made it to the western woods, I still had a nervous energy pulsing through my veins that I was struggling to ignore. 
 
    I brought the black beast to a quick stop outside the house, and when Shoshanne came to my side, I kept my eyes averted and dragged the Ignis Mage to my shoulder. 
 
    We entered the atrium to find the others practicing with the daggers, and all three women gasped as they saw the state of our singed clothes. 
 
    “What happened?” Aurora demanded. 
 
    “Nothing,” I mumbled and dropped the Ignis Mage to the floor of the shop. “Help Shoshanne get this rune off.” 
 
    Then I left the women and the house behind to mount the beast once more. He didn’t hesitate to barrel into the mountains without me having to urge him on at all, and the further he ran, the clearer my mind became until I knew exactly what had happened in the ravine.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The sky was dimming to blue by the time I reined in the horse and turned around, but now it was pitch black with only the firelight of the huts in the town up ahead. The pounding of the horse’s heavy heart was like a war cry thrumming in my ears once I finally found clarity, and I practiced focusing on nothing but this one sound all the way back to the village. 
 
    For a while, I managed not to register the noise of the pubs or even the scattering of wildlife in front of the black beast as we galloped at top speed, but eventually I couldn’t ignore the laughter and arguments taking place amongst the young mages as we drew closer. 
 
    It was reassuring to know they could feel safe enough to unwind in Falmount Rift, but as I slowed the horse’s pace and headed for the stables, I eyed the western woods that sprawled into unguarded darkness. 
 
    I did a quick scan of the terrain surrounding the entire town while I dismounted and began on the horse’s tack, but no human footfall was anywhere outside the bounds of the village. There were several paws I didn’t recognize, though. 
 
    I was just wondering if there were coyotes in this realm when the same mage I’d borrowed the horse from came into the stables. 
 
    “How’d he ride?” the mage asked. 
 
    “He’s pretty wound up,” I told him with a grin. “You ever take him out of this stable?” 
 
    “Only to get to the Oculus and back,” the young man admitted, “but now that I’ve stopped going there, he doesn’t get enough exercise.” 
 
    I nodded. “You mind if I borrow him once in a while?” 
 
    “No, sir,” he answered with a giant grin. “You can use my horse whenever you want, sir. Do you want me to cool him down for you?” 
 
    “That’d be good,” I chuckled. “Stick to the lanes of the town though, there’s some animals out in the forest.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said once more. 
 
    I was halfway out the door when I paused and glanced back. “Hey, what’s your name?” 
 
    “His name’s Whiskey,” the kid said proudly. “My dad named him.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” I said with a smirk, “but I asked what your name is.” 
 
    “Oh, just Hana,” he said with much less enthusiasm. “My mom named me.” 
 
    I was still chuckling when I made it to the western woods, but all of my amusement came to a screeching halt when I saw Shoshanne standing outside the door with her arms crossed. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be out here alone,” I told her immediately, but then Ruela prowled around the side of the house. 
 
    I gave the wolf a thorough scruff, and I kept my gaze on her sable fur as I listened to the voices of the other women in the house. They were speaking with a man who I guessed to be the Ignis Mage I’d dropped off, and I felt a bit guilty for leaving it all up to Shoshanne to handle him. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t stick around to help out,” I tried. “Did it go alright with the rune?” 
 
    “You know I’m not out here to talk about the Master’s rune,” Shoshanne said quietly. She shifted nervously, but I could tell she was gonna hold her ground on this one, so after a minute I stopped avoiding the topic and came to her side. 
 
    “What happened in the ravine?” Shoshanne finally asked. 
 
    “We got what we went there for,” I told her. “Shit got intense, but it’s all fine now.” 
 
    “You never lie to me,” Shoshanne said at once, and the hurt look on her face was impossible to ignore, even in the dark. 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” I admitted as I considered how little I’d shared with the woman about how I came to be in Illaria. Not to mention Deya’s family origin that I’d only told Cayla and Aurora about. “I really don’t want to lie to you about this, but I don’t want to talk about it all right now, so can we please just go inside and deal with this mage?” 
 
    “You would have killed that mage,” Shoshanne replied uneasily. “I saw it in your eyes.” 
 
    “I would have,” I allowed, “but I didn’t.” 
 
    “And if this happens again?” 
 
    “It won’t,” I replied firmly. “I’ll work on it.” 
 
    “How?” Shoshanne challenged. “You shouldn’t have to be working on anything like this in the first place. You’re not the sort of person who--” 
 
    “I get it,” I interrupted before she could get any further. 
 
    I knew exactly what Shoshanne would say if I told her the truth about what happened in the ravine, but I also knew there was no getting around the topic with her. She was clearly shaken by the abrupt turn of events, and the last thing I wanted was for her to carry on worrying about me like this. Especially when she clearly just needed some reassurance I was truly okay. So, I took a deep breath and motioned for her to join me a little further from the house. 
 
    I could at least try to spare Aurora, Deya, and Cayla from worrying about it so soon as Shoshanne was determined to. 
 
    “Look,” I tried in a low voice, “we all knew rune magic wasn’t as simple as burning a few runes into my arm, but I didn’t register how much I needed to control this one, okay? Now that I know, I just need to train a bit is all, like I trained to better understand my magery. It’s nothing you have to worry about.” 
 
    “Train with your rune?” she clarified. 
 
    “Train against it,” I corrected, “but yeah, basically. Dragir said an attack on me is an attack on this rune, and that it would lash out accordingly. So, I figure I only need to get stronger than that.” 
 
    “Stronger?” Shoshanne asked in complete confusion. “Mason, how can you train against something that makes you murderous every time you’re--” 
 
    Shoshanne went silent as her eyes snapped to mine, and I kissed her before the look on her face could get much closer to terror. 
 
    “This is why I didn’t want to talk about it right now,” I sighed when I pulled away to find her still staring in shock. “Let’s go inside and see what this mage has to say, alright? I’ll be fine, I’ll get a hold on this new rune, and we won’t have any repeats of what happened today. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    I noticed Shoshanne didn’t technically respond to any of this, but she did let me take her hand and lead her back into the house, and I just hoped she wouldn’t let her mind run away with her concerns. 
 
    When we came into the atrium, Cayla and the others were speaking with the mage who had his leg laid out along the edge of the fountain, and his bandage was already dotted through in a few places with blood. 
 
    The fact that the fountain was still filled with gold was a little awkward in retrospect, but there wasn’t much I could do about it at this point. I behaved as naturally as I could while I joined the others, and Cayla sent me a soft smile from where she stood beside the mage. 
 
    Then Aurora and Deya looked at me in unison, and their expressions showed quite clearly they’d overheard everything Shoshanne and I had talked about outside. 
 
    Living with two elven women was definitely going to keep me on my toes, but for now, I decided it’d be best to turn my full attention to the work at hand instead. 
 
    “I’m Mason Flynt,” I told the Ignis Mage as I held out a hand. 
 
    “I know who you are,” the man said, and he shook my hand as he sent me a grateful smile. “I can’t begin to thank you for what you’ve done. I have a sister whose family I look after, and just the thought of what would have happened to them if I remained under the power of that mark … ” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” I assured him. “We’ll see you get the protection you need here.” 
 
    “This is Lyro,” Cayla explained as she gestured to the Ignis Mage. “Shoshanne had to suffocate him a bit, but he woke up about ten minutes ago. You should hear what he has to say.” 
 
    “I’m all ears,” I told the man as I sparked my magic and pulled a stool up from the stonework of the atrium floor. “Anything you can tell us would be incredibly helpful.” 
 
    Lyro was about to speak when I heard a quiet shushing sound, and the moment I glanced over my shoulder, Deya and Aurora pulled their attention from Shoshanne. They’d somehow ended up on either side of the healer already, and all three women had worried creases on their brows that they quickly attempted to mask. 
 
    I looked back at Lyro, and I knew I’d have to address the issue with my rune the moment I finished speaking with the mage. There was no way the women were going to sit by and say nothing about it. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I muttered to Lyro as he looked curiously between me and the women, “you can go ahead.” 
 
    “I was just telling Princess Balmier about the day I was branded,” he began. “I’ve been living in the Oculus for about a year now, but I think it was only a week ago that I was branded. I’m having trouble remembering exactly. I’ve been so … I’ve felt very strange lately.” 
 
    “In what way?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve been very angry,” he explained, “and this mark your healer removed, it’s been talking to me. I couldn’t understand it all the time, but I still did what it told me to do without thinking, which the elf--I mean Miss Deya, told me is something that happens with runes.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed, but I tried to press past the subject as I heard Shoshanne’s heartbeat quicken. “What else?” 
 
    “I was angry and determined to turn all of the mages against the Order,” Lyro continued. “These were my instructions from the leader of my troop. I remember speaking with several mages in my sleeping quarters and trying to convince them the Order was only a way of keeping our powers in check. I told them I’d found a means of realizing my full potential, and that I could help them.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “What did the mages say to this?” 
 
    “I don’t remember,” Lyro admitted. “I can only remember how red my vision got, and how frustrated I was.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    Lyro looked nervously at Cayla, and when the princess nodded, he swallowed hard as he tried to proceed. 
 
    “I … I’m sorry,” he told me as his face began to pale right before my eyes. “I really am. I didn’t mean to do it, and I’m sorry I did, but the rune--” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I assured the man who’d started to knead his hands nervously, “rune magic is a powerful force. A rune like the one that was on your leg is designed to possess your mind completely and force you to do anything the Master wishes. I know it wasn’t your choice.” 
 
    Lyro nodded, but he didn’t look any less guilty.  
 
    “I … I remember killing two of them right there,” he told me in a quiet voice. “Then the last three began to scream, and I attacked them as well. I managed to strangle two of them, but the third escaped.” 
 
    “Did you brand the two you strangled?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lyro tried again. “I can’t believe what I’ve done, and they weren’t the last. There were two more younger mages I found at the library the next day, and others I can’t quite remember branding. I gave them the same instructions I was given, though. The runes wouldn’t stop pushing me to order them around and make sure they focused on luring in other mages and not killing them if possible. Then word arrived that you’d come to the Oculus, and I grabbed four more as this frantic feeling washed over me. I knew I should brand more before I left, so I attacked the four mages in the library while another mage waited to lead them away. I branded them, and I didn’t even wait for them to recover before I ordered them to follow the other. I don’t know who they were, but I know I burned them all badly.” 
 
    “Who gave you word of my arrival?” I asked next. 
 
    “My leader, Defender Aloshi,” Lyro told me. “She’s an Aer Mage, but she’s been branded by the same rune, I saw it on her arm. She came to the library instead of helping at the marketplace, and she said all plans were off and to get anyone I could before I reported to the camp.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow again. “You were the one who set the shelves on fire, weren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s right,” he mused as his eyes went wide. “I did that. I forgot about it … when I saw you, the rune made my vision red again.” 
 
    “Defender Aloshi was right there with you?” I asked incredulously. “She was one of the two mages you spoke with in the corner?” 
 
    “She was,” he confirmed, “and the other was a Terra Mage I didn’t recognize. They wanted me to get the last few Ignis Mages from their posts for them while they led the others.” 
 
    “What plans were called off?” Cayla interjected. 
 
    “There were supposed to be eight Ignis Mages,” Lyro explained. “Each of us were in charge of the brandings in a different section of the Oculus, but we all had others with us to help catch our recruits. I was with an Aer Mage I’ve never met before, and a Flumen Mage as well. They were the ones you killed when you found us in the foothills.” 
 
    I felt every one of my women’s eyes burning through me at the words, but I was determined to keep my focus set on Lyro. 
 
    “Was Defender Aloshi supposed to coordinate an attack in the marketplace?” I clarified. 
 
    Lyro nodded. “Her and the Terra Mage were leading three others in it. Aloshi said they’d get the most mages per minute there.” 
 
    “Gods,” Cayla muttered. “I don’t want to imagine what that would have been like.” 
 
    “That’s why we were instructed to get as many as we could before we left,” Lyro explained. “The Master wanted two hundred by this evening, but your arrival made that impossible, so we tried to do what we could.” 
 
    “Two hundred?” Aurora gasped. “How many does he have so far?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the man admitted, “but I was told we were an army of fifty a few days ago, and that the Master needed numbers faster than we were delivering them. Defender Aloshi told me I’d be killed if I didn’t recruit forty within the next week.” 
 
    “How many did you get before we caught you?” I asked. 
 
    “It couldn’t be more than fifteen,” he assured me, but his voice began to shake with shame. “I-I can’t believe what I’ve done. Most of them were good friends of mine, but some were young mages who didn’t have the ability to counter my powers. One of them had just arrived in the Oculus that day and asked me for directions to the sleeping quarters. I was so angry and blinded to everything except this need to recruit more and more for him. I’ve sentenced them all to his rule, and I can’t do anything about it now.” 
 
    I sighed and scruffed my beard as I thought through this. 
 
    “At least our presence in the Oculus interrupted the Master’s plans today,” I muttered, “but at this rate, if we don’t prevent him from getting an opening like that again, we’ll lose every mage in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “You can’t stop him,” Lyro told me as fear pinched at his features. “He’ll take over all of Illaria and then move on to the other regions. He’s too powerful, Defender Flynt, and with Defenders like Aloshi on his side, there’s nothing we could do to stop this.” 
 
    “We don’t know that they are on his side,” I clarified. “They’re possessed, but we’ve been fighting against every army The Master’s gathered so far, and I can assure you he can be beaten with perseverance.” 
 
    “Were they mages you were fighting?” Lyro challenged. 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “but if we do our jobs, we won’t be fighting an entire army this time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean we brought you back,” I told the mage. “You’re sitting right here as yourself again, and even though you’ve suffered and branded this rune on others, you’re alright. We’ll do anything it takes to ensure--” 
 
    “But you killed the others,” Lyro cut in. “You didn’t save them.” 
 
    I tried to ignore how much more irritating the fact was coming from someone other than my beautiful women, but the amount of effort it took to spare Lyro’s life wasn’t anything I wanted to get into at the moment. Considering the strength of the Aer Mage’s hold on my lungs, though, I honestly would have killed him whether or not the rune was on me. 
 
    The Flumen Mage might have been spared. 
 
    “Unfortunately, that was unavoidable,” I finally said. “I’m working on a means of ensuring no fatalities are involved in future situations. For the time being, I need to develop a line of defense for the mages at both the Oculus and here in Falmount. That’s the priority, especially given the Master’s attempt to raid both locations this morning. Once security is handled, we’ll begin capturing more mages in order to help--” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Lyro hastily interrupted. “You’ll sacrifice every one of your own if you try. I can tell you with certainty any living thing that comes up against a mage like Aloshi will either die or be recruited to the Master’s rule. Look at what happened when you tried to capture me, and I’m not nearly as advanced in my magery as her.” 
 
    For a split second, Lyro’s estimate had me doubting the idea, but then I realized he’d just answered his own argument. 
 
    “That’s it,” I muttered half to myself. “Any living thing.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “I know how to capture the mages,” I answered as acute relief flooded through me. “We can do it without risking a single life in the process, too.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Lyro said. 
 
    “Unless you have enough metal,” I said with a grin. “Which I do.” 
 
    Then I turned to Shoshanne, who was still looking intently at my back with an unreadable expression. 
 
    “Shoshanne,” I tried, “can you keep working to find a tranquilizer? We need to get those darts made as soon as possible.” 
 
    The healer nodded a response. 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed, and I sent her a reassuring smile. 
 
    Lyro still looked thoroughly confused when I turned back to him, but I barreled ahead now that my mind was turning a mile a minute. 
 
    “How many leaders are in charge of the Master’s troops besides Aloshi?” I asked the mage. 
 
    “I don’t know, she’s the only one I met.” 
 
    “You mentioned a camp,” I tried instead. “Is this where the Master is organizing all of his recruits?” 
 
    “I think so,” he said as he thought hard on this. “We were instructed to remain in the Oculus to do our work for him, but after Aloshi warned us about you, everything changed. The Flumen Mage I was working with was leading us to the camp when you found us today, but I didn’t know how to get there myself. He said it was near Mors Pass. That’s all I know.” 
 
    I turned to Aurora. “Do you know where Mors Pass is?” 
 
    “I recognize the name,” the half-elf mused as she furrowed her brow. “It’s in the eastern foothills, I think.” 
 
    “We’ll have to figure out where it is,” I decided. “If we can locate the camp, then we can track the mages more easily and hopefully recover them at a faster rate than the Master can brand them.” 
 
    “As long as you’re sure we can capture them safely,” Shoshanne said quietly. 
 
    I sighed and decided this was a good time to stop. “Thank you for everything, Lyro. Why don’t you stay here in Falmount for the time being? It’d be really helpful to be able to ask you a few more questions if anything comes up.” 
 
    “Anything you need,” Lyro insisted. “I owe you my life, and the life of my sister’s family as well. If I can do anything to make up for what I’ve done, I will do it.” 
 
    “There’s an Ignis Mage named Kurna in town,” I explained. “He was in the pub when I came in to talk to you. Find him, and he’ll put you up in a place for the evening, and in the morning, we’ll get you some better accommodations here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Defender Flynt,” Lyro said as Cayla helped him to stand. “Truly. If there’s anything I can do to help you save the others, please don’t hesitate.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I told him, and Cayla led the mage into the lane to show him which way he was heading. 
 
    The minute the door closed at their backs, I turned to face the looks Shoshanne, Deya, and Aurora leveled me with. 
 
    “We need to talk,” I announced for them, and all three women nodded briskly. “I know you heard the discussion outside, and Shoshanne, I understand why you’re upset. Before everyone jumps down my throat about this, I want to clarify that the situation is under control, and I already have a solution.” 
 
    “The situation being?” Aurora pressed pointedly, and Cayla rejoined us with a look of complete confusion as she read the tension in the room. 
 
    “I’m having some trouble with this healing rune,” I replied vaguely. 
 
    “You killed two mages you never meant to harm,” Shoshanne said as the crinkle on her brow deepened. “You have no control over that rune, and it will only get worse. You need to remove it.” 
 
    “I’m not removing it because even Dragir couldn’t confirm it was a safe idea.” 
 
    “Remove it,” Shoshanne ordered as her lip quivered lightly, and I took a steadying breath. 
 
    “Shoshanne, you know I can’t do that,” I told her soberly, “but I can fix this.” 
 
    “How?” Deya asked. 
 
    “With the darts,” I explained. “Lyro said no living thing could counter the Master’s mages, and while I honestly don’t agree with the claim, I do acknowledge that I’m not the guy for the job at the moment. There’s no way in hell I’m risking any of your lives to get it done, though, and the mages here need to be kept clear of any encounters with the possessed mages until they’re prepared. So, the very simple solution is to create a means of capturing them that risks no one’s lives.” 
 
    “If none of us are doing it, then how do we use the darts to tranquilize them?” Aurora asked skeptically. 
 
    “Big Guy,” I said with a grin. “Although, not him specifically, because I need him to guard Falmount Rift, and he isn’t rigged for projectiles.” 
 
    Finally, Shoshanne’s expression cleared a degree. “Another metal machine will do the capturing?” 
 
    “Yes,” I assured her, “and he’ll be rigged to fire our darts and round up the bodies so we can capture larger quantities at once. This way, everyone lives, and the same result is accomplished.” 
 
    “What if the mages damage the machine before it can tranquilize them?” Cayla asked. “They’ll fight against it.” 
 
    “I’ll be able to tell from a quick scan of the area if something’s wrong,” I replied. “Depending on the distance, I can even make the necessary repairs from here and get it back in business with little time lost.” 
 
    “You don’t have a spare channeling gem, though,” Aurora countered. 
 
    “I can use Bobbie’s whenever we send the machine out to gather some mages for now,” I decided. “It’s not ideal, but it’s the best I can do at the moment, and we can always use horses like the locals if needed.” 
 
    I waited while the women thought this over, but the relief of seeing them all on board with the idea was quickly doused by Shoshanne’s next statement. 
 
    “That doesn’t solve the problem of your rune,” she persisted. “Mason, I don’t like this. You’re a good man, and if that rune is turning you into a murderer …” 
 
    I caught Shoshanne’s hand and pulled her into my arms, and then I held her gaze steadily. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I promised. “I know you’re worried, and after today, that’s understandable. But please just hear me out on this one.” 
 
    Shoshanne reluctantly nodded, and the other three women gave me their full attention as well. 
 
    “No form of magic comes easily to anyone,” I reminded them, “and rune magic is obviously a whole different game than any of us are used to. I’m already getting less headaches by practicing how I register the things around me. Now, I simply need to practice with this healing rune so I can gain a stronger ability to influence the power of it.” 
 
    “But you’ve seen what a rune can do to someone, just look at what Dragir lived with all these years,” Shoshanne urged, and her voice hitched nervously. “What makes you think this is possible?” 
 
    “You, actually,” I told her with a grin. “When we were in the ravine, I wanted to kill that mage, but you kept me focused. You helped me remember what we needed to accomplish, and I was able to redirect my intentions even with the rune protesting. Because like Dragir said, this rune isn’t capable of turning me into something I’m not, it’s only reacting to a threat. I thought about it a lot while I was out, and the fact is, I’m pretty good at killing shit. So, when the rune reacts to defend itself, it pushes those instincts to the surface more intensely than I normally would. As long as I practice controlling the reaction, I’ll get better at it.” 
 
    “I hate where this is going,” Aurora sighed. 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. “It’s just some good old-fashioned combat training we’re talking about. No big deal.” 
 
    “Except whoever you’re training with will die,” the half-elf pointed out. “What are you going to do? Grab any mage you can and keep killing them all until--” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I interrupted before she could finish the thought, “but this is a solid solution to the problem, and it’s a logical one too. Practice using a power, and you’ll strengthen your control over it. If you give me more than an hour to think about the problem some more, I promise I’ll figure out how to do this without hurting anyone.” 
 
    “I know you’re right,” Shoshanne sighed, “but the kind of training you’ll need is not casual training. That rune is aggravated by severe injuries and the threat of death. I will never be okay with the idea of you risking your life for the sake of trying to get that rune in line.” 
 
    “What about for the sake of sparing other people’s lives?” I brushed a stray copper curl from her cheek, and when Shoshanne smiled lightly, I knew I’d finally gotten her to see sense. 
 
    “Fine,” the healer mumbled, “but if you are seriously injured in this, you are my number one patient. I don’t care how many unconscious mages I have waiting for me to remove their runes.” 
 
    Aurora snorted. “Doesn’t that go against your oath as a healer?” 
 
    “And everything we’re trying to accomplish,” Cayla added. 
 
    I smirked. “Plus, the rune does the healing for you these days. Remember?” 
 
    Shoshanne raised her brows. “Are you implying that silly rune is more proficient than I am?” 
 
    “Umm … ” 
 
    “Of course he’s not,” Cayla quickly answered for me, and Shoshanne narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “It isn’t as if any form of healing is inherently the proper healing,” she assured me. “Dragir said your bones could heal misaligned, so if they need rebreaking, you will tell me immediately, even if you’re not sure. No pretending you’re fine or insisting I’m too busy. If this is how you want to approach the issue, then you’ll let me help you with it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, but I was only half listening now. 
 
    Shoshanne had gone from terror to complete dedication to what I knew was the right course of action in only a few heartbeats, and the notion left a warm feeling spreading throughout my chest and down my arms. Her warm brown eyes glinted with love and determination, and I couldn’t help but notice how tightly she held me against her, or the fact that she still bit nervously at the corner of her lip despite all this. 
 
    “I’m sorry I scared you today,” I told Shoshanne gently, and she immediately released her hold on her plush bottom lip. “I think I felt worse about that than killing those mages, to be honest. Except, I have to clarify, the Aer Mage did have to go. He was about three seconds from shredding my lungs, and he could have done the same to you.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” the healer said as a blush flecked her cheeks. “I wasn’t scared of you. I know you would never hurt me. The earthquake was a little unexpected, but I was mostly scared of what you could become one day with this rune on you.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll never have to worry about that,” I assured her. “As you pointed out, I’m incredibly stubborn when there’s work to be done, and this is at the top of my list. Which means it’ll probably be handled by tomorrow.” 
 
    Aurora and Cayla giggled, and Shoshanne rolled her eyes as I tucked a kiss in her curls. 
 
    Then Deya sighed impatiently. “Why do all of you know everything about my brother’s rune, but all I know is that it nearly killed you to remove it?” 
 
    No one moved a muscle as we remained locked in a heavy silence. 
 
    “What was Dragir’s rune for?” Deya demanded. “None of you are allowed to leave this room until you tell me.” 
 
    Luckily, the beautiful elf didn’t have nearly so much experience as we did with being stubborn, so Aurora just left a kiss on her cheek and left the atrium with Cayla on her arm. 
 
    Shoshanne cleared her throat and moved to gather up her medical supplies, and I tried not to chuckle too much as I eyed the look of shock on the elf’s face. 
 
    “I love you, but Dragir’s not a guy any of us want to cross,” I admitted. “He really didn’t want you to know about the rune.” 
 
    Deya narrowed her violet eyes, but then she stalked off without another word on the matter. 
 
    Behind me, Shoshanne struggled to stifle a giggle. “She’s going to be angry with you.” 
 
    “No, she won’t,” I countered. “I gave Dragir my word, and I’m sure Deya can respect that. Besides, after last night, I can name five different things I could do to her that would immediately cheer her up about it.” 
 
    “Six,” Deya called from the next room. “I want to try that last thing you and Aurora were doing.” 
 
    I grinned and sent Shoshanne a wink. “See?” 
 
    “Well, I am not so easily persuaded,” Shoshanne sighed. “I will try to find a tranquilizer for us to use, but I expect to see some serious results from you by tomorrow.” 
 
    “You read my mind,” I replied as I made my way over to a shelf of steel waiting patiently against the wall of the atrium for me. 
 
    I sparked my magic to pull five hefty chunks from the shelf, and the first thing I did was build a sturdy worktable that stretched from my stock of iron in one corner, all the way to the steel in the opposite corner. Then I shifted and reformed the stone stool I’d been sitting on so I could use it as a workbench, and when I strolled into the next room, Aurora already had a few slips of parchment and a quill in hand waiting for me. 
 
    I left a kiss on the woman’s smirking lips as I took them, and then I grabbed a bottle of ink from the bookshelf before I set to work in my shop. 
 
    My Metal Magic was already vibrating impatiently in my veins when I sat down at the worktable and laid the fresh parchment out in front of me, and as my mind filtered through a dozen designs at once, a grin spread across my face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I lost track of the hours as I worked on one sketch after another, and by the time I fell asleep in the shop, four different final designs were scattered around me on the table with a slew of crumpled rejects. 
 
    I woke up to the distinct sound of rifles being loading beside me, and when I shot up into a sitting position again, I turned to see Cayla and Aurora dressed in black leggings and tight leather vests while they finished strapping their weaponry to themselves. 
 
    The two women had lit a couple torches in the atrium, and I squinted through the blaring light as my eyes protested angrily. I felt like I’d hardly slept at all, and judging by how dim the sky was, I figured I probably only fell asleep a couple hours earlier. 
 
    Aurora had tied her hair into several intricate braids, but she wrapped them all up at the back of her head in a way that reminded me a lot of the elves at House Fehryn. The new look made the lethal woman appear even more fierce than usual, and with her sword and four daggers sheathed around her waist, I briefly thought I was back in Nalnora. 
 
    Then the half-elf slipped her rifle strap across her chest and sent me a wink. 
 
    “You look ready to kill someone,” I mumbled as I tried to get my eyes open all the way. 
 
    “I’ll try not to,” Aurora replied, “but there’s a good chance one of us is going to be shot today.” 
 
    That got me woken up all at once. “What? What’s going on?” 
 
     “You’ve already forgotten about training day, haven’t you?” Cayla chuckled while she casually loaded the cartridge of a revolver. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I grumbled, and I let my heavy head drop into my arms on the table. “No training. Too tired.” 
 
    I felt Aurora drape herself along my back, and the light scent of pine drifted to me as she buried her lips against my neck. 
 
    “You can stay here and rest if you like,” Aurora murmured. “We can handle the mages today.” 
 
    “I’m awake,” I mumbled. “Just give me a second to get my legs to notice.” 
 
    “What are these?” Cayla asked as she came over to look at the parchments scattered around me on the table. 
 
    “Automatons,” I yawned. “I can’t decide which design to go with, but I narrowed it down to those four.” 
 
    “This one has a gun on it,” Aurora pointed out. “I thought you said the machine would only be rigged to propel darts?” 
 
    I stretched and finally sat up all the way, and then I slid the sketch in question over. 
 
    “I thought I could post this guy like a metal sentry outside the entrance to the Oculus,” I told the two women. “He’s got a blow gun along his inner arm on one side, and a sword on the outside like Big Guy, but the left arm has a gun similar to a revolver on it. This way, he can tranquilize for us, but also defend the city if need be, and I think tracks instead of legs would be best, in case he needs to pursue someone who’s fleeing. Maybe not, though.” 
 
    “He’s got a head this time,” Cayla mused, “but it’s kind of scary looking.” 
 
     “Yeah,” I chuckled. “With everything the Oculus has in it, I want the gate to be too intimidating to even try to breech. Picture coming down that dark ass tunnel and finding that face waiting at the end of it.” 
 
    Aurora grinned over my shoulder. “I like him.” 
 
    “What about this one?” Cayla asked as she slid another sketch over. 
 
    “He’s the snatcher we talked about last night,” I said with a sleepy grin. “Blow gun on both arms with magazines to house twenty darts each. That way we don’t have to worry about reloading him more than once a day. If we can get those kind of numbers, anyway.” 
 
    Aurora furrowed her brow and leaned closer. “What’s on his shoulders?” 
 
    “Those compartments shoot netting out the back,” I explained as I flipped the paper over to show them how it would look once he’s loaded up the mages. “See, they extend a good way back when he releases them so he can turn and load them himself once the mages are unconscious. That’s why the shoulders are so big, because I’m gonna rig a pulley system inside. When the mages are loaded up, he can reel the netting in to suspend them from either shoulder at his back. Then he brings them back to the village, and once we unload the nets, we can send him right back out.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant!” Cayla said as she squeezed my arm. 
 
    “Thanks,” I yawned. “I think I’ll start on this guy later on once the training sessions are going smoothly. I want to be sure you two are set with the mages before I focus on this, but I really shouldn’t put it off another day. Don’t worry though, Kurna will be there to help with magery, and I’ll have Shoshanne assist with the weapons tutorial after I head out.” 
 
    “What about Deya?” Aurora asked as she returned the store of cartridges to the shelf in the corner. 
 
    My gut clenched. “Where is Deya?” 
 
    “She’s running, but how did you know she was gone?” Aurora asked with a fascinated expression. 
 
    “Her heartbeat,” I said with a shrug. “Shoshanne’s is steady and low right now, so she’s probably still sleeping, but Deya’s is missing. It’s actually the most distinct out of all of you because it beats at twice the rate. I think it’s an elven thing.” 
 
    “You can tell our heartbeats apart?” Cayla grinned. “That’s very sweet.” 
 
    I smirked and rolled my eyes. “I pay attention, alright?” 
 
    “What’s mine like?” Aurora asked eagerly, and she trotted over to press my ear to her chest. 
 
    I didn’t mind the gesture in the slightest, but I could have told her without my face flush against her breasts. These days, I could hear the woman’s heart from across the village if I focused hard enough on finding it. 
 
    “Erratic,” I chuckled. “Every time you’re slightly irritated, your pulse immediately quickens, and when our skin touches and our powers react with one another, it starts skipping beats.” 
 
    “I love that feeling,” the half-elf sighed as she pulled away. “I knew I wasn’t imagining it.” 
 
    “I love it too,” I assured her, and I locked her between my legs before she could wander off. Her sleek leggings clung to her ass in a way that made it impossible not to run my palms over it in admiration, and Aurora giggled in response. 
 
    “I don’t need to ask you about mine,” Cayla informed me as she sauntered toward the door. “I’m incredibly consistent.” 
 
    “You really are,” I chuckled. “Even when you climax, your heart beats strong and steady. I mean, I knew you were unshakable, but that was unexpected.” 
 
    “Nerves of steel,” Cayla said with a wink. “Now, let’s get going before the mages arrive at the fields. Deya’s got Ruela with her, but I made sure she had a dagger too, and she’ll join me at the sessions today so she can train a bit more.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed. “I never got to check how she’s doing with them last night.” 
 
    “You had a lot on your mind,” Aurora murmured as she lightly stroked the bags under my eyes. “Are you sure you want to come with us for the first class? You look like you haven’t slept at all.” 
 
    I nodded as I relinquished my hold on the half-elf’s back end, and after a noisy stretch, I managed to stand and shuffle for the door. 
 
    “Lemme get the weapons from the Mustang,” I sighed. “I’ll be ready in five minutes.” 
 
    With half my stock of weaponry suspended at my back and my two lethal women on either side, I headed down the lanes of the village as the sky began to lighten enough for the mages to begin waking up. 
 
    I was still wearing the tattered and blood-stained shirt I’d gotten from House Orrel, except the sleeves that had caught fire were torn away now, and the intricate silver stitching was impossible to make out under all the soot. 
 
    Kurna was speaking to three mages outside a shop in the marketplace as we made our way toward the training fields, and he grinned when he saw us coming. He and his companions came over to follow us, and I realized I didn’t recognize who the others were, but none of them looked too pleased to be here. 
 
    “New recruits?” I asked. 
 
    “Better,” Kurna assured me. “These are some of the best Defenders to ever work for the Order. Took a bit to track them down, but once I got a raven to Kin over here, she found the others for me.” 
 
    I stopped at the entrance to the training fields, and while I sent the weapons over to the far field with the two women, I extended a hand to the exceptionally tall woman beside Kurna. 
 
    “Thanks for joining us, Defender Kin,” I said as she firmly took my hand. 
 
    Her features were hardened with age, and her blue eyes had the look of someone who’d seen some crazy shit, but still continued on with business as usual. I guessed her to be around forty years old, but the muscles on her arms were still as honed as Aurora’s, and her sandy hair was short and fell carelessly to fringe her face. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” Kin replied with a nod. “I’ve heard good things about you. I remember the day you arrived at the Order, in fact. Abrus hated you and spent our entire training day glaring. Normally, he only glared in the morning, so it was distinct.” 
 
    I smirked. “Glad I made an impression.” 
 
    Kin snorted without sparing a grin. “Kurna mentioned you’re trying to defend the Oculus. Says you need a hand in training.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected anything like a top Defender to arrive in the first place, so keeping my features composed was difficult. The prospect of having that kind of talent around finally shocked me into a fully awake state, though, and I instinctively checked to be sure my shirt was tucked in out of habit. 
 
    “That would be fantastic,” I admitted. “I could really use some experienced input to whip these guys into shape. Some of them have no idea what their elements are even capable of, but I was thinking of using circuits to try and help them get in touch with their magery more quickly. If they pair off with Defenders like yourself, they could get some insight about what they’re working toward, maybe see some faster improvement.” 
 
    Defender Kin’s eyes barely betrayed how impressed she was, but based on how little emotion her weathered face seemed to show, I took this as a good sign. 
 
    “I can do that,” the woman replied. “I’m a Flumen Mage. Twenty years at the Order, fifteen years as a Defender.” 
 
    I raised my brows. “That’s impressive. I hope we can work with many more mages with your kind of credentials.” 
 
    “This one’s alright,” Kin said with a shrug as she jutted a thumb toward the mage on her right. “Bit of a pain in the ass, but he’s a decent Aer Mage when he’s sober.” 
 
    “Fuck off, wench,” the burly mage grunted back.  
 
    His wiry black hair was pulled into a tight braid down his back, and he had streaks of white splaying from his temples that reminded me of lightning. His brows were completely white and unruly, and his beard grew as it pleased in a black, bushy mass that reached nearly to his chest. 
 
    “He’s a real charmer,” Defender Kin informed me flatly. 
 
    “Good to meet you,” I told the gruff man with a grin. 
 
    “Name’s Defender Barnik,” he said as he leveled his bleary green eyes with mine. “Twenty years at the Order as well. Seventeen as a Defender. Too damn early for training if you’re asking my professional opinion.” 
 
    “No one gives a shit about your opinion, Barnik,” Kin sighed. 
 
    “She’s still pissed I got promoted first,” Barnik informed me. 
 
    Kurna cleared his throat and stepped between the two stone-faced mages. “And this is Defender Hulsan. Terra Mage.” 
 
    The man standing behind the others looked nearly sixty years old by my estimate, and he kept his head shaved clean like his wrinkled face. The other two mages Kurna had brought were dressed in their official Defender gear, but this guy wore simple breeches and a tunic that looked like he’d spent several years farming in it. He also slouched like the effort of standing was irritating to him, and he had a firm scowl beneath his bushy brown eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m a Terra Mage as well,” I told the man as I extended a hand, and the mage’s own was deeply calloused as he took mine. 
 
    “I’m retired,” he informed me, “and too old to give a shit about your mages.” 
 
    I glanced at Kurna. “Uh … thanks for coming then. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Didn’t want to come,” Defender Hulsan replied. “Kurna’s a friend, I’m just doing him a favor.” 
 
    “He’s a hell of a mage,” Kurna assured me as he lightly clapped the elderly mage on the shoulder. “My brother works in his fields in the west. Hulsan here was a Defender before Abrus ever became head of the Order.” 
 
    “Fucking Abrus,” the old mage snorted with contempt. 
 
    I grinned. “How many years have you been studying magery?” 
 
    “None,” he informed me. “I taught myself. Then the Order needed Defenders, so I signed up for a laugh. Got my gear first day in the Oculus. Served thirty-five years.” The man shrugged like this meant virtually nothing to him. 
 
    “Damn,” I chuckled. “That’s pretty amazing.” 
 
    “I’m not amazed,” Defender Barnik cut in. “He’s a lazy shit these days.” 
 
    “And you’re a drunken bastard,” Hulsan told him without batting an eye. 
 
    I tried to rein in the grin on my face as I considered the ragtag group in front of me. Knowing the amount of experience they all had between them made me feel like this day might go much better than I anticipated, and the fact that they all bore aged scars on their knuckles and a few on their faces showed the extent of experience they’d gained over their many years. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to see what they could deliver in terms of magery. 
 
    “Well, I don’t discriminate,” I told the three Defenders. “I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me with these mages, and if you guys can help in any way, I’m more than honored to have you.” 
 
    Barnik let out a guttural laugh that shook his beard and nudged Defender Kin hard in the side. “Here that? He’s honored.” 
 
    “Piss off,” Kin growled as she glared at the man out of the corner of her eye. “When do we start?” 
 
    Kurna was grinning with as much amusement as myself as I gestured toward the entrance of the fields. 
 
    “Right this way,” I announced. “First session should start in about ten minutes. Make yourselves comfortable and take a look around if you want. Is there anything I can get you?” 
 
    Hulsan shrugged. “Aldrin.” 
 
    “Ale,” Barnik grunted. 
 
    “Uhh … sure,” I replied and turned to Defender Kin next. 
 
    “Just keep that idiot away from me,” she muttered before she brushed past us all to head into the fields. 
 
    Kurna and I watched the rugged mages disappear behind the wall that encircled the two training fields, and he chuckled lightly to himself. 
 
    “They’re rough,” the brawny mage admitted. 
 
    I grinned. “They’re perfect.” 
 
    By the time the first set of mages filed through the marketplace toward the fields, I was already returning from the house with a vial of pure Aldrin pollen Shoshanne had eventually handed over. It took many suspicious remarks, but once I convinced the healer I needed it for an old Terra Mage I didn’t want to piss off, she finally relented. 
 
    The healer was already pouring over her books in search of a suitable tranquilizer when I left, and I made a quick stop by the pub to get Barnik his ale along the way. 
 
    The old bartender agreed to keep ‘em coming hourly, and I left him a stack of golden coins even though he kept smiling and waving them away. 
 
    Aurora was speaking with Defender Kin when I arrived in the magery field, and from the looks of it, they got along well. I smirked as I realized they both had the same stubborn set in their chins when they were talking business, and I pitied anyone who tried to take those two women on.  
 
    I was practically bouncing on my toes as I made my way over to Barnik and Hulsan, and both men grunted by way of thanks. They stayed against the wall while they glowered at the crop of thirty young mages talking together in the center of the field, and while Barnik downed his entire pint at once, Hulsan took a dab of Aldrin on the tip of his finger. 
 
    I tried not to stare when he suddenly snorted the pollen right up his nostril, and as Aurora cocked a brow in my direction, I sent her a shrug. 
 
    This day was already becoming interesting, and the sun had hardly risen. 
 
    “So … ” I tried as I cleared my throat. “Are you two alright with the circuit idea I was mentioning earlier?” 
 
    “Nope,” Hulsan sighed. He was eyeing the construction of the wall surrounding the field with a furrowed brow, and he didn’t look too impressed. “I’ll just tell ‘em if they’re doing something wrong.” 
 
    Barnik belched. “Fuck it, I’ll do the circuit. Scare those little mages a bit. They look like they could use a rude awakening.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled, “but just remember I am trying to help them understand their magery better.” 
 
    Barnik looked insulted. 
 
    “Fear’s the best teacher there is,” he growled, and then he gestured to my bloody tunic. “Looks like ye’ know that already, yeah?” 
 
    “You’ve got a good point,” I allowed, “but don’t run them off.” 
 
    Barnik snorted at my back as I headed over to join Aurora, and Defender Kin nodded a greeting to me as I approached. 
 
    “This Ignis is a talented mage,” she informed me. “Sounds like she just needs some time to focus on her craft. If you keep her workin’ too hard, you’ll stunt her own abilities, you know. Give her some days off. I guarantee she’ll double her maneuvers in a month.” 
 
    Aurora blushed as I sent her a wink. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    We had the mages split into groups based on their elements first, and then I had each Defender lead their own series of tests with the mages in their groups to get an idea of what we were working with. 
 
    Defender Kin stood with her arms crossed and her brows furrowed while one after another of the Flumen Mages demonstrated their skill, and she didn’t respond to a single one of them. Just nodded to the next mage in line to bring them over. 
 
    Hulsan and I led the Terra Mages, and while I asked them to run through a few basic maneuvers, the old mage beside me looked on in silent disapproval. I couldn’t blame him, really. Only two mages could lift a boulder as big as themselves, and the others barely managed to make a crack in the ground, never mind pulling a full trench open. 
 
    The Ignis Mages accidentally lit a couple of their own robes on fire, but Aurora and Kurna were patient while they discussed the best approaches to use for each of them. I recognized Malika and Jenik, the boys from the library, among them, and I was glad to see they were a bit more prepared for the test than the others. 
 
    Only Defender Barnik had me a little worried. His Aer Mages kept falling to their knees, and after I zeroed in on the man’s gruff voice, I realized his test was simple, but a little intense. Each mage had to try not to suffocate in his hold for twenty seconds. 
 
    So far, no one seemed close to passing the test. 
 
    Barnik enjoyed it, though, and his low chuckle sent a chill down my spine every time he nearly left his mages unconscious. They sputtered while they recovered with blue lips and ashen faces, and when the last of them nervously stepped up to face the man, I began to wonder if he just enjoyed torturing people. 
 
    The young mage in front of him had her eyes bulging in panic already, but I was surprised to see she didn’t drop to the ground. Finally, Barnik raised a brow and nodded. 
 
    “Not bad,” the man grunted. “You might live through your first day as a Defender. Not your second, though. Back in line.” 
 
    Once the initial tests were all done, I decided to give the Defenders plenty of room to lead their groups as they saw fit for the circuit training, and I wasn’t very surprised to see all of the Aer Mages drop to the ground in unison right off the bat. 
 
    I sighed. “Is Barnik just here to kill my mages, then?” 
 
    Hulsan slowly turned his bald head and shrugged. “Doubt it,” he replied. “He’s only getting a laugh. What’s next?” 
 
    I led my Terra Mages through everything I’d asked them to try in the test while we joined in a full circuit, but Hulsan shook his head when I offered him a place in it as well. 
 
    The old mage was determined to only stand by and watch, and when we finally broke the magical connection, he gestured for me to come over as he snorted another bit of pollen. 
 
    “Three of them are getting it,” he told me, and he raised a tired arm. “That one could do the trench on his own by now, but the other two need to spend some time working with rocks.” 
 
    “How’d you get all that without being in the circuit?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “I was in the dirt,” he said with a shrug, and I couldn’t help but stare this time. 
 
    “You can do that, too?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    Then the old mage actually opened his eyes all the way, and he considered me closely for a long moment. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Hulsan finally decided. “You’re too young.” 
 
    I grinned. “Try me.” 
 
    The faintest smirk came to Hulsan’s thinning lips, and I felt his magic spark around me a split second before my own did. I sent my Terra Magic into the soil beneath us, and I almost lost my focus when I sensed something different there for the first time since I’d developed the ability. 
 
    I could feel the presence of the old mage sifting through the dirt as well, and it reminded me of some of the oldest roots I’d come across while I scanned the jungles in Nalnora. It was complex in a way I couldn’t quite grasp the distinction of, but it continued outward and beyond the walls of the field in an instant. 
 
    I furrowed my brow and pushed my own magic outward as well, and when I reached the furthest bounds of the village, the old man’s magic continued far beyond the scope of my own. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I chuckled as I broke the connection. 
 
    The old mage wasn’t smiling anymore, though. 
 
    “Who taught you?” Hulsan asked me with a skeptical eye. 
 
    “I taught myself, actually,” I told the man. “Aurora, the woman with the blue hair over there, has been a big help from the beginning, though. She was the first mage I ever met, and she was the one who told me I was a mage in the first place. We share what we learn with each other as our abilities improve, but I haven’t formally trained at the Oculus yet. Well, besides Abrus’ initial test, but he was mostly trying to embarrass me.” 
 
    I showed the man my Mage’s Mark, and when he abruptly caught my arm in his calloused hand, I jumped in surprise. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked as he eyed my hand closely. The faint silver line running through the Terra symbol glinted more noticeably in the morning sun, and I pulled my attention away from the badly faded mark on the old man’s hand. 
 
    “Oh, I’m a dual mage,” I explained. “Terra and Metal magic. I haven’t met anyone else who can influence metal yet, but I’ve done alright teaching myself with that, too.” 
 
    Hulsan released my arm and stared at me in disbelief, and I shifted uncomfortably under the scrutiny while I waited for him to speak again. After a full minute went by, I finally cleared my throat and gestured to the Terra Mages, and when I returned to the group to continue the lesson, the old man kept a sharp eye on my back. 
 
    At the end of the first hour, I left the mages in the hands of the other Defenders and headed over to the weapons field to check how Cayla was doing. 
 
    The princess stood at the head of the field with all thirty mages in a strict line around the clearing. They each had daggers in hand and were practicing hurling them across the field, and from the look of it, they were doing pretty damn well. 
 
    “We need targets,” Cayla informed me when I came to her side. 
 
    “Deal,” I replied, and then I summoned my Terra Magic as I turned my palms toward the mages and raised my voice a bit. “Nobody move for a second.” 
 
    All of the mage halted practice with their daggers in hand, and I closed my eyes as I formed a mental image of the field with the position of every mage dotting the schematics. Then I measured twenty feet out from each of them, and in one motion, thirty pillars rose from the ground to a height of nine feet. I softened the substrate to be sure the daggers could impale the targets without dulling the blades, and when I opened my eyes, there was a series of targets in a semicircle around the back half of the field. 
 
    “How’s that?” I asked Cayla. 
 
    “Perfect,” she sighed. “When should I move on to firearms?” 
 
    “Let them work with the targets for another twenty minutes,” I decided as about half the mages managed to hit their marks. “I’ll help with the revolvers if you wanna take rifles.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Cayla agreed. 
 
    “Where’s Deya?” I asked as I scanned the group of mages. “Has she not come back yet?” 
 
    Cayla sent me a grimace. “She’s here, but she’s back there in the corner. A few mages made some comments to her, and she decided to watch for this session instead. I’m not really sure what happened.” 
 
    I turned to find Deya sitting with her back against the wall while she absentmindedly turned a dagger around in her hands. So, I made my way over to her, and the beautiful elf’s eyes lit up when she saw me coming. 
 
    “What are you doing over here?” I asked with a grin, and Deya’s smile fell immediately. 
 
    “Oh, I just felt like watching.” The elf shrugged, but I wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “What’d they say?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Deya assured me. 
 
    “Like hell it doesn’t,” I scoffed. “Tell me.” 
 
    “They’re just young, Mason,” she sighed. “I really don’t care what they say, but I didn’t feel like being teased about it, so I will wait until the next session to join the practice.” 
 
    I nodded as I crossed my arms. “Point them out.” 
 
    The beautiful elf pointed to three mages who were probably eighteen or nineteen years old, and they were the only ones chuckling and half-focused on their practice.  
 
    I eyed the cocky grins on their faces as I tried not to smirk. “What’d they say?” 
 
    “They wanted to use my ears for their target practice,” Deya muttered, and I turned to see a deep blush on her cheeks. “They’re just being silly, Mason. Don’t bother with them. How is the training going with Aurora?” 
 
    “It’s going well,” I replied, but I was already heading into the field. 
 
    I strolled over to the three mages who’d seen fit to insult the beautiful elf, and as I pulled a dagger from my belt, only one of them noticed I was approaching. 
 
    He was too late to warn his friend, though, and I caught the largest of the chuckling mages around the back to lock the edge of my blade at his throat. 
 
    The guy gasped as I buckled his knees for him, but his struggling only made the blade press more firmly into his skin, and he quickly realized there was no way he was breaking out of this hold. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve met,” I growled. “I’m Defender Flynt.” 
 
    “D-Defender Flynt?” the mage stammered, and his tone suggested he recognized the name. 
 
    “That’s right,” I replied. “I just thought I’d come over and introduce myself since I heard the three of you have been talking to my woman.” 
 
    “Your what?” he gasped as I tightened my hold another measure. “Who?” 
 
    “The beautiful woman you wanted to use for target practice,” I growled. 
 
    The other two mages’ eyes went wide, and they immediately dropped their daggers in the dirt as they stepped back a few paces. 
 
    “Hey, we were only playing around,” one of them tried. “We didn’t know who she was.” 
 
    A single bead of blood broke across my blade at the words, and the mage in my hold squirmed in panic while his two friends backed away another step. Several other mages near us had stopped what they were doing to watch, and I could hear their nervous muttering as I kept a gaze on the mage in my grip. 
 
    “You look like a pretty stupid guy,” I told him in a low voice, “so I’m gonna make this real easy for your to remember. When you come into my town, you keep your mouths shut and your eyes straight ahead, got it? If I hear one word about any of you disrespecting my women, or any of my mages for that matter, I’m gonna line each of you up in the middle of this field for next week’s demonstration. We’ll be learning about slitting throats, but I’ve found it’s more effective to have live dummies for something like that. The amount of blood that spills dictates how precise the angle of the blade is. You get where I’m going with this?” 
 
    “Y-yes Defender Flynt,” the mage gasped as he clutched my arm to try and spare his neck, but my blade remained firmly in place as another bead of blood bloomed against it. 
 
    I glanced up at the other two mages next, and only when they nodded fervently in understanding did I finally drop their friend to the dirt beneath me. Then I brushed the bit of his blood from my dagger and returned it to my sheath. 
 
    The mage on the ground scrambled over to his two friends and righted himself, and when they all just stared at me in shock, I cocked a brow. 
 
    “What’d I say about those eyes, boys?” 
 
    With a jolt, all three mages quickly turned toward their targets instead, and I left them frozen where they stood as I made my way back across the field. 
 
    Deya was smiling from ear to ear by now, and she hopped right into my arms to kiss me when I reached her. 
 
    “I know you said it doesn’t matter to you,” I said as I held her gaze steadily, “but it matters to me. I told you I’d make sure you were safe in Illaria, and I meant it, so you tell me if anyone says a word to you.” 
 
    “Only if you’re going to do something as sexy as that every time,” the beautiful elf giggled. “I like when you threaten mages for me. Do it again.” 
 
    I sighed and set Deya back on the ground. “Alright, now you’re just causing trouble.” 
 
    “Please?” she giggled once more. “You could stab one of them a little bit.” 
 
    “Let’s see what you can do with that dagger,” I chuckled. 
 
    Deya gave me a demonstration of her throwing skills, and after she made her mark dead on ten times in a row, Cayla sent me a wink. 
 
    I was beyond proud to see the princess’ skills rubbing off on the beautiful elf, and after watching the two women in a brief hand-to-hand face off, I decided Deya could graduate to swords. 
 
    She moved with the telltale swiftness I’d seen in the elves in Nalnora, and even though Cayla had more experience, Deya nearly caught her in the gut three times. The beautiful elf used distinct maneuvers I recognized from Aurora, but a couple of her turns were identical to Shoshanne’s, and knowing all of the women had been dedicating their attention to Deya’s training made me grin with pride. 
 
    She’d be as deadly as her brother within a month. 
 
    Two young mages ended up watching with wide eyes as the two women exhibited the elf’s progress, and when I finally called off the sparring session, I heard them clapping enthusiastically. 
 
    “Will we be able to do that soon?” one of the girls asked Cayla as they came over. 
 
    “We’ll see, won’t we?” Cayla replied with a smirk. 
 
    “You’ve got your work cut out for you,” I told the two girls, and I gestured to Deya who hadn’t even broken a sweat. “She only started training yesterday. You think you can beat her time?” 
 
    “Yesterday?” they gasped as they gaped in unison. 
 
    Deya blushed and nodded, and the two girls promptly returned to their targets. 
 
    I left the women to their work as I headed over to the magery field to check on the progress over there, and I could hardly believe it when I found Defender Kin’s Flumen Mages pulling full geysers up from beneath the ground. 
 
    Kurna managed to get his Ignis Mages to project their flames with one hand, while simultaneously dousing their neighbor’s attack with the other, and Aurora was overseeing everyone while she made the rounds between the different elements to give instructions here and there. 
 
    Defender Barnik’s end of the field was throwing dirt up all over the place while their circuit held their palms toward the sky to form a cyclone around them, and as I registered the nervous looks on their faces, I directed my hearing toward their instructor. 
 
    “Not a hair beyond this line,” Barnik barked above the howling wind, and he dragged his boot across the dirt to circle the Aer Mages. He had a fresh mug of ale in hand, and the streaks of white in his hair blew free from his braid in a way that made him look like a crazed scientist. “If I see one speck of dirt shift out here, I’m gonna strangle the lot of ye’ until your veins bulge from your heads. I battled a mage once who did the opposite. He filled my lungs with air until they were ready to burst. Now, I’m not gonna do that to you lot just yet because I have a feeling you little dears would take to crying, but if you keep rustlin’ those trees over there, I’ll do it. You mark me on that one. Not a hair beyond this line, ye’ got it?” 
 
    I raised my brows and scanned the rest of the field, and as I realized this was only the first session of the day, I began to feel like we might actually give the Master a run for his money. With progress being made at this pace, the mages would be able to begin dueling against differing elements within a few days. 
 
    Then I caught sight of Defender Hulsan sleeping against the wall, and I let out a heavy sigh as I headed over to the Terra Mages. 
 
    To their credit, they kept up their practice with forming trenches, but the work wasn’t nearly up to par in my opinion, so I had them join in pairs and try it in circuits that way, and when they started making progress, I instructed them to move onto walls while I headed back over to the weapons field. 
 
    Cayla was just finishing handing out guns to the few mages who didn’t have any yet, and when I joined her and looked out across the field, the three young men in the far corner abruptly set their gazes straight ahead of them as they clamped their jaws shut. 
 
    I smirked and turned to Cayla. “Ready?” 
 
    After I split the mages down the middle and formed a stout wall at the other end of the field, Cayla and I took turns demonstrating how to load and fire the rifle and revolver. Then I sent several chunks of rock up into the air for the princess to shoot down in order to show the mages what I wanted them to work up to, and when the last bits of rubble cascaded to the ground, I realized it had suddenly grown quiet in the next field. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, and the three Defenders Kurna invited had abandoned their groups at some point during the demonstration. They formed a rigid line of scowls now, but I could tell by the look in their eyes that they were mostly just shocked. 
 
    Barnik was the first to snap out of his state, and he briskly stormed over to me and Cayla with a severe expression. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” he demanded as he snatched Cayla’s rifle right out of her hands. 
 
    The princess tried not to laugh. “It’s called a rifle. Mason makes them.” 
 
    “You made this?” Barnik clarified. 
 
    “I did. You wanna give it a try?” 
 
    Even beneath his beard, I could tell his grin was a deadly one. 
 
    “Hell yeah, I do,” he growled. 
 
    Cayla swiftly knocked his boots to get him in the right stance, and then she leveled his arms to show him how to aim properly. 
 
    “Deep breath, and both eyes open,” she instructed. “Keep your shoulder firmly in place when you pull that lever, too. It kicks back when it fires, and you’ll lose your aim if you don’t hold it steady.” 
 
    The burly mage followed her advice to a tee, and the wall at the other end of the field cracked with another direct hit. 
 
    A guttural laugh immediately followed, and Barnik glanced at Cayla with a look I recognized. To be fair, it was nearly impossible to ignore how fucking sexy she was with a rifle. 
 
    “What is your name, lovely?” Barnik asked with a sly grin. 
 
    “Princess Balmier,” she replied pointedly. 
 
    “Princess, is it? Well, Your Highness, I like a woman who knows how to kill a man swift,” he informed her. “Teach me to do the same though, and I’d be hard pressed not to love ye’.” 
 
    Cayla couldn’t help but giggle, but she sent me an amused glance. 
 
    “I can’t take the credit,” she assured Defender Barnik, “Mason taught me everything I know.” 
 
    “Mason, is it?” he said as he furrowed his wiry brows. “Don’t tell me you’re on a first name basis. It’d break my heart.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll recover,” Cayla replied coolly. 
 
    I chuckled and sent the mages to their posts to get them started practicing with their guns, and while Cayla showed Defender Barnik how to load the rifle, I walked among the others to be sure no one shot their fingers off. 
 
    The mages handled the weapons gingerly at first, but once they practiced loading and unloading a few times, they gained enough confidence to keep from trembling as they took their aim. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as yelps of shock kept rising up all over the place whenever they pulled the triggers, but by the end of the session, they were mostly just jumping without yelling out. 
 
    We dismissed both groups right at the two-hour mark with instructions to swap fields at the same time tomorrow, and while they chattered excitedly together and filed back into the village, I began fixing the damage to the fields for the next round. 
 
    Defender Hulsan remained posted against the wall while I worked, and he didn’t lift a finger to help me out, but I didn’t mind, really. After sensing the man’s abilities through his presence in the soil earlier, I was more intrigued by him than anything. Given that the old mage didn’t take his eyes off me for a second, I got the impression I might have intrigued him as well. 
 
    Defender Barnik headed straight for the pub to pass the thirty-minute break before the next group of mages would arrive, and I was glad to see Aurora and Defender Kin deep in conversation about magery again. Cayla and Deya took advantage of the clear field to begin practicing with a sword, and I was just about to head to the pub myself when Hulsan beckoned me over. 
 
    Then he snorted a bit more Aldrin pollen while I came to his side. 
 
    “Those weapons,” he said between a couple hearty coughs, “you use that Metal Magic to make them?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure did. I have a couple other designs, but they’re for long-range attacks. I’ll be leaving to work on a more advanced project in a little bit. It’s sort of like a giant metal guard, but they’re armed with similar mechanisms for defense measures. I’m trying to guard the village and the Oculus with them.” 
 
    “You ever consider not wasting your time with the Oculus?” Huslan asked, and the question caught me off guard. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said after a minute. “I don’t see defending the kingdom and the mages of the Order as a waste of time.” 
 
    “What do you see it as?” 
 
    “A challenge,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    Defender Hulsan furrowed his black brows and nodded again. 
 
    “You go and work on that project of yours,” he finally said. “I’ll teach the Terra Mages for you.” 
 
    “Only if you’re up for it,” I offered. “I know working with the younger mages is probably redundant for you, but as they improve, you might enjoy passing on your knowledge a bit. I sensed your abilities in the soil. You have the kind of experience that could really change the way these Terra Mages connect with their element.” 
 
    “You have the kind of experience a man your age doesn’t usually possess,” Hulsan informed me as he sized me up from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied earnestly. “I’ve worked hard to get here.” 
 
    The compliment meant twice as much coming from a mage with his type of connection to his element, and the fact that he’d taught himself as well gave me the sense we were a bit alike.  
 
    Aside from the pollen addiction, but then again, I was probably addicted to my women.  
 
    I was about to ask him how old he was when he learned how to sink into the soil when someone cleared their throat lightly, and I turned to find Jenik nervously waiting at my back. 
 
    “You did well today,” I told him as I clapped him on the shoulder. “Looks like you and Malika are the top of your class.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said as he straightened up a bit. “We tried to do our best today, sir.” 
 
    “It’s Mason,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Actually, sir,” the kid tried, “I was wondering if I could talk to you about that.” 
 
    “About my name?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “No, sir,” he said with a nervous laugh. “A-About your knighthood. I was just wondering … I mean, if you don’t mind, umm, it’s just … ” 
 
    Huslan and I exchanged a glance, and I tried not to smirk at how frazzled the kid had suddenly become. 
 
    “Go on,” I led. 
 
    “Well it’s just, I-I was wondering if you needed a squire, sir,” he said in a rush. 
 
    That I hadn’t expected. 
 
    “A squire?” I clarified. “You wanna be a knight one day?” 
 
    Jenik nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I would’ve thought you wanted to be a Defender,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I want to learn about my magery, sir, but I’d rather join the King’s guard one day,” he admitted. “My father was knighted by King Temin, and he left me his sword when he died. I want to fight for Illaria like he did, but I don’t have anyone to train me. I just thought, m-maybe you might need a squire?” 
 
    I was still getting used to the whole idea of being a knight, but I knew the concept well from my life back on Earth, and the custom of a squire training under a knight had always seemed dignified to me. I already had my hands full with everything I was trying to accomplish in Illaria, but it was hard to pass up the opportunity to train a young man to be a hell of a knight. 
 
    So, I decided I’d give it a try, even though I didn’t know the first thing about having a squire. 
 
    “Alright, Jenik,” I told the kid with a grin. “If you wanna be a knight, I’ll do what I can to see you get there.” 
 
    Jenik gaped. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I chuckled. “You start tomorrow.” 
 
    “Th-thank you sir,” Jenik said as a giant grin came to his face. “I won’t let you down, sir. I’ll be here bright and early.” 
 
    Huslan chuckled to himself as the kid tripped over his feet on his way back toward the village, and I shook my head as I wondered if I was out of my mind. It seemed like I couldn’t help but take on more and more responsibilities lately, but Jenik was a decent mage with solid dedication, so I hoped the work would go along seamlessly. 
 
    When I turned my attention back to Huslan, the old mage was grinning at the ground. 
 
    “I’ll help you with the mages,” he said with half a chuckle. “Won’t do any circuit training when they’re this new, but maybe when they advance a bit.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I headed for the village once the fields were fully reformed, and I found the marketplace buzzing with mages eagerly discussing what they’d learned. Those who were arriving for the next session listened attentively to everything they had to say, and from the conversations I picked up, it sounded like the younger mages were finally dedicated to their craft. 
 
    Kurna caught me on his way into the pub to say he expected the Defenders from the Oculus to stop by later that day to meet with me, and I let him know I’d be at the shop working if he needed anything. 
 
    Before I left the village, I grabbed a few of the more enthusiastic mages, and I sent them to the lookout towers along the edges of the training fields. If I wasn’t there to scan the area, I wanted to be sure the mages were safe in the walled in clearing, and once everything was arranged, I finally made my way back toward the house. 
 
    I was buzzing off the success of our first training session with the mages, and the prospect of a full day of building ahead of me made me practically giddy. The house was quiet when I arrived except for the padding of Ruela’s paws as she came into the atrium to greet me, and after I scouted the entire village to find Shoshanne’s voice in the training fields with the others, I finally sat down to begin my work. 
 
    The snatcher machine would be first, and since he would be dealing with all kinds of terrain, I decided to give him triangular tracks like Big Guy. 
 
    I formed the outer treads of the track out of malleable steel plates so he would move more quietly over the ground, and once these plates were linked into a continuous chain, I moved on to the rotational axis that would turn the treads. This automaton would need to keep his balance while supporting the weight of any mages he captured and stowed in the netting, so I formed this part to be about twice as big as I’d tried last time. 
 
    With three wheel-gears mounted in a triangular shape to spin on cohesion with one another, I tested the rotation of the mechanism for both tracks. Then I secured the malleable treads around them and used my Metal Magic to set the wheels in motion and move the independent tracks around the room. They moved fluidly both forward and backwards on the first try, so I moved on to securing these two tracks to the base of what would essentially be the automaton’s body. 
 
    I wanted his upper body to have full rotational ability not only to simplify storing the mages in the nets, but also in case he was tracking mages who were on the move or fleeing from him. 
 
    With this in mind, I formed a sturdy square base and fused the central mount of the two tracks to either side, and then I began to create what resembled a giant bearing with a gaping hole in the center where the upper body would be mounted. This way, the bearings would allow for clockwise and counterclockwise rotation of the torso, and nothing would keep the snatcher from having the ability to swivel all the way around if need be. 
 
    The giant bearing had about thirty hefty steel balls within the casing, and after a few minor adjustments to be sure none of them would stick and interrupt movement, I grabbed a chunk of iron and formed a solid cylinder about a foot in diameter. 
 
     The snatcher’s center point would steady his balance more than anything, so I fused the giant cylinder directly to the inner ring of the bearing, and I grinned as I sent my magic into the steel to test how quickly the torso would be able to change directions. 
 
    A few of the balls in the bearing crunched to a lock on the first abrupt change, but once I made the outer ring of the bearing slightly more malleable, the shock was absorbed better and allowed the cylinder to switch directions without any issues. 
 
    This meant I could move onto the torso, and I knew I would need plenty of copper wiring in order to direct the power of the gem more directly to the proper outlets. 
 
    I pulled a chunk of copper from the shelf, and then I began slowly reforming the metal into solid twelve gauge wire. With about two millimeters of diameter, the wiring would be sturdy enough to withstand a hard hit if the automaton was attacked, but not so stiff that the movement of the arms would be hindered. The channeling gem would be mounted at the central wiring hub on the snatcher’s chest, and I wanted the gem to remain in contact with every point of mobility if anything like that happened. 
 
    While I used my magic to draw the wiring from the chunk of copper and wind it directly into a spool, I heard the next session with the mages in the field begin. Defender Huslan was interacting more with the Terra Mages already, and I couldn’t help wondering what had changed his tune about the whole arrangement. 
 
    He didn’t sound too enthusiastic by any means, and I could picture the tired look on his face just from hearing his drawling tone. 
 
    Still, I was grateful he’d taken an interest at all, because a guy like him could have easily turned right back around and sat his ass down on his farm for the rest of his life. 
 
    His question about me working to defend the Oculus suggested he didn’t see much merit in the operation, and part of me was dying to hear the story behind that. I had a hard time believing he’d always felt this way considering he’d served as a Defender for thirty-five years. 
 
    With a decent amount of copper wiring already spooled, I turned my attention to crafting the arms of the snatcher next, and even though I based the design a lot on Big Guy’s makeup, I expanded the final product to match the greater size of this one. I also used a series of steel plates to construct the limbs since solid steel would be incredibly heavy and add to the noise the automaton made as it traveled around. 
 
    While I worked on assembling the two identical limbs and adjusted the steel plates to keep the design as sleek as I had in mind, I kept my ears trained to the village to practice a bit with my runes. Talking with the women the night before had given me an extra push to keep at it, and the fact that I somehow didn’t have a headache was just the extra incentive I needed. 
 
    The first and easiest task was locating each of my women, and it sounded like Shoshanne was helping Defender Kin, while Aurora continued working with Kurna. Deya was right at Cayla’s side which worried me for a moment, but when I caught their conversation, I burst out laughing. 
 
    Apparently, Defender Barnik had hit on Deya too, and finding out she was on a first name basis with me as well had sent ale spewing from his nose all down his beard. 
 
    Beyond the noise of the mages in the pubs and those practicing in the fields, I picked up the distant rumble of the train coming down the tracks, and I grinned as it pulled into the station near the mines. It was a sound no one in this realm had ever heard up until a month ago, but to me, it brought back a hundred memories of my last life. I couldn’t imagine having to get around Chicago with the runes I wore now. 
 
    The runes were slowly becoming less apparent to me, though, and as I moved on to sketching the elbow joints of the automaton, I realized I hadn’t noticed their muttering at all today. 
 
    I paused in my work to concentrate for a moment, and I could still make out the distinct difference in the elements of the three runes, but just as easily, I could turn my focus outward and let them fade to little more than a hum in my mind. 
 
    I grinned to myself as this realization eased my concerns about the runes by several degrees, but there was still a lingering fear that made my chest feel tight when I remembered the biggest task ahead of me. I’d managed to calm my women’s worries about the healing rune, and half that battle was insisting I could find a solution. 
 
    In actuality, I had no fucking idea how I was going to train with this rune and not harm anyone. I’d never had an issue with being too deadly for my own good, and the notion began to make my heart pound heavy in my ears all over again. 
 
    Then another sound caught my attention. 
 
    It was the heavy shuffling of what sounded like large boots heading this way and the whir of tracks that wasn’t coming from the ones beside me on the shop floor. 
 
    I shot to my feet and left the atrium in only three long strides, and just as the heavy boots scuffed across the dirt outside the house, I pulled the wooden doors open to find a big green face grinning at me. 
 
    “Thought I’d make enough noise so you’d notice,” Haragh chuckled. “Just in case you and those women were up to anything.” 
 
    Behind the half-ogre, I could see Big Guy rolling his way over, and on his shoulder, Stan stood waving wildly with one arm and pointing to his big brother with the other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Hugging a giant metal man wasn’t something I thought I’d be doing in this realm, but I couldn’t help it. The minute I saw Big Guy and Stan, it was like my own sons coming home from a long trip, except they looked nothing like me or any of my women. 
 
    Stan leapt onto my head and buried his little metal face in my hair, and Big Guy … well he couldn’t necessarily hug me back, but I sensed he was just as happy as I was. 
 
    “You look fantastic!” I laughed as I took a turn around the machine to be sure he wasn’t too dinged up or rusted anywhere. He looked as good as ever without a single plate out of place, but I did notice a new mark had been hammered into his metal, and for a moment I feared the worst. 
 
    Until I realized it wasn’t a rune at all, but a symbol I recognized from Orebane, and I sent Big Guy a pointed look. 
 
    “So, you joined the dwarven ranks, huh?” I asked the metal man. 
 
    Big Guy raised his arm like he wanted to show off his new mark, and I chuckled as I raised my own as well to show him my runes. 
 
    “Thrungrig’s mark does look cool, but I think I’ve got you beat, Big Guy,” I told him. “Three to one. If you want some fancy upgrades, though, I don’t mind. I was actually just working on a project I think you’re gonna like.” 
 
    Haragh and Big Guy followed me into the atrium, and the moment they saw the partial construction I had going on, both halted on the spot. If Big Guy had a face, he’d probably have furrowed his brows, but Haragh looked confused enough for the both of them. 
 
    “What the hell?” he growled. “You sent me all the way up to Orebane and then you just built a replacement anyway?” 
 
    Big Guy’s channeling gem flared, and I knew the half-ogre’s words hurt his feelings. 
 
    “Not a replacement!” I quickly corrected. “Never a replacement, come on, Big Guy … you know I could never replace you. This is another brother for you guys! I thought you’d be excited! Here, look at the drawing, it’ll all make sense.” 
 
    I grabbed the parchment from the worktable and brought it over, and as I held it up to Big Guy, I realized I was showing a faceless man a picture which was kind of strange. 
 
    “Hmm … ” I mused, “maybe I should get you a head first. You seem to do alright without one, but I feel like it would really top you off.” 
 
    Haragh snorted. “That’s the idea of a head, yeah?” 
 
    I chuckled and nodded my agreement, but since Big Guy didn’t seem amused, I decided to fill them all in on my plans to ease the tension. He did travel all this way just to find another automaton in the middle of my shop. 
 
    Haragh’s eyes gradually got wider as I broke down the design for him and the plans we’d been making, and when I finished, Stan suddenly dropped from my head onto the parchment. 
 
    The little metal man pointed to the sketch of the snatcher and gave me one decisive nod that couldn’t possibly be misinterpreted. 
 
    “That’s such a relief,” I sighed,” I was hoping you guys would like this one.” 
 
    Big Guy remained frozen in place, though, and I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Not good?” I asked uneasily. 
 
    Stan tugged my arm to let me know he wanted a lift, and once he was in my palm, he pointed the way to Big Guy’s shoulder. From his perch on his big brother, Stan gave the metal machine a reassuring pat before he pointed to what I had finished of the snatcher so far. 
 
    Then he lifted his arms and did a pose that reminded me a lot of a bodybuilder. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Too big?” 
 
    Stan nodded and pointed to Big Guy. 
 
    “Hey now,” I tried, “he has to be bigger because he’s gonna be carrying so much weight. You’ll still be the Big Guy, though.” 
 
    Stan shook his head and struck another pose, and I couldn’t help but grin at his little arms. 
 
    “Alright, I get it,” I chuckled as I turned to Big Guy. “How about this? First off, we’ll give you a head because I think you’d really enjoy having a face, and then I’ll bulk you out a bit. Is that cool? Give you some bigger arms maybe … ” 
 
    Stan pointed to the sky, and Haragh let out a sigh. 
 
    “Ah, give him more than that,” he suggested. “Make him fuckin’ huge. He’s a good guy, and he’s been workin’ his ass off up at those mines.” 
 
    With Stan nodding excitedly, and Big Guy’s channeling gem burning brighter just at the thought, I couldn’t possibly object to the new plan. 
 
    “If you wanna be bigger than your brother, I’ll build you up,” I told the metal machine, “but I’m gonna do it now so I can get back to the snatcher and not worry about another thing.” 
 
    Big Guy promptly rolled his way over, and he unceremoniously bumped my other project so it was shoved far under the worktable. 
 
    I sighed as I pulled some more steel from the shelf. “When he’s awake, I expect both of you to make an effort to welcome him into the family.” 
 
    Haragh pulled a stool up from the floor of the shop while I tried to decide where to begin with Big Guy, and as I carefully started adding bits of steel here and there to expand his treads and bulk out his base frame, I explained to the half-ogre about the training sessions and the Defenders who had joined us. 
 
    “You got Barnik out here?” the half-ogre chuckled. “He’s a hell of a mage, and a decent drinker, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed,” I replied, and Stan pointed to Big Guy’s forearms next. 
 
    “Never heard of the other two, but if Kurna brought ‘em by, it’s probably a good deal,” Haragh admitted. 
 
    “That reminds me, do you recognize any of these names?” I asked, and I pulled the two lists of suspected leaders from my pocket. “Kurna recognized a few of them, but not the others.” 
 
    Haragh studied the list for a moment, and while I formed a step stool so I could reach the top of the growing automaton, the half-ogre’s expression darkened. 
 
    “I know a few of ‘em,” Haragh said after a moment. “Don’t wanna worry ye’, but this is a fuckin’ scary bunch of mages on here. Where’d you get these names?” 
 
    “When we went to the Oculus, Aurora and Shoshanne spoke with some of the mages there to help me figure out who’s helping the Master lead the ones he’s branded already,” I explained. “Aloshi and I’m guessing Dahko were the ones who were orchestrating the mass branding in the marketplace that I mentioned, but besides them and Ravvo, Kurna couldn’t tell me much.” 
 
    “Well, Dahko’s a wild card,” Haragh assured me, “but he’s nothing compared to Lokar. He’s a Terra Mage, too. I saw him training with Abrus once, and the man managed to form a damn volcano right behind the Oculus. Abrus refused to train him after that, and he left the Order the next day. Haven’t seen him since, but if he’s on this list, I’d guess he’s been back recently.” 
 
    I paused in my work and stared. “A volcano?” 
 
    “Aye.” Haragh nodded. “Pretty clever, but I can’t imagine how he did it. Where the hell do ye’ get lava?” 
 
    “Under the crust,” I replied blankly. “He really pulled it up from that deep down?” 
 
    “What crust?” 
 
    “The makeup of a planet has a crust layer,” I explained, “which is what we work with. The dirt, the rocks, all that. But underneath there could be anything, and if Lokar pulled up lava, he either altered the state of the substrate to create it, or this planet has magma beneath its crust.” 
 
    Haragh nodded, but I could tell he was lost. “How you know shit like this?” 
 
    “Traveling,” I mumbled as I turned back to my work. “Godsdamnit, though. If Lokar’s that strong, he could do anything to this kingdom. He could bring the whole Oculus down with a wave of his hand.” 
 
    “Don’t even speak it,” the half-ogre warned. 
 
    “If that’s what we’re up against, I’d rather know than not know,” I replied. “We have to be prepared to counter this guy. Can you make a volcano?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then you know what you’ve gotta work on,” I said with a smirk. “In the meantime, what do you think of this? Big enough?” 
 
    Big Guy towered two feet above my head when I climbed back to the ground, and after I’d bulked him out with some filler steel and a few extra plates here and there, he looked sturdy enough to smash right through the side of a mountain if I told him to. 
 
    Stan dropped flat on his ass to express how shocking the upgrade was, but Haragh stood with a giant grin on his face. 
 
    “There ye’ are,” he mused. “That’s a damn killing machine right there. The two of you could probably go head to head with the way you’ve been fightin’. Except he don’t have a head yet.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I chuckled. “Hang on.” 
 
    I formed a rounded head with a similar structure to the battle helms I’d seen the dwarves use in Orebane, and I decided to keep the face simple. Two eyes with nothing else would be all he needed, but I did alter the steel between his shoulders to create a pivot joint so he could turn his head from side to side. 
 
    Then I mounted the head on Big Guy and fused the metal in place, and the second everything was finalized, I almost stumbled off my stool as the eyes suddenly lit up. 
 
    The strange blue glow of Big Guy’s channeling gem stared ominously back at me, and I got chills as I imagined coming up against him in the woods at night. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll do,” Haragh agreed. 
 
    Big Guy turned his head ever so slightly to look at the half-ogre, and I had to laugh as the giant man actually stepped back a pace with fear glinting in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m the same old Haragh,” the half-ogre told Big Guy nervously. “Don’t uh … don’t be gettin’ scary or nothing now that you look it, alright? We’re friends if ye’ don’t recall.” 
 
    Big Guy slowly rolled over to Haragh, and as the half-ogre shrank against the wall, a massive metal arm raised up to gently pat him on the shoulder. 
 
    “See?” I chuckled. “Same old Big Guy, too. We’ll get used to the upgrades.” 
 
    Haragh grinned and nodded to the machine with relief. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t suggest going head to head with him now, just ‘cause ye’ might have a heart attack, but otherwise--” 
 
    “Wait,” I cut in. “What’d you say before?” 
 
    “Many things,” Haragh said with confusion. 
 
    “No, you said he’s a killing machine,” I recalled as my heart began to pound with excitement. “That’s it. Haragh, you just saved my ass.” 
 
    The half-ogre shrugged. “You’re welcome?” 
 
    “Holy shit!” I laughed, and the amount of relief I felt couldn’t be expressed any better than that. “This is perfect! Big Guy, you’re gonna help me fix all of this and no one has to die, come on.” 
 
    I beelined for the doors of the atrium, and I was already outside when I realized Big Guy was too big to leave the house on his own now. Haragh and Stan followed me, though, and while they stared in confusion, I quickly sparked my magic to lift the giant metal machine up out of the atrium and set him down in the clearing between the trees and the house. Then I unsealed the trunk of the Mustang and grabbed two swords to sheath on my belt before I eagerly turned to face the menacing eyes of the killing machine. 
 
    “Big Guy,” I said as I readied my stance, “I need you to try to kill me.” 
 
    “Hold up!” Haragh immediately protested. “I wasn’t challenging ye’ to it or nothing--” 
 
    “No, this is good!” I assured him. “Step back, though, so you don’t get hurt. I need someone to try and kill me who I can’t accidentally kill. If I injure Big Guy, I can just rebuild him, and he’s more deadly than anything in this village. This is perfect. Big Guy, go on.” 
 
    Haragh was about to protest again when Big Guy’s massive blade suddenly shot from his arm, and he raised it at the ready. 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I took a steadying breath, “try to kill me, but please don’t if that’s at all possible. I just need you take your best shot, and don’t let up. Give me everything you’ve got.” 
 
    “This is fucking crazy,” Haragh groaned as he shuffled several paces back with Stan nervously clinging to his earlobe. 
 
    A sinister grin came to my face, and I nodded my agreement. “Crazy is exactly what I need right now.” 
 
    I beckoned Big Guy forward as I braced myself for the attack, and after a brief moment of hesitation, the metal man drove at me with his sword leveled right at my heart. 
 
    I had my own sword out in a flash as I blocked the strike, and the strength of our steel clashing together sent a shockwave through my arm and right to my spine. Then I was locked in a sparring match with the deadly machine, and every blow shook my entire body as he advanced relentlessly. 
 
    At first, I was only fighting as best I could, but when I locked eyes with Big Guy, my runes suddenly surged to the forefront of my mind, and I felt the familiar leaden weight pressing down. 
 
    I grinned at the menacing machine and powered through another few blows, and as I let the runes take over, I knew I was in kill mode again. 
 
    So, I leaned into it because Big Guy already had me backed against a tree, but then I ducked his next hit and rolled to the side, and when I righted myself, I put every ounce of effort into not wanting to kill him. 
 
    Which it turned out was impossible. 
 
    Big Guy swung his arm around, and when it slammed into my torso, I was thrown into the air and sent flying backward. I crashed into the side of the house with a sickening crunch, and as I fell to my knees, I coughed to try and get my lungs working again. 
 
    The rune was already healing me while its power pulsed furiously in my veins, and I slowly stood as my vision faded into a predatory tunnel with only Big Guy in my sights. 
 
    Then I nodded once more, and the machine came at me with everything he had. 
 
    I took a few more hard knocks to the stomach between the strikes of Big Guy’s sword, and the automatic maneuvers I made were nearly out of my control by this point. I countered his attacks until my sword was completely battered and bent, and then I threw it aside and broke the earth apart. 
 
    Big Guy swiftly dodged the trench, and when he circled around to deliver a deadly blow with his sword, I felt an uncontrollable surge of my powers shoot straight through my arms. 
 
    I tore a mass of stone up and brought it crashing down on the metal man, and as it crumbled around the sturdy arm he blocked himself with, I felt my powers shift gears once more. With a single wrenching motion, I ripped the entire metal machine apart, and steel flew out for several yards around the forest with bits of shredded copper wiring. 
 
    I stood there panting heavily while my rune gradually quieted down, and when my vision normalized again, Big Guy was nothing but a pair of tracks. 
 
    “What the hell!” Haragh gasped and came barreling over. “You killed him!” 
 
    “Give me a second,” I panted as my heart continued to slam in my chest. Every inch of my body ached from the throttling I’d taken, but with the elements of the healing rune scattered through my body just beneath the surface, I had the overwhelming sense of being completely fine. 
 
    I knew I was fine in fact, and when I paired this with the notion that I’d just taken on Big Guy and won, I realized I had a lot of work ahead of me. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I sighed. “I won.” 
 
    “I can’t fucking believe I just watched that happen,” Haragh muttered as he kneaded his massive hands. “It was unbelievable. You could have died at least ten times.” 
 
    “That was the point,” I chuckled with exhaustion. “I need to stop killing everything, man. I need practice controlling this rune.” 
 
    Haragh’s expression sobered immediately, and he studied me for a moment before he nodded his understanding. 
 
    “I could see that,” he admitted. “The rune’s taking things a bit far, is it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I killed a couple mages yesterday and scared the hell out of Shoshanne. One of them would’ve killed me otherwise, but that’s not even the point. I should be able to not kill someone if I choose not to. That’s just basic self-control. I need to aggravate this rune, and then practice controlling the reaction it brings out in me.” 
 
    Haragh eyed the shattered remains of Big Guy. 
 
    “Well, I think you’ve found a decent solution,” he mumbled blankly. “You won’t catch me taking on that damn machine, but I can tell you with absolute certainty, if you need someone to try and kill you, he’s your guy.” 
 
    I chuckled and nodded as my knees shook with exhaustion, and then I sparked my metal magic and closed my eyes. I summoned every scrap of Big Guy from the forest, and while I focused on the schematics I used to create him, I let my magic piece him back together from the tracks up. 
 
    In about ten minutes, he was fully reformed, and Haragh summoned the channeling gem to hand to me. 
 
    I was a little uneasy as I mounted the gem into the central hub of Big Guy’s wiring, but the moment his eyes flashed to life, I sensed the same personality he’d always had. 
 
    “You alright, buddy?” I asked the machine. “I’m sorry about that last part.” 
 
    Big Guy turned his giant head my way, and after a slow nod, his sword shot out, and he turned to ready himself again. 
 
    I laughed and waved him off. “That’s enough for now, Big Guy, but thank you. Words can’t express how much I appreciate the dedication.” 
 
    The machine retracted his sword immediately, and I admired the terrifying presence of the massive metal guard. 
 
    “I’m gonna need you to help me train like this daily,” I told Big Guy, “but I have another important job for you down here. I sent Haragh to bring you because the village doesn’t have anywhere near the amount of protection it needs. You know these mages mean a lot to me, and if we’re gonna be sure the Master can’t get to them, I need your help.” 
 
    Big Guy nodded diligently, and I could tell he was ready and awaiting instructions. 
 
    “Keep a constant patrol of the perimeter,” I instructed, and I summoned my magic as I raised my palm toward the metal machine. With my intentions set in my mind, I channeled them into Big Guy like I’d done the first time I formed him, and I could tell he was absorbing every order. “Watch the western woods especially and pursue any possessed mage who tries to get into the village. You’re not to harm anyone else, and if there’s a mage of ours who is in trouble, you will go to their aid and defend them as if they were me or my women. You got all that?” 
 
    The gem in the center of Big Guy’s chest was burning a blinding shade of indigo now, and his sinister gaze held mine as he nodded once more. Then he turned, and I watched him head into the forest and branch off to the left to begin his first patrol. 
 
    Haragh let out a low whistle. 
 
    “If I ever get possessed,” he mused, “do me a favor and kill me yourself, alright? I don’t wanna die at the hands of that machine.” 
 
    I grinned. “If you ever get possessed, I’ll kick your ass for being a dumb shit. Then I’ll probably chain you up and peel your skin off.” 
 
    “That’s real decent of ye’,” the half-ogre chuckled. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    I clapped the man on his broad shoulder as we turned back to the house, and while I headed inside to get back to work on the snatcher, Haragh and Stan left for the pub. I told him to stop by the training fields first to help out, but he pretended he couldn’t hear me while he began telling Stan all about Barnik and how much he’d like the guy. 
 
    Back in the shop, I eyed the two forearms I’d just completed, and once I dragged the snatcher’s base back out from under the table, I turned my attention to the elbow joints. 
 
    My own joints were aching after my session with Big Guy, but the relief I felt outweighed everything else at the moment. I’d found the solution I needed for my trouble with the rune, the village was adequately guarded at last, and from the sound of it, training was going off without a hitch across town. 
 
    Despite the looming threat of the Master’s reign in Illaria, I was honestly happy, and I formed the two elbow joints within two minutes without a thought. They were simple hinge joints which would provide the usual range of motion, but the shoulder joints would be ball and sockets to ensure he could aim with accuracy in any direction. I made these stout and bulky like Big Guy’s new upgrade because they would be the point the nets suspended from, and I used steel plating to form the upper arms next. I built them out at the shoulder to create the housing for the pulley systems and netting, but I only fused the elbow joints to the forearms before setting this all aside. 
 
    I needed to rig the mechanics before I assembled anything more fully, and I decided to create the netting first thing. Initially, I’d thought this would be a hitch in my plans since there was no nylon in Illaria, and simple rope could easily be shredded and snapped by any of the snatcher’s parts while he handled it. Then somewhere near four in the morning I’d realized my malleable steel invention would be perfect. It wouldn’t snap apart, it couldn’t be burned by an Ignis Mage, and it would be able to mold its shape to carry any number of mages the snatcher brought in. 
 
    I spent about half an hour in careful concentration as I altered the makeup of three large chunks of steel, and once I reached the pliable balance I was looking for, I moved on to forming threadlike spools of the stuff. The tying of the netting took the most time, but it felt a lot like creating a spider web with my mind, and as I sat back and let my magic meticulously form the netting one inch at a time, I listened around the village again. 
 
    Big Guy was already rounding the furthest reaches of the eastern edge of the town, and it didn’t sound like he’d encountered any trouble yet. The mages were moving on to firearms with Cayla, and Haragh had joined Barnik in the other field to apparently drink and brag about Stan. 
 
    I didn’t know how many hours passed as I slowly worked my way through the netting, but the sun was already dipping toward the western horizon when I finally finished the first one. I let out a heavy sigh and stretched a bit while I headed to the kitchen, and I found several more bottles of wine and a wealth of breads and cheeses waiting for me. 
 
    The women had woven baskets of fresh fruits laid around too, and when I pulled over what I thought was a breadbox, I found a store of dried venison that smelled so good I was drooling in an instant. 
 
    I made up a quick meal for myself, and as I gnawed on a chunk of venison and returned to the shop, Ruela prowled behind me licking her chops. 
 
    “No way,” I told her firmly. “You go kill something if you’re hungry. I’m not your master.” 
 
    With a heavy groan, the beast curled up at my feet, and I started on the next net while I worked through my food and wine. After realizing I was becoming really proficient with multitasking when it came to my magic, I got an idea, and I took a brief break to bring the rest of my weapons in from the trunk of the Mustang. 
 
    I left a few choice blades and a couple bazookas in there just in case, though. 
 
    Then I sparked my magic to keep the netting process going, and with a careful balance of focus, I was able to build some racks to mount on the walls of the atrium. Several times, I accidentally turned half the net into a rack, and a rack into a malleable rod, but I got the hang of it after a few mishaps. 
 
    Eventually, I had a rack for my guns, one for my glaives, another two for daggers, one for swords and bows, and a final rack above the worktable to mount the bazookas. 
 
    Then I took all of the ammunition the women had left on the shelf of gold since there was nowhere else for it at the time, and I created a solid steel cabinet beneath the corner of the table with enough shelves inside to organize everything by type. 
 
    The biggest shelf was filled with Dragir’s runed rockets, and the rest had compartments piled with cartridges and bullets. 
 
    I sighed happily as I closed the doors of the cabinet and fitted it with a latch, and when I stood and turned a circle in the center of the shop, I decided I was finally settled in our home. 
 
    Nothing but racks of weaponry and lofty shelves of metal surrounded me on every side, and on the worktable, the last net was already three-quarters completed. I lifted the loot of gold coins out of the fountain and returned it all to the chest in the far corner, and I couldn’t help grinning as I summoned Aurora’s chains from the bedroom floor to hook them on the wall near the wooden doors. 
 
    I would have to get some flint from the marketplace so I could light the torches whenever the Ignis Mage wasn’t around, but for now I didn’t mind the cast of the evening sky glowing around the atrium. It was enough to work with, and it made the several Halcyan blades seem to glow in an otherworldly way. So, after a final admiring glance around the completed shop, I sat back at the worktable and finished the last knot of the malleable netting. 
 
    I was sketching out the pulley system when I heard Deya and Shoshanne coming up the lane, and Ruela promptly abandoned her post at my feet to wait for the elf at the door. 
 
    The women looked exhausted from their first day of training, but their eyes lit up when they saw what I’d done with the place. 
 
    “It’s the perfect place for you,” Shoshanne chuckled, and she draped herself in my lap with a sigh. “How did your work go today?” 
 
    I slid my palms along the woman’s plush thighs as I tucked a kiss in the nape of her neck, and her cheeks flushed at once. 
 
    “It went very well,” I murmured against her collar bone. “I think you’ll be happy with the results.” 
 
    The woman sighed and leaned into my touch as I pulled the strap on her shoulder down with my teeth, and Deya giggled from where she sat giving Ruela some much needed attention. 
 
    Then I noticed the erratic thrumming of a familiar heartbeat, and I froze with my lips still halfway to the healer’s breast. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Shoshanne moaned. 
 
    I was about to respond when Aurora stormed into the house with Cayla close behind, and the half-elf hollered my name along the way. 
 
    “Mason,” Aurora hissed once more as she came to a huffy stop in front of me. “Get Pindor over here, now.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked blankly. 
 
    “Pindor,” Aurora snapped. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to kill him,” Aurora informed me, and I glanced over at Cayla to see she was just as confused as I was. 
 
    I sighed and shifted to let Shoshanne slide back to her feet, and while she and Deya casually left the room, I gestured to the torches mounted on the wall. 
 
    “Let’s take a step back,” I told the half-elf. “Can we get some light in here, and then talk about this?” 
 
    With a furious wave of her hand, the Ignis Mage sent searing white flames flying to the wall, and in the flicker of their light, I realized she really did have that look on her face that said she wasn’t fucking around. 
 
    “I thought Mina and Deli were gonna kill Pindor,” I tried in the hopes of easing the fire in Aurora’s eyes. 
 
    “No, I’m going to kill him,” she informed me, “and Cayla’s gonna help.” 
 
    Cayla looked over and blinked in confusion. “I am?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aurora assured her before she whirled back to me. “Get him over here. Now.” 
 
    I tried to come up with anything I could say to derail the blazing trail of death that seemed to be closing in around Pindor, but I was honestly becoming more intrigued by the second about the kid. I mean, how much could he fuck up in just a few weeks? 
 
    So, I focused on being reasonable. 
 
    “Why do you want to kill Pindor?” I asked. “Give me a solid reason, and I’ll think about getting him out here.” 
 
    “He left Mina tied to a bed,” Aurora said icily. 
 
    Fury sparked in my veins as Mina’s sweet face came to mind, but for the time being, I still tried to stay rational. 
 
    “He what?” I clarified. 
 
    “Pindor left Mina tied to a bed,” Aurora repeated, “for five fucking hours.” 
 
    “He came back five hours later?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “No. Deli found her when she got home from the Oculus that night.” 
 
    I locked my jaw and calmly shifted the sketches aside. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll get Pindor here,” I said through gritted teeth, and I left the house. 
 
    I caught the first mage I passed and ordered them to track down Pindor, and when I told them to make sure his ass was here within the hour, the mage blanched and sprinted for the stables. 
 
    Then I returned to the atrium, eyed the racks around me, and chose three of my favorite daggers. I was just sitting down at the worktable to decide how I was gonna handle the kid, when Aurora came in from the kitchen. 
 
    “Nope,” she sighed and caught the dagger I was holding before she pointed me toward the doors. “I trained Mina, so I get to torture the people who piss her off.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I trained Pindor,” I countered as I pulled another dagger from the table. 
 
    “And look where that led,” Aurora shot back. 
 
    She snatched the second dagger away with haughty huff, and I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied, “I was gone when all of this went down. That kid fucked up on his own, and you know it.” 
 
    Cayla cleared her throat as she casually slid my two daggers out of Aurora’s hand, and then she handed them over and curled her arm around mine. 
 
    “You always get to threaten people,” the princess said with a pout. “We never get a turn.” 
 
    “You got to threaten Wyresus with me,” I pointed out, but when she cocked a brow, I couldn’t deny the situation hardly counted. 
 
    So, I finally let out a sigh and held my hands up in defeat. 
 
    “Fine, but don’t kill Pindor,” I ordered. “You can scare him or rough him up as much as you want, but he’s not an adult, so no blood spilled, got it?” 
 
    I looked at each lethal woman in turn until I was sure we had an understanding, and then I let Aurora shuttle me to the doors at the far end of the atrium. 
 
    “Here,” Cayla said as she shoved a lump of steel into my hand. “You can work in the other room, but don’t come out and spoil our fun.” 
 
    “What happens if I do?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “You’ll get whatever treatment we give Pindor,” Aurora snickered. . 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “His clothes stay on.” 
 
    Cayla rolled her eyes and gave me a final shove to get me into the spare room, and I shook my head as I sat at the table near the wall to get back to work. Shoshanne joined me with four thick volumes in hand, and Deya slowly undressed to slip into a scant lace dress I could see straight through. 
 
    She brushed a kiss across my cheek before she pulled the sea dragon scale from a shelf, and then she announced she would be practicing with the rune Nemris showed her in the bedroom. Ruela curled up in her cave in the corner, and just as the elf left the room, there was a knock on the door. 
 
    At Aurora’s instructions, Deya trotted over to answer it, and the beautiful elf greeted Pindor as sweetly as ever despite her see-through attire. 
 
    “Oh, hello again,” Deya said lightly, and then she called back to the atrium. “The little boy is here!” 
 
    “Wha … ” Pindor rallied for a second. “I-I’m not a little boy?” 
 
    “Oh,” Deya mused, “my mistake. I am not accustomed to living amongst mages. How old are you?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    Deya let a silvery giggle fall from her lips. 
 
    “That is very cute,” she told the kid. “When I was sixteen, I caught my brother skinning a sphynx, and he gave me a necklace made of fangs so I would not tell my father he stole his sharpest dagger. But then I entered my seventeenth year, and I learned how to control my power so I could cripple anyone who touched me.” 
 
    Based on the silence that followed, I figured Deya left Pindor standing there when she headed for the bedroom, and shortly after, I heard the kid’s feet shuffling into the shop. 
 
    “Oh hello, Pindor,” Aurora said with mock kindness. 
 
    “Hey Aurora,” he replied brightly. “I like your new friend. She’s … she’s nice. You look absolutely beautiful today, though.” 
 
    “Don’t tell her she looks beautiful,” Cayla warned, “that’s Mason’s job.” 
 
    I leaned to get a look through the open doorway, and I could see the princess had posted herself on Haragh’s stool in the corner of the shop. Her bazooka laid across her lap as she slowly cleaned some soot from the steel, and she reminded me a lot of the guys in suits and sunglasses I’d seen in mobster movies back on Earth. 
 
    Except in thigh high boots and my favorite leather corset. 
 
    Pindor had his hands awkwardly stuffed in his pockets, and he did a shit job of keeping his eyes on Cayla’s face when he spoke to her. 
 
    “Hey Cay … I mean princ … Your Highness.” 
 
    Cayla only curled her lip in response. 
 
    Then Pindor took in the sight of the sixty or so weapons surrounding him on all sides, and I was glad to see they made the right impression. His eyes were bulging out of his head when he finally looked back at Cayla. 
 
    “That’s a big gun,” Pindor muttered and gestured to the steel laid across her thighs. 
 
    “Oh this?” she asked innocently. “This isn’t a gun. It’s a rocket launcher.” 
 
    “What’s a rocket?” 
 
    “It’s a type of ammunition that explodes on impact and engulfs you in white-hot flames,” Cayla explained. “It works well long range, but I’ve found it’s incredibly fun for close range kills as well. Mason made it for me.” 
 
    Pindor paled a degree and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Is Mason around?” he asked nervously. “I heard he wanted to talk.” 
 
    “Mason’s not home, actually,” Aurora said with an apologetic smile. “We sent the invitation.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I could have slapped the kid for the grin that came to his face, and I was shocked he was cocky enough these days to think my women would invite him to my own house for a frisky night of fun. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, though, and knowing the women were handling his bullshit really did ease my irritation, so I turned back to the pulley system I was working on and left them to it. 
 
    I still kept my ears trained on their conversation, though. This should be fun.  
 
    “I stopped by Mina’s today,” Aurora informed the kid. “Have you seen her lately?” 
 
     “M-Mina?” Pindor stammered. “Um … no. No, I haven’t seen her in a while.” 
 
    “You didn’t think you should stop in and check on her?” Cayla responded. “Maybe help untie her … ” 
 
    “She’s lying,” Pindor blurted out. 
 
    I needed to lean around the corner for this one. 
 
    Pindor had backed away at some point, but Aurora stood only a foot from him with her arms crossed snug beneath her breasts. 
 
    The half-elf slowly shook her head as she kept her fiery gaze on the kid, and when Pindor caught the look on Cayla’s face as well, sweat finally began to drip down his temple. 
 
    “I panicked!” he insisted, and his voice cracked so high, Ruela woke from a dead sleep. 
 
    “Why don’t I leave you tied to a bed for five hours?” Aurora suggested. “I’d love to see how panicked you get then.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” Pindor squeaked. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    Cayla sighed. “This should be good.” 
 
    “I didn’t!” the kid persisted. 
 
    “Mina’s a sweet girl, Pindor,” Aurora said as she stepped closer to back him into a corner of the shop. “I don’t like hearing you don’t know how to treat a sweet girl right. Let alone any girl in the Order, apparently.” 
 
    “I would have thought Mason taught you better,” Cayla added, and her tone caused my spine to tingle a bit. 
 
    “I-I know she’s sweet,” Pindor stammered. “I do, and I didn’t mean to leave her there, I just … sh-she’s surprisingly kinky, okay? I panicked!” 
 
    I stifled a loud snort just in time, and Cayla did an admirable job of reining in her own amusement. Her face remained a cold mask, but her eyes sparkled in a way that clearly showed she wanted to laugh so badly. 
 
    Ruela was too curious about the new voice in the next room to stay put, and I didn’t bother to stop her as she slowly prowled her way to the atrium. The wolf dipped her head low and flattened her ears back when she saw Pindor cornered by Aurora, and as her hackles rose in agitation, a giant grin spread across my face. 
 
    Then Aurora sparked her flames right beneath the kid’s scraggly goatee. 
 
    “If you can’t handle a girl like Mina,” Aurora warned, “stay the hell away from Ignis Mages, Pindor. We have no patience for men who don’t know how to fuck us right.” 
 
    Pindor yelped when the bristles on his chin caught fire, and a shelf of silver tumbled to the floor as he scrambled for the door. He slammed into the corner of the wall in his haste, but he managed to stumble out into the night just before Aurora’s trail of flames could lick at his heels. 
 
    Cayla caught Ruela by the scruff of her neck as she snapped and lunged to follow him, and while the wolf’s angry snarls echoed from the courtyard, Shoshanne finally burst out laughing. 
 
    I abandoned my post in the next room to join the others, and I sparked my magic as I entered the atrium to clean up the mess Pindor left behind. 
 
    “You ladies are ruthless,” I chuckled. “I feel better about Mina already.” 
 
    Then I eyed the bazooka on Cayla’s lap, and she smirked. 
 
    “What? I didn’t aim it at him.” 
 
    “It’s loaded,” I pointed out, and I leveled her with a stern finger. “Don’t think I didn’t notice.” 
 
    “You loaded it?” Aurora asked in disbelief. 
 
    “In case I wanted to give him a demonstration,” Cayla admitted. 
 
    “Get that rocket out of there and back on the shelf,” I commanded. “I told you we weren’t killing Pindor. And you … ” 
 
    I turned around to find Aurora smiling smugly to herself. 
 
    When I strolled over to her, the half-elf tipped her chin up defiantly, and I considered the cast of her emerald eyes. 
 
    “Get in bed,” I ordered. 
 
    “I thought I behaved myself,” Aurora replied with a shrug. 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “Just wanna make sure I’m fucking you right.” 
 
    A dirty grin curled at the corner of the Ignis Mage’s lips, and she slowly began removing her weapons while she sauntered off toward the bedroom. 
 
    I followed close behind, but I grabbed the chains off the wall along the way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    I couldn’t believe Aurora managed to get up in time for training the next morning after the exertion of the night before, but I woke to hear her trip over the chains on the floor as Cayla shushed her. 
 
    My eyes barely opened in the dim light of dawn, and I could just make out the two women gathering their weapons in the atrium as they prepared to head off to the training fields. 
 
    I grumbled something that even I couldn’t grasp the meaning of, but it could have been the wine Cayla brought to bed for all of us somewhere near midnight. It proved to be exactly what we needed to carry on into the wee hours of morning, but now it left my limbs heavy and my head foggy with images of my women’s limbs tangled around me in the flickering torchlight. 
 
    Aurora chuckled and came into the bedroom to crawl up the length of my body, and she brushed her lips lightly against mine. 
 
    Then I moved to keep her there, and the half-elf swiftly pulled back with a teasing wink. 
 
    “We can’t be late,” she murmured, “but don’t worry. Cayla and I can lead the mages for the day. Don’t forget you have a giant metal man to build, though. You do have to wake up sometime.” 
 
    I groaned and closed my eyes in response, and Cayla chuckled as the two women headed for the door. 
 
    Once the house fell silent again, I let out a heavy sigh of contentment that was answered by another sigh beside me, and despite my groggy state, the sound immediately roused my interest. 
 
    Shoshanne rolled over to tuck herself against my chest, and she mumbled a good morning that had a hint of a moan behind it. 
 
    I grinned and glanced down to see a familiar smirk on her face, and when I slid my hand along her plush curves to settle it against her breast, she lightly bit the corner of her lip. 
 
    It never took more than this for me to know what Shoshanne wanted, and as I chuckled and nodded my approval, the woman slowly hitched her leg up to straddle me. 
 
    Deya was deep in sleep beside us as Shoshanne settled her caramel thighs around my hips with a soft sigh, and her copper curls tumbled carelessly to her shoulders as she sent me a sleepy smile. 
 
    Then Shoshanne gently tipped her hips up to slide me into her, and finding her already wet for me sparked a heat in my veins so overwhelming, I had to brace myself for a moment to keep from losing my control right then. 
 
    When she let out a lusty whimper, though, I couldn’t resist forcing myself deeper as I kneaded her plush hips, and the tightness of the woman brought me fully awake as I recalled the first time she’d rode me like this. 
 
    I groaned at the recollection of her first, piercing shriek of ecstasy in the caves up north, and judging by the cast of her warm brown eyes looking down at me, I could tell her mind was in the same place. 
 
    Her ample breasts suddenly swelled as her pert nipples beckoned to me, but when I moved to have a taste, the healer firmly held me down with a husky giggle. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to move, remember?” she murmured. 
 
    I hadn’t even obeyed that one last time, so there was no chance of it now that she didn’t have me on her healer’s table. 
 
    With a punishing hold on the woman’s hips, I firmly moved her against me instead, and Shoshanne didn’t protest in the slightest as she let me do as I pleased with her. She clutched my wrists to steady herself as her breasts jolted with the power of my thrusts, and she wove her hips in hypnotic circles that I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from. 
 
    Then her cheeks suddenly flushed a deep red as her breath quickened, and I could feel her building toward a climax as she arched her back and began to quake in my grip. When Shoshanne desperately clutched at her hair and threw her head back, she let out a velvety moan of pleasure, and I felt her orgasm quiver around my cock as I thrust myself deeper to give the woman what she needed. 
 
    Her cry broke into another whimper as she rolled against me for more, and the sensual sound finally roused the sleeping woman beside us. Deya blinked hazily to find Shoshanne’s supple hips grinding on top of me, and as I locked my gaze with hers, a blush came to the beautiful elf’s cheeks. 
 
    I could tell by the look in Deya’s eyes how badly she wanted me inside of her already, and as Shoshanne leaned forward to bite at my neck, I caught her by the curls to keep her flush against me. 
 
    “Get her ready for me,” I ordered, and Shoshanne suddenly blushed in earnest under my gaze. 
 
    “I’ve never … ” she sighed, but her words were lost in a gasp as I thrust more forcefully into her tight tunnel. 
 
    Shoshanne nodded as she kissed me hungrily, and then I swiftly rose and flipped the healer onto her knees. She didn’t hesitate to part Deya’s thighs for her, and the beautiful elf sighed her approval as she kept her eyes on mine. 
 
    Shoshanne began to tease Deya’s clit with her tongue, and when the elf let out a soft moan, I finally gave the healer what she wanted again. As I watched Deya clutch at the woman’s copper curls for more, I slowly slid myself into Shoshanne one inch at a time, and the sleekness of her entrance proved how much she liked doing what I commanded of her. 
 
    She always had. 
 
    So, I took a firm hold of Shoshanne’s hips as I gave her my full length, and the muscles in her back twitched as she moaned and braced herself against Deya’s splayed thighs. The power of my thrusts shook through both women as Deya began to tremble with desire, but she didn’t take her eyes off me for even a second while she watched me pound into Shoshanne without restraint. 
 
    Before Deya could climax, though, I felt Shoshanne begin to shake straight to her core, and she pulled back from between the elf’s slender thighs to let out a shriek of ecstasy. Deya moaned desperately to be released as well, but she could only watch as I drove myself into Shoshanne one last time and held her steady through her climax. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back any longer, and when I finally let myself cum, Shoshanne bucked wildly in response as my seed coursed through her moist, trembling tunnel. Her tightness only spurred me on as throbbing heat coursed between the two of us, and with a jolt of pleasure pulsing up my spine and shooting straight through my limbs, my hunger only seemed to ripen. 
 
    My own climax pushed Shoshanne over the brink again, and I kept Deya’s slick entrance in my sights while the healer finished another orgasm that left her completely limp in my hold. 
 
    Deya’s hips writhed impatiently while she watched me give Shoshanne what she craved most, and I released my hold on the woman beneath me when I saw the beautiful elf couldn’t wait another second. 
 
    Shoshanne gasped when I pulled my girth from her, and as the caramel beauty dropped across the sheets with a satiated sigh, I roughly dragged Deya over and pinned her thighs apart with my own. 
 
    The woman’s breasts heaved in her arousal as she looked up with desperation burning in her violet eyes, and I gently closed her slender neck in my grip as I brought my lips to her ear. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I growled as I slipped my still hard cock into her waiting body. “I’ll give you what you want.” 
 
    What she wanted took another hour and a half since Shoshanne had more demands to make of me as well, and after their last, simultaneous orgasms echoed throughout the entire forest no doubt, I collapsed in exhausted bliss between the two panting women. 
 
    Every inch of me burned for more at the sounds of their breathless giggles, and I was just about to make a few demands of my own when a knock came from the front doors. 
 
    “Nooo,” I groaned and instinctively caught hold of both women. 
 
    Shoshanne let out my favorite husky laugh as she pressed her supple body against mine. 
 
    “Duty calls, Defender Flynt,” she murmured, but then she teased me with a light bite she knew I couldn’t resist. 
 
    I sent the healer a warning look and quickly rolled to pin her down once more, and just as she wantonly rolled her hips against my rigid cock, another, louder knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I growled and forced myself to abandon my place between Shoshanne’s heated thighs. 
 
    I probably looked ready to murder Kurna when I tore the door open, but the man brazenly grinned anyways. 
 
    “Before you shoot me,” he chuckled, “consider that there are twenty-five Defenders out here to bear witness.” 
 
    The door slammed quicker than Kurna could blink, and I rifled my hair as I headed back toward the bedroom. 
 
    Deya sighed with disappointment when she saw me pull my clothes from the corner, and as much as I wanted to remedy that for another hour, I knew Shoshanne was right. 
 
    Duty was definitely calling, and if it was in the form of twenty-five full-fledged Defenders, it wasn’t something I was about to dismiss. 
 
    Even for the look in Shoshanne’s eyes. 
 
    “But I wasn’t done with you,” the healer purred. 
 
    “Neither was I,” I assured her, and I came over to get one last taste of the woman’s roving tongue. “I’d tell you to wait here for me, but I believe you have some duties of your own to attend to.” 
 
    I abruptly tweaked the meat of her ass to get the woman into gear, and when Shoshanne let out a screech of surprise, Deya fell into a fit of giggles. 
 
    In less than a second, I was pulling on my bloodied tunic and heading for the atrium, and I heard Kurna chuckling to himself outside as the women’s giggles shifted into exhausted sighs. 
 
    I turned back for only a second to eye the two naked women strewn across the bed, and I sent them a wink. 
 
    “You ladies better not spend all day in there,” I warned. “That was meant to wake you up.” 
 
    “I thought I was waking you up?” Shoshanne teased. 
 
    “Oh, I’m up,” I assured her as I shifted to try and ease my erection. 
 
    With the Defenders waiting right outside for me, the last thing I needed was more enticement. So, I quickly turned away as both women crawled across the bed to finally get dressed, and I forced the image of their bobbing breasts to the back of my mind. 
 
    Kurna was posted with his back against the house and his arms crossed when I reemerged in a more appropriate state, and a few of the male Defenders chuckled their appreciation as I sent them all an awkward wave. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I muttered. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Better than good, I would imagine,” Kurna said with a smirk. 
 
    The fact that several of the onlookers were attempting to hide their grins made me furrow my brow, and I casually turned my back to the crowd of Defenders as I leaned toward Kurna. 
 
    “How much of that did these guys hear?” I mumbled quietly. 
 
    “Only the last one,” he whispered back. “It was a hell of a finale, though.” 
 
    I coughed to mask my own laughter as the man nodded his approval, and then I attempted to look like the leader I was supposed to be when I turned back to the others. 
 
    “Again, my apologies,” I tried, “why don’t we take this meeting to the pub? Breakfast is on the house, and we can discuss things there.” 
 
    Apparently, the group of Defenders were more than happy to dismiss just about anything for the promise of a hearty meal, and as I trailed behind with Kurna, I sized up the crew of mages. 
 
    They were all dressed in their Defender gear with black boiled leather vests and vambraces, and their crisp white tunics all bore distinct hems displaying their individual elements. It was a decent mix of Terra, Ignis, Flumen, and Aer mages, and all of them had swords like Aurora’s sheathed at their hips. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the light gasps coming from the younger mages who caught sight of us through their windows, and they gaped and pointed as the crew of Defenders moved as one through the lanes of the village. 
 
    When we entered Flynt’s Pub, the whole place fell silent as every mage turned and stared. 
 
    The mass of Defenders was a commanding enough sight to send the three nearest tables of mages shooting to their feet, and they promptly vacated their places for us without a word. 
 
    I headed over to speak with Raynor at the bar, and after he swiftly lined the countertop with fresh mugs to go around, he sent orders to the cook in the back to get breakfast for twenty-five going at once. 
 
    Kurna and I joined the others as the conversation around the pub slowly picked up again, and I tried to focus on the Defenders rather than the gossip spreading around the room. 
 
    Three Ignis Defenders were explaining to Kurna about the dwellings they’d moved to in the capital once things became strange at the Oculus, but it seemed about a third of them had held their ground in the magical city to keep an eye on things. 
 
    “Temin and Wyresus have left us with no orders,” one of them added in a low voice. “We’ve been patrolling the various quarters of Serin to be sure the citizens don’t misinterpret our role here, but we’ve stopped running night patrols after our numbers started dwindling more rapidly.” 
 
    “How many have gone missing?” I asked, but no one seemed to have a clear idea. 
 
    “I know about ten Defenders who returned to their homes in Cedis,” a woman estimated, “but that doesn’t account for the holes in our ranks.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Kurna nodded. “I did all I could to find you lot, but there should have been at least a hundred Defenders within reach of the capital.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed as Raynor came by with the first round of ale. “No wonder the younger mages are so aimless. They came here with clear intentions only to be left completely to their own devices, and no Defenders in sight.” 
 
    “I heard you’re organizing them,” a Flumen Defender led suspiciously. “There’s been talk of an army.” 
 
    “I heard the announcement in Serin,” another agreed. “I’d like to ask you, Defender Flynt, what exactly your intentions are with this army of yours.” 
 
    All of the Defenders lowered their pints to await my answer, and I couldn’t help but notice there weren’t a lot of friendly looks out there. 
 
    “What are you implying?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “Those Defenders are part of this Order,” a gruff looking Terra Mage pointed out. “Don’t matter what that Master’s up to, they’re still a part of our ranks. I fought beside you up in Orebane, Defender Flynt, and I was proud of what we accomplished there. But if you think you’re gonna lead us against our own in the same fashion, I’d be more inclined to battle you before anyone else.” 
 
    Several mages grunted their agreement, and I noticed the rest of the pub had gotten quiet during the conversation. 
 
    Kurna glanced at me, and Raynor even slowed his work as he handed plates around to the mages. I felt every eye in the place on me at once, but I couldn’t deny the Terra Mage had been right to call me out. 
 
    He didn’t want to kill his mages, either. 
 
    “I haven’t made my intentions clear to anyone yet,” I admitted, “because I haven’t fully set them. King Temin charged me with building an army of mages because he felt the King’s Guard wouldn’t be able to defend Serin against the Master’s forces. I did as he asked without any indication of what that army would do next. So far, my primary concern is the safety of the mages themselves. That includes all of us. The Oculus has been targeted along with every mage within the kingdom, and I’m determined to prevent the mass enslavement the Master has chosen to take on here. That means organizing and training the younger mages, guarding the Oculus and Falmount from attacks, and ensuring the non-magical citizens don’t get caught in the crosshairs.” 
 
    The Defenders nodded their hearty agreement to all of this while the rest of the pub broke into low muttering, but the gruff Terra Mage kept a stern gaze on me. 
 
    “And what of the missing Defenders?” he challenged. “Where do they fall in your grand scheme? Are they to be slaughtered on sight? Lured in and ambushed like the ice giants?” 
 
    “No,” I replied honestly. “I’m working on a means of recapturing them and freeing them of the Master’s mark.” 
 
    Silence fell heavy around me the moment the words left my lips, and I could tell more than half the Defenders doubted the claim. Then I heard a throat clear, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Lyro rising from a table in the far corner. 
 
    He hobbled on his bandaged leg to come over, and as Kurna stood to offer the man his seat, the Defenders eyed him suspiciously. 
 
    “This is Lyro,” I explained, and a few of the Defenders craned their necks around each other at the name. 
 
    “Lyro?” a woman asked in disbelief, and the mage beside me sent her an uneasy grin. 
 
    “Hi there, Camda,” he mumbled. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    “Have you been hiding out here all this time?” another asked. 
 
    “No,” Lyro replied, but he kept his eyes down on the table. “No, I haven’t. I am now, of course, but … ” 
 
    The man looked like he might throw up from the state of his nerves at that moment, and he flicked his gaze toward me just long enough for me to catch the utter shame he was warring with. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Lyro is our first recapture. He’s still recovering, but thankfully, he’ll be alright.” 
 
    I gestured toward his leg, and several Defenders quickly leaned to get a look at the bloody bandage. Lyro dipped his head lower as his hands began to tremble, but the woman who had recognized him spoke up on his behalf. 
 
    “It’s a relief to have you back with us,” Camda announced firmly, and several Defenders blankly nodded their agreement. 
 
    Others seemed determined to cut straight to the point. 
 
    “What did you do for him?” one of them pressed eagerly. “Did the Master set you to work taking the rest?” 
 
    After a long moment, Lyro managed a shaky nod, and I half expected the others to break out in disgust, but the same blanket silence returned. 
 
    Eventually, the same Terra Mage who recognized me from Orebane cleared his throat. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “As some of you might know, I’ve been in Nalnora for the past few weeks,” I explained. “I went there to learn about rune magic from the elves and see if I couldn’t get an upper hand where the Master is concerned. It’s a messy business, but with some runes, it is possible to remove the brandings depending on the type of hold it has on the person wearing it.” 
 
    The Defenders narrowed their eyes, but after some muttering amongst one another, the Terra Mage slid his pint away and stood up to level me with a somber look. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” he announced, “if you swear to uphold the honor of the Order of the Elementa, and return our stolen Defenders safely, then you have my loyalty.” 
 
    “Mine as well,” Camda quickly agreed as she stood. 
 
    “But if you take to murdering our own,” the Terra Mage clarified firmly, “then you’ll be going through me, first. Defender Urn, eight years of service, eleven years within the Oculus.” 
 
    I stood without pause and extended my hand across the table. 
 
    “I’d expect nothing less of a Defender of the Order,” I assured him. 
 
    The man grinned and shook my hand, and the others rose at once to pledge themselves to our cause as well. 
 
    A few young mages behind us started clapping, but when I sent a sober look over my shoulder, they abruptly turned back to their own business. 
 
    Kurna chuckled and clapped me on the shoulder. “So, what’s the order, Defender Flynt? We’re at your command.” 
 
    I had just opened my mouth to respond when the door of the pub opened, and Jenik sent me a huge grin as he came strolling in. Then he stopped in his tracks and flat out gaped at the wall of Defenders around me, but after a few tries, I finally got him to snap out of it and come over. 
 
    “This is Jenik,” I told the others with a smirk. “He’s my squire.” 
 
    Defender Urn nodded his understanding without question, and I pulled a spare chair over to my side as we all returned to our meals. Jenik just stared in shock while I casually nudged him into the seat, and I tried not to laugh at his expression as I turned my attention back to the others. 
 
    To be fair, he probably hadn’t expected to start his new post in this particular way. 
 
    “You were sayin’… ” Urn led, and he waved Raynor over for more ale. 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled. “Well, I’ve got several areas I need help with at the moment, so I’ll lay out the entire operation for you, and you guys just let me know where you think your abilities could serve best.” 
 
    I began at the top with our scouting of the Oculus, and as fresh ale was passed around, I found myself with the undivided attention of twenty-five Defenders of the Order willing to serve my cause. 
 
    Well … until it became time to start killing mages. Then they’d join the list of my opposition. 
 
    It was only now that this understanding was reached that I realized all of my experience fighting the Master’s rune in this realm had left me sure of one thing. 
 
    The question wasn’t actually if this would happen, but when. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The Defenders divvied themselves up very efficiently. Seven of them volunteered to help at the training fields, and ten headed for the Oculus at once. I instructed them to guard the entrance and patrol the underground city until I could create my own line of defense there, and I made sure they all read over the list of suspects I needed them to keep an eye out for. 
 
    Initially, I suggested the remaining Defenders form a scouting troop to try and locate Mors Pass and the Master’s camp of mages, but Urn swiftly shot this down. 
 
    “Won’t catch me goin’ within ten miles of Mors,” he snorted, and the others nodded their immediate agreement. 
 
    “You’ve heard of it?” 
 
    “Of course,” the man said. “It’s the dragon nesting grounds.” 
 
    “Wait …” I mused and furrowed my brow as something familiar rang in my mind. “The dwarves told me the dragon nesting grounds were in the Eastern Pass.” 
 
    “Might be the Eastern Pass to them,” Urn allowed, “but here it’s known as Mors Pass, and you’d have to be crazy to go anywhere near the damn place.” 
 
    “Really?” I grinned. “Then I guess this one’s on me. I’ll go to Mors Pass, but the rest of you--” 
 
    “Horse shit,” Urn countered. “You’ll be dead within ten minutes of arriving.” 
 
    “I’ll manage,” I assured him, “but I’ll be taking Defender Solana and Princess Balmier with me, so why don’t the rest of you split between the lookout towers on the training walls, and the rest can train with the mages for today. That way you can take the women’s places while we’re gone. I need the directions to Mors Pass, too.” 
 
    None of the mages were eager to give up this information, but eventually, Urn relented, although he shook his head intermittently at the idea. With everything settled, the Defenders dispersed to their posts, and I noticed several of them eyeing me uneasily while I headed back to my workshop. 
 
    Personally, I could have whistled a merry tune for how well the day was already going. 
 
    If Mors Pass was where the dragons nested, then there was no place better for me to head next. Thrungrig had only mentioned the place before because we’d been discussing channeling gems at the time, and although the risk of braving a hoard of dragons outweighed my interest in gems at the time, now it was little more than a hiccup in my plans. 
 
    Because if I could find enough channeling gems in that pass, I could protect the Oculus and Falmount without sacrificing the use of my Mustang. Not to mention, there was another idea already brewing in the back of my mind where those dragons were concerned. 
 
    With the added chance of scouting the area for the mage camp, it was undeniable that this was the best plan of action. I only had to be sure both of my newest projects were completed and ready for action the second I returned from Mors Pass.  
 
    I tried not to add the phrase, ‘if I return’ to this train of thought, though. 
 
    When I got back to the house, I found Shoshanne glaring at her healing books as if they’d somehow betrayed her trust, but Deya sent me a sweet smile when I entered. 
 
    “I have a question about that rune of yours,” I told the beautiful elf. “Do you think it would work on another type of dragon?” 
 
    Deya thought about this for a moment. “Aurora and I have been wondering the same thing. In truth, I don’t know, but runes are rarely designed with that kind of exclusivity. Before Dragir managed it with your bazookas, I’d never heard of something like this. I do think I could engrave the rune again, though. I have been practicing with it and visiting the sea dragons every day, and I have such a strong connection to the elements now. Why shouldn’t I be able to do it again?” 
 
    I grinned. “Then I think I’ve got a new weapon I want you to practice with.” 
 
    Shoshanne looked up from her books. 
 
    “This sounds dangerous already,” she muttered. 
 
    “It is,” I admitted, “but it turns out Mors Pass is the dragon nesting grounds, which also happens to be the primary spot for mining channeling gems. If we play our cards right, we can locate the mage camp, mine some gems for the new sentries, and also get Deya some scales to work with.” 
 
    “What would I do with them?” Deya asked nervously. 
 
    “I just spoke with the Defenders from the Order,” I told the women in a low voice. “They’ll help us so long as we don’t plan to kill off the possessed mages, but we all know that’s not a promise I can strictly keep up. The longer the mages wear that rune, the more savage they’ll become, and the higher the risk becomes when trying to recapture them. Plus, there’s always the chance some of them could end up like Abrus and genuinely support the Master’s work here. That’s not something I can reverse.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” Shoshanne muttered, “and I’m having no luck with this tranquilizer yet. There’s a few that alter consciousness, but they don’t subdue function, and then there’s serums like the one I used on Dragir, but I can’t revive dead mages who have been sitting around in a net for who knows how long. The closest thing I’ve found is a plant called Meletun, but it doesn’t grow this time of year.” 
 
    I nodded. “Don’t give up, there’s something we can use. In the meantime, we need to keep thinking ahead, not just to saving the mages, but preparing for the worst. If the camp is near Mors Pass, and Deya finds a means of transmuting with any of the dragons, she could be our number one weapon when the time comes to decimate the Master’s hold here. Maybe even get the bastard herself and end this once and for all.” 
 
    Deya’s violet eyes glinted. “You mean I could help you destroy his army this time?” 
 
    “If we can work out how to do this without dying first,” I chuckled. “Thrungrig said the dwarves even stopped mining the pass because the death toll was too high.” 
 
    “We will do it,” the beautiful elf said with a decisive nod. “When are we leaving?” 
 
    “As soon as I finish building the sentries,” I decided as I headed back toward the atrium. “I want them completed and ready for action the moment we return with the gems so I can get one over to the Oculus and start the recapturing process as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Then we will not distract you,” Deya replied before she rose and closed the atrium doors, but not before she sent me a coy wink. 
 
    I grinned and settled in at the work table, and I quickly decided on a building scheme that would see the work finished in record time. If I duplicated Big Guy, I could probably have the sentry for the Oculus finished in only an hour, even with starting this one from scratch. The process would just be muscle memory, especially after rebuilding Big Guy the day before. Plus, the snatcher was already half done. 
 
    So, I finished both of the pulley systems I’d only begun yesterday before chaining up Aurora had become more important, and once I mounted them within the broad housing of the snatcher’s shoulders, I rigged the netting and wound it all into place. I considered searching for a rune to release the netting, but when I thought back on my experience so far using channeling gems, this didn’t seem necessary. As long as the snatcher chose to release the netting, the direct connection he had to the pulley system via his wiring should be enough. 
 
    I wasn’t so sure about the blow guns, though. The channeling gem could power the sentry, but as far as I knew, it couldn’t create the air pressure needed to propel the darts. For now, I would focus on finalizing the design and hoped Deya’s book of runes could offer an answer for the blow gun dilemma. 
 
    Dragir said I shouldn’t risk designing my own runes just yet, and I couldn’t imagine where to start in this case, but he had suggested I practice with the runes in the book, and something of this nature seemed simple enough. So, I moved on to the torso and central wiring hub for the snatcher, and I replicated Big Guy’s design before I slowly began assembling everything together. 
 
    I fused the torso around the cylinder I’d mounted in the large bearing on the base, and then I attached the shoulders to two ball and socket joints on either side. The last thing I did was add a head with only two eyes and a slightly different shape than Big Guy’s, and when it was in place on the pivot joint that served as the snatcher’s neck, I stepped back to admire the full effect. 
 
    He was as large as Big Guy, with his torso built more solidly to account for weight, and he didn’t have a sword or crossbow, but he made as intimidating of an impression. I sparked my magic to test his range of motion real quick, but now he only lacked the blow guns I wanted to rig on his forearms and the magazines to house his darts. 
 
    First, I formed two magazines similar to the ones I’d used on the bows for House Fehryn. These would be shorter in length, though, and I could adjust the exact measurements later once the darts were formed. I was doing a scan of the village while I fitted the spring system in the magazine when I heard the clinking of fresh mugs being set down on the counter at Flynt’s Pub, and I froze. 
 
    I’d left Shoshanne to her own devices trying to figure out the tranquilizer all this time, but now I realized the answer had been staring me in the face since the first day we arrived back in Falmount Rift. 
 
    When I threw the atrium doors open, Deya sent me mock scowl and shook her head. “Not until you are finished.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “No sex,” I chuckled. “Shoshanne, come with me.” 
 
    “Where?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “I have someone to introduce you to, and if we’re lucky, he’ll be able to help you with the tranquilizers.” 
 
    “A healer?” she clarified. “I don’t feel comfortable trusting just anyone with something like this, Mason. If one thing goes wrong … ” 
 
    “He used to be a healer,” I explained when she joined me at the doors. “Deya, while we’re gone, could you look through your book of runes and find me something that can create a powerful force of air and propel it in only one direction?” 
 
    Deya nodded diligently and turned to her bookshelf, and I took Shoshanne by the hand to lead her out of the house and down the lanes of the village. 
 
    We walked at a clipped pace, the prospect of heading to Mors Pass by evening egging me on, and when we came to the pub, Shoshanne eyed me skeptically. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her and held the door for the woman. “From what I hear, he’s got more than enough experience to help us out. Plus, you love dwarven wine.” 
 
    Inside the pub, Raynor was just finishing serving up some fresh plates of food to a table of young mages who looked worn out from their morning of training, and he promptly smiled and nodded in my direction before heading straight for the barrel of ale behind the counter. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I told him with a grin. “I need one glass of wine and a moment of your time, is all.” 
 
    Raynor looked vaguely confused behind his usual smile, but he obliged me, and when he brought Shoshanne’s wine over to the deserted table in the corner where I’d planted her, he bowed his respect to the caramel beauty. 
 
    Then I offered him a seat between us and lowered my voice once he sat down. 
 
    “Kurna told me you studied at the Order of Pallax for many years,” I began, and Raynor’s expression sobered. “I know you gave up healing when you came to the Oculus, but you must know a lot after your time there.” 
 
    The man shrugged noncommittally. 
 
    “You studied at the Order of Pallax, too?” Shoshanne asked with pleasant surprise. “How long ago?” 
 
    “Been about fifteen years, I suppose,” he told her hoarsely. “Don’t know much about the newer remedies.” 
 
    “Shoshanne’s an Aer Mage as well,” I explained, “and the best healer in Illaria, in my opinion. We’re working on a means of saving the mages, like you heard me mention before, but we’ve hit a wall in that department I hoped you might be able to help us with.” 
 
    Raynor kneaded his shaky hands and didn’t look too confident about the idea. 
 
    “If she’s the best healer,” he rasped, “you’re better off sticking with her advice rather than mine--” 
 
    “That’s just the thing,” Shoshanne countered, and she placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “I need the advice of someone who has more experience than me. I’ve been trying to find a plant that could serve as a tranquilizer. Nothing that can cause lasting internal damage, and it can’t be so strong that accidental death is possible since I won’t be the one administering it directly. It does need to be potent enough to be effective in very small doses, though. We plan to lace the tips of darts with it, but so far, I haven’t found anything in all of my reading.” 
 
    Raynor furrowed his brow. “There’s the Beletesium bloom,” he mused. “Grows in the jungles--” 
 
    “Yes, that’s where we got the idea from,” Shoshanne replied, “but we didn’t bring any back from Nalnora with us. We need something readily available here in Illaria.” 
 
    “Well,” Raynor said hoarsely, “it’ll be the slow hour in here real soon. I’ve got a shipment of ale to pack away still, but when I finish with that, I could see what my own books might have to say about it. Got ‘em up in my rooms, I could bring ‘em down.” 
 
    “How much ale?” I asked. 
 
    “Fifty barrels worth,” he replied. “Just come in with Bagneera. Don’t wanna leave ‘em stacked in the sun too long.” 
 
    “I’ve got a guy who can handle the shipment for you,” I told him as I stood. “You two just focus on that tranquilizer.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Raynor chuckled, and his smile returned with a nod as he rose to head for the stairs at the far corner of the pub. “Be back in a moment, miss.” 
 
    I stooped and left a kiss on Shoshanne’s lips, and I grinned as I slid the wine a bit closer. “Enjoy your wine and let me know when you come up with something. I’ll get the barrels handled and be back at the shop.” 
 
    The healer smirked and lifted her glass, and I sent her a wink from the door before I headed to the training fields. 
 
    I had sent my new squire Jenik to shadow Aurora after our meeting with the Defenders so he could get a leg up on his magery, and I found him listening intently while she held her palm out in front of her. I could hear the half-elf explaining her process as the orb of flames in her hand shifted from amber to blue, and then to white and back again. 
 
    “Mind if I borrow my squire?” I asked her with a grin. 
 
    Aurora smirked. “He’s your squire. He’s doing really well out here today, by the way. He’s already creating individual flames in ringlets. I was just showing him how to adjust the temperature to create different qualities of light.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I assured her. “How are the rest of the mages doing?” 
 
    “These Defenders you sent me are really helping out,” she reported, and I looked around the field to see the mages split into smaller groups with many of them joined in circuits with their new instructors. 
 
    “Excellent,” I said with a nod. “We’re leaving town tonight if I can manage to finish my work in time, so I wanted them to get an idea about what you’re up to before we leave the mages in their hands for a day.” 
 
    “A man named Urn told me you were crazy,” she informed me with an amused glance. “I take it this spontaneous trip has something to do with that?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise, but you’ll probably love it and giggle a bit, too.” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes, but she was chuckling to herself as I brought Jenik with me and headed for the marketplace. When we came around the back of the pub to find two giant stacks of barrels waiting, the kid’s eager smile finally fell. 
 
    “I need you to get this ale moved into the cellar of the pub,” I told him. “Raynor’s working on something for me, but it’d be a shame to let good dwarven ale spoil in the sun.” 
 
    “I’m moving barrels?” Jenik asked in disappointment. “How is that gonna help me train to be a knight?” 
 
    “Every decent knight knows his way around a barrel of ale,” I informed him. “Think of it as exercise. It’ll get that upper body bulking out a bit. Go easy on your back, though, and when you finish here, come by the shop. You can get a look at some of the weaponry you’ll be practicing with over the next few months.” 
 
    This cheered the kid up considerably, and he swiftly set to work on the first of many barrels. 
 
    I could already hear Raynor rasping away with Shoshanne while they sorted through his private collection of books, and when I returned to the house, Deya was perched on the work table waiting for me. 
 
    “Any luck?” I asked as I casually pulled her legs around me. 
 
    “Yes,” the elf giggled, and she playfully pushed me away with a warning look. Then she pulled the open book on the table closer to us. “This one harnesses three separate elements, but the text says the airflow only goes in one direction. All you have to do is angle this end of the degree line in the direction you require and position the rest of the elements according to the design. It mentions something about the thickness of this line, so I imagine that influences the amount of pressure.” 
 
    “This day couldn’t be going any better,” I sighed as I grinned and studied the rune more closely. It did look simple enough to work through on my own, and if it functioned as seamlessly as Deya suggested, it would be all I needed to complete the snatcher, so long as Raynor and Shoshanne could find a tranquilizer in time. 
 
    “Good,” Deya replied, and she hopped down before her slender thighs could distract me any further. “I will be with Ruela in the forest. She needs to hunt.” 
 
    “Got your dagger?” I checked as she headed for the door. 
 
    The elf turned and flashed a sheath that was already flush against her toned hip, and as my eyes naturally began to drift lower, she giggled and abruptly flickered out of sight. 
 
    I sighed and shook my head before I turned my gaze back to my work and tried to bring my attention along with it. 
 
    The leather wrap Dragir had given me was stowed in the ammunition cabinet under the worktable, and I pulled it out to unroll it beside the book of runes. 
 
    If this rune worked as well as I expected, I could emulate the barebones, manual blow guns I’d seen a dozen times on Earth. So, I sparked my metal magic to form two identical slender pipes from a chunk of steel, and I lined up the spring mount of the magazines with an inlet that I cut into the back end of each one. 
 
    With an idea of where the darts would load in the tubing, I pulled the engraving tool out of the leather wrap and studied the rune more closely. Dragir had warned me to be particularly cautious of lining my runes up properly on the degree mapping I’d memorized, and I really didn’t want my first solo attempt to cause any explosions or turn the air around me into poisonous gas or anything like that. 
 
    So, I took longer than I felt I probably needed to gauge the degree markings against the mapping in my mind, and as I familiarized myself with each element I would be harnessing, I tried to block out the many sounds that were making the process nearly impossible. The last time I’d created a rune, I didn’t have my own runes branded into my arm yet, but now I couldn’t imagine how the elves ever managed to get anything done. Every cough, heartbeat, rattling cart, stomp of a hoof, and literally everything else came back to me all at once, and I worked to narrow my scope as much as I could while also attempting to focus on the elements. 
 
    Once I had a tentative grasp on the task, I placed the tip of the engraving tool against the metal of the blow gun and slowly began summoning the first element. I was thoroughly frustrated when ten minutes passed with no success, but after a few more irritating attempts, I finally heard the whisper of an element sifting around me as the air grew thick with it. 
 
    I turned my focus to this shred of success and held onto the presence of the element like a vice until I managed to harness its full potential. Then, with the rune blaring in my mind’s eye, I slowly began to move the engraving tool across the metal. 
 
    I did this for all three elements, which took way longer than I would have liked, but by the time the elements found a balance in the metal and began to settle at last, I felt more confident with the process despite the added difficulty of my enhanced hearing. 
 
    I took a few steadying breaths and rubbed my temples before attempting the same rune on the second blow gun, but I shaved a few minutes off my time on this one, which was enough of an improvement for me. Maybe I could design a pair of noise cancelling headphones for myself. That’d be something this realm had never even begun to imagine the application of, but with my malleable steel for the ear pads, it seemed like a decent solution if I was going to be engraving more runes in the future. 
 
    Which I damn sure would be if this worked out.  
 
    I grinned and admired the sleek rune etched identically into the base of the two blow guns just behind where the butt of the darts would line up. My first instinct was to test their function of course, but my next thought was how the hell was I supposed to do this? 
 
    The runes on the bazookas were trigger rigged, but these were not, and since they would be mounted onto the snatcher’s arms and not in his hands, this posed a problem. 
 
    So, I sat back for a moment and thought more carefully through the concept. 
 
     My own runes functioned relatively in response to my will because they were on my skin. I was their home and therefore could adjust how their elements were accessed, if I kept practicing with it. If this concept applied similarly to the sentry, then with the blow guns fused directly to his own body, the intentions set by the channeling gem should influence the rune similarly. As long as the sentry was made aware of the rune, I would hopefully be able to teach him to access the power of it at his own command to propel the darts. 
 
    Still, I needed to be sure the power of the rune had fused with the metal at all, and the notion immediately reminded be of the pedals Dragir made for the Mustang. When he’d handed them to me, I seeped into each pedal in turn and was able to figure out what the two runes were created to do by the way they interacted within the metal. 
 
    So, I sparked my metal magic at once and picked up one of the blow guns, and as I seeped into the steel, I immediately sensed the presence of the rune. It was starkly familiar since I’d created this one myself, and I recognized not only the individual elements, but the overall effect of its power as well. It was wispish like the wind in some ways, but also eager, and I could hear the rune holding back a force of strength as if the reins were taut at the ready. 
 
    I grinned and checked to be sure the second blow gun sounded identical to the first, and I was just sorting through the familiar elements in turn when my ears picked up a sound that sent me to my feet. 
 
    Someone was trying to scream but fighting against whoever kept their attempt muffled, and my heart shot to my throat as I immediately scanned the entire forest for my women. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Everyone was accounted for, and Deya was with Ruela nearly a mile in the opposite direction of the screams that were slowly fading into gasps. Big Guy was patrolling still and just rounding the furthest eastern border of Falmount, but the struggle taking place was not far off from me in the western woods. 
 
    I bolted out of the house and kept my ears trained as I pulled out my revolver and followed the direction of a low chuckle that made my skin crawl, and my pulse quickened when I realized whoever tried to scream wasn’t fighting back anymore. 
 
    I could hear five heartbeats ahead, and the telltale sound of flames lapping against something. With my magic sparked, I quickly found the iron rod and sensed the heat it had already gathered at one end, and with a furious surge of my powers, I tore the branding rod out of the mage’s hand. It flew right past me in a flash of glowing iron on its way to the shop, but I didn’t slow my pace. 
 
    The mages ahead were angrily scrambling and cursing one another, and just as I broke through a line of nettles, I cocked the revolver. 
 
    One mage dropped on the spot as the bullet pierced his skull, but another tore the ground apart directly in front of me, and I barely managed to catch my balance at the edge of a gaping trench with jagged spikes at the bottom. 
 
    Without a thought, I summoned every one of the spikes and threw them at the three mages in front of me, and only two of them managed to escape the attack. The Aer Mage took a rocky spear to the chest and fell beside the dead Flumen Mage, but the Terra and Ignis Mages bared their teeth furiously as both summoned their powers at once. 
 
    I fired a second too late, my bullet meeting with a wall rather than the Terra Mage’s face, and I only barely blocked the searing jet of flames coming my way in time. I crouched behind the wall now being battered with angry flames, and I could see the ankles of whoever their victim had been. The exposed leg looked mangled at the ankle, but I couldn’t see a rune yet. 
 
    I hoped I wasn’t too late as I felt through the dirt for the Terra Mage first, and I found him sneaking around the flames with his palms at the ready. 
 
    I couldn’t drop my wall to shoot while the Ignis Mage kept up the relentless jet that had me sweating bullets already from the heat, but maybe I could at least take on the Terra Mage while the other was distracted. 
 
    The only problem was the leaden weight beginning to press down around me, and I gritted my teeth as I realized my rune was already coming into action. I could hear a low and gurgling groan coming from the mage they’d attacked, and as the Terra Mage climbed up a boulder only three feet beyond my wall, I felt the perilous force the man began to press against my powers with. 
 
    There was no doubting he had the strength to counter my Terra Magic, no matter what I did, and as the runes swelled furiously, I finally shook my head to myself. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I growled, and I dropped the wall as the rune took over. 
 
    The searing flames engulfed me just as I pulled the trigger, but the burning was short lived. With the Ignis Mage’s heartbeat in my mind, my bullet met its mark, and before the flames ceased entirely, I’d already dropped and rolled behind another wall while simultaneously uprooting the boulders where the Terra Mage was. 
 
    I brought them crashing down, only to sense them crumbling to dust before they could do any damage, and despite the pillar I sent up beneath his feet, the man dodged my attacks at lightning speed. 
 
    My skin was blistered all over, and my rune swarmed in my mind with a vengeance, but when I heard the whir of Big Guy’s tracks already advancing this way, I turned my focus to the wall behind me that was slowly collapsing with the force of the possessed mage’s power. 
 
    With a surge of my Terra magic, I blasted the wall apart rather than let the last mage crush me with it, and as the rubble scattered in every direction, I saw his cryptic grin coming my way, and his palms were raised and at the ready. 
 
    I cocked the revolver at the same moment the ground beneath me split open, and I’d just caught myself on the edge of the gaping trench when an arrow suddenly impaled the Terra Mage directly between the eyes. 
 
    Big Guy came to a thunderous stop beside the trench, and I felt his giant hands catch me beneath the arms before I was wrenched upward and set down on the ground again. 
 
    I quickly crawled to the body of the mage they’d attacked, and my gut nearly dropped through my ass when I saw Pindor strewn across the ground. 
 
    His face was deathly pale, and water was trickling from his slack lips. 
 
    Without hesitating, and despite the pain blistering in my hands and arms, I started performing CPR to force the rest of the Flumen Mage’s water out of the kid’s lungs. When he finally gave a violent jolt and rolled to vomit the rest of it up, I dropped back across the ground in relief. 
 
    The rune was already half finished healing my skin, and I clenched my jaw as I took deep breaths and waited for the process to finish. The pain wasn’t nearly so bad as it had been at first, but the sensation of my skin trying to reform itself was tight and uncomfortable in a way that reminded me of burnt cheese for some reason. 
 
    Then Pindor came around fully and probably noticed me laying a foot away with half my flesh boiled. 
 
    “No!” he yelped in panic. “I-I got you killed? Noooo” 
 
    “I’m alive,” I mumbled through my gritted teeth. “Calm down and give me a minute.” 
 
    “What the … shit!” he gasped, and the kid dropped down beside me with his heart slamming loudly in my ears. “Are you--should I get Shoshanne? I could go to the Oculus! Or the king! The king’s not gonna talk to me, shit! I just got you killed, right? I’m so fucked.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I ordered. “Be quiet for two goddamn seconds, and I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Totally,” Pindor panted. “I’ll be quiet. But you’re like … mutilated. What if--” 
 
    “Shut up,” I ordered once more. 
 
    The runes were viciously countering the worst of the burns on my hands, and the last thing I needed was a mental image of the damage to add to the uncomfortable process. At the same time, I was mostly relieved to feel more than half my body was renewed already, and I tried to focus on how fucking awesome rune magic was rather than the scene I’d stumbled into out here. 
 
    To be honest, seeing Pindor practically dead had just about stopped my own damn heart, regardless of his most recent bullshit. To his credit, he was at least twice as riled by my own state. 
 
    Pindor must have noticed my flesh was healing itself, though, because his breaths suddenly became shallow and frantic, and he shot backward across the ground. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Pindor demanded. “What … are you …” 
 
    I sighed with relief as the last of my flesh settled into place, and the runes finally began to quiet down enough for me to speak again. 
 
    “I told you to shut up,” I reminded Pindor. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I mean … no,” the kid admitted. “I hurt a lot. What just happened? Are you okay? I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “Yes, you can,” I assured him, and I strained to stand. “Stop thinking so much and focus on calming down. You’re alive. I’m alive.” 
 
    Pindor was clutching at his hair and staring at me like I was a walking ghost, but he also had a shoulder jutting out at a grotesque angle, so I tackled this first. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing out here?” I asked the kid as I stooped to set his shoulder back into the socket. When I gave a firm shove, the joint popped loudly into place, and Pindor yelped in pain. 
 
    “I just … your skin was--” 
 
    I sighed. “This guy I know branded me with a rune to help me heal at an accelerated rate. Don’t overthink it. Your turn.” 
 
    Pindor rubbed at his shoulder with a blank expression for a minute, but when he finally answered my question, he mumbled so I couldn’t understand a word of it. 
 
    “What was that?” I clarified. 
 
    “I was meeting someone, alright?” Pindor admitted. “Go on, be a judgmental prick.” 
 
    I tried not to grin. “Hey, I don’t knock fucking in the woods. I just think you’re a cocky shit lately, that’s all. Two different things.” 
 
    I expected another come back, but Pindor continued fidgeting with his shoulder in silence. Then he worked to stand up, and I gave him a hand. 
 
    “I know I’m a cocky shit,” he mumbled as he winced and brushed the leaves off him. “I haven’t been lately, though.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I nodded. “Who’s the girl, then?” 
 
    “A friend of yours, actually,” he told me. “She’s a Tenebrae Mage.” 
 
    He puffed out his chest a bit as he said this, but I couldn’t help dropping my jaw as the hair on my arms stood straight up, and all I could think of was the image of Onym smiling to himself just before a dagger pierced his heart. 
 
    “You’re not talking about Baroness Batonova, are you?” I asked uneasily. “Please tell me that’s not who you’re meeting out here.” 
 
    Pindor looked insulted. “So what if I am?” 
 
    “You’re fifteen!” I cut-in. “She’s … I don’t even know how old she is, but she’s old enough to be a Baroness. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m sixteen now, and who cares?” he tried. “She’s hot, and she didn’t ask.” 
 
    “No,” I corrected, and I leveled the kid with a stern finger. 
 
    Pindor looked uneasily at it before he eyed the dead mages around us, and then he managed to look Big Guy in his glowing eyes for the briefest second. His lips wavered on a rebuttal, but I interrupted before he could even try it. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Pindor sighed. “But we didn’t do anything!” 
 
    “Nooo,” I groaned. “Listen. Find a nice girl your own damn age, stop being a creep, and never sleep with mages who could murder you while you can’t even see them standing there.” 
 
    “Wh--what?” Pindor gasped, and his eyes went wide with terror. 
 
    “Yeah, Tenebrae Mage,” I said with a nod. “I’ve seen her do it. The other guy thought she was pretty hot, too, but she’s way more than that. She can fade into shadows, she can blind you, make you deaf, and even make anyone impossible to trace if she wants to. You don’t know what you’re fucking with here, Pindor. Stop fucking with it.” 
 
    Pindor nodded vigorously, and I finally lowered my hand. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “Now, what does she want with you?” 
 
    “Well, like I mentioned--” 
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself, the Baroness is always working an angle,” I assured him. “You were with us when we brought the train through Rajeene, so she could have recognized you. How did you two meet here?” 
 
    “At the pub in Serin. She came up to me and we started chatting. Then she kept buying me drinks, and I figured … ” The kid shrugged. 
 
    “You’re telling me a Tenebrae Mage, who’s a rich Baroness, spent time with you at a bar, and then started flirting with you and buying your drinks, and you didn’t think there was anything suspicious going on?” I groaned. “Her eyes alone should be enough to tell you that you’re in over your head.” 
 
    “I know,” Pindor sighed, and as he ruffled his hair, I fought the urge to flatten it back down so he didn’t look so much like me. “I just thought she was interested. She was really flirting and was touching me on my shoulder. She has his really sexy voice and her eyes--” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoffed. “She’s like a wolf, and you are a dumb bunny. Stick to nice girls, okay?” 
 
    “I will,” he assured me, “I swear. I’ll be a better Pindor.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I muttered before I turned to Big Guy. “Thanks for the save, buddy. Do me a favor and get all these bodies in that trench over there. I’ll seal it up for you when it’s done. Then you can carry on with your patrol, but remember we’ve got some training to do this afternoon.” 
 
    Big Guy gave a salute and dutifully set to work burying the dead mages, and I motioned for Pindor to follow me back to the village. 
 
    I trained my ear to the woods surrounding us as we went, but I couldn’t hear any sign of another mage present. After I sifted carefully through the soil and was sure there was no one lurking around in the shadows, I nudged the kid at my side. 
 
    “When was the last time you talked to the Baroness?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Yesterday,” he replied. “She was waiting for me outside the Oculus when I was headed into the market.” 
 
    “Does she always wait there for you?” 
 
    “No, that’s the first time I’ve seen her there, well I’ve only seen her twice. Once at the bar and then on the street. I thought she said to meet her here when she walked off, but I couldn’t quite tell, so I figured I’d come and check since she really is outrageously hot, and it really seemed like she was interested in me at the pub.” 
 
    “Then she must know something about you,” I sighed. Part of me wanted to yell at him more for getting caught up in the Baroness’ obvious manipulations, but I could also understand where he was coming from. The woman was seductively beautiful and exotic. She just oozed sexuality, and Pindor was pretty much an idiot with women. “What have you been doing since you left Orebane?” 
 
    Pindor sent me another awkward glance. 
 
    “Besides that,” I muttered. “Who’s been teaching you? What friends have you made?” 
 
    “I was meeting with Wyresus every other day for lessons, but he’s such a jerk I finally just stopped going,” Pindor said with a shrug. “He won’t teach me anything without making me read ten volumes first, and I suck at reading. He kept making fun of me, so I tried to get a Defender to mentor me, but the only ones I could find already hate me.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I’ve slept with their little sisters. Or their friends’ little sisters, or their little sisters’ friends … ” 
 
    I snorted and shook my head. “Yeah, word tends to get around,” I told him. “Another reason to not be a shit. What have you been doing since then?” 
 
    “I just mess around, I guess,” he admitted, and he sounded like he regretted this. “I practice what you taught me, but I can’t do much more than make trenches and lift boulders. It’s pretty boring, honestly. I wish I was an Ignis Mage or something cooler.” 
 
    I had to chuckle. 
 
    “Terra Magic is tricky,” I told him. “It’s not all messing with dirt and rocks. There’s a finesse to it. You have to practice being deeply in tune with your element if you’re ever going to get to the next level. Focus on connecting with it completely, and if you’re doing it right, there’s no divide between you and your element anymore.” 
 
    Pindor’s eyes gleamed as he nodded along. “I can do that.” 
 
    I realized the kid was practically starving for any kind of instruction, and I couldn’t deny he was already more promising than a lot of the mages we were training back at the village. So, I sighed and came to a stop outside the house as I considered him. 
 
    “Look, I’ll teach you a bit alright?” I finally said, and his familiar old grin spread from ear to ear. “But I’ve also got a mission I need you to help me out with.” 
 
    “Anything,” Pindor promised wholeheartedly. “You just saved my life back there. And got burned alive. And I know I’ve been an asshole. I want to make it up to you.” 
 
    I snorted and did another careful scan of the surrounding area before I continued, and once I was sure no one was around, I motioned for him to come a little closer. 
 
    “The Baroness has been claiming me as her friend for a while,” I told him quietly, “but I’ve had enough strange run ins with her to question what team she’s on. You’re gonna help me figure it out.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I thought you said--” 
 
    “Not by trying to get with her,” I clarified with a roll of my eyes. “By any other means necessary. Watch your back, though, and don’t let her catch on that you’re fishing around for information, alright? She’s an incredibly dangerous woman, and she’s used to running around with people way more brutally minded than you. That means you have to play into whatever her reason is for talking to you, and pretend you want to get to know her better. Tell her no one will teach you, that’s a good start. Let her know you’re kind of a loner and need someone to hang out with. Ask her personal stuff. What she does, where she goes, who her friends are. This last one’s important. Remember every name, and if she ever mentions Nalnora, find out why she went there, and ask her specifically who she visited. This is a test. I wanna know if she’s lying to you, so remember her answers explicitly, alright?” 
 
    “Deal,” Pindor agreed. “It’s kind of funny, because she was asking me a lot of these same things about you at the pub that first time, but what if she catches on that I’m turning the tables on her?” 
 
    I stared. “Wait, she was? What did you say?” 
 
    “She kep buying me ale, so I was pretty drunk by then,” he admitted. “I told her I had no idea what you were up to, because you were in Nalnora, and it was true. I did tell her you had some dwarven friends up north, though, and the huge lumber guys in Garioch liked you. Pretty much just that anywhere we took the railway ended up liking you because duh, but I also may have sort of implied you were my uh …” 
 
    “Your what?” I asked as the kid refused to meet my gaze. 
 
    “My best friend, I guess,” he mumbled. “It’s cool though, she didn’t seem to believe me at all, and it was stupid, and I was drunk so we can pretend I never said it.” 
 
    I did an admirable job of not laughing and cleared my throat instead. “Well that’s a hiccup in the plan, but not hard to fix. She tends to pay attention, so there’s a good chance she already knows you ended up on my shit list for a while there. Play that up when you see her again. Tell her I brushed you off, that my women tried to set you on fire, the whole deal. This does mean you’re gonna have to make sure she never sees you with me, though. If you think she might be catching on, even if you’re not sure, figure out a legitimate excuse and get the hell gone. Stay away from shadows and dark corners, and get a raven to me in Falmount so we can arrange to meet up. Just do everything you can to make her think you’re as alone as you were when I got back to town.” 
 
    Pindor grimaced at this. “That sounds so pathetic.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “So, maybe you could clear a few things up for me. How is it you sleep around so much for the month I’ve been gone, and now everyone including their families want to kill you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Pindor mumbled. “I might sweet talk them a bit, make promises I don’t keep. A couple of them were mad because I gave them an honest rating, and a few times I … ” 
 
    I raised my brows as he trailed off, and I stubbornly waited him out until he continued. 
 
    “A few times,” Pindor finally admitted, “I might have left before they were finished, but only because they weren’t that good at it, and I was bored.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell them that.” 
 
    He really didn’t need to answer. The look on his face was a solid yes. 
 
    There were about five points I wanted to clear up right there, but I wasn’t in the mood to give the kid any more advice at the moment. 
 
     So, I locked my jaw and reminded myself once more how shitty it would be to punch a kid while I tried to focus on the fact that apparently him living or dying mattered to me, regardless of his terrible decisions. 
 
    Then I calmly ordered Pindor not to tell anyone what had just occurred in the forest and to get back to Serin. 
 
    The kid was about to hop to when Jenik came around the side of the house with a grin much like Pindor’s on his face. 
 
    “Hey Mason,” he said cheerily. “I just finished up at the pub, and I grabbed my dad’s sword in case you wanted to see it. It’s probably not as cool as yours, but … ” 
 
    Jenik handed the sword over expectantly, and then he sent Pindor a nod in greeting. 
 
    “This is Jenik,” I explained as I took stock of the stout blade. “He’s my squire.” 
 
    “He’s your squire?” Pindor scoffed. “I thought I was your squire.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and glanced up. “You don’t wanna be a knight.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you trained me,” Pindor countered. “I’m your mage squire, and have been for a while now, technically.” 
 
    The look the two kids exchanged immediately brought me back to my high school days, and I tried not to smirk as I interceded. 
 
    “Alright, Pindor,” I said. “If you wanna be my squire too, you can be one, but you’re taking an oath.” 
 
    “I’ll take an oath,” he said at once, and the kid straightened up so the two inches of height he had on Jenik would be good and clear. 
 
    Jenik rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Pindor,” I began, “in order to serve as my squire, you will adhere to the following oath: under no circumstance will you ever tie another woman to a bed unless you are fully prepared to deliver what she’s looking for. Repeat that back to me, and the job is yours.” 
 
    “Wait,” Jenik cut in. “That was you?” 
 
    Pindor shifted awkwardly, but he tried to hold his own. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean Mina,” Jenik clarified, and he turned to face Pindor straight on. “She’s a friend of mine. You’re the jerk who left her tied to a bed?” 
 
    I knew what was coming next before Pindor had even finished blushing beet red, but he definitely didn’t expect it. So, when Jenik punched him square in the jaw, he staggered several paces back and only barely looked up in time to block the next hit. Then the two were at it like mad cats, and as they dropped to the dirt in a knot of lanky limbs, I decided they could work this one out themselves. 
 
    I took the extremely nice sword with me while I headed for the house, just in case, and as I settled back to work in the shop, I scruffed my hair irritably. 
 
    The day had admittedly taken a sour turn there for a second, and I only hoped to all of the gods that none of the Defenders I just swore my own oath to would find out about the four mages I killed. Especially given that it was all in the name of Pindor, the kid a few of them probably wanted to skin alive for their sisters’ sakes. 
 
    Two hours into this agreement, and I was already treading a dangerous line, but I didn’t regret it. I’d felt the force of those mages’ powers, and with my life and Pindor’s in the balance, I knew I’d done the right thing, even if it didn’t fall strictly in line with what the Defender’s had in mind. 
 
    With a long sigh, I sent my Terra Magic to the western woods to seal the trench of bodies over, and then I pulled the blow guns over to finish the final detail on the snatcher to my right.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Big Guy’s eerie blue eyes lit up in the darkening trees, and I waited with my sword in hand. My head pounded from the noise of the runes, but I wasn’t stopping until I got this right. 
 
    The machine’s steel plating had just finished reforming for the fourth time since we began our training, but I almost had it in our last match. My vision narrowed, my rune was agitated like a war cry in my ears, but I wasn’t going to tear Big Guy to shreds. I was going to lock him in the ground, but then he raised the crossbow in my direction, and in a flash, I obliterated him before he could even loose the arrow. 
 
    I nodded at Big Guy now as he slowly rolled my way, and when he sent me a slow nod in return, I raised my sword at the ready. Every muscle ached, and I’d broken my forearm and a couple ribs in the last hour, but everything was already realigned, and I nearly had control over the rune. I could feel it. 
 
    I knew where the line was now between kill mode and killer offense, and I just needed to figure out how to channel the benefits of one over the other. After working into the evening like this with Big Guy, I could sense the rune and I finding a strange sort of understanding, and I figured if I was kicking enough ass more frequently, the rune wouldn’t feel the need to retaliate so strongly. So far, this seemed plausible given the chanting had risen and fallen during our last duel, which was a big enough improvement to make me almost sure I was on the right track. 
 
    So, when Big Guy drove forward with his sword angled straight at my heart, I let the runes protest only enough to feed my reflexes, and I fell into another deadly duel with the giant in front of me. 
 
    The sound of our swords clashing still caused an immediate grin to come to my face despite the force of the blows Big Guy could deliver, and the steel blades sang through the entire forest along with my labored breaths. Sweat dripped down my back and arms as Big Guy and I continued relentlessly, and I didn’t let up until my sword was thoroughly battered and useless. 
 
    This time, when I cast the sword aside, I swiftly locked Big Guy in place before he could dodge the move, but the ground shook beneath him with the whirring of his tracks, and he managed to break himself free to take a malicious swipe at my head. The runes reeled furiously as I flattened myself across the ground, but I still kept my focus on counter maneuvers and escape rather than killing him. While Big Guy prepared for another attack, I jumped aside and managed to raise a series of pillars ahead of me as I circled behind the machine, and he kept his eerie blue gaze on me as I rose higher. 
 
    From ten feet above his head, I wrenched the remaining pillars out of the earth and sent them down on Big Guy with his sword raised, and when they shattered both his arms into scrap metal, I threw my hands up like I’d made a touchdown. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” I laughed, and the runes reined themselves in. “That’s what I’m talking ab--” 
 
    Big Guy barreled into the last pillar I was standing on, and before I could even finish my victory dance, I dropped into a mass of rubble. 
 
    I let the runes heal me once more as I groaned and rolled from the rocks, and Big Guy slowly rolled to my side with the frayed wiring from his arms splaying out of each shoulder. 
 
    “Truce,” I panted. 
 
    When I could stand again, I dusted the rubble from my hair, and I looked up to find all four of my women staring from beside the house. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” I tried. “Done at the training fields?” 
 
    Shoshanne was flushed as she abruptly turned her back and went inside, but before the other three had managed to do much more than blink, the healer returned with her healing staff in hand and a tense set to her jaw. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m really fine, you don’t have to--” 
 
    “Sit down,” Shoshanne ordered, and I wasn’t about to argue with that tone in her voice, so I smirked and plopped back down beside the rubble. 
 
    “That was … ” Deya muttered, but she didn’t seem to have any more words than that. 
 
    “Sexy,” Cayla decided, and I sent her a wink. 
 
    Aurora nodded blankly. “Was this supposed to be the surprise?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “This is my new training regimen. The surprise is we’re going to Mors Pass tonight, and it’s filled with dragons.” 
 
    The half-elf’s eyes lit up at once. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    I filled the women in on everything I’d learned from the Defenders while Shoshanne’s channeling gem slowly drifted over my body from head to toe, and by the time the healer finished checking every inch without finding a single ligament out of place, the women were as resolved as me to get to Mors Pass as quickly as possible. 
 
    “It does sound crazy,” Aurora admitted, “but it’s our only option. Have you finished the sentries?” 
 
    I nodded and stood to help Shoshanne up as well. “They’re in the atrium. Let me fix Big Guy up, and I’ll be right in. Get anything together that might help us in the pass, and we’ll head out as soon as--” 
 
    “I think we should wait,” Deya announced. 
 
    “We don’t have time to wait,” I assured her. “I only have thirty-two Defenders on hand including Aurora and myself, and if anyone storms the Oculus, we could lose ten at once.” 
 
    “Yes, but dragons hunt in the evening,” she explained. “They’ll be more predatory if we come upon the pass at night.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “You’re sure about this?” 
 
    “Positive,” the elf said with a nod. “They leave at sundown and bring food back to their nests throughout the night. Then they return near sunrise to rest.” 
 
    “Are the nests unguarded while they hunt?” I asked. 
 
    “Never,” she replied. “Both the male and female come and go in shifts, but when the females return in the morning, they guard the nests while the males stand watch nearby.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thrungrig mentioned dragons lining the upper ridge of the pass.” 
 
    “Neither day or night will be safer for us,” Cayla pointed out. “Whether they are predatory or resting, they’ll be on guard.” 
 
    “Unless we time our arrival perfectly,” I mused. “If they’re tired from a night of hunting, and not yet rested from the morning, we might stand a better chance.” 
 
    “Just before dawn,” Aurora added thoughtfully. “That could work.” 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked Deya, who had her pink brows furrowed. 
 
    “This might be ideal,” she allowed. “What breed live in the pass?” 
 
    “I’ve only heard of drakes being there,” I admitted, “but different breeds wouldn’t nest together, right? Wouldn’t they just kill each other?” 
 
    Deya grimaced. “Not necessarily. They will turn against other dragons over territorial disputes, but a nesting ground is different. Some dragons nest in pods like the sea dragons, staying with their own kind, but others gather with several breeds for the sake of protection if the area has enough food to offer.” 
 
     “Let’s hope the drakes are like sea dragons,” Aurora sighed. “I bet their babies are so cute.” 
 
    “Aurora,” I warned, “we’re not letting the baby dragon thing distract us. This is life or death.” 
 
    “What?” Aurora demanded, and Deya’s brow crinkled. “We’re not killing any of the dragons.” 
 
    I stared. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Mason, it’s their nesting ground!” the half-elf persisted. “You saw those helpless little baby dragons in the cove. They need protection.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they have a hoard of full grown, hungry, vicious dragons to do that. What are you suggesting we do? Tiptoe around them?” 
 
    Aurora pouted, and Deya looked nearly as upset. 
 
    I sighed. “Don’t do this, the baby dragons will be just fine. We, on the other hand, will be eaten if we don’t do everything we can to survive that pass.” 
 
    “But--” Aurora tried, and I shook my head. 
 
    “We’re going to a nesting ground, Aurora,” I informed her sternly. “That means dozens of hormonal and protective dragons lurking around.” 
 
    “If you think about it,” Deya countered, “it’s wise not to harm them, Mason.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and waited. 
 
    “I need to gather their scales,” the elf continued, “but if we kill the dragons whose scales I take, then the endeavor is useless. We need them alive if I plan to transmute with them.” 
 
    Aurora smiled and turned to me eagerly. 
 
    “See?” she insisted. “No killing the dragons, it’s settled.” 
 
    With the elf and half-elf both sending me pleading looks like that, it was nearly impossible to reason with them. Especially when they had their hands clasped together in solidarity, and they bounced nervously on their toes while I thought it over. 
 
    “Okay,” I finally muttered through gritted teeth. “We won’t kill the dragons.” 
 
    Words no sane man would ever say. 
 
    The two women squealed, though, and they bounded over to throw their arms around me. 
 
    “But when they’re trying to eat us,” I continued, “don’t say I didn’t tell you this is a terrible idea. It was dangerous before. Now, it’s just a terrible idea, but at least the baby dragons will be happy.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Aurora promised as she covered my neck in kisses. 
 
    Then Aurora and Deya pranced off toward the house, and they giggled to one another over the prospect of the many dragon scales they’d have by dawn. 
 
    Shoshanne and Cayla sidled over to me with wry smirks, and as they slid their arms around my waist in consolation, I sighed and shook my head. 
 
    “Perhaps we should still be prepared for when this doesn’t go well,” Cayla muttered barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Oh, absolutely, stock the trunk to the rafters,” I agreed before I turned to Shoshanne. “Any luck with Raynor today?” 
 
    “Yes,” she sighed in relief. “Raynor found a note in one of his old texts about a berry that reacts poorly when mixed with a common type of mushroom, and both grow all over these foothills. When brewed together, they create a poison which isn’t lethal in small doses, but it can still severely incapacitate you. We’ve decided to increase the measurement of berries but brew the mixture for an hour longer than advised, and this should provide a potent enough serum for a single dart to knock the mages out completely without stopping their hearts.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “That sounds on the verge of a bad idea. You’re sure about all this?” 
 
    “No,” the healer admitted. “It does sound very dangerous, but it’s our best shot until the raven Raynor sent to an old healer friend of his can be answered. Raynor and I gathered the ingredients and began brewing this afternoon, though, and he’ll keep an eye on it for me until we return.” 
 
    “Let’s hope no one thinks it’s a new soup he’s serving over there,” I muttered. 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” Shoshanne chuckled, “but Raynor will be careful. He’s incredibly knowledgeable, I’m so happy you introduced us. It turns out I trained with one of his old mentors at the Order of Pallax. It’s a shame he came to the Order and let Abrus change his direction of study. He must have been a very talented healer in his time.” 
 
    “I’m glad you two get along,” I told her with a grin. “What did Abrus have him working on?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shoshanne admitted. “Raynor didn’t seem like he wished to discuss it, but he said he was betrayed by the Order. That Abrus misled him in some way.” 
 
    “I wonder if Abrus was trying to turn him over to the Master’s side,” I mused. 
 
    “It sounds like he must have been,” Cayla pointed out. “Are you sure he didn’t succeed?” 
 
    “No,” I replied honestly, “but I sensed Abrus was up to no good long before we found the proof of it. Raynor hasn’t sent up any red flags.” 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Shoshanne assured us both before the women headed for the house. 
 
    I quickly repaired Big Guy and reformed the ground in the clearing I’d destroyed, and then I retrieved my battered sword as I faced the machine. 
 
    “I think I’m finally getting the hang of this,” I told him with a grin. “When I get back from Mors Pass, we’re going at it again, but this time, no sword. I wanna see how I do on magery alone. The two forms of magic seem to disagree, and I need to make sure I’ve got that sorted out before any more mages show up in these woods. You did good today, buddy. Keep a close eye on the town while I’m gone.” 
 
    Big Guy saluted with his channeling gem burning fiercely, and I chuckled as I sent him off on his patrol once more. He really was a hell of guy to have around, and knowing his twin brother would soon be guarding the Oculus eased my mind considerably. 
 
    Although, his twin brother had the added feature of a blow gun on his inner arm, and I’d given him a single pulley and netting system, so he’d be equipped for some recapture work if need be. Big Guy hadn’t gotten to see the finished product yet, but I wanted to wait until both new sentries were awake to make the introduction. This way, if Big Guy decided to try and ram his brothers under a table again, they could hash things out for themselves.  
 
    Honestly, it’d probably be incredible to witness. 
 
    I had a feeling it wouldn’t come to this, though. When I told Big Guy about the work I’d completed before our duel, I sensed an eagerness in him almost equal to my own, and I knew he was excited about expanding our crew. 
 
    Stan was just ecstatic, though. When I returned to the house, Cayla and the others were in the atrium admiring the new sentries that took up most of the walking space, and Stan was scaling the snatcher’s massive arm on his way to his shoulder. He sent me a vigorous wave that almost cost him his grip, but then he continued determinedly, and he clamored all over the sentry like a kid on a jungle gym. 
 
    “These are incredible,” Deya mused as her serpentine eyes glinted. “Will they be as deadly as the one who tried to kill you?” 
 
    I smirked. “That’s the idea, but the snatcher isn’t as heavily armed. He’ll still be able to do some serious damage hand-to-hand, though.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see them with their channeling gems in place,” Aurora giggled. “Big Guy looked terrifying out there. I don’t know how you manage to not run in the opposite direction when he pulls his sword out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about it,” Shoshanne muttered as she pulled her bow from the wall. 
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled and pulled the woman over to me to lock her in my arms, “you got to check the damage yourself. Good as new, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted, “but when he came at you with the sword--” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him,” I interrupted with a broad grin. “Which was the point …” 
 
    Shoshanne had to smile now. “Fine. You were right about Big Guy. It is helping.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled, and I tucked a kiss in her copper curls. “So, no more worrying about me or this rune. You’re just gonna have to trust me that I’ve got this under control. Although, that does remind me. I killed four mages today.” 
 
    “What?” Shoshanne gasped. 
 
    “They got Pindor,” I quickly explained. 
 
    To my surprise, both of the women who’d so recently run the kid out of here without remorse suddenly paled as their hands flew to their lips. 
 
    “Wh-what?” Aurora stammered. “Is he--?” 
 
    “He’ll be okay,” I assured her, and Cayla took a deep, steadying breath. “Scared the hell out of me, too, but he’s back in Serin now. Jenik kicked his ass a bit before he left, but that’s a story for another time. The point is, I came up on four mages attacking him in the western woods, and they had a branding iron with them. It’s locked with the others in the ammunition cabinet now, but the Master’s little posses have clearly begun working near the borders of Falmount already, and I can’t decide if it was a coincidence Pindor was one of the first ones captured or not.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cayla asked with concern. 
 
    “I’ll explain on the way to Mors Pass,” I assured her. “Let’s get the Mustang loaded up and get out of here. From the directions Urn gave me, we’re in for a three-hour drive, and we have to scout the area for the mage camp before we handle the gems and the dragon scales.” 
 
    We left Falmount before midnight, and I explained to the women about Pindor’s connection to the Baroness, his new mission, and the agreement I made with the Defenders at Flynt’s Pub that was already broken. 
 
    Aurora was the first to point out I’d made them a promise I couldn’t strictly keep. 
 
    “Their magery is stronger with the rune on them,” the half-elf said. “If they wear that rune longer, imagine what they’ll become. What they’ll be capable of.” 
 
    “I know,” I agreed as I glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “That’s why I wanted to go to Mors Pass as soon as possible. Every day the mages wear the rune, our chances of being able to recapture them plummet.” 
 
    “What will you tell the Defenders?” Cayla asked. “Eventually, they’ll need to understand.” 
 
    “When it comes to that, I’m hoping they’ll already understand the risk, at least enough to not want to kill me,” I muttered. “None of the Defenders I spoke to in the pub have encountered a possessed mage directly before, let alone an army. I certainly don’t want them to, but if the Master works as quickly here as he did in Nalnora, they won’t be able to hide behind the sentries forever, and those mages in the western woods didn’t fight like our mages. They fought like his mages. The Defenders will just have to learn the difference.” 
 
    “Not yet, though,” Shoshanne countered. “We won’t give up until there’s absolutely nothing left to do. Until then, we’ll recapture as many as possible and guard them with your sentries. It’s a good plan, Mason. Focus on that instead of what the Defenders will do if this all gets worse.” 
 
    I sent the healer a grin. “You’re right. Let’s just hope we can recapture them faster than the Master can brand them.” 
 
    We drove until we were within a mile of where Mors Pass was supposed to be before I parked the Mustang. We were north of Nalnora now and had taken a route along the southern border of Orebane like Urn suggested. The Draconis Mountains loomed at our left with angry sheaths of obsidian jutting up like spikes, and to our left, the foothills rolled south until they disappeared into a black mass of jungle. 
 
    We weren’t as far east as House Orrel had been, but I instinctively scanned the area for the sound of an owl’s wing just in case. I didn’t like the idea of being this close to Nalnora with Deya, but it did seem like the ideal place for the Master to form a camp. 
 
    None of the Elven Houses would venture this close to the dwarven border, no one in Illaria would ever know the mages were here, and even the dwarves stopped mining in this part of their region. 
 
    The Master had found himself the perfect hideaway, and the notion made it clear that he had bigger plans this time. With a location like this, and the dragons close by, he could build his army up without any hindrance, and if he housed his minions here long term, they’d be mindless, ravenous, killing machines by the time he unleashed them. 
 
    The women seemed to be thinking along the same lines, because they took stock of our surroundings with growing concern in their eyes, and Deya was the first one to break the heavy silence around us. 
 
    “I hear no one,” she breathed. 
 
    “Neither do I,” I admitted, and the women turned to me at once. 
 
    “Nothing?” Aurora asked uneasily. “Your hearing is more acute than any of ours, are you sure?” 
 
    I grimaced. “I can’t believe you’d admit that, but yes I’m sure. Let’s stick close together and head south for a ways first. Everyone keep your ears and eyes open. We should have enough time before sunrise to circle all the way to that ridge over there and back. If they’re near Mors Pass, they should be within the radius, but don’t speak unless it’s absolutely necessary. We don’t know what we’re gonna find out here, and the dragons are hunting by now.” 
 
    Aurora finally looked nervous, but she forced a smile when she caught me noticing. I shook my head and led the others into the foothills, and we all had our bows strapped across out backs with no less than three daggers a piece. The foothills were primarily barren here with slates of granite and obsidian raggedly breaking into deep ravines and ridges in every direction. The moon was full above us, which gave us little options for concealing ourselves, but I led us along the shadows of the rocky ledges whenever possible. 
 
    Every ten minutes, we stopped and scanned the area carefully, but utter silence seemed to fall in this secluded corner of the mountains, which made me wonder if Lyro had been misled about the location of the mage camp. 
 
    Still, we pressed on, turning to the east when we neared the Nalnoran border, but halfway along our route, I heard the heavy flap of a wing close by, and we all ducked into the shadows of a rocky overhang. 
 
    “There,” Deya whispered, and we looked in the direction she pointed to see the chilling silhouette of a dragon whose wingspan couldn’t be less than forty feet. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I managed as I swallowed hard. “That’s not a drake.” 
 
    “No,” Deya agreed. “It’s heading directly north. That must be where the pass is.” 
 
    I trailed the dragon as far as I could, and when it took a sudden dive into the mountains, I decided Deya’s estimate was correct. 
 
    “We still have another few hours,” I told the women in a low voice. “Let’s finish scouting this area but keep an eye on the sky as well. That dragon came out of nowhere.” 
 
    As we turned to continue through the shadows, another dragon spiked upward from where the last had disappeared, and I paused to watch it soar across the moon and directly over us on its way to the jungle. 
 
    Judging by the draping of its wingtips, this one didn’t look like the same breed as the other, but it was slightly smaller, and I clung to this sliver of positivity despite my growing concerns. 
 
    After another hour of scouting, my concerns about the dragons were far behind me because we still hadn’t found a single trace of a mage out here. Not even a distant heartbeat. We’d already turned north and began climbing back into the foothills, and as I eyed the moonlit slopes and ridges stretching to the west, I didn’t see any torches flickering, either. The silence out here was becoming more unsettling by the minute, but it made sense to me that no wildlife lived in this part of the hills. There was too little vegetation for cover or food, and with Mors Pass so close by, I could understand why the place was so barren. 
 
    My Terra magic wasn’t sending back anything but cold, deserted stone, and the faintest glow of blue began near the eastern horizon to announce the coming dawn. Reluctantly, we decided to abandon our search for now and set our focus on Mors Pass, and we were about to veer west again when something caught my attention. 
 
    I’d sent out one last surge of my Terra powers just in case while the women continued onward, and that’s when I heard something I hadn’t been looking for. 
 
    The sound was coming from the stones. 
 
    I didn’t say a word as I kept my attention focused explicitly on the stonework and crept ahead, and the women halted to wait for me to return. 
 
    I was getting closer every moment, and my heart thrummed anxiously in my chest as I hoped I was imagining the sound. After another few minutes, I knew I wasn’t, because the muttering of a rune was growing louder with every step. Finally, I followed it to a rock that looked the same as thousands of others around us, except for the distinct rune carved into the surface. 
 
    It was no bigger than my thumbnail, but I’d heard it muttering through the stones when I scanned the area, same as I had done with the metal earlier today. 
 
    Then I stooped to look closer, and I realized I’d seen it before. 
 
    I returned to the women and silently beckoned for them to join me, and when we came to the stone once more, I pulled Deya closer. 
 
    The elf’s violet eyes went wide, and she quickly looked further toward the foothills in the east where we hadn’t ventured yet. 
 
    I nodded my agreement, but with the sky lightening more every second, I motioned to the others that we should continue on toward Mors Pass. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I finally answered Aurora’s questioning gaze, but I kept my voice as low as possible. 
 
    “That rune was similar to the rune the elves use in their homes,” I told the women. “Remember the rune I told you to look for at House Orrel? The one that keeps noise from carrying outside the walls?” 
 
    The women nodded. 
 
    “It’s almost identical to that one, but there’s two extra degree lines added,” I explained. “Which means it’s doing what the other did, but better.” 
 
    Cayla’s blue eyes went wide. 
 
    “He’s silenced their perimeter?” she asked. 
 
    “It looks that way,” I replied. “Which explains why we haven’t heard a damn thing out here. My guess is, he’s got the entire perimeter of the camp silenced, and maybe portions of the foothills leading there. That would explain why we didn’t hear the first dragon until it was right above us.” 
 
    Aurora furrowed her brow. “You’re right. We should have heard it coming before that.” 
 
    “Unless there was a rune nearby,” I added. “The Master’s got big plans out here, and he’s making sure no one can interrupt them this time.” 
 
    “Should we forget the gems and try to find them in the east?” Shoshanne asked as she eyed the dusty light growing near the horizon. 
 
    “No,” I replied. “We know where to look for the camp, now, but we need to protect Serin first and foremost. Those gems are our ticket.” 
 
    I turned to Deya next. 
 
    “The few dragons I’ve seen don’t look alike,” I told her. “That means we have a decent chance at choosing our weapon, so once we get in the pass, see if you can’t recognize some of them and figure out which ones are our best options. We’ll try to get a scale from each.” 
 
    She was about to respond when another beat of a wing broke through the blanket of silence, and a dragon swooped low above us with a full-grown sphynx clamped in its jaws. Aurora and Deya exchanged a look that clearly showed they were beginning to second guess their silly notions. 
 
    “Still sure we’re not killing any of them?” I muttered as we watched the blood of the sphynx drip a deadly trail along the rocks leading to Mors Path. 
 
    “Baby dragons, Mason,” Aurora hissed. “Helpless little baby dragons who need the full-grown ones around, remember? Who’s going to hunt for them, or protect them from the other breeds, or--” 
 
    “You killed a drake with me the first day we met,” I cut-in incredulously. “And a hydra, and--” 
 
    “They were possessed, and that was before I met Deya!” the half-elf insisted. “We’ve both learned a lot since then, and dragons are amazing creatures, Mason. They’re dynamic and cunning, and just the thought of those baby dragons … what if we had a baby and some mage showed up--” 
 
    I had to clamp my mouth shut to be sure I didn’t say anything, and I swiftly trudged onward rather than hear the rest of the speech. 
 
    Now that we didn’t have any shadows left to shield us from view, I kept my eyes trained on the skies as we went, and I was disconcerted by how many times I saw a dragon heading into the pass before I was ever able to pick up the sound of its wings. 
 
    The Master clearly left the silencing rune littered throughout these foothills, and the notion almost made me want to abandon the plan altogether and track his camp right now. It only took imagining what he must have in store for Illaria to keep my resolve firm, though. The more channeling gems I had, the stronger our defenses would be, whatever his plans. 
 
    Sunrise looked to be only an hour off when we finally came to the mouth of a ravine with deep red stains splattering the rocks and spindly shrubs, and we knew without question we’d finally made it to Mors Pass. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed as I turned to the women. “If you ladies are serious about these fucking baby dragons, then we need a solid plan before we take one more step.” 
 
    Deya nodded. “I can remain invisible to do my work.” 
 
    “But how will we know where you are?” Cayla countered. “We could hurt you by accident.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I agreed. “Stay visible whenever you can, but if you need to disappear in order to get close enough for a scale, move quickly and get back into sight as soon as it’s safe.” 
 
    Deya nodded diligently, and Aurora spoke next. 
 
    “There’s little chance we’ll go completely unnoticed, so we need to be prepared to distract them,” she decided as she turned to me. “While you work on locating the gems, Shoshanne and I can counter them with our magery.” 
 
    “I’ll try and throw the ones who fly at us off their path,” the healer agreed. 
 
    “And I’ll direct their flames away,” the half-elf added. 
 
    I nodded, and there really was some sense in their approach. “I guess I’ll try and shift the ground to keep the drakes at bay while I look for the gems.” 
 
    “But don’t move the nests!” Aurora hissed. 
 
    I was about to respond when Cayla casually interrupted. “I’ll keep them on their toes and try to confuse them.” 
 
    I cocked a brow. “How do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “Something I picked up in Serin the other day,” she said with a smirk. “I wasn’t sure what I would use it for, but I couldn’t resist. Then Aurora said she didn’t want to kill the dragons, and I realized it might be the perfect thing.” 
 
    Cayla reached around her back, and when she unhooked a slim chain on her belt, she brought a coiled, leather whip around to show us. 
 
    I swallowed hard as my blood suddenly began to rush south, and I considered how incredibly sexy Cayla looked with it in her hand. 
 
    “You have a whip?” I asked in as normal a tone as possible. 
 
    Cayla didn’t miss the look in my eye, though, and she sent me a wink. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she purred. “The grip is made of basilisk skin, and the man assured me this leather could take at least a thousand thrashings before it ever showed wear.” 
 
    I wavered between about ten different responses while Cayla slid the coiled whip affectionately through her slender grip, but I only managed to clear my throat and nod. 
 
    Aurora smirked, and without reserve, she eyed the princess from her thigh high boots all the way to the taut ribbons laced at the back of her corset. 
 
    “It definitely suits you,” the half-elf informed her. 
 
    The other two women blushed and giggled their agreement. 
 
    “I know it does,” Cayla said with a careless shrug. Then she strung the whip in another clasp on her hip and turned toward the pass. 
 
    I was still staring when all three women turned around, and only then did I realize they were already several lengths ahead. Apparently, I forgot to move my legs, but the sight of the whip brushing methodically against Cayla’s perfect hip had wiped my mind completely clear of dragons, mages, and the crazy-minded Master trying to take over the world. 
 
    There was only leather and icy blue eyes left. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked blankly. 
 
    “I said, you are coming with us, right?” the half-elf giggled. 
 
    I blinked. “Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    “Maybe I should have left the whip at home,” Cayla chuckled. “I didn’t intend to distract you.” 
 
    “I’m not distracted,” I lied. “I’m completely fine, this is good. We’re not killing dragons, we’re just entering their nesting grounds, and you’re gonna be strutting around in that outfit whipping them all into submission. This is totally gonna work.” 
 
    I made sure to walk ahead of the four women just to keep my focus in the right place, and we followed the bloody path through the base of the ravine as the jagged ridges on either side of us slowly gained in elevation. Soon, we were barred in by two angry looking cliffs with sheaths of obsidian sticking out with razor sharp edges, and the floor of the ravine became slickened with fresher and fresher blood. 
 
    I could hear the heavy flapping of leathery wings up ahead, and the gnashing of scissor-like teeth made my heart jump into my throat. My rune had begun to mutter a little louder than usual, but I concentrated on quieting it back down while we silently crept through the eerie pass. 
 
    Then we came to a slight turn where the walls opened up toward the sky, and we tucked ourselves under an overhanging slab of stone. With a last deep breath, we carefully peered around the shield of rock, and I pretty much forgot how to breathe right then. 
 
    Blood trickled down the walls of the ridge and pooled amongst bones and half-eaten carcasses below, and all along the cliff faces, massive nests made of branches and old skins tucked themselves into any ledge or cavern in sight. The nests continued as far as I could see into the pass, and almost every one of them were occupied by a dragon gnawing wildly on their prey. 
 
    There were more than ten different breeds just at first glance, and while some of them prowled the floor of the pass and snarled at one another over the wares, others perched high above on the cliff tops with their stark yellow and orange eyes trailing every movement below. 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” I managed as I watched a scaly black beast suddenly lurch from its nest to land on one of the prowlers. Then it tore the head right off its body in two vigorous shakes. “This is fucking crazy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    The women were ashen and stone-faced when we swiftly ducked back behind the slab of rock, and we just stood there in silence for a long moment while we listened to the prowler being torn to shreds. 
 
    I warred with my rune a bit as every threat in the vicinity came to the forefront of my mind, but I tried to think clearly despite all of this. 
 
    We did need the dragons alive if the scales were going to help us, and I also needed time to locate any channeling gems I could. The only way to do this was to carry on with our initial plan, and for that to be possible, my attention had to stay focused on this rather than how badly I wanted to let the rune take over. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed quietly. “Deya, what do you think?” 
 
    “There are a lot of dragons out there,” she said shakily.  
 
    I tried not to smirk. “Yes. Which ones are you going for?” 
 
    The elf thought about this for a second, and then she snuck another look down the pass. 
 
    “I recognize three from sight, but the others I can catalog later when we get home,” she muttered. “I stole one of Dragir’s books before we left the cove.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” I chuckled, and I stooped to get another look as well. 
 
    “That one with the black scales has a poisonous spike at the tip of its tail,” Deya said quietly as she pointed to a beast about fifty feet long from end to end that was perched on a rocky ledge above his brood. His scales glinted from black to deep blue when he shifted to settle in, and he had two gnarled horns that curved back from above his orange eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be useful,” I mumbled uneasily. “Who else?” 
 
    “The little yellow guy just to the right,” she replied. “They breathe poisonous gas rather than fire.” 
 
    The ‘little guy’ had a thirty-foot wingspan, but to be fair, he was technically smaller than the black beast lingering on the ridge above him. He also had vibrant red claws and spikes to match, and his narrow snout was studded with horns. He was perched a few feet above his mate, and both appeared to be worn out from their nightly hunt. 
 
    “How do you expect to get the scale without breathing?” I asked. 
 
    “They only release the poison as a defense, so as long as he doesn’t know I’m going after him, I should be fine,” Deya mused. “Be careful of him, though. His range of toxicity is about fifteen feet.” 
 
    “Noted,” I said with a nod. “What about the drakes? They could be useful for ground-level attacks.” 
 
    “I’ll try and get the big guy at the far end of the pass,” Deya decided, “if Cayla can lure him out of there for me.” 
 
    “That I would love to see,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t recognize the dark purple ones,” the elf continued, “but judging by the soot in the nest, I would guess they’re fire-breathers. There’s a mean looking one on the opposite ridge up there.” 
 
    “No,” I immediately countered. “You’re not going anywhere near that guy, he’s at least seventy feet long. Go for the female if anything.” 
 
    “But look at those claws,” she pointed out. “He’s spectacular.” 
 
    “And the female is just as scary, but smaller and half asleep. Female only with that breed.” 
 
    Deya sighed and relented, and then she narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Do you see that one down there by the dead drake?” she asked. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything but carcasses and a few prowlers, so I shook my head. 
 
    “Keep your eyes trained on the bluish patch on the wall,” Deya instructed. “It moved.” 
 
    I did as the elf said, and after about a minute of staring, the rocks suddenly rippled as if they were breathing. I waited a moment longer, and when I was sure I saw something blink, a chill ran down my spine. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Deya admitted, but I could tell by the glint in her eye this wasn’t going to stop her. “I like him, though. He’s stealthy, whatever he is.” 
 
    “That’s a maybe,” I told her firmly. “We don’t know how big he is.” 
 
    The two of us slid back behind the rocky shield to find the others waiting nervously, and while Deya explained to them which route she wanted to take in the pass, I sparked my Terra Magic and began scanning for any hint of a channeling gem within the mountains. 
 
    I sifted through swaths of obsidian that ran nearly twenty feet deep, a few rogue patches of gold, and tons of granite, but nothing more distinct came back to me. So, I moved my magic further into the pass and continued carefully probing the base and the walls for several minutes while I waited for a spark similar to Bobbie or Big Guy’s gems. Both of their channeling gems gave off a different frequency, and I’d noticed the same thing when Shoshanne scanned my body with her healer’s staff earlier. The gem mounted on the staff was a deeper purple than Big Guy’s indigo gem, and the two frequencies were like night and day.  
 
    Bobbie’s channeling gem was distinctly lighter in both appearance and presence, but I had already learned this didn’t dilute the strength of its power. When I mounted it in the engine, I’d been fully connected to the gem’s internal makeup, and the strength was surprisingly overwhelming, whereas Big Guy’s was more manageable. 
 
    So, while I didn’t know what type of channeling gem I might find here, I wasn’t too surprised I wasn’t picking up any identical frequencies to the gems I’d already come in contact with. 
 
    The dwarves and Aurora had both warned me ages ago that it took a special finesse to be able to locate the magical gems, but I didn’t doubt I’d accomplish it. I’d advanced with my Terra magic beyond what I’d ever imagined so far, and this was just the next challenge. 
 
    While I scanned the rocks, I kept half an ear trained on the conversation of the women as Deya and Aurora gauged the safest path for her, and Cayla crouched near me to get a look for herself. 
 
    “Shoshanne,” the princess muttered, “do you think you can stick close to me and help with the drake? He looks very strong, but if you cinch his lungs a bit, it could tire him out faster.” 
 
    “I can do that,” the healer assured her. “We could use that carcass as cover, it might mask our smell a bit.” 
 
    “Not that carcass,” I cut-in, “there’s something blending in with the rocks right next to it that’s alive. Try the tree with the knotted roots, there’s enough fresh blood on it to do the same for you, and the roots are stacked enough to conceal you from that angle.” 
 
    Cayla had just nodded her agreement when Aurora suddenly grabbed us both and yanked us backward, and as I grabbed Shoshanne to tumble with us under the cover of the rock, a massive and deep green dragon coursed overhead on its way into the pass. It was returning with three bodies clamped in its jaws that were too bloody to recognize, and the strength of its wings kicked up a fierce wind around us. 
 
    “What is that?” Aurora asked in awe. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I want its scale,” Deya said with a hazy smile as she craned her neck to follow him. 
 
    “Let’s just focus on the ones we looked at first,” I sighed. “If this goes badly, we’ll be lucky to get out of here with one scale, let alone all of these.” 
 
    “Any luck with the gems?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “I thought I sensed something in the wall beneath the yellow guy,” I told her, “but I lost it when the dragon came by. We may as well get started, though. The sun’s rising, and I don’t want them to get too much rest.” 
 
    The women nodded their agreement, and we all took a collective deep breath as we moved to the edge of the rock. 
 
    “Deya, why don’t you creep up on the one with the poisonous breath first,” I suggested. “I don’t want him riled up if you’re near him, so it’s best to handle that one while no one knows we’re here yet. I’ll watch your flank, and Shoshanne will be ready to redirect his breath if something goes wrong.” 
 
    Deya immediately flickered out of sight, but I felt her brush her hand along my arm before she headed into the pass, and my pulse thudded nervously as I eyed the tenuous path she would be taking. 
 
    With the pass yawning open, there was a gentle enough grade for her to scale the ridge with relative ease, but there were several loose rocks that could easily slide free and give away her position.  
 
    Shoshanne moved to my side with her palms at the ready, and Cayla shifted to get past me. 
 
    “I’m going to the tree,” the princess said in a low voice. “I can crawl under that ledge to get there without being seen.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed, “but don’t forget the patch of blue over there isn’t just rock.” 
 
    With a curt nod, Cayla slipped around the corner and ducked under a shadowy ledge, and despite the hammering in my own chest, I wasn’t surprised to hear the princess’ pulse was as steady as ever. 
 
    She stalked like a cat through the dim crevice without making a sound, and she brought herself to the gnarled roots of the bloody tree unnoticed. The pebbly sound of rocks sliding down the ridge abruptly drew my attention to where Deya must be, and although she was within five feet of the yellow beast’s nest already, the sound didn’t seem to bother it. 
 
    Shoshanne and I exchanged a glance, and Aurora nudged me gently. 
 
    “Focus on the gems, Mason,” she whispered as she squeezed my hand. “We’ll be okay.” 
 
    I nodded, but this was nearly impossible to manage. Even my runes weren’t paying attention to me anymore because every ounce of my attention was wrapped around the beautiful women who’d just strolled into Mors Pass. 
 
    But if I didn’t get those gems, the risk we were all taking would be worth much less, so I did my best to keep my task in mind. I scanned the rocky ledges with my Terra magic, but I kept my eyes glued on the two yellow beasts above us. The male snapped its jaws as a serpentine tongue slithered out to swipe some blood from its snout, and each of its teeth appeared to be as long as my hand. 
 
    Then my magic caught on the strange presence I’d sensed in the stone, and as I considered how to get at it, I realized I could help Deya and mine for gems at the same time. 
 
    I saw the branch of a shrub near the yellow dragon’s nest rustle as she slipped past to get closer to the male, and just as his hindquarters twitched, the horned snout turned around. That’s when I snapped a chunk of stone loose from the ridge below its nest, and the crumbling of rubble hitting the ground swiftly pulled its attention away from Deya. 
 
    The beast’s haunches tensed as its predatory sights narrowed on the bloody pass floor, and I quickly broke another chunk loose. Several other dragons in the lower-lying nests turned their attention this way too, but since there was no one for them to see there, I kept up my mining. 
 
    One of the prowling drakes stalked over with his green eyes flashing menacingly, and he kept the two yellow beasts tense at the ready while he came within reach of their nest. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if Deya had succeeded yet or not, but as I dug deeper into the cliff face, the thing I’d sensed in there began to call to me more clearly, and I was sure I’d found what I was looking for. It vibrated within the rock with a subtle hum that made my spine tingle, and it was only another fifteen feet beyond my reach.  
 
    The drake was snarling in frustration as some invisible force continued digging into the stone and flinging rubble back at him, and when he suddenly snapped his teeth angrily, the yellow beast in the nest lurched. 
 
    In a flash, the mother dragon had its talons buried in the drake’s shoulders as she snapped for a bite, and the hefty drake flipped wildly to free himself from her hold. His tail smashed into the ridges on either side of him to send rocks flying all around, and when they began to tumble down from where Deya had been, my gut dropped. 
 
    I stopped my digging and tried to find any sign of her in the bloody pass while the two beasts tore into each other, but then I caught a glimpse of pink up on the ridge, and I found Deya still sneaking high above. She sent me a curt nod before she turned and headed into the underbrush, and I could tell she was heading for the black dragon next. 
 
    “Get to Cayla,” I told Shoshanne as I carefully shifted the floor of the pass to create a barricade between the two dragons and the bloody tree. “They’ll be done soon, I’d imagine, but if they notice Cayla, you’ll need to use your wind to keep them back.” 
 
    Shoshanne slipped under the crevice to follow the same path Cayla had taken, and Aurora and I watched nervously from behind the shield of rock. 
 
    “One scale down,” I told her. “Where is Deya heading after the black one?” 
 
    “The purple,” she muttered, but both of us fell silent when a furious snarl ripped through the pass, and the drake began wheezing desperately. There was a strange orange haze in the air, and I realized the yellow beast had finally used its primary defense. 
 
    I nodded to Shoshanne, and while the dragon flew back up to its nest with an angry snap of its jaws, I felt a breeze kick up in the pass to dilute the poisonous breath it left behind. 
 
    The drake was already dead, though, and its eyes were oozing a sickening, mustard-like substance. 
 
    Aurora cringed. “We need to work more quickly. That black dragon looks too focused for my liking.” 
 
    She wasn’t wrong.  
 
    The beast Deya was making her way toward had his orange eyes still locked on the dead drake, but then he flicked his gaze to the yellow dragon, the rubble, and the rustling shrubs on the cliff face all within two seconds. 
 
    “He’s paying attention to Deya,” I mumbled. “Get onto that ridge and be ready to light him.” 
 
    “But we can’t kill him,” she immediately protested. 
 
    “Go,” I growled.  
 
    Aurora didn’t argue this time and sneaked as quickly as possible up the ridge to hide herself in the spindly shrubs.  
 
    The black beast must have caught a glimpse of her hair, though, because his eyes narrowed on the ridge just behind her heels. I knew he couldn’t see her now, with both a boulder and a knot of roots blocking his line of sight, but the moment she moved, he would. 
 
    “Aurora, don’t move,” I muttered and hoped the half-elf would hear me. “Deya, he’s too alert, go for the female. Aurora will help you but wait for my word.” 
 
    Then I broke a chunk of the ridge open further down the pass, and the beast immediately whipped his head away from where my women were all hiding. 
 
    “Go,” I ordered, and I saw Aurora slip into a more concealed spot and continue onward as she crawled through the shadows under the brush. A flicker of pink showed me Deya was trying to move lower on the ridge instead of attempting to approach the massive black dragon, and I took a steadying breath while I shifted the rocks a bit more to keep him distracted. 
 
    Once I was sure Aurora and Deya were in position together near the proper nest, I checked that the orange eyes weren’t glinting in my direction before I crept out from behind the shield of rock. I could work faster if I could locate the gem more directly, and with all of my women now wandering around the pass, I needed a clearer line of sight in case I needed to shoot. 
 
    So, I quickly passed Cayla and Shoshanne up to slip beneath the ridge I was trying to mine and managed to hide behind the rubble I’d left on the ground before the yellow dragons could see me. Then I sparked my Terra Magic to seep into the stones, and I quickly located the telltale hum of the gem. This time, I burrowed a small two-inch hole into the rock so I would unearth as little excess as possible, and I gradually drilled deeper toward the call of the channeling gem. 
 
    I ground the rocks I pulled out into dust before depositing them onto the bloody ground to be sure no one would hear me working, and I took a couple breaks to shift the rocks in the depths of the pass to keep the black beast preoccupied. 
 
    I didn’t have a visual of any of my women as I crouched amongst the rubble, but I could hear their pulses and sense where they were through the stonework, and I had enough clearance to take down seven dragons in my line of sight if necessary. 
 
    A throaty snarl suddenly echoed close by, though, and I froze in place as the drake Deya wanted edged closer. He was only fifteen feet away from me, but he was preoccupied with the carcass of the poisoned drake, and I held my breath as my rune became agitated. 
 
    The leaden weight in my arms spurred on my instincts and sent my hand to the revolver on my hip, but I willed myself to stay focused. If I fired on the drake now, all of us would be trapped inside the pass when the dragons reacted, and I couldn’t take that kind of a risk. 
 
    To my surprise, it was this realization that abruptly reined in the rune’s strength, and I knew I’d found exactly what I needed to stay focused.  
 
    There was no way I’d go ballistic on these dragons if it meant my women would be harmed, so I turned my full attention to where they all remained hidden, and the rune silenced itself despite the drake who was now a mere six feet to my left. 
 
    I could sense Deya and Aurora already heading in a new direction, and I figured they must have succeeded in snagging a scale from the mate of the black beast on the ridge. Cayla and Shoshanne hadn’t moved from their hiding place in the gnarled roots of the tree, but I could feel the Aer Mage’s powers sparked at the ready, and I realized they were about to take on the drake. 
 
    But Deya and Aurora were nowhere near ready for that one. 
 
    In fact, I heard their footfalls clear as day as they dropped onto the bloody floor of the pass to get to the opposite ridge, and the drake heard them, too. 
 
    Everything seemed to slow to a stop as I saw the drake whip around, and my vision funneled dangerously as his green eyes snapped to the two women. I pulled the revolver from its holster before it could take a step, but then I heard the crack of a whip, and the drake’s tail jolted violently. 
 
    The drake flipped around with its tail narrowly missing me, and my adrenaline spiked as I quickly scanned for the women in the pass. 
 
    Aurora and Deya were already scaling the opposite ridge, and Cayla and Shoshanne hid together just beyond where the drake was angrily hunting for whatever had snapped at its tail. 
 
    The hot breath of the yellow beasts above me drifted down to where I was hiding, so I knew they were both watching everything take place, which meant we were all on thin ice now. 
 
    Cayla’s whip cracked once more, though, and she managed to angle it at the hindquarters of the drake to confuse him. So, when the drake snarled furiously in response, he flipped around again, and his jaws lingered on the other side of the rubble I was hiding in.  
 
    Better me than them, though.  
 
    I remained as still as a statue while his fangs slid right past me, and when I broke the floor of the pass apart near the opposite ridge, he lunged and snapped violently at nothing there. I heard the yellow beasts shifting restlessly, but I didn’t pay them any mind.  
 
    The sooner I got out of the spot I was in, the better I could help the women, so I sparked my Terra magic again and began burrowing through the rock as fast as I could without making too much noise. I kept the drake busy by slowly inching the crack in the ground further into the pass, and he angrily snapped at the bloody ground as he clamored over the carcasses. 
 
    I knew he must be drawing the attention of several nesting dragons with the commotion he was causing, and I hoped the black beast on the ridge was completely preoccupied by him, because Deya and Aurora were nearing the purple dragon who nested just across the pass from him. 
 
    To my relief, my magic suddenly surged as I finally dug deep enough, and I summoned the gem to me through the hole I’d drilled in the cliff side. 
 
    Gradually, it worked its way to the surface, and I managed to unearth the two-inch chunk of deep green emerald. The color was so dense that the inner fissures almost looked black, and my palm tingled as I held it in my hand. I knew it was a channeling gem by the potency of its presence, and as I seeped into the emerald, I sensed a strength comparable to Big Guy’s own gem beginning to send its pulse back to me. 
 
    I had a greedy grin on my face when I pocketed the magical gem, and my adrenaline spiked eagerly. I’d just located and mined my first channeling gem, which was a feat the dwarves had sacrificed many men to accomplish in the past, and so far, the dragons didn’t even know all five of us were in Mors Pass. 
 
    One gem down, presumably two scales, and I was already zeroing in on a promising hum higher up on the cliffside. I kept my Terra powers focused here, and with the drake now thirty feet down the pass and busy snuffling through a pile of skins, I eyed a route I could take to bring myself to a more prime location. 
 
    With another misdirecting surge of magic, I sent a few boulders sliding down the ridge, and then I ducked low and crept across the base of the pass. I slunk over a sphinx carcass that smelled several days old to avoid the yellow beasts seeing me, and then I used a pile of sun-bleached bones as a temporary cover while I gauged my next move. 
 
    The call of the gem I might have located was coming from the rocks beneath the black beast, but my throat tightened when I saw his orange eyes weren’t on me or the boulders I’d loosened down the pass. 
 
    They were on the nest of the purple dragon, and the muscles in his great black shoulders were twitching in anticipation. 
 
    This was my primary concern before I noticed a low hissing sound somewhere near my back, and I realized all at once there was a familiar patch of blue nearby that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    Then it blinked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    I hadn’t even drawn a breath yet when my rune rose up in retaliation, and I lunged from the pile of bones just before two white fangs could take a snap at my arm. When I tumbled across the bodies on the floor of the pass, every dragon in my vicinity jumped to their feet, but my eyes were glued on the serpent-like creature with mottled blue and white scales rising up for another strike. 
 
    Its neck was thicker than my own waist, and the two fangs were longer than my forearms when he parted his massive jaws in my direction. Then his ragged blue wings unfolded from the rockface, and I realized his body continued nearly twenty feet along the base of the ridge. 
 
    He slithered forward with a warning hiss, but by now, the drake down the pass was snarling and coming my way too, and I didn’t miss the scissor-like snapping of the yellow dragons behind me either. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped before I ripped the floor of the pass up over me to block the serpent’s attack. 
 
    The blood on the ground oozed all over me, and my cover immediately cracked under the force of the strike I’d blocked. So, I let the rocks break apart and swiftly hurled the shards into the serpent’s skull while I desperately scanned to make sure my women were hidden. 
 
    The bluish beast floundered in confusion from the throttling, and I took advantage of his distraction to shove a rogue carcass off me and try to back away, but when I flipped around, I saw the drake’s jaws parting only a few feet from me. 
 
    Just beyond him, the black beast on the ridge was opening his wings with his stark orange and predatory gaze burning into me, and I realized there was no getting out of this pass easily now. 
 
    Then a whip suddenly cracked across the drake’s snout, and he reeled furiously while one of the yellow beasts dove for me. I slipped out of range of the drake just as I sent a boulder flying up to snap the yellow jaws shut with a painful crunch, and I was already sprinting for the cover of an overhang when the black beast took flight. 
 
    The hiss of the serpent came just behind my heels, though, and Cayla whipped the drake again to keep him at bay before she lashed out at the serpent as well. 
 
    The blue serpent seethed and took flight at once, and I saw him spiral straight up into the air before he folded his body in half and took a perilous plunge at me. I clamored out from the overhang and managed to scale the ridge before he could change his direction, and then I took a wild leap to a rocky ledge as the serpent’s snout rammed into the stonework where I’d been. 
 
    I struggled to keep my hold with the serpent slithering thirty feet below my dangling feet, and out of the corner of my eyes, I saw the jaws of the black dragon open. A bright orange glow burned far in the back of his throat, but there was also a yellow beast working his way along the ridge toward me as well, and with the rune pounding in my ears, I let it feed into my veins at full throttle to escape the two dragons. 
 
    With a surge of my Terra power, the cliff I clung to immediately warped inward, and a cascade of rocky shards broke loose and dropped onto the serpent below me. Flames were already shooting from the black beast’s jaws, but I managed to escape his onslaught as I tumbled into the cavern I’d formed. 
 
    Then I whipped around and sealed more than half the entrance before the yellow dragon and his mate could snatch me, and I heard their horned snouts ramming against the wall with all their strength. From the small crevice of an opening I’d left, I could see Aurora and Deya’s terrified expressions where they crouched in the gnarled brush behind the purple dragon’s nest, but they were in a safe spot for now, so I signaled for them to stay there. 
 
    I spotted my own opening within another few seconds, and while the black beast rounded back around to take another try, I waited until he was close enough for me to smell the soot on his breath, and then I jumped clear into the air to drop the thirty feet into the pass. 
 
    The flames scorched the cliff face and left behind a coal-black line of destruction, and as the dragon veered off once more, I softened my landing right when I hit the base of the pass. I tumbled for several feet before I came to a crashing stop in a pile of bones, and I quickly stood to scan my surroundings. 
 
    All down the pass, the rest of the dragons were fuming from the sudden chaos, and while some clung angrily to their nests and braced themselves for an attack, others just began tearing into each other. They swooped from one ridge to the next as they snapped at any wing within reach, and a few fell into the base of the ravine to begin a deadly battle. 
 
    Well. Shit. My bad.  
 
    I stumbled and dodged the talons and tails tumbling past me, but it looked like the nearest ones were so agitated they couldn’t decide whether to bother eating me or each other first. Which worked in my advantage, because the gem I’d sensed was somewhere in the ridge to my left, and it called to me at a frequency that made my veins pulse greedily. 
 
    I checked to see both yellow beasts were still attempting to break into the cavern they thought I was in, and their poisonous breath left a cloud of orange haze in the air that was slowly sinking. Shoshanne already had her powers summoned, though, and she sent the deadly haze off in another direction. 
 
    The black dragon took a wide turn high above the top of the ridge, and even though the scales on his throat rippled like glowing embers, I still had time to get the gem before he attacked. 
 
    Except for the issue of the stout drake that had spotted me again and was coming my way. 
 
    So, when I saw Cayla suddenly emerged from behind the bloody tree, I decided this was when shit would just have to get messy, because I wasn’t going anywhere without that gem. 
 
    The moment Cayla whipped the drake, I sent my arm out and broke the ridge open wide with a thunderous crack, and the dragons who clung there roared viciously when they were thrown into one another and forced from their perches. Now their fury was fully directed at each other as they tumbled into other territories and upset several nests, and I tried not to roll my eyes when Aurora let out a terrified screech. 
 
    Despite everything, I quickly righted the nests before her silly dragons could be harmed, and then I kept half an eye on Cayla as I scoured the cliff for the hum of the gem. It wasn’t far from my grasp now, and I tore the last of the rocks loose while the princess drew the drake’s attention away. Then I sent the rubble soaring into the sky just as the black dragon dove. 
 
    He met with the mess of stone in a violent flash of flames, and while the massive shards pummeled his underbelly and wings, I summoned the gem to me through the gaping crevice I’d formed. The black dragon’s flames peeled across the other bodies and nests near him, and the sudden attack caused several dragons to turn on him and bite at his broad wings while they worked to drive the beast out of the pass. 
 
    I finally had a sizeable gem clutched in my fist, though, and I managed to pull up a shelter for myself before the rubble I’d sent into the air could crush me on its way back down. 
 
    Once everything settled, I pocketed the second gem and quickly reemerged, but I found the blue serpent already waiting for me with his fangs poised to strike. Before I could blink, Aurora threw a jet of white flames right in his face, and the serpent hissed frantically and flung its massive body around the pass in a panic. 
 
    With him distracted once more, I jumped aside and scaled a ledge nearby before an oncoming dragon could run me down, and as I began to climb higher, I caught another glimpse of the black dragon headed this way. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I growled as I forced my limbs to climb faster. It seemed like I couldn’t shake the giant beast off my trail, but with my enhanced vision, I was managing to keep track of his course alright. 
 
    The roars of the dragons fighting in the pass echoed ominously beneath me, and I narrowly escaped being crushed against the ridge as they dove and clamored down the rocks to get at one another. I didn’t stop once while I steadily rose dozens of feet above the pass, though, and I hollered to Deya over the chaos of battered wings and gnashing teeth. 
 
    “How many scales have you got?” 
 
    The elf’s voice came to me despite the noise of the dragons as she called back, but three scales wasn’t even close to what we’d come here for. It also meant we had little to fall back on if any of those dragons died in the bloodbath taking place. 
 
    So, I hoisted myself onto a small overhang near the top of the ridge, and as I pulled my bow around from my back, I eyed the mass of warring dragons below. 
 
    That’s when I caught sight of the deep green dragon that had passed overhead when we first arrived, and his wings couldn’t have spanned any less than seventy feet as he prepared to take flight. He was deeper into the pass than we’d risked going, and he was eyeing a pair of grappling dragons that were sliding closer to his nest. When he finally soared upward to gather speed for a strike, I crouched and took aim with my bow. Once his flank was exposed to me, I loosed the arrow, and the serrated tip grazed his flank right on target. 
 
    The dragon snarled viciously, and his yellow eyes darted to me at once, but I still couldn’t help grinning. A wash of scales were torn loose from his hip when the arrow struck, and I heard Deya gasp in surprise as they rained down across the ridge. 
 
    I could see the green beast changing his course to come at me, though, so I quickly fired another arrow to graze the belly of a fiercely red dragon who was battling a yellow beast on the cliff across from me, and as more scales scattered, I hollered for Deya to gather them. 
 
    Then I shouldered my bow and took another death leap into the pass to escape the jaws of the green dragon. 
 
    My heart pounded heavily in my ears while I dropped into the rolling mass of dragons, and as I landed hard in a crouch, the ground bowled outward under the force of my Terra magic. The dragons around me scattered as everything began to shake, and with my powers reverberating through the stones, I used this added energy to tear up an entire slab the width of the pass floor. 
 
    The green beast was diving for me when I sent the slab soaring straight at his jaws, and it broke apart while he roared and narrowly avoided crashing into the cliffside. When he soared off to take another circle above the pass, I steadied the tremors in the ground and quickly scanned the skies, but I couldn’t see any sign of the black beast anywhere. 
 
    His mate was preparing to take flight, though, and I didn’t want to kill her since Deya had stolen a scale from her. So, I hollered for Shoshanne, and she turned her attention away from the yellow beasts to send a fierce wind funneling down the entire pass. 
 
    I braced myself on the rocks as even the carcasses began to tumble my way, but I could hear the beating of the black dragon’s wings, and I could tell she was being held at bay. Eventually, she let out a bellowing roar and was forced far back on the cliff’s edge, and I just hoped I was out of range of her flames. 
 
    The Aer Mage’s strength sent most of the warring dragons around me flying from the pass, and when the wind died down, their rage spewed down from their new perches on the cliffs instead. 
 
    Fire peeled across the stones along with their furious snarls, and while Aurora worked to deflect their flames, I dodged their strikes as they began swooping into the pass once more. 
 
    I was crouched beneath a ledge to avoid a pair of dragons who were already attempting to rip each other to shreds again, and through the ground, I sensed Aurora and Deya creeping their way toward the entrance. When I looked to check if they had a clear exit, I saw the stout drake was blocking them and coming toward Cayla, but the princess looked anything but concerned. 
 
    She raised her whip with a deadly grin on her face and thrashed the beast across the snout, and as he let out a pained growl, he reared back and stumbled out of range. Cayla came at him again, though, and she whipped him hard on his exposed neck before swiftly splitting his snout open with a final swipe. 
 
    I swallowed hard and could only stare while the lethal woman took a second to shift the taut bodice that clung to her cleavage, and she swiped her brow before promptly turning toward one of the yellow beasts who had given up on trying to dig me out of the cavern. 
 
    With a crack of the whip, the beast yowled and scrambled away from the entrance, and its talons sent a wash of stone tumbling down in its stead. 
 
    Shoshanne sent another gale up at once, and not only did the rocks go flying into the angry drake’s face, but the yellow beast was thrown from his perch and forced to fly off over the top of the ridge. 
 
    Several dragons were fleeing the slaughter taking place in the pass now while others ruthlessly tore into each other, but I just crouched there grinning while I watched Cayla take on the drake as he foolishly advanced once more. She whipped him soundly across the shoulder and then again on his snout, and I saw Deya sneaking up behind his tail before she flickered out of sight. 
 
    Then Aurora jumped into the pass right ahead of me, and I grabbed her arm to pull her into the shelter of the overhang. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” the half-elf panted. “There’s about ten dragons further along in the pass that are all at each other’s throats and coming this way. Did you get the gems?” 
 
    “Just two, but I sensed something under me when I landed near the embankment over there,” I told her. 
 
    “There’s no time,” the half-elf warned, and she eyed the drake blocking our exit before nervously checking for the oncoming drove. 
 
    “Find that serpent,” I ordered, “he’s somewhere around here still, I can hear him breathing. Deya’s snagging a scale from the drake, but if we can get the serpent, too, we’ll be more than stocked. Use your bow if you can, but watch out for his tail, he’s fucking huge.” 
 
    Aurora nodded and snuck forward while she carefully scanned the base of the ridge on either side, and I sent my magic coursing through the ground as quickly as possible. My rune was wavering right in the sweet spot I’d been trying to master, and I let it aid my Terra powers while I kept my eyes on Cayla in case she needed help. 
 
    The princess had climbed onto a ledge when the drake reared up, and as Deya suddenly reappeared and fell back with a nod, Cayla thrashed the drake’s flank to send him bolting out of the pass. 
 
    Our exit was finally clear aside from the yellow dragon who’d returned to defend its nest, and when it tried to drive Cayla right off the ledge, the princess flipped around and whipped the beast across its horned snout. It snapped wildly in its rage and held its ground, and I knew it was about to unleash its poisonous breath at any moment. 
 
    Shoshanne was already poised with her palms raised to handle the attack, though, and the moment the dragon’s jaws parted, its breath hitched, and it let out a wheezing sound while it stumbled and finally dropped at Cayla’s feet. I could tell Shoshanne was carefully keeping him incapacitated rather than killing him, and I let out a tense breath once I knew the two women were safe again. 
 
    Deya and Aurora were already meeting one another halfway to the exit, and the beautiful elf was about to speak when an ominous hiss rose up. 
 
    That’s when I saw the ground ripple around them, and I realized the serpent didn’t only blend with the rocks. He’d changed his scales to hide himself amongst the carcasses in the pass, and now his body was coiled to completely encircle the two women. 
 
    My magic hit on the hum of a gem just as my vision narrowed, and with the snarls of the dragons down the pass thundering closer, I let my powers surge to full force as I dove from the cover of the rocks. Aurora shrieked and grabbed Deya to pull her close, and I ordered the two women not to move before I raised my palm. 
 
    With a deep rumble shaking the floor of the pass, a ring of stone beneath the serpent’s body shot up, and it sent the giant flying twenty feet above the upper edge of the ridge. Then I swiftly pulled my bow around, and right before the serpent soared off in a panic, I sent an arrow to snag the tip of his tail. 
 
    Glinting blue scales rained down as I met my mark, but there was no time to celebrate the victory. My eyes caught sight of a black speck that must have been a mile above, but as I watched it draw closer, I could tell we were nearly out of time. 
 
    So, I swiftly broke the ring of stone in half, and I sent most of it hurtling over me to try and break up the warring mass of dragons heading this way, and then I reformed the rest into a wall between me and the women. 
 
    With our defense in place, I summoned my Terra magic and let it build to the point of bursting, and as the sound of the black beast’s roar drew closer at an alarming speed, I finally thrust my fist into the ground. 
 
    Even the cliff faces on either side of me shook with the force of the blow as a jagged crevice ripped open beneath me to tear its way forty feet straight into the ground. Way down deep at the pinnacle of the fissure, I felt the gem I summoned already working its way to me, and I hollered for Cayla and Shoshanne to get to the other women near the wall as my rune almost drowned out everything around me. 
 
    The moment the gem connected with my palm, I lurched to my feet and scaled the wall, and I had just dropped amongst the trembling women when a bolt of flames ten feet wide suddenly scorched its way along the base of the pass. 
 
    I sealed the wall over us just in time, and from the sliver of an opening I left at the bottom edge, I could see the black beast’s flames engulfing everything around us.  
 
    I didn’t waste even a second, though. 
 
    As soon as the flaming jet passed on, I broke the wall apart, and with the smell of burnt carcasses all around, I ordered the women to get to the shield of rock. 
 
    We barreled along the scorched pass while drakes stampeded past and dragons coursed overhead to escape the fiery chasm, and by the time we reached the ledge, the black dragon had doubled back to take his next go at us. 
 
    Under the cover of the massive rocky shield, I held my breath with my women clutching me for dear life, and I expected another jet of flames any moment. None of the fleeing beasts lagged behind in the pass now, and an eerie calm settled around us while the women gasped to catch their breath. 
 
    My first instinct was to make a mad dash for it, but as I listened more carefully, I finally heard the tell-tale thud of a heartbeat lurking not far away. 
 
    “He’s close,” I warned in a low voice. “Don’t move a muscle.” 
 
    Aurora clamped her hand over her mouth to make sure she didn’t scream, and Shoshanne managed to keep Deya from doing the same while Cayla and I just stared straight ahead and tried not to move despite our labored breathing. 
 
    The black dragon was stalking closer, and I waited with my Terra Magic sparked. 
 
    Then the rock that shielded us suddenly shook, and the beast’s hooked talons appeared directly above us at the edge of the stone. 
 
    I ripped the thick slab of rock down as much as I could without crushing us, and the dragon let out an ear splitting growl that sent flames shooting over the rock and flickering dangerously close to our toes. Then his tail began lashing at the entrance, and I saw the glint of a poisonous spike on the tip as he started trying to dig the ground away. 
 
    This time, Aurora did screech, and she grabbed ahold of my arm to give me a violent shake. 
 
    “Mason, we need to kill the dragon,” she demanded, and her emerald eyes were wide with terror. 
 
    “Yes, kill the dragon,” Deya agreed, and I looked over to see all four women were nodding their fervent agreement. 
 
    “Oh, now I can kill the dragon?” I asked incredulously. “What about the baby dragon speech?” 
 
    The women shook their heads at once, and Deya sent me a nervous smile from where she was plastered against the rock at her back. 
 
    “I don’t care about this dragon,” she assured me. “You can kill him.” 
 
    I shook my head as I considered the ominous scraping of talons on stone, and the next bout of flames coursed across the slim entrance of our rocky shelter. It was getting so hot in the tiny cave now that sweat was dripping down my brow, and while the poisonous tail struck out again, I sighed as I sparked my metal magic. 
 
    “Give me two seconds.” 
 
    The dragon was growing more frustrated by the minute, but I let him dig at the rock and attempt to scald us while I focused my attention on my powers. Bobbie was parked farther than I’d ever had to send my magic before, but I let the rune feed into my magery just a bit, and I concentrated as hard as I could on reaching the Mustang. In another couple of minutes, I sensed the steel of her frame, and shortly after, I found her gem, too. 
 
    Soon, a familiar vibration shook through the metal, and I knew she’d gotten my order and was speeding this way, so I turned to the women and pulled out my revolver. I wasn’t happy with our odds at this point, but the only way we were getting out of this pass alive was if we split up and broke the dragon’s strength down as we went. 
 
    “Alright,” I began, “this gun can’t kill a dragon that big, and I’m not about to spend ten minutes using up all of our arrows, but if we time our maneuvers right, it’ll give us the opening we need to finish him off. Aurora, you’re on flame duty, and Shoshanne, I need you to give me a real fierce up draft the second I raise this ledge. He’s gonna be coming at us pretty hard, but we need to stand our ground long enough for me to get a few shots in and incapacitate him a bit.” 
 
    Both women nodded diligently, and I sparked my metal magic as I looked at Cayla. 
 
    “Get to the mouth of the pass as fast as you can while he’s distracted,” I told the princess. “Your bazooka will be waiting, and I need you to have it ready to fire as soon as you have an opening. Take Deya with you but make absolutely sure she doesn’t fall behind. You know Nemris is gonna kill me if anything happens to her, and considering I just sent her into Mors Pass, I think I’ve pushed my limits where the goddess is concerned today.” 
 
    Cayla nodded her agreement and immediately readied herself to run with her hand clamped on Deya’s. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes and searched for the familiar spark of the Mustang, and I found Bobbie was already close enough for me to work more easily. So, I ordered her to stop and unsealed the trunk, and as soon as the bazooka was in place for Cayla, I started my count. 
 
    I was only on two, though, when Deya suddenly let go of Cayla to grab my arm. 
 
    Another bout of flames spewed from the dragon as I turned, and against all reason, I found the beautiful elf smiling up at me as sweetly as ever. 
 
    “By the way, thank you for the green dragon,” Deya murmured. “You could have been eaten, but you got the scales for me anyways when you were up on that ledge.” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah well, you wanted them, so you got them.” 
 
    Deya blushed at the words and hopped up to give me a kiss, and when I felt her body ignite against mine, I stumbled slightly to brace her against the heated rocks at my back. 
 
    The dragon’s talons grated across the roof of our shelter, but the beautiful elf’s slender thighs locked around my waist as she grinded into me, and I just about tore her bodice off right then when she bit hungrily at my tongue. 
 
    Deya’s heart beat wildly in her chest while I let her claw at me for more, and I gladly tightened my hold on her hips as her hand slid lower to loosen my belt. 
 
    I was half convinced we had some time to spare, but then Aurora abruptly dragged me off the beautiful elf. 
 
    “You two are like animals,” the half-elf groaned. “Kill the dragon! You can fuck Deya later.” 
 
    Cayla and Shoshanne didn’t bother to stifle their giggles despite the look on Aurora’s face, but they did aid in putting some distance between me and the elf, who let out a disappointed moan. 
 
    “It’s not like this guy’s gonna break through this rock real soon,” I countered with a roguish grin. “We’ve probably got a good ten minutes before it’s absolutely necessary for--” 
 
    The half-elf cocked a brow, though, and then she sent a pointed glance at my belt. 
 
    “Right,” I mumbled and reluctantly returned my attention to the task at hand. “We’ve probably taken enough risks for one day. Everybody ready?” 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes, and beyond her, Deya leaned to sneak me a wink. 
 
    “Ready,” the elf purred. 
 
    I chuckled and tried to remind myself the day wasn’t even half over, and as long as we killed this dragon, there’d be plenty of time to pin Deya to a wall when we got back. Although, I wouldn’t mind joining her in the back seat of the Mustang on our way to Serin if she couldn’t wait that long. 
 
    So, I regrouped and fixed my belt while I counted to three, and then I finally broke the hefty ledge free from the ridge to send it flying back with the full weight of the dragon. 
 
    The moment Cayla and Deya sprinted for the mouth of the pass, Shoshanne whipped around to send a torrent of wind up against the beating wings of the beast. His orange eyes flashed while his tail lashed out for a strike, but the Aer Mage managed to keep him back just enough to spare us. Then his throat rippled with an ominous amber glow, and just as his lungs swelled, I cocked the hammer on the revolver. 
 
    I fired two shots into his gut first to drive him back a bit, and when his fiery breath came at us in his rage, Aurora summoned her Ignis magic to send the flames right back to blind the beast. Furious roars rebounded off every ridge as another two bullets struck his chest, and this slowed the beat of his wings enough that Shoshanne’s wind drove him well into the pass. 
 
    The second his flames ceased, I grabbed the two women and shoved them toward the foothills ahead of me. 
 
    We sprinted at breakneck speed down the pass with the injured dragon already snarling behind us, and I looked over my shoulder to see his scalded face closing the gap quickly. He struggled to follow our narrow path as his wings smashed into trees and rocks along the way, and when I saw a rocky outcropping leave an angry gouge on his gut, I realized I could still buy us the few extra seconds we needed for this to work. 
 
    So, I grinned and sparked my Terra magic, and with my boots pounding over rocks and felled logs, I sent up a trail of perilous spikes for the dragon to impale himself on along the way. 
 
    I could hear him roaring in pain and frustration, and even though he was finally slowing, he didn’t give up. When I glanced back again, his jaws were parting for another attack, and I halted on the spot long enough to send my last two bullets into his gaping mouth. 
 
    The beast yelped and crashed back into a spire of stone, but he only reeled there for a moment before he stubbornly thundered onward, and he took to clamboring right over full grown trees to avoid my deadly trail of spikes. 
 
    It didn’t matter at this point, though, I’d gotten us the extra time we needed. 
 
    Aurora and Shoshanne were already flanking Cayla by the time I jumped the last few feet out of the pass, and the second I was out of range, Cayla fired the bazooka straight into the gaping mouth of the dragon. 
 
    The beast shook violently and began to buck and claw at anything in sight, and we ran like hell as the enchanted fire from the rocket burst from between his scales and out of his eyes to engulf him from the inside out. 
 
    The five of us came crashing into the foothills when the final explosion hit, and it sent smoke and flaming branches spewing out of the pass at our backs. We didn’t stop running until the boulders stopped flying our way, but eventually, we were flattened and gasping in a pile of brush some fifty feet away. 
 
    Above us, dozens of dragons circled the foothills letting out harried snarls, and I could hear the distant growls of the few who’d already returned to the bloody pass in a riled state. 
 
    There was no chance the aftermath of slaying the dragon hadn’t drawn the attention of everyone within a mile of us, which meant any scouting of the area was done for the day. As much as I wanted to locate the mage camp now that we were so close, we would have to try when our presence here could be concealed again. 
 
    None of the women moved or spoke a word while their hearts thrummed a mile a minute, and I tried to focus on the fact that we were somehow still all alive rather than how fucking outrageous this morning had gotten. 
 
    Knowing I had three channeling gems stowed in my pocket definitely helped. 
 
    Beside me, Deya carried a wealth of scales clutched against her chest while she stared blankly ahead, but Shoshanne’s brows were furrowed in a way I recognized, and I couldn’t imagine how the woman had the presence of mind to be curious about anything right now. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked between breaths. 
 
    Then the healer looked at me with a strange expression. 
 
    “Wh-what did you mean,” Shoshanne panted, “when you said Nemris would kill you?” 
 
    I froze as I realized the slip I’d made back there, and when I looked over at Cayla and Aurora for help, both women discreetly shook their heads to keep me from responding. 
 
    “Trust me,” Aurora managed through her breaths, “it’s not the time for this, either. You’ll both want to be in a much calmer state.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Shoshanne asked skeptically, but the half-elf was already on her feet and heading for Bobbie. 
 
    “It means we were almost eaten, crushed, poisoned, and burned by dragons this morning,” Cayla said coolly. “One thing at a time.” 
 
    I watched the two women stroll over to the Mustang as if the conversation had never taken place, and I avoided the questioning looks on Deya and Shoshanne’s faces while I helped them up. 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked, and I sent them as casual a grin as possible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    It turned out none of the women could wait until we got back to celebrate our slightly chaotic victory. So, we spent the three-hour drive in about every position the women could manage in the back seat of the Mustang, which worked well for distracting Shoshanne and Deya from the lingering question of what I’d meant about Nemris. 
 
    I still didn’t think dropping the news on Deya about her ancestral line was a topic to be approached just yet, but telling her about my personal association with the goddess could be a good way to start leading into that down the line. Maybe once she had an understanding of Nemris as a living being rather than an elusive guardian, the idea of her beloved goddess being her oldest living ancestor would be easier to wrap her head around. 
 
    In the meantime, the beautiful elf was thoroughly distracted with my cock nearly down her throat, so for now, I sat back and enjoyed myself while Aurora and Shoshanne spread their legs for me so my fingers could help them reach a simultaneous orgasm. 
 
    I was just finishing Cayla off when we got back to the house, and Aurora helped me keep the princess’ moans from being heard throughout the western woods. When the half-elf giggled and released her hold on Cayla’s mouth, the princess sent me a satiated grin. 
 
    “Is it time for bed now?” Cayla sighed. 
 
    “Not quite,” I chuckled, but I did carry the nude princess into the house to spare her the trouble. 
 
    From her place nakedly perched on my worktable, Cayla admired the new tricks Stan had been perfecting while we were away, and we all joined her to give him a standing ovation when he managed to leap from the head of the sentry to the snatcher and land in a perfect handstand. 
 
    “Do we get to wake them up now?” Aurora asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, “but let me go get Haragh. He’s gonna want to be here for this.” 
 
    Cayla sighed and lazily sauntered off to get dressed, but I promised her I’d let her actually sleep tonight. The look she sent me suggested otherwise, though, and I had a feeling the princess was already planning another elaborate evening for us. 
 
    “I’ll bet you every piece of gold in that chest that Haragh’s at the pub,” the half-elf said with a smirk as Shoshanne and I headed for the door. 
 
    “No bet,” I called over my shoulder. “I already know he’s there. He’s keeping Barnick too busy to train the damn mages.” 
 
    All the way down the lane, I could hear the two men laughing heartily as they plunked their pints on the bar top, but at least the mages in Falmount were hard at work. The ones who already had their training sessions for the day were practicing wherever they could find some space, and there were many more hanging around the library than there’d been only two days before. 
 
    Some of the Defenders were in the marketplace getting to know the students and discussing their magery, but I could hear the others leading the training sessions in the fields, and it sounded like progress was being made. 
 
    When we entered Flynt’s Pub, Raynor smiled warmly at Shoshanne and beckoned for her to come check on the brew he’d been working on, and I strolled over to the three large men who had a dozen empty pints scattered in front of them and fresh ones in hand. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said as I clapped Haragh on the shoulder. 
 
    Barnick, Urn, and Haragh all snorted ale out their noses when they saw me, and they eyed the soot in my hair and fresh blood stains on my clothes like they were seeing a ghost. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Urn spluttered as he mopped up his face. “You really did it, you crazy bastard. You went to Mors Pass.” 
 
    “Of course.” I shrugged. “Said I would, didn’t I?” 
 
    Barnick let out a low whistle. “Those are dangerous words to live by.” 
 
    “No shit,” I chuckled, “but I am still living.” 
 
    Then I dug in my pocket as I turned to the half-ogre, and I held out my palm to show him the three channeling gems. 
 
    “Wanna wake up some killing machines?” I asked with a broad grin. 
 
    All three men immediately ditched their pints to follow me to the door, and I explained the general function of each new automaton along the way. 
 
    Barnick had caught sight of Big Guy patrolling the night before and was raving like a lunatic about it, so I figured he was probably pretty drunk when he got his first impression of those spooky eyes. 
 
    I assured him Big Guy had a heart of gold, but he wasn’t hearing any of it, and I realized he preferred to think of the machine as an unstoppable beacon of death instead. 
 
    Barnick was still making a list of wild suggestions when we arrived at the house, like adding massive horns and talons to the machine, and the women patiently let the man finish while they tried not to laugh. 
 
    Deya had six different dragon scales lined up on the worktable where her and Aurora were studying Dragir’s book to identify the breeds, and Cayla was lounging on the fountain edge with Stan tucked in a very snug leather pocket on her breast. 
 
    Urn was most interested in the features of the snatcher, but once I made it clear the blow guns on his arms wouldn’t fire anything like my other weapons did, he relaxed a degree and gestured to the gems in my hand. 
 
    “How do you get them to work?” the Terra Mage asked. 
 
    “First, I have to mount a gem in the central wiring hub of each automaton,” I explained. “Then I channel my intentions into the gem depending on what their duties will be. For example, Big Guy knows he’s in charge of patrolling the perimeter of Falmount and keeping the mages here safe. I’ll give similar orders to the sentry for the Oculus.” 
 
    As I plucked a deep red gem from the pile and pocketed the others, the three men nervously stepped back, but their eyes gleamed with anticipation. And ale. There was definitely a lot of ale in there, too. 
 
    I summoned my Metal magic as I approached Big Guy’s twin brother, and while I embedded the gem in the center of his copper wiring, I made a couple size adjustments since this gem was larger than Big Guy’s. It had been buried just beneath the furious black beast we’d slain, and at the time, I didn’t have a moment to study the gem before blocking the dragon’s next attack. Finding out afterward that the ruby was twice the size of the emerald had more than made up for the chaos of mining it. 
 
    The moment everything was fused into place, the gem ignited, and a blood red glow began to pulse in the center of the sentry’s chest. It was faint at first, but as the seconds ticked by, the gem gradually became brighter, and finally, the eyes came to life. 
 
    Even I gave a start at the sight, and my pulse quickened while I looked into the face of the massive machine. No one spoke, and I got the impression they were all terrified into silence, which I could understand. The gem had deep red fissures that looked like bloody veins as it pulsed slow and steady, and the face stared straight ahead in the same hue. 
 
    Then the sentry slowly turned its head to look at me, and I fought the urge to step away since I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or anything. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” I asked the machine, and when the head nodded slowly, a grin came to my face. “Good. Welcome to the family, buddy.” 
 
    Cayla was the only one brave enough to approach us, and I wasn’t surprised to hear her pulse was as steady as ever. She pulled Stan from her pocket and held him up on her palm so he could get a good look, and Stan stood rather importantly with his hands propped on his little metal hips. 
 
    “This is your little brother, Stan,” Cayla informed the machine. “You will be nice to Stan.” 
 
    Stan gave a curt nod and raised an arm, and after a moment of hesitation, the machine raised his own and offered a finger to the little guy. 
 
    The high five they shared clearly meant everything was solid between the two, and Stan wasted no time leaping onto this new brother’s head to give him a bit of a snuggle. 
 
    “Aww,” Aurora giggled. “They love each other already.” 
 
    “That thing can love?” I heard Urn mutter uneasily, but when the blood red eyes suddenly turned to him, he stammered an apology as he backed away another step or two. The burly Terra Mage seemed to have shrunk an inch or two, and I had to chuckle. 
 
    Barnick wore a devilish grin on his face, though, and he nodded his appreciation with a scheming glint in his eye. 
 
    “Ohhh yes, this one will do just fine,” he growled. “Put him right there at the gates of the Oculus and teach him to crush skulls.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “I’m probably not gonna teach him to do that.” 
 
    “Do it,” Barnick urged with a devious smile. “You could call him Bone Crusher. Or Flesh Peeler. No wait! The Taxidermist. Yeah, that’ll do. Or--” 
 
    I couldn’t help laughing as the crazy guy carried on like this while Urn frowned in disapproval, but I didn’t bother shooting down the ideas. He was really on a roll. 
 
    Eventually, I just moved on to the snatcher and let Barnick have his fun, and I pulled the deep green emerald from my pocket as I approached the last automaton. 
 
    Stan and Big Guy’s twin watched patiently while I embedded the gem in the central wiring hub, and when the first flicker of a glow appeared, three distinct, blackish fissures gleamed within the deep green hue. 
 
    He looked nearly as menacing as his brother when his eyes suddenly flashed green, but with less weaponry on him, he was less intimidating. I grinned at once and offered the guy a high five to welcome him, and when he returned the gesture, I sensed a steadfast personality to him. He seemed like a pretty calm guy, whereas his brother had an energy that implied he didn’t have the patience for anyone’s bullshit. 
 
    I smirked at the two of them side by side, and once Stan humbly introduced himself to the snatcher with a bow, I knew he’d picked up on the difference, too. 
 
    “Not bad,” I mused. “I think we’re all gonna work well together, guys. Now, we have a lot of work ahead of us, and I know you just woke up, but our family’s not really the type for holidays and weekends off. So, if you guys are up to it, I’d like to get you out on the job today.” 
 
    Both automatons, especially the blood red guy, were eager to begin, so I began with channeling my intentions for their individual duties first. 
 
    Stan pretended to help even though he really just stood with his arms crossed and nodded his approval now and then. I could tell he wanted to instill his place as the oldest despite his size, though, and I acted like his nods somehow helped me get the job done. 
 
    I heard Big Guy casually taking a double and then triple pass in the western woods while he waited impatiently to meet his new brothers, so as soon as the two sentries had fully absorbed their orders, I sparked my metal magic and transferred them out of the atrium to set them down in the clearing beside the house. 
 
    They looked even more intimidating out in the open while they practiced getting around with their tracks, and I explained to the snatcher about the rune he would need to learn to use once Shoshanne had his darts prepared. He seemed pretty calm about this idea, too. 
 
    Then Big Guy slowly rolled up behind the two, and they all turned to face one another. Big Guy and his twin considered each other stoically, and I sensed a strange thing going on between them. Neither one moved an inch, so I didn’t know how it was decided, but there was already a bit of sibling rivalry between them. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I should warn you that if you can’t play nicely, I’ll be dulling both of your swords for the week.” 
 
    The automatons looked away from each other, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t have made them identical twins, but I made sure to keep the sentry an inch shorter than Big Guy for his sake. Apparently, this wasn’t quite enough of a difference, but they’d be working different territories for a while, and that would hopefully give them some time to appreciate one another more. 
 
    When Big Guy considered the snatcher, though, the energy was incredibly subdued, and he raised a hand to receive a firm, clanking, high five. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” I laughed. “You guys are just like me, it’s ridiculous. This is so fucking cool.” 
 
    I was still laughing proudly when Aurora cocked an amused brow in my direction, but I didn’t care if it sounded silly. The three automatons were some of my greatest achievements, especially since I’d managed to mine two of their gems myself without dying. It was like I’d built my own army, which I was already doing otherwise, but this one I’d genuinely built, and there was something very satisfying about finally seeing them all together like this. 
 
    It was definitely intimidating, too. They brought the term ‘killing machine’ to a whole other level for me as I really took in the full effect of their hefty weaponry, menacing eyes, and massive frames. Still, my chest swelled with pride, and Stan stood there amongst them like he knew exactly how I felt. 
 
    “Let’s get to work, boys,” I said with a broad grin. 
 
    Before heading to the Oculus, I did finally swap my completely destroyed shirt for another one because the sentry was scary enough without me walking him to his post covered in blood. Cayla insisted the shirt she’d bought was made of the finest material in Serin, but it was honestly just a white tunic, and Haragh snorted from the corner like he was thinking the same thing.  
 
    Deya decided to stay behind and begin engraving her new scales, and after she asked to borrow the little metal stick with a smirk, we left her to work in the atrium with Ruela standing guard at her feet. 
 
    I made sure the snatcher knew to keep an eye on the place for us while we were gone, and I explained what Shoshanne looked like in case she finished her work with Raynor before we got back. 
 
    Barnick sighed as if the fun was over and offered to buy the next round of pints for Urn, but I had better plans for him after all that crazy talk about peeling flesh and devilish horns. 
 
    “Hey Barnick,” I called as I motioned for him to join us in the Mustang, “have you ever considered security work?” 
 
    The man smoothed the erratic white streaks on his temples back as he strolled over, and he narrowed his green eyes speculatively. 
 
    “Depends,” he grunted. “Is there ale?” 
 
    “As long as you do the job, I’ll make sure you’ve got a steady supply.” 
 
    Without another word, Defender Barnick dropped into the passenger seat, and Haragh joined Cayla and Aurora in the back. 
 
    “The king’s gonna be callin’ out his Guard when he sees this guy comin’ up to those gates,” the half-ogre muttered. 
 
    I glanced in the rearview mirror at the blood red eyes waiting to trail us to the capital, and I couldn’t help grinning once more. 
 
    “It wouldn’t matter it he did,” I chuckled. “This guy could probably take on the whole King’s Guard by himself.” 
 
    “He won’t, though, right?” Aurora clarified. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I know he looks like a wild card, but I was explicit with his instructions, and I even offered him all of my own impressions of the possessed mages so he would know what subtleties to keep watch for. He’s one hundred percent dedicated to defending everyone in the capital now, not just the mages. If anyone tries to fuck with Serin, they’ll be answering directly to this guy.” 
 
    “He does need a name,” Cayla pointed out while we headed east. 
 
    “Mutilator,” Barnick offered with a sinister chuckle. 
 
    I smirked. “You’re going to love your new post.” 
 
    I tested the sentry’s speed once we got to more level terrain, and I figured he topped off at about fifty miles an hour with his massive tracks. Which meant he could easily run down anyone, but also get to Falmount quickly if necessary. 
 
    When we got to the gates of the capital, we left the Mustang outside with Simun and Goreth just in case the sight of the sentry caused any panic. This way, the citizens would be able to see us at ease with him, and they’d have first-hand proof that he wasn’t there to do any harm. 
 
    So, I led the way with my two women on either arm, Haragh and Barnick just behind, and the sentry slowly following our path through the streets of Serin. 
 
    Barnick and Haragh were scowling side by side, so that could have added to the general unease, but as I sent the citizens a reassuring grin here and there, they seemed a little less terrified of the sentry. I glanced back a few times to find the automaton looking around at the crowd of people gaping on either side of us, and he nodded his greetings in a way I could tell was meant to be friendly. 
 
    It seemed to only make the women gasp and clutch their husband’s arms, and a few men even stumbled back as if he’d targeted them as his next victim. 
 
    “I’ll have Temin make a formal announcement,” I decided. “That should settle everyone down a bit.” 
 
    “That would be wise,” Cayla replied. “Once the citizens are made to understand he’s here to serve their needs and the needs of the Oculus, they’ll be more inclined to trust the issues within the Order are in good hands. Eventually, Wyresus’s incompetence will come to light, but the people trust you, Mason. They’ll feel safer knowing you addressed the problem before anything could escalate further.” 
 
    “Hopefully,” I sighed. “I do feel better about the security of the Oculus now, but this is still only the beginning. The fact that the Master is altering runes, like the one we saw on the stone, is more concerning than anything at the moment. Aside from the Baroness.” 
 
    “I still don’t trust her,” Aurora muttered as she waved to a group of young boys whose jaws were unhinged over the sentry. “I don’t like that she’s been asking Pindor about you, and I don’t doubt for a second she did tell him to meet her in those woods where the mages attacked him. He said he couldn’t hear her well, but she can alter people’s ability to hear on purpose. If that doesn’t prove she’s up to something, I don’t know what does.” 
 
    “It isn’t only that,” Cayla mused. “She’s always a step ahead of us, it seems.”  
 
    I furrowed my brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When you got to House Natyr, she was already there,” the princess explained. “When we arrived at House Fehryn, she was there, and the same occurred with House Orrel. Now, we’ve travelled across Nalnora to Serin only to find she is already here as well.” 
 
    A cryptic chill ran down my spine as I realized she was right. 
 
    “You might be right not to trust her,” I muttered to Aurora as the guards shakily parted the castle gates for us. “Either way, I’ve got a man on the job, so we should know something soon.” 
 
    King Temin was waiting with ten guards surrounding him when we entered the castle courtyard, and I could tell by the state of him that word of the sentry had travelled ahead of us. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” the king said with a frown, “the people are in a panic, what’s going on here?” 
 
    “I understand their unease,” I allowed, “but I’d appreciate if you could make a formal announcement to ease their worries. This is the line of defense I told you I would build to protect the Oculus.” 
 
    The king’s expression eased up immediately, and as he looked in awe at the giant automaton, I beckoned for the sentry to join us. 
 
    “He doesn’t have a formal name yet, but--” 
 
    “His name’s The Cannibal,” Barnick suddenly announced, and Temin looked at the man with concern. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” I sighed. Then I moved to explain the sentry’s weaponry to the king. “His name doesn’t matter at the moment. The important thing is he’s armed with a crossbow on this arm, and the sword on the other is retractable, so it stays sheathed when he’s not using it. He’s also got a special device called a blow gun on the inside of this forearm which I’ll be bringing the ammunition for in the next couple days. It’s designed to propel darts that will be tipped with a tranquilizer, and he has a netting contraption in the opposite shoulder so he can deliver any mages he captures to me in Falmount Rift.” 
 
    “Captures?” the king asked in confusion. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “I’ve devised a method of recapturing the mages who have been branded in order to free them from the Master’s rune and restore them to the Order. This sentry, and another I have back in Falmount, will be in charge of subduing the possessed mages to ensure we can safely and promptly perform the necessary procedure.” 
 
    King Temin stared for a long moment while he processed this, and there was a hint of admiration in his gaze I tried not to appear too uncomfortable with. He had always treated me as more of a friend than a subject, but now he was looking at me less like an equal, and more like I was somehow above him. Which genuinely caught me off guard. 
 
    “Temin?” I finally asked uneasily. “You alright?” 
 
    “Fine!” he said as he blinked himself back to attention. “Fine, I was just … I’ve knighted you, correct?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” I chuckled. 
 
    Cayla cleared her throat lightly, and I knew the next word out of her mouth was going to be baronetage, but I casually spoke before she could start grabbing up anymore power for me. 
 
    “Anyway,” I loudly sighed, “I’m gonna get this guy to his post and check on a couple things in the Oculus. As I said, I’ll be back in a couple days with the tranquilizer darts, and we’ll need to sit down and discuss a few things that have come to light this week.” 
 
    “Of course,” King Temin nodded at once, “I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    I bowed and steered Cayla toward the gates of the Oculus, and the princess sent me a sidelong glance while Aurora giggled. 
 
    “Do you really think you can stop me from getting you that baronetage?” she asked with a smirk. “King Temin is drooling for a way to repay you, and with a single word from me, you’d be Baron Flynt within the hour.” 
 
    “Yeah  but Barons are so stuck up,” I told her teasingly. “Knights are badass and have gangly squires who wanna kill each other. It’s way more fun this way.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows and shrugged, and the gesture made me think I didn’t really have a say in this. I’d probably end up Baron Flynt whether I wanted to or not. 
 
    So, I just sighed and led the sentry and the others along the blackened tunnel leading to the stone entrance of the Oculus. The eerie glow of the bloody eyes illuminated the way for us, and it cast Barnick’s grin in a genuinely disconcerting light. 
 
    “Tell me you brought me here to be this guy’s right-hand man,” the burly mage said greedily. “We’d make a fucking great team.” 
 
    “It is tempting,” I muttered as I eyed his menacing gaze, “but I’ve got someone way more deserving of your energy. Feel free to scare the hell out of him, but don’t kill him, no matter how tempted you are. He’s doing some work for me that I absolutely need to see accomplished. Unfortunately, once he starts making some real headway with the project, I can’t have anyone getting to him. So, guard him like your own life depended on it.” 
 
    Barnick furrowed his brows as we came into the torchlight at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    “Guard him but keep him terrified … ” Barnick mused. “Who is this guy you want me watchin’?” 
 
    “The head of the Order.” 
 
    Defender Barnick looked like Christmas had come early, and when he threw his head back, his laugh echoed throughout the entire tunnel in a manic sort of way that only affirmed my decision. 
 
    He was the perfect mage to keep watch over Wyresus for me. 
 
    “Lead me to my ward,” Barnick said with a toothy grin, and he was rubbing his palms together as I parted the stone entrance for him. 
 
    I made sure the sentry was all set and comfortable with his new post, and judging by the blinding glow of his gem and the crisp salute he sent me, I knew he’d be just fine here. 
 
    As we made our way through the Oculus to head for the great library, I stopped a couple of the Defenders I’d met at the pub to let them know the sentry was ready for duty, and to have them spread the word to the mages about their new guardian. 
 
    Several younger mages who had been eavesdropping eagerly hurried toward the entrance to look, and part of me was disappointed I wouldn’t get to see their faces when they opened those doors. 
 
    I still had a list of my own duties to get to, though, so I continued on toward the cellar of the library. I left the others waiting in the hall when I entered Wyresus's confines, and I found the Aer Mage sleeping in a pile of drool that had begun to seep into the ancient Elven Scrolls. 
 
    “Wake the fuck up,” I barked, and Wyresus jumped so violently, he smacked his balding head on the chair back and went cross-eyed for a second. “Is this you doing your job? Because I feel like your dedication is lacking.” 
 
    “Yes,” he assured me hastily. “I mean no! No, sir! I was just--” 
 
    “Destroying a document that has been in existence for thousands of years,” I informed him, and then I calmly tipped the two lofty stacks of books beside him onto the ground. I could tell from their bindings they had absolutely nothing to do with translating Elvish. 
 
    Wyresus grimaced. “Defender Flynt, I do apologize, it’s only that--” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” I cut-in as I headed for the door. “This is a classic issue of a lack of motivation in the workplace. As your boss, it’s my job to see you’re properly motivated, and I’ve come to do just that.” 
 
    I opened the door and made a motion down the hall before I turned back to Wyresus, and he looked like he really didn’t want to know what kind of motivation I had in mind. 
 
    Then a deep chuckle came from the dim hallway before Defender Barnick entered the chamber, and he grinned like a fucking serial killer when he eyed Wresus sitting at the table. 
 
    “Hellooo,” Barnick said in a low voice. “We’re gonna be gettin’ to know each other down here. I should warn ye’, though, I don’t need sleep to survive. Just ale, blood sausage, and someone I can strangle once in a while to keep the boredom at bay.” 
 
    With a clap on the shoulder, I left Barnick to get on with his new job despite Wyresus's desperate rebuttals, and I was still chuckling when I left the library behind and led my women out of the Oculus. 
 
    The prospect of finally wringing some productivity out of Wyresus almost outweighed my concerns about tracking down the mage camp, and Cayla and Aurora both agreed that was next on the list after getting the snatcher into action. 
 
    Haragh abruptly announced he would not be joining us on that mission even if I paid him, and this seemed fair. 
 
    At least I could rest easier knowing that whatever we found when we returned to the eastern foothills, I was already closer to countering the Master’s rune knowledge as best as I could.  
 
    As long as Barnick followed orders and didn’t kill Wyresus before this was accomplished. 
 
    We took our time strolling through Serin on our way to Bobbie since the citizens were still bustling about in agitation. King Temin had already sent out messengers to inform his subjects of the announcement he would be making at the castle this evening, but I listened to a few of their concerns while we helped to clarify the sentry’s role here. 
 
    Most of citizens trusted my word, but a handful of older, more suspicious-minded folks were determined to wait for their king’s explanation of what they called “the new Flynt weapon.” 
 
    Eventually, we made it back to Bobbie, and we headed to Falmount Rift knowing the Oculus was finally in good hands. 
 
    Cayla and Aurora spent the drive imagining what I might be able to use the third channeling gem for, and they admired the strange amber hue of it while they held it up to the sunlight. 
 
    It was the largest of the gems I’d found in Mors Pass, five-inches at its broadest point, and it was the one I’d sensed buried forty feet below the surface. 
 
    Haragh always had a talent for working with gems, and after taking some time to study it more closely, he agreed with me about the potency of its power. 
 
    The frequency it gave off when I sparked my Terra magic was three times that of even Bobbie’s channeling gem, which was why I saved it rather than use it on the sentries. 
 
    I could tell this one was incredibly strong, and I wanted to use it for something that would ensure the Master’s utter downfall. I wasn’t sure what that would be yet, but the women decided it had to be made of metal, function with rune magic, and according to Cayla, “Deliver ten times the impact of the bazooka.” 
 
    We found the snatcher dutifully guarding the house when we got to the village, so I assumed Shoshanne was still working on the tranquilizers with Raynor. I instructed him to post himself in the western woods for now, and I told him to use his hand-to-hand abilities if anything should happen out there. 
 
    Then we entered the atrium to find Deya perched on the worktable, and she looked as pale as death while she trembled and stared at us. 
 
    “What happened?” I demanded, and I immediately came over to pull her into my arms while I worked to ease her shaking. 
 
    Deya was like ice in my hold, though, and when I pulled back to check her expression, she looked terrified. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Did the scales not work properly?” Aurora asked nervously as Cayla and her joined us. 
 
    “They work,” the elf assured her. 
 
    “Then what’s wrong?” Cayla asked gently. 
 
    Deya’s violet eyes were wide, and she struggled to keep her tone steady. 
 
    “I transmuted with one of the dragons while you were gone, and I found the mage camp.” 
 
    My pulse quickened as I considered the look on her face. 
 
    “And?” I led. 
 
    “It’s not a camp,” Deya informed me. “It’s an entire fortress, but … there’s not just mages there.” 
 
    No one said a word, and I knew none of us wanted to ask the question looming in the air. My mind raced through a dozen unsettling possibilities, but I didn’t say any of them out loud. I just stood there and wished we’d gotten at least one day of peace before this bomb was dropped on us. 
 
    Deya sat on the worktable with my hands still clutching her slender arms, but when she realized I was kind of beyond speaking at this point, she swallowed nervously. 
 
    Then she flicked her violet eyes toward Haragh. 
 
    All of us turned at once, and the half-ogre stared back in confusion before he caught on to what that brief look had meant. 
 
    “No,” Haragh growled. “It’s not possible. He didn’t. He couldn’t. The Ogres are safe at the western coast. They’re a hundred miles from here. They’re not … they’re not … ” 
 
    I could practically feel the fury radiating from the man when he fell silent, and we were all still frozen where we stood when Shoshanne came strolling in with a smile on her face. 
 
    “Everything is arranged, and I already--” Shoshanne started, but then she read the room as her smile fell. “What happened? Is this the Nemris thing?” 
 
    I let out a harried sigh that could have been a chuckle, I wasn’t really sure. My mind didn’t seem to be functioning at optimal speed all of a sudden, but damn it if there wasn’t always one more thing being added to the list of outrageous shit I had to handle. 
 
    Whether the Master had captured all of the ogres, or some of the ogres, or even Haragh’s own family members was now on the list, including this fortress no one in four kingdoms knew anything about all this time. 
 
    But I still needed to save and train the mages, and speak with Shoshanne and Deya, too. 
 
    In retrospect, this last one seemed like less daunting of a task now. 
 
    I would just have to find a casual way of explaining to more of the women I loved that I was sent here from another realm by a goddess I’d slept with several times over multiple lifetimes. Including this one. 
 
    Then I’d be back to kicking ass and peeling the Master’s rune off every living thing from one doomed coast to another. 
 
    “So …” I tried with a half-hearted grin, “any chance you two ladies know what a realm is?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    End Book 8 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Metal Mage 8. Once I hit 100 reviews I’ll start working on the next book! Please leave your reviews here! Thank you! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next Metal Mage is out. 
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    Copyright © 2019 by Eric Vall 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
ERIC VALL





