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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Imagine you fall asleep like any other day, and when you wake up again, you’re not in your world anymore,” I tried, and my women’s brows all furrowed in unison. “Instead, you’re floating in space, with hundreds of galaxies spiraling all around you and stretching infinitely in every direction. You can see supernovae bursting and stars being reborn while comets drift by on either side, and you’re entirely weightless, just watching the universe unfold.” 
 
    “What are supernovae?” Deya asked, and she mispronounced the word a bit.  
 
    “A supernova is basically when a star does what my rockets do,” I explained. “It gets incredibly bright as the mass of the star explodes outward enough to counter its own gravity.” 
 
    Deya nodded slowly as her pink eyebrows only furrowed deeper. 
 
    “So, you’re in between worlds now,” I continued. “Not on a planet, but in space, and right in front of you, is Nemris.” A hazy smile came to my face at the recollection of the beautiful goddess, and Cayla smirked like she recognized what that look meant. “Nemris is floating too, but she’s so close you could easily reach out and touch her, and she’s just ridiculously gorgeous. Her hair is long and glittering like strands of silver dust, and her eyes actually mirror the galaxies around you and glow this incredibly vibrant shade of violet, and her dress is cut so low and so sheer you can see every--” 
 
    Aurora cleared her throat. 
 
    “But that’s not the point,” I mumbled, “the point is you’re looking at the goddess herself, and she tells you … well, she said many things at the time … and eventually she says you can choose any realm to enter into and leave your past life behind. You won’t start over as an infant, though, you’ll be exactly you as you are now.” 
 
    “How does someone just choose one of these realms, though?” Shoshanne asked in confusion. “If you don’t even know what they are how can you--” 
 
    “Well, she has them all there,” I explained, and I mapped it out in the air to try and clarify. “With a wave of her hand, these portals appear, like oval windows floating in front of you. And within each portal, you can see every kind of world you can imagine. Most of them are places you couldn’t even imagine, really, and Nemris tells you to choose one--” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Cayla interrupted, and she narrowed her icy blue eyes. “You told us you were specifically sent here by Nemris to help our world, but now you say you could choose?” 
 
    I shrugged noncommittally. “I was sent here, in a way. Nemris narrowed down the options to three portals, and she said I could choose one, but if we’re splitting hairs, I really didn’t have a choice. Nemris knew that as much as I did.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Deya asked. “Are you saying Nemris tricked you into choosing our window?” 
 
    “I kind of feel like she did, yeah,” I chuckled, “but I’m definitely not complaining, the woman knows me well. She just showed me Aurora, and I mean … what fucking idiot sees Aurora and doesn’t choose that realm? She’s …” 
 
    I glanced at my half-elf as she cocked a blue brow in my direction, and I eyed the taut silk bodice clinging to every well-honed curve while her stockinged legs draped seductively along the edge of the fountain. 
 
    There were no words to describe how I felt the first time I saw the Ignis Mage running through the forest with a nasty drake snarling at her heels, but the image somehow couldn’t even hold a candle to the months I’d spent battling the Master’s forces with Aurora at my side. She was fierce and frisky like no one I’d ever encountered in this world or the last, and her emerald eyes sparkled with amusement the longer I admired her. Long blue hair tumbled over her shoulders while her pointed ears peeked out between a few haphazard braids, and the fact that she was toying with a flame between her fingertips made my body temperature suddenly spike. 
 
    Then I realized I’d been openly raking my eyes across every curve and tuck of the half-elf’s flawless form for well over a minute now, and I abruptly cleared my throat. 
 
    “Anyways! Like I was saying, it looked like I had a choice, but Nemris knew damn well what portal I would choose and when I chose, she told me this world needed my help. So, I vowed to do anything I could to protect it, and here I am.” 
 
    I gestured to the racks of weapons surrounding us in my workshop, and Haragh grunted from where he stood posted in the corner. The deep crease between his brows was somewhat skeptical, but mostly he looked ready to tear someone’s head off their shoulders, and I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    Only thirty minutes ago, my half-ogre friend found out the Master was enslaving the ogres and branding them with his possessive rune to add them to his growing army of minions, and I could tell this was occupying most of Haragh’s focus. 
 
    I couldn’t keep side-stepping my women, though, and with the Master gaining power by the minute, it seemed trivial to put off my confession any longer. It was past time I told Shoshanne and Deya about who I really was, where I’d come from, and why I was determined to destroy the Master once and for all. 
 
    So, when Shoshanne continued pressing the subject, I did my best to simplify and cut straight to the point for the sake of moving on to the next task without any loose ends. 
 
    Still, Haragh was a hulking and furious cloud in the corner throughout the conversation, and every glance in his direction made me feel more and more anxious. He was my best friend, and if his race had been targeted by the Master, I owed it to him to do everything I could about it.  
 
    But if hearing I was from another world hadn’t cooled his temper at all, there was clearly a hell of a lot to be said about the ogres, so I swallowed the uneasy lump in my throat for the tenth time and tried to focus on tackling one thing at a time. The sooner my women were at ease, the sooner I could address the furious ogre in the room. 
 
    “I do not know, Mason,” Deya sighed as she shook her head, and a stray strand of pink hair fell across her cheek. “You say all of this, but I truly don’t know what to think. Nemris has watched over my family for centuries, and I feel I have an intimate connection to her. You say she tricked you, but the goddess Nemris is not a trickster. I know this. She’s not like the gods Rekekis or Talous, she’s level headed and just. She is the goddess of peace and transition, and I cannot imagine she would ever lure a man as honorable as you out of his home world and trick him into another. Why would she do something like this? And why would she choose to trick you?” 
 
    I smirked and looked down, but Cayla let out a low chuckle. 
 
    “Perhaps Nemris misbehaves once in a while, for Mason’s sake,” Cayla muttered. “I can acknowledge it’s hard to resist misbehaving on his account.” 
 
    Deya’s violet eyes widened like she was scandalized at the suggestion, and she studied me carefully for a response. 
 
    “Yeahhh … ” I sighed as I scruffed the back of my neck, “I’ve actually known Nemris for a while, apparently. At least a few lifetimes, although I can’t remember all of them clearly. She showed me some brief scenes of my past once, though, and there have been a couple incidents that made it pretty clear we’ve uh … known one another. So, yeah, she’s got a bit of a quirky personality once you get to know her more intimately. Who doesn’t? This doesn’t mean she isn’t level headed, or just, or any of the things you’ve come to understand about her, Deya. It’s only that she’s a bit … mischievous when she’s got something specific in mind.” 
 
    “Intimately?” Deya clarified as her cheeks turned pink. 
 
    “Uhh, yeah,” I said. “That’s a minor detail, but more importantly, she wanted me here to take care of a couple personal favors and to protect the realm from the Master, and that’s what I’m doing. Now that’s all out on the table, and we can move on, yeah?” 
 
    “But technically,” Shoshanne said thoughtfully, “it wasn’t Nemris who brought you here then. Maybe Nemris trusted you to take care of these things, but you said yourself you chose this realm because of Aurora. You saw her and wanted to be with her so badly you decided to risk living in a world you’d never imagined, even though it was on the verge of destruction. You came to this realm for Aurora.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    Haragh and the women turned to look at my half-elf, who was now blushing to her roots while she stared at me with her lips parted in surprise. Then her big emerald eyes slowly began to glisten, and I realized she was tearing up as Shoshanne suddenly sniffed. 
 
    “Are you guys about to cry?” I snorted.  
 
    “It’s so sweet,” Shoshanne muttered. “You’ve nearly died here how many times? But Aurora’s worth it to you.” 
 
    “You’re all worth it,” I clarified. “I love all of you. Everything about this world is amazing to me, and yeah, it sucks when I almost die or get eaten by plants or some crazy shit, but of course it’s worth it. I’m happier than I ever would have been in my last life. Every day is a challenge to be overcome, and I start each one knowing the women I love are at my side ready to kick ass with me and take no shit. What more could I ask for?” 
 
    Now, Deya sniffed, too, and when I turned to Cayla in the hopes of sharing an eye roll, I found my stoic princess dabbing at the corner of her blue eyes as she hid her face from me. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed, “if this is gonna be a huge sappy deal, we’re moving on to other topics. Everyone’s on the same page about the Nemris thing, though, right?” 
 
    Aurora, Cayla, and Shoshanne sniffed through a few nods of agreement, but Deya only sighed. 
 
    “I know you would never lie to me, Mason,” the beautiful elf mumbled, “but I need some time to think over all of this. I am well aware Nemris led you to House Quyn, I have always felt this to be the case, but to say she physically pulled you out of some other world and brought you here through a hole in the sky … do you have any proof of this? Anything to show it’s certainly possible? Because I have lived all of my sixty-seven years under the goddess Nemris’ protection, and I cannot imagine this to be possible. It’s unheard of. The gods and goddesses do not interact with mortals in their physical forms. Only our spirits are capable of meeting.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve met her in her physical form,” Cayla pointed out. “Aurora and I saw her standing right in the same room as us once, she even spoke to us for a little while. I can vouch for what Mason says. Including how gorgeous she is, if I’m being honest.” 
 
    “Then have her come here now,” Shoshanne suggested. “Deya can see her deity in the flesh, and everything will be settled.” 
 
    Aurora and Cayla raised their eyebrows in my direction, and I could tell all three of us were thinking the same thing. Of course, it would be convenient to have Nemris magically appear right then, but potentially problematic. I only wanted to be open with my women about my own past, but heading down the rabbit hole of Deya’s past was an entirely different thing. 
 
    The truth was, having Nemris side by side with the beautiful elf would make it undeniably obvious the two were related, and that the pristine bloodline the elven nation valued Deya so highly for was in fact the bloodline of the goddess herself. They had the same mischievous smile, the same silvery laugh, and the pixie features of Deya’s face were a strangely similar version of the ancient goddess’. 
 
    How could Nemris possibly show herself to Deya without opening the giant can of worms labeled, “One day, you will be a goddess, too. Try not to freak out?” 
 
    I shook my head at the thought and tried to come up with a less revealing explanation, but luckily, Aurora was quicker than me. 
 
    “He can’t just snap his fingers and have Nemris appear,” Aurora said as she rolled her eyes for good measure. “She’s a goddess, Shoshanne, not a servant. Mason does his best to do what’s right, and when it’s absolutely necessary, Nemris intercedes or appears. I think.” 
 
    “It feels necessary right now,” Deya said as she looked at me. 
 
    “Well, clearly it’s not, or she would be here,” Cayla said with a dismissive wave of her hand. 
 
    Then I cleared my throat as I stood and gestured to the worktable. “Moving on, how are we doing on those darts?” 
 
    Shoshanne blinked and glanced down at the table in front of her before she sent me a sheepish grin. “I only have seven finished. I’m sorry, I was a little distracted by the Nemris thing, and I’m not very good at assembly.” 
 
    “What’s the assembly process?” Cayla asked curiously, and she strolled over to join Shoshanne at the worktable. 
 
    “Raynor whittled all of the shafts for us already, but the feathers are so tiny, and they need to be glued into these miniscule holes, and then dart tips secured to the other end,” Shoshanne explained. “My fingers keep getting stuck together, though, and then the feathers are ruined so they won’t help stabilize the dart, and then I have to start all over with--” 
 
    “Let me try,” Cayla cut in, and she gently nudged the healer out of her seat. “Focus on the tranquilizer, and I’ll have the darts finished for you within the hour.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t mind?” Shoshanne asked. “It’s a lot of … woah. That was fast.” 
 
    Cayla smirked and held up a completed dart while her other hand was already starting on the next, and I came over to leave a kiss on her porcelain cheek. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I murmured in Cayla’s ear. 
 
    “I wasn’t sent here by a goddess,” the princess replied, “but I have my talents.” 
 
    “You know,” Shoshanne mused, “when you put it like that, I feel like I should have known all along Mason wasn’t from this world. He’s clearly superior … in many categories. Almost mythically so.” 
 
    The healer’s gaze drifted below my belt as she bit at the corner of her lower lip, and I immediately furrowed my brow. 
 
    “To be clear, I am exactly the same as I was in my last life,” I clarified. “Head to toe Mason Flynt. Nemris only gave me my mage powers, alright? It’s not like she adjusted anything else about me. I just feel like that needs to be said.” 
 
    Cayla chuckled as Shoshanne blushed coyly. 
 
    “Well, in that case,” the princess muttered while she lined up four more finished darts, “I feel sorry for the women you left behind in your last realm. I’d probably end up worse than the Master if I had to go the rest of my life without your dic--” 
 
    Haragh cleared his throat loudly, and when I looked over my shoulder, he sent me a pointed look and headed for the door. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a bit,” I told my women. “Finish up the darts and get the tranquilizer distributed. We can take the snatcher out for a test run as soon as I get back.” 
 
    Then I quickly left the atrium and headed into the lanes of Falmount Rift. 
 
    I found Haragh fuming to himself as he paced the width of the lane that led to my house in the western woods, and when I approached him, he whipped around and took a swing right at my head with a giant green fist. 
 
    “Dude!” I yelped as I ducked. “What the hell did I do?” 
 
    “I’m just pissed!” he roared, and I tried not to smirk considering he was big enough to snap my arms off if he wanted to. “The ogres are done for, the Master’s got the jump on us, and you’re fucking goddesses and every gorgeous woman from here to Nalnora!” 
 
    “Alright, that last one hardly seems relevant to the issue,” I muttered. 
 
    “Oh, it’s fucking relevant!” Haragh growled as he picked up a boulder the size of his head and hurled it at a tree. “How many female ogres ye’ think there are in this world? No, let me say something more important first: they’re terrifying enough when they’re not possessed! Now, they’re all possessed and--” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” I countered. “We don’t know anything yet. All we know is the Master has a giant fortress no one seems to have known about, and he’s packing it full of possessed mages and maybe some ogres.” 
 
    My gut clenched as the full weight of the dilemma hit me like a wave all over again, but I did my best to push through the discomfort and focus on the half-ogre who was practically foaming at the mouth. 
 
    “Definitely ogres,” Haragh growled. “Your elf said so herself. She said she saw the ogres, and they were possessed, don’t deny it.” 
 
    “Yes, she said that,” I agreed, “but we haven’t gotten into the details yet, so take a deep breath and calm down. Do you think I’m gonna shrug this off? Hell no, I’m not, but we need to be sensible and take this one thing at a time. I’ll go to Temin and--” 
 
    “The king doesn’t give a shit about the ogres,” Haragh snapped. “He’ll be glad to be rid of them!” 
 
    “Come on, Temin’s not a jerk.” 
 
    “No, but he is the one who signed the emancipation fifteen years ago,” Haragh informed me. “Took him all of ten seconds to agree to the deal, and he washed his hands of us ever since. The ogres are on their own out there now, and Temin doesn’t want to deal with them. No one does.” 
 
    “So, maybe he doesn’t want to deal with them,” I scoffed. “He’ll deal with me, won’t he? And I’m not letting this one go. There’s no way the Master’s getting away with branding all of your kin, Haragh, that’s just not something I’m gonna let happen.” 
 
    “And if it’s already happened?” he challenged, and I caught a glint of fear in his furious brown eyes. 
 
    “Then I’ve got a solution for that, too, don’t I?” I replied. “Well, I will once these darts are finished, but don’t worry, alright? We’ll fix this, trust me on that one.” 
 
    Haragh took another few fuming breaths as he began pacing again, but then he came to a calmer stop in front of me. His voice was much less growly when he spoke again, and the few mages who had come out of their houses over the commotion seemed to be on the edges of their seats by this point. 
 
    “Don’t know what you’ll do with a bunch of possessed ogres,” Haragh grumbled as he anxiously scratched his big green head. “You think I’m big, but you haven’t seen a full-fledged ogre before. Unless you have … are there ogres in that realm thingy of yours?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled, “but we probably shouldn’t discuss where I’m from in the middle of the street. It’d be cool if we kept this strictly need-to-know.” 
 
    Haragh glanced over his shoulder, and when he bared his teeth at the onlookers, they all hopped-to and made themselves scarce again. Then the half-ogre sighed and gestured toward the house. 
 
    “You really are a lucky bastard,” he muttered. “Those women could have had your head for that one. I kept thinking, any second now, they’re gonna walk out, but no … they’re giggling and feeling sorry for the silly girls ye’ left behind. You’ve got all the luck, you know.” 
 
    I smirked. “I never said I didn’t. I’m well aware I’m a lucky bastard, but I’m not sure Deya’s alright with this. Nemris means the world to her, and I feel like I just pulled the rug out from under her feet.” 
 
    “She’s a smart woman, especially for an elf,” Haragh said with a shrug. “She’ll come around. Hell, she followed you all this way and put her trust in you despite all those armies the Houses of Nalnora have on hand. That counts for something.” 
 
    “A lot,” I clarified. “That counts for a lot, so I definitely don’t want her doubting my sanity this late in the game. I love her and only wanted to be honest with her. I figured honesty is crucial with four women around the house.” 
 
    “Well, honestly? You’ll want to double the dose of tranquilizer if you’re thinking of using it on an ogre,” Haragh informed me. “I still can’t promise it’ll work even at that level. Might just make ‘em more violent.” 
 
    “Let’s find out where we stand before we worry about that,” I suggested. “I’ll talk to Temin tomorrow. Maybe some of his barons in the west can get us information about the status of the ogres out there. In the meantime, we need to get the snatcher into action before the Master gets any more of an upper hand on us.” 
 
    Haragh let out a deep sigh and nodded. “I can’t believe he’s had an entire fortress right there in Orebane all this time. The sneaky shit.” 
 
    “How have the dwarves not known about this?” I asked. “You’d think they’d notice a giant fortress in their own mountains.” 
 
    “Not that close to Nalnora,” Haragh pointed out. “The dwarves are better off avoiding the eastern foothills with that crazy bunch just over the border. I heard the elves used to pillage the mines in the east, and they’re swifter fighters than the dwarves. That’s why there’s not much mining being done out there these days. It’s not worth starting a war over.” 
 
    “Rhys mentioned a hideout of House Fehryn’s in the mountains just north of Nalnora,” I recalled. “He sent the women and children there when the Master’s army came for his House. That would have to be in Orebane, too, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Haragh snorted. “There ye’ have it. It’s easy pickings out there. The Master knew it as well as this Rhys.” 
 
    “Either way,” I sighed, “we have to stay calm and focused, now more than ever. We’re too close to losing our mages and all of the ogres in one fell swoop to get distracted. We need clear and decisive measures without misplacing a single detail. Deal?” 
 
    “Fine,” Haragh grumbled, “but I’m finding a valley no one’s gonna miss and turning the whole damn place inside out. I’m too pissed to stand still right now.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I admitted. “You’re fully entitled to the fury, just try not to send an earthquake through the entire ground or anything.” 
 
    “Fuck the ground,” Haragh growled, and he stormed off down the lane while I shook my head. 
 
    The ground didn’t really deserve Haragh’s rage, but it was better than having the giant half-ogre hurling boulders all over Falmount Rift and terrifying the younger mages. Plus, this gave me some time to get more details from Deya and try to come up with a game plan. 
 
    First things first, though, so I headed back into the house to find Cayla finishing up the last few darts. There was already a stack of over a hundred on the table beside her, and Shoshanne was carefully dipping the tip of each one in a questionable vat of dark red liquid. 
 
    “Is that the tranquilizer?” I asked as I took a sniff. It smelled like some sort of berry tea an old medicine woman would distribute, but there was a fermented undertone that made the bile in my gut churn. 
 
    “Yes,” Shoshanne said as she carefully tapped the excess off the tip of her dart and placed it aside to dry. “Don’t get a single drop on your skin. You’ll be out cold for hours.” 
 
    “That is kind of the plan,” I mumbled, and both of the women turned to look at me. “We can’t just send the snatcher out without testing him first. What if the dose is wrong, and we kill all the mages, or the runes for the blow guns don’t function properly?” 
 
    “You’re not saying what I think you’re saying?” Shoshanne asked with thorough disapproval. 
 
    “I might be,” I replied, “but before you get upset, I can assure you I have the best healer in Illaria on hand in case something goes horribly wrong, and I’ve even seen her bring a man back from the dead once.” 
 
    Shoshanne’s warm brown eyes narrowed. “You brought Dragir back from the dead. Not me.” 
 
    “No, I definitely couldn’t have done that without you,” I countered. “You’re the trained professional here, not me.” 
 
    I headed toward the kitchen before the healer could argue any further, and I found Deya and Aurora quietly muttering to one another. When I entered, both of the women abruptly shut their mouths, and I could tell from the fierce blush on the elf’s cheeks that they had been discussing me. 
 
    “Out with it then,” I sighed as I propped my elbow on the counter. 
 
    “Deya’s just processing,” Aurora said. “She’s had a long day and wanted to touch base on a few things.” 
 
    “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    Deya pursed her lips for a moment, but then she let out a huffy sigh and settled her violet eyes on me. 
 
    “Nemris is not a trickster, Mason, I wish you hadn’t accused her of such a thing.” 
 
    I grinned. “Alright, I take it back. Nemris didn’t trick me, she just knows me very well.” 
 
    “That’s better,” Deya said with a curt nod, “because it is disrespectful to imply it. It’s far more likely someone like Rekekis tricked you, and Nemris simply stood aside and allowed your fate to follow suit.” 
 
    I raised my brows. “Okay … who is Rekekis?” 
 
    “The god of destruction,” Aurora replied. 
 
    “Ahh.” I nodded. “So, Rekekis saw Aurora’s thighs and decided this would be the downfall of that random guy, Mason Flynt?” 
 
    Aurora tried her best not to giggle, but both of us were having too much trouble taking the idea seriously, and eventually Deya rolled her eyes and hopped down from her perch on the counter. 
 
    “Laugh if you like,” the beautiful elf sighed, “if Nemris has her eye on you then so be it, but Rekekis is not a god to tempt.” 
 
    Deya left us both chuckling in the kitchen when she stalked off and whistled for Ruela, and I sighed as I turned around to grab some dried venison. 
 
    “She doesn’t believe me.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know what to believe,” Aurora corrected, “and that’s fine. It shows how much she values your word, is all. This has given her a lot to think about, so let her have some time.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I mumbled. 
 
    “You’re doing well with everything, by the way,” the half-elf said as she sidled closer to loop her arms around my waist. “Between the Master’s fortress and the possessed ogres, I’m ready to curl up and go back to bed.” 
 
    “Not an option, sorry,” I told her. “This predicament calls for strict organization. Besides, I think Haragh is angry enough for the both of us.” 
 
    “I can understand why,” Aurora replied, and her expression sobered. “He must be so worried for his race and being alone here isn’t going to put his mind at ease. He’s the only half-ogre I’ve ever seen in Serin. What if no one will come to the aid of the ogres, and he’s left to watch helplessly as the Master possesses his people and forces them to slaughter the citizens of Illaria?” 
 
    “Haragh may be the only half-ogre in Serin, but he’s definitely not alone,” I assured her. “You wouldn’t stand aside and let that happen, and neither will I. You know that.” 
 
    Aurora smiled softly, but her eyes drifted down as she fell quiet, and I reached out to tip her chin up a bit so I could study her face. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she replied. “I’m just a very fortunate half-elf, that’s all. You’re a good man, Mason.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s old news,” I teased. 
 
    “True,” Aurora said as she rolled her eyes, “but I never knew you saw me before you came to this world. You didn’t tell me that. Why?” 
 
    I grinned as another blush came to the half-elf’s cheeks, and I pulled her tighter against me as her emerald eyes started to glisten again. 
 
    “Maybe I didn’t want it going to your head,” I informed her with a cocky grin. “You already have me wrapped around that fiery little finger of yours. If you knew I literally jumped through a portal into another realm just to get a closer look at your tight ass, I’d be at your beck and call for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You aren’t already?” Aurora asked as she cocked a sassy blue brow at me. 
 
    “Hey now, don’t abuse the power,” I warned. “Remember, I’ve got a goddess on my side to keep you in check.” 
 
    “Yes, but she isn’t here, is she?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the beautiful woman’s taunt, but then Cayla strolled in and looped her arms around the both of us. 
 
    “Are we going to spend all day staring into each other’s eyes, or are we going to tranquilize Mason?” 
 
    “Tranquilize Mason, of course,” Aurora said with a smirk. 
 
    “See that?” I sighed. “It’s like I have no choice. Aurora tells me to go get tranquilized, and off I go.” 
 
    “You’re more excited about this trial run than any of us,” Cayla assured me. “Especially Shoshanne.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I am,” I said. “This snatcher is going to be a huge game changer for us. If he can snatch me even with my runes and magery helping out, then we’ll be in business, and the Master will once again find himself outsmarted by his favorite Metal Mage. Tell me that’s not turning your day around.” 
 
    “It is,” Aurora allowed, “but the Master is going to be so, so mad at you about this one.” 
 
    “So mad,” Cayla agreed. 
 
    I winked. “Good. I’m not too happy with the guy at the moment either.” 
 
    The prospect of testing out the last of my latest inventions had me fighting the urge to sprint out of the house, but since I knew Cayla and Aurora were right behind me, I did my best to be casual about it. I thought I managed a mid-level strut all the way to the front yard, and when I found Stan and Shoshanne waiting for me, the little metal man looked as pleased with himself as I did. 
 
    “You ready for this one?” I asked Stan as he vaulted from Shoshanne’s shoulder onto mine. 
 
    Then he dropped into a one knee power pump before sending me a single affirmative nod. 
 
    “That’s the kind of energy I’m looking for,” I chuckled. “Let’s see what your brother can do.” 
 
    The automaton I’d designed with two blow darts and a double netting system had already returned from his first patrol around Falmount Rift, and he’d brought Big Guy back with him as he returned to his post at the northern edge of the house. 
 
    Big Guy’s indigo eyes were fixed on the western woods, and the pulse of his gem showed me he was feeling pretty good about his new brother. There wasn’t as much of a rivalry between these two as there was between Big Guy and his twin who was guarding the Oculus, and it put my mind at ease to see them getting along. 
 
    They were my giant, metal wingmen, and with Stan in the mix, there was a comradery amongst us that made my chest swell with pride. Now, I just needed to sort out the pesky bit of sibling rivalry going on with the twins, but that was the least of my worries at the moment. 
 
    “So, how did he do?” I asked Big Guy as I joined him and his snatching counterpart in the clearing. “Did you show your brother the ropes?” 
 
    Big Guy nodded his head, and I was a little caught off guard to see even this gesture was ominous with his stern blue eyes glowing from his new metal helm. 
 
    “At ease,” I muttered with a deadly grin. Then I turned to the snatcher. “Any questions?” 
 
    The deep green emerald in the automaton’s chest pulsed in a mellow rhythm as he stared back at me without moving, but there was the same distinct energy radiating from him that told me he was steadfast and wholly on board with our operation. 
 
    “Great,” I said as I clapped my hands together. “Now’s the moment we’ve all been waiting for, boys. Let’s get those blow guns loaded and start the trial run. For this first try, just do your best, and be patient with yourself. Try to channel your intentions through your metal to connect with your rune, and the blow gun should respond accurately. I’m not gonna hold back on you just because it’s your first time, though, so stay sharp, stay fast, and show me what you’ve got. Remember, in this scenario, I am the possessed mage, and you are to stop at nothing to get me sedated and in that net of yours. Understood?” 
 
    The green gem continued to burn in a steady rhythm, and I sent the snatcher a thumbs up. 
 
    “Awesome. You’re a really easy guy to work with by the way, I have a good feeling about this.” 
 
    Shoshanne was biting nervously on her lip when I gestured for her to bring the darts over, and she hesitated for a few seconds before delivering. I could tell the worried crease between her brows wasn’t going anywhere any time soon, so I didn’t bother attempting to sway the woman. She hated when I risked my safety, especially when I did it at the hands of my giant automatons, but she’d worked hard to be accepting of the new protocol, and I was honestly proud of her. 
 
    It wasn’t every day a trained healer had to worry about accidentally killing someone she loved with a tranquilizer she brewed up in a pub kitchen from ingredients she’d never used before. This was probably the shoddiest thing I’d ever asked her to do short of helping me peel Dragir’s blood-boiling rune off, but here she was, being supportive and letting me go ahead with the test anyway. 
 
    Sort of. 
 
    “Mason, I still don’t think this is a good idea,” Shoshanne muttered. 
 
    “I know you don’t,” I replied gently. “You’re a healer, it’s your job to be more logical about this than me. Where’s Deya?” 
 
    “She went running with Ruela,” Shoshanne replied, “but if this goes wrong, I’ll never forgive myself.” 
 
    I quickened my pace a bit while I filed the new darts into the magazine on one of the snatcher’s arms. 
 
    “You’ll forgive yourself,” I assured her, “because this is my invention and my ill-advised trial run. Someone’s gotta do it, and that someone is me. Do you have your healing staff ready?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s in the workshop, but if--” 
 
    “Go get your staff,” I chuckled. 
 
    Shoshanne sighed and did as I asked her to, and I kept half an eye on her swaying hips as she went. Aurora waved reassuringly to the healer as she turned and disappeared around the front of the house, and a split second later, Cayla sent me a discreet nod. 
 
    “Time to go!” I hissed at the snatcher, and I bolted into the western woods like my ass was on fire. 
 
    The way I thought of it, this was like me pulling the band aid off nice and quick for Shoshanne, and by the time she returned to the clearing, I’d be long gone with Aurora’s keen senses carefully tracking my progress for her. 
 
    Big Guy stayed behind in case I needed a quick fix, and knowing he could bring Shoshanne to my aid in under two minutes eased my conscience entirely as I zig zagged between trees, leapt over boulders, and did my best to pull as many obstacles out of the ground as I could. 
 
    The whir of the snatcher’s treads was hot on my heels, but every earthen pillar and gaping trench seemed to buy me little snippets of time and provide enough cover that he couldn’t easily target me. 
 
    I made sure to test his maneuverability over rocky ledges and felled logs, and the automaton did me proud without losing too much ground. I’d been careful to give him a heavy core to keep him from keeling over from excess weight or tricky terrain, too, and it seemed to be working like a dream. I could hear when his treads rocked or lost their hold, but the automaton quickly corrected his balance to avoid toppling over every time. 
 
    Plus, his problem-solving skills were on point. He didn’t bother lumbering up ledges I scaled if he could circle around and catch me on the other side, and when I broke off a chunk of rock and chucked it down at his head, he countered the attack with one arm while already taking aim with the other. At one point, I dropped into my own trench and ran along the bed of rock to try and lure him in so I could crush him, but the automaton anticipated my ruse and stalked me along the upper ledge until I was forced to pull up a pillar and send myself flying into the air and back to higher ground. 
 
    My heart pounded wildly in my chest as I pulled out every stop I could think of, and while we tore our way through the western woods, we left rubble, trenches, felled trees, and deadly rock spikes in our wake. 
 
    Still, the snatcher didn’t let up for a second, and my endurance was finally starting to fail me after twenty minutes of intense pursuit. I had a giant grin on my face as I raised the ground in front of me and leapt from my ledge into the next valley, and by the time the ground bowled out underneath me to soften my landing, the snatcher was already coursing down the steep incline at mach speed. He dodged my flying boulders with tight precision, and when I ducked around a bend in the valley floor to take us up to a steeper grade, the automaton took a short-cut and forced me to retreat and change my course. 
 
    Then I heard a familiar heartbeat. 
 
    It was quick and fluttering like a moth’s wings, but it was always like that, even when the beautiful elf wasn’t running around like a sprite with her wildish beast of a dog. 
 
    I scanned the lower ridge as the thundering paws of Ruela drew closer, and just as I sent a jagged trench ripping across the terrain at my back, Deya appeared between the trees below. 
 
    With my heightened vision, I could see a sheen of sweat beading on her pale chest, and her exertion made her cheeks as bright as the pink hair flowing behind her. She looked practically ethereal as she moved with long and lithe strides while Ruela panted hungrily at her side, and every step made her breasts jolt beneath her sheer white bodice. 
 
    I tore another pillar out of the ground without thinking much about anything except the sound of Deya’s heavy breaths and the pleasing shimmy of her cleavage from up above, and then the beautiful elf turned her head to send me my favorite mischievous grin. 
 
    That’s when a dart impaled my shoulder blade, and I felt my legs knot around themselves.  
 
    My head spun as the ground crashed into my face at full throttle, but my heart was still slamming with a vengeance. I knew this because I was vaguely conscious for a minute longer, and I could tell I wasn’t dying. Just cut down in the heat of the chase thanks to my raging libido and Deya’s creamy cleavage. 
 
    Through the dirt smashed against my face, I could feel the snatcher slowly whirring his way over to me, but then the heaviness in my limbs weighed me down, and the darkness around me bloomed into a pit of silence as I blacked out completely. 
 
    The next thing I registered was the sensation of bare and supple skin pressed around my body, slow and sleepy breaths, and a distant giggle that sounded like silvery bells and reminded me of galaxies swirling in violet eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The house was completely dark when I managed to pry my eyes open, and I realized I’d been out all day and most of the night. As far as I could tell, I wasn’t experiencing any residual effects of the sedation, though, and I guessed my healing rune had something to do with this. I wasn’t even groggy as I propped myself up on my elbows, and I found all four of my women nakedly tucked around me in our bed. 
 
    Cayla had fallen asleep with Deya wrapped snug in her arms, and Aurora’s cheek was nestled against Shoshanne’s tummy while her hand tucked itself around my arm. The healer held her healing staff clutched in her grip, and the same worried crease was still crinkling her brow even in her sleep. I was happy to see Aurora snuggled up with her, though, and the thought of my women working together to somehow get me into bed and keep Shoshanne calm enough to get some rest made me smile. 
 
    I was about to reach over and let the healer know I was fine, but another silvery giggle suddenly drifted into my head again, and when it mingled with the soft bubbling of a fountain, my heart jumped into my throat as I glanced toward the atrium. 
 
    At first, I thought I’d imagined it after all the talk of Nemris with the women yesterday, but the air suddenly felt electric around me, and when Ruela let out a low whine from her place in the corner, I quickly climbed out of bed and headed straight for the atrium. 
 
    Then I halted at the sight of a cascade of glittering hair and a sheer dress cinched around an otherworldly ass. 
 
    “Nemris,” I breathed. 
 
    The goddess was crouched at the edge of my fountain when she turned a smile in my direction that stilled my lungs and left my fingers numb. Then she rose and glided toward me, and all I could do was stand there like a stone statue as I waited for her touch. Every inch of me tingled with anticipation, and the moment she reached out to brush her fingertips along my cheek, my breath suddenly returned in ragged waves until I was practically panting. 
 
    Static currents shot through my skin and prickled across my skull, and a warm feeling of complete calm washed over me until I was on the verge of collapse. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, my love,” Nemris murmured, and she trailed her fingers down my jaw to linger at the nape of my neck. 
 
    “Stay,” I found myself saying, though it sounded more like a desperate wish than an order, and Nemris’ sweet lips smiled up at me. 
 
    “I come here to assist you and all you can think of is making love to me,” the goddess sighed softly. “You haven’t changed in a thousand years.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean …” I tried, but her touch brought my pulse up and made my palms sweat until I had to work to regain my focus. “I’ve missed you, too, is what I meant to say.” 
 
    “I know you have,” Nemris whispered, and her voice flitted in an out like we were communicating through a tunnel. “I am never far from you, Mason. You know this.” 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning. “You sure left me hanging this afternoon, though. Deya probably thinks I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Does she?” the goddess asked with an amused smile. 
 
    “Yes, apparently, I have this all backwards, and some guy named Rekekis tricked me into this realm. Friend of yours?” 
 
    Now, Nemris’ cosmic gaze gleamed in a way that almost blinded me, and I shielded my eyes while the goddess giggled lightly to herself. 
 
    “As the beautiful Aurora said, I sometimes come to this world to intercede,” Nemris murmured, but she began to flicker in a way that made her appear holographic all of a sudden. “I know you always have the best interests of your women at heart, Mason, so I have come now to intercede on your behalf. Perhaps Deya’s mind will be at ease, now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I instinctively reached out, but the goddess’ fingers fell through my grip like a fine mist, and with a last, lingering smile, Nemris vanished into the cosmos. 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I gasped as I tried to steady my breathing. The sensation of Nemris’ fleeting presence left an ache in my gut and a burning desire coursing through me. I felt anxious and desperate like I’d never felt before, and my head was filled with the sound of her voice and her electric touch teasing me and tantalizing my senses until I thought I’d lose my damn mind. 
 
    “Mason?” I heard Aurora yawn from the bedroom. 
 
    Then I locked my jaw and tore my shirt off, and I was already kicking my pants across the floor before I crawled into bed to drag Aurora over as she chuckled sleepily. 
 
    I was completely insatiable as I worked my way through my four women, and even after having two more rounds with each of them, I still felt like my body was only halfway done with a marathon. The entire time, Nemris’ voice circled in my mind, but I couldn’t make any sense of her words. As far as I could tell, if Nemris came to this world to do any sort of work tonight, it must have been to get me riled up and set me loose like a bull in a ring. 
 
    Deya trembled like a leaf as I bit at her plush lips and slender neck like I would devour every inch of her, and when I finally let up, she let out a silvery giggle that just sent me to the verge all over again. I was relieved to find my beautiful elf as enthusiastic about our love making as ever, though, and I hoped this was a sign she’d let the Nemris thing go and decided it hardly mattered if I was crazy or not. 
 
    Deya clung to me like her life depended on it as I took her every way I wanted, and when she finally collapsed in exhaustion, Shoshanne was wet and waiting patiently for her turn. It was dawn when the caramel beauty rolled off me and fell limp in my arms, and I had no idea when the other three women had fallen asleep. The night was a blur of naked legs parting for me whenever I turned around, and the sweet scent of my women clung to me like a second, sensual skin. 
 
    Now, they were all nakedly tangled up and in a deep and satiated sleep beside us, but Shoshanne’s heavy eyelids fluttered up at me while she worked to catch her breath. 
 
    “I guess I don’t have to worry about that tranquilizer,” Shoshanne sighed. “You’re definitely alive and well.” 
 
    I chuckled and shifted to wrap my arms around the caramel beauty. “Sorry for keeping you awake so long. I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Shoshanne moaned sleepily. “Maybe those berries I used in the brew have side effects.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I murmured against her hair. “You should get some sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    I knew well enough there weren’t any enhancing side effects from the tranquilizer, and that if anything, my healing rune would have swallowed them up hours ago. 
 
    No, this was pure, cosmic, raging lust brought on by a single touch from the goddess herself, and just the thought of Nemris sent my hands clutching my roots as my pulse quickened once more. 
 
    “Fucking goddesses,” I groaned. 
 
    “Hmm?” Shoshanne sighed, but her breath was already slowing into sleep, so I laid perfectly still for another few minutes until I was sure the healer was slumbering peacefully. Then I carefully crawled over my women and grabbed my clothes from the floor. 
 
    They’d probably sleep until lunchtime after the treatment I’d given them, so I decided to get an early jump on the day, if only to keep myself from waking them all up for yet another round. 
 
    I shook my head as I pulled my shirt on, but when I spared a glance toward the place I’d found Nemris the night before, my legs stumbled to a stop. 
 
    The fountain was bubbling like it always did when Aurora wasn’t insisting I fill it up with gold coins, but the symbol now engraved in the stonework was definitely new. I crouched to get a closer look as I ran my fingers over what looked like a rune, and a grin slowly spread across my face as I finally realized what Nemris had meant last night. 
 
    The rune I was looking at was the very same one I’d seen on the stonework at House Quyn, and I remembered Deya saying it was a sacred symbol that belonged to the goddess Nemris. It was a constant reminder Nemris watched over her House, but it also transferred the goddess’ calming powers into the waters wherever it was engraved, and as I dipped my fingers into the fountain, a warm tingle spread from my fingers and slowly trickled up my arms. I took a long, rejuvenating breath as the sensation spread throughout my whole body, and I had to stifle a chuckle when I opened my eyes and admired the rune once more. 
 
    If this didn’t prove to Deya my word was good, then nothing would, but I didn’t doubt for a moment that Nemris knew what she was doing. 
 
    So, I scooped up a handful of water and splashed a bit on my face, and as I quietly left the house, all of my concerns about Deya’s faith in me drifted away as a deep sense of calm assuredness washed over me. 
 
    Then I almost jumped right out of my skin when I found Big Guy and the snatcher standing at attention and waiting for me in the clearing beside the house. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep either?” I asked with a sarcastic smirk, and something about the blank glowing eyes of the pair made me think of crickets chirping in a silent room. “Yeah, well, go easy on me. I spent most of yesterday tranquilized. I feel like the trial run went fantastically, though. Did it feel good to stretch your metal a bit?” 
 
    The deep green channeling gem gave a brief stutter of a pulse in response, and I nodded. 
 
    “You’re a very low-key guy,” I mused. “It’s kind of crazy how fast you are. You didn’t miss a beat out there yesterday, and that’s exactly what I’m looking for. These mages you’re going to be up against are hyper-powerful in their possessed state, so it might be more challenging to round them up. Based on what I saw yesterday, as long as you don’t back down for a second, you should be good. Focus on wearing them down and keeping them in motion. Don’t hesitate to fire if you’ve got an opening, either, I can always make you more darts if you run out, alright?” 
 
    The snatcher slowly nodded, and I clapped him on his giant metal bicep since I couldn’t quite reach his shoulder. 
 
    Then Big Guy rolled closer, and he held out his hand to me before opening his metal fist to reveal Stan curled up and sleeping like a puppy. 
 
    “Aw, thanks for keeping an eye on him, Big Guy,” I chuckled as I carefully scooped up the little metal man. 
 
    Stan slowly woke up and stretched out into a star shape on my palm, and when he tilted his head to look at me, he gave a sleepy salute. 
 
    “You wanna come with me to visit your other brother today?” I asked. “I’ve gotta swing by the Oculus to load his blow gun and check a few things. Plus, you could sit in on a royal meeting, which might be fun.” 
 
    Stan immediately hopped up, but I couldn’t help noticing the blue pulse coming from Big Guy’s gem was a bit stronger than it had been only seconds before. 
 
    “You could come with, too, if you want,” I tried as I eyed the deep blue eyes of the machine. “Get to know you brother a bit … maybe give him some pointers.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when Big Guy promptly turned his treads and headed toward the western woods to begin his patrol, and I sighed as I watched him whir away. 
 
    “Oh, well,” I muttered to the snatcher, “at least I tried. Let’s get you locked and loaded for your first day on the job. Then Stan and I have some business to take care of in Serin.” 
 
    I snuck back into the house to gather up a sack full of darts, and I returned to the clearing beside the house to load both magazines on the snatcher’s arms. Then I gave the snatcher explicit directions so he could post himself in the foothills just east of Serin for the day. This way, any mages coming or going from the Master’s fortress would be recaptured, and by the end of the day, we’d have our first batch of mages all netted up while we blocked any attempted attacks before they even reached the city. 
 
    I doubted the Master kept a head count once his victims were branded, and as long as the snatcher left no stragglers who could alert him, we could potentially keep up the operation without him knowing for a while. 
 
    Lyro, the Ignis Mage we’d recaptured last week, had said the Master was adamant about increasing his number of daily brandings, but the mage couldn’t give me any idea of a total. Which meant they were likely focusing entirely on recruits, and then expecting the new soldiers to just fall in line with the rest. 
 
    It made sense, since the Master didn’t need any specific number to be effective. That was the perk of a possessed army. He didn’t need to worry about where one sergeant went or what their family might say if he didn’t return. He needed more and more soldiers, no matter their race or rank, and once he had them, he carried on branding the next and then the next. 
 
    As long as the snatcher was in an ideal position, I could ensure the Master gradually had less and less of an army without him even noticing. For a while, anyway. I just hoped by the time the Master did catch on, the majority of my mages would be back in Serin and fighting for the right side with better weaponry and a clearer idea of how to avoid falling into the Master’s hold again. 
 
    Which just left the issue of what to do about the ogres, and judging by the light tremor I was picking up through the ground, I had a feeling Haragh woke up as furious about the predicament as he’d been yesterday. 
 
    So, with the snatcher ready for action, I sent him off to the east with well wishes and no name, but I wanted to see how he did before I decided on the right title. He was so mellow, I almost wished his gem was yellow so I could just name him Mellow Yellow, but after seeing him in the field yesterday, I knew there was a lot more to the automaton than met the eye. I honestly couldn’t wait to see how he did on the job, and part of me wanted to tag along with him so I could cheer from the sidelines like a soccer mom. 
 
    The tremors shaking the ground reminded me of my more pressing duties, though, so I stood with Stan for a moment of silence as we watched our green buddy roll his way across Falmount. Then I sparked my Terra magic and seeped into the soil to track down my other green friend. 
 
    I found Haragh just north of the village in what probably used to be a valley before the Terra Mage took his anger out on the whole damn place. The half-ogre was growling steadily under his breath as he tore full slabs of granite out of the foothills and smashed them against trees and rocky crags, and I leaned against an outer ledge as dust and dirt billowed up in the early morning light. 
 
    There were at least ten trees uprooted and piled around him, and I waited until the half-ogre took a second to catch his breath before I interrupted him. 
 
    “How many valleys have you destroyed?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    Haragh turned as he took a few more ragged breaths, and then he shrugged. “This might be the fifth. I don’t know, I’ve been up since before sun-up.” 
 
    “I’m heading into Serin to check on the Oculus and meet with Temin,” I told him. “Wanna take a break and come along?” 
 
    “Better not,” Haragh mumbled as he wiped the sweat from his green brow. “If Temin says one wrong word, I’ll probably end up turning his ceiling into a floor.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a nod. “I’ll let you know how it goes as soon as I get back. The snatcher’s already headed out for duty, and the women will probably sleep through training this morning, so do you think you could help the Defenders out with the younger mages a bit? If you get too pissed, you could always turn it into a lesson on how to dig deep and destroy the shit out of things.” 
 
    Haragh thought about this for a moment. “Yeah, that sounds good. I could definitely show ‘em a few things.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “I really appreciate it. You should get to know Hulsan a bit, too. He’s the old Terra Mage Kurna brought in to help us out with training, so he should be there. You might like him.” 
 
    “Is he the guy always snortin’ that pollen?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said with a smirk. “Hang in there today, buddy. I’ll get this all sorted out.” 
 
    Haragh nodded as he looked around him at the completely destroyed valley, but then his face pinched up, and his throat sounded constricted when he spoke again. 
 
    “Would ye’ tell Temin that …” the half-ogre trailed off as his shoulders slumped, but I knew what he was getting at. 
 
    “I’m not gonna let him ignore this,” I assured the man. “We’ll have a plan in place within the day, you have my word.” 
 
    Haragh turned away and nodded once more, but I could hear him tearing a few more boulders out of the ground as I made my way to the Mustang.  
 
    Falmount Rift was just waking up, and I greeted the younger mages I passed as they headed for the market or the library. Most of them were eagerly discussing the lessons they had ahead of them, and others were already practicing with their breakfast in one hand, and their magic sparking from the other.  
 
    Stan started waving happily from his spot on my shoulder, and every mage who took a double take seemed to make the little man a bit proud of himself. He might have been small, but he certainly made a big impression, and I tried not to snicker too much when he eventually ended up with one arm propped on his hip, the other propped on my head, and his legs casually crossed. He let everyone stare at him as he puffed his little metal chest out, and I wondered if he’d be the next one insisting on some upgrades. He’d always given me the impression he was happy just as he was, though, so I let him carry on making a miniature scene while I received an endless line of shocked reactions from the mages of Falmount. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t help admiring the sight of so many mages rising early and being so dedicated to their craft, and with a bit of luck, we’d have dozens more joining us once Shoshanne removed their brandings. I expected the snatcher to return by sunset, which meant I had a day to sort out a workspace for the healer to do the operations in, and I decided to tackle that the second I returned from Serin. 
 
    Then I dropped into the driver’s seat of my Mustang, and with Stan perched on the dashboard, I brought Bobbie to life. The deep growl of her engine reverberated throughout the steel of her frame, and Stan nuzzled his little head against her windshield as a greeting. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” I sighed as I patted the steel dash. “What do you say we take a ride? Just us today.” 
 
    The engine revved eagerly, and I chuckled as Bobbie, Stan, and I pulled out of Falmount Rift and headed down the hill toward Serin. The cool morning breeze in my hair cleared my mind and helped me sort out how to approach Temin today, and the daunting list of bad news I needed to discuss with him seemed more approachable by the time I made it to the outer gates of the capital. 
 
    Serin was already in the swing of its early morning bustle, and I nodded a greeting to the many civilians I passed who tipped their hats to me or waved their scarves above their heads. I could tell the king had already made his announcement about the arrival of my automaton that had shaken everyone up so badly, because no one was walking on edge anymore. It was as if the threat of the Master didn’t exist here, which was the weirdest thing to me, but it probably meant I was doing something right. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Bobbie was parked in the castle courtyard, and I grabbed Stan and my sack of darts before I headed for the elusive tunnel that led to the Oculus. It always made my spine tingle a bit to cross over the enchanted threshold, but that could have been the anticipation of entering the magical city. 
 
    Wyresus once accused me of spending less time in the Oculus than any other mage, and even though he hadn’t been wrong, the accusation bothered me more than I expected. The truth was, I’d been wanting to spend time in the underground city ever since Aurora had first brought me here on the back of her horse. It felt like walking into a giant hive of my own kind, and I’d never felt so at home as I did when I stood within the cavernous walls of the Oculus. But within a week of first arriving, the looming threat of the Master had come to light, and it seemed like I’d spent every second since then running around trying to counter his attempts to overthrow the entire realm. 
 
    Well … that and enjoying the company of my four beautiful women. 
 
    Overall, finding a balance was nearly impossible these days, but now that I was back in Serin, I was determined to spend more time getting familiar with the Oculus and the many strange things the city had to offer. With my automaton in place and protecting the mages in residence, it seemed like a good time to let my guard down just a smidge, and as a dim red glow began to illuminate the blackened tunnel ahead, I felt more secure in this thought than ever. 
 
    Big Guy’s twin stood in front of the lofty stone doors of the Oculus, and his sword was unsheathed from one arm while he held his crossbow at the ready. His blood red eyes burned brightly from his metal helm, and the torchlight at his back cast his ominous shadow far into the dim tunnel. He was a big red killing machine waiting to take on anyone who dared to threaten the members of the Order of the Elementa, and a chill shook my shoulders as I imagined coming up on him unaware. 
 
    “Looking good,” I said with a sinister grin as I emerged from the darkness. 
 
    The automaton lowered his crossbow and sheathed his sword when he recognized me, and the pulse of his red gem burned brighter the moment Stan popped out of the pocket on my vest. 
 
    Then the giant held out his metal hand, and his little brother delivered the tiniest high five before scrambling up his arm to sit on his shoulder. 
 
    “I brought you some darts for that blow gun,” I told the automaton. “Now, it’s important you not tranquilize the regular mages, and never, ever fire a dart toward King Temin, are we clear?” 
 
    The big red man nodded diligently, and when he held his arm out to me, I began filing the darts into the magazine on the inside of his forearm. 
 
    “Any trouble so far?” I asked as I worked, and his metal head shook side to side. “Excellent. Your green brother is on the job today, and we’ve already tested the darts and the blow gun, so you should be good to go. Just remember, if you do catch some runed mages, load them up in your net, but don’t bring them to Falmount right away. The tranquilizer should give you several hours to work with, and I want you to stay on patrol in case the possessed mages aren’t working alone. So far, they seem to work in groups of two or three, so be on your guard for more if one shows up. Then bring the batch out to me in Falmount Rift as quickly as you can so the Oculus doesn’t go unguarded for too long.” 
 
    Big Red nodded once more, and I grinned as I realized the name suited him well. 
 
    “Hmm,” I mused as I eyed the giant automaton and the bloody pulse of his gem. “What do you think, Stan? Big Red?” 
 
    Stan scratched his chin as he eyed his brother’s enormous head, and then he gave a nod before he pounded his chest once with his metal fist. 
 
    “Exactly, it’s not so creepy as The Cannibal,” I allowed, “but I like the subtlety. His weaponry speaks for itself anyways, I mean, clearly he’ll kill you, but he’s also kind of a big-hearted guy, and I think that’s important, too.” 
 
    Big Red shifted his giant shoulders to stand a little taller, and I chuckled as I sensed his approval.  
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I decided. “Stan, why don’t you hang out with your brother while I go check on something? You can tell him all about our trial run yesterday and the recent developments.” 
 
    I left the two in the torchlight outside the Oculus, and when I glanced over my shoulder before the stone doors closed behind me, I could see Stan frantically running in place on Big Red’s palm. I doubted I looked so ridiculous sprinting through the western woods, but it was a decent attempt. 
 
    Then I headed down into the magical city, and my eyes roved over every structure and distant quarter in the massive cavern. The sunlight pouring through the craterlike hole above me glittered along the waterway that stretched across the belly of the city, and in the distance, the multi-colored dome of the Great Library glowed like a beacon. 
 
    A deep sense of the Terra magic that went into forming the strange city made my veins buzz with pride, and I let the heady sensation course through me while I took in the extent of the ancient place. Rocky structures rose up all around and even crawled up the edges of the domed cavern on all sides, and the winding streets intersected with offshoots of the central waterway where quaint stone bridges arched to cross them. The mages walking by already seemed more at ease now that the news of Big Red’s arrival had spread, and I exchanged some friendly waves while I made my way through the city. 
 
    None of the pubs here were named after me, but they had some impressive means of drawing customers in. One sign must have been created by an Ignis Mage because the flaming border seared in a vibrant amber without destroying the wood, and in the center, the words “Fire Shots” rippled in blue while sparks burst from the letters every so often. 
 
    A robe-maker had an enchanted breeze constantly rustling their stock in the front window, and I smirked at a particularly skimpy robe with fiery red trim. It was purposely tattered around the hem to look like it had been burned away, and I could tell it would barely conceal the apex of Aurora’s thighs if she wore it, which she definitely would have done if she still lived in the Oculus. 
 
    I probably would have been the one to buy it for her, too, and I made a mental note to stop by the shop with my half-elf some time and see what she thought. I kind of missed tearing her mage’s robe off her. 
 
    I took a roundabout route to the Great Library so I could get a better look at the city while I had some time, and I spent a while moseying through the blacksmith’s quarters to see what kind of swords they were supplying these days. It was nothing nearly as remarkable as Dragir’s designs, but the king had made good on his promise to get the blacksmiths working overtime on weaponry for the mages. Seeing Flumen Mages working to help with the cooling process was unexpected, though, and I watched for half an hour while a blacksmith and his Flumen apprentice crafted a few broadswords together. The young man seemed to be struggling with controlling the temperature of the water once the gleaming metal entered it, but he didn’t give up, even when boiling water spurted up and scalded his mentor right in the face. 
 
    The blacksmith yelped and stumbled into a rack of half-finished hilts, and I casually sparked my metal magic to catch the shelf before his work could scatter into the streets. Then I cooled the temperature of the broadsword blade since the Flumen Mage was so frazzled he didn’t notice the water was still boiling and splattering on the mages passing by. 
 
    I was still chuckling to myself over the whole ordeal when I finally mounted the steps leading to the giant library within the Oculus. 
 
    There was the same uneasy atmosphere amongst the mages inside, but I could understand their trepidation. The main threats to the Oculus had started right here in the Great Library where the majority of the mages spent their days, but I hoped things would be back to normal soon. 
 
    If Big Red did his job, weeks would pass without another incident, and the mages in the Oculus could go about their studies in peace again. 
 
    For now, it was enough to see the place more occupied than it had been only a day before, and I focused on this win rather than my next irritating task of the day. 
 
    I found Defender Barnik reeking of ale and blood sausage when I entered the cellar beneath the library, and Wyresus was snoring with his head resting on the table. Every exhale whistled like a teapot, and I cocked my brow as Barnik belched a greeting at me. 
 
    I decided to leave the head of the Order as he was while I filled the Defender in on Deya’s discovery about the Master’s fortress and the threat against the ogres. Barnik and Haragh had been drinking buddies at Flynt’s Pub ever since the Aer Mage came to Falmount Rift, and his rugged expression immediately darkened as I explained our concerns. 
 
    “Tell him I’ll skin the Master myself and wear his hide in the winter months,” the man growled, and the glint in his stark green eyes made me realize I wouldn’t be surprised to see him wearing another man’s skin like a sash. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” I muttered, “but in the meantime, I need to find out how many ogres have been taken. Once we know that, we can figure out what to do about it. If we can do anything about. Haragh says the full-fledged ogres might get more violent if we try and tranquilize them like the mages, especially after being branded.” 
 
    “Shit,” Barnik cursed. “No wonder ye’ look like you’ve been up drinkin’ all night.” 
 
    I snorted. “Actually, I spent most of yesterday tranquilized. That’s probably what’s doing it.” 
 
    “Been there,” Barnik sighed. 
 
    I chuckled as I shook my head, but then the Aer Mage turned to fill a fresh mug of ale for me from his personal barrel, and I clanked my glass with his before downing the entire pint. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve nearly killed Wyresus,” I pointed out as I wiped the foam from my lip. “Remember, I do need him capable of functioning if he’s gonna get to translating those elven scrolls.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s alive,” Barnik said with a shrug. “It was our first night together, so I thought I’d make an impression. He pissed himself twice, you know. Think it tuckered the guy out. Here, watch this.” 
 
    Barnik handed his mug over to me before he made his way to the table, and he stooped beside Wyresus’ head with a toothy grin. Then he mussed the wild white streaks of hair near his temple until he looked like a genuine lunatic, and I leapt back when he suddenly screamed like an old lady directly into Wyresus’ ear. 
 
    The head of the Order shot up, smacked his head on his chair back, slipped out of his seat, and then clocked his chin on the table’s edge. 
 
    Barnik laughed heartily and kept his creepy grin within an inch of the man through all of this, and Wyresus paled at the sight of his guardian looming above him. 
 
    “Wakey wakey,” Barnik sneered. “The boss is here, and it seems you’re sleepin’ on the job yet again.” 
 
    Wyresus whimpered and peeked at me over the edge of the desk, and I couldn’t help shaking my head in pity over the idiot. He already looked ten years older, and I’d only left him with Barnik for a day. 
 
    “Get up,” I sighed. “Barnik, give me a minute with him.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Barnik chuckled sadistically. “Now ye’ve done it, old man. Do yourself a favor and choose the belt. The rod’s not something those pretty bones of yours can handle.” 
 
    I tried not to chuckle as Barnik strolled past and took his mug with him on his way out, and when the door shut behind him, Wyresus let out a long, shaky breath. 
 
    “Mason Flynt, I must insist you--” 
 
    “Do you really think insisting on anything is gonna improve this situation?” I asked as I crossed my arms. 
 
    “No, sir,” Wyresus mumbled against the desk. 
 
    “Get up,” I ordered again, and this time, the man slowly pulled himself into his seat. 
 
    “Have you come to take your filthy mage away?” Wyresus asked with contempt, but when I narrowed my eyes, he swallowed loudly and shrank another inch against his seat. 
 
    “I’ve come to let you know those Defenders you were so proudly promoting are the Master’s top recruits,” I informed the head of the Order, and I was glad to see his milky blue eyes bulging out of his head. “Dahko, Ravvo, Aloshi, all of them. They’re organizing mass brandings in the Oculus, ordering hundreds to be branded within days, and shuttling all of our mages to a hidden fortress in the eastern foothills. Now, I find out they’re after the ogres as well, and you know what I have to say about that?” 
 
    Wyresus blanched and shook his head. 
 
    “It’s pretty convenient that the biggest, baddest, and most unpredictable mages in this Oculus are all equipped enough to take on a fucking ogre and win.” I watched as Wyresus’s gaze immediately dropped to the table. “It’s almost like you put all of your effort into ensuring a few highly impressive Defenders made it to the forefront, while completely ignoring the hundreds of others who desperately needed instruction.” 
 
    “Mason Flynt, I assure you I had no idea--” 
 
    “Oh, I know you had no idea,” I cut in as I slowly approached the table. “I’m positive you had no idea how much work it would take to lead this Order, or how detrimental it would be to the safety of Illaria if you failed to do so properly. You did, however, have an idea of how to make yourself feel like a hell of a leader, and copping out by promoting this group of mages based on fear factor alone was just about the stupidest way you could have done it. These Defenders know everything about the Order now, so the Master knows everything about the Order. They know everything about the students who reside within the Oculus, and more importantly, they know how vulnerable all of us are under your leadership. That is why the Master has targeted us. Not because our powers are valuable, the powers of the elves are valuable, too. And do you know who he went after in Nalnora?” 
 
    Wyresus shook his head once more. 
 
    “He went after the Houses that were led by idiots first,” I informed him. “The ones so blinded with their ideas of their own strength that they gave no thought about their own vulnerability. They were big, scary, stupid elves, much like these Defenders. Then he took those Houses and unleashed them on the only two that stood for more than that. One House had the most coveted weapon makers in the nation with a bloodline so sacred even the Master had no idea what he was up against, and the other was a House made entirely of the rebels of the elite who couldn’t be slaughtered even after hundreds of years of war. These two Houses survived his attacks. Now, where do you think the Order stands in all of this? Where would you place us in the Master’s grand scheme?” 
 
    Wyresus swallowed loudly, and he had to clear his throat a few times before his voice returned. “Th-the former group.” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied through gritted teeth. “And who made sure that was the category we fell under?” 
 
    “I-I did, sir,” Wyresus croaked. 
 
    I nodded as I leaned on the desk and held the man’s milky gaze. “See? You are learning a lot down here. So, I’m gonna keep Barnik on duty since you’re making so much of an improvement, and you’ll insist on not a damn thing when I come down here. Because the Order of the Elementa is ancient and dynamic enough to be on par with the Houses the Master failed to destroy, but thanks to you, we’re the fucking idiots being branded like a bunch of sheep up for slaughter. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Great,” I growled. “I assume you’ve made no progress on those scrolls.” 
 
    “No, sir, but not for a lack of trying, I assure you,” Wyresus insisted. “That savage mage of yours keeps me up at all hours of the night with his crazed rambling.” 
 
    “There aren’t any scrolls on the table,” I informed him flatly. “Don’t try to bullshit me, Wyresus. I’m just about wrung out of patience for bullshitters.” 
 
    The man let out a disgruntled sigh and nodded, and I turned for the door since the stench of urine was starting to make me gag. Then I leaned into the hall and waved for Barnik to join us, and he merrily took his seat beside his barrel of ale as he twiddled his fingers at the head of the Order. 
 
    “If he’s working on the scrolls, he’s fine,” I told Barnik, “but any other moment, you do your thing.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Barnik sneered, and Wyresus was whimpering once more as I firmly shut the door behind me. 
 
    “Weasely little shit,” I muttered as I made my way through the cellars of the library, and I tried to shake the lingering rage being near Wyresus had brought out in me. 
 
    It was almost impossible to ignore, though, because there was just no way the ogres would have ever been targeted without those Defenders in the Master’s hold. Even Haragh could kill a few mages in ten seconds flat if he wanted, and he was only half-ogre. Rounding up full-blooded ogres and managing to brand them was something only a select few could have accomplished, and I knew exactly where those few had come from. 
 
    They were Wyresus’ class of ego boosts, and they’d come to him with a level of magery already ripe for destruction. Feeding into this and immediately promoting them to a place of authority wasn’t his job. The head of the Order should have honed their skills, instilled a reliable level of self-control, and ensured they would be a credit to the Order if and when they finally reached the level of a Defender.  
 
    Now, they were unbridled, wholly informed on the inner workings of the Order, and out of our hands, and because of this, my best friend’s entire race was at risk. The Defenders were the leaders of a magical army now with the Master’s power at their backs, and if they’d dare to take on the ogres, they’d stop at nothing to bring Illaria to its knees within weeks. 
 
    I rifled my fingers through my hair as I left the Great Library, and I took the steps four at time as I tried to rein in my temper once more. My runes constantly muttering in the back of my mind didn’t help at all, and the onslaught of sounds within the underground city seemed to funnel directly into my head from every direction. 
 
    Then I caught a glimpse of disheveled hair much like my own, and as I slowed my pace, my gaze locked with Pindor’s. The kid was alone and looked to be headed for the sleeping quarters, and he almost nodded at me, but then quickly corrected the inclination and turned his back. 
 
    We each went our separate ways without acknowledging the other existed at all, and I actually found it difficult to do so, but I’d given the kid a pretty tricky and potentially dangerous job. He was under strict instructions to spy on the Baroness for me so I could figure out what her game was, and considering she was a Tenebrae Mage, we couldn’t risk a single misstep. 
 
    I was glad to see Pindor taking the job seriously, but still, I kind of missed having him around, even if was a cocky little shit these days. We’d sort of made up the other day when I saved him from the possessed mages in the western woods, though, and I could tell he was determined to turn things around.  
 
    He’d been part of our troop ever since the railway, and I didn’t doubt he’d be just as concerned as we all were about the ogres in the west. Hell, he’d probably insist on doing everything he could to help out, but right now, the biggest help he could provide meant no contact with any of us. He had to let the Baroness think he was completely alone.  
 
    If he could feed into her interest in him and get her answering his own questions, we could find out once and for all what side the elusive Tenebrae Mage was really working for. It was a long shot, of course, but it was the best I could come up with at the moment, and if the Baroness was trying to drink Pindor under a table just to get information about me, then I’d gladly rise to the occasion to find out why the hell she wanted to know so bad. 
 
    All of this only added to my current irritation, but I worked on shoving my frustration aside so I could focus on my meeting with the king, because there were way too many issues at stake to get caught up in how disappointed I was about the state of things. So, when I found Stan imitating Haragh throwing boulders around for Big Red, I let the silly sight bring out a chuckle in me. 
 
    “Alright, guys, that’s enough gossip for one day,” I sighed as I held out a hand for Stan. “We’ve got a meeting with the king to get to.” 
 
    Stan waved to his brother over my shoulder as we headed into the tunnel, and when I glanced back, all I could see was the long, hulking shadow of the automaton across the ground, and a faint warning glow of red that pulsed like a heartbeat. 
 
    Then Stan placed his metal hand on my cheek, and I knew he’d picked up on my sour mood. 
 
    “I’m alright, buddy,” I muttered. “Just a bit tense. Once we get this meeting settled, I should have a better idea of where we stand, and we can get a plan in place. Things will be looking up again in no time.” 
 
    Stan nodded his agreement, but he gave me a reassuring pat on the earlobe that honestly did make me feel better.  
 
    Once I tucked Stan into my breast pocket again, we crossed the castle courtyard while the nobility bowed their greetings here and there. The guards at the entrance offered two crisp salutes as they parted the doors for me, and I’d only made it three steps into the entrance hall when my focus was thoroughly derailed. Then I gradually slowed my steps as I registered a familiar voice echoing off the marble walls ahead. 
 
    “You can take your fuckin’ tariffs and shove ‘em up your ass until they come back out in diamonds!” 
 
    “That kind of language will not get you anywhere in this kingdom,” Temin sighed, and based on the exhaustion in his voice, I figured the discussion had been carrying on like this for a while now. 
 
    Still, I was grinning from ear to ear as I followed the next echoing string of curses, and when I turned into the great hall, I laughed heartily despite the tension etched into the king’s face. 
 
    “Dorinick! How the hell are you?” 
 
    The gruff dwarven general lowered his clenched fist as he turned around, and he snorted in disbelief. 
 
    “No shit. The elves didn’t kill ye’?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Oh, they definitely tried,” I chuckled as I came over and took the dwarf’s hand for a hearty shake.  
 
    Dorinick was in his boiled dwarven leather attire with an impeccably wrought sword on his hip, and his thick black hair was pulled back in a knot at the base of his neck. His beard was a few inches longer than the last time I’d seen him, and I could barely make out his grin behind the curtain of his mustache. 
 
    “Didn’t Thrungrig tell you I was back when Haragh came up to get Big Guy?” I asked. 
 
    “Ahh, I haven’t been out at Thrungrig’s for a while now,” Dorinick said with a shrug. “Found a sweet little spot for minin’ pink sapphires just north of those giants you took care of.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re way up there?” 
 
    “Yeah, the ice giants aren’t much trouble now that they’re not possessed, so I figured I’d get in early on the new territory seein’ as the railway’s in place,” he explained. “You won’t find pink sapphires anywhere in the south, so they fetch a pretty price. Of course, now that’s all gone to hell ‘cause this shit-stain of a king of yours is--” 
 
    “General Dorinick, one more word against my crown, and I’ll have you barred from the whole kingdom,” King Temin warned, but the gruff dwarf just rolled his eyes, and when I saw the king’s cheeks flush with anger, I quickly cut in. 
 
    “This is about the trade tariffs, right?” I asked the dwarf. “Temin mentioned the nobility are giving him some trouble over the trade agreements with Orebane.” 
 
    “Aye, and they’ll not see a thing from us if they keep it up,” Dorinick growled. “Twenty percent tax on all food imports. Twenty percent! You think we can mill our own damn grain in the frigid mountains? Nooo, so why not starve us out like a bunch of peasants, yeah?” 
 
    “Twenty percent?” I asked incredulously. “Temin, is this true?” 
 
    “It is, but as I’ve said many times, it is out of my hands,” Temin sighed. “The barons have control over their own fiefs, and if this is the price they require to maintain their operations then--” 
 
    “Then they can kiss my dwarven ass,” Dorinick growled. “How about I tax that armor we sent south for ye’ last month, eh? Thirty percent on all metal goods. How’s that?” 
 
    “That’s madness,” Temin countered angrily. “You can’t instill a tariff on something the kingdom has already paid for in full.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t starve the entire north and expect to steal away with our best works!” Dorinick bellowed. “Fuck you and your barons! You keep this up, and Orebane will be forced to close the border off. This is exactly why we didn’t want your damn goods to begin with. The Elders already gave me orders to see it done, but I came here to give you a last chance at pullin’ your head out of your ass, Temin, and if this is the best you can offer, then you can go ahead and shove it up there as far as ye’ can manage for all I care.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I interrupted. “The Elders want to close the border?” 
 
    “Aye,” Dorinick said with a disgruntled nod. “It’s no use letting the train pass if they’re robbin’ us blind. The Elders respect ye’, Mason, don’t think they don’t appreciate all you’ve done for us, but our work is valuable and a better quality than anything you’ll find in the markets here. All of Illaria thinks they’re entitled to it now, but what are the dwarves entitled, too, huh? Fuckin’ twenty percent tax for a bit of flour.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I considered this, and then I turned to Temin. 
 
    “You can’t let the barons increase the tariffs,” I told him. “Now more than ever, the alliance between Orebane and Illaria must be kept. We can’t risk losing our allies in the north, not with the direction everything’s heading.” 
 
    Temin sighed and rubbed his brow. “This alliance isn’t something I can ensure if the barons insist on having their way, while the dwarves refuse to--” 
 
    “Refuse to what?” Dorinick spat. “Refuse to let ye’ walk all over us? Horse shit!” 
 
    “Alright, just … ” I eyed the nobility who were strolling around the great hall and clearly eavesdropping, and I lowered my voice as I continued. “Can we discuss this in private quarters? I came here about some recent developments that have come to light, and both of you need to be aware of the situation before we carry on any more about closing borders.” 
 
    Temin paled a degree as his scowl faded, and he immediately stood and gestured for us to follow him. “Of course, Defender Flynt. We’ll retire to the throne room.” 
 
    I followed behind Temin with Dorinick at my side as we left the nobility to themselves and exited through an ornate iron door that led into a long marble hall. At the end, we came to another door, and once we were inside the king’s private throne room, Temin took his seat at a large oak table. 
 
    Dorinick and I sat opposite him, and the king fussed with his robes while he glanced nervously between the two of us. 
 
    “What are these recent developments, Defender Flynt?” Temin asked. “Is this to do with the automaton you brought yesterday? Because I’ve already made the announcement, and the citizens are fully at ease. Going back on what I’ve told them would be poor form at this point.” 
 
    “No,” I replied, “it’s about something that came up while I was at Mors Pass, and then immediately after leaving here yesterday.” 
 
    “Mors Pass?” Dorinick asked in shock. “You didn’t go to the dragon nesting grounds, did ye’?” 
 
    “I did,” I told him with a small smirk. “I needed to mine some channeling gems, but I can explain all of that later. More importantly, we were following a lead and had to scout the eastern foothills of Orebane. We heard the Master had a camp of possessed mages out there, but we needed to pinpoint an exact location. We never did find it when we scouted the area, but one of my women is capable of transmuting with dragons, and she--” 
 
    “Transmuting?” Temin asked with a frown. “What is that?” 
 
    “Possessed mages?” Dorinick added. “The hell is goin’ on down here?” 
 
    I sighed and tried to take a step back as I turned to Dorinick. “The Master was branding the elves by the hundreds to build his army when I got to Nalnora. We handled that alright, but then we got back to Serin to find out he’s been abducting the mages as well. Now, we’re missing our top Defenders, and the youngest mages aren’t skilled enough to protect themselves from the possessed mages, so we’re trying to avoid a complete overthrow of the Order.” 
 
    Dorinick just gaped in silence from behind his beard, so I turned to Temin to continue. 
 
    “Transmuting is a form of magic I learned about in Nalnora,” I explained. “With the use of a rune, Deya can transfer her consciousness into a dragon if she has one of their scales. She’s still present in her physical form, but it’s sort of like a meditation. When she closes her eyes and channels the power of this rune, she can enter the mind of the dragon, and then she can control them. She sees everything they can see, too.” 
 
    “Who’s Deya?” Dorinick asked in confusion. 
 
    “An elf I met in Nalnora,” I replied. “I’ll introduce you to her later. Anyways, she transmuted with a dragon whose scale she stole from Mors Pass, and when she flew over the foothills to scout the region again for this camp, she managed to locate it.” 
 
    “So, there is a camp then?” Temin asked uneasily. 
 
    “Technically? No,” I answered. “There’s an entire fortress.” 
 
    “In Orebane?” Dorinick demanded, and his eyes widened in shock. 
 
    “Yes, that’s why I need you two to hear me out on this,” I replied. “I still need to get more details on the place, but so far, it sounds like this could be the Master’s main headquarters, and he’s concealed it using rune magic. It’s in a barren region of the eastern foothills just north of the Nalnoran border.” 
 
    “Is your army prepared to attack?” Temin asked at once. 
 
    “No army of yours will be crossin’ our borders, Temin,” Dorinick warned angrily. 
 
    “It isn’t my army,” Temin sighed with irritation. “It is Mason Flynt’s army which I have commissioned him to lead in the name of Illaria.” 
 
    “That’s just a fancy way of sayin’ it’s your army,” Dorinick growled, but I stubbornly continued my discussion. 
 
    “My army isn’t anywhere close to prepared to take on possessed mages,” I told the king, “but I wouldn’t advise it even if I thought they could. It turns out there’s more than just mages at this fortress. Deya saw ogres as well who have been branded with the Master’s rune.” 
 
    “Ogres?” the two asked in unison, and both of them failed to mask their terror at the idea. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” Dorinick insisted. “They’re too violent to wrangle ‘em.” 
 
    “Th-they’re in the west,” Temin stammered as his face paled. “How could the Master have--” 
 
    “What the hell is he plannin’ to do with ogres in Orebane?” Dorinick demanded as he slammed his fist on the arm of his chair. 
 
    “I have a few ideas about all of this,” I assured them. “To start at the top, Wyresus promoted some highly questionable mages to Defenders since he took over as head of the Order. Everyone I’ve spoken to agrees none of them should have been trusted with the title so soon, and it sounds like they’re incredibly powerful, but unrestrained with their magery. Unfortunately, Wyresus took the opportunity to make his leadership appear more effective without considering the repercussions, and now these Defenders are all branded and working for the Master. They know all about the Order, the Oculus, and our lack of genuine leadership, and they’re using this information to effectively organize mass brandings and abductions in the area. I have an automaton on the job already and working to recapture the mages, but the ogres … ” 
 
    “Gods, the ogres will destroy us,” Temin gasped. “They’ll wipe us out, we have no alliance with their kind since the emancipation. It was a hasty and messy ordeal, which I do regret, but it’s done now. If they’re working for the Master, we will need more than your army or mine to protect the kingdom. We’ll need the mercy of the gods if we hope to survive all this.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure that all of the ogres are working for him,” I pointed out. “That’s what I need to figure out as soon as possible. How many ogres are missing, how they’re being captured, and how many are left, if any. We need to make sure the Master can’t go ahead with this plan and prevent the kind of attack he’s working toward.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Temin scoffed. “As I said, we have no alliance with the ogres. The divide between us is worse than it’s ever been, that’s why I agreed to the emancipation in the first place. There’s nothing to be done in dealing with their kind. Their brutality goes against everything this kingdom stands for.” 
 
    “We had no allegiance with the elves either,” I argued, “and until I went north, we had none with the dwarves. Temin, we can’t risk losing the ogres to the Master’s rule, no matter the politics involved. Not only because the ogres will destroy us, but because they don’t deserve to be abducted and forced into service for the Master’s cause. They deserve to survive, and for all of our sakes, they have to.” 
 
    Dorinick snorted in disagreement, and Temin looked like he was wavering on a rebuttal as well. 
 
    “You know I’m right,” I continued, and I was determined to make them see sense. “Why would you risk allowing the Master to gain the ogres? We’ll all suffer for it. If any ogres are left in the west, we need to gain an alliance with them and work together to prevent the enslavement of their race.” 
 
    “What about the enslavement of our mages?” Temin countered sternly. “Defender Flynt, the threat against the Order of the Elementa is more prevalent than the troubles of the ogres. This is your kingdom, sir, and you have vowed to protect it.” 
 
    “I am protecting it,” I informed the king, and I did my best to keep my tone steady. “Every single day I’m working to build our defenses from all sides, and that’s exactly what I’m talking about right now. We cannot withstand an army of possessed ogres, you’ve said it yourself. Pair them with the likes of the Defenders the Master has stolen from us, and Illaria will certainly fall. The other regions will be destroyed right along with us, so this is not a moment to be short sighted. We have to consider the grander scheme he has in mind. If we can prevent the mass enslavement of the ogres and gain an alliance in arms, then we’re no worse off than we were before this all came to light, and we maintain our place as well as the combined strength of our allies. If it’s not too late, we have to do everything we can to counter this development before the Master gains the upper hand. It’s our only option.” 
 
    Temin glowered at the tabletop as he considered my words, and Dorinick scruffed his thick black beard while he thought to himself. Then the king took a deep breath and settled his stern gaze on me. 
 
    “You speak sense, Defender Flynt,” he admitted, “but this isn’t a task I can snap my fingers and have accomplished. The separation of the ogre region from the kingdom of Illaria instilled a great tension between our kind and theirs, and their ruler is not a diplomatic creature, he’s an ogre in every sense of the word. I cannot simply walk into Jagruel, offer my hand, and mend the divide over a cup of sherry. For all we know, the ruler himself is already residing in this fortress you spoke of.” 
 
    “What’s Jagruel?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s what they’ve chosen to call their region, apparently,” the king muttered with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Pleasant, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, what would it take to mend the divide?” I asked. “I’ll travel to Jagruel myself and see that it’s done.” 
 
    I could feel Dorinick’s gaze snap to me, and Temin stared blankly for a moment before responding. 
 
    “Defender Flynt, I cannot allow it,” he finally informed me. “Illaria requires your efforts here, not on the western coast where the ogres will likely tear your head from your shoulders and spread your innards on their bread for supper. The mages are relying on your leadership, the Oculus is not secure without your defenses, and the entire kingdom is minutes away from a deadly war with the Master’s army. You are telling me you would abandon your post when your kingdom is on the verge of destruction?” 
 
    “Every nation is on the verge of destruction the moment the Master gains enough power,” I countered. “He has rune magic and magery on his side, as well as years of mentorship under an elf who knew the most ancient secrets of his craft. Are you going to focus on your kingdom alone, or will you stand ahead of the rest and gain the alliance we all need in order to survive this? The Elders of Aurum will not go to Jagruel to see it done, will they Dorinick?” 
 
    Dorinick was still staring at me, but he quickly shook his head when I glanced over. 
 
    “Nalnora sure as hell won’t bother with it,” I continued, “and Cedis doesn’t possess the resources to make the journey. So, Temin, this falls to you. I have already secured the Oculus with scouts, Defenders, and my automatons. The mages in Falmount are being trained daily by the best we have. Everything is in place to begin reclaiming the mages we’ve lost to the Master’s hold. Surely, you can spare me long enough to ensure the ogres don’t become our greatest enemies in this war.” 
 
    The tension in the air pressed down on me as I held the gaze of the king without wavering, and for the briefest second, I thought I saw contempt in his eyes. Half of me knew I was taking way too many liberties with our relationship already, but knowing Haragh was back in Falmount fearing for his entire race kept me from taking back a single word I’d said.  
 
    Because I knew I was right, and Temin was a man of sense. Not only would he gain stature amongst the regions if he backed me on this, but he’d be preventing a deadly encounter between his vulnerable kingdom and the onslaught of hundreds of possessed ogres. 
 
    Dorinick’s fingers were fidgeting uneasily on his knees now, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see his beard shifting as he looked between me and Temin while the seconds ticked by. 
 
    Then the king raised his chin as he sat a bit straighter. “Very well, Defender Flynt. If it falls to Illaria to prevent a brutal war against the ogres, then so be it. You will travel to Jagruel and seek an alliance in arms. But first … please, for the love of the gods, could you address the issue of these tariffs? You’re more familiar with the dwarven nation than myself, and the barons will respect your input. More importantly, you will spare me having to spend another moment in the presence of this dwarf.” 
 
    “Ahh, don’t be sore about it,” Dorinick snorted, “I was just warmin’ up to you. Thought we ought to dine out sometime, seein’ as I can’t afford to buy a scrap of food from your greedy kingdom as it is. It’s the least ye’ could do for my troubles.” 
 
    “I’ll address the tariffs as soon as I return from Jagruel,” I sighed. “Is that fair enough?” 
 
    Dorinck grunted his approval, and Temin let a sigh of relief escape from his mouth. 
 
    “Fine, perfect, anything you say,” the king muttered as he rubbed his temples. “Nothing in this kingdom was so complicated as this when Abrus was head of the Order.” 
 
    I cocked a brow, and the king smirked. 
 
    “He may have been an underhanded, scheming, and maliciously-minded man, but he did his damned job, at least,” Temin admitted. “I need ten more Mason Flynts around if I’m ever going to sort this mess out. I don’t suppose you have any brothers?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m one of a kind,” I chuckled. 
 
    “This is both a blessing and a curse,” the king sighed as he stood, and I shook his hand before turning for the door.  
 
    Dorinick and the king only exchanged a brief and hostile glance, and then the dwarf grumbled a few insults under his breath as he followed me back down the marble hall toward the entrance of the castle. 
 
    Once we were out of earshot of the few nobles strolling through the great hall, Dorinick nudged my thigh with his elbow. 
 
    “Never thought I’d hear a man talkin’ like that to his king,” Dorinick said with a smirk. 
 
    I grinned. “You told him to shove how many things up his ass?” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s not my king,” Dorinick pointed out. 
 
    “And I never asked to be his knight,” I said with a shrug. “I got back from Nalnora and found out I’d been promoted, but if Temin wants me working for the good of Illaria, then he’s gonna have to stand aside and let me work. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    Dornick let out a low whistle as we headed down the entrance steps to the courtyard. “You’ve gotten a bit testy since ye’ went to Nalnora.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I left all of my patience back in the jungles,” I chuckled. “Something about daggers flying at me every day put a few things into perspective.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Like what?” 
 
    “Like fuck the elves, for one thing,” I muttered, and Dorinick let out a deep chuckle of approval. “Also, I’m well on my way to kicking the Master’s ass into the next realm as long as I stay in step, so that’s what I’m gonna do.” 
 
    “What’s a realm?” Dorinick asked as he furrowed his brows. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I muttered. “Get in the car.” 
 
    “What’s a car?” 
 
    I couldn’t help laughing as we came to a stop beside Bobbie, and the dwarf’s knees gave out for the briefest second as he took in the sight of her. His green eyes shot from one fender to the other and back again, and then he reached out with a shaky hand to drag his palm along her steel curves. 
 
    “Wha … this … what?” 
 
    “This is a car,” I clarified with a broad grin, “and if you think you like her now, just wait ‘til we get on the road.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    We must have clocked about eighty miles per hour at one point as Bobbie took us down the road from Serin toward Falmount Rift, but Dorinick kept requesting we go faster. His mustache was all bunched up from the giant grin on his face, and he chuckled heartily as we sped around turns and began to climb into the foothills. 
 
    Stan sat on Dorinick’s shoulder and steadied himself by clutching the dwarf’s beard, and the two made quite a pair with Dorinick’s feet propped up on the dash. 
 
    “Godsdamnit, you’ve really outdone yourself on this one,” the dwarf laughed as I finally slowed Bobbie down just outside Falmount. “That other metal contraption was a hell of a thing, but this has got some class to it. What are these seats? Velvet?” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied, “the finest cushions I could steal from Nalnora.” 
 
    “You stole ‘em from the elves?” Dorinick asked, and when I nodded, he threw his head back and cackled. “Now, that is dwarven-grade class, good on ye’. Wish I couldn’ve seen the looks on their asshole faces.” 
 
    “Me too,” I chuckled. “I took off within five minutes of installing them, though.” 
 
    Dorinick was mopping tears of laughter from his eyes when I parked us beside my house, and he let out a heavy sigh as he climbed out of the Mustang. 
 
    “Well, that improved my mood about tenfold,” the dwarf informed me. “Almost makes me forget that son of a bitch has a fortress in my mountains. Almost.” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you more about that,” I told him, but then Aurora appeared in the doorway, and when she saw us, her emerald eyes lit up as she jogged over. 
 
    “There she is!” Dorinick chuckled. “The fiery maiden herself. Hope you gave those elves a run for their money out there in Nalnora.” 
 
    “Of course,” my half-elf replied with sinister smile. “I even got to burn a few of them alive, it was very refreshing. How have you been?” 
 
    “Terrible,” Dorinick snorted. “The damn Elders are still after me with that promotion, and it doesn’t seem to matter how much I insult them, they just keep offerin’ me a seat among ‘em.” 
 
    Aurora shook her head. “I’m sorry to hear it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what are ye’ gonna do?” Dorinick sighed. “I’m too effective, is what it is, so I’ve locked myself up in a mine about twenty miles north of Aurum. Still hasn’t seemed to do the trick.” 
 
    “They’ll have a hard time promoting you this far south,” Aurora giggled. “Come in the house, Cayla and Shoshanne will be happy to see you.” 
 
    “Is Deya home?” I asked as we followed the half-elf. “I wanted to introduce her.” 
 
    A giddy snicker slipped out of Aurora’s mouth, and there was a twinkle in her eyes when she turned around. “Ohh, she’s home, and I think you’re going to enjoy the mood she’s in.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as the half-elf parted the doors and led us into the house, and as soon as she called out to let Deya know I was home, I heard a loud gasp. 
 
    Then Deya came sprinting from the atrium, and in a single leap, her thighs were locked around my waist as her fingers clasped the roots of my hair. I could hardly breath with the beautiful elf practically swallowing my tongue for me, but I didn’t interrupt her. I just braced my hands on her ass and enjoyed her little moans while she pressed her breasts firmly into me, and my blood was nearly to its boiling point by the time she pulled away. 
 
    “I love you,” Deya said through her ragged breaths. “Please forgive me, I have been such a ridiculous elf, and I’ll never doubt you for another moment as long as I live.” 
 
    I raised my brows and glanced over at Aurora to see a shit eating grin on her face, and Dorinick was beside her looking almost as shocked as he’d been when he heard about the Master’s fortress. 
 
    “Uhh,” I chuckled as Deya began nibbling on my ear and working her way to my neck, “that’s alright. No forgiveness is necessary.” 
 
    Deya groaned and paused her kisses long enough to shake her head vehemently. “No, I’ve been horrible! I should have known you would never mislead me, but I was so conflicted, and I’ll never question you again. Nemris clearly holds you in the highest esteem, and it’s not my place to doubt the connection you have with her. Please forgive me?” 
 
    Her lips were already back at work as she pulled my shirt collar aside, and I cleared my throat as I tried to keep from laughing. 
 
    “Sure, I forgive you,” I muttered as I eyed Aurora’s cocky smile, “but you’re fully entitled to doubt me whenever you want. I’m only human.” 
 
    “No,” Deya insisted as she clutched me by the neck. “You’re so much more than that, you’re a blessing sent by the gods, and you deserve to be respected and honored as such. What do you want from me? Tell me and I’ll do it, anything.” 
 
    Now, Aurora snorted loudly and had to dismiss herself from the room, and I tried to ignore how ridiculously sexy Deya’s offer sounded with her panting in my arms like that. 
 
    “How about we discuss this a little later,” I muttered as I lowered the beautiful elf back down to the ground, and she clung to my side with bright pink cheeks as she gazed up at me adoringly. 
 
    “Anything you say, Mason,” Deya purred, and Dorinick’s bushy black brows shot up. 
 
    “Uhh … Dorinick, this is Deya,” I chuckled. “She’s the one who located the Master’s fortress for us. Deya, this is General Dorinick of Orebane.” 
 
    Deya seemed to notice we weren’t alone for the first time since I walked in the door, and a sweet smile of surprise came to her lips as she looked down on the dwarf. 
 
    “It’s an honor to finally meet you, General Dorinick,” the beautiful elf said softly. “Cayla has told me of your bravery in the battle against the ice giants. I hope your people have found peace in the north since the Master’s influence has been dispelled?” 
 
    Dorinick’s gaze gleamed a bit as he stared into Deya’s serpentine eyes, but when he realized she’d asked him a question, he suddenly cleared his throat and nodded. 
 
    “Y-Yes,” he managed gruffly. “My people fare quite well these days, thank you. I trust the elves are uh … well. I hope you’re enjoying Illaria, anyway.” 
 
    “Very much,” Deya sighed happily, and she pulled me tighter against her as she gazed up at me with a fierce blush. “Mason brought me here to live with him and the girls, and I’ve never been so happy in all my life as I am now.” 
 
    From the look on her face, Deya seemed about ten minutes away from building a shrine in my honor, and I couldn’t remember ever seeing a woman so wholly devoted as the beautiful elf was in that moment. Her violet eyes sparkled wistfully, and the blush on her cheeks seemed to be a fixed feature now. I could feel her breasts swelling against my ribs as she took deep breaths to try and steady herself, but her fingers kept tracing coy little circles on my abs as she stood waiting to do literally anything I asked of her apparently. 
 
    I found myself fighting against my every inclination to spend the rest of the day making a list of sensual demands, but Dorinick cleared his throat after a long moment of me warring with this. 
 
    “Umm … ” I mumbled blankly, and I desperately dug through the erotic imagery clouding my mind to try and figure out what my next task was. “The fortress! That’s right, we were talking about the fortress.” 
 
    “Aye,” Dorinick chuckled. “Though I can understand the difficulty of remembering.” 
 
    I felt myself blush as I sent the dwarf a sheepish grin. “Sorry about that, let’s head to the atrium, we can discuss this all there.” 
 
    Deya wove her fingers in with mine as she joined us, and when I sat at my stone stool beside the worktable, the beautiful elf dropped onto my lap with a contented sigh. 
 
    I grinned and slid my palms to rest on her slender thighs, and Dorinick was chuckling to himself when he settled in on the edge of the fountain. 
 
    “So, like I was telling Temin,” I began, “this fortress isn’t a place I’m planning on storming right away. We have to proceed very cautiously if we want any kind of leverage here.” 
 
    Dorinik nodded his agreement. “You said he’s got some sort of rune magic guarding the place?” 
 
    “I don’t know to what extent,” I admitted, “but I do know there’s a rune etched into the rocks surrounding the place for about a mile around, and it conceals all sounds. This rune has been altered from the original, though, which means he’s been pretty innovative with his defenses.” 
 
    “Great,” Dorinick snorted. “What’s his visibility like out there?” 
 
    “No idea,” I admitted, and I glanced at Deya. “You would know better than me.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Deya mused for a moment, and she furrowed her pink brows. “The structure was very shocking to me, and at the time, I was so upset about what I was seeing that I admit I did not focus very well on details like this. I watched the ogres in the grounds for a long while before I broke my connection with the dragon and returned here.” 
 
    “How many ogres did you see?” I asked. 
 
    “There were about a dozen, maybe more,” she guessed, “and they were moving large chunks of rock from a place out of my line of sight. It was very unnerving, they moved like your giant metal men do. If they bumped into one another, they became incredibly violent all at once. Two of them were covered in blood and had their faces torn open by the time they went back to their work, and then they acted as if they didn’t even notice their injuries. That’s when I left.” 
 
    “They tore their faces open and still kept working?” Dorinick asked incredulously. “Shit.” 
 
    “Do you think you could go back and get a closer look at the fortress for us?” I asked Deya. “We need to know as much as possible about the structure, the entrance, any scouts he has in the grounds, the extent of the place, anything you can find out.” 
 
    “Of course, Mason,” Deya replied as she stroked my cheek. “I’ll go right this moment.” 
 
    The beautiful elf left a light kiss on my lips, and she lingered there for a minute before she hopped up from my lap and headed for the next room. I watched the sheer white gauze of her skirt sway methodically as she went, and then I turned to find Dorinick shaking his head to himself once more. 
 
    “Leave it to you to find the one decent elf in all of Nalnora,” he snorted. 
 
    “Her brother’s a decent guy, too,” I told the dwarf. “He makes elven weaponry from a material called Halcyan that his grandfather discovered. You see those daggers on the rack over there? Those are his work. The glaives and swords, also. He makes all kinds of blades with it.” 
 
    Dorinick’s expression darkened, and he stood to get a closer look at the Halcyan blades mounted on the walls of the workshop. 
 
    “You met the elf who makes these?” he clarified. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, but I was beginning to feel a bit uneasy as I noticed how angry the dwarf suddenly looked. “Like I said, it’s Deya’s family that first forged them. Her brother has carried on the work for all of Nalnora.” 
 
    “And I suppose he’s got eyes like that elf of yours?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
    Now, my gut clenched. “Yeah, actually. A little lighter … kind of a pale pink, and his hair’s silver instead. Why?” 
 
    “Had a run in with an elf about ten years ago,” Dorinick muttered as he tested the tip of a Halcyan glaive. “He came up on us at a mining operation we had in the east back then. Killed five of my men and stole all our silver. I got knocked out early on, but when I came around, my sword was gone as well. He had these blades on him. Pink eyes, silver hair.” 
 
    When Dorinick turned his glower my way, I managed to adjust my expression just in time, but I was struggling with a blaring realization that the dwarf had definitely been robbed by Dragir. It could have been anyone, of course, but I knew for a fact that there were two well-wrought dwarven swords back at Dragir’s house in the forest village, and he exclusively used silver for the hilts of his weapons. 
 
    So, I tried for a shrug and turned toward the worktable. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered, “that’s pretty shitty. I’m not sure if it was the same guy, though. There are a lot of silver haired elves in Nalnora.” 
 
    Dorinick grunted, and he grumbled a low “fucking elves” as he came back toward the fountain, but I was relieved when he returned to our other discussion instead of pushing the topic. 
 
    “The Elders will be in an uproar over this one,” the dwarf sighed. 
 
    “Do you think you can keep them from acting on it?” I asked him. “They should be made aware of the threat, but until we know what we’re dealing with, it’s safest that they don’t interfere with anything the Master’s doing out there.” 
 
    “I’ll tell ‘em about the ogres,” he said with a smirk. “That’ll do it, but if the Master unleashes that army on Aurum, we won’t stand a chance at fending them off.” 
 
    “Let me worry about that,” I replied, “you just make sure the Master doesn’t realize the dwarves know he’s there. This is the closest we’ve ever come to cornering him, so we have to move carefully. I don’t even know if I like the idea of having Deya scout the region to be honest. I’ve killed a couple transmuters before, and if anyone gets suspicious, or something happens to her …” I trailed off, and I was suddenly tempted to go get Deya now and cancel the scouting mission, but I didn’t want to be too paranoid this early on in the game. We needed the information she was getting for us if we were going to do anything about the Master’s fortress, so I ground my jaw and forced myself to remain where I was. “Hopefully, she can get enough information right now that we won’t have to send her again, but it’d be good to keep an eye out in the long run and track his numbers a bit if we could.” 
 
    “I could do it,” Dorinick offered, and he shook his head before I could argue. “Got about five abandoned mines in the east and decades of experience hiding out in those mountains. I could set up a small surveillance troop without anyone bein’ the wiser, and that pretty elf of yours won’t have to use her dragons as often.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “That would be a decent solution, but I don’t like the idea of you guys being close enough for the Master to get ahold of you. He’s got some powerful mages out there, and you wouldn’t be able to fend of an attack if they decided to brand you.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Dorinick chuckled. “You worry about how we’re gonna kill those bastards off and let me worry about stakin’ out the area. Deal?” 
 
    I crossed my arms and considered the offer, but then I caught the sound of heavy boots shuffling down the lane, and I gestured toward the door. 
 
    “Haragh’s on his way,” I muttered, “let’s see what he has to say about this.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Dorinick asked in confusion. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I admitted. I wasn’t too eager to return to any subjects having to do with Dragir, so I stood and headed for the door rather than get into the details of how I’d found someone to brand me with my runes. 
 
    When I let Haragh in, the half-ogre smelled like he’d been rolling in dirt ever since I left that morning, and his tunic was drenched through with sweat. 
 
    “Did you see Temin?” he asked anxiously as we returned to the atrium. “What’d he say? He told ye’ to fuck off, didn’t he?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me to fuck off,” I said with a smirk. “I had a calm talk with him.” 
 
    “Oh, he more than talked to him,” Dorinick assured Haragh. “Never seen a man hand his own king his ass for him, but there he was, laying out the law like the crown was on the other foot.” 
 
    “Really?” Haragh asked as a grin came to his big green face. 
 
    “I didn’t hand his ass to him,” I sighed. “I was direct and to the point is all, and I happened to make a hell of a lot of sense. It’s hard to argue with rock solid logic.” 
 
    Haragh made it over to me in two giant strides, and he crushed me into a bear hug as he lifted me right off my feet. I wheezed and attempted to keep from passing out as my lungs refused to refill themselves, but eventually the half-ogre roughly set me down and settled for shaking me by the shoulders instead. 
 
    “You’re a hell of a friend,” he croaked as he manfully blinked away a few tears. “What are we doin’ then? What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’re under direct orders from the king to travel west to Jagruel,” I told the half-ogre. “Once we figure out how many ogres have been taken, I need to meet with their leader, mend whatever rift there is between our races from the emancipation, and gain an alliance in arms.” 
 
    Haragh’s face fell, and he abruptly released his hold on me. “What?” 
 
    “What?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “That’s the plan?” he clarified. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s wrong with it? I thought you’d be happy.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about Jagruel?” he asked angrily. “They’ll tear your arms out of their sockets and use your bones for toothpicks!” 
 
    I couldn’t help chuckling. “That’s funny, the king said they’d tear my head off and use my guts for jam on their toast.” 
 
    “Aye, that too,” Haragh assured me, and my smile slowly faded as I realized he wasn’t joking. 
 
    “Well … that’s the plan, man, I don’t know what else to tell you,” I said. “It’s our only option at this point, unless you want to just hope for the best. Otherwise, we’re arming all of Illaria to take on hundreds of possessed ogres with those mages on their side as well.” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” Haragh growled as he propped his big green fists on his hips. “Jagruel it is, then. It’s a death wish, in my own opinion, but if the elves didn’t kill ye’, you might stand a chance with the ogres.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I mumbled. “Besides, you can help us get around out there, can’t you?” 
 
    “I haven’t been out west since I was a boy,” Haragh admitted, “so I don’t know anything about the new order of things. I do know who was elected ruler, though, and I would suggest you wear some sort of armor before goin’ in to talk with him. He’s got a short temper and is about two feet bigger than me in all directions.” 
 
    Dorinick raised his bushy brows at me. “It was nice knowin’ ye’. Don’t worry, I’ll look after the women for ye’ once you’ve passed on.” 
 
    “Like hell you will,” I shot back with a grin. “I’ll be back in a week, and when I gain that alliance, you owe me some of those sapphires you’ve been bragging about.” 
 
    “Shit, you can have ‘em before that,” Dorinick said, and he dug into his pocket to pull out a fistful of polished and expertly cut gems. They were almost the exact same shade of Deya’s pink hair, and they glittered like nothing I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Damn,” I mused as I stooped closer. “You just carry these in your pockets? No wonder you get robbed.” 
 
    “Eh, got thousands more just like it up in Orebane,” Dorinick said with a shrug. “I forgot to empty my pockets before I hopped the train and headed south, is all.” 
 
    “Gotta love the dwarves,” I chuckled. “How much do you want for them?” 
 
    “Take ‘em,” Dorinick said as he caught my wrist and dumped the whole glittering hoard into my hand. “A man with as many women as you needs all the gems he can get, I’d reckon.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “My women aren’t remotely like that, alright? They’d probably be happier if I gave them all new weapons and--” 
 
    Shoshanne’s gasp from the doorway had us all turning around, and she quickly came over as her brown eyes went wide. 
 
    “What are those?” the healer asked breathlessly. “They’re beautiful!” 
 
    Dorinick waggled his brows at me. “Aren’t they?” 
 
    I grinned as Shoshanne took my hand and began gingerly picking through the pile of pink sapphires, and her plush lips were puckered with awe while she admired the way they glittered in the light. Then Cayla came in from the kitchen, and she was on the verge of greeting Dorinick when she suddenly cocked a brow and strolled over to Shoshanne’s side. 
 
    “Like a magnet,” Dorinick muttered to himself. 
 
    “These look incredible, Mason,” the princess mused. “Did you find them in Serin?” 
 
    “No, miss,” Dorinick answered for me, “you won’t find gems so fine as this anywhere in the south. Not ever in fact, if Temin doesn’t get his head out of his ass real quick.” 
 
    Cayla smirked. “It’s good to see you again, Dorinick.” 
 
    “Always a pleasure, Your Highness,” the dwarf chuckled. “I was just tellin’ Mason he’s shockingly low on his gem supply considering how many women he’s been collecting.” 
 
    “I agree,” Cayla replied as she sent me a wink, and she picked up a few gems to admire their glint. “These would look beautiful on Deya, you know. Can you use Terra powers to fuse them into one stone?” 
 
    “Oh, that would be beautiful,” Shoshanne sighed. “Worn at the neck, maybe on a silver band?” 
 
    “No, better line it with diamonds,” Cayla decided, and she glanced down at Dorinick. “I don’t suppose you have any with you? I could always send for my own down in Cedis.” 
 
    Dorinick held up a finger as he dug in his back pocket, and then he rifled through his boiled leather vest as well before producing several tiny shards of diamonds. 
 
    “Knew I had ‘em somewhere,” the dwarf muttered as he handed them over, and I let out a sigh as I shook my head. 
 
    “I should have been born a dwarf,” I decided. “Pockets full of diamonds seems like the way to live.” 
 
    “I thought you preferred chucking them at your enemies,” Dorinick laughed, and I couldn’t help laughing as well. 
 
    “Yeah, that was a hell of a battle,” I sighed as I recalled the sight of diamonds shattering against the heads of ice giants and cascading down in a fine, glittering dust all over the snow. “Remind me about those catapults when it comes time to storm the Master’s fortress. That’d just round out the whole attack.” 
 
    Then Haragh’s big green head suddenly blocked my view of the dwarf as he shifted to get a closer look at the pink sapphires. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. “You know more about gems than me. Could I fuse them into one?” 
 
    “Sapphires are touchy,” Haragh mumbled as he picked around in the pile a bit, “but you might be able to manage it if you broke ‘em down first. Lemme see. Bring them to the table.” 
 
    So, we all ended up gathering around the workshop table, and while Haragh picked through the stash of gems to get a feel for the stock, Dorinick slid my sketches of the automatons over with a curious crease between his brows. 
 
    He chuckled to himself several times as he worked through the many designs I hadn’t even built yet, and I smirked at his grunts of approval while I tried to focus on what Haragh was doing. 
 
    I could feel the half-ogre’s Terra powers had sparked, but it seemed like he was using them to study the makeup of the gems at the moment. For a huge guy, he was incredibly adept at handling the tiny sapphires, and once he had them all carefully arranged in a series of concentric hexagons, he took a breath and held his palms toward them. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I whispered. 
 
    “You don’t have to talk so quiet,” the half-ogre whispered back. “The gems aren’t afraid of you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “I just didn’t want to throw you off, but what are you doing with the hexagons?” 
 
    “You want to mimic the molecular crystal systems of the gem if you plan to rebuild them later,” he explained. “That’s where everyone goes wrong with gems. Sapphires are tricky because their molecular structure is hexagonal. That’s why you can’t just fuse the pieces together as they are. Watch what happens if I try.” 
 
    Haragh sparked his magic to pull all the gems out of their places and into one pile, and I could feel the energy in the air increase as they slowly began to fuse together. They didn’t lose their initial cuts, though, and when he broke his connection, he picked up the clump of melded gems without any of them breaking loose. 
 
    “There, ye’ see? All you get is a big lump of pink shit,” he grunted, and Shoshanne giggled from behind my shoulder. “If I break these down into dust based on their crystal system, though, I can reform them into one solid stone. You just have to focus on mirroring the hexagonal design.” 
 
    With that, the half-ogre sparked his magic again, and the lump of pink shit split into the exact group of gems he’d started with. Then he reorganized them into concentric hexagons once more and raised his palms a few inches above the table. With a surge of magic, the gems all burst into pink dust like miniature fireworks before Haragh closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    As I watched, the dust slowly sifted itself into a single, glittering hexagon, and then it suddenly locked together in a clump. It seemed to melt in the half-ogre’s magical hold, a lot like my steel did, and as he shifted his hands above it like he was molding clay, the molten clump gradually gained in clarity while the cut of the gem began to settle into a solid shape. 
 
    When Haragh was finished, there was a perfectly polished pink sapphire on the table as big as the last flip phone I ever bought, and Shoshanne let out a moan of approval. 
 
    “It’s perfect, Haragh!” Cayla admired. “I’ve never seen its equal.” 
 
    “Of course you haven’t,” Dorinick muttered smugly. “You won’t find any gems so fine as that--” 
 
    “This far south,” I finished for him as I shook my head. “We know.” 
 
    “Just makin’ sure you remember it,” the dwarf replied. “Pass it along to that king of yours.” 
 
    We were all crouched around the table admiring Haragh’s handiwork when Deya returned from her transmuting, and she had Aurora close behind her with a stack of parchment in her hands. 
 
    “I’ve finished scouting the area for you,” Deya announced, “and I had Aurora sketch up a few designs based on what I could tell her since I’m having trouble making any sense of the--oh it’s beautiful! Where did you get that?” 
 
    I didn’t bother acknowledging the look Dorinick was sending me since his smugness was already radiating from him, but I picked up the gem and held it out to Deya. 
 
    “It’s for you,” Cayla informed the beautiful elf. “Mason is making it into a necklace with a diamond band.” 
 
    Deya gasped and looked at me, and I was surprised when her violet eyes were suddenly brimming with tears. 
 
    “You really are too good for this world, Mason,” Deya said as she smiled sweetly. “This is the most beautiful gift anyone has ever given me. How did I ever get so lucky?” 
 
    “I think we’ve established it was Nemris, yes?” Cayla casually muttered, and Deya blushed all over again before she giggled and hopped into my arms. 
 
    I sent the princess a pointed look as Deya started tucking kisses all over my neck again, but Cayla just raised her brows innocently and shrugged. 
 
    I couldn’t help wondering how long my women were going to be toying with the beautiful elf like this, but I didn’t much mind the results. Deya and I had always been crazy about each other, and if she wanted to take it a step further, I wasn’t about to argue. It was kind of weird that she kept looking at me like I was a god, though, but I could probably get used to that, too. 
 
    “Should we leave you two alone,” Aurora chuckled, “or are we going to discuss this fortress?” 
 
    “Fortress,” Deya mumbled against my neck, and Haragh rolled his eyes as he nudged Dorinick. 
 
    “Remind me to stop helpin’ him out with this lot,” the half-ogre grumbled. 
 
    “It’s the gems,” Dorinick assured him proudly. “Like a damn magnet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Alright, so … this is fucking huge,” I finally decided after I’d stared at Aurora’s sketch for several minutes, and Dorinick grunted his agreement. “You didn’t mention how big it was.” 
 
    “That’s why she asked me to draw it out,” the half-elf explained. “It’s quite extensive and complex.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the drawing makes no sense. Where’s the entrance? What are those giant walls that lead to nowhere? Is that jagged thing part of the structure or the mountain? And what the hell is that massive pile made of? Is it garbage?” 
 
    Deya and Aurora both sighed, and the beautiful elf came over. 
 
    “I couldn’t find an entrance,” Deya said as she pointed to the structure. “This is almost exactly what I saw. The larger building at the front with the strange walls, the few spires, what looks like a bridge I couldn’t see the inside of, and the large pile. The fortress seems to be built into the mountainside, which is what that jagged portion in the center is, but given the placement of the bridge and the structures it leads to, I would assume he might have built into that peak as well.” 
 
    “Then it’s physically impossible there wasn’t an entrance,” I replied. “Was there a shadowy alcove or archway around the back side? Maybe a trap door or anything suspicious looking?” 
 
    “The whole structure looks suspicious,” Deya sighed. “This is what I saw, Mason, I don’t know how to describe it better. The pile is all covered in snow now, but I think this is what the ogres were working on when I last flew over the place, so it must be the boulders they were moving.” 
 
    “He branded a bunch of ogres to stack rocks into a pile?” Dorinick asked flatly. 
 
    “Maybe they’re excavating and hauling the innards of the mountain out so he can expand the place,” I guessed. “Which only makes it more ridiculous that you saw no entrance, but fresh snowfall could have concealed it. Did you see any more of the ogres today?” 
 
    “No, the grounds were completely deserted,” Deya replied, and Haragh cocked a brow. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” the half-ogre muttered. 
 
    “The Master could have everyone working on the construction inside,” I mused. “If he’s using the ogres to haul rock instead of sending them here to catch our mages, then that seems like a logical explanation. The Master must be preparing to expand his territory.” 
 
    “Well, he’s expanding it straight into my damned mountains,” Dorinick growled, and I turned to Deya. 
 
    “What was the structure made of?” I asked. 
 
    “It appeared to be entirely constructed from solid stone,” Deya answered. 
 
    “Not blocks of stone like a castle?” I clarified. 
 
    “No, solid stone. I couldn’t see any seams on the faces of the pillars.” 
 
    I shook my head as Haragh sighed heavily.  
 
    “This is sounding like a riddle more than a structure,” the half-ogre grunted. “No entrance, no seams. Only solid rock and a peak.” 
 
    “Was there anything else distinct about the place? Windows? Any of these towers could be lookout points, but could you tell if this was how he was utilizing them?”  
 
    The questions fell out of my mouth rapid-fire, but I had a feeling I knew the answers already based on the crinkle in Deya’s pink brows. 
 
    “I’m sorry I cannot be of more help, Mason,” Deya muttered softly. “I circled the place four times, but I didn’t want to draw too much attention. This is all I saw, and it made little sense to me, too.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I told her. “You were smart not to hang around there for too long. I just wish we had more to go off of. At this point, what we have isn’t looking very promising. Not for any kind of siege at least. It’s kind of hard to plan an attack on an impenetrable fortress with no idea of how many soldiers are inside, what kind of security the Master is using, or even how large their territory is.” 
 
    “I’ll get a closer look for ye’,” Dorinick said as he nudged my arm, and then he glanced at Deya. “Where is this fortress compared to the coastline?” 
 
    “The coast is about a league away from the backside of the mountain,” Deya replied. 
 
    “And the Nalnoran border?” 
 
    “Maybe half a league south of the structure,” the beautiful elf guessed. 
 
    “The Master probably figured the dwarves would never venture that far to the southeast,” I mused. 
 
    “He’d be right,” Dorinick snorted. “I don’t know a single dwarf that’ll go within five miles of the nesting grounds. Except Thrungrig, of course. Once you get near the elven border, though, even he won’t risk it.” 
 
    “Are any of those abandoned mines you mentioned near this place?” I asked the dwarf. 
 
    “Aye,” he said with a nod. “Not within direct sight, but we could station ourselves in the old copper mine at the coast. It would probably take us under an hour to make it to a lookout point from there.” 
 
    “No,” Haragh cut-in, “you’re not takin’ all of Thrungrig’s crew out to this fortress. Those are some decent fucking dwarves, and the ogres will smell ye’ comin’ before you made it through one night.” 
 
    “The winds always blow in from the south on the eastern coast,” the dwarf assured him. “We’ll be downwind of the place.” 
 
    Haragh didn’t look at all pleased with the idea, and he turned to me for support, but I couldn’t see any better solution at the moment. 
 
    “We can’t keep sending Deya there over and over,” I sighed, “but we need to get a better idea of what the Master’s operation is like, and how his recruits get in and out of this structure. Otherwise, us knowing where his headquarters are is useless.” 
 
    “But I want to help,” Deya insisted. “I don’t mind returning, there were several dragons around the coast. The Master will not be suspicious if one more dragon comes around. I can switch the scales I use as well, so no one notices me returning.” 
 
    “Mason’s right, Deya,” Aurora told the beautiful elf. “I think you should avoid getting too close to the place when you’re transmuting. Not only could you be harmed if they catch on, but the Master has branded dragons and drakes before. If he decides to start using them again and manages to capture you, what could we possibly do to get you back?” 
 
    “The branding would only affect the dragon, yes?” Deya asked, but Aurora looked to me for an answer. 
 
    “We have no way of knowing,” I told the pair, “but that isn’t a risk I’m gonna take.” 
 
    “If you think it’s best,” Deya muttered as she looked down. “I was happy to be able to help for once, though.” 
 
    “And you’ll continue being a huge help, don’t worry,” I replied and sent my elf a reassuring smile. “Just for now, let’s leave the regular scouting of the fortress to the dwarves. They know the ways of the mountains, and this way you’re not at so much of a risk. I’ll still have you take a look every once in a while, though, just in case I need immediate information, alright?” 
 
    “Okay,” Deya said as she perked up a bit. “I can do whatever you need.” 
 
    “Thank you, this would ease my nerves a lot.” 
 
    “Better be careful out there,” Haragh warned as he glanced at Dorinick. “An ogre would tear a dwarf in two and finish you off in a few bites on a regular day. But possessed … who knows what they’d be capable of. Keep a wary eye, and if the winds change, get the hell out of those mountains. I mean that. Their sense of smell could pick out your exact location a mile away.” 
 
    Dorinick’s green eyes betrayed the tiniest hint of concern, but he just shrugged. 
 
    “Perhaps my brother could assist you in this,” Deya offered. “He is a very capable warrior, and the elves are well-trained in stealth maneuvers. I’m certain if I asked him, Dragir would--” 
 
    “Better hold off,” I cut-in as Dorinick’s expression suddenly darkened, and the way he looked at me showed he hadn’t dismissed our conversation about the silver-haired elf earlier. “Dragir would have to pass near House Orrel to get to Dorinick’s crew, and after the way we left things with Orion, it wouldn’t be wise to risk a run-in between the two elves. He’s already closing in on Dragir with his owls. Let’s not push it.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Deya admitted. “Orion might capture Dragir to try and bait my father into delivering me back to him, and then he would discover I am gone … ” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I said with a nod as I folded the sketch of the Master’s fortress and tucked it in my vest pocket. “Dorinick will alert the Elders of Aurum and stake out in the eastern mountains for us. We’ll check in periodically with Deya’s dragons, and in the meantime, we’ll head to Jagruel to figure out how much damage the Master has done out there. How soon can you be in position, Dorinick?” 
 
    “Bagneera’s heading north in half an hour,” Haragh told the dwarf. 
 
    “I’ll travel straight north on her train,” Dorinick decided. “Probably be in Aurum by nightfall, and once I get to Thrugrig, we can set out first thing tomorrow for the east. It’ll take us about a day to get to the old copper mine, so figure we’ll be set up two days from now.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied. “The Master worked pretty quickly abducting troops in Nalnora, and if he’s got the ogres expanding his fortress right now, then we can expect him to make a big grab for more recruits soon. Keep an eye on the grounds, and if anything comes up, get a raven to a kid named Jenik in Serin. He’s a squire of mine who’s scouting the Oculus for me right now. He’ll get the message to me as soon as I get back, but hopefully we won’t be gone for more than a week in Jagruel. I might send Deya out east once or twice just in case, though, so if she stops by, try and update her for me, alright?” 
 
    Dorinick smirked. “Aye, and all of Thrungrig’s crew will think I’ve gone batty chattin’ up a dragon.” 
 
    “I will be a very polite dragon, I promise,” Deya giggled. “Look for a Cyneis. That will be me.” 
 
    “That’s the firebreathers with the purple scales?” Dorinick clarified. 
 
    “I’m impressed, General Dorinick,” Deya said with a sweet smile. “You know your dragons.” 
 
    “I’ve slain quite a few in my day,” the dwarf said proudly, and Deya did an admirable job of keeping her smile in place while Aurora raised her brows. 
 
    “I still don’t like one bit of this plan,” Haragh mumbled, “but it’s got to be done. Here’s hopin’ we’re not all dead within the week.” 
 
    “Don’t be so negative,” Cayla chuckled. “We haven’t died yet. What’s one more week of travelling perilous lands?” 
 
    “I love the way you think,” Aurora sighed, “but I really, really don’t want to leave our bed. We were just getting so used to having one.” 
 
    “It’s going to be so empty without you all here,” Shoshanne muttered sadly. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Aurora asked at once. 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed. “I didn’t even think of that. Shoshanne has to stay here and work on the branded mages as the snatcher brings them in.” 
 
    “We’re going to Jagruel with no healer?” Haragh asked uneasily, and he looked at Shoshanne like he’d just been handed a death sentence. “Yep, I hate everything about this plan.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Shoshanne said with a soft smile for the half-ogre. “There are no elves in the west, so you won’t even need me.” 
 
    “We always need you,” Cayla countered, and she brushed the healer’s arm with her hand. “I don’t like the thought of going separate ways.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” I admitted as I considered the concern in the princess’ eyes. “Maybe you or Aurora should stay behind with Shoshanne to be sure she’s safe here.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Shoshanne interjected. “Cayla and Aurora are your most lethal weapons. You’ll need Cayla’s aim and Aurora’s fire in case something goes wrong in the west. Besides, I’ll have Big Guy here to look after me.” 
 
    “And Ruela,” Deya added. “We will leave her here to be your guard. She will happily tear anyone to pieces for you if you ask. Even if you don’t have time to ask, she will see it is done.” 
 
    “Maybe Stan could stay to keep your spirits up for us,” Cayla offered with half a smile. 
 
    “There you have it,” Shoshanne said, and she came over to loop her fingers in mine. “I’ll be well looked after, and I’ll probably be so busy peeling the flesh off our mages that the time will just fly by. It will probably feel like a vacation compared to Nalnora or Jagruel.” 
 
    “That sounds like the worst vacation ever,” I chuckled. “I can’t leave you here alone to remove brandings all day. It’s too miserable and … bloody. Like really, really bloody.” 
 
    “Well, you can, and you will,” the healer replied, and her tone had the same distinct challenge in it I could never argue against. “This is your ill-advised idea, remember? So, you’re going to Jagruel to save the ogre race, and I will stay here to save the mages while you’re gone.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I said with a smirk, but then Aurora groaned and stomped over to lock her arms around Shoshanne’s waist. 
 
    “I’m on Haragh’s side now,” the half-elf announced. “I hate this plan and I’m not leaving Shoshanne. She’s my favorite cuddle buddy.” 
 
    “I thought I was your favorite cuddle buddy,” Deya said with a mock pout. 
 
    “No, you’re my favorite snuggle elf, there’s a huge difference.” 
 
    “What about Cayla?” Shoshanne chuckled. 
 
    “I already know I’m her all-around favorite,” Cayla said with a shrug, “so I won’t bother taking offense. She’s right, though, you are an exceptional cuddler. It’s those hips.” 
 
    “And her breasts,” Deya sighed. “Like two perfect, caramel pillows. I will miss them while we’re gone.” 
 
    Aurora giggled her approval, and I just shook my head at the women while Dorinick rolled his eyes and stood to head out. Haragh and I joined him on the way to the train station, and while we made our way down the lanes of Falmount, the half-ogre continued his list of warnings for the dwarf where the ogres were concerned. 
 
    “They’re not so stealthy as the elves, but they’ll come creeping around at night when they know their prey is sleepin’,” Haragh warned. “Better keep yourselves armed and douse your fires as early as you can.” 
 
    Dorinick furrowed his brow another measure, but he nodded his understanding. 
 
    “Listen for snappin’ branches and the like,” Haragh continued. “We don’t bother duckin’ when we make our way about if we can just barge our way through, and don’t waste any time trying to fight any of them if they do find ye’. Just fuckin’ run.” 
 
    “You watched the dwarves take on a pack of Naga without any fatalities,” I reminded Haragh. “I’m sure Thrungrig’s crew could handle an ogre or two if it was absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re sure, are ye’?” Haragh asked indignantly, and then he swiftly grabbed Dorinick by the scruff of his boiled leather and lifted him clean off the ground with one arm. 
 
    Dorinick growled and tried to swipe his fists at Haragh’s big green head, but he just kept walking toward the station with the dwarf dangling from his fist like a bearded sack of potatoes. 
 
    “Keep in mind, I’m only half an ogre,” Haragh called over his shoulder. “This is me not even breakin’ a sweat.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I get your point,” I chuckled as Dorinick started cursing every member of Haragh’s family starting with his mother. 
 
    Haragh finally dropped the dwarf beside the train station platform, and Dorinick’s black hair was disheveled and out of its tie as he furiously adjusted his leather. 
 
    “You ever pull that stunt again, and I’ll drive this fuckin’ sword through your eye socket,” he growled at the half-ogre, and Haragh sent him an apologetic smirk. 
 
    “Just makin’ sure you understand what you’re up against,” Haragh said as he sobered a bit. “I mean it. You hear one sound out of place in those woods, and you get out of there. We can figure out what the hell the Master is doin’ in the foothills some other way, but we can’t piece you back together from a pile of ogre shit.” 
 
    I glanced at Dorinick, and the gruff general stood a bit taller as he nodded. 
 
    “Understood,” he replied, and he held out his hand to shake Haragh’s. “I’ll keep ye’ posted on what we find out. Good luck in the west, and try not to let this one get eaten, yeah? I honestly don’t know how I’d keep all those women in line if he dies.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as Dorinick winked, and I was about to respond when someone nearby let out a blood curdling shriek.  
 
    All three of us whipped around in a circle as Dorinick’s sword unsheathed, and I already had my revolver cocked before Haragh even reached for his own sword. My heightened senses were at the ready and immediately scanning the entire perimeter of Falmount for an attack, but I quickly realized what was going on. 
 
    The heavy whirring of treads over dirt came to me from just beyond the station, and I turned toward a pale-faced young mage to see an eerie green glow coming from the woods directly in front of her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I called out as I quickly jogged over. “That’s one of my automatons, he’s just …” 
 
    I trailed off when I got to the girl’s side, and the group of mages that had gathered around her stared in silence as the snatcher crossed the train tracks and came to a stop in front of me. His metal was blackened with soot and dented all over from what must have been the attack of Terra Mages hurling boulders, but his channeling gem continued to beat slow and steady as if this didn’t even phase him. 
 
    He didn’t look too bad, honestly, considering he’d been out snatching possessed mages since daybreak, but the sight of the loaded netting suspended at his back hollowed out my stomach. I could really only stare like all the rest of the mages as I stood there, and I had the feeling we were all realizing how close to fucked we were. 
 
    There must have been over two dozen branded mages piled in the nets of the snatcher, and half of them had on Defender gear, while the other half looked no older than Jenik or Pindor. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed, and the snatcher slowly whirred past as he headed down the lane of silent onlookers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I left Haragh and Dorinick at the station as I followed my automaton to the house, and the crowd only continued to grow while we made our way along the lanes. Mages of every age stared in alarm at the captives dangling from the back of the snatcher, and I could hear a few gasps as some of the possessed mages were recognized by the onlookers. Then one young man fell in step behind me when I was halfway through the village, and judging by his pallor and the twitching muscles in his jaw, I realized someone he loved must have been in the netting. 
 
    My women were waiting for us in the clearing when we arrived, and Aurora narrowed her emerald eyes when it became clear the young man wasn’t going to hang back with the rest of the crowd. 
 
    He didn’t say a word to me even after the snatcher finally came to a stop in the clearing, but he did plant himself directly beside the net on the automaton’s right shoulder like it was his duty to stay within five inches of the damn thing. 
 
    To be honest, I was partially impressed with the guy because there were more than a few looks of shame in the eyes of the mages who recognized their friends or family as the snatcher passed through the town. Apparently, though, this young man didn’t give a shit about anything except being there for his friend, and I could definitely respect that. 
 
    So, when I noticed his mage’s robes were trimmed with an earthy brown, I gestured for him to follow me around to the back of the house to give him something to do until we could restore his friend. 
 
    “Start unloading the bodies,” I told the women as I went, and then I glanced at the tense young man reluctantly trailing beside me. “We need to get an infirmary built as quickly as possible. Then Shoshanne can get straight to work on removing the brandings.” 
 
    “If it’ll help the work go faster,” the young man replied, “I’ll do anything.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Sebastian, sir.” 
 
    I nodded. “Do you know how to work in a circuit?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been practicing at the training sessions,” Sebastian said, and both of us knelt to place our hands on the dirt. 
 
    “Then the work will go faster this way,” I said as I closed my eyes. “Just follow my design. We’ll get the basic structure built and then move on to the inside. Since the western woods are a weak spot for Falmount anyways, we’ll build three stories up, and this way, we will have a decent lookout spot from the top, as well.” 
 
    As a design began to form in my mind’s eye, I felt the static current coming from Sebastion as his Terra powers connected with the soil, and when they joined with my own Terra powers, I was impressed to find he had a pretty solid grasp on his element. Sebastian was obviously more confident than several of the other mages, and despite the gaps I could sense in his knowledge, I could tell he was on his way to being a hell of a mage. 
 
    It took little effort for me to nudge him in the proper direction to start the base of the building, and once we coordinated to form a large foundational slab with an area of forty-five square feet, we moved on to raising the walls. 
 
    As we worked, I decided to round out one corner and extended it from the primary building to form a tower, and then I started molding a set of spiral steps along the interior. Sebastian followed my mental schematics to gradually build upward around the rest of the perimeter, and after a short time, two more Terra Mages quietly joined us in the circuit to help. 
 
    Together, they were able to raise support beams and get the first floor ceiling in place, and when I finished the basic tower structure, I helped Sebastian complete the upper portions of the exterior walls and then started on a series of staircases to lead from one floor to the next. 
 
    When we broke our circuit, we had a three-story stone building with a tower at the southwest corner and the beginnings of a gabled roof. The entrance was an inconspicuous arched doorway directly behind our house that Shoshanne would be able to access quickly and safely at any time, and I made sure to keep the windows positioned at the nine foot mark of each exterior wall so no one who might be lurking around could see inside or make a direct attack while she was working. With two windows on each side, there would still be enough natural light for the healer to see by during the day, but without any glass, anyone within the vicinity would be able to hear if she needed help at any time. 
 
    The thought of leaving Shoshanne here alone made my stomach flip as I finished the last few windows on the upper floor, but as I carved out battlements at the top of the tower, my nerves began to settle a little bit. With a few Defenders standing guard at the southwest tower, and Ruela at her side, Shoshanne would be well protected in my absence. 
 
    “Let’s head inside and start on the operation tables,” I told the three Terra Mages beside me. “We’ll need the upper floors for basic healing needs and recuperation, but the bottom floor will be the operating room, so the tables need some technical adjustments.” 
 
    “What kind of adjustments?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “Four stone brackets edging each table so I can secure the restraints,” I told him honestly, and when his eyes flared, I quickly continued. “If there are any complications at all, the Master’s rune will lash out when it realizes it’s being removed. The mages will become incredibly violent, so for their safety and ours, we need to keep them secured so Shoshanne can remove the brandings quickly and have the mess over with long before they regain consciousness. Plus, if they start to wake up, the restraints give her a chance to complete the operation even while they’re slightly mobile.” 
 
    Sebastian’s cheeks were flushed as he glared at me for a long moment, but he finally managed half a nod before he sparked his Terra Powers. 
 
    “How many on this floor?” the young mage asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Thirty,” I replied. “Carve some of them into the walls to save floor space, and make sure the rest have clear access all the way around. Let’s do seven feet long, four feet wide, and raise them to a height of three and a half feet.” 
 
    The three mages immediately got to work as I started on shelving for Shoshanne’s supplies, three lengthy worktables, a side cellar with an arching entrance for additional storage, a large hearth and flue system, and finally, a half-moon fountain in one of the corners. I would need to find Odin to come and help with filling it, and hopefully the Flumen Mage would have gained enough experience to give me some insight about how to keep the water constantly filtering to make everything as sanitary as possible. 
 
    “This looks great,” I told the others once the room was completed. “Could you copy the same design on the top two floors while I start getting the patients set up? We don’t need the mounts for restraints up there, but soften the beds enough that the patients will be comfortable.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” one of them replied, but Sebastian took a few moments to decide whether he wanted to go along with them. Eventually, he let out a tense sigh before he mounted the staircase to the second floor, and I shook my head as I left the infirmary and made my way to where the women were unloading the snatcher. 
 
    It was hard to be irritated with the attitude Sebastian was giving me, though, because I could read the look on his face as plain as day. If anyone I cared about had been abducted and forced into the Master’s ranks, it’d be impossible to get me to back off even for five minutes. Especially if some guy was talking about chaining them to a table soon. 
 
    So, I focused instead on getting the work going as soon as possible, and with two dozen unconscious mages now laid out on their backs in the clearing beside my house, this seemed like the best use of my energy at the moment. 
 
    “We need to get them inside fast,” I muttered to Shoshanne as I joined her. “Nearly the whole village is standing here watching.” 
 
    “They’re concerned about bringing the mages into town,” Aurora told me in a low voice. “I’ve been listening in, and it sounds like the majority are worried you’re putting them all at risk.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I nodded and stepped forward to address the crowd, but it took me several tries to get the murmuring to quiet down enough for me to explain. “I know you’re all a little uncomfortable having branded mages brought into Falmount like this, but I assure you every precaution has been taken to make sure none of you are at risk.” 
 
    “What if they wake up?” an Ignis Mage challenged. “There’s probably enough mages there to kill us all, and you just unloaded them on the whole town.” 
 
    “They won’t wake up any time soon,” I assured him, but another mage spoke up before I could continue. 
 
    “You have no way of knowing that,” he countered. “The doses could be inconsistent, or the dark magic of the Master could reawaken them! They could have been in those nets for days and then--” 
 
    “All of these mages were captured since dawn this morning,” I interrupted, and I could see everyone was as unnerved by this news as I had been when I first saw the snatcher return. “We tested the sedative at this dose yesterday and determined it’s effective enough to keep them sedated longer than is even necessary for us to get their brandings removed.” 
 
    “Who tested it?” a Defender in the crowd demanded. “Because if it’s one of these inexperienced mages, they won’t have the same strength of magery as a possessed mage would. This could counter the effectiveness of the sedative.” 
 
    “I tested it myself,” I told the Defender, and the murmuring in the crowd faded at once. “A single dart from the automaton knocked me out cold in under a minute, and how long was I under for?” 
 
    Shoshanne stepped up to stand at my side. “Defender Flynt was unconscious for just over six hours yesterday. However, his body tends to heal more quickly than the average person, so I estimate the possessed mages will be unconscious for around nine to ten hours.” 
 
    “You estimate?” a young mage scoffed. “Your estimation could be wrong!” 
 
    This brought an uproar from the crowd, and I sighed as I scruffed my beard and tried to think of a better approach.  
 
    Aurora was already at my other side, though, and she narrowed her emerald eyes defiantly as she spoke above them all. 
 
    “Then you’re welcome to leave Falmount,” Aurora challenged, and that definitely got their attention. “If you really believe Defender Flynt doesn’t have all of our safety at the forefront of his mind, then go back to Serin. He just finished arming the Oculus for you before he let that giant machine chase him down and tranquilize him. Now, he’s going to continue doing everything he can to restore the mages we’ve lost, and frankly, he won’t be wasting another second convincing any of you about his tactics.” 
 
    I raised my brows as the crowd stared in silence at my half-elf, and when she turned on her heel to strut off, Shoshanne stepped right up to take her spot. 
 
    “I need ten Terra Mages who can help carry the patients in,” she announced curtly. “Everyone else is to vacate the area immediately. This is an infirmary, not a sideshow.” 
 
    The healer cocked her hip and propped a slender hand there, and apparently, I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t disobey that tone in her voice, because the crowd began to disperse except for a dozen mages with brown trim on their robes. 
 
    “Follow Mason’s instructions,” the healer ordered the group of Terra Mages, “and do not attempt to wake up any of the patients, even if you know who they are. They must remain heavily sedated if I’m going to be able to help them, and I only have a couple more hours to get the work done.” Shoshanne turned back to me as the Terra Mages nodded at once. “I’ll get my things and be in shortly. Can you have Aurora get a fire going? I can use it to sterilize my tools and be started with the operations in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I quickly said, but half my brain was distracted by how sexy the healer was when she was taking charge and cutting through bullshit like this. Between her and Aurora, I felt like I’d just hired a pair of scantily clad bouncers to manage crowd control, and when I turned around to find Cayla with her rifle casually propped on her shoulder, I couldn’t help chuckling. 
 
    “Damn, ladies,” I muttered. “You wanna take the lead on all of these little announcements for me?” 
 
    “Gladly,” Aurora said with a sly grin, “but I wanna sign up to be Shoshanne’s assistant, too. She’s sassy when she’s working. I like it.” 
 
    “Then you’ll have to fight me for the job,” I informed the half-elf. 
 
    The idea of being Shoshanne’s bedside assistant and working with her into the wee hours of the night was almost more distracting than the piles of unconscious mages in my yard, but it only added to my frustration about leaving her to do this work alone. 
 
    So, I forced the thought of Shoshanne’s torchlit cleavage from my mind, and I did my best not to linger on the intriguing image of the caramel beauty’s silhouette bent over her operating table while she ordered my automaton and a hoard of mages to do her bidding. 
 
    “I need you working in pairs to create long, softened slabs of stone to be used as stretchers,” I said abruptly as I turned toward the group of Terra Mages. “Bowl the slabs inward so the bodies can’t roll off, and once you have a mage on your stretcher, use your Terra powers to transport them inside to the tables on the first floor. Work together to get them quickly and carefully unloaded, and then come back out for the rest. You’re all going to be assisting Shoshanne for the next couple of weeks, so be here by this time each day to start with the first batch. You can get your training done in the interim between deliveries.” 
 
    “Yes, Defender Flynt,” the mages replied, and the group swiftly got to work. 
 
    “Aurora,” I said as I rejoined the women, but my half-elf was already turning toward the infirmary before I could say anything else. 
 
    “Consider the fire already started,” Aurora said over her shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “Can you track down a Flumen Mage for me? His name’s Odin, you remember him, right?” I asked the princess, and she nodded. “Deya can help get the mages loaded and unloaded just fine, but I don’t want to send her wandering around the village since she still needs more training with her weaponry.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Cayla replied. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Deya and Cayla split off to get to work, and Shoshanne was already returning from the house with her arms full of books, satchels, and leather bundles of surgical tools. 
 
    “Let me help you,” I said as I caught a precarious stack of volumes just before they tipped. “How much more do you still need?” 
 
    “Only what I have stacked in the atrium,” Shoshanne said, “but we’ll need those chains very soon.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” I replied, and once I stacked her books on one of the long tables inside the infirmary, I quickly returned to the house and gathered the last of the healer’s things. Half the bodies were already laid on the operating tables when I got back, and Shoshanne was making the rounds to monitor their heart rates and get their brandings exposed. 
 
    Most of them had been branded on their calves, but a few would have to go through the unpleasant business of having the papery skin on their inner arms torn off to remove their own brandings. Two other mages had been caught on their backs with the branding rods, and six on their rib cages, but there was one with a very messy looking branding on the side of his face that looked like he’d put up an impressive fight. 
 
    I sparked my metal magic to bring ten large chunks of iron in from my workshop, and while half of my focus was on the monotonous work of forming several lengths of chain, the other half was seeping through the upper floors to track the progress of the Terra Mages. 
 
    They were finishing the tables on the third floor already, and I didn’t have to guess who was the first to head for the staircase again. Sebastian took the stairs three at a time, and the moment he appeared across the room, he desperately scanned the bodies on the tables until his brown eyes widened. Then the young mage made a beeline for a pretty mage with wild red curls and the Master’s rune seared into her rib cage, and as he clutched the woman’s hand in a vice grip, I could see sweat starting to drip down the side of his face. 
 
    “Better start with the redhead,” I muttered to Shoshanne as she passed by on her way to the hearth, and the healer took half a second to eye the pair before she nodded her agreement. 
 
    “The fire is set,” Aurora informed me as she came over. “Should I reload the magazines on the snatcher?” 
 
    “Yeah, could you send him back to the same post?” I replied. “If he caught this many in just a few hours out there, I think we’ve found our sweet spot.” 
 
    “I agree,” Aurora said with a frown, and she watched the next group of sedated mages being brought in on stone stretchers. “This is more than we expected to get at once. What were they all doing out there?” 
 
    “Either coming or going,” I said with a shrug, “but whatever they were up to, we got there just in time. Let’s get the snatcher back into position right away. I don’t want a single mage to slip through.” 
 
    Aurora squeezed my arm once before she headed for the clearing, and with Shoshanne already making her way toward Sebastian and his red-headed friend, I quickly grabbed two chains from the table. 
 
    I didn’t even get them near the girl, though, before Sebastian yanked them out of my hands. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” he snapped. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and again, I could see where he was coming from, so I let the guy chain his own woman down, and once I sparked my metal magic to secure the ends to the table mounts, I pulled a stool out of the stonework for Shoshanne. 
 
    The healer laid out two different sizes of scalpels on the table, three surgical pliers with various gripping angles, and a large stack of fresh gauze. Then she carefully propped her healing staff against the table and sat down beside the red-headed mage before she took a long steadying breath. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” the healer said quietly, “but be ready to double the restraints if necessary.” 
 
    Sebastian’s hostile gaze darted to me as I left to grab some extra restraints, and when I returned, I tried not to smirk as I placed the chains where the young man could do the honors if he wanted to. 
 
    “Now,” Shoshanne said, “when you removed the Master’s branding from Rhys’ son, he became delirious about wanting to murder you, but at least his blood wasn’t slowly boiling like Dragir’s, which simplifies things a bit. Lyro was badly injured when I removed his rune after that knock on the head you gave him, so it was pretty quick work. Yesterday, after you were tranquilized, you didn’t wake up under the knife, so I’m assuming--” 
 
    “Wait, what knife?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Obviously, I had to test the procedure on you once I was certain your organs were all functioning normally,” Shoshanne informed me. 
 
    My hand shot to my sleeve before I remembered how closely Sebastian was eyeing me, but Shoshanne caught my arm before I could tear my sleeve away and make sure my runes were still in place. 
 
    Then the healer sent me a wry smirk. “No matter how badly I wanted to, I did not alter anything on your arm. I only removed a sample patch of skin from your thigh, but you … healed rather quickly, obviously.” 
 
    “Oh,” I sighed. “Alright, that makes sense.” 
 
    “I thought so too,” Shoshanne replied. “You showed no sign of waking during the procedure, but I wasn’t removing a possessive rune, so we still haven’t tested this particular scenario before. Which is the only thing making me uneasy right now.” 
 
    “Don’t kill her,” Sebastian suddenly interrupted, and his eyes burned into Shoshanne’s. “She has to live.” 
 
    “I understand,” the healer replied gently. “I’m prepared to act as quickly as possible if anything goes wrong, but she is our first patient. If that makes you uncomfortable, I can start with another mage.” 
 
    “No, she’s been gone for weeks,” Sebastian said anxiously, and I heard his heartbeat begin to pound furiously in his chest. “I haven’t seen her in weeks, I thought she was dead. She never came home, and I couldn’t find any trace of her anywhere. Please just … ” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Shoshanne finished for him, and the Terra Mage nodded as the sweat continued to pour down the side of his face. The healer took one last steadying breath before she picked up one of her scalpels, but then she glanced at me while her blade was still poised above the red-head’s rib cage. “Please stay here for this. Okay?” 
 
    “Of course, I will,” I told her. “Do you want me to do anything to help?” 
 
    “You could help clear the blood away so I can see what I’m doing,” Shoshanne said as her brows crinkled nervously, and I came around her other side to grab a bit of gauze before I kneeled at her side. 
 
    The healer relaxed a little once I was ready, and I sent her a reassuring smile before she turned her attention back to the scalpel. Her hand was perfectly steady as she made the first incision, and as drops of blood beaded and ran down the mage’s ribs, I dabbed the excess away so Shoshanne could make her way around the degree lines on the Master’s rune. 
 
    She had one side outlined when the chains suddenly jolted, and all of us froze as we looked at the mage’s face. Her eyelids were fluttering wildly, but they didn’t open fully, and as her limbs continued to rattle the chains until the sound echoed around the entire infirmary, Shoshanne and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    Then the scalpel was swiftly slicing across the mage’s ribs again, and while Shoshanne put all of her focus toward making precise cuts, I sponged the blood away and watched Sebastian gradually turn green. 
 
    He muscled through a full-on panic attack as he forced himself to breathe deeply and keep his post, and he began checking the red-head’s pulse every three seconds like a tick. The amount of bloody gauze piling up on the table seemed to be nauseating him, too, but he looked determined to focus on nothing but his friend’s face to get him through the ordeal. 
 
    I began to wonder if we might have to send Sebastian to his own hospital bed to recuperate when this was all over, but somehow, his heart didn’t completely give out despite how erratically it was pounding in his chest. Even my nerves were wound up just watching the guy, and I couldn’t believe Shoshanne could focus on her work with all the rattling and frantic breathwork taking place at the table. 
 
    Finally, the healer grabbed a pair of surgical pliers, and with a firm tug, the outlined branding was ripped off the red-head’s ribs like a fleshy band aid. 
 
    Sebastian gagged, but he managed to keep his bile down with great effort, and after one last violent jolt against her restraints, the red-head fell perfectly still again. 
 
    “Make sure there’s no internal damage, especially to her brain,” I said at once as I quickly cleared the bloody tools from the table with my metal magic. 
 
    “Wake her up,” Sebastian demanded. “The procedure is done, right?” 
 
    “She’ll be sedated for another hour at the very least,” Shoshanne explained as she reached for her healer’s staff, but the young mage was shaking his sweaty head before she even finished speaking. 
 
     “Maybe your healing staff could help,” I muttered to Shoshanne as I eyed the frantic look on the man’s face. “You could try to ease the sedation.” 
 
    “Mason, it’ll take too much time to work through all of these mages if I have to wake up each one of them and then discuss their experiences and--” 
 
    “Just this one,” I told her. “Sebastian has helped build this place from the ground up, and he let us use his friend as a first attempt. We can do him this favor, yeah?” 
 
    Sebastian looked ready to collapse as he clutched the table to steady himself, and Shoshanne considered his trembling hands and shallow attempts at breathing for a moment. 
 
    “If her body can handle it, I’ll try,” the healer finally relented, “but if not, you’re both accepting my call on this one.” 
 
    Sebastian and I both nodded our heads in agreement, and the gem at the head of the healing staff began to glow a vivid purple as Shoshanne closed her eyes. Then she slowly moved the staff over every inch of the red-head’s body, and she nodded to herself now and then as she furrowed her brows in concentration. I thought I heard her breath catch at one point, but she just kept scanning until she’d made it from one end to the other, and then she returned her staff to the bloody patch of skin missing on the woman’s ribs. 
 
    “I haven’t tried this yet, but I think I can speed up the recovery like I did with Haragh’s dagger wounds,” the healer muttered half to herself, and then the gem began to pulse in a blinding hue that made it impossible to look directly at it. 
 
    I squinted through the piercing pain in my eyes to watch as the skin slowly began to regrow itself, and the process looked similar to how my skin had healed after Pindor’s attackers ended up melting my skin for me in the western woods. 
 
    First, the lower layers of raw flesh slowly built themselves over the exposed area, and then the upper layers started to crawl across the wound from all sides like a fire steadily burning across a meadow. It took about five minutes to complete the healing process, but when it was done, there wasn’t even a scar left behind on the red-head’s ribs. 
 
    “All of the systems of her body are functioning as they should,” Shoshanne told us when she straightened up again. “I caught traces of the tranquilizer in her bloodstream as I diagnosed her body, and I would guess she’ll be awake in two hours, but if you really wish me to wake her up, I can try to dilute the--” 
 
    “Yes, wake her up,” Sebastian insisted. Then he swallowed hard and seemed to realize how forcefully he’d spoken to the healer who just saved his friend. “Please.” 
 
    I tried not to smirk as I nodded to Shoshanne, and the healer’s staff glowed once more as she closed her eyes. She bit her lip until it was white while she tried to dilute the tranquilizer in the mage’s veins, and she shook her head in frustration more than a few times over the next ten minutes. Eventually, the healer seemed to figure out how to go about doing it, though, and after another ten minutes of effort, the red-head’s eyelids began to flutter again. 
 
    “Kat?” Sebastian asked in a hoarse voice, and he gently stroked the woman’s cheek with shaky hands. “Wake up, I’m right here. You’re okay, but you have to wake up. Please? Please wake up.” 
 
    “Remove the chains,” Shoshanne said as she stood and came around to the head of the table. “We need to get her limbs moving to increase her circulation. That’ll help.” 
 
    I sparked my metal magic and removed the chains from their mounts, and as I sent them to the pile on the worktable, I mirrored Shoshanne’s efforts in raising and lowering the mage’s limp arms and legs. 
 
    Sebastian continued trying to coax her back to consciousness, and after a couple minutes of effort, her eyes suddenly shot wide open in terror, and a shrill screech pierced my eardrums like an ice pick. 
 
    “Kat, it’s okay!” Sebastian yelped as the young woman lurched to try and run, but he caught her around the shoulders to keep her in place on the table. “You’re okay, they saved you! You’re safe, I promise. I’m right here.” 
 
    Shoshanne and I stayed poised to catch her as the woman’s labored breaths slowly evened out, and once she stopped looking all over in terrified confusion, she finally settled her gaze on the young man in front of her. 
 
    Then the two were welded together at the lips, and I raised my brows as the redhead’s legs locked around Sebastian’s hips. Suddenly, the two were groping each other like a pair of drunk teenagers on prom night, and Shoshanne blushed straight to her roots when Kat let out a lusty moan. 
 
    “Uhh … ” I tried as I realized how quickly this was all about to escalate, “if I could have your attention just for a couple minutes, we were sort of hoping to ask you a few questions about your experiences now that you’re not possessed. Anything you could tell us would be a huge help. What you saw, anything about the fortress you’ve been at all this time, how you were abducted, or even the … ” 
 
    I trailed off when Shoshanne caught my arm and dragged me away from the table, and I was still stubbornly working through my list of relevant questions when Sebastian hoisted the redhead against him without releasing her lips for even a millisecond. Then the two stumbled their way out of the infirmary as Kat began moaning more urgently. 
 
    “Whaaat the fuck,” I groaned as I stared at the infirmary doorway. “That’s not helpful. We need to talk to her and find out anything we can about--” 
 
    “Yeah, those two aren’t going to be talking to anyone for a while,” Shoshanne chuckled. “So, can we agree we’re not doing any more personal favors in this infirmary? It took too much time to wake her up, and all it brought us was an empty table and no answers.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” I said with a smirk. “I couldn’t help it, though, that guy was at the end of his rope. You saw him. I was ready to start having sympathy panic attacks just being near him. Also, I get where he’s coming from. If that was you and me, I would definitely be dragging you off to have some life affirming sex. Probably for hours.” 
 
    I winked at the healer, and she blushed to her roots. 
 
    “Well, waking her was the right thing to do,” Shoshanne said as she looped her arm in mine, “but I would be a very inefficient healer if I was as much of a softy as you.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m a softy now?” I clarified as I cocked a brow. “I thought I was an out of control killing machine. Which one is it?” 
 
    “Both,” Shoshanne giggled, “and I’m finding the combination incredibly attractive at the moment.” 
 
    I grinned as the healer shoved me back to pin me against the edge of her worktable, and I gladly let her slip her tongue between my lips even though I could hear Aurora’s impatient sigh come shortly after. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “I thought we were working as quickly as possible?” the half-elf said pointedly, and I chuckled as I came up for air. 
 
    “We did,” I assured her. “We’re just celebrating our first victory.” 
 
    “You already removed one?” Aurora asked eagerly as she came over to join us. “Where are they? Will they be awake soon? We should find out any information we can get about the fortress, how they were abducted--” 
 
    “Yes, Mason was of the same mind,” Shoshanne muttered. 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the patient left before we could get any answers,” I sighed, and Aurora’s emerald eyes flared. 
 
    “What?” she demanded. 
 
    “Yeah … that’s on me. She kinda knew that mage from the village who helped us out with building, and they had some pretty urgent things to work through.” 
 
    Just then, Deya entered the infirmary with three loaded stretchers at her back. 
 
    “Actually, they’re making love in the trees not far away from here,” the elf giggled. 
 
    “I know, I heard,” I muttered, “but that’s alright, because we can just move on to the next patients, and these ones are not leaving without answering some questions first because Shoshanne’s making all of the calls from now on. No regrets about Sebastian, though. If any of you went missing for weeks, I’d lose my fucking mind. I honestly can’t believe he didn’t pass out during the operation, he was so wound up.” 
 
    “I thought he was going to punch you when you brought those chains over,” Shoshanne said as she glanced sidelong at me. 
 
    “Me too,” I chuckled, but Aurora rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Well, then let’s get on to the rest of the mages before any other lovers show up to steal our witnesses.” 
 
    “Do you want me to stay by you this time?” I asked as I glanced down at the healer still wrapped in my arms, and Shoshanne bit her lip. 
 
    “I suppose I need to let you get other things done sometime today,” she mumbled, “but you’ll still be here right? You’re not leaving for Jagruel right away?” 
 
    “Of course, we’re not,” Cayla answered for me as she strolled into the infirmary. “We aren’t going anywhere until you’re completely taken care of, and I mean this in more ways than one.” 
 
    A coy grin curled at the corner of Shoshanne’s lips as the princess came over and left a kiss on her cheek, and I heard a few Terra Mages chuckling to themselves on their way out. 
 
    “I just stopped by Flynt’s Pub to let Raynor know the first batch has arrived,” Cayla informed the healer. “He offered to come by and help out, and I took him up on the offer since I thought this might make you more comfortable.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the gods,” Shoshanne sighed with relief. “I really don’t enjoy being the only healer around for this.” 
 
    “You’re doing an amazing job,” I assured her, “and from what I can tell, you won’t have any issues keeping the mages restrained while you work, whether you have help or not.” 
 
    “That’s true, but you’ll need to adjust the chains so I can somehow secure them while you’re away,” Shoshanne pointed out, “and I’ll need to keep some Terra Mages on hand to help bring in the bodies when the snatcher returns. I can’t move them all by myself.” 
 
    “Your Terra Mages have already been hired,” I told her. “They’ll be here daily at the same time starting tomorrow, and they’ll come by between their training sessions to help with the other deliveries.” 
 
    “See?” Cayla said as she nudged Shoshanne. “We wouldn’t leave you alone here without making sure every little detail is handled.” 
 
    “Starting with a clean water supply in here,” I decided. “Did you have any luck finding Odin?” 
 
    “Right here,” the young Flumen Mage muttered from the doorway, but he kept his eyes on the unconscious mages all chained to the tables around the room. “This is … ” 
 
    I nodded my agreement when the kid failed to find a suitable phrase, and I gestured for him to come over and join us before I turned to Cayla.  
 
    “Would you mind locating some Defenders who could stand guard for us?” I asked her. “I formed a lookout tower on the southwestern edge of the infirmary, and there should be about twelve Defenders to choose from at the training fields right now.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Shoshanne said with a smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, I do, or I won’t be able to sleep for a week,” I admitted. “Now, you’ll have Defenders guarding the infirmary, Ruela guarding you, Big Guy guarding Falmount, and Stan to do some backflips and lighten the mood.” 
 
    “We’ll need to choose carefully to fill the post,” Cayla said as she considered the idea. “In the short term, the Defenders need to be capable of countering anyone who might put Shoshanne at risk, but if the Master does discover what you’re up to here, we’ll have to be prepared to keep a whole troop of his soldiers at bay until we can organize our forces. How about an Ignis, Flumen, and Terra Mage all armed with your revolvers and shotguns? Reloading time might be a weak point for them, but we could leave a small supply of rockets up there as well. Since the bazookas won’t function if they try to operate them, the Defenders could throw the rockets from that height and cause a detonation if need be to buy us some time.” 
 
    “I love where your head’s at,” I informed the princess, and I pulled her into my arms to admire her deadly grin. “If you can find me three Defenders with aim as lethal as yours, I’ll finally feel comfortable about leaving Shoshanne for the week.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Cayla said with a pointed look. “I’m not sure who is stalling more right now, you or Shoshanne.” 
 
    “It’s a solid tie,” I informed her as I sent the healer a wink, “but I’m running out of details to obsess over, so once the guards are in place, I’m gonna have to seriously focus on saving the ogres.” 
 
    “Then consider it done,” Cayla purred, and she trailed her slender finger down my chest before she sauntered out of the infirmary. 
 
    “You sure know how to make a woman feel invincible,” Shoshanne chuckled. “I won’t have to worry about anything while you’re gone, except how to stay warm at night, of course. I’ve gotten spoiled relying on all of our body heat lately.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said as I furrowed my brow.  
 
    “Well, that’s not okay,” Aurora snorted. 
 
    “We’ll fix that as soon as the fountain is handled,” I assured the healer, and she gave an exasperated sigh as I motioned for Odin to follow after me.  
 
    I led the Flumen Mage to the half moon fountain in the corner while Deya and Aurora followed Shoshanne to help sterilize her tools and prepare for the next procedure.  
 
    “We just need to pull up a spring of water from under the ground, and then figure out how to keep the supply constantly cycling so it’s sanitary,” I explained as I glanced at Odin over my shoulder. “Have you been practicing your magery?” 
 
    “Constantly,” the young mage assured me. “I was actually working on that question you had for me, about how the possessed mages might be using water in their attacks, too. Yesterday, I managed to draw half a tree’s worth of water to me just by summoning it from the trunk, and judging by what an Aer Mage friend of mine told me, I think that would be enough water to fill about ten mages’ lungs.” 
 
    I stared. “Shit … that’s not good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought the same thing,” Odin said with a wry smirk. “It’d be easily accessible to any of the possessed Flumen Mages no matter where they’re working in the foothills, too, because it’s mostly wooded in this region.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed. “A Flumen Mage actually drowned a friend of mine just the other day in the western woods. There aren’t any water systems in that area, so he must have used the trees to do it.” 
 
    Odin’s eyes widened, and then he shook his head as he looked down on the empty fountain in front of us. “I used to think our connection to our elements made us the most useful, but now it seems more like we’re the deadliest citizens in Illaria.” 
 
    “We are deadly,” I replied, “but the Master is leaning toward that application of our powers rather than the useful side, and that’s where we can trip him up. We’re applying both, starting with this fountain.”  
 
    “Understood.” Odin nodded his agreement as he stood a bit taller.  
 
    “So, I formed the fountain against the wall because I wasn’t sure how we could manage the filtering system,” I explained. “I figured maybe it could drain out the bottom, and the fresh supply could pour in from the wall, but whatever you think is best. I carved a pipe sized tunnel from the dirt up through the stonework so it could pour out that spout right there, but I can reform all of this anywhere you need it.” 
 
    “I think what you’ve come up with right here is best,” Odin replied. “I can already sense water beneath us, and I’ll do it just like you explained, but maybe I could instill a steady current in the water to be sure every drop ends up cycling back into the ground throughout the day.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said as I clapped the kid on the shoulder. “I’ll leave you to it then.” 
 
    Odin got right to work, and I was impressed to see him already pulling water up and transferring it through the hole in the stone wall within a few minutes. Last time I’d seen him at work, it took him ten times as long just to get in touch with his element, but clearly, he’d been practicing as much as I asked him to. 
 
    I left him to focus on his work as I headed back toward the others, and Shoshanne was already waiting for me to secure the restraints on her next patient. I took a moment to summon a small chunk of spring steel from my workshop before I broke the last link on each end of the chain, and then I altered the pieces, so I had a gate and spine like a carabiner. The last thing I did was carefully spring load the gate and carve a small notch to catch it when it closed, and I gave a quick demonstration so the healer could see how the mechanism worked. 
 
    “Now, you just have to push this gate in, hook the iron spine through the mount on the table, and release the gate to close the chain link,” I explained. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I need,” Shoshanne said. “Can you do the same with the other restraints?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said as I left a kiss in her copper curls. “I’ll get you completely stocked on chains, and then we’ll get the rest of the patients tied down.” 
 
    Deya stayed to help Shoshanne with sponging up the blood while she worked, and as I formed more chains at the worktable, I could hear the beautiful elf boosting the healer up with plenty of compliments about her precision and professionalism while the two sat side by side at the operating table. They managed to finish twelve patients by the time I completed sixty more chains, and Shoshanne seemed to have the whole procedure well in hand now. 
 
    Odin finished the fountain in record time, too, and I sent him to the Oculus when he finished so he could let his brother Jenik know I was leaving town and to keep an eye out for any word from Dorinick. The young mage assured me he would deliver the message immediately, and once Aurora finished helping me restrain the last of the sedated mages, I started on hanging the spare restraints in the storage cellar. 
 
    “So, about Shoshanne being cold at night,” I said to the half-elf. “Do you think you could come up with some sort of enchanted fire for her in the bedroom? Something that won’t go out while we’re gone but will stay completely contained and not put her at risk while she’s sleeping. Not too bright, either, I don’t want her losing sleep over it, but bright enough she could read by it if she wants to. I don’t know, you’re the Ignis Mage, I just want it to be perfect, is all.” 
 
    “I can do that,” the half-elf said as she fought back a smirk. “All I need is any kind of hearth about two feet from the bed and three feet in diameter.” 
 
    “Give me a second,” I said, and I sparked my Terra Magic before seeping into the makeup of our house next door. 
 
    Once I found the bedroom, I followed Aurora’s instructions and had a kiva style hearth in the corner opposite from the head of our bed, and I took an extra minute or two to form a stone bench around it so Shoshanne could read her volumes by the fire. 
 
    “I’ll make sure it’s perfect,” Aurora chuckled as she blew me a kiss on her way out the door, but then she popped her head back in and sent me a warning look. “Cayla got way more than just a few Defenders for you, by the way.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I headed for the door to see what she meant, and I found Cayla’s thigh high boots striding up the lane with what looked like every Defender in Falmount stern-faced at her back. My mind raced through every complaint the troop could possibly make, and I was well prepared to back my decisions to do the procedures here in Falmount by the time Defender Urn came to a stiff stop in front of me.  
 
    He looked severe as he stared down his strict nose from inches above me, and the muscles in his broad shoulders strained at his leather vest. He reminded me of a biker with his shaven head and bristly mustache, but he moved with the precision of a soldier, which betrayed his eight years of service in the Order. 
 
    Then Defender Urn extended a hand, and he looked past me to the mages strapped on the tables.  
 
    “Defender Flynt,” the large Terra Mage grunted. 
 
    “Defender Urn,” I said as I shook his hand. “I wasn’t expecting to see you all so soon. The first group of mages have been recaptured, and Shoshanne is more than halfway done with removing their brandings. I’m guessing you’ve heard about the unrest amongst the mages in the village, but--” 
 
    “We have,” Urn said with a nod, and he brushed past me to lead the entire group of Defenders in while Cayla looped her arm in mine. “Word is that Defender Solana suggested they fuck off, and we fully support her opinion.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with some surprise, and Urn chuckled as he turned around to face me. 
 
    “We can certainly understand their discomfort,” he allowed, “but the safety of all mages has always been the primary concern of the Defenders of the Order, and that is what you’re working to accomplish here. The mages in the village have no place questioning your decisions, particularly while you’re acting under explicit orders from their king. We’ve done what we can to make that clear, so I wouldn’t expect any more issues. Normally, the head of the Order would manage all of this, but here we are.” 
 
    I smirked. “Well, I certainly appreciate your efforts.” 
 
    “As do we,” Urn said. “We’ve come to offer our assistance in any way we can. I assume you already have a plan in place regarding how to proceed from here.” 
 
    “Doesn’t he always?” Cayla said as she flicked her blue eyes toward me, and a few mages chuckled their agreement. 
 
    “Hey, if that’s my calling card, I’m very okay with it,” I chuckled and sent Cayla a wink. “Right now, we’re finishing the last brandings, and when the mages begin to wake up, we have a lot of questions. I don’t want to overwhelm them, and I don’t want to keep them from their families who are no doubt extremely worried. We just need to get as many answers as we can while being considerate of everything they’ve been through and respecting that they probably want to move ahead.” 
 
    “What sort of questions?” Urn asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Well, they mostly involve an issue that came to light a couple days ago,” I admitted. “As many of you know, my women and I traveled to Mors Pass in an effort to track down the mage camp, and what we discovered were magical defenses, an entire fortress, which by all accounts seems to defy physical logic, and a dozen or so ogres already possessed by the Master’s rune.” 
 
    The Defenders immediately began asking several questions, and I nodded as I held up a hand. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m as curious as you are about all of this,” I told them. “These are the same questions I’ve got, and hopefully, these mages can start answering them. Beyond this, I need three Defenders to guard the infirmary while we do our work here, and if any of you can assist Shoshanne over the next week, that would be ideal. Defender Haragh and I have received orders from the king to travel west to Jagruel and assess the threat against the ogres.” 
 
    “Jagruel?” a Defender asked incredulously. “The king has handed you a death sentence. How does he expect you to be of any help to the ogres? And why should you? The threat here is--” 
 
    “The threat against the ogres affects all of us,” I clarified. “Every creature the Master enslaves becomes a threat to us, and we need to ensure the ogres don’t join that list.” 
 
    “Is there anything life threatening you won’t say yes to?” Urn sighed as he stroked his mustache. 
 
    “I’ve never supported being gutted alive,” I told him with a smirk. “That’s probably the only thing on the list.” 
 
    Shoshanne and Deya giggled from their operating table, and Urn shook his head.  
 
    “Well, that’s a relief to hear,” one of the Defenders snorted. “At least we know you’re sane. How do you expect to handle the ogres, though, after everything--” 
 
    Just then, Raynor walked into the infirmary with several sacks piled in his wiry arms, and when he saw all of us standing in the center of the room, he smiled and nodded like he always did. 
 
    I was never so happy to see the barkeep.  
 
    “I’m so glad you’ve come,” Shoshanne said as she stood and hurried over to unload his parcels. 
 
    “Not a problem, miss,” Raynor rasped. “Just wanted to be sure you’re not having any troubles here. I see the tranquilizer is working well enough.” 
 
    “Raynor helped us find a proper sedative for the mages,” I explained to the others. “We couldn’t have gotten this far without his insight.” 
 
    Three Defenders immediately headed over to the barkeep as I spoke, and they relieved the man of his burdens while he smiled sheepishly. 
 
    “Just some sustenance for when they wake up,” he explained. “Thought you might need some broth and greens. There’s some honeyed nuts as well, but I’m cooking up twenty loaves of fresh bread, too.” 
 
    “Raynor, you’re a wonderful man,” Shoshanne informed him as she looped her arm in the old man’s. “Would you like to see how everything is going?” 
 
    “Certainly, miss,” Raynor said with a smile and a nod, and he went with Shoshanne to the operating table she’d just left. 
 
    Some of the Defenders started laying out the food Raynor had brought by while others began gathering up old gauze to clear away for Shoshanne, and a handful came forward offering to serve as the guards for the infirmary. 
 
    “Cayla will be doing trial exercises with you in the clearing out front to determine the best fit for the position,” I told them, and they nodded their approval before they followed Cayla out of the infirmary.  
 
    Urn remained behind and nudged me in the arm, and he gestured to the mages on the tables. 
 
    “How long until they wake up?” he asked. 
 
    “Not long now,” I replied. “Probably under an hour. How is the training going?” 
 
    “You’ll be pleased with the progress,” the Terra Mage told me. “Those senior Defenders Kurna brought in are even givin’ me a thing or two to learn about, and the younger mages are really stepping it up. In another week, I’d say they’ll all be where they should have been by now, and the newer ones will be ahead of the curve. You’ve got a decent setup out here, it’s completely changed the direction the Order was headed down with Wyresus in charge.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “When do you leave for the west?” Urn asked as he considered me carefully. 
 
    “Probably tonight,” I told him. “I just spoke with the king this morning about it, but I wanted to get the infirmary locked down and speak with the mages before leaving.” 
 
    “What of this fortress, then?” 
 
    “I’ve spoken with the dwarven general of Orebane, and he’s already working to stake out the region for us while we try to figure out all we can here. He’ll keep me updated on any developments.” 
 
    “Well, you can trust us to look after the town while you’re gone,” Urn assured me. “The Defenders are doing well leading the training, even the ones who thought the work might be beneath their skillset. We’ll take turns checking in at the Oculus for you as well. You just make sure those ogres don’t get the bite on you.” 
 
    “I really appreciate the help,” I replied, “but if you wouldn’t mind, could you do me a personal favor?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Could you keep an eye on Shoshanne for me?” I asked. “She has her own defenses in place, of course, but she’s taking a huge risk doing these procedures in mass like this, and if anything happened … ” 
 
    “Don’t worry another second on it,” Urn said as he clapped me on the shoulder. “We owe your healer for every life in this infirmary, and we’ll not dismiss that. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Urn and I checked on Cayla in the clearing and watched how the trial was going for a bit, and it looked like the Defenders who volunteered to guard the infirmary had put in the time needed to master the weapons I’d made. Their aim was true, but they were no Cayla, and they fumbled a bit with reloading fast enough. I could tell Cayla wasn’t too pleased with the results, and I wasn’t either, but there was only so much I could expect from a revolver and a shotgun. 
 
    This notion suddenly had my veins sparking eagerly, though. 
 
    “That’s how we counter the mages,” I muttered to myself, and a grin came to my face. 
 
    “What was that?” Urn asked as he turned to me. 
 
    “I was just thinking about our weaponry,” I explained. “The problem we’re facing now that the Master has targeted the mages is magery is such an immediate ammunition. If you’re skilled enough, there’s no reload period, especially with the Master’s rune magnifying the effects. It makes the mages faster, stronger, more determined, and less concerned with pushing their limits. So, fighting against mages who have no restraint will trump our skill levels any day.”  
 
    I was talking fast, and Urn opened his mouth to respond, but I continued without pausing for any breaths as my excitement got the better of me.  
 
    “That’s where we’re weakest as individuals and as a collective, because we can either reload our weapons or turn to our magery,” I pointed out. “Now, since we have the perk of being in control of our own minds, we can avoid overtaxing ourselves while the possessed mages won’t even consider their magical limits, but this still isn’t an upper hand. If we can’t fight back long enough for the possessed mages to hit that limit, then it doesn’t matter, and we can’t use it as leverage. Our magery will fall below par regardless, so we’re arming ourselves, right? But reloading our weapons slows us down to a degree we just can’t afford. So, how do we get to where every mage can accomplish both at once? Faster reload, heightened effect, and mass distribution. That’s how we counter the possessed mages.” 
 
    “Except we’re not attacking the possessed mages,” Urn said in a low voice, and I glanced over to find him watching me intently. 
 
    For a minute, I’d gotten so caught up in the predicament that I forgot I was talking to the Defender who’s hand I’d shaken as I promised I wouldn’t kill the mages we’d lost. I was also watching our top Defenders, though, and I knew they wouldn’t survive an attack if it did come, which was a hole that couldn’t be ignored at this juncture. 
 
    So, I decided to say what I’d been thinking since the moment I made the deal with Defender Urn, because if he was in a position to influence the others, then he needed to open his eyes to every side of the problem. 
 
    “You have to understand this isn’t an end all solution,” I sighed as I gestured to the infirmary. “We can’t expect to empty out the Master’s entire fleet without him noticing. Eventually, he’ll catch on, and when he sends forces to deal with us, there will be possessed mages in the ranks, and they’ll be doing anything they can to wipe us out. Are you telling me you’re going to put your hands up and refuse to fight back?” 
 
    Urn looked away as his brows furrowed another measure, but after a while, he shrugged. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “That’s not where we’re at right now. We’re getting our mages back. That’s what’s important.” 
 
    “Looking ahead is just as important,” I countered. “We know what we’re up against, so we need to be prepared to counter it when it comes, otherwise all of this effort is wasted. It doesn’t matter how many mages we recapture if we don’t fight to keep them. Protecting the Oculus and Falmount is useless if we can’t defend the residents when push comes to shove.” 
 
    “Are you gonna attack these ogres he’s got as well then?” Urn asked pointedly. “Defender Haragh would certainly be curious about that, I’m sure. Would you tell him you’d kill the ogres off if they closed in on Falmount?” 
 
    “Haragh knows I’ll kill anyone who shows no sign of backing down,” I told him honestly. “If that means I’m fighting elves, ogres, or mages, it doesn’t matter. Defending the kingdom means doing whatever it takes to ensure the Master doesn’t win. We’re doing what we can here right now, but one day, we’ll have to change our tactics. You have to be ready for that. We all do.” 
 
    The muscles in Urn’s jaw pulsed as he looked away again, and when Shoshanne called my name from inside, I turned to join her without pushing the subject any further. Knowing I’d said my piece to Urn eased my discomfort a bit where our agreement was concerned, and my mind was already turning a mile a minute with ideas about how to ensure we could counter the possessed mages, and anyone else the Master tried to turn on us. 
 
    I’d tracked the Master’s every advance this far, and remaining determined to counter each one had actually paid off in spades, but only now did I understand to what extent. The fact was, if the Master wanted to use magery or rune magic, I currently had both at my disposal. Whatever his numbers or his plans, it was clear what his weapons of choice were, and I just realized I could outdo him at this game. 
 
    Because no one in this realm knew the potential for weaponry like I did, not even the Master, and no one could combine all of the available assets into one, lethal, handheld package. 
 
    Except for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    I found Shoshanne speaking to three mages who had just woken up, and they were sitting with their heads in their hands while the healer spoke quietly to them. 
 
    “Are you finished with the procedures?” I asked as I came to Shoshanne’s side, and she nodded. 
 
    “The others will gradually awaken, so I thought you might want to relocate those who need to recuperate for our discussions,” the healer said. “I’ve already spoken with these three, and they’d like to help in any way they can.” 
 
    “We’ll tell you whatever we can remember,” one of the mages said with a nod, but he immediately winced and grabbed his head again like the gesture had caused him pain. 
 
    Shoshanne noticed my concern about this, and she helped the mage lie back down as she filled me in. 
 
    “After assessing them, it seems the residual effects of the tranquilizer are a foggy mind, headache, stomach pains, and fatigue. This young man says it feels no worse than a long night of drinking, but I’d like to make them as comfortable as possible after everything they’ve been through. The redheaded girl from earlier didn’t seem at all distressed, and I’ve decided the healing staff must have quelled the effects of the tranquilizer much like your r … well, much like you experienced.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “That makes a lot of sense. Are you going to work on this next, then?” 
 
    “Yes, but it’ll take time to get through all of them, and I still need to clean this room up for when the snatcher returns with the next group,” Shoshanne explained. “Would you like me to have the Defenders help the patients get upstairs before I begin with the healing staff? I can always do my work while the discussions are taking place, and once everyone is awake, I can come clean up.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” I agreed. “Let’s get everyone settled in, and then we can begin, but I’ll have the Defenders clear everything away for you. You’re doing enough as it is, and they’ve offered to assist you for the week.” 
 
    “Offered to assist,” Shoshanne clarified, “or been assigned the job by a handsome man with an obsessive need to take care of his women?” 
 
    “Let’s just say both,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    I divvied up the tasks amongst the Defenders I had on hand, and while half of them helped the waking mages slowly head up the stairs, I explained the necessary cleaning procedures to the others. Then I joined the rest on the second level, and as Shoshanne started working her way through them with her healing staff burning bright, the rest of us quietly discussed the best way to approach the recovered mages. 
 
    In the end, we decided to work in pairs while talking to two mages at a time so we wouldn’t overwhelm anyone or miss a single detail. We would regroup when all was done to consolidate everything we found out, and three of our Terra Defenders offered to start building homes in the village for any of the patients who either had nowhere to return to, or preferred being secure in Falmount Rift. 
 
    Once I made sure the Defenders on the first floor would help escort the last mages up to us when they finally awoke, I sent Cayla to help Deya with some target practice. Then I paired up with Aurora to sit down with two mages who had already been rejuvenated by Shoshanne. 
 
    “Lorin,” the young blonde woman said when I asked her name. “Ignis Mage.” 
 
    She was wearing a plain but tattered dress that looked like it hadn’t been washed in months, and the fiery red belt she wore around her waist to signify her element was frayed and torn as she twisted it nervously between her fingers. 
 
    I nodded and turned to the man beside her, and he fidgeted with his trembling hands while his deep brown eyes worked hard to hold my gaze. 
 
    “Keris,” he said quietly. “Aer Mage.” 
 
    I couldn’t make out the trim on his baggy mage’s robes from how dirty they were, and it looked like the majority of the mess was soot and dirt. There were some notable splatters of dried blood here and there, and I was half sure the dark brown curls on his head were matted with blood near his temples. 
 
    The man seemed to have a hefty dose of pent up energy, and his constant fidgeting initially made me skeptical, until I realized he was trying to keep his hands from shaking. Every couple of minutes, he glanced toward the windows like he was expecting an attack at any second, and when he outright said he was expecting this, Aurora furrowed her brows. 
 
    “What makes you think they’ll attack us here?” she asked. 
 
    “They’ll attack,” he said as he fidgeted some more and nodded. “They’ll attack, and we’ll all die.” 
 
    “Breathe,” Lorin urged the man, and he took a clipped and shallow breath that hardly counted. 
 
    “Do you know when you were abducted?” I asked Keris. 
 
    “No,” he admitted, and he plucked at the sallow skin on his bony arm, “but I’m a lot smaller than I was before.” 
 
    “Well, you’re home safe now,” Aurora assured him. 
 
    “No, nowhere is safe,” he argued. “They attack their own, and they’ll attack you. We’ll all die.” 
 
    “They attack their own?” I asked as my stomach clenched. 
 
    “Yes,” Lorin said quietly. “There are ogres out there, but I don’t know how he found them. I’d never seen an ogre in my life. They’re … they’re very violent. I could feel his frustration with them, too. In my head, I mean. It was very strong. He wanted us to keep them in line, but we couldn’t. I remember trying and trying, but I couldn’t do it. Then everything went black.” 
 
    “You must have overtaxed yourself,” Aurora guessed. “We’re concerned this rune will push the mages beyond their limits. Do you know how you managed to recover?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lorin admitted. “I think I was delirious. I just remember crawling through the woods. I killed something and ate it, and I slept somewhere. I think it was by a tree … then there was green light everywhere. I tried to run, and the green light followed me. Then I woke up here.” 
 
    “The green light is a machine I’ve built to help us safely recapture the mages,” I explained. “It wouldn’t harm you, that’s how we’ve designed it. The channeling gem is green.” 
 
    Keris started nodding repeatedly when I said this, and I glanced over at him. 
 
    “Green’s better than red,” he muttered. “Green is fast, but red is mean.” 
 
    “Do you mean you’ve seen a machine that glows red?” I asked, and I immediately thought of Big Red at the gates of the Oculus. 
 
    “Yeah,” the mage said as he began to knead his hands until they were white. “Red was pretty bad, and I told him red was bad, but he didn’t listen. He made me go back anyways. Green was better, I guess. Green just made it all stop.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Aurora, and I knew we’d both caught on the same notion. Clearly, this man had been sent to the Oculus, and after running into Big Red, he’d apparently returned to the Master and told him the problem. It must have happened just today, because Big Red had said there weren’t any issues yet, but why the Master would send the mage back after hearing about the automaton was beyond me. 
 
    “What did he tell you to do when he sent you back to the red one?” I asked, and I tried to keep my voice steady rather than pressing him too much into a subject that seemed to upset him quite a lot. 
 
    “No, I didn’t go back,” Keris said with a fervent shake of his head. “I was hungry, and I couldn’t make it. Then the green one showed up and made it all stop. I thought the others would kill me first, but I didn’t care much.” 
 
    “The other mages attacked you?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “There’s just too many,” Keris said as he looked back toward the window. “The orders make no sense, there’s too many of them coming in. I had to go back, but I couldn’t, and my head hurt so much when I realized I couldn’t. Everything was hot like my head was burning. Then the others started beating me with sticks, but I didn’t care.” 
 
    I sighed as I rifled my hair, and I tried to push down the fury burning in my stomach. If the Master was letting his own soldiers turn against each other to keep them in line, we could end up losing our mages before we recaptured them, but the notion that he’d need to resort to this made me wonder. 
 
    “Keris, how many others were there?” 
 
    “Too many,” he said with a nervous nod. “It’s never quiet, and everyone’s hungry. I ate one I was so hungry, but I didn’t care.” 
 
    “You … ate someone?” Aurora asked uneasily, and Lorin averted her gaze like this didn’t surprise her. 
 
    “Lorin,” I said, “do you know how many there are? Even just a guess would help.” 
 
    “Hundreds, thousands,” she said with a shrug. “I never saw them all. There’s a lot of tunnels and chambers, and I walked a lot, but I could never tell where I was. Everything was confusing and never seemed to end, so I just walked until I was lost in the dark.” 
 
    “The place he kept you has tunnels and chambers that never seem to end,” I mused. “Was there any daylight where you were? I’ve seen a drawing of the fortress, and it looked like it was above ground?” 
 
    “Some of it is,” she said. “I went up at first, and there were a couple windows up there, but mostly firelight. I got to go outside to help drag the bodies in, though, and then I could see the sun.” 
 
    “What bodies?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “All kinds of bodies,” Lorin replied. “Some of them were dead, and we ate them, but then the ogres started taking them. We didn’t eat much after that. Some of the bodies were mages that had been branded and brought to us. Some of them were creatures I’d never seen before. I recognized the elves because they had pointy ears.” 
 
    “He’s bringing more elves in?” I immediately asked, and Lorin nodded. 
 
    “So, there’s all kinds of creatures out there, and all of them are under the Master’s control,” Aurora mused. “Do they all have different jobs to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lorin admitted. “I saw the ogres moving rocks on the grounds sometimes. I dragged bodies in with other mages and some of the elves, but I remember going to Serin a few times to help capture more of us.” 
 
    “And how did you get in and out of the fortress?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lorin frowned in confusion. “I walked out.” 
 
    “Yeah, but where was the entrance? Is it a tunneled entrance, a gate, a stone door?” 
 
    Lorin furrowed her brow for a moment and looked at Keris, but the man just shrugged. 
 
    “I guess I’m not too sure,” Lorin said. “I know I went in and out, but I can’t remember where. There must have been a door.” 
 
    “Do you remember what side of the fortress you exited from?” I tried, but the woman shook her head, and I could tell it was frustrating her that she couldn’t remember. “It’s alright. We’re just having trouble figuring out the layout of the place.” 
 
    “It’s endless,” Keris said as he fidgeted a bit more. “If you go up, it’s all corners, and if you go down, it’s all tunnels.” 
 
    “Corners?” Aurora asked. “Like hallways that turn?” 
 
    “I guess,” the man said with a shrug. “I just remember turning and going nowhere, and then my head was burning some more so I tried to get back down to the tunnels. It smelled strange up there, too. Like … metal or something. Eventually, I made it back to the tunnels, though.” 
 
    I sat up a bit straighter as my curiosity was piqued. “Metal?” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that, too,” Lorin said as she looked off across the room. “Like how copper has a distinct smell, or the taste of blood.” 
 
    “Have you ever been to a blacksmith’s shop?” I asked. “There’s a distinct smell that molten metal gives off, and if the Master is forging some kind of weaponry indoors, it would probably smell pretty strong.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lorin said, and she looked frustrated again. “I don’t remember everything, I just know it was hot, and my head began to feel like it was burning, too. Then I was ordered to bring more bodies in, and … I guess I walked out? Somehow.” 
 
    I could tell both of them were becoming upset with the gaps in their memories, so I decided to end the discussion so they could recuperate a bit. 
 
    “Do either of you have family here?” I asked. “Friends or anyone you can stay with?” 
 
    “No,” Lorin replied and dropped her eyes. “My sister lives in Cedis, but I’m alone here. I used to live in the Oculus, but I don’t want to go there. They’ll just take me back again.” 
 
    “We’ve been doing everything we can to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Aurora assured her, “but you can stay here in Falmount if you wish. We have houses available, and a constant patrol around the perimeter of the town. Right now, daily training sessions are taking place here, too. It would be a good idea for both of you to attend.” 
 
    “I’d like to stay here,” Lorin said as her eyes brimmed with tears. “I don’t want to go back to the Oculus.” 
 
    “That’s completely fine, you don’t need to,” I said gently. “Why don’t you rest here for a while and eat a bit until you feel better? We can have a Defender show you where you’ll be staying once you’re feeling up to it. What about you, Keris?” 
 
    “I had a wife, but they killed her,” he said as he glanced toward the windows for maybe the twentieth time. 
 
    “They killed her?” Aurora asked in shock. “When? Who?” 
 
    “The ones who got me,” he said, and his tone was hollow. “That’s the last thing I remember before everything changed. She was an Ignis Mage, and she tried to hold them off, but then … I felt what they did, through my magery. Her lungs ruptured.” 
 
    My hands were numb as I instinctively reached over to my half-elf, and when I took her hand, she was as cold as ice. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” Aurora said quietly. “That must have been--” 
 
    “It’s better she died,” Keris muttered. “She wouldn’t have liked being out there where I was. I’ll stay here, though, if that’s alright.” 
 
    “Of course, it is,” I told him. “We’ll have some food brought up for both of you while you rest.” 
 
    Aurora and I headed for the stairs, and I could hear the hushed conversations taking place around us as we went. The Defenders were doing their best to keep the discussions calm, but I could tell they were struggling with the mages’ memories as well. Several of the patients shrugged and looked confused when they were asked questions, and many of them were fidgeting as badly as Keris had been. 
 
    “This is going to be a long day,” Aurora sighed as we came to the first floor again. “I can’t even imagine what sort of things these mages have seen and done, and I don’t want to.” 
 
    I gently caught Aurora’s elbow before she could wander off, and I pulled her into my arms because I’d been wanting to ever since Keris mentioned his wife. The half-elf buried her face against my chest and let out a long sigh, and I tucked a kiss in her blue hair as Shoshanne came over to us. 
 
    “How is everything going?” the healer asked, and she stroked Aurora’s back as she furrowed her brow. 
 
    “Great,” the half-elf mumbled against my shirt. 
 
    “It’s a bit depressing up there,” I admitted, “but it’s definitely an improvement to what they’ve been experiencing. We’re just getting some food for the two mages we’ve been talking with, and then we’ll move on to the next pair. How is it going down here?” 
 
    “Just fine,” she assured me. “I’m almost finished straightening up, and the last ten mages should be waking up soon. I’ll have Raynor help bring food up for the others.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, and I was about to turn toward the stairs when Aurora tugged my shirt to pull me back. 
 
    “Mason, what about the smell they mentioned?” she asked, and her blue brows were knit with concern. “If it is heated metal they were smelling …” 
 
    “It probably was,” I told her honestly. “The Master is most likely forging mass amounts of weaponry up there. Not everyone he captures will be as well armed as the elves usually are, so he needs reserves for the rest of his troops. Let’s just hope he’s not trying to get creative anymore.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shoshanne asked uneasily. 
 
    “Remember the replica of the revolver that Rhys’ son used on me?” I said, and both women paled. 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora gasped. “What will we do if his whole fleet has the same weapons as us? An army of possessed mages armed with revolvers is a terrifying thought.” 
 
    “Let me worry about weaponry,” I said as I tried for a reassuring grin. “The Master might be trying to copy the revolver, but he has no idea how to advance from there, and I do. Trust me.” 
 
    Aurora and I returned to the second floor to begin interviewing our next pair, and the process went pretty much the same. Both of the men we spoke to confirmed that there were many kinds of creatures at the Master’s fortress, and they were able to explain that he’d started secluding them based on their species due to their violent natures. One of the men had been in charge of letting a pack of sphinx out to hunt every day, and he recalled killing three of them with his Flumen powers when they suddenly turned on him. 
 
    I was frustrated to find neither of the men could tell me how they got in or out of the place, though, and even the process of unleashing the pack of sphinx had this gaping hole in its logic. The Flumen Mage became vacant and more confused the longer he tried to recall the process, and eventually I gave up trying to get an answer from him.  
 
    We’d just sat down to speak with a pair of girls when a Defender came in from downstairs, and he looked severely concerned as he came straight to me, clutched my arm, and pulled me to my feet. 
 
    “Defender Flynt,” the man muttered in an urgent voice, “five mages just left.” 
 
    I stumbled after the man once he finally released me, and Aurora quickly followed us, along with Defender Urn. 
 
    “I’m not trying to hold anyone against their will or anything,” I said as we came to the first floor. “If they would really rather leave--” 
 
    “No,” one of the Defenders interrupted, “they weren’t acting like the others.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked uneasily, and Shoshanne stepped forward to listen closely with a steaming plate in her hands. 
 
    “I did what the healer asked us to do,” the Defender explained. “I removed the chains from the rest of the bodies, and I was cleaning up with the others when they started waking up. So, I said what I was supposed to, but none of them responded. They just got up and walked out.” 
 
    “I tried to get them to come back,” another Defender added. “I said we had food for them and beds they could recover in, but they just kept walking faster.” 
 
    I was already turning for the door with Aurora close behind. “Which way did they head?” 
 
    “Toward Magehill,” the Defender called after us, and we broke into a run as we came to the lane. 
 
    I trained my ears to pick up every sound in the vicinity, but none of the hundreds of conversations taking place in Falmount stuck out as strange or plotting. No one was screaming or sounding like they were being attacked either, and when we made it to Magehill, I gestured for Aurora to split off and circle around the opposite edge. 
 
    We scanned every lane winding up amongst the houses, but there was nothing but the usual young mages and a few Defenders wandering around. No one suspicious stuck out in any way to me, but everything the Defenders had told me in the infirmary sounded too odd to ignore, so I sparked my Terra Magic as I met Aurora around the other side of Magehill, and we ran onward toward the train station next. 
 
    The platform was deserted as well as the stables, and I seeped into the soil as I began scanning the foothills. 
 
    “They must have left the village right away,” Aurora guessed as she eyed the forest ahead of us. 
 
    My pulse quickened anxiously at the thought, and part of me didn’t want to find the missing mages at this point, because there were only two directions they could have gone if they left Falmount. One was toward Serin and the Oculus, and the other was to the Master’s fortress, and I couldn’t decide which would be worse. 
 
    I told myself they could have been heading to see their families in Serin, but my gut didn’t believe a word of it, and unfortunately, my gut was rarely wrong these days. 
 
    So, I steadied my breathing as I continued scanning, and I slowly worked my way south and east, but no one was on the road to Serin. I scanned it twice just to make sure, but when I finally sensed something to the east of me, I zeroed all of my focus in on this direction. 
 
    That’s when I picked up a group of hurried footsteps making their way through the woods, and not only could I tell that there were five of them in the group, but they were undeniably headed straight in the direction of the Master’s fortress. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed, and I whipped around to run back through Falmount as fast as my legs would take me while Aurora followed after. We came to a panting stop in the infirmary, and the Defenders I’d spoken with dropped what they were doing to come over. 
 
    “What did you say to them?” I demanded. “I need to know every word.” 
 
    “I just told them what the healer said,” one of them answered uneasily as he glanced at Shoshanne. “That they were safe now, that the branding was removed, and that we wanted to talk to them about what they’d seen if they felt up to it.” 
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed, and I clutched my hair. 
 
    “Why?” the Defender asked as his eyes widened. “Where’d they go?”  
 
    “Straight back to the Master’s fortress,” I replied as I glanced at Urn, but the burly mage just ground his jaw and looked away. “Now, they know we can remove the runes, they know we’re using the mages to get information, they know this is where we’re doing the procedure, and they fucking know there’s no guards at the entrance. Shit!” 
 
    “Wh-Why would they go back there?” one of the Defenders asked. “Why would they--” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Aurora snorted. “Because their loyalty lies elsewhere.”  
 
    The Defenders’ expressions darkened as they shifted the hilts of the swords on their belts, but Aurora shrugged.  
 
    “It’s not impossible to imagine,” the half-elf said. “Abrus fully supported what the Master had in mind, so why shouldn’t there be others?” 
 
    “Don’t say a thing to these last few mages,” I ordered. “We need to limit what’s said from now on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Shoshanne said, “I’m sorry I didn’t think of it sooner. I just assumed … ” 
 
    “So much for keeping a low profile,” Aurora muttered. 
 
    “We’re not going to Jagruel,” I decided on the spot, and I continued before Shoshanne could argue. “There’s no way I’m leaving you here after this. There were five mages in this room just now who support what the Master’s working toward whether or not they’re runed, and you could have been the one standing here when they woke up. No way.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they could have attacked the Defenders, and they didn’t,” Aurora pointed out, and the Defenders nodded their agreement. 
 
    “They just left,” one of them said. “Didn’t seem too friendly toward us, but none of them had summoned their powers.” 
 
    “Shoshanne would have been fine,” Aurora assured me, but I shook my head. 
 
    “Mason, please calm down,” Shoshanne said firmly. “You’re not thinking clearly, and you’re not even breathing at a normal rate. Just listen to what I have to say.” 
 
    “Nope. End of discussion.” 
 
    “Mason, that wasn’t a discussion, it was you freaking out,” Aurora muttered. 
 
    I took a ragged breath because I really was pretty wound up, and between Keris’ dead Ignis Mage wife and the five missing mages, I wasn’t too surprised. So, I tried to appear as calm as possible as I nodded, despite the fact that I was fighting the urge to lock all of my women up in the house. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be alone here,” Shoshanne reminded me, “and you know this because you’ve done everything possible to make sure of it already. Urn even told me you asked him to keep an eye on me, so don’t deny it. We’ll add two guards at the door as well as on the tower, keep five Defenders on the first floor at all times to assist me, and double Big Guy’s patrol of Falmount. I’ll limit what is said when they first wake up, and anyone who leaves will be traced by Urn to see where they go. In the meantime, if those mages are heading to the fortress, they’ll have to get through the snatcher first, won’t they?” 
 
    I couldn’t deny all of this made a lot of sense, but I stubbornly remained silent as I crossed my arms. 
 
    “We’ll give you some privacy,” Urn said as he cleared his throat, and I could have sworn I saw a smirk on his face as he led the two Defenders back up the stairs.  
 
    Then Aurora nudged me, and I glanced over to see a coy smile on her face. 
 
    “You’re sweet when you’re ready to abandon all of your plans over us.” 
 
    “Don’t be cute,” I muttered as I fought the grin twitching at my lip. “This is serious.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Aurora laughed. “The ogres seriously have no one to help them survive, Mason. You’re the only person willing to go west, and you have to go soon before the Master gets them all. If he’s about to find out what we’re doing, then so be it. We can still save dozens of mages before he can do anything about it, but you’re the one who has repeatedly said he would find out eventually, so don’t let it derail you. Stay focused on the next task, alright?” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned as I braced myself on the table beside me. “Stop sounding like me, it’s impossible to argue with you when you do that.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry,” Shoshanne said as she forced a serious frown, and I narrowed my eyes when I realized she was trying to do an impression of me. “We’ll make sure every last detail is taken care of.” 
 
    “Yes, this situation calls for strict organization,” Aurora added as she stifled a giggle. “I’ll draw up a few sketches.” 
 
    I sighed and turned toward the stairs, but Aurora burst out laughing as I dragged both of them along with me. 
 
    “But I’ll fix this!” the healer shamelessly giggled. “Just give me more than an hour to work on it, and I’m sure I’ll come up with something.” 
 
    I would have flicked both of them off if they knew what the gesture meant, but they didn’t. So, I let them giggle as I kept a firm grip on their arms, because I suddenly felt more like going against the grain and purposely getting nothing accomplished and maybe disregarding a handful of important details. Just to prove them wrong. 
 
    Neither of them seemed to notice the pair of chains that draped themselves in the crook of my arm as we went, and when we continued up the staircase without stopping, Aurora tensed in my grip. 
 
    “Wait, that was the second floor you just passed,” the half-elf chuckled, and I nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, well, Sebastian’s not the only one who needs some life affirming sex today,” I told her as I sent her a stern look, and I steered the two women to the deserted third floor of the infirmary. 
 
    Then I sealed off the entrance and windows as Aurora let a few amber flames curl around her fingertips, and complete silence pressed in around the three of us. 
 
    “Take off your clothes,” I ordered. “Both of you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Please tell me you brought some chains,” Aurora said breathlessly as she immediately wrenched the red silk of her bodice open, and I nodded before I leaned back against a table and crossed my arms. 
 
    I could hear the half-elf’s pulse quicken under my gaze as she slid the silk down over her hips to let the garment drop at her feet, and then Shoshanne got on her knees to peel the woman’s stockings off for her. 
 
    The dim flicker of flames dancing in the air around Aurora illuminated every curve of her in the darkened room, and she turned around to give me a view of her perfectly toned ass before she brought herself behind Shoshanne. 
 
    The half-elf held my gaze over the healer’s shoulder as she roughly tore Shoshanne’s blouse open, and then she slowly undressed her while I raked my eyes over every inch of her supple flesh. Once they were both completely nude, the two women stood obediently waiting side by side in the fire light, and I pulled the chains from the table at my back as I strolled over. 
 
    “Get on the table,” I commanded, and as Shoshanne laid herself out for me, I broke off just enough of one chain to form two shackles. Then I secured her wrists to the table above her head. 
 
    “But I need one hand,” the healer murmured, and I shook my head. 
 
    “No, you only get to watch and wait this time,” I told her. 
 
    Shoshanne let out a little groan as she sent me a pout, but I didn’t yield on this one. I pulled her legs up instead, and I let the cold chain slide across the back of her thighs to make her shiver before I secured it to the table so her legs were restrained behind the knees. 
 
    “Wait here for me,” I growled in the woman’s ear, and then I turned to where Aurora already laid watching me from the next table. 
 
    “I don’t need my hands,” Aurora informed me as she rolled onto her back, and she sent me a coy grin as she raised her arms above her head for me. 
 
    I chuckled and shackled her to the table before I chained her legs up just like Shoshanne, and by the time I finished getting my own clothes off, the half-elf’s breaths were coming impatiently as her emerald eyes bored into mine. 
 
    I wasn’t going to give her what she wanted just yet, though. Apparently, I’d been outdoing myself by making sure my women had everything they needed today, so I decided to take my sweet time taking everything I wanted from them.  
 
    Starting at the top. 
 
    Aurora moaned her approval as I lowered myself on top of her and began trailing my tongue down her neck, and when I abruptly gave her a punishing bite, she gasped as her legs strained against her chains. 
 
    “You’re gonna make this hard for me, aren’t you?” she muttered as I slowly continued my trail. 
 
    “Oh, I’m already hard for you,” I murmured against the soft crest of her cleavage, and the half-elf groaned impatiently. 
 
    “You know what I meant,” she tried to say, but when I bit lightly at her nipple, the words hitched in her throat as the chains jolted. Then her attention was fully distracted as I began to swirl my tongue around her taut pink bud, and I didn’t stop until she was squirming for more. 
 
    When I finally pulled her nipple into my mouth to suckle at her, the half-elf let out a ragged sigh, and I teased her other nipple with my thumb just to drive her to the brink that much quicker. 
 
    I could hear her heart pounding heavily in her chest as her breaths quickened, and when I finished teasing her like this for another few minutes, I started blazing a trail down her slender belly to the mound between her thighs. 
 
    Then Aurora looked down at me with her emerald eyes burning. “But I need you now. Please? I’m more than ready.” 
 
    “I know you are,” I said huskily, but I didn’t stop. 
 
    Aurora bit down hard on her lip as I flicked my tongue across her clit, and when I pressed my lips against her more fully, the half-elf let out a long, feral moan that echoed around the room. 
 
    Then I slid my tongue into her moist entrance, and Aurora gasped as she began to quake beneath her chains. I took my time enjoying the sweet taste of her arousal, and as I moved my tongue in a slow, methodical rhythm, I started tracing circles across her clit with my fingers. 
 
    The wetter she got, the deeper I delved my tongue to lap up every drop, and when Aurora suddenly bucked against me and let out a screech, I could tell she was on the verge of an orgasm. 
 
    “Not yet,” I warned in a low voice. 
 
    Aurora whimpered as she fought to keep from climaxing while I kept plunging my tongue in and out of her, and her legs trembled from the effort. Only when the half-elf’s whimpers turned into desperate moans did I finally bring myself up onto my knees above her, and I looked down on her flawless form while her arms strained against the shackles. Her blue hair draped across the table as her pink nipples contrasted vibrantly with her creamy skin, and there was an eager glint in her emerald eyes as she waited for me to finally penetrate her. 
 
    I could hear Shoshanne’s heart slamming in her chest now as her breaths came quicker beside us, and I glanced over as I started to slide the tip of my cock along Aurora’s slick entrance. The healer’s face was deeply flushed while her eyes hungrily watched me tease the half-elf for a little while longer, and I could tell the slow torture was almost as painful for her as it was for Aurora. 
 
    Aurora was at her breaking point, though, and when I looked into her eyes, she looked ready to ignite from how badly she wanted me inside of her. Her pussy felt like it was a thousand degrees while I continued to enjoy the sensation of her velvety lips against the underside of my shaft, and when she finally gave a violent jolt against her chains, I let out a chuckle. 
 
    “Please?” Aurora begged. “I need you now, I can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    I stooped to brace my arms on the table as I kept myself poised against her entrance, and I could feel the heat radiating from every inch of her as her breaths became ragged in my ear. 
 
    “If you insist,” I growled before I firmly thrust my full length into her, and the woman cried out as an orgasm instantly overcame her. The wait only made it that much more intense, though, and I watched her slender body spasm and roll beneath me as the pleasure overwhelmed her. She shrieked so loudly I had to muzzle her with my hand so no one downstairs would hear her, but I only kept driving myself deeper as her prolonged orgasm spurred me on. 
 
    With the half-elf’s legs splayed for me against the chains, I could use my full force as I gripped the edge of the table, and Aurora grinned with a sinful satisfaction as the rattle of her chains filled the room. Both she and Shoshanne were moaning now, but one was from enjoyment while the other was from longing, and the combination sent a surge of desire coursing through every inch of me. 
 
    I turned to watch Shoshanne writhe in her restraints while she watched me pound into Aurora, and as the half-elf jolted beneath me, I could see the healer’s fingers clutching desperately at the shackles above her head until her knuckles were white. 
 
    Her arousal was palpable while she remained locked there and unable to pleasure herself, and as I watched her ample breasts rise and fall more rapidly, I gradually quickened my thrusts. 
 
    Aurora hadn’t stopped moaning for a second, but now her moans were turning into breathless whimpers as she neared another orgasm, and the sound of her enjoyment made Shoshanne bite at her lip and squirm against her chains. 
 
    Then I locked my hold on the table’s edge as I thrust with all of my strength, and as Aurora gasped and shrieked from the force, I felt her spasming through another climax as I let my seed gush into her with a deep, throbbing ache that made me cry out nearly as loudly as Aurora had. 
 
    With my full weight crushing down on her, every inch of Aurora was like fire against my skin as she quivered with ecstasy, but I wouldn’t release her yet. Our bodies seemed to melt into each other’s as I emptied the last of me deep into her womb, and when I met the half-elf’s fiery gaze, a wicked grin curled at the corner of her lips. 
 
    Then I slowly slid myself from Aurora’s taut center as my cum seeped out of her and pooled on the table beneath her, and when I left her there, she was panting and limp in her restraints. 
 
    “Don’t forget the chains,” Aurora sighed hazily. 
 
    “Who said I was done with you?” I asked as I climbed onto the next table, and in the firelight, Shoshanne’s thighs were spread to reveal a glistening wet pussy waiting for the same treatment. 
 
    Her caramel breasts were heaving as she trembled with anticipation, and I chuckled as I braced myself above her to slowly trail my lips down her slender neck. 
 
    “Your turn,” I growled, and I started back at the top as Shoshanne let out a velvety moan of relief. 
 
    The caramel beauty had a dewy sheen of sweat on her now that glittered in the firelight, and her face was flushed a rosy red while her lips puckered from the effort of trying to slow her breaths. 
 
    I rarely made Shoshanne wait so long for me, and I’d never gone so far as refusing to let her pleasure herself while she did. So, I decided to reward her by giving her exactly what she liked, and as I cupped her heavy breasts and drew a deep red nipple into my mouth, I pulsed my tongue against the bud until her back arched into me. 
 
    Then I slid one hand lower to her splayed thighs, and I slipped two fingers into her despite how tight she was. 
 
    Shoshanne couldn’t still her breaths now even if she tried, and as I forced my fingers deeper, I increased the pressure of my tongue against her nipple until she let out a long, trembling moan. She didn’t fight against her restraints like Aurora loved to do, though. She weakened from the strength of my grip as her legs instinctively spread themselves wider, and I tightened the chains to make sure they stayed that way. 
 
    I gave both of her breasts plenty of attention since she was writhing for more, and when I finally released my hold on her nearly raw nipple and looked down, Shoshanne’s plush thighs were bright pink where the chains dug into her supple flesh. 
 
    I grinned as I slid my fingers from her sopping wet pussy, but even after this, she was still too tight for my cock. I was almost as impatient as her now, though, so I locked my grip on the table and thrust firmly into her. 
 
    Shoshanne shrieked as I nearly collapsed from the sensation of her slick and taut entrance convulsing around me, but the heat building between us kept me moving deeper. The healer’s eyes fluttered closed as she bit at her bottom lip until it was painfully red, and with each steady thrust, her soft moans got louder. 
 
    By the time every inch of me was finally buried in the caramel beauty, I was shaking from the crippling hold she had on my erection, and I couldn’t think of anything except how soft and hot she was around my shaft. 
 
    Then I felt her begin to tense even tighter from her enjoyment, and I lost all hold on myself. 
 
    Shoshanne gasped as I quickly pulled myself from her, but when I roughly drove myself deep into her tunnel again, she let out a shriek that rebounded off the walls around us. 
 
    Aurora moaned as she watched me take the healer with long, powerful thrusts like this for several minutes, and Shoshanne panted as her breasts bobbed heavily from the impact.  
 
    Then I began teasing her clit with my thumb too, and the caramel beauty shook from head to toe as she let out a grating screech of pleasure. My blood burned when I looked down on her and found her brown eyes locked on my rigid cock, and I grinned when she met my gaze. 
 
    “I love you,” Shoshanne whimpered between ragged breaths, and I felt my balls tense as I forced myself into her taut center one more time to send her into a shrieking orgasm. 
 
    “I’m going to--” 
 
    “Yes!” she interrupted me. “Please, Mason. Fill me. Pour into me and fill me to the brim with your seed. Ohhhhh, yessssss pleaseeeee.” 
 
    I growled as I rammed into her one last time, and then I released and we both cried out as my warm seed poured into her just as she had demanded. 
 
    The heavy pulse of my cock filling her with my seed always made Shoshanne blush even deeper, and a seductive smile came to her face as she trembled and relished in our shared climax. Then I kissed her deeply while the last of my cum surged into her, and the healer moaned as she hungrily welcomed my tongue and strained against her shackles. 
 
    “More,” Shoshanne begged when I finally released her lips, but I just chuckled and slowly slid my cock out of her while she shivered with pleasure. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, don’t worry,” I murmured as I left her with a brief and teasing suckle at her breast, and then I took a last admiring glance at her bright pink pussy with my semen coursing down the cheeks of her ass. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I spent going between the two tables while the women watched me do as I pleased to both of them, but when I finally removed their restraints and unsealed the windows, the day was already fading to dusk outside. 
 
    Aurora braced herself on wobbly legs as she chuckled with an exhausted grin on her face, and her arms couldn’t seem to lift themselves enough to put her clothes back on. 
 
    So, I slowly redressed the half-elf in her red silk bodice while Shoshanne refused to get up, and only when I gave the healer a firm slap on the ass did she finally giggle and climb back to her feet. 
 
    “Now, I’m the one trying to think of excuses to keep you in Falmount,” Shoshanne sighed as I helped her into her blouse again, and I tucked her unruly curls behind her ear when she looked up at me with a sleepy pout. 
 
    “Damn me and my ill-advised ideas,” I muttered. 
 
    “Come home by tomorrow,” she demanded, and I chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll be back within a week,” I promised. “You have my word.” 
 
    “But what it you can’t stop the brandings by then?” Shoshanne asked as her brow crinkled, and she clutched at my shirt to keep me flush against her. 
 
    “Then everyone in Illaria will die at the hands of possessed ogres while I fuck you on an operating table,” I told her, and Aurora laughed as she shuffled toward the doorway. 
 
    “That’s fair,” the half-elf decided. 
 
    Shoshanne nodded. “I completely agree.” 
 
    The three of us quietly snuck past the second-floor landing and headed back to the operating room on the first floor, and Raynor was busy cleaning up a large pot he’d been using for stew that afternoon. He nodded and smiled as usual when we came in, and I returned the gesture while Shoshanne blushed and made a big show of grabbing her surgical tools like she’d been looking all over for them. 
 
    Aurora snorted in amusement and perched herself on a table with a tired sigh, and less than a minute later, Defender Urn appeared at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “There you are,” the burly man said as he joined us. “We’re getting ready to send the last few mages to their homes. Everyone’s worn out, but it’s been a productive day at least. Are you all finished down here?” 
 
    I cleared my throat uncomfortably as I realized the man genuinely thought we’d been busy doing productive things all this time, and Aurora turned away to hide her smile. 
 
    “Uhh yeah,” I told the man as I fought back a grin. “We finished.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Urn said with a nod. “I don’t know about you all, but I could use a pint.” 
 
    “Me too,” Aurora mumbled as she hopped down from the table. “I’m beat.” 
 
    Raynor gladly offered to set up all the Defenders with a hot dinner at Flynt’s Pub so we could regroup and discuss everything we’d heard from the recaptured mages, and he promptly hustled the younger mages out of the place to send them to the Other Flynt’s Pub. Then he brought out piping hot plates of boiled potatoes, roast beef, and freshly baked and buttered bread for everyone, and our pints of ale were kept frothing and full while we all gathered to eat at the wooden pub tables. 
 
    My women sat around me while Defender Urn sat stoic and relatively silent across the table, and aside from the light blush on her cheeks, Aurora did an admirable job of not looking like I’d been ravaging her for the last few hours or so. Cayla’s knowing smirk proved she didn’t miss the blush, though, and Deya patted Aurora’s thigh affectionately under the table when the half-elf slumped sleepily against her. 
 
    “So, it’s the same across the board, then,” Kurna said with a heavy sigh as he shoved his empty plate away, and Urn nodded his agreement. “How can not a single one of them recall an entrance? There’s just no sense in it.” 
 
    “It must be some sort of enchantment,” I replied. “That’s the only logical explanation. Like the entrance of the Oculus.” 
 
    “Yes, but anyone who knows where the entrance is can find it,” Aurora pointed out. “No one just forgets how to get into the Oculus.” 
 
    “I have never heard of a rune which creates false or unmemorable entrances either,” Deya added. “Dragir would have told me of such a rune. Every House in Nalnora would rely on this sort of defense if it was known to us.” 
 
    “But not all of the degree markers are known, right?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “This is true,” Deya allowed. 
 
    “Then he must be using knowledge he gained from the head of House Syru to guard the fortress entrance,” I muttered. 
 
    “What is House Syru?” Defender Urn asked, and several other Defenders looked over curiously. 
 
    “It’s an elven House that’s fallen to the Master now,” I explained. “I met with their leader just before, though, and he knew the Master personally. He admitted to me that he’d been mentoring him in the ways of ancient runic magic, and he was in possession of sacred scrolls that the elves thought were lost for thousands of years.” 
 
    “They were the documents of our ancestors who discovered the ways of rune magic,” Deya added. “Much of the knowledge recorded in these scrolls has been lost to us after they disappeared, but if someone could decipher the ancient language of the scrolls, they would be able to unlock every unknown element.” 
 
    “And the Master has these scrolls?” Defender Urn asked uneasily. 
 
    “No,” I replied. “I have them now, but only some. Most of them burned up in a fire at House Syru, and what’s left is written in an ancient language I can’t decipher.” 
 
    “Yet,” Aurora clarified. “We’re working to translate what we have.” 
 
    “Until then, we can only try to keep up,” I sighed, and I scruffed my hair a bit to relieve my mounting tension. The bad news only seemed to be piling up now that we had consolidated the information, and it was becoming clear we would need a lot of preparation if we hoped to move ahead where the fortress was concerned. “This means we can’t do anything about the fortress right now. If no one who has been branded can give us a clear idea of how to break in, that leaves an exterior attack as our only option, which gives him every advantage in the fight. Given the extent of the place and the many creatures he’s housing in there, I would say we’re nowhere near prepared for that kind of battle. Especially if the Master rigged the whole fortress with unknown runic elemental defenses.” 
 
    “So, there are sphinx, drakes, ogres, mages, elves, and what else?” Cayla asked as she narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I heard of chimera and griffins,” one Defender offered up, and Kurna nodded. 
 
    “I did as well,” he agreed. “Along with a visceraya.” 
 
    “Just one?” Deya asked anxiously. 
 
    “One the mage I spoke with could verify,” Kurna replied. “He said it was one of the most vicious creatures in the Master’s keep, so I would imagine there are not many more.” 
 
    “Hopefully, this is the case,” Deya said with a worried frown. “We had a visceraya stalking the woods at House Quyn for almost a year before we managed to destroy it. Thirty dogs and nearly as many of our warriors were slaughtered. They are very cunning creatures because they shapeshift.” 
 
    “Into what?” a Defender asked, and his jaw was parted in awe as he stared at the beautiful elf. 
 
    “Anything they wish,” she replied. “At one point, it was a dragon and burned a full two leagues of our forest away in an attempt to drive us out into the open. At another point, it disguised itself as one of our dogs. It slaughtered half our pack in one night before my brother discovered its true identity, and it was still another three months before he managed to slay it.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “How did he do it?” 
 
    “He lured it in with rotted entrails,” Deya said with a small shrug. “The visceraya long for nothing else, and they are never satisfied with one kill. We lined the river with the entrails gathered over a month of hunting, and once night fell, the visceraya came to feed. The guards of House Quyn closed in and cornered it on the banks of the river while the dogs kept it distracted, but Ruela was the one to finally end him.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the wolf you live with?” Kurna asked me in a low voice, and I nodded blankly as I reached for my pint. 
 
    “Were there any other creatures we haven’t mentioned yet?” I asked, and I glanced around the pub. 
 
    “Besides the succubi?” one man muttered with a smirk, and several others chuckled in amusement as I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “They weren’t succubi,” I sighed. “They were just … ” 
 
    “Beautiful possessed women sent to lure you into bed so they might abduct you and deliver you into the Master’s clutches,” Cayla finished for me, and she cocked a haughty brow. 
 
    “Yeah, that,” I chuckled. “Which is kind of unnerving, but predictable.” 
 
    “You did say he’d probably use women to get at you,” Aurora said. “It just wasn’t any of us he chose for the job.” 
 
    “Better be careful,” Kurna warned as Raynor refilled our pints. “Your reputation precedes you. It might get you into trouble one of these days.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got my hands full as it is,” I said with a grin, but somewhere in the pub, I heard a retort about having my bed full as well, and I shook my head while I waited for the chuckles to die down again. “Alright, like I was saying, were there any others we’re missing? Not women, but creatures.” 
 
    Most of the Defenders shook their heads, and as I scanned the pub, I could tell they were as worn out from the day as I was. Their faces were weary and drawn with exhaustion despite their amusement, but one woman in the pub met my gaze, and when I took a double take, I realized she had the distinct expression of someone who didn’t want to speak up but knew that she should.  
 
    After a long moment of me waiting her out, the woman finally looked down and nodded once. 
 
    “Wraith Witches,” the Defender admitted in a low voice, and both Aurora and Cayla whipped their heads around as the others began muttering nervously to one another. 
 
    “You’re certain?” the half-elf demanded. 
 
    “I asked him the same thing three times,” the woman said. “The mage I spoke with described them as cloaked queens who never touch the ground. He said there were three of them, and they spoke in whispers that made his chest feel hollow and cold whenever they passed by.” 
 
    “That’s them,” another Defender growled with a nod. “I saw them once, when I was a boy.” 
 
    “Can someone explain to me what a Wraith Witch is?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “They’re evil spirits,” Aurora said, but Kurna shook his head. 
 
    “More like shadows, really,” he mumbled. “Shadows in cloaks that feed on the spirit.” 
 
    “How could the Master brand a shadow?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “He probably didn’t have to,” Aurora guessed. “Wraith Witches are pure evil. It’s more likely they’ve joined up with him of their own accord.” 
 
    “Where do they come from?” I asked. 
 
    “No one knows,” Kurna replied. “Some don’t even believe they exist, but others have seen them, or found evidence of them.” 
 
    “What evidence do they leave behind?” 
 
    “Cold,” came the answer from the Defender who claimed he’d seen them as a boy. “They leave a cold trail of death behind them, but they sing soft and sweet. You can hardly help but follow after them.” 
 
    I shook my head as I considered this. “How do you fight against a shadow in a cloak?” 
 
    “You don’t,” Defender Urn informed me. “You die at the hands of a Wraith Witch. Everyone knows that. Children sing songs about them.” 
 
    “I hate those songs,” Aurora mumbled, and I could have sworn I saw her fight back a shiver. “If the Master has them on his side, what are we supposed to do about it?” 
 
    “Add them to the list, I guess,” I sighed before I finished my pint. “It was already a shitty list anyways. What’s a few more deadly additions?” 
 
    Kurna chuckled to himself as he raised his glass in my direction. “Only a man set to leave for Jagruel would say such a thing.” 
 
    “No shit,” Urn snorted. “Be careful out there. My uncle was eaten by an ogre. All we found was his bloody boots, and even those had been half-chewed.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I assured them as I stood and offered my arms to Deya and Cayla. “We better get going, though, if we’re gonna beat the Master to whoever is left in the west. Do you remember my instructions?” 
 
    Defender Urn nodded as he and Kurna stood to walk us out, and Raynor came along while the other Defenders continued discussing the more unsettling details they’d heard from the mages today. 
 
    “I’ll be over first thing in the morning to help Miss Shoshanne,” the barkeep said hoarsely as he held the door for us, and I reached out to shake his hand. 
 
    “Thank you, Raynor,” I said genuinely. “I really appreciate everything you’ve done to help us out. Shoshanne will be relieved to have you around.” 
 
    The barkeep smiled and nodded like it was nothing, and Cayla bowed lightly to the man before he went back into the pub. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on the infirmary while you’re in the west,” Urn assured me. “The others have already decided on who will take over training for you and who will assist with the recaptured mages. We’ll keep a catalogue of any new information we can get from them, like you said.” 
 
    I nodded. “See if you can’t get any closer to figuring out the entrance of the fortress, and if a mage named Jenik stops by, tell him to leave any messages for me in the house.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Urn said. “Best of luck in Jagruel, and don’t go falling asleep out in the open or anything.” 
 
    I smirked as the gruff Terra Mage rejoined the rest of the Defenders in the pub, and Kurna walked along with us through the darkened lanes of Falmount as we headed back to the western woods.  
 
    We’d only just left the bounds of the oak trees that encircled the market place when I heard a hearty cough behind us. I turned to see Defender Hulsan shuffling toward us with his hands in his worn out pants pockets, and his shoulders were hunched like he was carrying years of labor on his back. His scraggly hair was in a careless disarray, and his farmer’s tunic hung loosely around his wiry frame with half the back untucked. 
 
    “You look nearly worn through,” Kurna chuckled as we all slowed our pace to wait for the old Terra Mage to catch up. 
 
    “Teaching scrawny mages doesn’t agree with me,” Hulsan grunted, and he nodded a greeting to us as he fell in step. 
 
    “Ahh, it’s not so bad,” Kurna said genially as he clapped the man on the shoulder. “It beats hoeing in the fields all day, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Hulsan only snorted in response, and I smirked. 
 
    “I hear the mages are making excellent progress,” I told Hulsan. “You must be doing something right.” 
 
    “They’re raw,” he said with a shrug. “Might be able to learn a thing or two, though. Don’t know that I have the patience to find out.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Kurna chuckled. “Let me buy you a pint, yeah? That’ll put a spring in your step.” 
 
    “Don’t drink the stuff,” Hulsan muttered. “Can’t stand the smell of it even. I was just lookin’ for that healer. I ran out of Aldrin pollen this morning.” 
 
    Cayla sent me a wry glance out of the corner of her eye, and Aurora tried to hide her smile. 
 
    “I’m sure Shoshanne has something for you,” I told the old man. “We were just on our way to see her before we head out.” 
 
    “Out?” Hulsan asked, and he furrowed his bushy brows. 
 
    “Defender Flynt has been commissioned by King Temin to travel to Jagruel,” Kurna explained. 
 
    “The ogre region?” Hulsan asked, and his tired eyes finally opened a bit wider. “What the hell does he want you out there for?” 
 
    “Some ogres have been captured by the Master,” I told him. “Since they could become an insurmountable threat to Illaria, we’re going to check out the situation and see what we can do to prevent any more brandings amongst their race.” 
 
    “Should’ve guessed,” Hulsan muttered. “You get the feeling Temin’s forgotten this is his kingdom to protect and not yours?” 
 
    “I don’t mind handling things for him.” I shrugged. “Whatever’s most effective.” 
 
    “The fact that you’re more effective than Temin should tell you something,” Hulsan informed me, and Kurna raised his brows at the man’s brazen disapproval of his king. 
 
    “At least he has the sense to put his faith in Mason,” Cayla replied coolly. “I’m sure that redeems him of any minor flaws. By giving Mason the task of assessing Jagruel, Temin is acting in the best interests of us all.” 
 
    “He’s gonna get him killed is what he’ll do,” Huslen grunted. “I heard it’s a slimy mess out there in the west, though I have a hankerin’ to see it. The ogres are a real strange lot, brutal as they are.” 
 
    “Why don’t you join us?” I offered as I glanced over. “Haragh is coming along, too.” 
 
    “The half-ogre?” Hulsan clarified, and I nodded. “He’s a decent mage. I saw him tearin’ a valley apart yesterday. Not bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a little tense over the whole situation,” I admitted. “That’s why we’re going directly to the root of the problem. We just have to figure out how many ogres are missing, how they’re being captured, and what we can do to keep the Master from getting any more of them.” 
 
    “Sounds a hell of a lot more interesting than training mages,” Hulsan muttered. “I wouldn’t mind goin’ along.” 
 
    “How wonderful!” Deya said, and she leaned around me and Cayla to send the old man a sweet smile.  
 
    Hulsan just shrugged again rather than acknowledge her, though, and the beautiful elf awkwardly looked ahead instead. 
 
    The salty old mage kind of reminded me of Dragir before we’d removed his rune, and I couldn’t help chuckling lightly to myself at the sight of the same vacant shrugs and stoic demeanor in an old man like Hulsan. Hulsan was even extremely knowledgeable too, but in the ways of magery instead of rune magic. I still hadn’t forgotten the strength of his Terra magic from the first time I’d met him, and the presence of Hulsan’s powers had been so dynamic and extensive when I sensed them through the soil that day that I could kind of understand why he wouldn’t bother doing circuit training with the younger mages. 
 
    I still couldn’t help wishing he would, though. 
 
    Sure, it would probably intimidate all of them given how much they still had to learn, hell, I was intimidated after just ten seconds, but it would be incredible to see what he was capable of at his age. I was honestly itching to find out for myself, especially with the Master gathering our most lethal Defenders into his ranks. 
 
    A man like Hulsan could be one of our best secret weapons, or at least I assumed he could, based on what little I’d experienced of his Terra powers. I hadn’t met a mage as old as him since Abrus, but Raynor might have been around the same age, I wasn’t sure. Hulsan and Raynor were polar opposites, though, with the barkeep smiling and nodding all the time, and Hulsan constantly wearing a chip on his shoulder as he snorted exorbitant amounts of pollen. Either way, I was grateful to know both of the aged mages, and while Raynor’s presence at the infirmary eased my concerns about Shoshanne even more, having Hulsan along in Jagruel made me more excited for the journey, too. 
 
    It would be an excellent opportunity to learn a thing or two, and maybe even get a glimpse at what the old guy was really capable of. 
 
    I considered the possibilities while Kurna chatted with Aurora and Cayla on the way back to the house, and when we got to the clearing just outside the infirmary, Haragh was waiting for us with Big Guy and the snatcher. 
 
    “He’s back already?” I asked in surprise as I hurried over, and Haragh nodded. 
 
    “Not so big of a batch this time,” the half-ogre told me, “but Shoshanne says you’ll be happy with the wares. They’re in there on the tables right now.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I quickly headed for the infirmary, and I found about a dozen unconscious mages already chained to the tables. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked anxiously, and Shoshanne turned from her work with a bloody scalpel still in hand. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re back,” she said casually. “I was hoping you would arrive soon. I wanted to show you something.” 
 
    “What is it? Is it bad? It’s bad, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ten different scenarios sprang to mind all at once as I followed the healer around the tables and to the far corner of the infirmary, and each one was more ominous than the last. Then she gestured to an unconscious mage much like all the rest, and I cocked a brow as I tried to find anything concerning about what I was looking at. 
 
    “Is it someone you know?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Shoshanne replied, “but this man and the four others around him do not have a rune.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, “I thought I told the snatcher not to capture anyone unless they--” 
 
    “Hold on,” Shoshanne chuckled, and she pulled the man’s pant leg up to expose a bloody gauze wrapped around the man’s calf. “Now do you get it?” 
 
    A chill ran up my spine as I finally caught on, and I could have collapsed with relief right then. 
 
    “These are the five who left earlier?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” Shoshanne said with a nod. “The snatcher must have sensed that they were suspicious, because he recaptured them again and brought them to me. He even laid them out separate from the rest, but I didn’t catch on because I didn’t see them before. I didn’t know who they were until I chained them down, but once I started looking for their runes so I could prepare them for the procedure, I realized I’d already operated on them. You said there were five, right?” 
 
    I pulled the woman into a crushing hug as I let out a deep sigh of relief, and Kurna came over with Aurora to see what we were discussing. 
 
    “These are the same mages?” Aurora guessed the moment she saw the gauze. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a broad grin, “which means the Master never got word about what we’re doing here. The snatcher got to them first.” 
 
    “Are these the five mages the Defenders were concerned about?” Kurna asked, and when I nodded, he turned for the door. “I’ll alert Defender Urn at once. He’ll want to transport them to Temin’s dungeons immediately.” 
 
    “See if you guys can’t get some clearer answers out of them while they’re down there,” I called after him, and the Ignis Mage nodded just before he headed back into the lanes of Falmount. 
 
    “Now, don’t you feel much better?” Shoshanne asked as she propped her hand on her hip. 
 
    “Infinitely,” I sighed. “This is a huge load off my chest.” 
 
    “Good,” Aurora chuckled. “So, no more delays or excuses. We leave for Jagruel tonight.” 
 
    I nodded as my half-elf sidled over, and she tipped onto her toes to leave a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “We’ll begin packing,” Deya decided. 
 
    “Good idea,” I replied, and I glanced at Cayla in the doorway of the infirmary. “Would you mind stocking the arsenal in the trunk? And Deya, make sure you bring that book of runes with you.” 
 
    “Of course,” the beautiful elf said, but she furrowed her pink brows with some concern. “Will we be needing rune magic in Jagruel?” 
 
    “I’ll be needing it on the drive there,” I replied, and I turned to Aurora. “You’re driving, by the way. I’ve got a project I want to start on, and I should have enough time to get it finished before we get there.” 
 
     “Project?” Cayla asked, and she strolled over with a curious glint in her eye. “Is it lethal?” 
 
    “To an unparalleled degree,” I assured her. 
 
    “Good,” Cayla said as a deadly grin curled at the corners of her lips, “I’ve been wanting a new toy to play with.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Within the hour, everything was set for us to leave for Jagruel, and it was hard to tell who was having more trouble saying goodbye to Shoshanne. Deya began trembling she was so upset, and Haragh asked the healer about ten times to come with us while he kneaded his hands nervously. 
 
    I could understand his trepidation, considering he’d been about ten seconds from death’s door when Shoshanne brought him back with her healing staff on our journey from Nalnora to Illaria, but after the healer packed an emergency kit for us to take along, he finally accepted there was no swaying her. She was up to her elbows in blood from the procedures already, and the stubborn crease between her brows showed she had no intentions of abandoning her post. 
 
    So, I reluctantly left Shoshanne to her work, and after I gathered some fresh steel, copper, and my engraving kit from the workshop, I joined the others at the Mustang. Ruela was nuzzling Deya’s thigh while they made their own goodbyes, and whatever the beautiful elf was murmuring in her native language made the wolf’s sable tail wag slowly from side to side. Then Deya pointed to the infirmary, and with a firm command, Ruela diligently trotted off to take her place at Shoshanne’s side. 
 
    I met Big Guy in the clearing to give him his orders for while I was gone, and once he understood what double patrol meant, I walked around the edge of the infirmary to study the lookout tower. 
 
    Only the silhouettes of the three burly Defenders Cayla had chosen for the post were visible in the dim light of a torch, but they all saluted when they saw me down on the ground.  
 
    I nodded my approval and eyed the deserted woods one last time, and once I scanned the entire perimeter of Falmount with my Terra powers, I finally decided everything was locked down tight. 
 
    When I got back to the car, Hulsan was already snorting a fresh batch of pollen he’d gotten from the healer while he sat beside Haragh in the front seat, and Aurora sent me an amused smirk from her place in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Let’s try to avoid driving through trees or off a cliff this time,” I muttered as I dropped into the back seat with Deya, and my half-elf narrowed her emerald eyes in the rear-view mirror. 
 
    Cayla joined us in the back with her bazooka in hand, and I grinned as she sent me a small nod. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what we’re doing with this?” she asked. 
 
    “Research,” I replied vaguely, and as Bobbie growled to life and headed out of Falmount, I summoned my metal magic to pull a chunk of steel into my lap. 
 
    Aurora sent a flame over her shoulder for me the moment she sensed my magic sparking, and while I started splitting pieces of steel off and forming them into springs, pins, and a trigger bar assembly, Haragh and Hulsan talked about the ways of the ogres. I kept half an ear on the conversation, but when Haragh mentioned their leader, I finally looked up from my work. 
 
    “You’d think so,” Haragh was saying, “after everything ye’ hear about us, but it’s not necessary for him to be the most violent in the bunch. Not when you see how the whole lot are together. He’s just gotta have a commanding presence, uphold the few standards we’ve got, and not get eaten.” 
 
    “You said he was violent, though,” I pointed out as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “I said he has a bad temper,” Haragh clarified. “All ogres are violent if we’re bein’ technical about it. But Grot isn’t any worse than the rest. He’s just unpredictable, and once he’s lost interest in ye’, you’re supper.” 
 
    “Nice of the king to send you in his place,” Hulsan snorted. 
 
    “Better me than him,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “What are the standards this Grot upholds?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “The basics,” Haragh replied. “If you’re amongst the ogres, you’ve got to kill for yourself, so no weaklings in the bunch. They become supper too. And you never ask a question that demands anything more complicated than a yes or a no for an answer. This applies to killin’ as well.” 
 
    “In what way?” Deya asked as a smile came to her face. 
 
    “Well, figure you come up against another creature, and you’re an ogre,” Haragh replied. “Now, in an ogre’s mind, killin’ them isn’t a moral dilemma, because morals go beyond a simple yes or no, most of the time anyway. So, it’s easier. Does that creature have the ability to fight against ye’? Yes or no. If yes, ye’ kill them to get rid of the issue. If no … are ye’ hungry? Yes or no. You see where I’m going with this.” 
 
    I chuckled as I shook my head. “Seems basic enough.” 
 
    “Almost elven,” Deya mused. 
 
    “Not quite,” Haragh clarified, “because, and correct me if I’m wrong, the elves have more of a reason to kill another. They gain somethin’ from it. Territory, superior numbers, obliterating Mason, and whatnot.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Deya agreed. “To show the superiority of our houses, we would kill another, but we wouldn’t kill a creature for simply existing near us.” 
 
    “Ah,” Haragh said with a nod, “we would. There’s the difference.” 
 
    “Is that why the emancipation happened?” I asked, but I was half focused on forming a fresh chunk of steel into the framing of a pistol. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Haragh chuckled. 
 
    “My father told me once that the ogres were a plague upon the kingdom of Illaria,” Cayla admitted. “When I asked him why he thought this, he only said they were too brutal to be borne.” 
 
    “Temin said something similar.” I nodded. 
 
    “What’d he say?” Hulsan asked, and the old man’s eyes were surprisingly challenging as he glanced back at me. 
 
    “He said the ways of the ogres went against everything the kingdom stood for.” 
 
    “And you’d take the word of a man who wouldn’t show his face in Jagruel even if you paid him?” Hulsan asked, but Haragh hummed before I could respond. 
 
    “Temin’s technically right there,” Haragh allowed, “but we’re not savages. We’re just a different sort.” 
 
    “Let’s say for argument’s sake that what the kingdom stands for is shit,” Hulsan suggested. “Who the hell are we to decide the ogres disparage our delicate ideals? That’s what Temin doesn’t get. He’s never understood it. He sits in that castle and acts in the interest of his own little corner of the world, but Mason’s got the foresight he’s been lacking all along. It doesn’t matter if the elves are ruthless, or the ogres are unbridled. What matters is how you work with these things, not against them.” 
 
    “I agree with this,” Deya said with a decisive nod. “We have some things in common with the ogres. Nalnora lives by a different code than Illaria as well. It isn’t a superior nation by any means, only different, which could offer so much perspective to others. Although, there are admittedly many elves who believe we as a race are superior to all others.” 
 
    “And what does your House believe?” Hulsan asked in a low voice. 
 
    I glanced over to see Deya’s cheeks were a little pink, but she responded honestly. 
 
    “My House is in a difficult position in my land,” Deya admitted. “Historically, we are beneath the Elite, but our contributions to our society set us apart from the rest. Because of this, we live in seclusion rather than seek a place of superiority. We know the value of what our House possesses could just as easily make us a target as secure us a higher rank. We could war against the others to gain stature, but my family do not value such things. We prefer to survive, rather than rise above the rest.” 
 
    “A respectable position,” Cayla said with a nod. 
 
    “If you wish to remain obsolete,” Hulsan snorted. “Survival is a beasts’ game. Thriving is what all those contributions are meant to add up to. Your House is wasting your people’s potential.” 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Deya, but she seemed unconcerned with the old man’s opinion, and I could understand why. It was hard to appreciate the elf’s sentiment without experiencing the utter bullshit of the Elite in Nalnora firsthand. Personally, I’d rather remain obsolete in a nation like that. It meant less daggers, less ass kissing, and a way lower risk of being killed during a trip to the market. 
 
    “Are there any other ogre standards this ruler lives by?” I asked Haragh. 
 
    “Aye,” Haragh replied. “You’ve got to be able to hold your drink, otherwise, again … you become supper. So long as you uphold these standards, the ogres will respect you, and since Grot never wavers on one of them, he’s become the ruler of Jagruel. You can imagine why Temin and him don’t see eye to eye too often. Hard to imagine our king showin’ up and killin’ his own meat for the feast.” 
 
    “Or drinking as much as an ogre could,” Cayla added. 
 
    “Lucky he’s got Mason to do it for him,” Hulsan said with a smirk, and Haragh chuckled in agreement. 
 
    “This Grot guy doesn’t sound that bad to me,” I mused. “He sounds like he doesn’t put on many airs. I can respect that.” 
 
    “I’m curious to see if he respects anything about you,” Hulsan said. “Remember, a human is an easy meal for an ogre, regardless of standards. They’ve got more beast in them, but I wouldn’t be too surprised it you did catch his attention.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have to respect me,” I said with a shrug. “He just has to hear me out.” 
 
    “Is that all it takes to gain an alliance in arms these days?” Cayla asked with a smirk, and I glanced over before I gestured to the supple divet where her bare legs crossed one another. The princess nodded, and I lined all of my springs and pins in order of assembly from her knees all the way to the thin strip of leather at the apex of her thighs. 
 
    “It’s not all it takes,” I replied as I took my time getting the last few parts nestled into place. “I just think the ogres sound pretty cut and dry. Yes or no questions make my job a lot easier, and it doesn’t take a genius to realize there are two options in this. Either accept our help, or don’t. Considering they’d rather eat than be eaten, I’m guessing they’d prefer to go on living as they are rather than be enslaved by the Master. I’m the guy offering to make that happen. The creature with the superior fighting abilities, in this case anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they see things the way you do,” Aurora muttered as she glanced uneasily in the rearview mirror. 
 
    I was already focused on piecing together the disconnector and sear for the pistol, but I sent the half-elf a wink before I secured these with a pin at the back of the trigger valve. Hulsan took a loud snort of pollen and continued his discussion with Haragh while Deya listened curiously, and with the hammer already in place, I gradually worked my way up the assembly line between Cayla’s thighs. 
 
    I could tell the princess was already noticing the differences between this design and the revolvers she’d helped me assemble before, and since she ended up rubbernecking my progress anyways, I decided to hand over what I’d finished so far and duplicated another pistol so she could follow the process more directly. 
 
    “No cylinder?” Cayla asked as she studied the framing. 
 
    I grinned. “Nope.” 
 
    “But what--” 
 
    “You’ll see,” I assured her, “and trust me, you’ll like it.” 
 
    Once both frames had their lead springs, main spring housings, grip safeties, and thumb safeties in place, I formed four grip panels out of silver and handed two to Cayla. The princess mirrored my work step for step as we worked through securing the barrel in the slide with the guide rod as well, and then we mounted this assembly to the frames and added a pair of slide locks within half a second of each other. 
 
    Eventually, the chinking of metal on metal caused Hulsan to glance over his shoulder, and he furrowed his bushy brows as he eyed our work. 
 
    “What are those?” he asked. 
 
    “More guns,” I muttered as I sparked my metal magic to secure Cayla’s barrel bushing for her. 
 
    “Like those ones you’re training the mages with?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I replied, and as the old man nodded and turned back to Haragh, I slid my fingers deep between Cayla’s thighs to get a recoil spring and plug. 
 
    The princess giggled as I lingered for a minute to stroke her clit, and I was half-regretting that I’d brought Haragh and Hulsan along as I felt how quickly her flesh heated for me. This was all it took to bring a blush to Cayla’s porcelain cheeks, and I grinned at her sigh of disappointment when I turned back to my work. 
 
    “Tease,” she muttered. 
 
    “I’ll make it up to you,” I assured her as I formed two rear sights and fused them to the top of our slides.  
 
    “With more than new toys,” Cayla clarified. 
 
    “Don’t I always?” 
 
    Deya nudged me and mouthed the words, “me too,” and when I caught Aurora’s eyes in the mirror a second later, I couldn’t help chuckling. We’d only been on the road for a little over an hour, and I could already tell they were having a hard time with the extra company. Still, the perks of having a half-ogre and an extremely experienced mage with us in Jagruel definitely outweighed the drawbacks in my opinion, and I didn’t doubt the new weaponry would more than appease them for the time being. 
 
    So, once Cayla and I both finished the final details, I set the two pistols aside and began forming three more sets of parts for assembling. Cayla didn’t even need a second demonstration, and it took me a minute to realize she was about to beat me at a race I didn’t know I was competing in. I smiled to myself as we silently locked pins into place and mounted our slides without pause, but when she couldn’t get her barrel bushing tightened, I smugly finished my assembly as she clicked her tongue against her teeth in irritation. 
 
    Then I leaned over as I sparked my metal magic, and while I worked my way down her slender neck, and along her collar bone, I finished fusing the last few parts into place on the pistol. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, and Cayla narrowed her eyes as she grabbed the last frame from my lap. 
 
    “I don’t count that as winning,” she informed me. 
 
    “I do,” I chuckled, and I sat back to enjoy how quickly the princess could get the final pistol assembled. 
 
    Haragh and Hulsan had moved on to discussing some sort of fermented beverages the ogres exclusively drank, and when it came time for me to put the finishing touches on the last pistol, Cayla lined the other four complete designs along her thighs to admire. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” she purred, “but I’m dying to know everything about them. What does the top part that slides back and forth do? Why is there no cylinder? Is this chamber at the bottom like the magaz--” 
 
    I smirked and pressed my finger to her lips to silence the curious woman, and when she cocked her brow, I gestured toward the front seat.  
 
    Cayla’s blue eyes flicked toward Hulsan and Haragh, and she nodded in understanding without continuing her list of questions. I could tell by the way she kept picking up and studying the pistols that she was getting impatient, but both of the men in the front seat were sounding more tired already. They yawned repeatedly during their conversation as they began slumping in their seats, and while Aurora chided Haragh about how nervous he was to be going back home for the first time in years, I pulled the book of runes from the floor and slid it onto Deya’s lap. Then I dropped my arm around her shoulders, and I pulled the beautiful elf closer until my lips brushed against her ear as I began murmuring the things I wanted her to work on. 
 
    I could see her pink lashes flutter in surprise as her eyes widened, and by the time I was finished, she had a mischievous grin on her face. Then Deya promptly opened her book of runes, and she leaned around me to whisper to Cayla.  
 
    “You are going to be a very happy woman,” the elf informed the princess. 
 
    “This is maddeningly frustrating,” Cayla sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s pretty cute to see you impatient for once,” I informed her. “I’m definitely doing this more often.” 
 
    “Doing what more often?” Haragh yawned. 
 
    “Road trips,” I replied as I sent Cayla a wink. 
 
    I laid my head back on the seat to get some rest while the conversation up front dwindled, and I must have dozed off at some point, because the next thing I knew, Cayla was roughly shaking my arm. My eyes popped open immediately, and I glanced over to see Cayla was at her breaking point. 
 
    “Now, you have to tell me everything,” she ordered above the unbelievable noise of Haragh and Hulsan snoring in the front seat. “What is this weapon called? Is this hole in the bottom going to be a magazine like on the bows you made? Does it use the same ammunition as the revolver, but just loaded differently?” 
 
    “Have you not slept at all this entire time?” I asked as I straightened up to stretch the kink out of my neck. 
 
    “Of course, I haven’t,” Cayla said stiffly, and she handed a pistol over. 
 
    “How long was I asleep?” I yawned. 
 
    “Probably four hours,” Aurora said quietly. “I made her leave you alone as long as I could. Based on what Haragh told me, we should be crossing the border of Jagruel in another few hours, but that’s a very rough estimate since he’s never travelled there by car before.” 
 
    I nodded as I looked over at Deya, and she sent me a sweet smile from behind her book. 
 
    “None of you have slept at all?” I clarified. 
 
    “I’m too excited,” Deya giggled, and she lowered her voice a bit before continuing. “I found some runes that I think should do what you wanted, but why can the others not know about this weapon?” 
 
    “I’ll explain it all to Haragh,” I said with a shrug, “but I don’t know how Hulsan would react to something like this. He strikes me as a little set in his ways.” 
 
    “You could say that,” Cayla muttered, “but he’s already seen your other guns at the training fields.” 
 
    “Yeah, but those weren’t semi-automatic,” I explained as I gestured to the pistol in my hand. “It changes the whole game.” 
 
    “Then please tell me everything,” Cayla groaned, and I grinned as I handed both women a pistol. 
 
    “This is another weapon from my world, but it’s not exactly like the revolver,” I explained. “It’s called a 1911, and as you pointed out, there’s no cylinder, but there is a magazine well in the grip. That makes it a semi-automatic weapon which cuts down on time, because one, you don’t have to load each bullet individually, and two, you don’t have to cock the hammer every time you want to fire.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Cayla said proudly, “but since the bottom is open, I assume the ammunition is loaded differently than the bow or the blowgun?” 
 
    “Correct,” I chuckled, “but let’s go over the basics of operation first. Now, this is a more dangerous weapon than the revolver, which is why it has what’s called safeties on it. This lever at the back of the grip is a grip safety. It prevents the trigger from being pulled without your hand in position around the grip. This little lever on the side is a safety too, and it’s very important, so pay attention. You see how my thumb rests naturally on this safety?”  
 
    Deya and Cayla nodded.  
 
    “That’s how you always hold this weapon, with your thumb riding on the safety like that. This way, every time you holster it, your thumb can easily flick up and lock the safety which means--” 
 
    “The gun cannot fire by mistake,” Cayla guessed. 
 
    “Exactly,” I replied, “but this brings me to a notable difference that you’ll have to adjust to with this weapon that has to do with the hammer. Like I said, you don’t have to cock it every time you fire, but you do have to cock it before you first pull the trigger. To simplify things, you’re gonna carry this pistol already cocked, which means you always, always lock that thumb safety when you aren’t about to fire. Make it a habit. If you keep the pistol cocked and locked, then, when you’re ready to fire, all you have to do is push down on the safety lever with your thumb, and you’re good to go. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Both women nodded and practiced with the thumb safety a few times, and I adjusted their grip a bit to be sure they had the proper thumb placement. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said once I was sure they had it down. “Moving on, this little lever lower down on the grip is the magazine release. Like Cayla pointed out, the entire magazine is removable. When you want to change out your magazine, press on the lever, and the magazine will drop out of the bottom. Then you can slide the next one in and keep on shooting. If the gun runs out of ammo then the slide should lock back, so you just need to hit this lever here to make it slide forward and load the next bullet in the barrel. You shouldn’t ever have to pull the hammer back unless it’s the first shot in a magazine and the previous action of the slide hasn’t done it for you.” 
 
    “How clever,” Cayla whispered. “The gunpowder of the precious bullet’s shot moves back the slide to operate the hammer for the next shot. I can see how it is an improvement over the revolvers we have been using.” 
 
    “You got it,” I said as I smiled proudly at my lover. “I’ll make sure we all have a means of stowing spare magazine for easy access, too.” 
 
    “Do the magazines carry the same bullets as the revolver?” Deya asked, but Haragh suddenly choked on his spit so loudly all of us jumped.  
 
    Both men continued steadily snoring, though, and after a minute of waiting to be sure they were still in a deep sleep, I lowered my voice a bit and continued. 
 
    “Normally, this weapon would fire similar cartridges,” I said, “but for our purposes, we don’t need the same bullet and case set up as the revolver. We’re using a bigger kick that’ll propel the bullets without the need for gunpowder, which will cut down production time considerably. Honestly, I’ve never seen a weapon like the one I have in mind, so I’m not positive about this idea yet, but after thinking over the things Dragir taught me, and considering the issues we’re facing with the possessed mages, I think I’ve come up with a hybrid that should be exactly what we need.” 
 
    “Like the bazooka?” Cayla asked, and her blue eyes glinted. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I told her. “The bazookas need to be loaded with individual rockets, but that takes two people if you’re trying to be quick about it. Aside from this, if I follow the same system as Dragir did with engraving the rockets, I’d have to engrave every bullet which would take even longer and make it inconvenient long term. I wanted a weapon that, in the field, wouldn’t cost us more than the amount of time it takes to slide a magazine into this well, but that could be formed in mass more quickly without worrying about technicalities like powdered propellants or excessive engravings. The ammunition we’ll be using here relies solely on rune magic and metal, which is something I can work with anywhere.” 
 
    “That’s precisely what I’ve been wanting,” Cayla said with a sigh of relief. “I just want to shoot lots of people I don’t like with lots of bullets.” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled, “I saw the look on your face when you were testing the Defenders for the infirmary. That’s when I first got the idea, actually. The way I see it, we can’t rely solely on the possessed mages wearing out their abilities in battle, because they’re too deadly for us to hold them off for that long. If we’re slowed down by reloading the revolvers and shotguns, that puts us at a greater disadvantage. Plus, if we’re relying on standard bullets alone, that would require every one of our mages to have aim like Cayla or me.” 
 
    “That’s not likely,” Aurora muttered. “They’re doing well with their training, but there’s a difference between firing at a target and fighting in battle. I think it’s more difficult to be accurate if it isn’t muscle memory to you yet.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “So, the ammunition we need has to not require as many reloads and be effective without hitting a specific point on a creature’s body, like the heart or the head.” 
 
    “How do you account for that?” Cayla asked in confusion. “What bullet could kill on impact at any point of the body?” 
 
    “One that’s laced with rune magic,” I said with a roguish grin. 
 
    “I love you,” Cayla blurted. “Everything you’re saying right now is turning me on. I’m dripping wet.” 
 
    “You’re so cute about weaponry,” Deya giggled. “You make me feel like I am with the elves again.”  
 
    I grinned when Cayla’s hooded gaze stayed locked on my lips, and I decided to oblige her with a long, deep kiss before continuing. She refused to loosen her grip on my neck for longer than I expected, but when I forced myself to pull away on account of the two men snoring loudly in the front seat, she let out a moan that made my spine tingle. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I chuckled, “but I’m not done explaining, yet.” 
 
    “Tell me what the runes do,” Cayla said in a husky voice, and she bit at her lip and started to wiggle her hips as if she was looking for friction on her pussy. 
 
    “They deliver a hefty dose of elemental shock that will kill any creature of any size from any point of impact,” I told her, and her lashes fluttered as she let out another soft moan. 
 
    Both Aurora and Deya had to work to quiet their giggles, and I couldn’t help but notice my stoic princess’ heartbeat was suddenly elevated as her icy gaze locked on Deya. 
 
    “What runes did he ask you for?” she demanded. 
 
    “Hold on a moment, I am still confused,” Deya said as she furrowed her pink brows. “How are you avoiding having to engrave each bullet?” 
 
    “With the magazine case and contact points,” I replied. “Same system Dragir used, but I’m taking it a step further. Like I said, I’m not positive it’ll work, but in theory, it lines up. So, I’m gonna give it a try, because if the trigger rune can power the bazooka through the metal, then it’s infusing its power directly from these copper contact points. Potentially, having a magazine casing that’s infused with elementals would then transfer its powers into the metal it’s contacting as well, which in this case, is the bullets it’s housing.” 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora chuckled. “If this works … ” 
 
    “We’ll be trumping any advancements the Master could imagine making with his weaponry,” I finished for her, and I gestured to Deya’s book. “And the best part is that he won’t be able to figure it out just by looking at the bullets. He’d have to get the gun and the magazines, and then figure out the runes. He just won’t be able to do it.” 
 
    Deya slid the open book of runes into my lap as she shifted closer, and we all stooped around Aurora’s flame to take a look as she flipped to a few marked pages. 
 
    “There are three for fire that I have marked because I wasn’t sure which kind you would require,” Deya explained, and Aurora let out a giddy gasp in the front seat. “This first one is a flame spurt, kind of like Aurora’s.” 
 
    “Not quite what I need,” I said. “I want the flame to burst on impact and consume them.” 
 
    Cayla’s fingers tightened around my bicep at the words, and I glanced over to see her cheeks flushed with arousal. 
 
    “I fully support this,” Aurora informed us. “Is there a rune like that?” 
 
    “I think so,” Deya said as she flipped through a few more pages. “This one creates a fireball, but it doesn’t have the added enchanted effect of the one Dragir used for your rockets. That rune is … this one over here.” 
 
    I flipped back and forth to get a mental image of both runes side by side, and then I nodded. 
 
    “Let me think about this for a minute,” I muttered as I closed my eyes, and I focused on laying the image of both runes on top of one another. Then I laid this overtop the degree mapping Dragir had made me memorize to find out the name of each element used. “Okay … I think I can use the fireball as the base, and if I add two of the elemental degrees from the other, it should behave the same way on impact.” 
 
    “Be careful to balance the new rune differently when you’ve finished,” Deya warned. “Remember that fire is a very erratic element, and the cohesion lines in this book are in place for the purposes of this specific arrangement.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” I nodded. “What about the other runes I asked for?” 
 
    “The lightning is a tricky one because there are three degrees that channel the element in different ways,” Deya said as she flipped a few more pages. “This one draws lightning down from the sky to any point the rune is placed. This other one looks similar to what Dragir used to power your bazooka, but two lines were altered in his. The last one is confusing to me because the translation is difficult, but I think the word you would use is “web?” Like a spider makes.” 
 
    “It’s a web of lightning?” I asked. “That’s pretty fucking cool. How does it work?” 
 
    “I do not think the rune creates a web,” Deya said uneasily. “It only behaves in this way. I’m not sure how to describe it because I do not know very much about how runes behave.” 
 
    “Playing with lightning sounds dangerous,” Cayla said in a low voice. “Are you certain about using it?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I replied. “We’re dealing with multiple kinds of creatures with differing abilities, especially where the mages are concerned. At first, I thought I could just pack each element into a magazine, but then we would have to constantly swap them out depending on who we were aiming at. I’d need a magazine the Aer Mages couldn’t counter, then a magazine the Flumen Mages couldn’t counter, and on like that.” 
 
    “That would cost us more time than reloading the revolvers,” Cayla pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, so we need something the majority of the mages can’t counter,” I continued. “Fire’s always useful because everyone except Ignis Mages can burn, so that one is a must. Lighting though … none of us could fend it off. If I can figure out how this web thing works, I could potentially encase them in it. That’s an instant kill right there, no matter what your element is, and with a semi-automatic weapon, we’d be taking them down by the dozens.” 
 
    “That really does sound dangerous, Mason,” Aurora mumbled as she eyed me uneasily in the rearview mirror. “Lightning is very unpredictable.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s incredibly dangerous,” I agreed, “and no one I’ve met in this realm can counter it.” 
 
    “Then I think you should try it,” Deya said after a moment, “only please promise me you will be careful with this rune. Study every element very closely before you engrave it.” 
 
    “You have my word,” I assured her. “What about the last one?” 
 
    “There’s more than fire and lightning?” Cayla asked, and she finally looked more sober about the idea of the new weapon. “What else could you possibly need?” 
 
    “Need?” I said with half a grin. “Probably nothing, but want?” 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora sighed. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled, “I’ve gotta have a little fun with this. It’s my first hybrid weapon. Deya, please continue.” 
 
    Deya nodded and searched through the book for a couple minutes, and by the time she was done, it looked like she had about five different pages she’d saved. 
 
    “Alright,” she finally said as she chose one to begin with. “What you asked for, I have never heard of, so you’ll have to tell me if I am misguided here, but in terms of metal, there are several that stuck out to me.” 
 
    “Metal?” Aurora asked a little too loudly, and Hulsan coughed as he began shifting in his seat. 
 
    None of us moved a muscle until he was snoring once more, and even then, we remained silent for several minutes longer. Then I nodded to Deya, and she continued barely above a whisper. 
 
    “This rune is familiar to me only because I have seen Dragir use it for forging armor, but I don’t know the limits of its uses,” the elf explained. “I do know it is capable of melting any metal you engrave it into, though. This next one creates metal, and as you can see there are different variants to the rune depending on which type you want.” 
 
    “Wait, it creates it out of nothing?” I clarified. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “It draws it from its surroundings.” 
 
    “Oookay,” I said with a nod. “So, if the rocks around you have no gold in them, you’re not creating gold with this rune.” 
 
    “Correct,” Deya replied. “This next rune--” 
 
    “No, no,” I interrupted as I caught her before she could turn the page. “This one’s perfect.” 
 
    “How are you going to use this rune with the 1911?” Cayla asked in confusion. “To create bullets?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “Let me try to work it all out before we get into technicalities, but this last one is more for my own personal use anyways.” 
 
    “Why?” Deya asked with some concern. “Is it very violent?” 
 
    “Could be,” I allowed, “but if I’m the only Metal Mage in this realm, then I’m going to use that to my advantage as much as possible. I actually got the idea from our encounter with Yvette and something Odin and I have been discussing. For now, let me work on getting familiar with these elements. I want to have at least one pistol and two magazines fully engraved by the time we get to Jagruel, so if everyone could try not to disturb the atmosphere too much, that would be very helpful.” 
 
    “I can certainly do that,” Cayla yawned, and I leaned over to leave a kiss on her cheek since I could tell she’d be out cold in minutes. Then Deya curled up so her head rested on my shoulder, and as both women began to doze off, I laid my head back and closed my eyes, too. 
 
    I didn’t sleep, though. I focused on the degree mapping in my head instead as I laid the many runic variations over it and worked on memorizing their elements. Eventually, I decided to focus on the fire rune first since this one was the least complex of all the magazines I wanted to create, and I sparked my metal magic to summon some fresh steel from my stash on the floor. Then I summoned my engraving kit as well, and after double checking the dimensions of the gun’s frame on my pistol, I formed a magazine and installed a spring system in base. Then I melted a small bead of copper and embedded it in the upper left corner of the piece to act as a contact point for the trigger rune. 
 
    I was just picking up the engraving tool when I happened to glance up and notice a pair of emerald eyes watching me nervously in the rearview mirror, and I cocked a brow. 
 
    “Are you watching me, or watching the road?” 
 
    “Just be careful, okay?” Aurora said, and her blue brows crinkled nervously. 
 
    I grinned. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    It took me several tries to find the right balance once I added Dragir’s alterations to the fireball rune, but once I got the elements to calm down a bit, I figured it only took me about twenty minutes to get the engraving completed on the side of the magazine. 
 
    The oddest part of the process was how much the various fire elements reminded me of Aurora once I was more familiar with their presence, but they also seemed to gravitate toward her in the front seat. It was like they amplified when they got close to the Ignis Mage, and it gave me the strange sense that I’d somehow seeped into the makeup of her veins. 
 
    If this was what it felt like to be an Ignis Mage, I was officially jealous, but also a little unnerved because it was erratic as hell to work with. The elements would surge out of nowhere and spread around me like fire did on a windy day, and most of my effort was spent on trying to rein them back in to a manageable degree again. It made me sweat just trying to focus on a single degree line, but once all six were swarming around me, I started wondering if the car would burst into flames at any second. 
 
    It didn’t, though, which was cool, and when I opened my eyes, I looked down to see I really was drenched in sweat. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I sighed, “how do you put up with fire? I’m honestly baffled, that was exhausting.” 
 
    “You like it,” Aurora murmured, and she sent me a wink. “Do you think you worked it out alright?” 
 
    “We’ll find out when we test it,” I said as I slid the magazine into my pocket. “For now, I’m just glad I got them balanced without spontaneously combusting.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a little intense just to be near,” Aurora admitted. 
 
    “You could feel it?” I asked. “Could you recognize that they were fire elements?” 
 
    “Of course, I could,” she chuckled. “I always know fire when it’s near me, no matter the form. It was … cozy. Energizing, too, I feel wide awake now.” 
 
    “Thank you for driving all night,” I said as I pulled another piece of steel from the floor, and I sparked my metal magic to replicate the magazine. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” the half-elf said with a shrug. “I couldn’t sleep with all this snoring going on anyway, but at least it’s beautiful out here.” 
 
    I glanced out the window for the first time since we left Falmount, and in the blaring light of the moon I could make out scraggly grass covered hills that dropped off into dark, jagged cliffs. We were driving along the edge of one of these cliffs, and ahead in the far distance, there was a faint shimmer of black waters on the horizon. 
 
    “There’s hardly any trees out here,” I muttered. “Did Haragh mention a route with better cover maybe? I mean, we’re right out in the open, anyone could see us or follow us.” 
 
    “I’m keeping an ear out,” Aurora assured me. “Haragh said to stay a straight course toward the west until the road splits. Then we should be heading down toward the coast and have more cover.” 
 
    “He would know best,” I sighed, and I laid my head back once more to work on the next engraving. 
 
    I decided to use a combination rune for the magazine that would harness lightning, and I focused on familiarizing myself with the rune that was engraved on the trigger assembly of the bazooka first. I would have to replicate it on the triggers of the pistols, but I also needed to combine the rune that behaved like a web with a couple more directional aspects of it, too. After seeing the result of doing it wrong once before, I wanted to be certain I had this one down before messing with other runes having to do with lightning. 
 
    This was easier said than done, though. My heartrate jacked up the second I summoned the first elemental degree, and just as I realized it was only pounding faster and faster by the second, my healing rune suddenly flared in retaliation. 
 
    I gasped as I broke the connection and sat bolt upright, and Bobbie swerved on the road from Aurora’s surprise. Haragh and Hulsan slumped onto each other, but they stayed out cold while the half-ogre began drooling on the old man’s head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Aurora hissed anxiously as I clutched instinctively at my chest. 
 
    “I think I almost electrocuted myself,” I admitted. 
 
    “Okay, no lightning,” the half-elf immediately decided. “Shoshanne would say it if she were here, and she’d be right, so I’m calling it.” 
 
    I sighed and leaned forward against the seat back while my rune slowly quieted down again. 
 
    “That’s not productive at all,” I muttered. 
 
    Aurora just tipped her chin up defiantly and shook her head.  
 
    “Don’t you want to wield a weapon no one in the realm can counter?” I cajoled. “That takes a little persistence to achieve.” 
 
    I could tell the half-elf was having trouble holding firm, and I grinned as I propped my elbows up and waited.  
 
    Eventually, she let out a tense sigh and glanced over her shoulder at me. 
 
    “Fine,” she mumbled. “Explain what happened.” 
 
    “My heart rate jacked up,” I told her. “At first, it was only a bit, like when I’ve been all-out sprinting for twenty minutes, but the element was even more erratic than the fiery ones. I couldn’t get a hold on it for even a second. Then something must have happened because my heart felt like it was seizing or something, and my healing rune started acting up. That’s when I broke the connection.” 
 
    “Gods,” Aurora groaned. “Shoshanne would be so mad right now.” 
 
    “Luckily, it’s just us and a car full of people who don’t ever have to know,” I tried as I nudged her playfully. 
 
    Aurora shook her head to herself, but I could see the grin curling at the corners of her lips, and then her eyes suddenly widened. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay, so you said this degree you harnessed was erratic,” Aurora said. “This of course reminded me of my Ignis magic, but then I was thinking of how you’re supposed to be the grounded one, and here you are enticing me into a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Okay … ” I replied. “Is this about Shoshanne again?” 
 
    “No,” Aurora chuckled. “It’s about you. Your element is a grounding one. Lightning needs--” 
 
    “To be grounded. Godsdamnit,” I cursed, and then I slipped my hand around the woman’s slender neck to gently tilt her in my direction. She giggled against my lips while I kissed her, and she was already rolling her eyes at me when I let go. “You’re incredible, by the way.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell Shoshanne I helped with any of this,” the half-elf ordered. 
 
    “Deal,” I chuckled, “but you won’t regret it.” 
 
    I dropped back into my seat with my Terra powers already sparking in my veins, and I let the strength of my connection to my own element build without sending it outward at all. I waited until I was almost itching to unleash it, and then I waited another minute more, because I really didn’t want to electrocute myself. 
 
    Finally, I split my attention and began focusing on the degree mapping in my head and which element I was harnessing, and the familiar static surge shot through me again. I tensed immediately as I sensed how shifty it was, but this time, it didn’t immediately jet off out of control. It clung to the space around me and flickered in and out of my veins, and as I slowly placed the engraving tool on the metal, the hair on my arms began to stand on end. 
 
    My heart rate was elevated again, but it didn’t continue to increase, and I took this as a sign that Aurora had been exactly on point about my element. So, I fought against the urge to break the connection as I summoned an extra surge of my Terra powers, and then I began engraving the degree line in the steel of the magazine. 
 
    Every additional line shot through me like ice cold water, and this did nothing to improve the struggle of balancing my magery against the runic elements while trying to keep two different runes perfectly aligned on the map in my mind.  
 
    I felt jittery and constantly on the verge of losing control of every connection, and when it came time to balance all eight elements with cohesion lines, I almost gave up all together. I knew I was so close, though, and the sheer power of the magic around me only urged me onward. They were more potent than any element I’d ever experienced in this realm, and I kept increasing my Terra powers as I clenched my jaw and commanded my attention toward finding the little pings of energy that meant the elements were balancing out. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I spent feverishly trying to feel out the lines of cohesion, but as I engraved one final line in the steel, everything suddenly leveled out. The acuteness of the elements was still at the forefront of my mind, and I could hear all of them muttering around me, but they weren’t warring with each other anymore. So, I tentatively eased my connection to the rune as I lifted the engraving tool away, and I waited until my heart rate evened out before I finally let my Terra magic fade again. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the car wasn’t moving, and Aurora was turned around in the driver’s seat staring at me. 
 
    “Why are we stopped?” I asked, but I felt like a robot from how mechanically my mouth moved. My mind was weirdly disconnected from my body, too, but I was hyper aware of the space I took up in the car and how still everything seemed compared to the chaos I’d been working in. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied blankly. “Why are we stopped?” 
 
    “I couldn’t focus on the road,” the half-elf said as she narrowed her eyes just a little. “The air was heavy, and my head hurt, but I didn’t want to interrupt you. We’ve been sitting here for almost an hour.” 
 
    I looked out the window to see the sky was just beginning to lighten, but even the sensation of turning my head felt weird, and I furrowed my brow as I swiveled my head side to side to try and make the movement feel more natural. 
 
    Aurora’s eyes narrowed a bit more. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I think so,” I said. “Just feeling kind of … strange. Lightning is more complex than I ever imagined, and loud. How long was I working on that rune for?” 
 
    “Long enough that we’re in Jagruel,” Aurora answered. “You really didn’t notice the car was stopped this whole time?” 
 
    “I was kind of preoccupied,” I pointed out, and this time, the process of speaking finally felt a little more natural. “I think I did it, though.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Aurora nodded, and we stared at each other like this for a long moment while we processed the utter weirdness of rune magic. 
 
    Then Hulsan must have choked on his tongue, because a loud hacking noise came from his gaping mouth to break the silence, and I jolted so much my Terra magic burst through the ground under the Mustang with a thunderous crack. 
 
    Aurora gasped, and Hulsan clutched the side paneling in a panic as the tires shifted, and the two women sleeping on either side of me slid dead weight into my shoulders as the rear of the car began to lose ground. 
 
    My heart pounded wildly in my chest while I quickly resealed the massive fissure I’d opened beneath us, but I couldn’t tell if this was just my shock or the residual effects of the rune I’d been working on. 
 
    Hulsan was wild-eyed with his scraggly hair in disarray as he looked all around, but Haragh went on snoring. 
 
    “Wh-What’s going on?” Hulsan croaked as he looked back at me. “Why are we stopped?” 
 
    I remained perfectly still as Aurora swiftly summoned her flame back to her in the front seat, and I hoped the old guy wouldn’t notice the branding irons, engraving tool, magazines, and pistols piled on the bare thighs around me. 
 
    “Uhh …” I tried. “We’re in Jagruel. Aurora and I were just getting our plans in order.” 
 
    Hulsan managed a wobbly nod before he fell into a fit of gravelly coughs that finally woke Haragh up, and then the old man dug in his pocket for his tin of Aldrin pollen. 
 
     Aurora and I exchanged amused grins before she turned back around in her seat and brought Bobbie back to life, and Haragh worked on righting himself as he came around more fully. 
 
    “Would ye’ look at that,” Haragh mumbled in a daze. “That’s the Izig Cliffs straight ahead. Keep on this path for a ways, we’re nearly there, now.” 
 
    Aurora took us onward like nothing at all had happened, and the conversation of what there was to eat in ogre country began in the front seat.  
 
    I slid the second magazine into my pocket, and in a few seconds, I had everything stowed out of sight on the floor of the Mustang. Then I casually dropped my arms around Cayla and Deya, and the princess let out a sleepy sigh as the beautiful elf snuggled in closer. 
 
    “That’s the other thing to remember,” Haragh grunted, and he craned his neck a bit to talk to me.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “The ogres don’t invite no one to a feast, so don’t sit around expectin’ any civilities, that’s just askin’ to be killed. Ye’ invite your own damn self to a feast in Jagruel.” 
 
    I nodded. “When do they feast?” 
 
    “When are they not feastin’?” Haragh snorted.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    We parked Bobbie off the road once we were in the thick of a pine forest, and the cover of the massive trees made the daylight as dim as dusk in here. The cool air was damp and salty when I climbed out of the car behind Cayla, and I could hear the crashing waves of the ocean not far away. 
 
    I stretched my legs and arms, turned in a circle, and eyed the giant trees. They reminded me of redwoods, except their bark was a deep purple, and their needles looked more blue than green. They also had thick masses of slimy moss hanging from their boughs, and it kind of looked like a giant blew his nose all over the forest. 
 
    Still, the air was refreshing and crisp, and with the forest floor entirely made up of a soft bed of bluish needles, there was little chance any plants were going to try to eat me here. So, I smiled and stretched a bit more before heading to the trunk.  
 
    “Damn, it’s good to be back.” Haragh let out a long happy sigh as he looked around him. 
 
    “What is this place called?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “The forest,” he said as he smiled a little wider. “Ain’t it lovely?” 
 
    “It is beautiful,” the princess giggled, “but I meant do you have a name for this part of the region? Like the Izig Cliffs you pointed out?” 
 
    “Nope,” the half-ogre said proudly. “No names. Just Jagruel. Izig was the name of the ogre who conquered the trolls to expand our territory north about four hundred years ago. That’s the only reason we call ‘em Izig Cliffs. There’s a lot of cliffs around here, but those are the ones we took from the trolls. We’re pretty proud of ourselves about it.” 
 
    I chuckled as I unsealed the trunk, and Aurora joined me to begin loading the magazine on her bow. 
 
    “I didn’t know there were trolls here,” I said. 
 
    “There aren’t,” Haragh chuckled, and he shuffled over to prop his elbow on the hood of the Mustang. “We ate ‘em.” 
 
    I stared. “All of them?” 
 
    “There weren’t that many,” he said with a shrug. “Takes seven years to birth a troll, so their race was dyin’ off anyway. Then they started poisoning the only fresh water supply in the entire west coast, so Izig took matters into his own hands. Did a hell of a job, too.” 
 
    I shook my head as I handed the half-ogre a couple daggers for his belt, and when he eyed the Halcyan ones sheepishly, I smirked and swapped them out for him. 
 
    Hulsan came to join us all while Haragh happily sheathed his Halcyan daggers, but the old man stopped in his tracks when he got a view of the trunk. 
 
    Cayla just smirked and pulled her shotgun and revolver out, and Deya smiled sweetly to the old man as she secured two Halcyan swords to her waist before strapping my bow across her chest. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to save the ogres,” the old man said suspiciously. 
 
    “I do,” I assured him. 
 
    Hulsan furrowed his brow. “Do you always carry this many weapons?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a shrug, and I handed a box of bullets to Cayla. “There’s usually five of us, though.” 
 
    “There’s enough in there to fully arm thirty men,” Hulsan snorted. 
 
    “We like to have options,” Aurora said, and Cayla nodded her agreement. 
 
    “What’s that one?” Hulsan asked as he pointed to one of the bazookas. 
 
    “Rocket launcher,” I said as I tried not to grin. “You want a sword or anything? Dagger? I’ve got some spare shuriken if that’s more your taste.” 
 
    Hulsan’s brows were raised as he stared for a long moment at the arsenal Cayla had stocked for us, and then he blankly shook his head. 
 
    “No, I’ll be fine,” he finally said. “Gotta take a piss, though.” 
 
    Deya giggled after the old man headed off into the woods, and Haragh chuckled as he picked up a bazooka to test his aim. 
 
    “This one looks like a hell of a lot of fun,” he mused as he turned a circle and looked through the sight. 
 
    “It is,” Cayla sighed. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it wouldn’t work for you, though,” I told the half-ogre. 
 
    “Why not?” he asked, and he looked severely disappointed. 
 
    “It’s made to function exclusively for the five of us,” I told him, and I came over to point out the small rune Dragir had engraved. “I have no idea how it works, but it works, and that’s fine by me because this thing does a lot of damage. Cayla used it against those elves who tried to kill you, but I think you were already dying by then.” 
 
    “Damn,” Haragh cursed. “Would’ve liked to see that.” 
 
    “I’ll show you some other time,” Cayla offered, and Haragh cheered up a bit. 
 
    “Better leave this one behind in Jagruel,” he said as he put the bazooka back in the trunk. “The ogres don’t have much use for a weapon, but we recognize the threat of ‘em. The bigger the club, the more dangerous, so they’d probably not take too well to this behemoth bein’ brought into the lair.” 
 
    “You guys have a lair?” I asked as I resealed the trunk. 
 
    “Aye, no capitals or villages in Jagruel. You’ve got the caves where we do our feastin’ and the lair where we do our tradin’. We’re in the forest now, as ye’ see. We do our huntin’ out here or by the ocean.” 
 
    “Simple enough,” I said as Hulsan stumbled back through the trees already snorting some more pollen. “Let’s get going then.” 
 
    “Hold up!” Haragh said before I could make it ten paces. “None of you are in proper formation.” 
 
    We all exchanged glances as we froze in place, but Hulsan ignored the half-ogre and just dropped down to sit on a felled log that was probably as tall as Temin’s castle when it was standing. 
 
    “Formation?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “That’s right,” Haragh grunted, and he shifted my shoulders for me so I was facing directly toward the trees in front of me. “We’ll be at the lair in about a half hour, and you don’t want anyone catchin’ ye’ out of formation before you even introduce yourself.” 
 
    Haragh scooted Aurora over to me while she chuckled in amusement, and Cayla cocked a brow as she cautiously followed after. 
 
    “You gotta keep your pride in line or they won’t respect ye’,” Haragh explained. “Here, Aurora stand there on Mason’s left, but never in line with him, yeah? Just behind and keep a three-foot distance. He needs his room to breathe. Cayla, you would normally be at the back due to the size of ye’, meanin’ no offense, miss, but since you’re well-armed, you’d be better at the right flank. That way they know you’re not hidin’ nothing. Elf at the back, but a tad to the left, alright? It wouldn’t be right to stand as if Shoshanne weren’t in the pride. If one member’s off huntin’ or what not, the rest must keep formation, so the other ogres don’t think you’ve failed to maintain your lot.” 
 
    My brows were up from the moment Haragh started fussing over the women, and it took so much effort to keep quiet while he carried on like this. So, when he finally finished and I found myself with my women obediently in place around me, I caught the half-ogre’s arm before he could continue through the woods. 
 
    “My pride?” I clarified. “Please expand upon this, I’m loving the sound of it.” 
 
    “Of course, you are,” Haragh snorted. “I told ye’ the men in Jagruel outnumber the women ten to one. So, it’s a coveted thing to get one for your own. It’s traditional amongst the ogres to have more than one, though, so these days, if ye’ can uphold the proper pride, and manage to keep them in line, it sets you well above the rest.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” I said as I turned a roguish grin toward my women, and Deya giggled as she sent me a coy wave from her “proper position.” 
 
    “Now, ladies,” Haragh said as he looked over my head, “don’t break formation for anything, alright? Unless Mason’s tellin’ ye’ to do somethin’, keep in line.” 
 
    Aurora cocked a brow as her expression darkened. 
 
    Then Haragh cleared his throat and added a “please” that he probably almost followed up with a “don’t kill me,” and Aurora kept her fiery eyes on the half-ogre as he swiftly turned to head into the woods. 
 
    Hulsan chuckled and followed close behind, and with my pride apparently well in hand, I did my best not to let the whole arrangement go to my head. 
 
    I still wore a shit-eating grin on my face every time I glanced over my shoulder, though, and I had to admit, my women really did respect the formation. They remained perfectly in step where Haragh had placed them, and they didn’t even seem to mind too much. It was strange not having one or all of them on my arms for once, but I couldn’t deny I felt pretty fucking awesome with my own auger sexy band of scantily clad guards at my flank. 
 
    Which only solidified my confidence about dealing with the ogres. Apparently, we had a thing or two in common, and with Haragh around to make sure I didn’t make an ass of myself and end up being used as a condiment, what could really go wrong? 
 
    “I love to imagine what my father would say if he could see how I live my life these days,” Deya sighed. 
 
    “Mine as well,” Cayla laughed. “It’s not every day a princess is made to follow behind a knight.” 
 
    “Trust me, you’ll thank me later,” Haragh assured us. “Havin’ a pride as large as yours is a rare thing in Jagruel. Whether you’re ogre or not, it’ll work in our favor.” 
 
    “I have a feeling I’m gonna love the ogres,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “I have a feeling you’ll be eating your words in a minute,” Hulsan chuckled. “I found a slaughtered wyvern back there when I was takin’ a piss. All that was left was the skin.” 
 
    My smile fell as I glanced at Haragh. 
 
    “Wyvern’s good meat,” he said with a nod. “Personally, I prefer ‘em charred to raw, though.” Then he nudged Hulsan. “You better step a few paces to the left there. Mason’s the one who’s got business with Grot, so the two of us should stand just ahead, but out to the side enough so the women are on display.” 
 
    Aurora sighed in irritation, and Haragh sent her an apologetic look, but when I heard her chuckle a few seconds later, I knew she wasn’t really too annoyed with the half-ogre. It was kind of cute to see her pouting over being told to stay right where she should, though. I didn’t know if it was the same with all Ignis Mages or just her, but I’d never known the half-elf to enjoy being bossed around by anyone but me, and after the treatment she’d gotten in Nalnora, I could see why she wasn’t too eager to be “on display” in foreign lands. 
 
    This time, she had Deya with her for a little solidarity, and I knew Haragh wouldn’t have risked bringing either of them along if he thought their race would put them in danger. From the sound of it, the ogres weren’t obnoxiously racist like the elves. They were just generally violent and unbridled, and that was really a whole different ball game. 
 
    So, I was feeling good about things, even with the gutted wyvern at our backs, but as I started picking up sounds further ahead, my nerve gave way a bit. The first thing that stuck out to me were the growls and snarls that rose up without restraint, but the heavy clashing of clubs was more concerning. It honestly sounded like a brawl amongst giants, but there were undertones of sloshing mud, gnashing teeth, belching, and what most likely counted as laughter amongst the ogres. 
 
    When we drew closer, I cringed as the distinct sound of sweaty flesh slapping together registered in my ears, and I could already tell the ogres weren’t big on hygiene from the amount of times I heard massive loogies being spat out. 
 
    The fact that Haragh was looking more and more nervous didn’t ease my growing concerns at all either, and when the trees began to thin out ahead of us, he came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    “I just want to say,” the half-ogre said hoarsely, “I’m sorry if they eat ye’. It means a lot to me, you all comin’ out here to help us. Truly.” 
 
    I glanced at my women to see them smiling softly, and Aurora went right ahead and broke formation to walk over to Haragh. 
 
    Then she did her best to wrap her arms around the half-ogre for a hug, and he looked ready to cry. 
 
    “We love you, Haragh,” Aurora mumbled against his arm. “I’m happy to help.” 
 
    “I am too,” Cayla said. 
 
    “Me too,” Deya added softly. “You’re a wonderful man and friend. I am very excited to learn more about your people. We might even have fun.” 
 
    This last part was a stretch, but I admired the beautiful elf’s optimism at least. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “We’ve got this. Let’s see Grot and handle this shit.” 
 
    “If all else fails,” Hulsan muttered, “at least the three of us could probably bury half of ‘em in the ground before they get a bite.” 
 
    Haragh nodded his agreement as he gruffly shook Aurora off him, and the half-elf giggled happily while she trotted back to her place on my left. 
 
    “Alright,” Haragh said with a decisive nod. “Remember everything I’ve told ye’, and no complicated questions. Simple yes or no, don’t start drinkin’ if ye’ can’t finish, and all the rest. Let’s just be casual about it, yeah? We’re walking in like it’s nothin’.” 
 
    “Casual day in Jagruel,” I agreed. 
 
    I didn’t know if casual days around here sounded like all out brawls from this distance, but we walked on anyways to the edge of the forest. Then we came out into the open between two brackish and jagged cliff faces, and all of us slowed to a stop. 
 
    Haragh was the biggest guy I’d ever known, but seeing him side by side with the ogres made him look like a runt and made me feel like I was ten years old. Everywhere I looked, giant, hulking ogres in tattered burlap and leather garb shuffled heavily around the lair, and the few who weren’t growling and trying to rip each other’s heads off were slamming stone mugs the size of my torso down on boulderish tables. 
 
    Mud and slimy moss clung to their calloused feet as they lugged around their roughly wrought clubs made of wood, and every one of them wore a wrinkly green scowl smattered with sweat and streaks of dirt. They shoved anyone who so much as bumped into them in passing, and the rickety shacks set up here and there were crashing to the ground all over the place as ogres toppled into each other with furious snarls. 
 
    Then the ogres who must have been in charge of the shacks were as pissed as everyone else, and they clubbed anyone in the vicinity before they spat at the ground and hauled the remains of their shacks up from the mud. Most of them gave up rebuilding and dropped down in the mud to drink some more, but others angrily slammed planks together and growled just enough to keep anyone else from wrecking their progress before they finished. 
 
    It looked like they were trading various animal pelts for more mugs of whatever they were drinking, but some of the shacks had different sized clubs propped up on display. To me, they just looked like extra-large, super large, and ridiculously large clubs, but I could tell there was a general need for the variance in size. Some of the ogres were only half a foot taller than Haragh, while others stood a good two feet or more higher. 
 
    A few of the shacks had musty burlap attire haphazardly piled on rickety wooden tables, and others were set up more out of the way while their merchants stooped over mounds of boiled leather. I chuckled when I saw one ogre tear the leather apart in a single swipe before he took a few corners between his teeth to rip off another piece or two. When he was done, he tossed the crude vest in a pile of similarly rough looking designs, and every now and then, an ogre would shuffle over and plunk a bubbling stone mug on his table before taking a vest and throwing it on regardless of whether it fit properly. 
 
    Everywhere I looked, ogres made their way around the lair in a lumbering fashion, and I had to admire the simplicity of their lifestyle. No money ever changed hands, and no one seemed to have anywhere they needed to rush off to. They drank, they traded their drinks for goods, and they clubbed each other here and there. 
 
    It was the polar opposite of Serin, basically, and the thought of Temin sitting in his throne room rubbing his brow and trying to rule over this region made me shake my head. 
 
    Then there was a deep rumble as the earth trembled slightly beneath my feet, and all throughout the lair, gurgling springs bubbled up to spew thick reddish mud on everyone. Some of the ogres shielded their mugs, while others didn’t give a shit what flew their way, and the few who were unfortunately right on top of these geysers shook the thick sheen of mud from their legs and kept right on shuffling. 
 
    The two looming cliffs barricaded the hoard of sweaty ogres into this one long stretch of boiling, muddy mayhem, and in the distance, smoke billowed up and mingled with the dense gray clouds in the sky. Birds the size of VWs with sleek black feathers circled overhead and nested on the cliff faces, and their grating caws reminded me of an old smoker’s cough. A few of them swooped down to peck at the ogre’s heads once in a while, and they dodged clubs and beat their wings against the rickety shacks as if this was a game they played regularly for their own amusement. 
 
    Beside me, my big green friend looked out on the mess with a mix of nostalgic pride and fear, and I cleared my throat as I looked for an appropriate remark. 
 
    “It’s not bad,” I managed with a shrug. “It’s … rustic. That’s cool.” 
 
    “Aye,” Haragh said with a touch of pride. “Smells like home, too.” 
 
    I risked a sniff for his sake, and it was definitely less disgusting than the grove of putra we’d stumbled upon in Nalnora. There was a lingering waft of urine here and there, and the undeniable stench of sweaty crevices, but the ocean was the predominant smell drifting in on the breeze, and I assumed the bitter undertones were the beverage overflowing from their giant stone mugs. 
 
    “Which way are we headed?” Hulsan asked as he shifted his belt, and the old farmer didn’t seem at all phased by the slew of ogres towering before us. 
 
    “Straight ahead,” Haragh said, and he jutted his chin in the direction of the smoke and sea. 
 
    I was impressed when Hulsan took the first step, but then a gust of wind blew up and funneled past us to tear its way along the muddy pass, and suddenly, every ogre in sight wrinkled their noses and turned on the spot. 
 
    “Keep it casual,” Haragh muttered as he stiffly continued walking. 
 
    I did my best to not look like I was about to shit myself while the roars and thunking of stone mugs slowly faded, and we advanced into the lair in strict ogre-friendly formation. 
 
    The ogres towered on either side of us with ruddy green scowls and yellowing teeth slightly bared, and with every step, a collective growl seemed to be growing amongst them. I eyed Haragh as he kept his gaze straight ahead and his pace assured, but I was having trouble staying as cool because my healing rune had flared up minutes ago. 
 
    Then one ogre with only half a burlap shirt knotted over his shoulder let out a gurgling snarl and lunged. 
 
    Everything happened all at once as the rest of the ogres took his cue, but in a flash of amber light, Aurora’s flames seared right over their toes as they encircled us completely. Clubs and snarling green faces began pushing through the flames as deafening roars broke out, and when I realized the fire wouldn’t stop them, I sparked my Terra Magic and dropped to a knee. 
 
    I let my powers seep into the mud while arrows flew over my head from the left and bullets shot from my right, and I could tell Cayla was intentionally shifting her aim so she would only graze our attackers. Deya fired her arrows into their limbs rather than their chests as well, but the ogres just tore the arrows from their flesh and cast them aside like nothing while they let the bullets shred their biceps open without any concern. 
 
    Then I finally found the geysers beneath the surface and forced every one of them to tremble and spew out a torrent of dense red mud all over the angry mob. Ogres bellowed furiously as they were blinded with the stuff, and they slipped and slid into each other while they grappled to get at us anyway. 
 
    Haragh sent his own Terra Magic to the cliffs and started tearing off chunks of stone, and he dropped them on the ogre’s muddy heads while the women continued working to keep the others at bay. 
 
    Then I forced another torrent of mud to spew up as I shifted my focus, and while the ogres tumbled around and spat mud from between their teeth, I raised the ground beneath us ever so slightly. 
 
    Hulsan seemed to know what I was up to, because I could sense him scanning the terrain beside me, and for a split second, I thought he was about to join in a circuit to help out. Then his Terra Magic suddenly ceased as he sent me a nod. 
 
    Right on cue, I tore a trench open just outside the circle of Aurora’s flames, but it ended up being more of a moat as mud poured in from above and oozed out of the walls. I could sense traces of stone in the soil, though, and as the ogres crawled stubbornly ahead and made to leap into the moat, I lined it with perilous rocky spikes. 
 
    The ogres roared furiously as they clamored over each other and hurled a few clubs in our direction instead, but we were completely barricaded out of range now on our own flaming island complete with a jagged moat of death. 
 
    “This is not remotely casual,” I sighed as I stood and slopped some mud from my knees and hands, but there was so much of the stuff, it didn’t make much of a difference. 
 
    “Quick thinking, though,” Hulsan said with a grin. “I would’ve just buried them, but this is probably better for your purposes.” 
 
    Then Haragh clamped a muddy hand on my shoulder, and I craned my neck to look at him. 
 
    “Thanks for not killin’ ‘em,” the half-ogre said as he worked to catch his breath. “It’s real decent of ye’.” 
 
    “Any time,” I chuckled and turned to check on the women. “Is everyone alright?” 
 
    They all had red mud splattered on their limbs and hair, but they nodded with amusement as Cayla and Deya stowed their weapons. 
 
    “They even stayed in formation,” Haragh pointed out. “Impressive. Let’s hope the ogres noticed.” 
 
    I tried so hard not to laugh at the three stony looks my women sent him, and the half-ogre wisely turned his attention back to the angry mob of ogres who had all gotten back to their feet. 
 
    A few of them were testing their luck against the moat of death, but when their big flat feet hit the spikes, they snarled and clamored back up the ledge. 
 
    “This is good,” Haragh assured me when he registered my expression. “At least now everyone knows they can’t eat ye’ too easily. They might even lose interest and get on with their day.” 
 
    I cocked a brow as I turned in a circle, and beyond the flames, nothing but giant muddy scowls surrounded us on all sides. There must have been at least seventy ogres in the lair when we arrived, and every one of them was waiting to get at us with their knotted clubs propped on their shoulders. 
 
    “They’re not going anywhere,” I muttered. 
 
    “Yeaaah, maybe not,” Haragh admitted. 
 
    “How long do you think we’ll have to stand here like this before the ruler happens to find us?” 
 
    “Well, with this lot gatherin’ to kill us, it’s pretty easy,” Haragh said with a shrug. “Just call him out.” 
 
    “What do you--” 
 
    But then Haragh threw his head back and let out a roar that sounded like a massive fur ball caught in his throat, and after he repeated the sound a few times, the ogres surrounding us gradually joined in. 
 
    After a few repetitions, I realized they weren’t actually hacking, they were saying the word “Grot” like a stadium chant, and they banged their clubs in the mud or pounded their chests in time. 
 
    I watched as spit flew through the air with every call, but when the ground began to shake from more than just the pounding of the clubs around us, I turned my attention down the pass. 
 
    I didn’t have to send my Terra powers out to guess how big the creature coming through the lair was, because his bulbous head swayed high above the rest. The crowds fell into a tumult of roars as their leader approached, and they shuffled aside to make way for Grot as Haragh anxiously checked our formation and adjusted his stance. 
 
    Grot looked like he’d eaten about ten of these other ogres for how giant he was, and he didn’t bother with any boiled leather or musty smocks. Only a crumpled burlap sash sat crooked on his hips beneath his big green rolls, and he reminded me of a sumo wrestler as he dragged a club behind him that was longer than I was tall. His deep brown eyes had a tinge of red to them that made him seem even more threatening, and his heavy green eyelids rested at half mast as he came to a stop at the side of the moat. 
 
    The crowd quieted down as their leader looked out at us, and only the gurgling of geysers broke the strained silence as a fresh batch of mud spewed from the ground. 
 
    “Grot!” the leader finally bellowed as he beat his heavy fist against his chest. 
 
    Then the entire gathering raised their clubs with another roaring “Grot!” before all eyes turned to me. 
 
    “Uhh … Mason Flynt!” I called back, and no, I did not beat my chest. “I need a word with you, Grot. I’ve travelled from Illaria and--” 
 
    Grot grunted in a way that made all of his sweaty rolls jiggle while he heaved his gnarly club to his shoulder, and I furrowed my brow as I glanced at Haragh. 
 
    “Kill somethin’,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Right now?” I hissed. 
 
    “Do it,” Haragh urged. “He thinks you’re weak.” 
 
    I looked around at the angry ogres all towering beyond Aurora’s ring of flames, and as much as I wanted to avoid being eaten by Grot, I didn’t think killing one of his ogres would strictly get things off on the right foot. Then I saw another of the black birds swooping overhead, and I pulled my revolver out to take my aim. 
 
    I waited a few seconds until the bird circled back to where I wanted him, and when I fired a bullet into his chest, the body came spiraling down and crashed into the mud directly in front of Grot. Another batch of mud boiled up as everyone stared at the carcass, and I holstered the revolver. 
 
    “I came for the feast,” I informed the leader. 
 
    “Smooth,” Haragh mumbled. 
 
    We both waited as we carefully gauged Grot’s reaction, and I could see the leader’s bloody brown eyes staring down at the huge bird for what felt like an eternity. When he finally looked up, his wrinkly expression was completely unreadable, and he looked at me like this for a full minute before slowly sizing up the women at my back. 
 
    Then he let out a low growl that was so bassy I could feel it resonating in my chest. 
 
    “Ye’ kill for Grot?” he suddenly roared as he bared his teeth, and every ogre in the mob snarled their disapproval. 
 
    I didn’t even have to glance at Haragh to know the look he was sending me was wide-eyed and loaded, but I just crossed my arms and held the leader’s gaze. 
 
    “Hell, no,” I growled back. “That’s my kill. Get your own.” 
 
    Now, the leader’s expression shifted to what sort of looked like a grin, and his next grunt turned into a full bellied chuckle. 
 
    “Feast!” Grot bellowed at last, and he raised a great big arm to beckon us forward as the rest of the gathering echoed his call and banged their clubs. Several of the ogres began shuffling in the direction their leader had come from as the noise of the lair resumed around us, but Grot waited there with a big green grin on his face. 
 
    “Send the women,” Haragh muttered hastily. 
 
    “Fucking what?” I asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Women get the kill,” he hissed. “Send the women! Now!” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I sighed as I turned and looked over my shoulder, and all three of my women were wide eyed as I gestured for them to head toward the carcass. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    They all took it in stride, though, and as I formed a bridge across the moat, Aurora parted her ring of fire enough for the three of them to stroll out of the flames.  
 
    Then Grot grunted his approval before he turned his warty back on us, and Haragh quickly caught my sleeve to drag me along. 
 
    “We’re in!” he said with a giant grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The sight of my three women each grabbing a limb of the enormous carcass and hoisting it over their shoulders for me was equal parts comical and fucking ridiculous, but they sent me wry grins as I walked past them to follow the leader. 
 
    Then they towed the damned thing behind me for what seemed like ages at the pace of the ogres, and I could hear them straining against the weight of it while they tried to stay in proper formation. 
 
    Did I feel like an asshole? Kind of, but the periodic laughter coming from Aurora as Deya fumbled to get a good grip on her leg eased my conscience a bit. Considering we were walking out in the open with about seventy ogres who were not trying to eat us, I would say things were going pretty well, and as I looked around, I couldn’t help but feel a little badass. I was the only one in the whole flock with three women in my pride, but I saw a couple ornery looking ogre men with two ogre women carting dead bodies at their backs. 
 
    The majority shuffled along solo with all manner of lizards, birds, slugs, and what looked like dark red bats slung over their shoulders, but every single ogre I saw had a stout stone drinking vessel clutched in one hand. 
 
    “When we get to the caves, don’t show any hesitation around Grot,” Haragh warned. “Go right to where he’s sittin’ and get yer bird cooked up.” 
 
    “When can I start discussing the missing ogres?” I asked as I eyed an ogre who turned to clock one of his women over the head with a dead lizard she’d accidentally dropped. 
 
    “Oh, get right to it,” Haragh instructed. “Don’t tiptoe around nothin’, ogres have no patience for it, especially Grot. If he gets too bored, he’ll set his women on ye’.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I muttered, and when Hulsan snorted, I glanced over. “How you holding up?” 
 
    “Just fine.” The old guy shrugged as he pulled his tin of pollen out. “It’s about how I pictured it. Muddy, slimy, piss all over. We’re not dead, so I’ve got no complaints.” 
 
    He took a loud snort of pollen as he stepped out of the way of an ogre’s arm, and he kept on walking through the mud like it was any old day on the farm. He might’ve been a bit rough around the edges, but he handled weird shit surprisingly well, and I guessed he must have seen many strange things during his thirty-five years in the Order.  
 
    “Yeah, this isn’t half bad,” I chuckled. “I’m sure you’ve seen worse. Did you ever deal with ogres when you were serving the Order?” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot,” Hulsan said as he raised his bushy brows, “but I’ve never seen a mage waltz into Jagruel and not get eaten.” 
 
    “Not eaten yet, anyways,” I said with a grin, and Hulsan chuckled as he stepped around a bubbling spring of mud.  
 
    “I’m startin’ to think you might walk out of here with that alliance after all,” the old man admitted, and he studied me carefully for a moment. 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    Hulsan snorted and shook his head, and as we trudged through mud and avoided a few lumbering ogres crossing our path, he nudged me with his elbow. 
 
    “I’m the sort of man who speaks his mind,” Hulsan muttered in a low voice, and I smirked at the obvious, “and I’d be remiss if I didn’t say it … you oughtta stop all this fussin’ in the name of the king.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kind of got the feeling that’s how you felt,” I chuckled. 
 
    “But you’re just gonna carry on taking care of his kingdom for him?” Hulsan asked, and I sighed as I scruffed my beard. 
 
    “Look, I know Temin’s not your favorite guy, and I’m sure you know a lot more about the kingdom than I do, but I don’t run around all over for the sake of the king, alright?” I told him honestly. “I’m just trying to do the right thing, and right now, the right thing is making sure the ogres aren’t enslaved.” 
 
    “Alright,” he said with a nod. “Then what? You ‘re gonna go back and tell the king you’ve done his job for him, and then carry on doin’ it.” 
 
    “No,” I replied. “I’m gonna go back, hopefully tell the king we have the alliance of Jagruel, and--” 
 
    “He has the alliance,” Hulsan corrected. “Temin will have alliance with Jagruel, and you’ll still be the guy risking his life to see it done.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with half a smirk, “but the point is, the problem will be solved.” 
 
    Hulsan shook his head. “Waste of potential.” 
 
    “My potential?” I clarified. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said, and he held my gaze. “You don’t seem to realize what you’re doing here has never been done before. No one’s gotten the Elders of Aurum to open their borders, no one’s gained sacred knowledge from the elves, and here you are talkin’ to the damn ogres, and you know what? If you walk out of Jagruel with that alliance, you’d be a damned fool not to admit you’ve got a hell of a lot of potential that’s being misdirected. Temin doesn’t have that potential, and he sure as hell isn’t entitled to yours. You oughta focus on what you could accomplish, because I can tell you right now, if you can make all this happen, you could lead better than that king of yours, and you have the resources to do so.” 
 
    Haragh had been silent all this time, but when I glanced over, he looked shocked by the words of the old man. 
 
    “What you’re sayin’ ain’t fittin’,” the half-ogre muttered under his breath. “Mason’s not a traitor to the crown.” 
 
    “And if he was?” Hulsan challenged. “He’d have scores of others waiting to back him up from multiple nations. Are you telling me he couldn’t accomplish unimaginable things given that kind of chance? But he’s runnin’ around serving that king of his.” 
 
    “He’s not my king,” I mumbled, “and I’m not doing this for him.” 
 
    Hulsan let out a sigh of irritation as he pulled his tin of pollen out from his pocket once more, and I wished I had a way of explaining to Hulsan that his anger concerning Temin’s reign hardly applied to me. 
 
    I wasn’t from Illaria, I wasn’t raised under a monarchy, and I didn’t come to this realm to help Temin. I came to destroy the Master and protect everyone I could in the process, and if Temin had the resources and wherewithal to help me achieve that, then his friendship was valuable to me. It had nothing to do with loyalty to his crown. 
 
    I couldn’t say any of this, though, so I let the old man think what he wanted. He had a point about how much I’d accomplished here, and I couldn’t deny that I seemed to be the only one around with the guts to take it all on. Still, whatever potential he saw in me, I just wasn’t interested in it at the moment. 
 
    All I wanted to do was protect my women and the places they came from. I wanted to destroy the Master and do justice to the faith Nemris had in me when she brought me here, and I wanted to keep exploring the crazy ways of this realm and everything it had to offer. This world felt more like home to me than Earth ever had, and the endless possibilities it offered where magic and weaponry were concerned was the potential I was most interested in. Not ruling over nations. 
 
    I decided I could at least clarify this, if not my full back story, since Hulsan’s high opinion of me was flattering, and I’d just opened my mouth to do so when a sudden outburst on our left caused an entire shack to go flying in a spray of mud and splintered wood. 
 
    We all stopped and turned as a ferocious roar rent the air, and a brutish ogre crashed to the ground. Above him stood what I assumed was a woman based on the green cleavage peeking out from beneath her boiled leather, and she held a bloodied club above her head as she let out another vicious roar. 
 
    Then she pummeled the guy on the ground with her club about eight times as he snarled and tried to get away, but he didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    His head was already battered on all sides and I could hear his bones cracking from here. Still, he attempted to drag himself through the mud to escape her fury, and the ogre woman finally tossed her club away to pounce. 
 
    She proceeded to maul the fuck out of him until his skin was strewn all over the place, and once his snarls died away, the ogre woman let out a grunt of victory before climbing off him. 
 
    Then a low whistle sounded at my back, and I turned to find Haragh dumbstruck with a crooked grin on his face. 
 
    “Would ye’ look at her,” he sighed hazily. 
 
    I raised my brows as I looked back again, and the ogre woman was washing the blood off her hands in a puddle of mud beside the shredded ogre’s remains. 
 
    Despite the brawl, her black hair was still neatly braided in a thick strand down her back, and her green skin wasn’t nearly as sweaty as the rest of the onlookers. So, that was something. 
 
    What really stood out was the fact that everyone around her looked both terrified and hungry as they eyed the ogre woman, and I got the feeling they were trying to decide if they should risk the same fate or not. I could tell by the tension in her muscular shoulders that she sensed the same thing, but the ogre woman just kept right on cleaning herself up with a stern scowl on her face. 
 
    She finally stood up to get her club, but another ogre snatched her arm like a total fool, and I cringed just before the woman flipped around and clawed out at his face. She hooked his eyeball, too, and as it went rolling across the mud, she wrenched her arm free, kicked him in the groin, and punched him straight down to the ground. 
 
    “Oh, shhhit,” I groaned as I heard his skull crack, and the guy swayed on his knees as blood oozed from his eye socket. 
 
    Then the ogre woman grabbed his head, and with a savage war cry, she ripped it off his shoulders and hurled it at the band of ogres watching not far away. 
 
    “Gods,” Haragh sighed. “She’s a hell of a woman.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, and my voice wavered as I eyed the bodies in the mud. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the half-ogre assured me. 
 
    I shrugged and nodded my agreement because I really couldn’t think of a single thing to say to that, and as I watched the ogre woman stomp her boot on the severed neck, blood spurted out on the feet of the other men. 
 
    “Go talk to her,” Aurora said all of a sudden, and I couldn’t believe how nonchalant her expression was. 
 
    “What?” Haragh and I both scoffed. 
 
    “You like her,” the half-elf said with a teasing grin. “Go talk to her, she’s cute. Help her get her club back or something. That’d be the gentlemanly thing to do.” 
 
    “There you go!” Cayla agreed. 
 
    “Nah, I couldn’t,” Haragh said as he eyed the fierce woman. “You need a pride to pull a stunt like that. And she don’t even want to be won. Look at that fire in her eyes … she’s really somethin’ else, though.” 
 
    I smirked as the same funny grin came to his face, but I could see what he meant. The ogre woman looked ready to tear the flesh off the next guy to step within ten yards of her. 
 
    “Mason, move your arm,” Aurora ordered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Move your arm,” she insisted. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and bumped my arm out to the side because I had no idea what she was getting at, and Aurora promptly dropped her carcass leg and strutted off into the fray of ogres. 
 
    “Alright, that’s not how a pride works,” Haragh sighed, “ye’ can’t let her just tell you what--wait, what’s she doin’?” 
 
    My stomach dropped straight through my ass as Aurora grabbed the bloody club from the mud, and she strained and slipped as she power dragged it over to the ogre woman. 
 
    I watched the fierce ogre’s eyes narrow menacingly while she eyed my half-elf’s every move, and my hand was on my revolver in less than a millisecond. 
 
    Haragh gasped and grabbed my arm, but before either of us could argue with each other, Aurora was already hoisting the handle of the club up to the ogre woman. 
 
    Our jaws dropped when she actually took it, and then Aurora beat her chest with an adorable grunt before she pointed straight at Haragh. I could hear his breath catch as the ogre woman looked up, and as I glanced between the two, I half expected little hearts to come popping out of his eyes. 
 
    Aurora was already strutting back to her position, though, and she muttered under her breath for us to start walking. 
 
    “Go!” she hissed as she grabbed a leg of the carcass, and we promptly turned away and continued heading in the direction Grot had gone. 
 
    “The hell are ye’ doin’?” Haragh growled under his breath. 
 
    “Meddling,” Aurora giggled. 
 
    “Oh, come the fuck on,” he groaned. “Mason don’t need yet another woman! Are ye’ tryin’ to rip my heart right out of my chest?” 
 
    I was about to clarify that I absolutely did not want that woman, but Aurora snorted loudly.  
 
    “Haragh, you just walked into town with the guy with the big pride, right?” 
 
    Haragh furrowed his brow. “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “And in this formation, you are literally his right-hand man,” Aurora continued while she struggled to haul the carcass along. “So, if an ogre like you can get a guy like him to make his women do your bidding, that’s something an ogre like her is gonna notice.” 
 
    Haragh stared blankly ahead as he slowly caught on to her scheme. “Oh.” 
 
    “Well played,” Cayla chuckled. “I’d say that ogre woman definitely noticed.” 
 
    Haragh, Hulsan, and I all looked back, and damn it if the ogre chick wasn’t still watching us walk away. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said with a grin. “I can’t believe that worked.” 
 
    Haragh didn’t say a word as he mechanically walked on, but he looked about ready to throw up from the state of his nerves, and he stayed that way for the entire duration of our trek through the lair. 
 
    I was mostly wrapped up in the sight of Aurora pounding her chest and grunting her heart out, though, and every time I looked back at the half-elf, she looked pretty pleased with herself despite the huge dead body she was forced to carry for me. 
 
    Then we got to the mouth of the pass, and my women and I all stopped and stared. 
 
    The ocean crashed wildly on the black rocks that jutted up along the coast, and the sheer cliffs towering on either side of us dripped with golden falls of molten lava that oozed into the sea. 
 
    What I initially thought was smoke was actually plumes of steam that billowed up all along the cliffs in both directions, and it wafted across the long line of ogres slowly shuffling down a path surrounded by jagged rocks that led to a dim overhang below. 
 
    “You didn’t mention any active volcanoes in the region,” I muttered as I craned my neck and looked uneasily at the cliffs blocking us in, but Haragh just shrugged. 
 
    “Eh, they’re always drippin’ like that,” he said and turned down the rocky path. “This way to the caves! Smells good, don’t it?” 
 
    It smelled like sulfur, salt, and charred flesh, but I nodded anyways as Haragh sent me a big grin over his shoulder. 
 
    “Damn, it’s good to be back,” he sighed once more, and then he held up a finger as he quickly jogged off the path a ways and snatched a stout white bird right off its nest. 
 
    The bird flapped wildly as he held it away from his face, but with a flick of his wrist, the neck was snapped, and the bird went limp. Then the half-ogre smiled like a kid on Christmas, propped it under his armpit, and gestured for us to follow. 
 
    Hulsan was chuckling to himself as he shoved his hands in his pockets and continued onward, and we all began the descent along the treacherous coast. 
 
     The air was in a constant flux between a cold sea breeze and a hot steam bath as we made our way down, and the black rocks under foot were worn smooth from centuries of ogres shuffling their way to the caves. I could hear more growls and throaty laughter over the sound of the crashing waves, and the glow of firelight came into view as we rounded the edge of ridge to dip behind a fall of lava. 
 
    Then Haragh jutted his thumb ahead and sent me a nervous look, and I picked up the pace a bit to join him. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “Grot’s already charrin’ his kill,” he muttered, and I squinted in the glare of the lava to get a glimpse at the cave ahead. 
 
    The entrance vaulted twenty feet above our heads, and when we entered, there were large bonfires all over the extensive cavern. It was like someone carved out a slice of the cliff for a hundred yards, and along one side, lava oozed across the open view of the sea. The ground was damp and littered with bones and broken mugs, and ogres gathered around the fires as they drank and feasted on raw or charred creatures. 
 
    Each bonfire had a large stone vat bubbling beside it, too, and the ogres dipped their stout mugs in for refills of the same smelly stuff they’d been drinking at the lair. Except for the few with prides.  
 
    These ogres sat on their flabby asses while their ogre women filled their mugs, charred their kill, and some of them even tore the meat from the bones for their men before feeding it to them with their teeth. 
 
    Grot was in the furthest corner with the largest fire in front of him, and he laughed heartily as an ogre woman nearly as big as him coyly chewed on a massive bone beside him. He had three others in formation around him, too, and judging by the many feathers, mugs, and bones piled in the shadows, I guessed he spent most of his time right here being doted on by his pride of genuinely intimidating women. 
 
    All of them were scary big and unfortunately underdressed, but at least their huge ogre nipples weren’t hanging out of their scrappy leather bikinis. 
 
    They lounged like sweaty queens as the steam coursed in around them, and while two of them fanned Grot with severed black bird wings, the one with the bone stood to refill his mug. 
 
    “Flynt!” Grot suddenly barked when he saw us, and he gestured to the space on the other side of the fire from him. 
 
    “Here we go,” Haragh muttered nervously. “Yes or no questions.” 
 
    “But I need to find out how many are missing,” I hissed back. “That’s not a--” 
 
    “Get creative.” Haragh shrugged, and he cleared his throat loudly before discreetly jutting his chin toward the women. 
 
    “Right,” I muttered, and I motioned for them to bring the carcass forward. 
 
    They muscled through the effort of hoisting the body onto the fire, and when the giant thing sent sparks flying as it crackled and burned, Grot let out a grunt of approval. 
 
    Then I dropped down to sit on the wet stone floor with my women in formation, and Hulsan joined us as Haragh headed over to chuck his bird onto the flames as well. 
 
    “Haragh!” Grot chuckled from his belly. 
 
    “Grot,” Haragh said with a respectful nod. “How ye’ bee--” 
 
    I jumped as the half-ogre was suddenly snatched right off his feet, and Grot locked him in a neck hold under his sweaty armpit as he gave him a very violent noogie.  
 
    “Good to see ye’, little one,” the leader chortled with Haragh’s scowl smooshed against his big belly. “Thought ye’d stay away forever, ye’ little shit.” 
 
    “Nope,” Haragh mumbled, and he struggled to free himself. “Just studyin’ and workin’ in the Order for a little.” 
 
    Grot snorted and finally released the man, and I grinned as Haragh tensely righted his rumpled Defender garb. He avoided all of our eyes as he took his seat, and I could tell he was blushing, even in the firelight.  
 
    “You guys old friends?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Hah!” Grot barked, and he took a long bubbling drink from his mug. 
 
    “He’s my uncle,” Haragh muttered. 
 
    “Wait, seriously?” I asked, but Grot was already done with his mug, and he gestured for his woman to refill it. 
 
    “Baby Haragh,” he chuckled. “It’s good seein’ the wee one back again. Used to play catch with the tyke when we were young.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “No, it isn’t, I was the ball,” Haragh growled, and he glanced at Grot. “Ye’ gotta stop callin’ me that, I’m not a boy anymore, ye’ know. I kill shit all the time. Even took on a whole group of elves and buried ‘em in the ground.” 
 
    I tried not to laugh as I imagined the relationship these two had growing up, but Grot stopped chuckling as his bloody brown eyes looked vaguely intrigued. 
 
    “Did ye’ now?” he grunted. 
 
    “Yep,” Haragh said as he sat a bit straighter. “Flynt was there.” 
 
    Grot looked at me, and I nodded. “Yeah, he saved my ass. Sixty elves, and he took them ten at a time.” 
 
    The leader looked genuinely impressed by this, and he eyed Haragh like it pained him to admit it. He didn’t say anything more, though, he just received his fresh mug and started drinking, and as he slurped noisily, he gestured to the vat. 
 
    Haragh sent me a look that made me realize I really shouldn’t turn down the offer, but I didn’t have a mug, and I had a feeling asking for one would be some kind of taboo amongst the ogres. 
 
    Then I heard Hulsan clear his throat, and when I looked over, there was a massive mug made of the same black rock as the cave sitting beside me. He must have formed it behind his back, because the leader didn’t seem to notice I hadn’t brought it in with me, and Hulsan smirked as he casually looked away. 
 
    I sent Cayla to fill the mug, which initially felt like poor form considering she was a princess. I couldn’t resist the opportunity, though. Her leather clad ass was one of my favorite views, and as she strolled it past me to head for the bubbling vat, I didn’t regret the decision for a second. 
 
    Cayla’s backend formed a perfect, porcelain heart shape as she bent over the edge of the vat to fill the mug, and I shamelessly enjoyed every inch of bare skin from her leather boots to the little cleft between her thighs. 
 
    All of Grot’s women sized her up nearly as much as I did, but the princess didn’t seem at all intimidated by the scrutiny. She made sure to fill the mug all the way to the brim like Grot’s women had done before she brought it over to me, and then she obediently returned to her position while I tried to remind myself how not cool this arrangement was, even though it was kind of awesome. 
 
    Then I caught a whiff of the drink, and things got way less cool. 
 
    My mug wasn’t as ginormous as the ogres’, but it was still respectably huge, and I probably could have shoved my whole head in it if it wasn’t brimming with bubbling brown whatever the hell was in it. It smelled like it had undergone some serious fermentation process, and it burned in my nose like pure fire. I half expected my rune to act up just at the smell of it, but since it didn’t, I figured I probably wouldn’t die drinking it at least. 
 
    Haragh held a mug identical to mine in hand as he went to get some for himself, and when he sat down and drank it without pause, I quickly joined him and just hoped I wouldn’t end up spewing it all over Grot and his women. 
 
    “Hmm,” I said as furrowed my brow after a tentative sip.  
 
    “Good, in’it?” Haragh belched. 
 
    “Yeah, actually,” I chuckled. “It’s like Fireball Whiskey, but with a tang to it.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” Haragh shrugged as he finished his entire mug. “Ogre Rosh is highly coveted amongst the other regions. Ye’ can’t find it anywhere else, and the recipe’s over nine hundred years old. Passed on for generations. It’s the only reason anyone ever bothers with us. They’re all lookin’ to get a bit of Rosh.” 
 
    Grot snorted. “Aye, and they can kiss my ass these days. I cut them all off, the bastards. Temin’s probably up there in his castle cryin’ over it now.” 
 
    I raised my brows as I eyed the bubbling vat, and I kind of doubted it. 
 
    “Any Rosh left in that shit city of yours, tyke?” the leader asked Haragh. 
 
    “Nope,” he said as he stood for a refill. “Last of the Rosh ran out about five years ago.” 
 
    “Hah!” Grot barked again, and his women chortled with him. All of their sweaty green bellies jiggled in their amusement, and I glued my eyes to my Rosh as I tried not to gag at the sight. 
 
    I could have sworn one of their belly buttons had mold growing out of it, but there was no way I was risking a second look to find out for sure.  
 
    “S’pose that’s why he sent ye’,” Grot grunted, and I looked up to see his bloody brown eyes boring into mine with deep loathing. 
 
    “Uhh … no,” I replied. “I came here because your ogres are being enslaved in the far east.” 
 
    Grot lowered his great stone mug, and then he slowly leaned forward as he propped his elbows on his dirty knees. 
 
    “Say the name of the one who told ye’,” he demanded in an ominously low voice, and his women all glared at me. 
 
    “No one told us,” I said. “We saw it for ourselves.” 
 
    Grot’s heavy eyelids finally lifted a degree as his nostrils flared, and he shoved his mug to the woman on his right. 
 
    “Tell me where they are,” he growled. 
 
    The command in his voice made my hackles rise just a bit, but then I remembered who I was dealing with. Any other creature probably would have asked “where are they?” but that would have been beyond a yes or no question. Now that I was catching on to the ways of the ogres, I realized this could all go very simply, and I downed the last of my mug before handing it back to Cayla for her to refill. 
 
    This was going to be the easiest job I’d had in ages. 
 
    “They’re in a fortress in the eastern foothills,” I told Grot. “There’s an asshole who calls himself the Master, and he’s using rune magic to possess all kinds of creatures. Elves, humans, giants, you name it. I’m the guy trying to kick his ass, and Haragh’s helping me do it.” 
 
    Grot narrowed his eyes, and Haragh puffed his chest out a bit beside me. 
 
    “Prove it,” Grot growled, and Cayla sent me an uneasy glance as she set the mug down in front of me. 
 
    “I couldn’t get an exact head count,” I told the leader, “but from what I’ve heard from the mages who saw them, too, I’d estimate you’re missing at least thirty ogres. By now, probably more. Am I right?” 
 
    Grot slowly nodded, and he sat back again as he snatched his mug from his woman. Then he angrily chugged the whole thing, and I took a long swig as well, even though my knees were completely numb already. 
 
    Haragh nodded his approval while Grot was busy sending his woman for a refill with a furious snarl, and when the leader looked back, I met his gaze without wavering. 
 
    “Tell me how many you’re missing,” I said. 
 
    “Forty-eight,” the ogre growled, and I nodded. “They’re goin’ out huntin’, and they’re not comin’ back. Sent a fleet to the forest to see what’s up. Then I lost fifteen in one day.” 
 
    “They’ve all been taken from the forest?” I clarified. 
 
    Grot nodded, and he gestured to the birds smoking on the fire. 
 
    Haragh hopped up to get his own, and when I turned around, Aurora cocked a brow at me.  
 
    I could tell from the glint in her emerald eyes that she was pleased with how well the conversation was going, and my head was buzzing from all the Rosh I’d already drank. So, I grinned without reserve as I gestured to the bird on the fire. 
 
    “Get my kill,” I ordered the women, and Aurora blushed lightly at the commanding tone in my voice. She was clearly fighting the urge to say something sassy back, and something in her eyes told me I might be hearing about this one later. 
 
    Then again, she had really liked getting tied up by me, so maybe she was blushing because she actually enjoyed me ordering her around.  
 
    Still, she stood with the other two and headed for the fire, and they worked together to drag the charred carcass over. Then they crouched down and pulled out their daggers, and the three of them started hacking into the bird to get at the meat for me. 
 
    Deya giggled when she caught my eye, and Cayla looked like she found the entire situation hilarious, but she kept her stoic demeanor as if they always did shit like this. 
 
    Aurora’s cuts were a little more violent as a devilish grin curled at the corners of her lips, and beyond the flames, I could tell Grot was well pleased with my pride. 
 
    His women even looked a little less hostile now as they watched the three women strip large chunks of meat from the carcass for me, and while they worked, I took the chance to look around the rest of the cave. 
 
    All around us ogres were drinking and chortling loudly together, and while some still broke into violent brawls, most of the disagreements were settled quickly with a sound clubbing.  
 
    The handful of ogres who had prides all seemed to sit toward the back of the cave closer to Grot, and the further they got from us, the less women they had. That’s when I realized I really was the only one with three women around me, and I wondered if the reason I was allowed to sit here was because I technically had four. 
 
    I glanced over at Haragh suspiciously, but he was happily downing his fifth mug of Rosh. I had the feeling he’d been begging Shoshanne to come along for more than one reason, and his insisting Deya take the proper stance in the formation made a lot more sense now. 
 
    I really was lucky I had a friend like him, though, because within hours of entering Jagruel, I sat beside the fire of the leader without a single bite taken out of me, and I didn’t even have to lift a finger to get all the drink and food I wanted. 
 
    Grot’s women were removing his own kill now, and they made quick work of shredding the large snake into pieces with their teeth. Then they served Grot first before he made a motion with his hand, and the four women took their own helpings back to their places to devour them in a few slobbering bites. 
 
    I mimicked the arrangement as soon as my women finished their work, and while we all got some charred bird in us, Grot gestured to the space Shoshanne was meant to take up. 
 
    “Where’s yer fourth?” he asked as he gnoshed on greasy snake meat. 
 
    “She’s back in Illaria,” I told him. “I needed her to peel the flesh off some mages for me, otherwise she’d be here.” 
 
    Grot grunted and grinned from ear to ear before he turned to the woman on his left, and he chuckled crudely as he stroked her chin with his greasy fingertips. 
 
    “Keeka here peels all my flesh, don’t ye’, sweetie?” he growled, and when she smiled and made a creepy purring sound, he told her she was a good girl. 
 
    I choked on my Rosh and glanced over my shoulder as I coughed it out, and all three of my women were blushing fiercely as they stared strictly down at the stone floor. 
 
    “So, Flynt,” Grot chuckled as he continued eyeing Keeka in a way I seriously didn’t need to see, “tell me what ye’ have to say.” 
 
     “Basically, I came here to prevent any more ogres from being enslaved,” I told Grot while Cayla sauntered past to refill my mug. “I can scout the forest for you and locate whoever’s doing this, and I’ll make sure they can’t keep it up, too. All I need to know is where to start looking.” 
 
    Grot wiped the snake grease from his fingers onto his own belly as he smacked his lips, but a disagreement amongst the ogres to our left sent a deafening roar throughout the cave, and we all turned. 
 
    Two women were slamming their fists to the ground and egging on the ogre they sat behind, and him and two others had spilled their Rosh all over the place as they lunged across the flames to tear into each other. 
 
    Grot let out a thundering growl that brought everything to a crashing halt, and the ogres retreated into low snarls as they broke apart. 
 
    Then Grot turned back to me. “Two miles south of Izig Cliffs is the mating grounds. You head another mile east, and you’ll find the best huntin’ in Jagruel.” 
 
    “That’s where they’ve been heading when they went missing?” I clarified, and I realized my speech was getting a little slurred. 
 
    “Aye,” Grot said with a nod, “but I’m no fool. Every man’s got a price, Flynt.” 
 
    His bloody brown eyes darkened as he bared his teeth ever so slightly, and Haragh lowered his mug to send me a warning glance. 
 
    I knew this moment would come eventually, and I’d hoped I would come up with some means of convincing the ruler that allying with Illaria was in his best interests, but after what I’d seen of his race, I knew it was really in our best interest, and Grot definitely knew this, too. 
 
    Under different circumstances, I would have helped the ogres with or without the alliance just based on the fact that they were Haragh’s kin and seemed like alright guys, but after learning more about what the Master had waiting for us at that fortress, I knew I couldn’t leave without this alliance. 
 
    So, I took another long swig to solidify my resolve, and as I raised a tipsy arm to send Cayla for more, I worked to hold Grot’s threatening gaze. 
 
    “We need your alliance in arms,” I told him. 
 
    That’s when Grot slammed his mug down to shatter it across the cave floor, and even the ground cracked under the force of the blow. 
 
    “Illaria will never have my alliance!” Grot roared, and every ogre in the cave growled furiously in agreement. Their ruler rose to his full height as he grabbed a flaming log straight out of the fire, and he hurled it at the wall of the cave just above Haragh’s head.  
 
    Haragh ducked as sparks and flaming wood fell all around him, and I felt Aurora’s powers suddenly spark at the ready. 
 
    My hazy mind fought to find any solution that didn’t end in an all-out brawl with the ogres in the back of a cave surrounded by lava, and as my gaze locked with Hulsan’s, I said the first thing that came to mind. 
 
    “Then give me your alliance instead,” I hollered above the thundering echoes of the ogres’ fury. 
 
    Grot stomped his fat foot to send a tremor through the ground, and as he growled from deep in his green gut, the cave fell silent again. 
 
    I waited frozen in my place as the echoes of his roaring command slowly died away, and I could hear my women’s heartbeats pounding wildly in their chests. 
 
    Then Grot narrowed his bloody brown eyes. 
 
    “An alliance with Flynt,” he growled in a low voice. “Man who’s fixin’ to kill the asshole.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said with a nod. “I’m leading the attack against the Master, so I’m the one who needs your alliance.” 
 
    “Tell me your terms,” the ruler commanded as he looked down his green nose at me. 
 
    “When it comes time to lay siege to his fortress, I need you there and ready to destroy,” I told him. “I’ll arm your men for the battle and everything, but I’m gonna need as many as you can spare. The ogres he’s stolen are stronger, faster, and more violent than you’ve ever seen your kind before. The same goes for every species he’s abducted. Which means I need the kind of strength and brutality that only the ogres possess on my side. Give me your alliance, and I’ll ensure not one more ogre is lost to his hold.” 
 
    Grot gave a deep grunt as he returned to his place amongst his women, and he studied the fire for a long moment while the woman on his left stroked his broad shoulders to keep him calm. 
 
    Then a sinister grin came to his face, and a guttural chuckle shook his entire frame for a solid minute before he sobered up a bit. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” he finally said as he looked me square in the eye, “since anyone truly appreciated the might of the ogres. Ye’ need some thorough killin’ done? Ain’t no one better than us for the job.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said as I returned his deadly grin. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “You get them bastards takin’ my ogres,” he growled, “and we’ll fuckin’ slaughter this asshole in the east. Don’t need no weapons, either. We’ll do it with our bare hands and teeth.” 
 
    A roar of approval rose up around the entire cave as the ogres banged their clubs on the stone, and Grot chuckled sadistically as his four women suddenly looked ready to tear that swatch of burlap right off him. 
 
     Then the ogre beat his chest and gave a hearty grunt, and Haragh did the same before turning to me. 
 
    I’d never beaten my chest like an ape in my entire life, but I was starting to realize this was like the ogre equivalent of a handshake. Haragh sent me a pointed look as the roars grew louder around me, and the stone began to shake from the heavy pounding of feet and fists. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I pounded my chest and pulled a hearty grunt from way down in my gut, and the outcry of the ogres was deafening as mugs shattered and Rosh was thrown on fires to bring the flames rising to the ceiling.  
 
    Grot bared his yellow teeth as he roared his approval, and then his women hastily passed along a fresh stone mug from the shadows at their backs. 
 
    “Drink!” Grot bellowed above the din, and every ogre in the place filled their mugs until they were sloshing all over the cave floor. 
 
    Everything became a blur after that as mug after mug of Rosh was had. 
 
    I vaguely remember stumbling out with Haragh to hunt some more food once it grew dark, but I had no idea what it was I killed. All I knew was my women charred it up and cut it open for me, and the sight of each of their asses fetching me fresh mugs all night was definitely something I enjoyed. 
 
    Beyond that, it was all lava and flames and a fuck ton of roars. I didn’t even know how or when I got back to the forest, but no doubt it was done with my women in perfect formation and rolling their eyes the whole way. 
 
    Crashing face first into the dirt was just inevitable, though, so I wasn’t too surprised when I found myself nearly swallowing a mouthful of dirt and pine needles. 
 
    “I fucking love the ogres,” I mumbled against the ground, and then I finally blacked out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    When I came to, a swirling blue fog drifted above me in the pines, and my head rested on Aurora’s lap. She was still sleeping with her back propped against the purple trunk of a tree, and she’d fallen asleep with her fingertips curled in my hair. There was a gaping hole in my memory where most of last night was concerned, but I didn’t have even a hint of a hangover thanks to my rune, although there was a lingering sense I might have done some potentially weird shit. 
 
    The second I shifted, the half-elf’s eyes popped open, and she looked down to send me an amused and sleepy smile. 
 
    “So, how many apologies do I owe you?” I mumbled. “Fair warning, I remember pretty much nothing that happened.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me any apologies,” Aurora chuckled. “You were respectfully domineering without being an ass, but I will be teasing you for quite a while about last night.” 
 
    “That bad?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say bad,” Cayla replied as she strolled over and sat beside us, and Deya trailed behind with a sweet smile on her face. “You gained the respect of the ogres, we now have all the information we need to assess the situation here, and no one tried to tear your limbs off. I feel like it was a very productive evening.” 
 
    “I liked the part where you sent the lava flows spurting across the sea,” Deya giggled, and she curled up to rest her head on my chest. “I’ve never seen anything like that before. It was beautiful.” 
 
    “That was certainly a sight,” Aurora agreed, “but the rebuild was my favorite part.” 
 
    “What rebuild?” I asked uneasily, and my groggy mind began flip flopping between chagrin and utter confusion. 
 
    “The lair,” Cayla laughed. 
 
    “That was fascinating,” Deya sighed. “I never knew you could raise four structures all at once.” 
 
    “I never knew he could build with molten lava,” Aurora admitted. 
 
    “Whaaat the hell?” I groaned as I strained to sit up. “I rebuilt the lair with molten lava? You’re not just messing with me?” 
 
    “Of course, we aren’t,” Cayla said soberly. “It’s a vast improvement, in my opinion, and the ogres were more than appreciative. Your two pubs in Falmount will now be the only ones in the world serving up Rosh. More proof you deserve a baronage.” 
 
    I held my head and chuckled as I tried to wrap my mind around this. “Okay but … nothing happened that I’m going to deeply regret, right?” 
 
    All three women looked away as they tried to hide their grins. 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Nooo,” Aurora sand happily, “telling you would be less fun, and we should really get to work if we’re ever going to get back to Shoshanne.” 
 
    With that, the half-elf hopped up and brushed the pine needles from the back of her thighs, and Haragh emerged from between the trees with a big green grin on his face. 
 
    “He lives!” the half-ogre bellowed. “I was just tellin’ my da you’d probably be passed out for a day after all that Rosh. I think he likes ye’ better than he does me, by the way.” 
 
    “Wait, I met your dad?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “Of course,” Haragh snorted. “Ye’ even rode on his shoulders for the race. The two of you kicked Grot’s ass, it was glorious.” 
 
    “What race?” 
 
    “I forgot about the race!” Deya giggled. “That actually might have been my favorite part. I can’t decide, it was all so silly. I told you we would have fun.” 
 
    “Aye,” Haragh replied. “I haven’t been to such a rowdy feast in years. Normally, we only run the races on the new moon, but Grot really took a likin’ to ye’. I got the sense he was showin’ off a bit, to be honest.” 
 
    “He was,” Cayla assured us, “but I still can’t believe he sent his women to dance for him. That I could have gone without seeing.” The princess sent me a smirk. “You did an admirable job of not looking repulsed. I was more impressed with that than anything else.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow and stared at the trees, but my mind only threw up complete blanks. “I don’t remember any of this.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Haragh chuckled, “the Rosh’ll get ye’. You held your own, though! Drank as well as any ogre there.” 
 
    Haragh clapped me on the shoulder with a proud grin, and I shrugged. 
 
    “That’s good, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s more than good,” Aurora informed me as she strapped her bow over her shoulder, and Deya stood to do the same. “At this point, I’d say you have the alliance of the ogres whether we stop the abductions or not, but we should still deliver for everyone’s sake.” 
 
    “Hulsan left not long ago to get the lay of the land,” Cayla added. “He should be back soon.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said as I finally got to my feet and stretched stiffly. “I’m gonna finish a few engravings real quick while he’s out, then. I want to test the new pistol before we begin scouting the area, and I just need to finish the trigger system on the prototype.” 
 
    “That’s probably best,” Aurora said as she sent me a pointed look. “If Hulsan realizes how much more potential you have than he’s aware of, he’ll be leading a rebellion against the king in your honor.” 
 
    “He sure is an outspoken sort,” Haragh grunted uneasily. “I can see why he’s retired, talkin’ the way he does … ” 
 
    “He’s definitely ballsy,” I chuckled, “but I appreciate his support. He has enough experience to know a thing or two about a mage’s potential.” 
 
    “I think he’s funny,” Deya said with a sweet smile, “and anyone who acknowledges Mason’s superiority is a good man in my eyes.” 
 
    Haragh didn’t seem to want to go that far, and he just shrugged as Cayla came over to lay a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “Well, since no ogres are watching, we’ll hunt for breakfast,” Cayla told me, “but do not test that weapon without me. I’ve thought of virtually nothing else since yesterday.” 
 
    “Deal,” I chuckled, and Haragh and I turned toward the Mustang while my women headed into the forest with their bows. 
 
    “What new pistol?” Haragh asked. 
 
    “Yesterday I started building a new weapon while we were on our way here, but I didn’t want to freak Hulsan out with it since it combines a few more deadly elements I haven’t used yet.” 
 
    “I’m already on board,” Haragh said with a grin. “Please tell me I can use this one.” 
 
    “As soon as I get them all made,” I assured him. “The engraving takes the longest, but once I get this prototype working, I can engrave the others all in one go as soon as I have the time.” 
 
    I pulled one of the 1911 frames out of the backseat along with Cayla’s bazooka, a chunk of copper, and my engraving kit, and then I set up shop on Bobbie’s hood to study Dragir’s trigger rune. First I overlaid it with the mapping in my mind to get familiar with each element, and then I began summoning the elemental degrees and started engraving them on the 1911 trigger assembly. Even though the rune used lightning, the process was less complex than the magazine I’d made yesterday because the cohesion lines were already mapped out for me, and after pushing through the discomfort of grounding the elements with my Terra powers, I quickly balanced everything out with three final strokes. 
 
    “Huh,” Haragh said when I held the pistol up to examine the rune beside the bazooka. “You’re gettin’ good at that, ye’ know.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s coming easier to me,” I told him. “I created a rune last night that nearly killed me to get through, but ultimately, I think each engraving makes the process easier to handle. Plus, I’m better at interacting with my own runes now, so I’m not as overwhelmed by all the sounds around me while I do it, and that helps speed things up.” 
 
    I started forming a few inches of copper wiring, and I mimicked Dragir’s wiring on the trigger system as I sparked my metal magic to run the wire internally from the trigger to a small bead of copper I embedded at the base of the firing pin.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Haragh mumbled. “I was worried about those runes of yours.” 
 
    “Me too,” I admitted as I brought the wiring down to secure the end to another contact point just beneath the grip plate, and this way, it would align with the one on the magazine case. “Practice seems to be doing the trick, but it’s definitely still irritating to have them constantly muttering in my mind. I can see what Dragir meant about missing the silence.” 
 
    I headed to the backseat to get the other four pistols, and with them all laid out on the hood of the Mustang, I formed a bit more copper since Hulsan and the women weren’t back yet. Then I wired the trigger assemblies of each before moving on to engraving the rune four more times. 
 
    By the time I was done, I had the elemental degrees of the trigger memorized, and I was able to engrave the last two in under five minutes. 
 
    Next, I formed eight more magazine casings and secured their copper contacts, but I only managed to engrave two more with the fireball rune before I heard Hulsan’s coughing a little less than a mile away. 
 
    “I’ll have to finish these up later,” I mumbled, and I hustled to form twelve small, solid copper bullets for each of the three completed magazines. Then I packed everything up and tucked it back in the Mustang, but I kept the completed prototype out since Cayla and the others were already coming through the trees. 
 
    “Just in time for a quick demo,” I told them as I walked over, and I grabbed the large lizard they were dragging behind them. “I think it’s my turn to haul the dead stuff.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aurora laughed. “That wyvern we dragged in for you last night just about did me in.” 
 
    “Wait, I killed a wyvern last night?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, you did,” Haragh informed me. “Three bullets to the head and a dagger sliced across his throat. Took ye’ less than a minute, and that’s about when Grot started showin’ off.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said with a grin as I hauled the dead lizard across the clearing, and Aurora sparked a fire for me so we could char it up. “I wish I remembered that.” 
 
    “I’m tellin’ ye’, last night couldn’t have gone better,” Haragh assured me. 
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for it,” I chuckled. “Now, let’s see what this baby can do.” 
 
    Cayla was immediately at my side as I pulled one of the magazines from my pocket, and I secured it in the 1911 before I released the safety. 
 
    “Everyone stand back a bit, alright?” I instructed as I took my aim at the trunk of a tree about twenty feet away, and everyone but Cayla moved to stand on the other side of Bobbie. I glanced sidelong at the princess, but the set of her jaw told me she was not giving up her front row seat for anything. 
 
    So, I took a steadying breath, and the moment I pulled the trigger, the familiar sensation of the rune that powered the bazooka coursed through me. It didn’t electrocute the hell out of me, though, which was a relief, and the wiring functioned perfectly to contact the firing pin and propel the bullet. The only question was, did it agitate the fireball rune properly? 
 
    My heart pounded in anticipation as the inconspicuous little copper bullet shot from the barrel, but when it hit the target, all of us gasped. 
 
    The enchanted fireball burst open on impact, plumed around the entire circumference of the stout trunk, and crackled loudly as it burned through the heart wood in about three seconds flat. Then the trunk groaned, and all of us scattered as the pine keeled over and crashed into two others on its way to the ground. 
 
    “Shit,” Haragh chuckled once the clouds of debris cleared. “That would take down an ice giant in seconds flat.” 
 
    “I love it!” Aurora said as she jogged over to join me and Cayla. “The fire has a mind of its own, too, I can sense it. It’s designed to cling to whatever it touches, and the way it burns is like it’s starving or something.” 
 
    “That’s fucking awesome,” I said, and I had a huge grin on my face as I eyed the 1911. “The best part is I can pull the trigger another eleven times without skipping a beat. Watch.” 
 
    I raised the pistol again, but Cayla caught my arm. 
 
    “Please let me,” the princess moaned anxiously.  
 
    “Sure,” I purred as I gladly handed the 1911 over. 
 
    “Yesssss,” she panted when her fingers wrapped around the grip and she bit her lip with anticipation as she raised the weapon toward the next tree.  
 
    Damn. There was probably nothing hotter than a woman in black leather who loved guns.  
 
    “Remember what I taught you about your thumb placement,” I said as I checked her grip. “Practice with the safety a bit first to get in the habit right off the bat. Then show us what you can do.” 
 
    Cayla did as I instructed without any missteps, and after a handful of repetitions with engaging and disengaging the safety, the princess raised her arm, flicked her thumb down, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Then she pulled it again and again, and within ten seconds, eleven tree trunks were being devoured by the hungry rune. The best part was, the gun was deathly quiet when it functioned, and once the crackling of the enchanted flames filled the air, the next few shots could barely be heard. 
 
    Cayla’s blue eyes glinted greedily with every hit, and when she lowered the pistol, she obediently engaged the safety and stood there grinning at the line of destruction she’d carved in the forest. Tree after tree toppled to the ground while several species of birds scattered in every direction, and by the time everything settled, I counted twenty-three trees splintered across the forest floor. 
 
    Aurora and Deya were laughing as they applauded Cayla’s prowess with the pistol, and Haragh just stood there staring in shock. 
 
    “Alright,” he finally mumbled. “Let’s not do too many trials like that one, yeah? You’ll have the whole forest burnt up within an hour.” 
 
    Cayla’s grin was cryptic as she nodded, and when she turned to me, her cheeks were flushed while her heart pounded heavy and steady. 
 
    “I want one,” she said in a low, sexy purr. “Oh please, Mason. I want one sooooo bad.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” I cleared my throat and tried to ignore my throbbing erection. “All I need to do is finish engraving a few more magazines, and yours is ready.” 
 
    Cayla caught me by the collar of my shirt and dragged me to her, and then her tongue dove hungrily into my mouth as her breasts pressed firmly against me. I could feel the heat of her straight through her leather bodice, and the commanding way she kissed me made me stumble and have to clutch at her tiny waist to brace myself.  
 
    Haragh cleared his throat loudly to get us focused again, but Cayla ignored him for another minute until she was on the verge of climbing right up me with those thigh high boots. Then she roughly released me while her icy blue eyes burned into mine, and she handed the pistol back to me without another word. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “So … we should probably test the other magazine.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Deya giggled, and Cayla nodded curtly before turning to enjoy another front row view from my left. 
 
    My palms were sweaty after the treatment Cayla had given me, and I nearly dropped the magazine when I ejected it because my gaze shifted at the last second to the whip coiled at the deadly woman’s hip. 
 
    “What happened here?” Hulsan suddenly demanded, and I whipped around to see him coming into the clearing with his eyes wide. “Was there an attack? Which way did they go?” 
 
    “No attack,” I hastily assured him as I pocketed the magazine and secured the pistol in my belt. “Cayla was just doing a demonstration for us.” 
 
    Hulsan came to a stop beside me as he eyed Cayla and the wreckage, and I could tell he was having trouble believing a woman as petite as her could wreak that much havoc in a forest of hundred-foot trees. The trunks were still steadily smoldering as the fireballs burnt up, and the old guy furrowed his bushy brows in confusion. 
 
    “She’s a mage?” he asked. 
 
    “With her tongue,” I whispered, and I was close enough to Cayla for her to hear, and both Aurora and Deya laughed, so I knew they had heard as well 
 
    “What?” the older man grunted.  
 
    “No, just a princess,” I clarified as I sent Cayla a wink. 
 
    “A deadly one,” Aurora added with a grin. 
 
    Cayla shrugged nonchalantly and strolled back to join the others, and it looked like we would all have to wait to see the effects of the final magazine now that Hulsan had returned. 
 
    “Hungry?” I asked him when he just stared at the mess in silence, and the man eventually nodded. “How did it go? Cayla told me you were getting the lay of the land for us.” 
 
    I pulled up a ring of seats from the forest floor around the fire, and I waved Deya away as she pulled out her dagger and reached for the lizard. 
 
    “But I liked serving you,” the elf said with a pout. “It was so much fun, and I like the way you watch me when I do it.” 
 
    I dropped the charring lizard on my boot as the woman’s words caught me off guard, and Hulsan chuckled to himself. 
 
    “Tell you what,” I managed as I eyed Deya’s plump and pouting lips. “When we get home, you can serve me all you want.” 
 
    Deya smiled at once and left a kiss on my cheek, and then she happily took her seat as I knelt to sever the head of the lizard. 
 
    I distributed the meat to my women first, and Hulsan let out a tired huff as he joined us near the fire. 
 
    “Well, I scanned the area about three miles north and east of us,” Hulsan told me, “and I didn’t turn up anything more suspicious than an ogre or two. I reckon they’re just out hunting, but now that you’re known amongst them, I don’t think we’d be risking too much by getting close to the hunting grounds. We’d do best to follow Grot’s instructions to start, but the forest doesn’t offer too much cover in terms of terrain once you get close to the cliffs. The trees are thicker toward the south, but the closer you get to those cliffs, the thinner they span. Then they stop all together, and you’re out in the open.” 
 
    I nodded and handed the man a helping of meat. “I’m expecting mages to be behind the abductions here, so we’ll have to stay alert when we get closer to the area and see if we can’t sense any magery being used. That might help us out.” 
 
    “You’re sure it’s mages?” Hulsan asked. 
 
    “Nearly sure,” I replied. “I’ve been told a few Defenders who have gone missing are extremely powerful, and with the Master’s rune assisting their efforts, they’d be the most likely to accomplish something like this.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t turn up any magery either while I was scanning the terrain,” Hulsan told me, “but I’ll take another look when we begin to head up there.” 
 
    “You can sense something like that from such a large distance?” Aurora asked with some surprise. 
 
    Hulsan shrugged and took a bite, and he chewed for a minute before responding. 
 
    “Just takes a bit of focus,” the old man said. “As long as you can connect to your element at a distance, you can use that connection to scan the area.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “Yeah, I’ve used the soil to check the terrain many times, but how does that register the use of magery?” 
 
    “Develop your connection,” Hulsan said simply. 
 
    “Huh,” I mused as I turned back to my helping of lizard. “I guess I never imagined I could use it in that way.” 
 
    “You can with magery because this is a presence we’re all deeply familiar with,” Hulsan explained. “Every time we summon our own powers, and others summon theirs, we inherently sense the energy in the atmosphere. That energy interacts with everything around it. It isn’t only there for our senses, we’re just the ones who notice it. As you’ve learned already, increasing your connection to your element infuses your presence into it. Strengthen that connection, and your presence increases. Then you can begin to read more through it and sense the most minute details, like the familiar energy of magery interacting with it. It’s a subtle art, but for us, it’s the difference between knowing there’s someone out there, and knowing someone is a mage who’s up to something.” 
 
    “It sounds like a useful skill to work toward,” Cayla said as she looked at me. “Something like that could serve us well when it comes time to attack the Master’s fortress. You could use this ability to read how he’s arranged his troops and locate where his mages are the most concentrated. Then we would have time to organize our own forces accordingly if you could manage it from a decent distance.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” I nodded. “I’m sure I could figure it out with some practice.” 
 
    “If magery is utilized at this entrance no one can seem to locate,” Aurora mused, “maybe you could connect with the stonework of the fortress in order to sense where magery is being used and determine the most likely location for the entrance.” 
 
    “You’re assuming Mason could read the stonework of the fortress to begin with,” Hulsan pointed out, and Deya crinkled her brows. 
 
    “Why couldn’t he?” the elf asked. “Even if the entrance is concealed by further enchantments, he could at least find out the layout the place since it appears to be made entirely of stone. He uses his Terra powers in this way all the time.” 
 
    “The Master’s too smart for it to be that easy,” Hulsan snorted. “A man who can alter runes to conceal his location will have multiple defenses like this in place. He’s probably gone to great lengths to guard his fortress against something so simple as a Terra Mage’s abilities.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Cayla said with a shrug. “What makes you so certain?” 
 
    “I’m more than certain,” Hulsan said with a smirk. “I’m positive, because Mason’s a Terra Mage. Do you think the Master’s forgotten what powers his primary enemy possesses?” 
 
    “Good point,” I replied. “It’d be sloppy on his part to make it so simple. Besides, I couldn’t even sense the structure in the vicinity when we scouted the eastern foothills. Something that large would have registered if it was only the one silencing rune guarding it.” 
 
    “Well, at least you could work toward sensing magery in the area,” Aurora sighed. “That’s a start, but I can hardly believe it’s possible. I’ve never been taught something like that was feasible. Not even Abrus told me.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s possible,” Hulsan assured her. “Get enough practice, and you can push your powers entirely outside yourself. Send them anywhere you want.” 
 
    “Anywhere?” I asked as my eyes went wide. “But … that would take so much energy, wouldn’t it? How would you not drain your magery in minutes?” 
 
    “Resilience,” Hulsan grunted simply, and he pulled his tin of pollen out for another snort. Then he tossed the left-over skins from the lizard onto the fire as he stood up. “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’ll travel on foot to scout the hunting grounds since Bobbie’s engine might alert them we’re in the area,” I decided, and I turned to Deya. “Do you think you could stay behind and transmute with the dragon you mentioned? Aurora can guard you while you work, but don’t get close to the Master’s fortress. Just focus on locating Dorinick and his crew to see if they’re in position yet.” 
 
    “In position?” Hulsan asked. 
 
    “I’m just checking on a scout,” I replied. 
 
    “I can do that,” Deya said with a nod, “but you shouldn’t leave Aurora behind on my account. Her hearing will help you cover more ground, and I can remain invisible while I transmute. No one will even know I am here.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment before I decided she had a good point, and the elf assured me she would remain completely hidden until we returned. 
 
    So, we all gathered our weapons from the trunk, and I kept the new 1911 in my belt even though I wasn’t sure how Hulsan might react if I had to use it. The old guy turned down my offer to lend him some weaponry again, and I only became more curious about how advanced his magery must be. I’d learned a lot since first coming to this realm, but I still wouldn’t venture out without some sort of weapon, especially if I was in the kind of shape Hulsan was in. 
 
    Then we headed north for a couple miles, and Haragh helped us navigate around the mating grounds since he said it didn’t matter how much they liked me, the ogres would still rip anyone into shreds for interrupting them there. 
 
    Hulsan scanned the terrain for any sign of magery being used in the vicinity while Aurora and I kept our eyes and ears constantly scoping in every direction, and I was grateful my rune helped me see clearly despite the lingering fog. 
 
    The stout trunks of the trees made me the most uneasy because anything could be lurking behind them, but as we passed through grove after grove of the giant pines, we turned up nothing. I could hear several ogres out in hunting parties now, but aside from this and the occasional brawl, there were only various harmless creatures and a couple distant wyverns. 
 
    We walked east for half an hour through the pines until we got to the boundaries of the hunting grounds, and then we doubled back toward the west to search the area for a second time. There was a group of about six ogres ahead of us, so we took a different route to avoid interfering with their hunt, and this brought us closer to the base of Izig Cliffs. The terrain shifted drastically where the pines thinned out, and Hulsan had been right about how exposed we would be in this area. Only brambles and boulders bordered the sheer black rocks that rose thousands of feet above our heads, and we could see clearly over the scant foliage for quite a ways. 
 
    The forest edge was almost entirely deserted aside from a few burrowing creatures and more of the stout black birds nesting on the cliff face, but as I sent my Terra magic through the soil, I finally picked up on one creature back in the forest that struck me as out of place. 
 
    They were two legged, but not nearly as heavy on their feet as an ogre would be. 
 
    “Half a mile south of us,” I muttered to Hulsan. “Do you sense that?” 
 
    The old Terra Mage sparked his magic, and he didn’t even have to work his way there like I always did when I scanned the terrain. The old Terra Mage was able to direct his powers exactly to where I’d found the creature, and I sensed his magic touch down for the briefest second directly on the spot. 
 
    Then he nodded. “It’s a man.” 
 
    “Move quickly and quietly,” I muttered to the others as I motioned for them to fan out a bit. “He’s stationary right now, but he’s half a mile off.” 
 
    Everyone nodded as we broke into a run, and once we were back in the forest, the padding of pine needles underfoot helped to mask the sound of the five of us running at full speed ahead. 
 
    I kept my Terra Magic directed where the man was standing, but when we came within fifty yards, he suddenly broke into a sprint. 
 
    “Heading west,” I told the others. “Stick together, we don’t know what his powers are.” 
 
    “Whatever they are,” Hulsan panted, “he’s got them at the ready.” 
 
    “Shit,” I growled as I sensed the man veering north, and I led everyone in the pursuit as he began taking a more complex route. “He knows we’re following him.” 
 
    “Yep.” Hulsan nodded. 
 
    The man we were tracking took us in a full loop de loop, but the gap between us and him only increased regardless of how carefully I tracked his route. He was just too fast, and the fact he was toying with us and running us in circles like a pack of dogs grated on my nerves as I forced my legs to pump faster. 
 
    “He’s about to jump,” Hulsen suddenly said, and within a few seconds, I completely lost a read on the guy. 
 
    I frantically rescanned the last place he’d been even though my Terra Magic wasn’t picking up anything in the area, but I could faintly hear the pounding of a heartbeat when I zeroed in on that direction, and we all slowed to a walk again to catch our breath. 
 
    “He could be in the trees,” Aurora said quietly. 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “He had about seventy yards on us before he jumped.” 
 
    We proceeded cautiously as we all drew our weapons, and I had my revolver cocked and at the ready while I scanned every low-lying branch in sight. I could get a decent read on the place despite the shadowy boughs of the pines and the slimy moss draping down, but I focused more on my hearing because I had the sense the man was still in motion. 
 
    His heartbeat wasn’t stationary even though he wasn’t making any contact with the ground, and I began to wonder if he could hover. It made more sense he might be working his way along the limbs, but I didn’t hear any boots scuffing along the branches anywhere. 
 
    As we came closer to the heartbeat, I held up my hand to halt the others, and I advanced between a triangle of pines where the sound was coming from. He was very close, and I could hear his hand slip across the bark now and then, but as I slowly turned and scanned the boughs, I saw nothing but dense blue needles and shadows. 
 
    Then I heard a sharp intake of breath, and a streak of white broke through the boughs above my head on its way to another limb. 
 
    Cayla had her shotgun already aimed as I quickly turned full circle, and she fired on the moving target before I could even blink. 
 
    But she missed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    All three trees around me ignited at the same time, and the two lowest branches above me snapped. I dove out of the way as the fiery boughs crashed down right where I’d been standing, and as I hit the dirt, I saw another brief flash of white. 
 
    Then another flame spurt ignited the next tree, and I leapt to my feet as Aurora sparked her Ignis magic to try and rein in the man’s trail of fire. 
 
    Haragh and Hulsan were right behind me as we ran beneath the trees and attempted to trace him, but every glimpse I got was gone in an instant as he climbed, leapt, ducked, and ran along the branches. He was as agile as the elves we’d come across in Nalnora, but with flames shooting out all over the place, and this added element made him nearly impossible to track. Every time we got close, flaming branches seemed to crash down before I could take aim, and then, in a sudden blaze, every tree within thirty feet of us ignited, and we were completely blocked in. 
 
    “Use the dirt!” Hulsan hollered over the roar of the flames, and we all sparked our Terra Magic to send the soil spiraling upward as piney smoke grated in my lungs. 
 
    The dirt shower prevented the flames from growing larger around the trunks, but the fire was just too big to contain as it ate through the boughs above us. More stout branches crashed down as we tried to find an exit that wasn’t barred by a twenty-foot-tall blaze, but then Aurora finally caught up to us. 
 
    The Ignis Mage doused one tree after another as she fought to reach us, and when a smoldering path opened, we all bolted to escape the inferno. Aurora managed to have everything under control in another ten minutes, and we were still coughing up smoke when she rejoined us. 
 
    Hulsan and I had already tried to track the man again, but there was no sign of him now that his trail of flames had ceased. I couldn’t feel him in the soil, and Hulsan didn’t sense any magery being used in the vicinity either. 
 
    “Bastard,” the old man growled as he coughed up some black mucus from his lungs. 
 
    “At least we got out of there alive,” I said as Haragh dropped down on the dirt to catch his breath. 
 
    “Ye’ believe that guy?” Haragh panted. “I’ve never seen a mage so fast.” 
 
    “The last few I’ve come up against have been the same,” I told him as I wiped the sweat from my brow. “That’s what I’ve been trying to get Urn to understand. He thinks we should give some kind of clearance to the possessed mages, but there’s not a lot to work with there once one of them is trying to kill you.” 
 
    Haragh shook his head. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “What’s unbelievable is Cayla missed a shot,” Aurora snorted, and we all glanced over to see the princess stiffly loop her shotgun over her shoulder. 
 
    “You’ve missed shots before,” Cayla pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t miss anything.” Aurora laughed. “I thought I imagined it for a minute. Are you feeling alright? Maybe you should sit down and rest or something.” 
 
    Cayla rolled her eyes and didn’t respond, and I could tell by the flush of her cheeks that her pride was a bit injured on this one, so I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Alright, we have to regroup fast,” I told the others. “They know we’re in the area now, and we can’t lose them or we might end up here for weeks trying to get these guys.” 
 
    Hulsan nodded his agreement and stood up, and we all brushed the soot from ourselves while we worked on a plan. 
 
    “Now that we know at least one of the mages behind this is an Ignis Mage,” I began, “Aurora, I want you to move solo on this one since you can take him on. Head northeast, and if you get a lead, say something, and I’ll come find you before you pursue them. Hulsan and Haragh, stick together and travel straight east from here, and Cayla and I will head directly north. We’ll circle back once we reach Izig Cliffs, and one of us has to find something to go off by then. If not, we’re moving beyond the hunting grounds.” 
 
    Everyone agreed to the plan, and we branched off to begin covering every inch of the hunting grounds once again. 
 
    I kept an ear trained on the others as we went in case they found anything, and I scanned the immediate vicinity with my Terra powers while I kept my sights on the branches above. More creatures were out in the forest now, which meant more ogres would be joining the hunt soon, and this might increase our chances of locating the culprits. So, I listened more carefully to the whereabouts of the ogres to get an idea of where the others had most likely disappeared to. 
 
    Several of them were heading to the eastern edge of the hunting grounds, and I guessed this was because the river was close to there. Then I realized their prey would frequent the water source and make it easy pickings for them, which meant easy pickings for the mages as well. So, after we spent a half hour scanning every nook and cranny in the northern sections of the forest, I gestured for Cayla to follow me as I circled back toward the others. 
 
    That’s when I noticed Cayla’s cheeks were still flushed, and she hadn’t said a single word since Aurora teased her about the shot. I’d been completely focused on tracking the mages all this time, but now I was starting to wonder if the princess’ pride had taken a bigger hit than I expected back there. 
 
    “Still thinking about that shot?” I asked as I eyed the woman, and she didn’t look at me when she nodded. “Don’t let Aurora get to you, you know she didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    “Aurora could never bother me,” the princess mumbled. 
 
    “Then you should give yourself some slack,” I chuckled. “It was one shot. You’re only human.” 
 
    “You could have died,” she hissed, and I slowed my pace as I realized what was bothering her. 
 
    “But I didn’t,” I said more gently. “Besides, I put myself in that ring of trees as bait to begin with. I wanted to keep the guy from moving around, and I knew if I was right beneath him, he’d be more likely to hold still and go after me instead. If I did die, it would have been my own fault, not yours.” 
 
    Cayla just shook her head without responding, but after a few minutes of silence, she spoke up, and her voice was low as she kept her eyes on the ground. 
 
    “It isn’t only you,” she muttered. “It could have been Aurora, Deya, Haragh, or even me. Our enemies are getting stronger and faster, Mason, but like you said, I’m only human.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t mean it like that,” I said as I reached out to stop her walking, but she still kept her gaze averted when I turned her toward me. “Cayla, you’re an incredible woman, and your abilities are unparalleled when it comes to shooting. You know that.” 
 
    Cayla looked up. “It doesn’t matter how good I am at shooting if I can’t see my target. He was too fast for me to keep track of.” 
 
    “Usually you do just fine,” I reminded her. “I’m having trouble catching him, too, but that’s what we’re up against. The new weapons will help us, but right now … this was just one miss. I honestly don’t think you should be so hard on yourself about it.” 
 
    “Well, I do,” Cayla countered with a severe frown. “I think I should be prepared to take on enhanced fighters because that’s what we’re coming up against. So, I want you to brand me.” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    “I want you to brand me with the sight rune. The moment we’re back in Falmount. I know Dragir gave you the branding iron.” 
 
    “I’m not branding you,” I said firmly. “These runes are irritating as hell to live with, the process is outrageously painful, your skin is flawless, and--” 
 
    “And I could die missing a shot one day,” Cayla interrupted, and my jaw locked shut. 
 
    Her words hit me in the gut like a ton of bricks because I knew she was right, and I couldn’t even think of what to say to her. I’d teased my women about the brandings before, but I honestly had never taken the idea seriously, and neither had they. Until now. 
 
    Cayla’s blue eyes were steady as she held my gaze with her jaw set firm, but I could hear Haragh and Hulsan were getting close now, and there was no way I could expand on my side of the topic in the next ten seconds. 
 
     “We’ll talk about this when we get back to Falmount,” I finally told her, and the princess nodded curtly before Haragh came through the trees and let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Not a single damn mage out here,” Haragh grumbled when I looked over. “Do you think they left the region?” 
 
    “No,” I told him as Aurora caught up with us as well. “They’ll be under direct orders from that rune to get the job done out here, so they can’t back out now. They’re probably just being more discreet since they know we’re out here. They might have moved their operation to a different area, though.” 
 
    “That’s most likely the case,” Hulsan agreed. 
 
    “Did you hear anything out there?” I asked Aurora, but I could have sworn her gaze flicked toward Cayla for the briefest second before she shook her head. 
 
    “Ogres, wyverns, the usual,” Aurora replied with a shrug. 
 
    I nodded. “We should head toward the river next. The prey are more concentrated there which means the ogres will be, too. The mages might be picking them off and branding them further east.” 
 
    “I scanned the bank of the river about ten minutes ago,” Hulsan said. “There’s quite a few ogres there already.” 
 
    “I agree with Mason, then,” Aurora said. “It seems logical the mages would focus their efforts there.” 
 
    So, we headed east as a group for another half of an hour while we continued to scan the area, and once the river was in sight beyond the trees, we broke off into groups again. Hulsan and Haragh travelled down the bank while Aurora went up stream, and Cayla and I cautiously scouted the riverside before wading across. 
 
    Then we made our way up and down the opposite bank, and we took a few detours to avoid the ogres who were decapitating wyvern and occasionally clubbing each other over who had dibs on what kill. 
 
    It was more difficult to work in this area because the deafening roars of the ogres as they mauled their prey drowned out a lot, but I kept straining to hear beyond this as I searched the surrounding forests for anything suspicious. Once Aurora joined up with us with no luck along the northern banks, I began to worry we’d be extending our stay in Jagruel much longer than I’d promised Shoshanne. 
 
    We definitely couldn’t afford another mishap like we’d had earlier, either, because the more times we tried and failed to get these guys, the more likely it was they’d start hunting us down instead. 
 
    Then I heard Haragh muttering in the distance, and I zeroed all of my attention in his direction while I fought to ignore the sound of tendons being peeled off bones nearby. 
 
    “We’ve got something over here,” Haragh suddenly said. “Come quietly.” 
 
    I abruptly motioned for the women to move silently as I sent my Terra Magic to find Haragh and Hulsan, and after jogging along the bank for about ten minutes, we veered east and found them waiting at the base of a hill. 
 
    “Hulsan sensed ‘em,” Haragh told me in a low voice. “Says they’re just over that ridge.” 
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    “Two men,” Hulsan answered as he eyed the top of the ridge. “One of them’s a Terra Mage, and I can feel he’s altered the terrain to build this hill here. The other is probably the Ignis we nearly nabbed earlier. There’s seven ogres, too.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. “Let’s get to that overhang and see if we can’t get a visual from behind the brambles.” 
 
    My heart pounded anxiously as we scaled the hill, and I was extremely glad I brought Haragh and Hulsan because if we were coming up on a possessed Terra Mage who could handle ogres, I had a bad feeling it was one of the two I’d been warned about back in Illaria. 
 
    Both Dahko and Lokar had been described as scary big and brutal mages with too much power for their own good, and I already knew Lokar had been turned away by Abrus when he pulled a fucking volcano out of the ground for him. Now, I prayed to all the gods this wasn’t who we were about to come up against, but Dahko would hardly be better. From what I heard, he was untrained and unbridled with his power, but he also had a bad temper and a nasty habit of beating the shit out of the other mages before he was even possessed. 
 
    Still, this was a prime opportunity to kill either of the bastards before they caused any more damage, and I tried to focus on this as we crested the hill. 
 
    We all belly crawled the last few feet to get into position, and from beneath the thick grove of brambles, I could see a clearing in a manmade valley below. It looked like there’d been quite a brawl here not too long ago, because there was fresh blood on the needles and leaves that covered the ground, and rocks were shattered everywhere. 
 
    Then I craned my neck for a better view, and beyond the rubble, I could make out the heads of seven ogres in a row. They were badly bludgeoned to a dark gray while some were bleeding profusely, but they weren’t moving at all, so the rocks must have finally done the trick in getting them unconscious. 
 
    Now, they were locked in the ground up to their shoulders while their heads hung limp on their chests, and above them, a mean looking mage with matted brown and shoulder-length hair was chuckling to himself. 
 
    He paced along the line of ogres with long, careless strides, and every now and then, he kicked his boot into an ogre if it began to come around. 
 
    “Hurry up,” the mage suddenly growled over his shoulder, and I rose another foot to see who he was talking to. 
 
    An Ignis Mage was stooped and heating two branding irons in his flames, and I guessed he’d be finished in another couple of minutes judging by the glow of the iron. 
 
    “That’s Dahko,” Haragh whispered, and his eyes darkened when I looked over. “Should’ve known he’d be the one who could manage an operation like this.” 
 
    “Then it’s our lucky day,” I told him with a wild grin. “It’s about time we start working our way down the list.” 
 
    Haragh nodded as a low growl started in his chest, and we turned back to see Dahko chuckling once more. He kept doing it, too, but without any provocation, and I got the sense the asshole just really enjoyed his new job. I’d seen plenty of possessed elves and a few men as well, but there was something different about the alertness of Dahko. 
 
    His gaze was eerily vacant like all the other minions we’d encountered, but there was an extra glint in his black eyes beyond that, and when I really registered this, my healing rune suddenly acted up. 
 
    That’s when I knew this guy wasn’t just a wild card anymore. He was full throttle all over the map with the rune branded on him, and somehow, he liked it. As he chuckled on, I wondered if he’d connected personally with the rune in some way, and it wasn’t just possessing him now, but feeding into his already unrestrained nature on a whole other level. 
 
    Then I thought about Dragir constantly warring against his bloody rune, and one conversation stuck out in my memory. He’d said the rune always offered itself up as the easiest solution to any irritation. No matter who it was that crossed him, the rune was more than ready and willing to boil their blood for him, and this was why he lived with such constant tension. He didn’t want to boil everyone’s blood. 
 
    But what if he hadn’t minded the rune? If Dragir had been the type to appreciate its appetite, what would it have been capable of, and would he have actually thrived off the connection to it? 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this one,” I muttered half to myself, and Hulsan nodded from Haragh’s other side. 
 
    “His magery’s strong,” the old man whispered. “Not well articulated, but unrestrained. Stay on your toes.” 
 
    I could hear the concern in Hulsan’s voice as he sent me a pointed look, but I wasn’t even thinking about myself at the moment. As I watched Dahko pace back and forth, half my mind was on the woman next to me, because Cayla’s words kept ringing in my ears, and I couldn’t ignore how right she was. One missed shot against a mage like Dahko would be the end of any of us, and Cayla was the only one with nothing to fall back on. Even Deya had magical defenses thanks to her necklace, but Cayla couldn’t disappear or become untraceable. She was wholly reliant on her skills with my guns, and with our enemies becoming too much for my weapons to handle, where did that leave her? 
 
    I hadn’t needed to worry about her lately because I was so sure she could handle herself, but now I was second guessing the attack we were about to attempt, and it was because of what she’d said. It didn’t matter that we had the element of surprise, or how many weapons we were packing between the five of us. Cayla was next to me, and all I could think of was the danger she was in and always would be in with the way we lived. 
 
    “Mason,” Aurora whispered, and I looked over to see the half-elf furrowing her brow in confusion. “What are we waiting for? That iron is red hot.” 
 
    I nodded and tried to refocus my attention, but I knew I couldn’t let this one go. There was virtually nothing I could do about it at the moment, though, so I pulled the 1911 from my belt, handed it over to Cayla, and slid the last two magazines from my pocket as well. 
 
    Cayla holstered her revolver, loaded the magazine and got the pistol cocked and locked before she secured the spare magazine in her belt, and I tried to let the notion that she would at least have better weaponry ease my nerves. 
 
    I would have to put some serious thought into a long-term solution as soon as we handled these fuckers, though. 
 
    “You’re on sniper duty,” I told the princess in a low voice, and she nodded diligently. “Don’t fire unless you absolutely have to, though, I don’t want you giving away your position too soon if this goes south.” 
 
    Then the Ignis Mage in the clearing finished heating the iron, and I finally gave the signal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The air surged with electricity as all of us sparked our magic, and the two branding irons were wrenched out of the Ignis Mage’s hand at the same moment both he and Dahko had the ground torn out from under them. 
 
    Then we burst from the cover of the brambles as Dahko bellowed furiously, and before I could slam the ground in on top of him, the man vaulted twenty feet into the air. He came crashing down on one knee, and with a swipe of his arm, he hurled the Ignis Mage up to level ground again. 
 
    I already had a solid slab of stone raised above my head, though, while I barreled down the hill, and I sent it flying at Dahko while Haragh tore a trench open beneath him again. Then the slab disintegrated into dust before it even made its mark, and the walls of the trench warped like a sheet of paper in the wind as everything began to shake. 
 
    Dahko’s black eyes locked onto mine as he morphed the ground to raise a pillar beneath him instead, and he shot up above us with a fiendish grin on his face. My rune flared in retaliation before he even made his attack, but the forest floor was suddenly gone, and my legs were running through air as I dropped into a pit so deep, I couldn’t see the bottom. Above me the light was fading as the walls closed in, and I swiftly tore a ledge from the rocky underground to catch my fall. 
 
    The hollow creaking of stone closing in around me made my gut drop, but as I took a deep breath, I wrenched my fists apart and forced the walls to stay open just enough. Then I catapulted myself from the pit and I came up into complete chaos. 
 
    Flames had ignited every tree surrounding the small valley while Aurora fiercely battled the Ignis Mage, and both of them left a trail of smoke and smoldering pine needles in their wake. 
 
    My heart leapt into my throat as I saw the Ignis Mage throw a ball of fire the size of Bobbie at my half-elf, but she managed to break it into a thousand fiery pieces that littered the ground around her. Then Aurora’s emerald eyes flared with rage, and a split second later, a torrent of searing white flames shot from both of her palms to engulf her opponent. 
 
    Hulsan and Haragh were both circling Dahko as they wielded a swarm of rubble around them, and I slammed my fist into the ground so forcefully, the tremors knocked the burly man off balance. 
 
    This didn’t interrupt his powers, though, and even as he tripped backwards, seven deadly spikes shot up around me. I leapt and reformed them just before I could be crushed between the growing spires, and Hulsan tore a wall up to try and pin Dahko to the ground next. 
 
    The twenty-foot wall tipped and crashed down with a thundering crack that sent a fresh tremor beneath my feet, but Dahko stood unharmed amongst the wreckage as he threw his head back with a deep, maniacal laugh. 
 
    My hackles rose at I realized he was enjoying himself, and this time, I let my Terra magic build in my veins before I finally unleashed it again. With a swipe of my arm, the ground surrounding Dahko tore open as dirt and gravel flew up in every direction, and I sent the debris straight at the man’s face to blind him. Then I thrust the ground up and sent him flying into the air, and as he laughed wildly on the way back down, I formed a bed of rocky spears to catch his fall. 
 
    He only tore them out of the ground, though, and as every spear came soaring in my direction, the crazed mage rolled through a softened landing with his palm still raised and at the ready. 
 
    That’s when Aurora turned on him as well, and with one hand countering the attacks of the Ignis Mage, she used the other to send a series of fireballs straight at the Terra Mage in quick succession. 
 
    “Behind you!” Hulsan suddenly hollered, and Aurora was forced to back down as Dahko’s wall nearly collapsed on top of her. 
 
    Then Hulsan dropped the burly man into a chasm once more, but this time, he slammed the ground shut so quickly, I was almost sure we had him. 
 
    Haragh turned on the Ignis Mage with a vicious roar, and as we both hurled one boulder after another, the spry mage leapt and dodged the onslaught with a deadly grin on his face. Then he tried to set the whole valley on fire with a broad wave of his arm, and as we all leapt out of the way of the flames, Aurora fiercely overpowered his attack. She sent the flames swelling right over him and doused the inferno separating us from her, but then the tremors started in the soil again, and I lunged to grab the half-elf by the waist. 
 
    Before Dahko could blast the ground apart, Aurora and I went tumbling into the brambles, and giant shards of debris crashed down around us as I pulled a wall up to shield the attack. 
 
    “He’s too strong!” Aurora panted frantically as the wall above us cracked down the middle. 
 
    “We have them outnumbered,” I growled, and I broke the shield apart as I dragged her to her feet. Then I shoved her forward as flames burst from her palms once more, and the half-elf attacked with a renewed vengeance as she lashed out at Dahko. 
 
    He was forced to pull up every obstruction he could now, and I tore a pit open at his back and pulled up a wall for good measure while Aurora refused to let up. Then I let the wall drop just as Dahko’s foot slipped into the pit, and Aurora’s flames funneled after him in a blaze of amber light. 
 
    Her attack was derailed by the spry Ignis Mage, though, and the same bout of flames flipped like a fiery whip to slash me right down the middle. 
 
    I yelped as the pain sliced through me and brought me to my knees, but my rune chanted furiously in my mind as it worked to heal the burns, and within ten seconds, I was able to roll and avoid Dahko’s shower of boulders. 
 
    He was bearing down on me now while one palm threw Haragh off his feet, and the half-ogre’s snarls echoed above the battering of flames as he crashed into the hillside. Aurora screeched when the ground beneath her suddenly collapsed, but I caught her with a ledge before I sent her tumbling out of range. 
 
    Then a copper bullet whizzed over my head and missed Dahko by inches, and I let the ground under me break open just as the man’s large hand shot out to grab me by the throat. He fell into the pit after me, and both of us grabbed hold of the rocky walls at the same moment. Gravel broke loose as my feet scrambled for a toe hold, and from the other side of the massive pit, the crazed mage grinned feverishly at me with his matted hair falling over his vacant black eyes. 
 
    I could feel the presence of his Terra magic all around me as my own powers surged through the walls of the pit, but he was forcing his hold on the ground now. I could feel it in my veins that the walls would close in at any second, and my rune chanted furiously as I kept my gaze locked on Dahko. I couldn’t lose this one, there was too much at stake, but I couldn’t overpower his magery, and he only kept increasing his hold. For the first time in ages, I felt like I might actually be nearing my limit while I was locked in a power surge against the possessed mage, and I clamped my jaw painfully tight as I forced my Terra powers to hold out. 
 
    My vision started to tunnel as flames shot over the gaping chasm along with the sound of smashing boulders, but then I felt the presence of someone else’s strength in the soil. 
 
    Haragh was back and warring against Dahko with me, and as the ledge in the crazed man’s grip suddenly disintegrated, I used the last surge of power I had left to slingshot myself back up to higher ground. 
 
    I came crashing down hard as my connection to my magery snapped, and the air was knocked out of me while my vision doubled. I could hear Aurora breathing hard as she struggled to fend off the Ignis Mage somewhere close by, and Hulsan let out a vengeful grunt as a fresh bunch of rubble crashed down. 
 
    For a split second, I was overwhelmed by the realization that we couldn’t hold off the possessed mages, but just the thought sent a fresh wave of runic chanting through my mind, and I let it take over. 
 
    I shot to my feet despite my fading vision, and I let my Terra powers read the soil for me rather than bother looking around. Then I went after the Ignis Mage, and with my revolver in hand, I blindly forced him to flee the path of jagged spikes I sent up at his feet. The man stumbled as I went at him with both bullets and rocky spears now, and Aurora brought up a blaze at his back as I registered the sound of a bullet whooshing over me. 
 
    I was squinting hard to keep my focus, but I could tell the copper bullet missed the Ignis Mage by centimeters as a fireball burst open in the trees. Then the man dove into Aurora’s flames, and a split second later, the entire inferno flared and flew right at us. 
 
    Hulsan blocked the attack just in time with a rocky shield, but when the old man broke the wall apart to crush the Ignis Mage, the fucker was already gone. 
 
    Dahko stood there in the rubble, though, with his eyes twitching feverishly, and he was badly bruised from his drop into the pit with a bloody gash taken out of his forehead. Still, he stood with his Terra powers sparked at the ready, and I forced my own powers to the surface of my palms even though my vision was nearly gone now. 
 
     I could sense Hulsan barreling up the fiery hill to pursue the fleeing Ignis Mage, and Aurora’s breaths were ragged with exhaustion as she did her best to douse the flames for the old man. She remained poised at my side to attack while the two of us waited for Dahko to make his move, and that’s when I heard the heavy beat of leathery wings break through the sky not a mile away. 
 
    “Deya,” I gasped just as Dahko wrenched his arm toward the sky, and I grabbed Aurora’s wrist as the ground shot up beneath us. 
 
    I yanked the half-elf into my arms before the man’s jagged ridge could separate us, and as we rolled down the rocky slide, I hollered out to Haragh. 
 
    “Twenty seconds!” I yelled. “That’s all I need!” 
 
    Haragh’s powers sparked in an instant and sent Dahko flying backward, and as I rolled over Aurora to come to a crashing stop, I pulled up a wall and let Dahko slam headfirst into it. 
 
    Then I drove the ground upward as my vision blacked out completely, and I focused on nothing but the heavy beat of wings drawing closer. Aurora called out that Dahko had jumped from the pillar I had him on, but only a few seconds later, raging heat coursed around me with a thunderous roar. 
 
    The half-elf slammed into me with all of her strength to throw me back into the brambles, and she laid gasping on top of me as I clutched my throbbing head. My healing rune was furiously working to restore me already, though, and as the chaos of the battle suddenly quieted down, I heard Cayla running down the hill. 
 
    “Is he alive?” the princess demanded anxiously. 
 
    “I’m alive,” I groaned, but I couldn’t see a damned thing. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Aurora commanded. “I’m going to find Haragh and Hulsan.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I said through gritted teeth, but when I tried to sit up, my head spun, and I came crashing down again. 
 
    “Neither of you are going anywhere,” Cayla snapped, and as I registered the erratic beat of Aurora’s pulse, I realized she was as done as I was. 
 
    So, I felt around and clutched the half-elf’s trembling wrist to keep her in place, and as my rune overwhelmed my senses, I focused on the fact that we were all still alive. More than anything, I wanted to send out my Terra powers to locate my half-ogre friend and the old man, but I knew I had nothing left in me. 
 
    Dahko had forced me to my limit, and the realization that he wasn’t even close to worn out by then made my limbs go numb. 
 
    “We have to find Deya,” I panted. 
 
    “She’s okay,” Cayla assured me, “she flew south after she burnt up Dahko.” 
 
    “Where’s that fucking Ignis Mage?” I growled. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Aurora said as she struggled to breathe. “I can’t see, Mason, c-can you see?” 
 
    “No,” I replied, and I forced myself to sound calm about this. “Focus on breathing and calm down, we both need to recover.” 
 
    I felt Aurora’s cheek settle against my chest, but her shaking made my heart stutter anxiously, and I willed my rune to heal me faster so I could check to be sure she was okay. 
 
    Cayla’s heartbeat was strong and steady, though, so I let this calm me down a little, and within five minutes, I could make out the blurred boughs above me. Sunlight shone down now that most of the trees were badly burned, and the smell of smoke filled the air. Aurora’s breathing evened out, but her tremors didn’t stop, and as soon as my head didn’t feel like there was a twenty-pound brick sitting on it, I shifted to sit up. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” I muttered as I registered the sound of hurried footsteps about fifty feet beyond the hill, and Aurora tensed in my lap. “It’s either Haragh or Hulsan, they’re not fast enough to be the Ignis Mage.” 
 
    I squinted hard to make out the state of the half-elf in my lap, and even with my vision impaired, I could tell she was pretty banged up. There was a dark shadow under Cayla’s right eye, too, and fresh blood dripped down her cheek. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked the princess. 
 
    “Dahko’s rubble was everywhere,” she said in a low voice. “I couldn’t shield my face in time.” 
 
    “Bastard,” I growled as I swiped the blood from her porcelain cheek. 
 
    “I tried to get him,” Cayla said, and I nodded. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Then Hulsan called over the top of the hill, and he limped his way over to us as fast as he could while he coughed heartily from the dense smoke. 
 
    “Everyone alright down here?” he asked. 
 
    “Aurora still can’t see,” I told the man, “but I’m recovering.” 
 
    “How long has it been?” 
 
    “About five minutes,” I replied. 
 
    “Get her moving,” the old man instructed, and he stooped to help Aurora to her feet. “If the vision’s gone that long, the circulation goes next, keep her up, and help support her weight.” 
 
    I immediately joined in the effort of getting Aurora back on her feet, and the half-elf pressed her weight against me as she swayed in place. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she mumbled, “I’m just dizzy.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s alright, we’ll keep you steady,” Hulsan assured her. “Walk a few steps, nice and slow.” 
 
    “Where’s Haragh?” I asked the old man as we carefully led Aurora around the shattered clearing. “Did you get that Ignis Mage?” 
 
    “We got him,” Hulsan said in a low voice. “Haragh’s knocked out, though. He’ll come around soon enough. I only left him to check and see if you were all okay. Where’s Dahko?” 
 
    “Deya got him,” I told the man. 
 
    “The elf?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    I was about to respond when Cayla gasped, and we all halted as she grabbed my arm. 
 
    “What is it?” I demanded. 
 
    “The ogres,” she said quietly. 
 
    Anger welled in my chest as I realized what her words meant, and without even looking, I had a bad feeling they were all dead. They’d been locked unconscious in the ground before the fighting began, and there wasn’t an inch of the manmade valley that wasn’t destroyed by now. 
 
    “Walk the other way,” Cayla instructed as her throat clenched. “I’ll check to see if any of them survived.” 
 
    We steered Aurora in another direction as we all fell silent, and after a few minutes, I could hear my half-elf’s heart rate was finally regulated. 
 
    “Her pulse is evening out,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Good,” Hulsan said, “get her over here and have her sit up on this boulder. Help her move her arms around, and I’ll go see how Haragh’s doing.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hulsan,” Cayla said earnestly from where she attempting to assess the state of the ogres, but the man didn’t respond before he headed back up the hill. 
 
    “I can see shadowy shapes now at least,” Aurora said with relief, and I let my nerves unwind a little. 
 
    “We can’t take these mages on like this again,” I decided. “Magery alone isn’t enough, I need to get those pistols ready as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I agree,” Aurora said. “That Ignis Mage channeled his powers through the same flames as me, and the longer I tried to push against his magic, the faster I was drained of my own.” 
 
    I nodded. “The same thing happened to me in that pit. They’ll push us all right to our limit if we try to combat their attacks directly through our powers. They’re just too unrestrained.” 
 
    I could see more clearly now, and the strength in my limbs was almost fully restored. My head didn’t feel so disconnected either, and my rune was quieting down again, so I knew I was almost healed. Aurora was incredibly pale, but she could hold herself upright again, and I was grateful she had some elf blood in her to help quicken her recovery. Still, I hated to see her so battered from the fight, but even her cuts were slowly healing themselves now as she slowly stretched her arms around. 
 
    “As soon as Haragh and Hulsan are back, we’ll get Shoshanne’s bag from the Mustang,” I told the women. “Maybe there’s something in there that can help you recover. Hopefully, Deya is still there waiting and not trying to find us.” 
 
    “This is the second time she’s had to kill a mage for us,” Aurora snorted. 
 
    “I’m grateful to her for it,” Cayla admitted, “but what was she doing this far west? Wasn’t she supposed to be searching for Dorinick?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I should probably be irritated she didn’t follow my orders, but I’m honestly not. We wouldn’t have made it without her.” 
 
    Cayla’s blue eyes snapped to mine at the words, and Aurora slid her arms around herself as she looked down. 
 
    A few minutes later, the sound of heavy feet shuffling across the forest floor registered in my ears, and shortly after, Haragh and Hulsan crested the hill. 
 
    Haragh was pretty beat up, but he wasn’t in as bad of a state as I expected, and I guessed he’d been knocked out before he could overuse his magery. 
 
    “How is she?” the half-ogre demanded, and he hurried to Aurora’s side with his eyes wide. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Aurora chuckled. “You guys sure know how to dote on a girl, but need I remind you I am a trained Defender of the Order? I know how to take a hit or two.” 
 
    I bit my tongue to keep from pointing out how close of a call we’d had, but I could admire the half-elf’s resilience. She’d seen enough combat to brush off a lot of close calls by now, and I took it as a good sign that her sense of humor was still intact. 
 
    Haragh let out a heavy sigh as he glanced my way, and I could tell he was thinking along the same lines as me. 
 
    “We made it, though,” I said with a shrug, and the half-ogre nodded. 
 
    “Hulsan got that damned Ignis Mage for us,” Haragh told me as he jutted his thumb at the old man, who was inspecting an injury on his knee. “I took a boulder to the head, but when I came around, that bastard was already dead. Crushed him pretty damn good, too.” 
 
    “Deya burnt Dahko to a crisp,” I said with half a smirk. 
 
    “You have excellent taste in women,” Haragh chuckled. “Apparently, there’s not one of ‘em who can’t kill a guy for ye’.” 
 
    I grinned appreciatively as I glanced between Aurora and Cayla, and the half-elf sent me a devilish wink that assured me she was well on her way to a full recovery. 
 
    Then Cayla gasped quietly. “Mason, I think this ogre is still alive.” 
 
    Haragh and I clamored over the rubble to get to the princess, and she’d managed to pry one eyelid open of a mostly buried ogre. His deep red eyes were rolling side to side, and as I laid my ear against the boulders covering him, I picked up the slightest flutter of a heartbeat. 
 
    “We need to get him out from under this rubble,” I said at once, but when I sparked my Terra magic, the world around me began to spin, and Haragh had to catch me by the arm before I toppled backward. 
 
    “Sit your ass down,” the half-ogre growled. “I’ll get him out, ye’ve done enough.” 
 
    Haragh handed my elbow off to Hulsan so the old man could steady me, and he brought me back to Aurora’s side before joining Haragh in the effort of unburying the ogre. 
 
    The fact that it took both of them to move just a pile of boulders made me even more uneasy about the state we were all in, but they did manage to get at the ogre after a while, and Haragh administered CPR until the ogre came to with a deep, gurgling growl. 
 
    “On your feet, ye’ brute,” Haragh grunted as he pushed with all his might to get the ogre sitting. “Come on, no use dyin’ in the forest, eh?” 
 
    The ogre’s growls grew louder after Haragh’s persistent prodding, and eventually, his eyes opened as he swayed and managed to stay sitting. Then he noticed the half-ogre struggling to pull him up, and he finally got his legs moving. He was black and blue all over, and his head was still bleeding from Dahko’s treatment, but he stood with a fierce roar of effort, and once Haragh was sure he wouldn’t come crashing down, he let go and stepped away. 
 
    “Ye’ alright?” Haragh asked, and the bludgeoned ogre nodded exhaustively. “Better get some food in ye’. I’ll kill a few lizards for ye’ and--” 
 
    The ogre snarled angrily at the offer, though, and Haragh rolled his eyes as the giant turned his back and slowly began lumbering his way up the hill. 
 
    “See that?” Haragh snorted. “Even half dead they won’t let ye’ kill a damn thing for ‘em.” 
 
    “It’s kind of impressive,” I allowed as I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    The rest of the ogres weren’t as lucky, but Hulsan used the last of his energy to give them a proper burial while Haragh glowered at the ground with his hands respectfully folded. Then he decided to say a few words, but they weren’t exactly what I expected. 
 
    “It’s better you’re all dead,” Haragh grunted. “Ye’d be a fuckin’ scary lot if they branded ye’.” 
 
    I raised my brows as the half-ogre shrugged and turned his back on the graves, and then he stooped to hoist Aurora onto his shoulders so we could get to the healer’s bag faster. 
 
    The smoke from the battle was dense in the forest for a good mile and a half as we made our way back to the Mustang, and Hulsan was limping badly now. Haragh’s head kept bleeding steadily from the gouge to the back of his head, but overall, I decided we were lucky today. 
 
    I still couldn’t shake the eerie look in Dahko’s eyes, though, and the fact I’d been forced to the absolute limit of my magical abilities weighed heavy on my mind all the way back to the car. I was itching to get the pistols finished now, and I kept reminding myself this was the solution I needed rather than focusing on how fucking powerful those mages were. Granted there were only four of us, but I’d never come up against a guy like Dahko before. 
 
    Without Haragh and Hulsan there, he would’ve had me, but I wouldn’t give any of these possessed Defenders a chance like that again. The minute we were back in Falmount, I was getting to work engraving the magazine cases, and the next time someone from my list showed up, we’d be more than ready. 
 
    “There she is,” Aurora said, and I refocused to see Deya bouncing nervously on her toes beside the Mustang. 
 
    “Finally,” she sighed as she came running over. “I stayed here just like you told me to, but it was agony. If I didn’t hear your voice in the distance I would have come right away. I saw you on the ground as I flew over, and I feared the worst.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you know I’m a fast healer,” I chuckled. 
 
    The elf slid her arms around me as she let out a shaky sigh, and then she reached up to squeeze Aurora’s hand where the half-elf was still propped up on Haragh’s shoulders. 
 
    “You don’t look well,” the beautiful elf said, “let me take a look at you.” 
 
    Haragh set Aurora down on the hood of the car while I unsealed the trunk and got Shoshanne’s healing bag, and the first thing I found when I opened it up was a giant vial filled with Triolin berries. 
 
    I was chuckling to myself when I showed the vial to Aurora, and a huge grin came to the half-elf’s face. 
 
    “Aww, she never lets us have her whole stash,” Aurora said as Deya dabbed at a cut on her temple. “She’s such an angel. I’ll take all of them.” 
 
    “No way,” I laughed. “Three’s the limit. At least that’s as many as Shoshanne ever lets me get away with.” 
 
    I tipped three silver berries into Aurora’s palm, and she chucked them all into her mouth with a happy moan. Within minutes, she was back on her feet with her tongue stained a deep purple from the berries, and I pretended I didn’t notice Haragh sneaking five for himself when he thought we weren’t looking. 
 
    Hulsan knew his way around an injury, though, and he waved me away as he finished tying gauze around the gash in his knee. Then he sat back with a tired sigh and pulled out his tin of pollen like it was just a regular day. 
 
    “So … ” I said as I leaned against the Mustang, and I cocked a brow at Deya. “You’ll stay here at the car, but flying across Illaria rather than checking in on Dorinick is completely okay?” 
 
    Cayla chuckled at my teasing tone, and Deya blushed fiercely as she looked down. 
 
    “I checked in on the dwarves, too,” the beautiful elf mumbled sheepishly. “They’re at the mine already and preparing to move out.” 
 
    “Then what were doing way out here?” Aurora asked. “Not that I’m complaining, you burnt the hell out of that mage, and I can definitely admire that. But you must have had to fly your ass off to get out here in just a couple hours.” 
 
    Deya blushed a little deeper. “I was showing off.” 
 
    “What?” I laughed, and her violet eyes managed to meet mine. 
 
    “Well, Aurora loves to see dragons up close, and I thought … I thought if you saw how fierce I was, you might let me help more.” 
 
    I raised my brows as Aurora tried to stifle her giggles, but there was something incredibly sweet about the elf’s honesty. 
 
    “You flew across Illaria to show me how dragony you can be?” I asked as a grin came to my face. 
 
    “I know it’s silly,” Deya sighed. 
 
    “It’s adorable,” I corrected, and the beautiful elf sent me a small smile. 
 
    “You don’t have to worry so much about me, Mason,” she muttered. “I really can do so much to help, and I like being useful. I’ve been practicing with your weaponry too, and Cayla says I’ve gotten quite good.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Cayla told me. “She’s perfectly adequate with a bow, sword, and dagger, and she’s making admirable progress with the firearms.” 
 
    “She’s a pretty cute dragon, too,” Aurora added happily, and I nodded as I considered the hopeful glint in Deya’s violet eyes. 
 
    “So, you wanna be my battle dragon woman.” I sing-songed the last part like the Jimmy Hendrix tune. . 
 
    Deya nodded fervently. 
 
    “Alright …” I replied, “but that means you need to practice, same as any weapon. I want you transmuting more regularly and working on maneuverability and stealth while you’re in your dragon form. And whatever it takes to break the connection, get it down to a science, because if anything goes wrong, you need to be out of that dragon’s consciousness before anything can happen to you. Understood?” 
 
    Deya gave a diligent nod. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “And this doesn’t mean you’re scouting the fortress all the time, that’s already been agreed on,” I reminded her sternly. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Okay then,” I muttered, and I couldn’t resist chuckling at the sweet blush on the elf’s cheeks as her eyes lit up. “You’re gonna have to show off for me again sometime so I can see those scales. I didn’t get a good look.” 
 
    “They were purple,” Cayla informed me with a grin. “Very impressive, too. Also sexy.” 
 
    Deya let out a silvery giggle as she pranced over to throw her arms around my neck, and I let her kiss me all over as Aurora chuckled from the sidelines. 
 
    “Ye’ve really got all the luck,” Haragh sighed. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Aurora said as she exchanged a look with Cayla. “You are about to waltz back into that lair after destroying the threat against your entire race. Cayla, do you think an ogre woman might find that impressive?” 
 
    “I think an ogre woman might,” Cayla replied coolly, and she cocked a brow in Haragh’s direction. 
 
    “Wh-What?” he stammered, and the man couldn’t have possibly looked any more terrified at the prospect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “Flynt! Flynt! Flynt! Flynt!” 
 
    The ogres roared my name and beat their clubs against the floor of the cave until my ears were ringing, but Grot just laughed heartily as he dropped his massive hand on my shoulder. Then he shook me so hard my legs stumbled and knotted around themselves, and my women stood obediently in formation as they giggled at my back. 
 
    Hulsan had taken it upon himself to tell them all Haragh killed the Ignis Mage, so the half-ogre was now being bludgeoned in what looked like a celebratory way by a group of ogres he said were his extended family. 
 
    Then Grot had his women bring out fresh vats of Rosh for everyone, and when I declined the offer, the ogre ruler looked like I’d slapped him across the face. 
 
    “I was just joking,” I chuckled uneasily, “I’d love a drink.” 
 
    Hulsan cleared his throat as another giant stone mug appeared at my back, and Cayla tried not to smirk too much while she headed over to fill my mug to the brim. 
 
     “Looks like we’re staying for the celebration,” the princess muttered as she delivered my drink, and I shrugged. 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    I’d been hoping to head out immediately after informing the ogres we’d handled the threat in the area, but I didn’t mind staying for a little longer. Haragh was clearly enjoying the fanfare, and I hadn’t even told him yet that the scary ogre chick had followed us here from the lair. 
 
    I didn’t want to make him too nervous over it, but she was posted near the lava falls now with a mug of Rosh in one fist and her bloody club in the other, and she hadn’t taken her huge red eyes off Haragh since she arrived at the celebration. 
 
    So, when Grot had us join him at the fire in the back of the cave, I made sure to relay the battle as loudly as possible while my kill was charred on the fire between us. 
 
    “Not bad, tyke,” Grot chuckled after I embellished on Haragh’s contributions. 
 
    The half-ogre looked a bit confused, but he accepted the praise with a shrug and a long swig of Rosh. 
 
    “My only concern is the Master might send another group out to continue the brandings once he catches on,” I admitted to the ruler. “I have some ideas about how to prevent him being able to cause any damage here, though. It would take me some time to get the defenses built, but I could probably have them here within the week. The only issue would be the need for a channeling gem.” 
 
    “Got plenty,” Grot grunted as he scratched his big green belly. “Never had much use for ‘em, so we just chuck ‘em in the back of the cave over there.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. “Do you have a lot?” 
 
    “Aye,” Grot said, and he gestured behind him for me to take a look. “We get most of ‘em off the dwarves we eat when we feel like terryin’ north a ways. Change of taste, and all that.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “You guys eat the dwarves?” 
 
    “’Course.” Grot shrugged. 
 
    “I’ve kind of got an alliance with the dwarves,” I told the leader as I stood to take a look. “They’re helping me with the Master as well.” 
 
    Grot let out a long, heavy sigh before he downed the rest of his Rosh, and as one of his women went to refill his mug for him, he eyed me warily. 
 
    “S’pose we could hold off eatin’ ‘em,” the ruler finally muttered. “If ye’ need the little assholes alive.” 
 
    “That’d be helpful,” I said, and I could hardly believe the ogre offered so readily to change his appetite for me. 
 
    “It’s a shame, though,” Grot sighed. “Dwarves are good meat. It’s the ale in ‘em. 
 
    “Good meat or not, Mason’s got dealings with them,” Hulsan cut in, and he eyed the leader with a calculating look. 
 
    “Aye,” Grot said with a nod. “We’ll back down on the dwarves, but only on his account. If it was anyone else, I’d tell ‘em to fuck off.” Then the leader looked out across the caves, and he raised his voice above the raucous growls and laughter of the other ogres. “Ye’ hear that? We’re done eatin’ the dwarves! Flynt’s got dealings with ‘em, and he needs ‘em alive.” 
 
    Several ogres let out low disgruntled growls, but they nodded their agreement all the same as a few of them spat at the ground. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I chuckled and clapped the leader on his giant forearm as I passed. 
 
    Grot grunted. “Any other requests?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said as I dug through the bones in the back of the cave. “As long as you’re ready to help me take on the Master when the time comes, I couldn’t care less what you do. You’ve got a good thing going on out here.” 
 
    “Hah!” Grot growled with a guttural laugh. “You’re one of a kind, ye’ know that? It’s a shame Temin’s not half the man ye’ are. Save me a lot of trouble.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the words, and Hulsan shook his head to himself while my women raised their brows in surprise. 
 
    “Well, hopefully things will cool off a bit now,” I finally said, “seeing as we have an understanding.” 
 
    “Aye,” Grot said in a low voice. “We’ve got an understandin’ with you. Don’t mean Temin’s got an understandin’. And ye’ can tell him that, too. He shows his face out here, and we’ll fuckin’ eat him. We don’t want no dealings with Illaria. We work with you, or no one.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I muttered under my breath, but my focus was distracted as I dug to the bottom of the bone pile, and dozens of gems glinted up at me in the firelight. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Take as many as ye’ need,” Grot called over his shoulder as his four women rose to tear his kill apart for him. 
 
    My pulse quickened as the power of the hoard of gems sifted through my veins, and I suddenly understood how pirates felt. The stash of channeling gems was truly priceless, and I couldn’t resist grabbing up handfuls to let them glitter in my palms in every shade and frequency. Some were as big as the chunk of amber I had in the shop back in Falmount, but others were as small as my thumbnail. Their frequency was still incredibly strong, though, and I spent a few minutes exploring the differences between them all. 
 
    I didn’t want to rob the ogres of their hoard, and given we had an understanding, I could most likely get more channeling gems from them any time I needed now. Hell, if they would stop eating an entire race for me, they probably wouldn’t object to anything I asked for, and the notion made me think back on Hulsan’s words from the day before. 
 
    Against all odds, I’d be leaving Jagruel with a personal alliance with the most barbaric race in the realm, and it only took me two days to gain it. Now, I was drinking and feasting with their ruler like it was nothing, and I couldn’t deny, Hulsan had a point. Temin never could have accomplished as much in so little time, and I doubted the Elders of Aurum or the Elite of Nalnora could have either. 
 
    Which was pretty fucking badass. 
 
    It was a shame no one else in this realm had learned how to get shit done as effectively as me, but as long as I could do what I was sent here to do, I’d gladly carry on as I’d been doing. 
 
    So, I grabbed three channeling gems that felt incredibly potent despite their smaller size, and I headed back to the fire with Rosh buzzing in my legs and the power of the gems coursing through my veins. 
 
    Then I sent my women to cut up my kill for me, and as they served me fresh mugs of Rosh and thick slabs of charred bird, I explained to Grot what an automaton was and what he could expect from the one I’d be sending him in a week. 
 
    The ogre ruler’s bloody brown eyes glinted greedily as I explained the way my weaponry worked, the abilities of the automaton, and where to get ahold of me if he needed anything else, but then an ogre woman passed by, and Grot’s attention shifted immediately. 
 
    He let out a carnal growl as he hungrily eyed the woman, and I recognized her long braid and bloody club the second I looked over. 
 
    It was the same ogre woman who’d been watching Haragh since we got back from the forest, but when she turned to meet Grot’s hungry gaze, a vicious snarl left her throat as she bared her teeth. Then she walked off to leave the ruler glaring at her ogre ass, and I raised my brows as I glanced sidelong at Haragh. 
 
    The half-ogre was stubbornly staring at his mug, though, and when Grot let out an irritated grunt and stood to bring his women outside and kill something, I nudged Haragh. 
 
    “Staring at your drink will never get you laid,” I informed the half-ogre. 
 
    “So?” he grunted, and I sighed. 
 
    “Go talk to her,” I cajoled. “She hates Grot, so you know she’s probably got good taste. Plus, she’s been eyeing you for the last hour.” 
 
    “I know,” Haragh mumbled, and he downed his Rosh in two long gulps. 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” Aurora giggled. 
 
    Haragh shrugged and refilled his mug. “She’ll probably tear my head off just for talkin’ to her.” 
 
    “No, she won’t,” Cayla tried with a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Ye’ sure about that?” Haragh asked flatly, and we all turned around to crane our necks above the sea of hulking ogres. 
 
    Across the cave, the ogre woman was bashing her club against another ogre’s skull with one hand while she balanced her bubbling mug of Rosh in the other. The battered ogre stumbled back as he clutched at his bloody head, and after she planted her boot in his gut, he let out a pained roar as he went flying into a lava fall. 
 
    His screams were drowned out within seconds as his boiling body was swallowed up by the sea, and the ogre woman snorted before taking a long glug of Rosh. Then she belched and shoved a rogue ogre out of the way so she could take his seat from him. 
 
    “Okay, I see your point,” I muttered as I turned back to Haragh, “but that’s no reason not to try! Sometimes you’ve just gotta take a chance, man. Aurora could’ve burned me alive the first time we met, but she didn’t, and now look where we are.” 
 
    It was slightly drunken logic, but I had five brimming mugs of Rosh in me now, so nothing seemed too difficult anymore. Even wooing a scary ass ogre chick struck me as a totally surmountable task, especially since it wouldn’t be me trying to do it. 
 
    “I guess ye’ve got a point,” Haragh allowed. 
 
    “A solid point,” I said with a tipsy nod. “Go for it.” 
 
    “But … I don’t even know what I’d say to her,” Haragh admitted anxiously. 
 
    “Hell, say anything!” I chuckled. “Tell her she’s good at mauling shit. She’d probably like that.” 
 
    Haragh furrowed his brows thoughtfully. “She is good at maulin’.” 
 
    “The best,” Aurora agreed. “I’ve never seen a woman decapitate a man with her bare hands before.” 
 
    “There you go!” I laughed as I sent Cayla to refill my mug. “Tell her that, too. Why not?” 
 
    “And tell her she has a very impressive club,” Deya suggested. “It’s bigger than many of the others I’ve seen here, and she seems to put it to good use.” 
 
    “Make sure you compliment how beautiful she is, too,” Cayla added as she knelt to deliver my drink to me, and I grinned as I admired her leather clad cleavage. “She clearly values her hygiene more than the others, because she isn’t covered in sweat and mud. She’ll appreciate that you notice how well she takes care of herself.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Haragh grumbled as he rubbed nervously at the back of his neck. “That’s a lot to just walk up and say to an ogre woman. Ye’ really gotta have a pride or somethin’ that sets you apart from the rest to do somethin’ so bold. Grot’s fuckin’ huge, ye’ know? That’s what he’s got, and now he’s got four women too, so he could have his pick of the litter. I’m just half an ogre without a pride. That’s not much to brag about.” 
 
    “But she didn’t want Grot looking at her,” Aurora pointed out. 
 
    “And you’re a strong, brave, and loyal half of an ogre,” Deya added with a sweet smile. 
 
    “And fuck prides,” I said a little too loudly as I lowered my mug. “It’s not about how many you get, it’s about quality, dude. One thing at a time, and that there is a quality ogre woman.” 
 
    “She really is a hell of an ogre woman,” Haragh sighed with a goofy grin. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I nodded, “and you’re a hell of a half-ogre. You kill shit, you’ve got Terra powers, you’re a Defender of the Order, and no one knows gems as well as you. It’s a shame we don’t have any now, or you could use that.” 
 
    “I’ve got gems,” Haragh said as he perked up a bit, and he dug in both of his pockets to pull out two heaping handfuls of rubies. “Dorinick said he didn’t need ‘em.” 
 
    “Daaamn,” I mused. “That’s a fuck ton of rubies.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought I might make a pin for the clasp of my cloak,” he said with a shrug. “Somethin’ a bit flashy.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s one option, or--” 
 
    “Make her a huge ruby!” Cayla gasped. “I can guarantee no one else in Jagruel can do that.” 
 
    “She’d love it,” Aurora assured him. 
 
    Haragh bit his lip nervously as he looked back at the ogre woman once more, and I grinned drunkenly from ear to ear. 
 
    “Like a damn magnet,” I chuckled as I nudged his arm. “Dorinick knows a thing or two. I say go for it. If she tries to kill you … well then that’s a clear no, but at least you wouldn’t be sitting in Illaria wondering what might’ve happened if you took the chance.” 
 
    Haragh looked ready to throw up from how nervous he was as he pocketed his rubies and downed his Rosh, but Aurora wasn’t about to let him drop the ball on this. 
 
    “She’s heading out,” the half-elf hissed. “Go kill something with her! Use huge boulders to do it, too, that’ll be a good way to show off your magery before you do the ruby thing!” 
 
    “Okay, fuck it,” Haragh said with a harried nod, and he slowly got up on wobblily legs. 
 
    “Yeees!” I chuckled. “You’ve got this! Just remember you can make earthquakes, and mountains, and shit. That’s way more than any of these other ogres can do.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, it is,” Haragh growled as he straightened up a bit, and he crossed the cave with long, confident strides as the ogre woman headed into the fading dusk with her bloody club propped up on her shoulder. 
 
    “What if she does try to kill him?” Deya asked uneasily once he was gone. 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “I mean … he could probably fight her off.” 
 
    Aurora chuckled as she sauntered over to grab my empty mug, and I admired her singed and stockinged legs as she bent over the vat of Rosh to refill it for me. 
 
    I had every intention of pacing myself this time since it was our last night in Jagruel, and I kind of wanted to remember some things about the place, but that didn’t exactly pan out. Rosh really was a tricky thing, and before I knew it, I’d downed thirteen giant mugs of the stuff and taught all of the ogres what a fist bump was. Then I rerouted the lava flows so some of them would flow down the inner walls and liven the place up a bit, and they pooled into a gleaming orange river that encircled the whole cave before it poured out into the sea. 
 
    I took all sorts of liberties with my women, too, but none of them seemed to mind feeding me scraps of meat or undoing a few of the upper clasps on their tops while they did so. Deya even got rid of her sheer white skirt so I could enjoy the view of her bare ass and silk thong while she fetched me my drinks, and all of them got into the habit of saying, “Yes, Mason,” whenever I ordered them around. 
 
    I was honestly too drunk to tell which of us was enjoying the whole arrangement more, but I kind of got the sense it was Deya, because her cheeks were bright pink all evening, and she couldn’t resist tucking kisses just beneath the collar of my shirt whenever she passed by. 
 
    An hour or so later, Grot returned to the cave fuming about some ogre bitch and Haragh, and I just sat there chuckling to myself as I swayed merrily through the entire conversation. After that, everything got hazy, but my women and Hulsan made sure I made it back to the forest without getting eaten, and when I woke up, I was surrounded by several large glass jugs of some slimy green sludge. 
 
    “The fuck is this?” I mumbled as I forced my groggy eyes to open a bit further. 
 
    “That is strixal,” Deya informed me as she stoked the lizard she already had charring on the fire, and Aurora smirked from her side. 
 
    “Okay,” I muttered, and I picked up a jug to open it. The greenish sludge smelled kind of like fruit cocktail, and when I swiped a bit to taste it, it reminded me of lemon meringue pie with a consistency nearly identical to pudding. “Not bad, but why is it all here?” 
 
    “Haragh’s dad brought it to the caves for you,” Aurora said. “Remember? You asked him to bring you some next time you saw him, so he whipped up a few batches before the celebration.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said as I furrowed my brow and ate a bit more. “Yeah, I don’t remember any of that, but alright. What’s it made of?” 
 
    “Mashed wyvern eyeballs and some ogre seasonings,” Deya replied casually, and a violent gag closed my throat. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” I groaned. 
 
    Aurora was laughing her ass off, though. “What’s wrong? You ate a whole jar on our first night in Jagruel.” 
 
    “And two more last night,” Deya added. “Haragh’s father was quite proud. Apparently, he makes the best strixal in Jagruel.” 
 
    I grimaced as I closed the jar, and I eyed the dozen or so others surrounding me before I noticed ten ogre sized barrels stacked beside the Mustang. 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “That is your first shipment of Rosh,” Aurora said. “Grot is determined to keep up a steady supply, though, so you volunteered to have your battle dragon pick up more whenever we run out in Falmount. He was very impressed, and the two of you bumped fists on the agreement. So, that happened.” 
 
    Deya giggled and sent me a little wave, and I tried to resist the urge to bury my head in the dirt.  
 
    “Yikes. The dragon thing went straight to my head, then.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Deya said with a shrug. “I like it when you brag about me.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” I chuckled as I got up to stretch some life back into my limbs. 
 
    “Hulsan went for a walk to see how his knee was doing,” Aurora informed me, “and Cayla is still sleeping in the Mustang. I think we all know where Haragh spent the night.” 
 
    I grinned as I recalled the fury of Grot when he found out Haragh was out with the ogre woman who had shot him down, and Aurora sent me a proud little smirk. 
 
    “Good for him,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s about time,” the half-elf agreed. “Haragh deserves a woman like her. At least I think he does. I still don’t know anything about her except how scary she can be.” 
 
    “Well, as soon as the others are back, we should head out,” I decided. “I want to get straight to work on those pistols and make sure everything’s going alright at the infirmary. Shoshanne will be happy we’re getting back early, too.” 
 
    “First, you are going to eat a hearty breakfast,” Deya said curtly as she pulled the charred lizard off the flames. “Last night, you said I could boss you around whenever I want because I was cute enough to get away with it, so I am enforcing that now.” 
 
    I raised my brows. “That does sound like something I’d say … ” 
 
    “Oh, you said that and much, much more,” Aurora chuckled as I sat between her and Deya. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I mumbled, “but I wish Hulsan hadn’t heard it all. That’s kind of awkward.” 
 
    “He thought it was hilarious,” Aurora assured me, “and I’d say he’s more convinced than ever you’re wasting that potential of yours. Grot told you the ogres would be glad to kill off any enemies of yours, any time, any where, with no questions asked. I swear Hulsan’s eyes nearly fell out of his head.” 
 
    “I honestly never imagined the ogres would be so accommodating,” I admitted as Deya sliced off a piece of lizard meat, and I grinned when she slipped it into my mouth for me as well. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call them accommodating,” the beautiful elf mused. “They simply respect you. Perhaps not many have earned their respect, so it means more to them that they can put their trust in you.” 
 
    “True,” I allowed as she offered up another bite. “Either way, I hope Temin doesn’t get the wrong idea. I was supposed to mend the divide between Illaria and Jagruel, but I think I just enlisted the entire nation into my army instead.” 
 
    “Temin respects you, too,” Aurora pointed out. “He’ll understand.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I sighed. 
 
    “What did you mean the other day,” Deya asked as she crinkled her brow, “when you said Temin wasn’t your king?” 
 
    “I meant just that,” I said with a shrug. “You know I’m not from around here, and I don’t see much cause for pledging my loyalty to anyone in particular in this realm. I’m only trying to take the Master down in any way I can. Temin’s a good guy, and he’s trying to protect Illaria. I think we can both use each other’s help, but I consider him more of a friend than my ruler.” 
 
    Deya raised her pink brows as she slipped another chunk of meat onto my tongue. “My father underestimated you. I’ve never known a man to come and go as you do amongst so many nations, or befriend rulers within days. When you came to Nalnora, my father said you were one of Temin’s puppets, but all your work to accomplish requires patience and understanding beyond what that implies. I wish he hadn’t been so condescending toward you.” 
 
    “Me too,” I chuckled, “but it doesn’t matter. I technically stole his beautiful daughter away and got his son to teach me how to use rune magic, so I’d say we’re even.” 
 
    It was another hour before Hulsan returned, and I spent most of that time making love to my three women. At first Deya went down on me while I used my tongue to bring Aurora through three orgasms. Then Cayla woke up, and with some careful maneuvering, we switched positions so Deya rode my cock while Cayla rode my face and I fingered Aurora; all while we lay on the hood of the Mustang. Once I heard Hulsan getting closer, though, we wrapped things up while Deya did her best not to screech too loudly when I filled her with my cum, and by the time the old man strolled out of the trees, all four of us had redressed and were enjoying the post-orgasm bliss while cuddled around the fire. 
 
    Now that I was fully satiated, my mind was churning through all the work I had to get done as soon as we got back, and it was decided the women would check in on the training sessions for me so I could get straight to the shop. 
 
    Hulsan planned to visit the infirmary at the Oculus to make sure his knee was alright, and he refused my offer to have Shoshanne tend to it for him. 
 
    “I reckon she’s got her hands full taking care of those runes,” the old man muttered. 
 
    “Raynor could take a look for you, though,” I pointed out. “He’s an Aer Mage who--” 
 
    “I know who Raynor is,” Hulsan snorted. “Don’t tell me you’re trustin’ that old coot with healin’ work?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “He’s been giving Shoshanne a hand here and there. Why?” 
 
    “I’d watch him if I were you,” Hulsan warned as he sent me a pointed look. “When a healer gives up healing for as many years as him, you know something went wrong. Why do you think he can’t get a job outside a pub these days? No one trusts him anymore.” 
 
    I hadn’t even thought of this, since Kurna had told me the barkeep chose his career path for himself, but it was possible he’d been misled when he hired Raynor. Kurna found the old Aer Mage tending a bar in Serin while I was away in Nalnora, and beyond this, all I knew was Raynor left the Order around the same time Abrus’ deceit came to light. 
 
    Still, it was hard to imagine the barkeep doing anything less than trying to make everyone happy, and as I considered his friendly smiles and obliging nods, I eyed the ornery old man across the fire. 
 
    Between him and Raynor, I had no bias one way or the other because both men had helped me and my women since I’d met them. I never knew the two of them were acquainted, but it made sense considering Hulsan couldn’t stand the smell of ale and never drank. There weren’t any circumstances where they would have crossed paths in Falmount either, with one always running Flynt’s Pub and the other always training the mages, so I shrugged it off and decided the disagreements of two old guys hardly concerned me. 
 
    All I knew was Raynor managed to make me a tranquilizer that wouldn’t kill off the possessed mages, and Hulsan helped save our asses yesterday against Dahko. Hulsan’s words did make me a little uneasy, though, because Raynor was supposed to be with Shoshanne at the moment, and even though I knew she had Ruela and the Defenders there with her, I was suddenly a little more anxious to get back and check in on her. 
 
    I could already hear Haragh shuffling along about a mile away now, so I hopped up to get the strixal and Rosh all packed so we could head out as soon as possible. I was just getting the last of the Rosh secured on the roof when I glanced up and saw Haragh stumbling through the trees looking more beat to hell than he had after the battle against Dahko and the Ignis Mage. 
 
    “Wait, she tried to kill you?” I gasped as I abandoned my work and hurried over, but beneath Haragh’s two black eyes, split lip, and several mottled bruises, he wore a lopsided grin on his face. 
 
    “Nah, she didn’t,” he sighed hazily. 
 
    “Oh,” I said with some surprise. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fantastic,” Haragh assured me, and I could tell by the gleam in his eyes that he really was. 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” I chuckled. “We were getting ready to head out.” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to ye’ about that,” the half-ogre muttered. “I was just wonderin’ uh … if ye’ wouldn’t mind … ” 
 
    I cocked a brow, and that’s when I noticed the silent ogre with a bloody club in hand lurking in the shadows about thirty feet away. Her red eyes sent a chill down my spine as she held my gaze without blinking, and she had a ruby the size of her head propped under one arm. 
 
    Haragh noticed the direction I was looking, and he sent me a goofy grin. 
 
    “Her name’s Taru,” he said in a low voice. “She’s a bit shy.” 
 
    “Okay … ” I mumbled as I forced myself to look away from the genuinely scary ogre in the trees. “That’s kind of cute, I guess.” 
 
    “It is,” Haragh chuckled, and the man actually blushed. “She don’t talk to many men around here. Usually she just growls and rips ‘em to shreds, but she likes talkin’ to me. Says I’m the nicest ogre she ever met.” Haragh proudly adjusted his leather vest when he said this, and I grinned as I imagined the night the two must have had. “Anyway, she uh … she asked if I might consider bringin’ her with me when we left, and I was wonderin’ … ” 
 
    “Say no more,” I chuckled as I clapped the man on the arm. “We can make room. I’ll raise the roof of the Mustang a bit, too, so she doesn’t bump her head.” 
 
    Haragh grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” he sighed with relief. “Really, I’m mad about this woman. She’s just … ” 
 
    I raised my brows as he turned to admire the giant, red eyed ogre in the distance, and when the woman sent him the tiniest smile, I could kind of see where he was coming from. She was honestly terrifying, but that little hint of a smile was pretty damn cute. 
 
    “Let me get the car all set,” I chuckled. “She can squeeze in back with the other women.” 
 
    All of my women lit up when I told them Haragh was bringing his lady ogre back with us, but when Aurora threw her arms around the half-ogre with a giddy giggle, none of us missed the warning growl coming from the trees. 
 
    Aurora immediately stepped three feet away from Haragh and put her hands up as she tucked herself behind me, and Taru prowled forward until she was in formation and growling behind the half-ogre’s left flank. 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s just a hugger,” I quickly assured the ogre woman. “Haragh keeps saving my life, and Aurora’s incredibly grateful. That’s all this is.” 
 
    “It’s true,” the half-elf blurted out, and she locked her arms around my waist for good measure. “See? This one’s mine. That one’s yours.” 
 
    Taru slowly nodded as her growls faded, and Deya let out a silvery giggle.  
 
    Then the elf trotted right up to the ogre woman and took her hand, and she led her to the Mustang as if Taru wasn’t four feet taller than her and dragging a bloody club. 
 
    “You can sit in the back with us,” Deya said sweetly. “Would you like me to put your ruby in the trunk?” 
 
    Taru snarled the second Deya reached for the ruby, though, and Haragh and I exchanged a nervous glance. 
 
    “She uh … she really likes her ruby, actually,” Haragh explained. “Better let her keep it with her.” 
 
    Deya obliged the ogre woman as they all started piling in, and with a little extra effort, they managed to make it work. The elf ended up sitting on Taru’s lap since there wasn’t much room for her anywhere else, but I was just grateful no more growling took place. 
 
    Hulsan was chuckling to himself over the situation when he joined me and Haragh in the front seat, and I glanced uneasily in the rearview mirror to be sure no teeth were bared. 
 
    Deya was smiling happily from her place on Taru’s lap, though, and Cayla was calmly explaining where they were all from while the ogre woman nodded along and clutched her ruby in her big green arms. 
 
    So, I just chuckled and brought Bobbie to life, and Haragh sent me a huge, blushing grin as I turned us back toward the east. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    I had my ears trained on the infirmary from miles outside Falmount, and the sun was low in the western sky by the time we finally arrived. I’d already scanned the entire perimeter of the village and checked to be sure Big Guy was still on patrol, so my nerves were at ease when we climbed out of the Mustang beside the house. I could tell by the steady sound of slicing flesh that Shoshanne was working on removing brandings at the moment, and Raynor was rasping away in the pub while he served up heavy pints of ale to Kurna and some other Defenders. 
 
    “It’s not much,” Haragh was saying as he helped Taru heave herself out of the car, “but it’s home. I’ve got a house over on the other side of Magehill, but I was thinkin’ maybe we could uh … get ourselves a new place. You know, somewhere a little more private.” 
 
    The ogre woman betrayed that same tiny smile as I unsealed the trunk, and I couldn’t help smirking at the pair. Taru was a good foot taller than Haragh, but the way she looked down at him while she clutched her ruby was nothing less than adoring, and when the half-ogre proudly grinned back, a strange purring sound came from the woman’s chest. 
 
    I raised my brows and immediately averted my gaze, and Haragh cleared his throat. 
 
    “We’re gonna get goin’,” he abruptly announced. “I’ll uh … I’ll check in with ye’ later.” 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a nod as I busied myself with unloading the jars of strixal. “Nice to meet you, Taru.” 
 
    The ogre woman wasn’t paying attention to anything but Haragh, though. She looped her arm in his, and the pair were already wandering off into the woods toward the northern edge of town. 
 
    “I love her,” Deya sighed as she watched them go. “She’s so quiet and sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet?” I clarified. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the beautiful elf giggled. “She braided my hair for me, see?” 
 
    Deya had a long pink braid draped over her shoulder, and she twirled around to show me the intricate designs Taru had somehow twisted into her hair just behind her pointed ears. 
 
    “She’s very gentle for an ogre,” Deya assured me, “and she even let me take a nap on her shoulder on the drive back.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “Well, then I’m happy for Haragh. Sounds like he’s really got himself a hell of an ogre.” 
 
    “She’s funny, too,” Aurora said with a smirk. 
 
    “She didn’t say a single word the whole way here,” I snorted. 
 
    Cayla shrugged. “Yes, but you can tell by her expressions. She’s quirky.” 
 
    “If you say so,” I mumbled, and I turned to Hulsan, who was massaging his knee with a frown on his face. “You’re sure you don’t want Shoshanne to take a look at that?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll head to the Oculus,” he muttered. 
 
    “I’ll give you a ride,” I offered, but Hulsan cocked a brow at me. 
 
    “Go see that woman of yours,” the old man chuckled. “I know damn well that’s where your mind’s at. I’ve got a horse at the stables, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I grinned and clapped the old Terra Mage on the shoulder. “Thanks for everything, Hulsan. I really appreciate you helping us out with Dahko and that Ignis Mage. We couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well,” Hulsan said with a dismissive shrug, “you just get that machine built so your ogres don’t end up being targeted again.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “They’re not my ogres.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” he asked as he sent me a pointed look. “From what I heard, they sure as hell aren’t Temin’s.” 
 
    The old man raised his brows before he turned to limp down the lane, and an uneasy feeling crept through my gut as I considered his words. 
 
    Now that I was back in Falmount, the idea of telling Temin what had gone down in Jagruel actually made me feel a bit like a traitor, even though half of me knew I’d done nothing wrong. I protected the ogres from enslavement, killed one of the Master’s primary leaders, and secured an alliance in arms with Jagruel.  
 
    All the same, I didn’t do any of that in Temin’s name, I’d done it in my own. 
 
    I furrowed my brow as I turned away from the lane, and I let the women know I was going to go check on Shoshanne. They all looked tired from being cooped up in the Mustang since this morning, and while they stretched their slender limbs and gathered their things, I headed for the infirmary. 
 
    I found Shoshanne stooped over an unconscious woman with a bloody wad of gauze in her hand, and she was just peeling a bit of flesh from the mage’s calf when she saw me posted against the door frame. 
 
    Shoshanne gasped with delight and let the flesh drop to the floor, and then she trotted over to hop and throw her arms around my neck. 
 
    “I thought you would be gone all week,” she giggled as I tucked a kiss in her copper curls. 
 
    “What can I say?” I sighed. “I’m just kicking too much ass, I guess.” 
 
    “Does this mean you solved the problems in Jagruel?” the healer asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I assured her. “We ended up killing Defender Dahko and a branded Ignis Mage who was helping him out there. I got the alliance we needed, too, and it turns out the ogres are fucking awesome.” 
 
    “Really?” Shoshanne asked as she cocked a brow. “I was under the impression you would be smeared across their dinner plates.” 
 
    “Nah, there’s no dinner plates in Jagruel,” I chuckled as I followed the healer over to her operating table. “They just sit right there by the fire and feast, but it honestly went better than I expected.” 
 
    Stan was dabbing some blood away from the healer’s most recent patient, and when he looked up to send me a salute, I realized he had a little gauze apron and surgical mask on. 
 
    “Looking good, buddy,” I chuckled, and Stan shifted his apron before turning back to his work. “Anyway, Grot, the leader, is an alright guy, and I actually got him to agree not to eat any more dwarves, so there were multiple wins. Haragh’s finally got a lady friend who is genuinely terrifying, but super sweet, and Deya flew from one coast to the other just to show off her dragon skills.” 
 
    Shoshanne let out a giggle as she wrapped gauze around her patient’s calf. “It sounds like I missed all the fun. Here I was thinking Jagruel would be worse than Nalnora.” 
 
    “No, Jagruel is one of my new favorite places,” I assured her with a decisive nod. “Now, I’ve gotta build another automaton and send it west to guard the forest for them, and I have a new pistol to finish working on that I started on the drive there, so I’ll be busy in the shop for a few days. How have things been going here, though? It looks like you’re up to your elbows in possessed mages.” 
 
    I glanced around to see every table was occupied with chained up mages, and Shoshanne let out an exhausted sigh. 
 
    “I am,” she admitted. “There are five more upstairs because I ran out of room here. The snatcher is bringing them in every few hours now.” 
 
    I stared. “What?” 
 
    “I know,” Shoshanne muttered uneasily. “I’ve removed one hundred and nine runes since you left, but Mason, I’m getting a little nervous about this. There shouldn’t be so many in the woods near Serin, and your other automaton arrived from the Oculus late last night with seven others.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said as my stomach dropped. “He’s closing in on the Oculus.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Shoshanne agreed. “I told Defender Urn about my concerns, and he’s over there now taking a look around. He left with ten other Defenders this morning.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed as I pulled the woman into my arms. “That was the right thing to do. You’re not losing your guards, though, are you? I didn’t hear any of them up on the tower.” 
 
    “No, they’re just getting a fresh batch of broth from Raynor for me, since these mages will be waking up in an hour or so.” 
 
    I nodded. “How is it going with Raynor?” 
 
    “Excellently,” the healer said with a smile, and then she turned to begin sterilizing her tools for the next procedure. “He spent all of yesterday helping me here, and he’s been doing some of the interviews with the recovered mages despite how exhausted he looks juggling the pub and the infirmary. He’s such a kind-hearted man. I don’t even need to ask him for assistance, and he’s right there at my side ready to help.” 
 
    “Is he?” I asked as I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Yes, he’s a remarkable healer,” Shoshanne assured me. “I don’t know how I’d get all this work done without him.” 
 
    “That’s good, I guess,” I muttered, but Shoshanne eyed me skeptically. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked. “You look concerned.” 
 
    “No, everything’s fine,” I said. “Just wondering what he’s like, that’s all. I don’t know the guy too well, and Hulsan made it sound like he might not be the best man for helping around the infirmary.” 
 
    “Well, I know a bit about healing, and I think he’s wonderful,” Shoshanne purred as she sidled over for a kiss. “Aside from you, he’s the sweetest man I’ve ever met, and I don’t mean any offense, but Hulsan isn’t exactly the easiest to get along with. He’s also snorting his way through my entire supply of Aldrin Pollen, which I don’t appreciate.” 
 
    I smirked. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. We’ll have to take the train to Howleigh sometime and get you more.” 
 
    “That sounds almost romantic,” Shoshanne murmured as she sent me a flirty look. “The last time we passed through there, I was a virgin and losing my mind from wanting you so badly.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I chuckled. “You were all kinds of blushy, I forgot about that. It’s settled then. As soon as things calm down, we’re taking our own train north, and I’ll have to make up for all those days you spent pining over me.” 
 
    “I was not pining!” Shoshanne scoffed as she pushed me away. “I was … ” 
 
    “Totally in love with me,” I said with a brazen grin. 
 
    “Alright, out of my infirmary,” the healer ordered with mock fury. “I am too busy for nonsense, and I have another thirteen mages to take care of in the next hour.” 
 
    I laughed as the caramel beauty started shoving me toward the door, and I let her boot me from the infirmary as I admired the fierce blush on her cheeks. 
 
    Then Shoshanne let out a haughty huff as she turned on her heel, and I didn’t miss the extra bit of sass she had in her step as she strutted back to her operating table. 
 
    I shook my head to myself as I turned to head back to the house, but my pace slowed the second I saw Raynor heading up the lane with two Defenders.  
 
    He had piles of parcels in his arms while he hobbled along, and the others carried two giant pots while they struggled not to spill broth all over the place. 
 
    “Need a hand?” I asked as I met them in the lane. 
 
    “No, no, you’re a busy man,” Raynor rasped as he smiled up at me, but there was a nervous crinkle on his bushy brows that I wasn’t used to seeing on the barkeep. “Glad to see you’re back safe. Miss Shoshanne’s been worrying over you.” 
 
    “Everything went just fine,” I told the man, and as he nodded and carried on hobbling toward the infirmary, I fell in step beside him. “Thank you for helping out here, you don’t have to wear yourself thin over us.” 
 
    “Oh, tut,” he chuckled hoarsely. “It’s the least I can do. I’m enjoying being of some use again. Spent a long time not knowin’ what I wanted to do next after I left the Oculus, but I think I’ve got it pretty good here in Falmount.” 
 
    I nodded as we re-entered the infirmary, and Shoshanne rushed over to relieve the old man of his parcels while the Defenders carted their pots over to the hearth. Then the healer looped her arm in Raynor’s to bring him over to her next patient, and the two smiled and chatted about how things had been going while she set to work with her scalpel. 
 
    I watched them for a moment before I left, but aside from that crinkle on the old healer’s brow, nothing about him set off any red flags. He was the same obliging, smiling guy he’d been since I’d first met him at the pub, and I could kind of understand why he’d look uneasy given how much running around he was doing at his age. 
 
    So, I headed for the house, and I decided once more a rift between old guys just wasn’t something I should waste my energy worrying about. I had magazines to engrave and copper bullets to load up, not to mention a new automaton to build for Jagruel. 
 
    Then I walked into the atrium, and the second I caught the look on Cayla’s face, I remembered I had one other situation to address first. I’d promised the princess we would discuss her idea about a branding when we got back to Falmount, and her expression clearly showed she was not about to let me avoid the subject again. 
 
    So, I sighed as Cayla crossed her arms, and both Aurora and Deya seemed to pick up on the look she was sending me. 
 
    “We were just getting ready to check on the training at the fields,” Deya said as she glanced between me and Cayla. 
 
    “You and Aurora can head over there,” I muttered. “I need to talk to Cayla about something.” 
 
    “Okay, Mason,” the beautiful elf mumbled, and she headed for the door. 
 
    Aurora’s emerald eyes flicked toward me as she passed, though, and I felt her Ignis Magic spark right before the sound of flames ignited from the hearth in the bedroom. 
 
    I ground my jaw as the two women quietly dismissed themselves, and when I looked up, Cayla arched her brow. 
 
    “Aurora agrees with me about the branding,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t disagree with you,” I sighed as I leaned back against the workshop table, “but I just don’t know if you understand what you’re asking for right now. These runes--” 
 
    “Constantly talk in Elvish in the back of your mind, I know,” Cayla cut in. “But your sight rune doesn’t overwhelm your ability to focus in combat like the healing rune does, and it isn’t as inconvenient as hearing every sound in a two-mile radius either.” 
 
    “True,” I allowed. “It’s the least invasive of the three.” 
 
    “It would also enhance my abilities for the rest of my life,” Cayla continued, “and I wouldn’t ever have to worry about what conditions we were fighting in. Darkness, fog, smoke, impossibly fast targets, distance shooting … none of it. With the sight rune on me, I would know without question I could handle it.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod, “but you’re also asking me to press searing hot iron into your flesh, and I know firsthand how fucking painful that is. You assume my only concerns are the long-term effects and that I’m perfectly okay with hurting you like that, but I’m not.” 
 
    “I know you aren’t,” Cayla admitted as she blushed and looked away. 
 
    “Then you can understand why I’m saying no.” 
 
    “No,” the princess countered. “I can understand why this could be difficult for both of us. I’m not exactly eager to have a flaming hot iron scalding my backend but--” 
 
    “Your backend?” I clarified. 
 
    A smile twitched at the corner of Cayla’s lips. “I don’t want my father to see it. He would certainly disapprove.” 
 
    “Yeah, your father would kill me if he knew I branded your ass,” I sighed and rifled my hair. “That’s not something any dad wants to know about.” 
 
    “Since he won’t ever see it, it doesn’t matter,” Cayla pointed out as she strolled over, and I narrowed my eyes at the coy look on her face. “Besides, I’ve been thinking about how to manage the pain, and I’ve come up with a solution I think both of us can live with.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Sometimes, I happen to enjoy pain,” Cayla said as she looped her fingers in my belt, “when it’s mixed with pleasure. You know that better than anyone, and you certainly don’t seem to mind inflicting a little pain to gratify me once in a while, either.” 
 
    Cayla held my gaze with her blue eyes slightly hooded, and as I weighed the determination I saw there against her words, heat began to plume at the base of my spine. I did happen to know quite a lot about what the deadly princess liked, and I couldn’t deny she had a solid point. She never complained when I got rough with her, and she even urged me on with her little moans and clawing for more, no matter what I was doing. 
 
    So, the idea of branding her ass for her was suddenly less upsetting to me as a seductive grin curled up the princess’ lips, and every ounce of my blood seemed determined to make its way south regardless of my lingering concerns. 
 
    Then Cayla leaned to brush her lips against mine, and the honey scent of her did nothing to cool down the direction of my thoughts. 
 
    “Please?” she murmured against my lips, and when she pulled away to look up at me with pleading eyes, I fought back a groan of defeat. 
 
    Then I tilted my head in the direction of the bedroom. 
 
    Cayla was waiting for me to untie her leather corset when I joined her beside the bed, and as I slowly undid the ribbons, I noticed her arms were trembling lightly. 
 
    “You’re sure about this?” I asked as I pulled the last ribbons free and helped her peel the leather from her breasts. 
 
    Cayla nodded. “How do you want me?” 
 
    “On your knees,” I told her as I placed the tip of the branding iron to rest in the fire, and Cayla knelt before she braced her elbows on the bed. 
 
    The sight of her flawless porcelain skin in the dim light stoked the desire burning in my loins, and as I pulled my own clothes off, I dragged my eyes along the hourglass of her waist and hips while she waited on her knees for me. 
 
    Then I got behind her, and as I slowly slid my palms up Cayla’s silky thighs to her hips, I let out a low sigh. 
 
    “It really seems like a sin to mar an ass this perfect,” I muttered. 
 
    “I want it,” Cayla murmured as she pressed her backend against my erection, and my cock twitched at the slight tremble in her voice. 
 
    Then I slid my hands up her honed belly to cup her heavy breasts, and with her braced against me, I could already feel how wet she was as I slipped just the tip of my cock inside of her. 
 
    Cayla’s breath hitched as I tweaked her nipple and pushed a little deeper, and the unbelievable tightness of her caused my legs to go numb. 
 
    I didn’t take my time with her, though. I locked my hold on her and forced my full length in as she gasped from the girth, and then I bent her forward to pin her against the edge of the bed. 
 
    Cayla clutched the sheets as she let out a feral moan, and with every thrust, I stopped holding back on her a little more. Soon, she was panting from the power of my thrusts as I took her without restraint, and I locked my teeth in her shoulder to make her moan louder for me. 
 
    I could see the deadly grin on her face as she suddenly tilted her hips up for more, and the heat of her slick entrance brought out a carnal need in me to oblige her. 
 
    “Tell me when you’re ready,” I growled as I grabbed her by the meat of her ass, and I thrust myself as deep as I could into her tight tunnel. Cayla whimpered and shook from the force, and as I eyed the iron in the fire beside me, I could see it was already red hot. 
 
    Then Cayla started to shriek with pleasure, and I could feel her tensing around my cock as she neared her climax. 
 
    My heart pounded in my ears as I reached for the branding iron, and I focused all of my attention on Cayla’s perfect and silky ass as she jolted against me. 
 
    “Now,” she panted desperately, and as she came to a screeching orgasm, I palmed her lower back to keep her pinned in place as I roughly drove into her one last time. 
 
    The glowing iron smoked as it seared into the princess’ flesh, and she bucked violently against me while I refused to let her up. I needed her to put up with the flaming hot metal for a full five seconds to be sure the rune held as it should, and I counted in my head as I watched her porcelain skin turn a blistering pink. That’s when I realized she wasn’t shaking from the pain, and as Cayla squirmed through a second immediate orgasm, her blatant masochism pushed me over the edge. 
 
    “Yesss!” She was wetter than I’d ever felt her, and I dropped the branding iron to the floor as my cock pulsed painfully.  
 
    My mind spun as I filled her with my seed, and my entire body began to go numb while power flowed between us.  
 
    “Ohh, fuck.” My semen coursed hungrily into the very center of Cayla, and I stooped to take another bite along the perfect skin of her shoulder as she cried out and clawed at the sheets.  
 
    “Oh, Mason!” she gasped. “You are coming so much. Ohhh!”  
 
    “Yesss,” I growled as I pulsed inside of her for a tenth time and sent another flood of seed into her accepting body. The heat of her fresh branding burned against my skin while she remained locked in place on my cock, and I kept pushing into her while the magic enhanced her senses.  
 
    Then Cayla was gasping for breath, and when I finally eased up on her, she went limp beneath me. 
 
    I knew from experience the elements of the rune were sending her mind into a loud and leaden sort of chaos now, and I began slowly thrusting in and out of her again as I laid kisses along her trembling shoulders. 
 
    “Just focus on me making love to you,” I whispered. “It will help anchor your new senses.  
 
    “Okay,” she panted, and after another five minutes of slow and deep fucking, her breathing began to deepen, and I felt her soaking wet tunnel clench around my stiff cock. 
 
    “That feels amazing,” she purred. 
 
    “Just release and enjoy it,” I growled, and then she let out a long whine as her climax hit her. 
 
    I stopped thrusting after her orgasm began to calm, but I left my cock buried deep in her tunnel while I lightly traced my fingers over her milky-white skin.  
 
    It was a minute or two before the princess opened her eyes again, but the second I pulled out, she reached back to keep me where I was. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Cayla moaned in a daze. “I like it.” 
 
    I chuckled. “We should get you to Shoshanne. She can heal the branding and help with the pain.” 
 
    Cayla whimpered impatiently, though, and despite my concern for her, I couldn’t resist taking a bit more of the princess with her being so wet and willing. My cum was seeping down her inner thighs as I let her have my cock again one inch at a time, and the way she rolled against me proved she wasn’t even close to done with me yet. 
 
    So, I reached to get a firm hold on her slender neck, and I kept my eyes on the blistering red flesh of her ass as I let out a low chuckle and began to fuck the beautiful woman for a third time.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Shoshanne clicked her tongue in disapproval as she grabbed her healing staff, but Cayla just grinned and sent me a wink as she laid ass up on the operating table. 
 
    “I actually didn’t mind that at all,” the princess murmured while she let Stan tiptoe across her palms. 
 
    I crossed my arms and leaned against the doorframe. “I know you didn’t, but don’t think I’m gonna be branding you every time we fuck from now on.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to mind it, either,” Cayla pointed out, and Stan turned his metal head in my direction. 
 
    Even though I’d already cummed inside her more times than I could count already, the princess’ words brought a fresh wave of heat coursing through my loins, and I could hardly believe I was so readily turned on again. 
 
    Cayla had refused to let me get her to Shoshanne for well over an hour after I’d seared the rune into her flesh, and the way she begged me to spank her raw branding had nearly undone me. Still, I thought I’d gotten used to her taste by now, but here I was, warring with an uncontrollable urge to spend the whole evening fucking Cayla into submission.  
 
    Of course, I’d never get the pistols finished if I did, so I forced myself to rein in my libido as I ground my jaw and sent the princess a warning look. 
 
    Cayla let out a shameless chuckle while Shoshanne’s staff glowed a vibrant purple against her raw backend, and I could tell the princess wanted nothing more than to keep me occupied all night.  
 
    Stan’s silent expression was pretty weighted, though, and I borrowed some of the little metal man’s resolve. 
 
    “I want you at the training fields as soon as you’re healed,” I commanded. “Practice your aim with that rune. I’ll be in the shop.” 
 
    “Yes, Mason,” the princess said with a sultry smirk, and it took every ounce of my willpower to turn my back on that filthy glint in her blue eyes. 
 
    My pulse was elevated all the way back to the atrium, and I ended up splashing some of Nemris’ enchanted water all over me in a desperate effort to cool the fuck down. 
 
    I’d never inflicted so much pain on a woman I loved in my life, but the way Cayla moaned for more was throwing my mind into a tailspin, and I couldn’t seem to find a single scrap of remorse over the whole ordeal. I could never resist giving Cayla what she wanted, and after feeling how wet she got for me tonight, I didn’t regret delivering. 
 
    But I did need to find some way to stop replaying the scene over and over in my mind if I was gonna get any of my work done. 
 
    So, I splashed some more water on me as my blood surged greedily to the south, and after a few minutes, the calming powers seemed to seep into every fiber of my being. Then I took a few steadying breaths and roughly adjusted my belt as I headed for the worktable. 
 
    I sparked my metal magic to lay out the magazine with the fireball rune and a fresh chunk of steel, and I spent over an hour replicating the rune on more magazine cases. It took half that time to finally stop thinking about Cayla’s raw ass in my grip, and eventually, I was focused enough to realize it was a lot easier to block out the noises of Falmount while I worked this time.  
 
    I did register the snatcher arriving with more bodies for Shoshanne, but even this didn’t derail my focus from the fiery elements swarming around me. They were becoming more and more familiar now, and the process required less effort the more runes I engraved. It was almost as natural to me as working with my metal magic, except I wasn’t reaching out to bend one element to my will anymore. 
 
    Instead, the effort was entirely interior as I wielded six elemental degrees at once, and my head throbbed while I worked with my eyes closed on one magazine after another like some magic-crazed machine. 
 
    When I finally stood up to stretch, I was so exhausted I could hardly hold my head up, but I had forty fireball magazines completed in front of me. 
 
    Then I sparked my metal magic to fill them all with small copper bullets before I loaded a magazine into each of the four pistols for my women, and I got them all cocked and locked as I laid them out on the table. I stored the spare magazines in the cabinet with the rest of my ammunition, and I figured I could keep a full stash if I set aside an hour here and there to engrave another batch. 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning to myself as I admired the inconspicuous hoard of magazines on the shelf, and the best part was the entire production process was so simple compared to my revolvers and shotguns. At this rate, I could arm every mage in the Oculus with my new pistols and still have plenty of time left over for pleasuring my women, training with Big Guy, and solving this impossible riddle of the Master’s fortress. 
 
    Life was almost seeming simpler all of a sudden, despite the higher stakes, and knowing I had a nation of ogres waiting to deliver any kind of justice I required sent a grim sort of pride blooming in my chest. 
 
    Whatever the Master had up his sleeve, I’d be more than ready now, and I closed the ammunition cabinet with a renewed sense of assuredness I’d been needing lately. 
 
    Less than a week after discovering the fortress, I’d already ensured Haragh’s race were safe, and I’d have Jagruel well-guarded in no time. I also had an entirely new perspective on producing weaponry that was about to change the whole game in this realm, and dozens of designs flitted through my mind as the endless possibilities kept occurring to me.  
 
    Still, I tried to remind myself to take things one at a time. 
 
    Right now, I had the 1911 to shake things up a bit, and once I finished the other elemental magazines, there was a good chance I’d be set for a while to come. 
 
    The thought made me eager to start engraving more magazine cases with the lightning rune next, but I hadn’t even had time to test it out yet, and I didn’t want to invest the effort if there was a chance I’d have to alter the rune again. The process of wrangling the lightning elements was just too overwhelming to needlessly play around with, and even recalling the chaos of trying to balance the rune made my palms begin to sweat. 
 
    Aurora may have been right about how dangerous the idea was, but I couldn’t shake the feeling in my gut telling me I was on the right course with this one. Especially after seeing that Ignis Mage in Jagruel, and knowing he’d nearly pushed my half-elf to her limits, I was more certain than ever I needed an element no mage could counter. 
 
    The lightning rune would hopefully be the solution we needed, and I decided I’d wait until Falmount was mostly asleep to take my pistol far into the western woods and do a trial run. Then I headed to the kitchen to scrounge up some food because between the exertion of branding Cayla and then engraving the runes, I was completely ravenous.  
 
    There was still dried venison, fresh fruits, and a jug of dwarven wine waiting for me, and as I laid out my own mini feast, I heard Shoshanne heading to the house. 
 
    That’s when I noticed a small pile of parchment on the corner of the counter, and I remembered I’d left instructions for Jenik to bring any messages here while I was gone. So, I pulled the stack over as I unfolded the topmost slip of parchment, and I found a letter from Dorinick. 
 
    I was halfway through it with my wine in hand when Shoshanne walked in, and I mumbled distractedly as I read. 
 
    “How’s it going in the infirmary?” 
 
    “It’s going well,” the healer sighed. “I just wanted to talk with you about something. What is that parchment?” 
 
    “Letter from Dorinick,” I told her as I folded it again. “He’s alerted the Elders of Aurum about the fortress, and they’re awaiting my instructions. Apparently, they tried to promote Dorinick again just for telling them about it, and he pinned the whole thing on me before he insulted their entire reign and told them he was thinking of opening a dwarven brothel in Aurum.” 
 
    Shoshanne chuckled as she shook her head. 
 
    “What did you want to talk about?” I asked as I reached for another slip of paper. 
 
    “It’s probably nothing,” Shoshanne said as her brows furrowed a bit. “It’s just … Raynor has been talking about Hulsan while we worked on the brandings.” 
 
    “Has he?” I asked, and I skimmed Jenik’s update on the Oculus. 
 
    “Yes, he wasn’t aware until today Hulsan was in Falmount,” Shoshanne told me. “Apparently, he passed him in the lane on his way here with the broth earlier, and he was going to dismiss it until I mentioned Hulsan had been traveling with you.” 
 
    “What’s the problem, then?” I asked, and I flipped through a couple more updates from my squire regarding the weapons training, the blacksmiths in the Oculus, and Barnik running out of ale. 
 
    “Well, Raynor made it sound like Hulsan might not be someone you should get too close with,” Shoshanne admitted, and I couldn’t help snorting. 
 
    “These old guys … ” I muttered. “Hulsan said the same thing about Raynor, and I honestly don’t know if I should bother taking either of them seriously.” 
 
    “But Raynor wouldn’t say something if he didn’t have a good reason to be concerned,” Shoshanne pressed. “He’s a modest man who keeps to himself. Hulsan might be outspoken, but why would Raynor--” 
 
    “I don’t know why either of them have an issue with each other,” I sighed as I reached for the last slip of parchment. “All I know is the drama of two old guys in Illaria probably doesn’t concern me. Did Raynor give you any solid reason why I should distrust Hulsan?” 
 
    “He did,” the healer said with a nod. “Raynor said Hulsan was being considered for the position of head of the Oculus at the same time as Abrus. He said the two weren’t bitter about the fact they were competitors, and that they supported each other in the endeavor.” 
 
    I glanced up. “Raynor said Hulsan was friends with Abrus?” 
 
    “No, but they were colleagues at the Order, and both were instructors when the position opened up,” Shoshanne explained. “When Abrus was selected, Hulsan left the Oculus the next day, and he’s been retired ever since.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said as I furrowed my brow. “Maybe he was a little bitter after all.” 
 
    “But why would he support Abrus before that, then?” Shoshanne asked. 
 
    I was about to respond when I unfolded the parchment in my hand, and my limbs went completely numb as I read the only two words on Pindor’s note. 
 
    Come Now!  
 
    My heart pounded in my ears as I realized I had no way of knowing when this message arrived for me. 
 
    It could have been today, or it could have been days before, but the writing was sloppy and scrawling like Pindor had written it frantically. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Shoshanne asked, but I was already running to the atrium. 
 
    “Get the pistols in the Mustang,” I called over my shoulder as I pulled a pile of spare magazines from the cabinet and dumped them on the worktable. “I’ll meet you there in two minutes, and bring your healing staff!” 
 
    I was sprinting down the lane before Shoshanne could respond, and I shoved through crowds of young mages all out and enjoying their evenings. The torches on the oak trees illuminated the marketplace in a soft amber glow while everyone drank and chatted without concern, and several eyes turned my way as I bolted through the clearing on my way to the training fields. 
 
    I could hear nervous muttering begin to make its way from one mage to another, but I didn’t slow down for a second, and when I barreled into the training fields, Aurora and Deya were already looking at me with their brows furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “We need to get to the Oculus,” I told them. “Now.” 
 
    Cayla, Deya, and Aurora immediately abandoned their training as we ran back into the market, and this time, the crowd swiftly parted to let us through as everyone’s eyes began to flare anxiously. 
 
    Then Kurna came running out of Flynt’s Pub to follow. 
 
    “What’s going on?” the Ignis Defender demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I said over my shoulder. “Pindor’s in trouble, and I’ve got a feeling the Oculus is about to be raided.” 
 
    “What?” Aurora gasped. 
 
    “Get in the car,” I ordered as we made it to the Mustang, and Shoshanne was already waiting in the backseat with her healing staff clutched to her chest. 
 
    Kurna dropped into the passenger seat as Aurora jumped behind the wheel, but I shoved the half-elf over as the others piled in the back. 
 
    “I’m driving this time,” I muttered as Bobbie roared to life, and Shoshanne passed out the pistols and magazines to my women while I planted my foot on the accelerator. 
 
    Bobbie barreled through the foothills at mach speed while everyone clutched the grab bars for support, and we tore our way to the road by the quickest route possible. Hedges of nettles and entire boulders went flying in our wake, and I could feel the channeling gem guiding me as I dodged oak trees and hurtled down rocky slopes.  
 
    Then Bobbie burst out of the woods and onto the blackened road, and several horses threw their riders from their backs as I swerved and missed them by a few feet. 
 
    I just urged Bobbie’s gem to give me everything she had, though, and we sped into the night as road dust billowed up behind us. 
 
    “What is going on?” Aurora hollered above the noise of the wind. 
 
    “Pindor sent a note, and I only just got it,” I called back. “I don’t know how long ago he sent it, but something’s wrong at the Oculus.” 
 
    “How do you know the note wasn’t about the Baroness?” Cayla asked. 
 
    “I don’t,” I admitted, “but I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.” 
 
    “What Baroness?” Kurna hollered as he clutched the grab bar with both hands. 
 
    “Baroness Batanova,” I replied. “She’s been fishing around for information about me. Pindor was trying to figure out why.” 
 
    “Black hair and skin?” Kurna asked loudly, and I looked over as I nodded. 
 
    “She came to Falmount a couple days ago,” he told me as he held my gaze. “I heard her asking Raynor about you in the pub.” 
 
    I glanced back at Shoshanne, and the healer looked as confused as I was. 
 
    “What’d he say?” I asked Kurna. 
 
    “Nothing,” Kurna assured me. “Said he kept to his own business. Told her he was just the barkeep. She left not long after that.” 
 
    I nodded as the gates of Serin came into view, and I turned to call back to Cayla. 
 
    “We don’t have time for pleasantries!” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Cayla hollered, and she cocked her shotgun as she leaned out the window. 
 
    The guards at the gate looked ready to shit themselves when they realized we weren’t slowing down, and as they dove aside, Cayla fired two shots to blast the gates open for me. 
 
    The people in the streets screamed and lunged out of the way as we wove through the tradesmen’s quarters, and Cayla delivered the same treatment to the next set of gates, too.  
 
    By now, everyone in Serin could hear the engine roaring its way through the streets, though, and our path was clear as I floored it past the lines of terrified citizens standing aside. 
 
    The gates of the castle were already open when we arrived, and the gaping guards flattened themselves against the ironwork as we tore past. 
 
    Then Bobbie came to screeching stop in the castle courtyard, and we all lunged from the car while the nobility fanned themselves and gasped in shock. 
 
    We didn’t waste any time before sprinting for the enchanted entrance of the Oculus, and the echoes of our pounding feet filled the blackened tunnel as we made our way to the stone doors. 
 
    That’s when I realized there wasn’t a deadly red glow waiting at the end of the tunnel, and as we neared the torchlight, my heart shot into my throat as I turned full circle. 
 
    There was no sign of Big Red anywhere. 
 
    Then I sparked my Terra magic and parted the stone doors, and a torrent of screams and shattering stonework filled the tunnel. 
 
    We came out into the Oculus to see whole buildings being torn to the ground while flames like giant serpents lashed out across the streets, and mages were running in every direction.  
 
    And there, in the middle of it all, was Big Red as he battled three mages with Defender Urn at his side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    “It’s Defender Flynt!” several mages screamed, and they nearly trampled us as they fled for the entrance. “They’re down there! They’re taking the Oculus!” 
 
    I squinted into the fray as flames billowed up all across the magical city. The manmade river was funneling up to crash down into the streets, and the water sent mages sliding as they struggled to catch their breaths. 
 
    Defenders were covered in soot and blood as they battled with sweat pouring down their faces, and Urn caught sight of me just as a flaming serpent missed him by inches. 
 
    I could see panic etched into his face as he attempted to contain a pair of Ignis Mages, but then the front of the building at his back broke loose, and I sparked my Terra Magic as I lunged off the entrance ledge and into the streets. 
 
    I caught the wall just before it could crush Defender Urn, and I came crashing into him as the two Ignis Mages were taken out by a fierce Flumen Defender who managed to sneak up behind them and fill their lungs. 
 
    Big Red was cornering an Aer Mage who had three young mages suffocating at her feet, and as his arrow buried itself into the mage’s head, Urn locked his powerful grip on my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s too late!” he hollered above the chaos. “We can’t fend them off, and half my Defenders are nearly at their limit.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your powers on the mages!” I told him as I pulled my 1911 from my belt, and my women finally made it over to us as Kurna pelted past us. “They’ll drain you before you ever get a decent strike in. I need everyone focused on protecting the Oculus. Have them focus on countering the destruction and get those buildings in place so the streets are cleared for the mages who can’t defend themselves. They’ve gotta get out of here.” 
 
    “But the possessed mages!” Defender Urn growled as he eyed a pair of Flumen Mages wielding a geyser at a group attempting to flee. 
 
    “We’ll take care of the mages,” I assured him in a low voice, and as the man bolted into the fray and started belting orders left and right, I turned to my women. 
 
    “Take out the Flumen and Aer Mages first,” I ordered. “Get to higher ground in case the whole place floods and stake out where they can’t see you from below. Pick them off as fast as you can and move on to the Terra Mages next. I’m gonna stay down here and take on the Ignis Mages.” 
 
    “No!” Aurora said at once, “Mason, what if--” 
 
    I’d already released the safety on my 1911 and turned away, though. 
 
    “Get to your positions!” I growled more firmly, and the women scattered as a fresh bout of water came crashing down on us. 
 
    I managed to keep my footing as I found a torrent of water swirling up to my knees, and I took aim at the two Flumen Mages darting for cover ahead of me. 
 
    Two copper bullets impaled their backs in quick succession, and as searing white flames burst from their centers, they let out shrieks of agony and convulsed before they dropped to the ground. The enchanted flames ate away at them from the inside out until they were nothing but cinders on the ground, and I sighed as three passing mages stumbled and gaped in horror. 
 
    Then I took out three more possessed mages as I dragged myself up and out of the flooded street, and I stood on the destroyed remains of a building to take stock of the mayhem around me. 
 
    Defender Urn already managed to get the majority of the Defenders focused on countering the destruction to the ancient city, and as walls broke loose from the cavern’s heights, they were being caught and restored before they could crush the people in the streets.  
 
    The possessed mages were too fast, though, and everywhere I looked, they wielded their elements to cripple, trap, redirect, or even kill the residents of the Oculus. Flames engulfed whole alleyways and drove mages into the open while the stone streets tore open to block their paths, and the few who managed to make a break for the entrance were doused in a rush of water that sent them sliding back to their pursuers. 
 
    I couldn’t believe so many of the Master’s mages had made it into the magical city undetected, and by all accounts, it was impossible. As I took aim at every attacker I could catch, I scanned the entire city with my Terra powers to look for any inlet or tunnel that could have allowed for this kind of breach, but there was no other entryway. The stone gates were the only entrance, and I knew Big Red couldn’t have let so many through. His crossbow was stocked, and his metal wasn’t even dented, so how the hell did over a hundred possessed mages manage to break in? 
 
    More importantly, how many had they branded since the attack began? 
 
    I could tell the possessed mages were lashing out at their victims any way they could, but there was something calculated about the way they kept anyone from fleeing, and they weren’t doing this just to kill us all. 
 
    Then my heightened vision caught a glint of glowing iron, and I fired three more bullets at a group of Aer Mages to send them convulsing into a fiery oblivion. Their victims gasped and clamored to their feet to help each other flee, and I sparked my metal magic to bring the discarded branding irons spiraling toward me. 
 
    I could still see several fresh brandings flashing by, though, and newly possessed mages hurled cobblestones and flames around at their own comrades now that they’d suddenly joined the Master’s ranks. So, I sent my metal magic out across the city, and I could sense over twenty branding irons that were all red hot. 
 
    With a surge of strength, I tore every one of them from the mages’ hands, and I sent them flying into the heights of the city where no one would find them in time to put them to use. 
 
    Then I sent my Terra powers to the exact same places where I’d found the irons, and as I sensed the unbelievable speed of the mages running after their captives, I tore the ground open to swallow them up in jagged pits. 
 
    While I worked, I sent orders to Big Red’s channeling gem where he was battling a group of Flumen Mages, and once he finished them off, he began tranquilizing any freshly branded mages who passed. 
 
    Then copper bullets began to fly in from overhead, and the jets of water drowning the fleeing mages came crashing down hard as Flumen Mages burst into flames. 
 
    I whipped around to be sure I couldn’t get a visual on my women, but as mages began igniting all over the place, there was no clear sign of where the attacks were coming from. The dull copper of the bullets made them impossible to track against the stone walls of the Oculus, and wherever my women were, they’d put themselves in perfect positions. 
 
    The possessed mages had no time to react or reorganize as their numbers began depleting more quickly, and that’s when I realized the younger mages had stopped fleeing. They started pulling their revolvers out instead, and their shots resounded above the chaos as they turned on the possessed mages pursuing them. 
 
    I raised my brows as several of them made their marks, and I recognized their sturdy stances and lethal aim from Cayla’s instructions. I saw a young Aer Mage who couldn’t have been older than fifteen plant a bullet right between the eyes of a possessed Ignis Mage baring down on her, and when she rolled out of the way of the body, she landed on her knees to send another bullet into a passing Terra Mage’s heart. 
 
    All over the place, the tides were suddenly turning, and I had a wolfish grin on my face as the sound of my weapons started to outweigh the screams. 
 
    Then I emptied the last of my magazine into a group of Terra Mages who were working together to tear the streets open, and I ejected the magazine as I jumped from the rubble and headed deeper into the magical city. I swiftly reloaded my pistol in time to send two copper bullets into the skulls of a Terra and Aer Mage, and as they burst into flames, I caught sight of Big Red up the street a ways. 
 
    The automaton was firing more arrows into a fleet of oncoming Terra Mages while he tranquilized four new mages with the other arm, and by the time he finished, I was at his side. The glow of his red eyes made my adrenaline spike as he turned his helmet my way, and without a word, I channeled my intentions into his gem. 
 
    Then Big Red turned his blood red eyes toward the fiery serpents still lashing out in the distance, and the flames were beginning to encircle the whole cavern as they billowed up toward the ceiling. With an ominous nod, the automaton turned to head down a side alley on his way to take down the Ignis Mages for me, but the drumming of hooves registered in my ears before I could follow. 
 
    I whipped around to see dozens of horses galloping into the city with the Falmount mages on their backs, and they fired their revolvers as they flooded the Oculus. Then they broke away to fan out down every street, and more and more of them just kept coming in. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I laughed as I realized how huge my army really was, and their thundering hoof falls shook the ground as the possessed mages bolted in the other direction.  
 
    The flames were still growing higher, though, and I could tell most of them were being thrown up from the direction of the Great Library. So, I swiftly waved down one of my mages, and as their horse slowed, I vaulted myself up behind the rider and dug my heels into the horse’s flank. 
 
    “Get us to that library!” I hollered, and the woman on the horse nodded as she fired a bullet into the chest of a fleeing Aer Mage. 
 
    Then we leapt over the waterway to avoid a jet of flames funneling through the street, and we wove through the blacksmith’s quarters to come out at the base of the massive steps leading to the library. 
 
    The horse panicked and reared at the sight of the flames shooting up all over the place, and I jumped from the saddle before I slapped the horse’s flank so he’d run rather than throw his rider.  
 
    The woman screeched and held on for dear life as she barreled back through the city, and I pulled a wall up just before an Ignis Mage could burn me to a crisp. He let out a wild laugh as the massive flames peeled around my wall, and I dropped the ground beneath me so I could run along the trench and out of range. I circled to the side of the library before another Ignis Mage saw me, and just as his flames began filling the trench, I pulled up a pillar to send myself flying up to higher ground. 
 
    Then I tore the steps open to crush the two Ignis Mages in stone, and I came to a rolling stop at the doors of the library. That’s when the sound of breaking glass pierced my ears, and I flipped around to see the entire multi-colored dome collapsing in on itself. The force of the shattering glass blasted the doors open on impact, and I shielded myself just in time as the thick shards came flying across the steps. 
 
    Flames were already coming my way again by the time the onslaught ended, though, and I dropped to my knees to drive both of my fists into the stonework. 
 
    My Terra Magic billowed out to tear two massive walls up on either side of me, but then I recognized Pindor’s magic joining with mine, and the walls burst open to send giant slabs spiraling into four Ignis Mages on either side. 
 
    Their backs snapped as the stones hit their marks at full force, and one of them was bent clean in half as he laid dead upon the shattered ground.  
 
    “What took you so long?” Pindor yelled as he came sprinting up the steps. “I told you to get here days ago!” 
 
    “I was in Jagruel,” I told him, and I pulled up a shield to block the next attack as Pindor sent another slab of stone flying. “Didn’t Jenik tell you?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t tell me,” the kid spat. “I told him I needed that note to you right away, and he told me to go fuck myself!” 
 
    “Godsdamnit,” I growled as I sent my Terra powers seeping through the steps, and I swallowed up another Ignis Mage before he had time to get away. 
 
    Fucking squire drama. 
 
    “There’s about ten Ignis Mages making their way around the cavern!” Pindor told me. “I saw them split off into two groups.” 
 
    “Go left, I’ll go right,” I ordered, and we slammed our fists into the steps to send a heavy tremor through the ground around us. 
 
    The last two Ignis Mages surrounding the library were thrown down the steps as rocks and glass tumbled after them, and they had flames still shooting from their palms as they fought fiendishly to send them our way. Before the mages came to a stop, though, Pindor tore the ground open and crushed them eight feet under, and we broke off to avoid the residual flames as I reformed the steps behind me. 
 
    We bolted in the direction of the Ignis Mages now circling the city, and I tracked Pindor’s progress on the other side of the cavern until I got a visual on the five mages up ahead. Then I dropped hard to my knees once more and used the force of both fists to send my Terra Magic through the ground, and Pindor connected with my circuit as a jagged wall shot up thirty feet to cut the entire city in half. 
 
    I was focused on sending all of my strength through the stones to raise the wall higher when the circuit suddenly surged, and an image flashed to the forefront of my mind in a vibrant red. It was only there for few brief seconds before it was wrenched from my thoughts, though, and I stayed frozen on my knees as I tried to figure out what the fuck had just happened.  
 
    I thought I’d imagined it for a second, but Pindor’s circuit today felt more powerful than it ever had when we raised the wall, and there was a good chance he was caught off guard by this and couldn’t control his powers. 
 
    Either way, his half of the wall was collapsing now and sending perilous sheets of stone into the streets, and the Ignis Mages had scattered to disappear into the winding city. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed as I jumped to my feet. 
 
    They’d stopped using their flames, so I couldn’t tell which way they went, but after I bolted down a few alleyways, I came crashing into Hulsan as he caught a falling slab of stone and redirected it toward one of the Ignis Mages. 
 
    “Two more went to the right!” he bellowed as sweat poured down his wrinkled cheek, and I threw my arms out to stop a sheet of stone the size of Bobbie from crushing the Falmount mages below. 
 
    Then Hulsan dodged a flame spurt and ran after the culprit, and I scaled a heap of rubble to leap over a jagged trench. When I landed, I used the impact to send a tremor ahead of me, and while two Ignis Mages tumbled from a roof, I let them drop into a bottomless pit as flames shot up from the depths. 
 
    With a hollow crunch, the mages were crushed beneath the city, and I seeped into the streets with my Terra Magic to scan for the others. Hulsan was just burying three more, and Pindor crushed two before three revolvers began firing in rapid succession, and as the last of the flames flickered out, the gun shots ceased. 
 
    There was a brief beat of silence before cheers began to rise up around the Oculus, and I let out a deep, ragged breath as I clutched at my knees. 
 
    I let my relief wash over me for a minute as the cheers grew louder, and my rune finally started to quiet down with the realization that it was finally over. 
 
    Somehow, we fucking won, and even though a third of the city was rubble and the dome was destroyed, the bulk of the damage had been countered by the Defenders during the fight. What remained could be recovered with little alteration to the original design of the ancient city, and a broad grin came to my face as I wiped the sweat from my brow. 
 
    Then I lowered the last of the wall, and by the time I finished rebuilding the structures I’d uprooted in forming it, my four women were rushing through the crowd to get to me. 
 
    “You all did a great job,” I gasped as I worked to catch my breath. 
 
    “Fifty-eight,” Cayla sighed. “I wished we could have saved more of them.” 
 
    “I got thirty-six,” Aurora whispered. “I wish would could have saved them too. This isn’t our fault though. This blame lays at the foot of the Master, and if we hadn’t gotten here when we did, they would have killed or branded everyone.” 
 
    “You are right,” Cayla said as she gave a half smile to the beautiful half-elf. “We saved the day, after all.” 
 
    I shook my head while the two lethal women exchanged competitive grins and slid their arms around my waist, and Deya let out a silvery giggle as she hopped up to tuck a few kisses on my neck. 
 
    “I’m glad you are safe,” the beautiful elf purred. 
 
    “How many?” Aurora asked. 
 
    “Uhh, forty-one,” my pink-haired lover said with a small shrug.  
 
    I burst out laughing at the look on the half-elf’s face while Deya blushed proudly, and Cayla smirked like she was mentally taking the credit for Deya’s numbers since she’d taught her how to shoot. 
 
    “What about you?” I chuckled as Shoshanne joined us. 
 
    “I don’t count how many people I kill,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “I’m a healer, I count how many I save. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” 
 
    Shoshanne tipped herself onto her toes to leave a kiss on my cheek, and then she sauntered into the crowd on her way to get her healing staff while she took stock of the injured mages around her. 
 
    “She probably killed more than any of us,” Aurora snorted. “I was only fifteen feet from her, and I know she suffocated a group of twenty mages all at once because I recognized her powers in the air.” 
 
    I raised my brows as I admired the last glimpse of Shoshanne’s ass swaying through the crowd. 
 
    “She’s still an angel in my book,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “A deadly one,” Cayla purred. 
 
    I headed toward the entrance with my women on my arms while mages helped each other onto their horses, and I could see Big Red whirring steadily through the masses ahead. He gathered tranquilized bodies from the ground as he went, and the mages began helping him by locating the ones with darts in them. Then they started loading the unconscious mages up in his net, and I smirked as they did their best not to shrink away from his ominous gaze. 
 
    Talk of a victory celebration in Falmount was making its way through the crowd now, and when I mentioned to a few Defenders that we had some Rosh to break into, it took less than five minutes for everyone in the Oculus to find out. 
 
    I was just chuckling over a pair of squeals this new info brought out from two Flumen Mages when a hair-cut a lot like my own came around the corner, and I left my women as I headed over with a broad grin. 
 
    “There he is,” I chuckled as I clapped Pindor on the shoulder, and he clutched his broken arm against him while he managed a lopsided grin. “I was beginning to worry you got crushed by your own wall.” 
 
    “Almost did,” Pindor snorted.  
 
    “Well, thanks for helping me out back there,” I told him earnestly. “I owe you one.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the few arched brows this brought from the younger mages near us, and Pindor clearly didn’t either, because he suddenly straightened up a bit with a shadow of a cocky grin on his face. 
 
    “No problem,” Pindor said with a shrug, and I did my best not to snort too loudly. 
 
    “So, I was thinking you should come back out to Falmount,” I admitted. “Haragh’s house just opened up out there, and it’d probably be easier to train you if you weren’t in a different city.” 
 
     Pindor’s ears went pink, and he grinned from ear to ear now. “Yeah, alright! I could do that.” 
 
    I nodded as we turned to head back to my women, but then Pindor nudged me with his good arm. 
 
    “Hey, what was that you showed me through the circuit, though?” he asked. “That fortress.” 
 
    “I didn’t show you--”  
 
    My feet came to an abrupt stop as I stared at the kid, and dawning slowly crept up my spine while he furrowed his brow in confusion. 
 
    “What?” Pindor asked uneasily. 
 
    “Defender Flynt!” Urn boomed, and I turned to find him with his hand outstretched as he approached.  
 
    He had blood oozing from a gash in his neck, and his Defender gear was hardly recognizable from how singed it was, but he had a grin beneath his mustache that showed he’d changed his tune about my approach to handling the possessed mages. 
 
    This should have been a relief, but I reached out to shake his hand in a still blank state, and when he chuckled and clasped his other hand over mine, I abruptly pulled him closer and lowered my voice. 
 
    “Get these mages out of here,” I commanded. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    “What?” he muttered tensely. 
 
    “They’re in danger, send them to Falmount,” I told him. “Fast.” 
 
    I released my hold on Urn’s hand as he immediately turned to the others, and he began sending every mage to the exit with bellowing orders to head to Falmount.  
 
    The mages cheered as they began galloping from the Oculus, and when I got back to my women, I caught Aurora and Cayla by the elbows. 
 
    “Get out of here,” I ordered. “Wait for me by Bobbie.” 
 
    “No way,” Aurora scoffed, “Mason, what--” 
 
    “He’ll use you to get me, go!” I growled, and the four women stumbled forward in complete confusion.  
 
    Deya stared back over her shoulder with a worried crinkle between her pink brows, but Shoshanne kept dutifully pulling her along, and they disappeared into the sea of mages filing from the Oculus. 
 
    The Defenders had gathered in the street to assess the remaining damage to the Oculus, and I didn’t send them away with the others when I spotted Hulsan among them and snorting pollen on a pile of rubble. 
 
    Instead, I joined the twelve of them and nodded along with their assessments, and as Urn sealed the stone gates of the Oculus behind us, I turned to Kurna. 
 
    “Can I see your sword?” I asked casually. 
 
    “Sure,” he said with a broad grin. “I got this from the best blacksmith in Cedis. He was doing a demonstration last spring, and I managed to--” 
 
    The impressively wrought sword melted the second I closed my hand around the hilt, and in seconds it was reformed into shackles.  
 
    Kurna looked ready to throttle me, but I swiftly turned my back on him and sent the shackles to Hulsan’s wrists, and then I bolted them to the stone he was sitting on.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Hulsan’s gaze darkened for a split second before he furrowed his bushy brows in confusion, and the Defenders looked at me like I was fucking nuts, but I held the old man’s gaze as I slowly approached him. 
 
    “How’d you get them in here?” I demanded. 
 
    Hulsan snorted. “What?” 
 
    “Get who in here?” Kurna asked as he glanced uneasily between me and Hulsan. 
 
    “The Master’s mages,” I replied. 
 
    “The hell are you talking about?” Hulsan asked, and he suddenly looked ten years older as he shifted nervously in the shackles, but I narrowed my eyes. 
 
    “Your knee isn’t injured,” I informed the man. “You ran as fast as me after those Ignis Mages, which means you didn’t need to see any healers here. You did need to be here in time for the attack, though, so how did you get them in here?” 
 
    “Mason,” Urn said with some chagrin, “Defender Hulsan is one of the most talented mages the Oculus has ever had. He was a coveted instructor and--” 
 
    “And an old friend of Abrus,” I interrupted. “He only left the Order because the position of plant for the Master was filled, and since then he’s been living below the radar, but you’ve been busy, haven’t you?” 
 
    Hulsan didn’t respond as he eyed the Defenders all staring in disbelief, but then Kurna cleared his throat. 
 
    “Mason, you’re gonna have to bring me up to speed on this,” he muttered. “Turning on a Defender of the Order is a crime against the crown, and if this isn’t--” 
 
    “Let me worry about the crown,” I interrupted, and I saw a flicker of disgust in Hulsan’s gaze. “More importantly, how many of you have ever joined in a circuit with Defender Hulsan?” 
 
    I glanced around, and aside from a few confused looks, no one could respond. 
 
    “That’s what I figured,” I said as I crossed my arms and considered the old man more closely. “He’s gone out of his way to make sure no one did, but he is definitely one of the most talented mages in the Oculus. Talented enough to send his magery miles and miles away from here. That’s how he’s expanding the Master’s fortress right now.” 
 
    “What?” Defender Urn growled, and he turned his furious gaze on Hulsan. 
 
    “I saw the schematics for the fortress when his circuit accidentally collided with mine and Pindor’s,” I continued. “He used his Terra Magic to build the whole thing, and he’s constantly altering it, too, which means he knows how to get in and out of it, and considering there’s only one entrance to this Oculus, I’d bet he knows how the Master’s mages got in here, too.” 
 
    Now, the Defenders’ hands slid to their hilts as they turned at the old man with stern scowls, and Hulsan snorted indignantly as he looked down. 
 
    Then he began to chuckle to himself, and when he met my gaze again, he didn’t look angry, he looked like he considered me an ungrateful little shit. 
 
    “You were supposed to be gone for days longer,” the old man muttered in a low voice. “They could have handled his place once and for all if you’d been in Jagruel, and you’d have returned with no Oculus to waste your time defending. You would have been free to do as you should, and Illaria would have fallen at your feet.” 
 
    “I don’t need Illaria at my feet,” I informed him flatly. 
 
    “Horse shit! Look at that weapon you’re holding right now!” he spat as he wrenched his shackled arm toward my 1911. “That’s not the weapon of a hero, it’s the weapon of a leader. A man capable of forcing his will whichever way he wants. Take a look at that weapon and tell me Illaria’s worth your effort. None of these nations are! You could rise above the rest, Mason, and with the Master at your side, nothing would ever be the same. Your combined strength would redefine our very existence.” 
 
    The Defenders finally drew their swords and leveled their blades at the man’s throat, but I just snorted. 
 
    “I’m not interested in combined strength.” 
 
    “Oh yes, you are,” Hulsan challenged. “You preach complete alliance amongst the regions, and you travel to ungodly lengths to bend others to your will.” 
 
    “I don’t bend others to my will,” I growled as the man’s words began to grate on my nerves. 
 
    “Sure, you do,” he said with grim amusement. “You made those ogres like putty in the palm of your hand, and you knew what you were doing. You said the right things, behaved as you should, and made it impossible for them to ignore you.” 
 
    “I treated them based on the standards they uphold,” I informed him. “I respected their ways of life, I didn’t--” 
 
    “The same goes for the elves,” the old man cut in. “Every member of the Elven Houses now knows the name of Mason Flynt. Even those who would call you their enemy, but with the few alliances you gained there, you could overthrow the entire hierarchy of the nation. That’s no coincidence.” 
 
    I couldn’t help smirking as I shook my head. “Yeah, well, as diabolical as you think I am, I can assure you I don’t give a shit about Elven hierarchy.” 
 
    “No?” he scoffed. “Is that why you’ve got the most coveted woman in the nation in your bed these days?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as my pulse quickened, and I chose not to say a damned word in case he was bluffing about Deya. No one in Illaria knew about the law that bound her to the Elven Houses, but the notion that Hulsan might have somehow found out made my stomach clench.  
 
    Then the old man sent me an unnerving grin. 
 
    “Did you think you were the only man in Illaria who knew her true worth?” he asked. “You knew what you did when you left Nalnora, and you played it off like the hero coming home to Serin, but a man with your abilities doesn’t just happen to ally himself with the only two Houses capable of enacting change in their nation before he pulls a stunt like that. You left the worthless at your heels and took the one thing from those jungles that would start an all-out war.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ve just got good taste in women,” I said with a grin, and the gesture seemed to infuriate the man. 
 
    Urn raised his blade a bit higher, though. “Hulsan, what you’re accusing Defender Flynt of is--” 
 
    “Enough!” Hulsan suddenly growled as he kept his gaze locked on me. “You may have done a damn good job of hiding it from this so-called army of yours, but you brought a pretty package of deceit back with you, and none of them can fathom what you’ve started. By the time they catch on, they’ll be so devoted to you, they’ll gladly take over the whole Elven nation in your name, and you’re not gonna stop there. No, a man like you keeps moving ahead, isn’t that right? So, go on, tell ‘em. What’s that woman of yours really worth? How many armies would invade Illaria if they knew you’d taken her?” 
 
    “Taken her?” Kurna asked with concern, and I ground my jaw as all eyes fell on me. 
 
    “Probably about five armies, give or take,” I admitted with a shrug. “Depends how pissed her dad is about it.” 
 
    The Defenders’ shifted uneasily on their feet, and their swords wavered. 
 
    I could hardly believe the old man would try to turn them against me, but we had him shackled and outnumbered with proof of his dealings, and I worked to remain calm based on this despite the looks I was getting from the twelve armed Defenders surrounding us. 
 
    “That’s right,” Hulsan snorted. “A man with his own army, an entire nation of ogres, and every man from Cedis to Orebane on his side decides to break a centuries old law. Then he strolls in with a weapon like that, but all of you believe he’s got your best interests in mind?” 
 
    I glanced around to see the Defenders studying me carefully, and Hulsan chuckled. 
 
    “Sure … hold me prisoner for following a different Master, which is my right,” he seethed. “I’ll remind you, though, that Mason’s been pointing at the Master for months as the greatest threat to the regions, but you’re looking at a pretty powerful man who’s made it his job to gather as many followers as he can to his cause. A man who openly admits he acknowledges no man as his king. So, tell me … is he against what the Master’s trying to achieve, or is he trying to beat him to it?” 
 
    “Defender Flynt--” Urn growled with a warning look, but I held up my hand. 
 
    “Alright,” I decided as I looked down on the old man. “You wanna stall on getting your ass killed, that’s just fine. Let’s talk about me, since you can’t seem to shut the fuck up about my potential. Yes, I broke a centuries year old law when I took Deya out of Nalnora, but I didn’t do it because of how coveted she is, and I’m not keeping her in Illaria to overthrow the Elven hierarchy. If I was gonna take over the world, I sure as hell wouldn’t start with the jungles. I brought Deya with me because she loves me, and the elves would’ve destroyed her if she stayed, plain and simple. So, regardless of this potential you see in me, I’ve gotta say, you’re pretty fucking stupid to overlook the obvious: I’m in love with her.” 
 
    Hulsan’s nostrils flared as he narrowed his eyes, but I just grinned carelessly. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about any of this, old man,” I informed him. “Hierarchies, kingdoms, armies, power … none of that’s actually at the top of my to do list. Maybe with my potential, they should be, but I just came to kick ass and fuck my women right while I’ve got the time. This so-called army of mine can either get with that, or not. It doesn’t really matter, because here you are telling me my qualities that prove I’m ready to rise above the rest, but all I hear is a list of reasons you and the Master want me on your side.” 
 
    Hulsan’s eye began to twitch as he flushed with rage, and he stared me down before growling. “Idiot, think of what you’re doing. You’re moments away from achieving the most this world can offer, and without the Master to guide you, you can’t even realize the ultimate goal. You’re wasting your potential, and you’ll get every one of your followers killed before they can be of any genuine use to you.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed, “but if all that’s true, then I’m your greatest adversary, and if I can overthrow the regions, I can damn sure overthrow your Master. So, I’m gonna have to turn down the offer. Like you said, I only ally for my own good, right?” 
 
    “The Master has seen what you could become!” Hulsan suddenly bellowed, and his words echoed around the cavern as the Defenders tightened their grips on their hilts. “He’s the only one who understands the true potential of your powers, and mark my words, he can and will destroy you, Mason Flynt! He will devour every creature close to you and punish those who follow in your steps. Every fool who serves your cause will be made to suffer endlessly at the hands of the Master who wields the darkest forces of nature … unless you choose to ally yourself with us, for your own good.” 
 
    I could sense Hulsan’s Terra powers pressing in around me as he called them back to himself now, and the Defenders sparked their own powers, too. The strength of his magery made my veins tingle as the voices of my rune began to swell, and while the presence built, it occured to me no man with his level of experience would rely on walls and boulders like the rest of us.  
 
    He’d been holding out on us all this time, and when I considered the many times over the last few days that he’d stood aside until it was absolutely necessary to intervene, I realized he’d only been there to keep me alive. He’d delivered the bare minimum, and all the time, he was waiting to sway me into the Master’s reign. Hulsan had gauged my every advance and added each one to his proof of my potential, and every victory in Jagruel only made me more valuable to the Master. 
 
    “No deal, old man,” I growled as I raised my pistol. “Last chance. Tell me how you got those mages in here.” 
 
    Hulsan flashed a toothy grin as he peered up at me from beneath his bushy brows, and the fact he suddenly looked more alert than I’d ever seen him sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “Same way they’re getting in and out of that fortress,” the old man replied, and then the ground beneath me blasted apart with a force so powerful, all of us went flying thirty feet in every direction. 
 
    I scrambled to soften the ground for as many of the Defenders as I could, but my eyes were locked on Hulsan as he broke his shackles from the stone and slammed his fists against the building at his back. 
 
    The shackles broke as the entire building exploded into dust, and as I crashed into the ground, he bellowed my name across the cavern. 
 
    “Flynt!” Hulsan roared once more. “Do you think you can hide from me?” 
 
    I felt the ground beneath me give way the second the words left his mouth, and I lunged onto a pile of rubble as my rune swelled so loud, I could hardly hear Hulsan’s deranged taunts. 
 
    He was tracking me through the stonework, though, and the rubble rose up to come crashing down on top of me next. 
 
    I braced myself as I only managed to soften half the boulders before they hit me, and as I threw them off my back and bolted down the street, my rune began healing the welts all over my limbs. 
 
    But the ground was giving way just behind my heels now, and I locked my jaw as I tore Hulsan’s path apart with my own Terra powers. Down the side streets, I could see the Defenders who’d been thrown as they all attempted to follow me, but as a building collapsed right in front of me, I stumbled and changed course as I called out to them. 
 
    “Get off the stone!” I ordered as another crumbling building derailed my path. “Find somewhere he can’t track you!” 
 
    The Defenders looked determined to stay their course, but then the ground beneath them bucked wildly, and they went flying into the air once more. 
 
    I softened their landings as I blasted the rubble in front of me apart, and I sent every boulder flying in the direction of Hulsan’s echoing voice. 
 
    Then I dove into the waterway and kicked as hard as I could, and I came up for air downstream near the steps of the Great Library. I kept my limbs from touching any of the stonework in the canal, and as I treaded water, I could see more buildings being obliterated to dust as Hulsan made his way through the Oculus. 
 
    “Now would be a good time to reconsider the offer!” Hulsan bellowed as a chunk of the cavern broke loose, and I fought the urge to spark my magic and catch it. 
 
    I already knew he could read the presence of magery through his element, and when the block of stone crashed into the city, the sight of the entire blacksmith’s quarters crumbling beneath it made fury well up in my chest. 
 
    The longer he hunted me down, the less there would be left of the ancient city, and considering centuries of effort that had gone into building it, letting one asshole tear it all to shreds on my account was out of the question. 
 
    So, I took one last steadying breath as I looked around the extensive cavern, and then I let my boot knock against the base of the canal. 
 
    Within a second, the water shot up as the sides of the waterway slammed in on me, but I’d already anticipated the attack, and I was waiting to let my Terra powers connect with Hulsan’s. 
 
    The walls strained around my ribs as they tried to crush me, and I channeled the man’s own powers with my own as the image of the fortress flashed into my mind again. I let our combined magery build in my veins as I willed myself to memorize every detail of the image, and when Hulsan abruptly broke the connection, I slammed my fists down on the canal walls that locked me in place. 
 
    A crater blasted open around me as I went flying into the air, and I crashed down on the roof of a building before I drew my 1911 and leapt from the ridge of the roof. 
 
    The building burst into dust at my back, and the second I landed on the next one, I lunged once more before Hulsan could bring me crashing to the ground. I let the power of my rune feed into my limbs as I barreled across rooftops, and when my eyesight finally caught a glimpse of Hulsan, I fired straight at his deranged grin. 
 
    The man blocked the bullet, though, and the shield he’d formed was engulfed in the flames instead. Three more times I took my aim as I dodged rubble and dust billowing around me, but the old man only cackled as he blocked my every shot. 
 
    He was clearly enjoying himself now, but I rapidly fired three more bullets anyway, and when he shielded himself entirely, I swiftly dropped down the edge of a building rather than jump to the next roof. 
 
    I landed on a barrel of ale stacked with ten others behind a pub, and I caught my balance just before I could fall onto the cobblestone street. Then I braced myself on the barrels around me as I fought to catch my breath, and I tried not to let the panic in my chest overwhelm me. 
 
    Hulsan couldn’t sense me through the wood of the barrels, but it would only be a matter of time before he tracked me down again. I couldn’t use my magery, I couldn’t flee, and the old man’s senses were too keen for me to get a shot in.  
 
    The chances of me surviving this were suddenly becoming pretty slim, but I just hoped none of the other Defenders would attempt to help me. Any movement on their part would be the end for them, and as I thought this, I realized Hulsan hadn’t actually tried to kill me yet. 
 
    He’d tried to maim me and capture me, sure, but none of those attacks were something that would end my life, especially from a man with his experience. They were a power trip. By destroying the Oculus, he was baiting me and trying to terrify me, but he wasn’t trying to kill me, and this changed everything.  
 
    Because if Hulsan still wasn’t trying to kill me, then the Master didn’t just want me on his side. 
 
    He needed me there.  
 
    Without me fighting for him, he couldn’t accomplish what he had in mind for this world. Hulsan could rage and tear this whole Oculus to the ground, but the only way he could let this end wasn’t actually with my death. It was with me walking away with him to join the Master’s side. 
 
    And that just wasn’t about to happen. 
 
    So, I grinned, and as the notion that my powers were so valuable in this realm coursed through my veins, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the lightning magazine. 
 
    I didn’t know what had changed, but something about my abilities set me so above the rest the Master absolutely needed me on his side now, and as I secured the magazine in my pistol, I decided I wasn’t nearly done inventing epic shit in this realm.  
 
    This 1911 was only the beginning. 
 
    In fact, it’d be my fucking pleasure to show these idiots exactly how much more I was capable of, and all I needed to do was keep kicking ass and moving ahead as I had always done. 
 
    Which was ironic to me, because every movement I made now was easily registered by the asshole stalking me through the Oculus, and while I sensed Hulsan’s magic drawing closer around me, I racked my brain for a solution. 
 
    That’s when I noticed a pair of two-toned eyes watching me from the shadows across the street. 
 
    The Baroness met my gaze as her lips curled into an eerie grin, and I was suddenly seized with a crippling fear as I saw Pindor beside her. The kid was ashen and trembling while he clutched his broken arm, and my heart pounded in my ears as I realized this could actually be the end. 
 
    The Baroness could blind me right here, and if she made me deaf, too, I’d be unable to get away no matter what I did. Everything I’d accomplished in this realm would come to a crashing halt with a wave of her hand, and I’d be branded by the Master’s rune within the hour. 
 
    Then the Baroness raised an ebony hand out of the shadows, and I locked my jaw as I raised my 1911. 
 
    But a familiar presence washed over me just as I slid my finger to the trigger, and I froze. 
 
    I wasn’t blind, and I wasn’t deaf, but I was wrapped in a silky veil of the Baroness’ powers, and the sensation was one I’d experienced before.  
 
    It was the same strange enchantment she’d cast over Onym’s army the night we assassinated the head of House Syru, and as I realized what she’d done for me now, I slowly lowered my pistol. 
 
    The Baroness’ grin faded into a guarded, two-toned stare as she locked her hand on Pindor’s wrist, and both of them disappeared into the shadows at her back before I could blink. 
 
    I was left alone with my pistol in hand and Hulsan’s voice echoing furiously through the streets, except now, he couldn’t find me no matter what he tried. 
 
    I was a shadow, and that meant I could move without the stone registering my presence, so I slowly climbed down from the stack of barrels, and I shuffled my boot against a bit of rubble. No sound came back as the rocks rolled over each other, though, and while Hulsan’s voice grew more grating from his bellowing, I turned down the street. 
 
    I followed his voice as I silently moved through the Oculus, and I didn’t bother sneaking along the walls or ducking into shadows. I strolled calmly through the magical city as more buildings came crashing down up ahead, and when I turned down an alleyway and circled behind a half-destroyed structure, I saw Hulsan. 
 
    He looked furious as he scanned desperately for any sign of my presence in the cavern, and he had no idea he was fifteen yards from Kurna who was dangling from an iron sign and looking scared shitless. 
 
    The Ignis Mage was struggling to keep from falling down into the street, and I hoped he could hold out another minute, because that’s all I needed now. 
 
    I was within ten feet of Hulsan when I finally came to a stop, and I raised my pistol as I felt the veil around me begin to lift. 
 
    Kurna gasped at my sudden appearance, and I couldn’t help grinning as anticipation rushed through my arm to my trigger finger. 
 
    Then Hulsan whipped around with his palms raised at the ready, and I fired a copper bullet already sparking with blue bolts right into the old man’s chest. 
 
    His twisted expression jolted as his body began to convulse violently, but when deep blue bolts of lightning suddenly jetted from his eye sockets, I stumbled back. It was like Hulsan’s body was the center of a web as the lightning burst out like a firework, and it continued to surge outward to connect with everything in the vicinity. 
 
    Including me.  
 
    I swiftly pulled a shield over myself as I broke Kurna’s building open to block him as well, and as I huddled under the stone barrier I’d formed, lightning cracked and flashed a vibrant blue all across the street. I could hear the static energy eating its way to every rooftop in the Oculus, and sparks ruptured with deafening blasts as the electrical current collided with spires. 
 
    Then my hair rose straight up in the air as my pistol heated up in my palm, and an angry bolt of lightning struck down to blast my cover open. I cursed and dove a few feet ahead, and I managed to reform another shield, but not before I caught a glimpse of the cavern above me. 
 
    Jagged white lightning bolts clung to the craterlike ceiling at what must have been a hundred different points, and they were all interwoven with each other like an electrical spider’s web that shook and flashed blindingly above the entire city. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I chuckled against the stone, and I couldn’t help laughing in earnest as the lighting continued wreaking havoc for another five minutes. 
 
    Eventually, it slowly died away like a storm running out of steam, and as the last few zaps shot between the spires of the buildings, I finally lowered my shield and looked around.  
 
    Hulsan’s body looked like a charred tree branch with gnarled limbs jutting out from four places, and what used to be his head was a blackened smudge of ash across the ground. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Kurna hollered as he climbed out from behind the rubble, and the burly Ignis Mage was shaking so badly, he could hardly put one foot in front of the other. 
 
    “Uhh … ” I chuckled as I stood and eyed my pistol. “It’s a new weapon I’m working on. It definitely needs a few adjustments, though.” 
 
    I sent the man an apologetic grin as he gaped at the 1911, and then I heard Urn’s voice booming at my back. 
 
    “Flynt!” he growled, and I turned to see the large Terra Mage leading four other Defenders with wide eyes and furious scowls. “Fire that weapon in this Oculus one more time, and I’ll be forced to … to … ” 
 
    I tried not to smirk as the man failed to come up with anything by the time he reached me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll fix it,” I finally laughed. “This is just a prototype, and that was not what I expected to happen, but you have to admit, it was pretty fucking awesome.” 
 
    A Defender behind Urn nodded whole-heartedly, and even Urn struggled against a grin as he stubbornly furrowed his brow another measure. 
 
    “Well … he’s dead anyways,” Urn said gruffly as he adjusted his belt and gestured to Hulsan. “At least he didn’t take the whole damn city down with him.” 
 
    “We’ll rebuild it,” I assured him. “It could have been a lot worse.” 
 
     “That dome won’t be easy to recreate,” one of the Defenders muttered, and as everyone turned toward the library that had somehow survived the attack, my heart nearly stopped. 
 
    “Shit!” I yelped, and I broke into an all-out sprint across the city. 
 
    I didn’t slow down for a second until I’d skidded across the entire glassy floor of the library entrance and nearly face planted at the bottom of the cellar stairs, and then I barreled down the dimly lit halls and smashed into the door of Wyresus’ study. 
 
    Barnik glared up at me from his seat in the corner, and he had his arms firmly crossed while Wyresus clung to his waist like a frightened child. 
 
    Relief flooded my numb legs that neither of the men had been found during the attack, but Barnik’s green eyes flashed dangerously like he was on the verge of skinning Wyresus alive. 
 
    “Ale,” he demanded. “Now.” 
 
    I laughed through my gasping breaths, and Wyresus finally opened his eyes just a sliver. 
 
    “D-Defender Flynt!” he whimpered. “Th-There’s been an attack on the Oculus, and I could have been killed!” 
 
    “Aye,” Barnik growled. “If ye’ don’t let go of me in the next ten seconds, you’ll certainly be dead.” 
 
    “Ale,” I quickly agreed with a harried nod, “I’ll get you more ale. Or Rosh! Do you like Rosh?” 
 
    The gruff Aer Mage’s expression immediately cleared. “Ye’ve got Rosh?” 
 
    “So much Rosh.” 
 
    “You get me some Rosh, and I’ll sing him a lullaby before bed,” Barnik said with a grin. 
 
    “I’ll have it here within the hour,” I assured the man, and I left him looking much less scowly with Wyresus still clinging to his waist. “Gods, that guy’s one mug away from murdering the head of the Order.” 
 
    I rifled my sooty hair as I slipped over shattered multi-colored glass on my way out of the library, but the fact they were both unharmed and still guarding the Elven scrolls eased my mind by several degrees.  
 
    In the distance, I could see the Defenders already working to restore the damage Hulsan had caused, but I didn’t join them. I turned down a side street instead, and as I began working my way through the alleys next, I scanned everywhere for Pindor. 
 
    The stark look of the Baroness’ two-toned eyes when they’d vanished was burned into my mind, but I could hear a nervous heartbeat somewhere close by now, and it was zigzagging down alleyways just like me, which I took as a good sign. 
 
    Then I finally ran into Pindor between two half destroyed buildings, and the kid went bug eyed and nearly collapsed when he saw me. 
 
    “You’re alive!” he croaked as he stumbled over. “I thought you were dead when all that lightning took off, wh-what was that? Was it that crazy guy?” 
 
    “Nah, it’s just a weapon I’m working on,” I muttered. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Y-Yeah,” he stammered with a frantic nod. 
 
    “Where’s the Baroness?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted, and he glanced nervously over his shoulder. “She ditched me in an alley after the lightning stopped.” 
 
    “Did she say anything?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, and I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” I sighed, and Pindor managed half a smirk of agreement. “What were you doing in here, anyway? Defender Urn told everyone to go to Falmount. You could have been killed.” 
 
    “Well, not really, the Baroness snatched me up and made me invisible once that crazy guy went after you,” Pindor said with a shrug, “but you stayed, and then your women left without you, so I figured something pretty fucking bad was about to happen, and you might need help.” 
 
    I raised my brows. “Damn. You’re almost as stupid as me.” 
 
    “At least I show up,” he snorted. “If you’d have been here days ago--” 
 
    “I told you I was in Jagruel,” I sighed as I rifled my hair. “I’m gonna have a word with Jenik, though, if he’s my squire he’s gotta cut the shit. More importantly, how the hell did you know about this attack? And why didn’t you tell anyone else?” 
 
    “The Baroness told me,” he said. “I didn’t know what to do, I thought she caught on to what I was doing and might be messing with me, and everyone hates me already, so if I made a huge deal and nothing happened, I’d never hear the end of it.” 
 
    “The Baroness knew this would happen days ago?” I clarified, and an uneasy feeling began to creep across my chest 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I sent you the note,” Pindor explained as he kneaded his broken arm. “I was talking to her, you know, doing what you told me to do, but she doesn’t answer anything! I couldn’t even get her to tell me her mom’s name. She’s impossible, and she’ll only talk about you, which is honestly getting so irritating and--” 
 
    The kid’s eyes went wide as he suddenly reached out to grab me, and when sheer panic overtook his expression, I caught his flailing arm to steady him. 
 
    “What’s--” 
 
    “I can’t see,” Pindor gasped as his blind eyes practically bulged from his head. “I … I can’t hear. She’s gonna kill me, isn’t she? She’s here, and she’s gonna fucking kill me. Shit! I knew she was gonna kill one of us!” 
 
    I locked my hold on the kid’s arm as I shifted to shield him behind my back, and as I turned toward the darkened end of the alley, I heard a familiar chuckle drift out from the shadows. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21  
 
    The Baroness sauntered down the alley with her long black dress flowing loosely around her, and I tried not to notice the way her nipples urgently pressed against the sheer fabric. She had an amused little smirk on her ebony lips as she came to a stop in front of me, and her two-toned eyes held mine without blinking. 
 
    Then Pindor let out a nervous squeak behind me as he dug his nails into my arm, and I furrowed my brow. 
 
    “You don’t have to incapacitate the kid,” I informed her. “He knows you well enough.” 
 
    “He tends to ramble,” the Baroness said flatly. “He’s a bit of an imbecile. You could thank me for babysitting him for you.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said with a low chuckle. “You asked him to look after me. My mistake. I forgive you, by the way. He looks like you, so I didn’t mind him stumbling around with his crude attempts to flirt and spy.” 
 
    “He does not look like me,” I informed her a little too quickly. “He stole my haircut, that’s it.”  
 
    The Baroness’ eyes glinted as she flashed her stark white teeth, and I ground my jaw while I tried to remember what the hell I wanted to say to her. It was nearly impossible to focus with her all black eye boring into mine, and the ghostly white one was so distracting, it was difficult not to stare at it. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “How did you know about this attack?” 
 
    “I make it my business to know many things others don’t,” the Baroness replied as she came a step closer. “I have a talent for keeping secrets.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I snorted. “You could have prevented this attack, but you decided to tell no one. Why?” 
 
    Her smirk fell into a stern line. “I told Pindor.” 
 
    “He’s sixteen,” I scoffed. “It’s not his job to protect the entire Oculus. You, on the other hand, had every ability to ensure this didn’t happen. All of this trouble could have been avoided. Now, it’s a mess for me to handle, but that’s not a concern to you, is it?” 
 
    The Baroness’ gaze darkened as she grinned and shook her head. 
 
    I took a steadying breath since my irritation was only building, and then I managed a tense nod. “I’m guessing that dear friend of yours put you up to it, then?” 
 
    “My dear friend doesn’t bother worrying about which side I’m helping or hurting,” she said with a light shrug. 
 
    “Sounds like a dangerous line to walk.” 
 
    “It is, but I have my secrets to keep me safe,” the Baroness informed me, and I couldn’t help noticing her gaze drifted to my lips. “Besides, I happen to enjoy impending doom. It’s incredibly lucrative.” 
 
    “And how lucrative am I?” I asked, and her eyes shot back to mine. 
 
    I waited her out as she stood there with a stone-cold expression, but then Pindor began muttering to himself behind my back. 
 
    “She’s gonna fucking kill me,” he squeaked. “Any second. This is it. She’s gonna--” 
 
    I elbowed him in the ribs to shut him up a bit, and the kid’s grip on my arm became painfully tight as he went back to quietly hyperventilating instead. 
 
    Then the Baroness’ lips curled into a coy grin. “You have as many enemies as you do allies, Mason Flynt. Naturally, wherever you go, secrets tend to fetch a better price.” 
 
    “So, you’ve got some pretty high bidders waiting for you to deliver everything you can find out about me,” I guessed, and the woman arched an ebony brow. 
 
    “Do you think so little of me?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted, “but I’m not an idiot. You make it your job to collect everyone’s secrets, and it sure as hell sounds like you’ve been after all of mine lately.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t bother you very much, does it?” the Baroness purred, and she took another step forward so her perfect breasts brushed against my chest. Her scent was heady and intoxicating in a way that reminded me of the jungles, and she tilted her chin to bring her lips only inches from mine. 
 
    I tried to remind myself I was pissed at her, and that it didn’t matter her ebony skin looked as soft as velvet, or that her lips were plush and moist, or that her nipples were hard against me. She let the Master’s mages terrorize the entire Oculus and still strolled around with a careless grin, and the fact she was the type to fill her pockets with secrets at who knew what price meant no one was safe near her. 
 
    Especially me. 
 
    Still, the way she looked up at me now made her ghostly eye suddenly seem sweet and searching, and the coal black of the other made my blood burn as her thick lashes fluttered ever so slightly. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “How did those mages get in here?” 
 
    “I do not know,” she murmured softly. “Would you like me to find out for you?” 
 
    My heart pounded heavy in my chest as the exotic scent of her began to overwhelm my senses, but then her brows furrowed, and I got the sense she was studying me. 
 
    So, I backed away. 
 
    “Something’s different about you,” the Baroness said skeptically. “You’ve been runed, haven’t you?” 
 
    It was impossible she could have figured that out just by looking at me, and for a second, I figured she must have found out from following me around Nalnora. Her countenance was unguarded as she considered me, though, and I could tell she wasn’t expecting to notice this.  
 
    So, I kept my expression unreadable, and I didn’t respond because she was the last woman in the world I needed to know more about me. 
 
    Then the Baroness raised her slender fingers toward my face, and my hand instinctively went to my 1911. 
 
    “You will thank me,” she assured me in a low voice, and she gently pressed her fingertips to my temple as I tightened my grip on the pistol. 
 
    I could feel her spark her Tenebrae Magic, and at first, I thought the kid had been right, and we were finally about to die, but then everything went quiet.  
 
    Not the sound of Pindor panicking behind me, but the constant muttering in the back of my mind. Suddenly, my head was clear, and a sweet silence I didn’t even know I missed this bad was restored. My shoulders relaxed immediately as I realized I’d been bracing myself for weeks against the noise of the runes, and I couldn’t help taking a few deep breaths while the sheer bliss of having my mind clear washed over me. 
 
    Then the Baroness’ lip curled once more as she pulled her hand from my temple, and to my surprise, the silence remained even without her touching me. 
 
    “You will have this peace for a few hours,” she told me, and then she turned to stroll back toward the shadows as I stared at the silhouette of her ebony ass beneath her sheer black dress.  
 
    Half of me knew I should stop her and ask her the dozens of questions I still had, but the heady smell of her was still drifting around me while the silence she’d instilled in my mind left me rooted in a blissful state of relief. All I could do was watch her hips sway methodically behind her long black hair, and even Pindor’s whimpering couldn’t distract me from the sultry chuckle the woman let out as she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mason Flynt,” the Baroness purred. “Your secrets are safe with me.” 
 
    Then the Baroness faded into the shadows as a chill prickled at the back of my neck, and Pindor gasped the moment his vision and hearing were restored again. 
 
    “Wh-What’d she do?” he stuttered as he whipped his head around to look for the Baroness. “Where’d she go? Did she blind you, too? I can’t believe we’re alive.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, and as I considered the silence in my mind, I realized the shadowy woman could have just tricked me. 
 
    “Pindor, cut my arm open,” I said at once and pulled a dagger from my belt. 
 
    “What?” he scoffed.  
 
    “Never mind,” I muttered, and I sliced my skin open right across the crook of my arm. My runes didn’t begin chanting in retaliation, though, and my heart nearly stopped as I thought the Baroness had somehow blocked my healing powers.  
 
    But then I recognized a leaden sensation in my limbs, and in another fifteen seconds, my bloodied arm had healed itself. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I sighed as I rifled my hair. “I thought she got me.” 
 
    “I’m not spying on that woman anymore,” Pindor informed me with a shudder. “I know I’m your squire, but I won’t do it. She’s too fucking scary. Really sexy, but too scary. Just not worth it.” 
 
    I nodded as I returned my dagger to my belt, and I gestured back to the streets. “You’re not spying on her any more. Come on, let’s get back to Falmount.” 
 
    Defender Urn looked furious when he saw Pindor walking beside me, but I assured him the kid would follow orders from now on to spare Pindor the wrath of the burly Terra Mage. The entire front quarter of the Oculus was already fully restored, and I could tell Urn had taken on the bulk of the work by the strained lines around his eyes. The rest of the Defenders were still battered from the fight as they worked to clear the streets and reroute the flooding, and I knew we’d need the help of our other mages if we were going to fully restore the Oculus to its original glory. 
 
    “We’ll start on the rest of the repairs tomorrow,” I chuckled as I clapped Urn on the shoulder. “I think all the Defenders have done enough for one day, and I hear there’s a celebration going on in Falmount.” 
 
    “I hear those ogres gave you a shipment of Rosh,” Urn grunted. “That true?” 
 
    “Rosh?” Kurna asked as he perked up, and I couldn’t believe this one word seemed to turn everyone’s mood around so easily. 
 
    “Yeah, the ruler of the ogres was grateful for our assistance,” I explained. “He said he’d keep up a steady supply of Rosh for both Flynt’s Pubs.” 
 
    Kurna immediately headed for the stone gates of the Oculus, and it took the other Defenders all of ten seconds to follow suit.  
 
    I shook my head as Pindor and I followed the troop out of the magical city and through the tunnel entrance, and by the time I made it to the courtyard, they were all surrounded by the members of the king’s court.  
 
    The barons and their wives had clearly been informed about the attack already, and they praised the Defenders for their bravery and resilience in protecting the members of the Order of the Elementa. 
 
    Urn stood stoically silent as three charming duchesses fanned themselves and fretted over the gash in his neck, and Kurna sent one of the baron’s daughters into a giggling frenzy with a single grin. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to respond to the many thanks coming my way, though, because four beautiful women were shoving right through the ritzy crowd to get at me, and their weaponry alone was enough to keep anyone from trying to block their way. 
 
    Then Cayla locked my vest in her grip to pull me into a heated kiss, but seconds later, Aurora shoved her aside, and I found myself being passed between the four women like I was the last bottle of Rosh in the kingdom. 
 
    I laughed as they all struggled to get at me with their hugs and kisses, and Deya finally just settled for leaping on my back since she didn’t weigh a damn thing anyway. 
 
    Then I stumbled forward to pin the other three against the side of the Mustang, and they all let out little moans as they hungrily delved their tongues into my mouth and clutched at my neck and shirt. Before any of them were done with me, another would roughly drag me over for her turn, and I just let them do as they pleased as I kneaded their supple hips and occasionally slid my palm to their asses for a squeeze. 
 
    Then someone abruptly cleared their throat, and I peeled Shoshanne’s lips from mine as I looked over my shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, Temin,” I chuckled awkwardly. 
 
    “If it’s not too much trouble,” the king said with a smirk, “I’d like a word with you, Defender Flynt, seeing as my Oculus appears to be in shambles.” 
 
     “Yeah, sure,” I laughed, and the king turned to head toward the castle steps. 
 
    My women locked their arms around mine, though, and I could tell none of them were about to stay behind this time. So, I just shrugged while Deya giggled from my back, and I followed the king through the crowd of nobility. 
 
    The guards had the doors of the castle already parted for us, and the king offered them a curt nod as he led us into the marble halls. 
 
    “I should be used to having you sav--” 
 
    Temin came to a startled stop as he looked back and noticed the women glued to me, and he chuckled when Cayla cocked her brow and tightened her hold on my arm. 
 
    “Ladies.” The king bowed politely and gestured ahead. “Why don’t you join us in the throne room?” 
 
    My women giggled as they dragged me with them down the hall, and when we made it to the oak chairs of the throne room, Deya immediately hopped down to steal a spot on my lap before anyone else could.  
 
    Cayla and Aurora perched themselves on the arms of my chair, and I could feel Shoshanne running her fingers threw my hair as she stood behind me. 
 
    Temin was shaking his head to himself when he took his seat across the large desk, and he raised his brows at the sight of us. 
 
    “I could have sworn you all usually manage to keep a few inches of space between yourselves and Defender Flynt,” the king said.  
 
    I grinned. “It got kind of hectic earlier. They were a little--” 
 
    “Worried,” Shoshanne mumbled as she stroked my hair. 
 
    “And lonely,” Deya added. 
 
    “And furious,” Aurora muttered as she sent me a fiery look. 
 
    “And impatient.” Cayla shifted her holster so she could pull my hand into her lap, and I could see the muscles in her jaw tense while she toyed with the sleeve of my shirt. 
 
    “I know,” I sighed, “but Hulsan could track anything in seconds flat. He’s seen how much you all matter to me, and there’s no chance he wouldn’t have used that against me in there. I couldn’t have protected all of you at once, and the Defenders, too. I needed you out of there for your own safety.” 
 
    Aurora stubbornly rolled her eyes, but Deya just smiled sweetly. 
 
    “I’m just glad you came back safe to us, Mason,” she murmured as she began tucking more kisses on my neck, but then Temin cleared his throat so loudly, the elf straightened up at once with a fierce blush on her cheeks. 
 
    Cayla casually took hold of the elf’s braid like she needed to be restrained, and when Aurora and Shoshanne burst out laughing, the king let out a sigh of amusement. 
 
    “Defender Flynt, do control your women long enough for us to discuss the events in the Oculus.” 
 
    “They’ll behave,” I chuckled, and my women nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” Temin muttered. “Now, what is this about Defender Hulsan? I wasn’t aware he was in Serin.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, and I realized I had a lot to explain. “It’s kind of a long story, but to sum up, Hulsan built the fortress in the eastern foothills that I told you about, and he’s been trying to get me to join the Master’s side, but I didn’t really catch on until today.” 
 
    The king stared dumbfounded, so I continued. 
 
    “Then a Terra Mage named Pindor summoned me here because he was concerned about the safety of the Oculus, and when I arrived, a fleet of mages branded by the Master’s rune were attempting a mass branding of everyone in the Oculus to overthrow the Order.” 
 
    “They weren’t successful,” Aurora quickly added as Temin began to look green. 
 
    “Yeah, we handled it,” I assured him. “Some mages were branded, but my automaton’s already bringing them to the infirmary in Falmount so we can remove the brandings. The Defenders managed to counter a lot of the damage to the Oculus too, but Hulsan was a powerful Terra Mage, and we have some serious rebuilding to do.” 
 
    “Was?” the king managed. 
 
    “Uh … yeah,” I admitted. “I killed him.” 
 
    Temin slowly nodded. “Proceed.” 
 
    “So, we have to figure out how nearly two hundred of the Master’s mages managed to break into the Oculus,” I continued, “and I’ll have our mages begin on the repairs tomorrow. We just got back from Jagruel, obviously, but we ended up killing two of the Master’s mages out there who were capturing the ogres to brand them. I’ll be building another automaton to guard the region and ensure we don’t have a repeat of the issue out there, and I’m considering arming the members of the Order with a new weapon of mine, but I need to work out a few issues with it first.” 
 
    I could almost see all of Temin’s brain cells standing stunned behind his eyes as he just stared at me, and after two full minutes without him moving a muscle, Aurora shifted uncomfortably on the arm of my chair. 
 
    “Temin?” I tried. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” Temin said with a tiny nod. “Just thinking. So … everything was nearly lost, but now it isn’t, and we’re moving ahead with … ” 
 
    “Better weaponry,” I said with a shrug, “an alliance with the ogres, an extra hundred or so mages, because Shoshanne revived them while I was gone, and some information to go off where the fortress is concerned.”  
 
    “I see,” the shell-shocked king murmured.  
 
    I grinned. “Don’t worry, Temin, it’s all under control.” 
 
    “Oh good,” he said with a nervous chuckle. “Well then … h-how was your trip?” 
 
    Aurora snorted as Cayla tried to hide her grin behind Deya’s back. 
 
    “It was nice,” I admitted. “The ogres were pretty awesome, and no one tried to eat any of us, so that was cool.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious?” Temin scoffed. 
 
    “No, it’s true,” I assured him. “We feasted, we drank, we killed the bad guys. It was fun.” 
 
    Temin furrowed his brow incredulously. “And we actually have their alliance?” 
 
    Deya glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, and I tried to push Hulsan’s words out of my mind as I took a deep breath. 
 
    “Temin, I’ll be honest with you,” I finally said, “the divide between your kingdom and Jagruel is still firmly in place. The alliance I gained is with myself alone.” 
 
    I waited for Temin to blow up, or look betrayed, or something, but he just leaned forward on the desk. 
 
    “But they will assist you against this Master?” he clarified, and he didn’t seem at all concerned by my honesty. 
 
    “Yeah,” I told him with some confusion. “I have their full alliance and have been promised any numbers I need when the time comes to storm the Master’s fortress.” 
 
    “Excellent!” the king exclaimed with pleasant surprise. “This all went better than I expected!” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “So, you’re not … ?” 
 
    “Goodness no,” the king snorted. “Grot despises me, and frankly, I despise him as well. He absolutely repulses me, but as you said, what matters is the Master not gain that kind of power. If the ogres can work with you, then we’re all better off. Although, now that I don’t personally have the alliance, I can take no credit amongst the other nations, which means they will all be hearing about your added efforts in the name of their safety.” 
 
    I nodded as my women grinned proudly. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “I’ll have any exorbitant gestures of gratitude sent directly to you at Falmount,” Temin said with a wave of his hand. “Including my own. What do you think … that statue? It weighs over ten thousand pounds, and it’s solid gold. Interested?” 
 
    I glanced toward the corner where a twenty-foot tall sphinx statue wrought entirely from gold stood snarling on its hindlegs.  
 
    “No, that’s alright,” I muttered. “I don’t really need a giant golden sphinx.” 
 
    Then Cayla cleared her throat. “Temin, surely you aren’t going to allow Defender Flynt to receive no acknowledgement of his sacrifices when your kingdom is so wholly indebted to him.” 
 
    “Cayla … ” I warned. 
 
    “Of course, I wouldn’t dream of it,” Temin hastily assured the princess, and Cayla narrowed her icy blue eyes. “Wh-What would you have me do, Princess Balmier?” 
 
    “If I were in your position?” she asked coolly. “I would have offered him a baronetcy months ago.”  
 
    I sighed and looked down at the pair of slender thighs draped across my lap, but I already knew Cayla would get her way. She always did. 
 
    “Excellent idea!” Temin said with a gracious nod to the princess. “Defender Flynt, it is my great honor and duty to bestow upon you the title of Baron in the court of Illaria. You will henceforth be a formal member of my council and be entitled to the address of Lord, Excellency, Baron, and really whatever you wish.” 
 
    “And the land encompassing Falmount Rift will thus be relinquished to Mason,” Cayla added. 
 
    “Absolutely!” the king agreed. “Along with say … the ten miles surrounding it. I’ll have the parcel borders drawn up and delivered to you in the next few days.”  
 
    Cayla nodded in approval, but I saw a smirk twitch at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Then Temin sent me a broad grin. “Well, that handles everything quite nicely doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yep,” I muttered. 
 
    “Don’t forget to take your next payment with you,” the king added as he stood and gestured toward another giant chest waiting beside the entryway. “The railway continues to bring wealth to every quarter of the city, thanks to you. I would pester you about that tariff situation, but you’ve certainly done enough for one day.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I chuckled as Aurora trotted over to the chest of gold and sent me a devilish wink. 
 
    The king escorted us to the courtyard while I used my metal magic to carry the chest, and my women giggled ahead of us as they murmured a dozen ideas into each other’s ears that all seemed to end with me fucking one of them in a pile of golden coins. 
 
    Luckily, Temin’s hearing wasn’t as acute as mine, and he carried on about gathering the other barons within the week to discuss the tariffs enforced on the dwarven nation. 
 
    I grinned from the steps of the castle as the nobility parted to make way for my women, and while I sent the chest to the roof of the Mustang, I turned to Temin. 
 
    “I’ll keep you posted on any other developments,” I told him, “but from what I saw today, the mages are advancing quickly with their training. There are even a few I’d suggest you promote to Defender soon. We could use all the help we can get.” 
 
    I offered my hand to the king, but he just furrowed his brow as he looked at it. 
 
    “Defender Flynt, I must be blunt,” he finally said, and I lowered my hand uneasily. “As much as I appreciate all that you do for my kingdom, I am not the sort of ruler who enjoys taking advantage of the courage and unwavering dedication of good men. Furthermore, I’ve come to consider you more of a friend than a subject, and although I know you stretch yourself thin tending to the threats that weigh down not only on my kingdom but on the other nations, I have to ask … would you consider doing me the favor of taking over the Order of the Elementa?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to decline, but the king held up a hand to stop me 
 
    “Hear me out,” he chuckled. “You would be in a position to directly influence laws of defense in Illaria, and if I’m not mistaken, you already fulfill many of the duties Wyresus is meant to uphold. You oversee the training of the mages, protect the Oculus, tend to the concerns of the citizens, and I have no doubt Illaria would be safe with you leading our Defenders. All I’m asking is you consider the offer. Goodness knows that princess of yours would appreciate the title, if that’s any incentive.” 
 
    I grinned. “I’ll consider it, Temin.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” he said with a nod, and he shook my hand. “I look forward to hearing more terrifying news from you, most likely within the week.” 
 
    I chuckled as I headed down the steps and through the crowd, and Bobbie roared to life as I dropped into the driver’s seat beside Cayla. 
 
    “Baron Flynt,” she purred. 
 
    “Get over here,” I ordered, and the princess slid her hand to my belt as we headed out of the castle courtyard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Cayla spent the entire drive to Falmount with my dick down her moaning throat, and by the time we were parked in the clearing beside the house, I decided being a baron was going to be fucking awesome. 
 
    My knees were numb, and my arms fell limp from the steering wheel as Cayla slowly slid my cock out of her mouth. Then she chuckled and wiped a bit of my cum from the corner of her lips. 
 
    “I’ve never sucked the cock of a baron before,” the princess laughed. 
 
    “Me neither,” Aurora said, and she turned my head to kiss me while she leaned over the seat. “I’m next.” 
 
    “Deal,” I sighed with a hazy grin. 
 
    “Then me!” Deya announced. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting until tomorrow,” Shoshanne groaned with disappointment, and she climbed out of the car. “I have dozens of brandings to remove.” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” I countered, and I quickly secured my belt before I hoisted the healer over my shoulder. “You’re celebrating with us. Those mages won’t be waking up for hours, and you can sober up with that staff of yours before then.” 
 
    Shoshanne giggled as I carted her down the lane toward the market, and the rest of my women fell in step behind me. 
 
    Up ahead, the torches in the marketplace were burning bright while the noise of raucous mages echoed all over the village, and I ignored how many life affirming moans were coming from the houses we passed. Every mage from the Oculus and the village were filling the lanes and gathering wherever there was a spare patch of grass, and I couldn’t even count how many times someone fell backward out of a window to a chorus of drunken laughter. 
 
    We were halfway to the market when I caught sight of Haragh towering above the others, and when I called out to him, the man turned two black eyes and a bloody lip my way. 
 
    “I can’t believe I left ye’ to handle that alone,” the half-ogre said as he met us in the lane. “I should’ve been there with ye’, I should’ve--” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled, “we took care of the Oculus, and besides, it’s Taru’s first night in Falmount. You two should be getting settled.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re settled,” he said as he fought against a smirk. “She’s, uh … she’s pretty tuckered out, so she’s sleepin’ now. I feel terrible about missin’ the battle, though. Shit’s blowin’ up, and here I am just … well.” 
 
    “Hey, it happens to the best of us,” I assured him. “Are you joining the celebration?” 
 
    “Nah, I better get back,” he said as he adjusted his vest. “Don’t want Taru thinkin’ I’m up to no good, or nothin’.” 
 
    I grinned as the half-ogre waded through the mages on his way to the northern woods, but then he turned and cupped his hands around his mouth. 
 
    “That’s excellent formation, by the way!” he hollered. “Lookin’ good!” 
 
    I glanced back to see my women were actually walking in ogre formation behind me without meaning to, and Aurora blushed as she rolled her eyes, but she didn’t move. 
 
    Deya sent me a glittering smile from her proper position, and Cayla shrugged in a way that made me think she absolutely did notice, but she just didn’t mind. 
 
    So, we ended up working our way through Falmount in excellent ogre formation, but when we got to the clearing between the large oak trees, I abruptly set Shoshanne down as we all gaped at the scene we’d walked into. 
 
    Barrels of Rosh were being dipped into all over the market, and every kind of mage was wielding their powers in the most ridiculous fashion imaginable. I couldn’t help wondering if I’d behaved this outrageously in Jagruel, but as I saw a Terra Mage swimming buck naked through a sinkhole, I had a feeling the answer was yes. 
 
    Even Kurna was standing on top of an empty barrel with his mage robes tied like a toga, and as he threw his arms out to the side and let out a devilish laugh, his entire head burst into flames. 
 
    The crowd around him raised their mugs and roared with approval, and all of my women laughed as they clutched my arms. 
 
    “This time, I’m drinking, too,” Aurora decided, and Cayla immediately followed the half-elf to a barrel of Rosh. 
 
    I chuckled as Deya squealed and dragged Shoshanne with her, and Raynor was all smiles and nods as he passed around empty mugs for everyone. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smirk as the women dunked their mugs and filled them to the brim. 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” Raynor rasped. “Just glad to see you all made it back alright. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I can’t thank you enough for talking to Shoshanne about Hulsan. I had no idea about his background, but you were right. Him and Abrus were both vying for the same job with the same intentions.” 
 
    Raynor’s smile faded as he furrowed his brow. “Damn shame. That’s why I left the Order. Too much deceit. You think you’re helping people, but …” He trailed off as he shook his head and glanced toward the pub. “I hear this new head of the Order’s no better. Promoting mages who ought not be in a position of power. Can’t trust anyone these days.” 
 
    “The king uh … he mentioned he was looking for a new head of the Order,” I admitted, and I eyed Aurora already downing her second mug of Rosh. 
 
    Raynor shook his head. “Probably be more of the same.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I allowed. “I think that’s why he offered me the position.” 
 
    I glanced sidelong to see the old barkeep staring at me in disbelief, and I sent him a sheepish grin. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll accept it,” I told him. “That’s a lot of responsibility, and I’ve got all of this to take care of, and--” 
 
    “You oughtta take it,” Raynor cut me off. “Need a man who’ll respect the job, and you look after the mages as it is. I tell ye’, if a man like you was head of the Order, it’d really stand for something again. Undo a lot of damage and deceit.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with half a grin. “I’m still thinking about it. I just got handed Falmount and a baronetcy, so I’m just trying to wrap my head around where I’m at.” 
 
    “Baron now?” he asked with a hoarse chuckle. 
 
    “Apparently.” I nodded. 
 
    “Well, get that mug filled,” he urged as he prodded me forward. “No sense lettin’ all these youngins celebrate without you. Hell, they’ll drink up all this Rosh before you get one sip. Baron’s supposed to drink before the rest.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled while he nodded and smiled, and I joined my women to find them already glassy eyed and giggling. 
 
    “Mason, tell her,” Aurora demanded as she pointed at Deya. “Tell her no one knows about her. She’s freaking out.” 
 
    I glanced at Deya to see her not so much freaked out as she was blankly tipsy, but she nodded fervently. 
 
    “No, it’s true, I heard it!” the elf insisted. “Mason, tell her.” 
 
    I laughed as I realized this was going to be one hell of a night, and I gestured for the women to join me at a stone table someone had left beside the library. 
 
    Deya tipped right into my lap with a silvery giggle, and the others gathered around the table with us as they chugged their Rosh. 
 
    “Alright, first of all, you guys really gotta pace yourselves on the Rosh,” I muttered. “Deya is right, though. Hulsan knew about her, but I don’t know how.” 
 
    “I told you!” Deya scoffed and held her pointed nose high in the air. “I told you, I have these beautiful ears, and they heard everything.” 
 
    “Fine, you heard everything,” Aurora snorted and propped her chin in her palm, but then her hazy emerald eyes went wide. “Wait … that’s so bad!” 
 
    “So bad,” Cayla muttered into her mug. The princess was as stoic as ever, but her hooded gaze betrayed how drunk she was already getting, and I grinned as I considered she was the most composed drunk woman I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Nooo,” Shoshanne groaned, and she leaned over to clumsily throw her arms around the pink-haired elf, “I’m not giving Deya back. She’s mine.” 
 
    “She’s yours?” I chuckled as I eyed the healer’s bright red cheeks, and Shoshanne fell into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “Ours,” she finally managed. “She’s our sister and your woman, and that’s that.” 
 
    “I love you guys,” Deya sighed. “We’re gonna kill all those armies, just watch.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Cayla said as her eyes closed. “Mason, kill the armies.” 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed. “We can talk about all this when there’s less Rosh around. Why don’t you guys let me worry about Nalnora, and you just enjoy your evening, alright?” 
 
    Then Deya gasped with sudden excitement, and her violet eyes glittered. “Let’s cause trouble! This will be so fun!” 
 
    “Okay!” Shoshanne giggled, and the elf grabbed Shoshanne’s hand to terry off into the crowd with her. 
 
    “She’s my favorite elf,” Aurora sighed as we watched the pair stumble away, “but wait … what happened, though? I hate not knowing things, tell me, please?” 
 
    I grinned as Cayla gave a stoic nod and swayed a bit. 
 
    “Uhh … a lot,” I laughed. “Basically, Hulsan just wanted me on the Master’s side, but something’s up, and I don’t know what. He wouldn’t try to kill me, and I kind of got the feeling they need me for something. He said the Master’s seen what I could become, which is kind of creepy.” 
 
    “So creepy,” Cayla mumbled. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled, “and besides that, he just tore the place apart, so we have a lot of repairs to do. Oh, and the Baroness was there, and she knew about the whole attack, but she only told Pindor.” 
 
    Aurora snorted. “That’s the least helpful thing she could have done.” 
 
    “She’s so sexy,” Cayla said with a nod, and I raised my brows. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What?” Cayla parroted. 
 
    “You’re not wrong,” Aurora admitted with a hazy tilt of her head. “Sometimes, I think about what she would look like under Mason. You know, she touched my neck once. It was … ” 
 
    I laughed as the two women exchanged a drunken look, and I couldn’t believe they weren’t going on about how scary the Baroness was for once. This was definitely unexpected, but their mugs were empty, so that probably had a lot to do with it. 
 
    “She is sexy,” I allowed, “but I don’t think--” 
 
    “What was she wearing?” Cayla interrupted. 
 
    I smirked. “Same as usual. A black dress. It was see-through.” 
 
    “Ughhh,” Aurora groaned. “Of course, it was. What color were her nipples?” 
 
    “What?” I scoffed. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    Cayla furrowed her brows. “Yeah, but what color were they?” 
 
    “The same color as the rest of her,” I sighed as I shook my head. “We’re getting completely off topic. Look, I don’t know what to say about the Baroness, but if she knew about that attack and did nothing, that’s probably a bad sign. Plus, she said she sells people’s secrets, which is dangerous for us, because she knows about Deya, and she follows me around, and she knows about my runes now, too. So--” 
 
    “She likes you,” Cayla snorted. “She follows you around, and she hasn’t gotten you murdered yet. Proof.” 
 
     “How many mugs have you had?” I cocked a brow. 
 
    “Three,” Cayla said with a shrug. “Four, soon.” 
 
    “Great,” I chuckled as I caught sight of Defender Urn heading over. “We’ll just discuss this later, then.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Cayla purred. 
 
    “No, Lord!” Aurora blurted, and the princess giggled as she grabbed her empty mug and dragged the half-elf to her feet. 
 
    “Yes, my Lo--” 
 
    “Don’t say it,” I warned. “Go get your Rosh.” 
 
    The two women were laughing their asses off as they ran right into Defender Urn, and they rebounded by several feet before they managed to wander back toward the barrels on each other’s arm. 
 
    “I see your women are enjoying the celebration,” Urn muttered as he sat beside me. 
 
    “Yeah, this is gonna be a shit show,” I chuckled, and I gestured to the man’s ale. “You’re not a Rosh man?” 
 
     Urn sent me a sober shake of the head. “Last time I drank Rosh, I woke up in a Cedis dungeon with a life sentence for robbing every pub between Serin and Gyton. It took a petition from eighty Defenders to overturn the charges, and Temin suspended my service for a full year over it.” 
 
    “Hoooly shit,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’ll stick to ale,” he said with a grin, but after a moment, he eyed me uneasily. “So, I’ve been talkin’ with the Defenders about earlier.” 
 
    I nodded. “Look, I know you didn’t want to kill the mages, and I know I took it upon myself to--” 
 
    “No, not that,” he assured me with a dismissive wave of his hand. “You … you were right about the mages. I’m not saying we shouldn’t try to save them, but what happened today … I didn’t think we were gonna make it. Those possessed mages were too fast and too strong. We’d have lost every mage in the Oculus if you hadn’t arrived, that’s just the truth of it. You did what needed to be done.” 
 
    “I’m glad you see it that way,” I admitted, and Urn furrowed his brow at his pint. 
 
    “But what Hulsan said,” he continued, “about you and that elf. Is it true? Did you really take that girl from Nalnora against the law?” 
 
    “It’s a shit law,” I told him in a low voice, and I sent him a pointed look. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I do,” Urn assured me, “but there would be a war over it?” 
 
    I sighed and finished my Rosh before answering. “Most likely. Her brother has a decent army, which might change things, but for now, I’m not really too worried about it to be honest.” 
 
    “Of course, you’re not,” he snorted, but when I looked over, Urn had a broad grin beneath his mustache. “You’re just here to kick ass and fuck your women right, yeah?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I am,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Was that the official oath you took when you signed on as a Defender?” he asked. “Just to clarify.” 
 
    “Not in so many words,” I said with a grin. “That’s just my personal take on it. I think I’m doing alright, though.” 
 
    “Well, if it does come to it,” Urn said, and he sent me a sobering look, “I meant what I said about this Order. We protect our own no matter the stakes, and if it came to a war with the Elven houses, you’d have the Defenders on your side. Can’t say it’d do much good with that crazy lot, but it’s something.” 
 
    “Thanks, Urn,” I replied as I blinked in surprise. “I appreciate the support.” 
 
    “By the way, two of your women are robbing the mages,” he informed me as he stood to leave. “Probably wanna look into that.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed, and I grabbed my mug as I headed into the market. I didn’t find any of my women near the barrels while I refilled my Rosh, though, and I wandered all over the clearing without catching sight of Shoshanne or Deya. 
 
    I did see Kurna drunkenly teaching Aurora about magery while Cayla drank beside them, and Stan laid on his tummy on the princess’ head like he was enjoying the show. 
 
    Then Aurora’s arms burst into flames, and my jaw just about hit the dirt. The half-elf laughed hysterically as she stood there like a fiery, elven demon, and when she caught sight of me, her emerald eyes went wide with excitement. 
 
    “Mason, look!” she hollered across the clearing. “I’m on fire!” 
 
    I nodded as my brows shot up, and as I looked around me, water was leaping over the crowd from one Flumen Mage to the next like a beach ball at a concert, and several Ignis Mages were half-ignited just like Aurora. 
 
    “Yikes,” I mumbled, but all of them were laughing and admittedly getting very good at controlling their elements, and I realized how much had changed since I got back to Serin. 
 
    Half of these mages couldn’t even connect with their powers before we began training them, and in so short a time, all of this had developed. They’d stormed the Oculus and shot down our enemies without needing an order from me, and because of what we’d accomplished here, hundreds of mages were spared the onslaught of the Master’s forces tonight. 
 
    But Hulsan’s words were rooted in my mind now, and as I watched the other mages celebrate, I couldn’t help taking stock of where I was at this moment. 
 
    At this point, I really could unleash both Rhys’ and Dragir’s armies on the Elite of Nalnora if I gave the order, and with just a wave of my hand, they’d have the weaponry to manage a complete overthrow of power. 
 
    The ogres were waiting to take on anyone, anytime, anywhere in my name, and with King Temin as a trusted friend, the Oculus and every resource in his kingdom were at my disposal. 
 
    Even the King of Cedis would likely hand up his army for the love of his deadly daughter, and the Elders of Aurum were currently awaiting my instructions in the north with their fleet at the ready. 
 
    Here I was, the leader of a full-fledged army with the baddest weapons in the realm, which meant Hulsan had been right. 
 
    It was undeniably true that I did have the potential and power to take over every region in the realm if I wanted to. If I did, I could probably get with what the Master had in mind for this world, and I’d be his most powerful asset in the fight to do it. I could secure his vision, enact his will, and together, we’d bring the nations to their knees. 
 
    We’d have the whole world at our disposal with every kind of magic in hand, and who knew what we could create together? Hulsan said the Master knew what I was capable of, and while I was always getting better with my magery, I didn’t have that kind of foresight to know where I was headed, and part of me was itching to know. 
 
    But even as I thought this, a leaden resolve hit me hard in the gut. 
 
    If I’d learned anything about myself since coming to this realm, it was that I wasn’t the type of guy who’d be content to enact anyone’s will except my own. I was the guy who got the women I wanted, invented the weapons I needed, and forged the alliances that served me most. 
 
    I had it pretty fucking good, and what more could I ask for? 
 
    So, I smirked as I downed the last of my Rosh, but as I strutted on tipsy legs to get another refill, my eyes fell on a kid with hair much like my own, who wasn’t remotely sitting in his glory right now. 
 
    Pindor was posted against the wall of the library with his hands rooted in his pockets and a cast on his arm, and while he glowered at the clearing of mages, Jenik and Malika glowered right back while they sipped their ale by the pub. 
 
    I shook my head as I dunked my mug in a barrel, and then I strolled over to Pindor. 
 
    “You did good today,” I told the kid as I leaned against the wall, but he just shrugged. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I smirked. “Come on, you could’ve died at least ten times, and you didn’t. You’ve really gotta learn to take a win when they come your way.” 
 
    “I’ll work on it,” he muttered and averted his eyes to the ground. 
 
    “There’s a very simple solution to this,” I informed him. 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    “To being the cocky shit no one wants to talk to.” 
 
    Pindor scuffed his boot in the dirt, and I did my best not to chuckle at the dejected look of him. 
 
    “Just talk to Mina,” I tried. “Half these kids hate your ass because she’s a sweet girl with a lot of friends to look out for her. Go apologize to her, admit you made a mistake, and she’ll probably stop bitching about you to everyone in Falmount. She might even forgive you for leaving her tied to a bed, which would be a huge improvement to plotting your murder with Deli.” 
 
    Pindor didn’t respond or stop glaring at the dirt, and as I considered the dozen or so scowls coming his way, I caught sight of Mina across the clearing. 
 
    “Do me a favor,” I muttered, and I grabbed the kid by his vest and shoved him around the corner of the library. “Stay there.” 
 
    “Wha--seriously?” he groaned. “No one’s gonna hate you just for standing near me. I’m not spending the whole night--” 
 
    “Shhh …” I said out of the corner of my mouth, and I sent a friendly wave in Mina’s direction when she noticed me. “I know you’re rocking the stubborn idiot thing, but I’m kind of the same way, so you’re gonna have to trust me on this.” 
 
    “What?” Pindor asked in confusion, but Mina was already strolling over with her glass of dwarven wine. 
 
    “Hey, Mason!” she said with a dimpled smile. “I heard you kicked ass at the Ocu--” Mina’s smile fell the second she noticed Pindor in the shadows, and she sent me a thoroughly unamused stare. “Really?” 
 
    I grinned. “Yes, really. Do me a favor and don’t kill him until you hear him out.” 
 
    I clapped Pindor on the shoulder before I turned to track down my women, and I was glad to hear an irritated sigh from Mina rather than a firm slap across Pindor’s face. 
 
    Then a mage came barreling out of absolutely nowhere, though, and he crashed into me as he locked his arms around my waist. 
 
    I flailed and stumbled for several feet before finally catching myself on the edge of a barrel, and the mage let out a long drunken snort before he finally released me to steady himself on my shoulder. 
 
    That’s when I recognized his dense brow curls from the infirmary. 
 
    “Sebastian?” I chuckled in confusion. 
 
     “You … are my favorite guy,” he slurred and blinked up at me blearily. 
 
    “You look like you’re having a great night,” I laughed. “How’s your redheaded friend?” 
 
    “Lovely,” he assured me. “You’re her favorite guy, too.” 
 
    “Well, that’s cool.” 
 
    “No,” he hiccupped. “You saved my baby’s life. I don’t even … you’re my fucking favorite guy. She’s so grateful. I thought that was it. I mean, can a baby be born possessed? I don’t know.” 
 
    My grin faded as I tried to process Sebastian’s drunken rambling. 
 
    “Wait, do you mean ‘saved your baby’ like an actual baby?” I clarified. “She’s pregnant?” 
 
    “Yeah, she is,” he chuckled proudly. “You’re a good guy, Defender Flynt. Tell that curly haired lady she’s so nice, too. Sooo nice to cut that rune off.” 
 
    I nodded blankly as Sebastian swayed dangerously close to a torch, and then he stumbled off into the crowd with his mug spilling out all over the ground. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered, and I squinted into the crowd as some Terra Mage threw dust up all over the place to rain down like confetti. 
 
    Everything was getting messy now that flames and water jetted all over the place, but I could see the older Defenders posted near the pub and laughing heartily over the scene. They caught the flames before the trees ignited with a lazy wave of their hands, and a few of them were casually sending water spurts at the crowd to confuse the drunken mages. 
 
    Even Urn was cutting loose a bit, and he chuckled to himself as the whole ground tipped just enough to throw everyone off balance, but not so much that they knew what was going on. 
 
    Then I caught a glimpse of pink hair just before it vanished, and as I narrowed my eyes and wove through the mages, I finally caught Shoshanne by the wrist. 
 
    “Alright, where’s Deya?” I sighed, and the healer burst out laughing without a scrap of guilt. 
 
    Then she curled her finger to bring me closer, and as I leaned in, she giggled in my ear. 
 
    “She’s invisible!” Shoshanne whispered, and I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “You guys can’t rob the mages,” I informed her, but I failed to look stern about this. “Isn’t it against your oath as a healer to take advantage of the inebriated?” 
 
    “I would never!” Shoshanne scoffed, and she shoved a pile of coins and daggers into my arms. “I was just holding them for people. Deya’s the one causing trouble.” 
 
    “You are such a liar,” I chuckled. 
 
    “No, I am working,” she slurred with an indignant pout. “I am going to work because I’m a very important healer. So much bodies to cut up.” Then she giggled and buried her face in her hands. “Not cut up all the way, though, that would be so bad. Bad healing practices.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, come here,” I chuckled and pulled Shoshanne onto a stone dragon someone had created, and then I dumped the wares from the mages onto the ground and steadied the healer before she could tip backwards. “Remember that redheaded mage you removed the rune from? It turns out she was pregnant. Sebastian just--” 
 
    “Yes!” Shoshanne belted as she slammed her hands down on the dragon, and I jumped about a foot. “Mason, I saw it! It was sooo cute! I didn’t want to say anything because I didn’t know if they knew or not, and that would be so uncomfortable, but I saw it with my staff! Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can,” I admitted as she flushed with excitement. “In my world, we have machines that can see inside of people, and they use them to check on how a baby is growing during a pregnancy.” 
 
    “I did that!” Shoshanne exclaimed, and she grabbed my arm. “I did that same thing! I could see inside of her, and it was sooo cute! Mason it was like … the size of my hand. So tiny!” 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning while she stared adoringly at her palm, and the Rosh in my veins heated me to my core as the idea of a little curly headed baby with dimples and brown eyes came to mind. 
 
    Shoshanne with a baby in her arms suddenly seemed like the most natural thing in the world to me, and as she let out a dreamy sigh and looked up at me with her brown eyes gleaming, I shifted to try and avoid a full-on erection. 
 
    “So cute, I can’t even think about it,” the healer moaned, “but Mason, can you imagine what I could do? I can do anything. I can just see everything and heal everything.” 
 
    “Okay, I think you’ve had enough Rosh,” I snorted. “We can’t have you removing the wrong pieces of flesh tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be just fine,” Shoshanne giggled. “Remember why? Because I can use my healing staff to dilute the Rosh! I can do that!” 
 
    The healer stood up and flipped her curls over her shoulder as she blushed proudly. 
 
    “That’s right, I can do that!” she announced to no one in particular. “And you know what? I’m a fucking great healer.” 
 
    Shoshanne tripped over her high heels as she strutted off, and I had a gaping grin on my face while I watched her go. 
 
    “You want me to walk you back?” I hollered after her, and she managed to turn around without tripping over her own legs, too. 
 
    “No, you do everything,” she informed me. “I do walking. You do drinking, and I’ll cut up the mages.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow as she nodded decisively, and then she toppled right into Deya, who had her arms filled with bracelets, swords, and satchels of coins. 
 
    “Walk me back,” Shoshanne snorted. 
 
    “Okay!” Deya giggled, and the two tottered off toward the lanes. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s definitely time to go,” I muttered to myself, and I ducked under two mages wrestling from the top of their friends’ shoulders. 
 
    Then Kurna sprinted past without a shirt on as four young mages attempted to catch him, and I didn’t even want to know what that was about. I just wanted to wrangle my women before the Rosh had them all doing something they’d regret, and even though I was pretty drunk myself, I thought I did a decent job of pacing myself this time. 
 
    I could walk in sort of a straight line, at least, which was more than I could say for Cayla and Aurora, who were zigzagging around the clearing and carting two brimming mugs of Rosh. They teetered around as they giggled into each other’s ears with Stan eavesdropping and shaking his head, and when they saw me coming, Aurora gasped and dropped her mug altogether. Then she dragged Cayla with her to run drunkenly across the clearing. 
 
    “You saved a baby?” Aurora demanded as she skidded to a stop in front of me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Some guy named Sebastian says you saved his baby,” Aurora slurred and glared up at me. “You never told me that. Why don’t you tell me any of the sweetest things you do? Just because I like burning men alive doesn’t mean I don’t like sweet things. I like sweet things.” 
 
    “She likes sweet things,” Cayla mumbled as she sipped her Rosh. 
 
    “Hold up,” I chuckled, and I steadied the drunken half-elf. “First of all, I tell you pretty much everything, and Shoshanne saved that girl, not me. I just sponged up blood.” 
 
    “But your invention brought her back,” Aurora insisted. “You’re a baby saver!” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Cayla said with a stoic nod, but her eyes were at half-mast from the Rosh now, and she curled her hand around my bicep as she let out an approving moan. “Look at these muscles. These are the muscles of a baby saver.” 
 
    “Baron Flynt,” Aurora mused, “king of the babies.” 
 
    “Oookay,” I chuckled. “We should probably get--” 
 
    “Our baby would be king!” Cayla suddenly realized, and her lips slowly curled into a scheming grin. “Our baby would be such an incredible king. No one would be able to deny him.” 
 
    “He’d be so scary,” Aurora snorted. “Aww, our baby would be so feisty, though! Mason, our baby would light people on fire with one hand and electrocute them with the other!” 
 
    “Our baby would lead an uprising like this world has never seen,” Cayla murmured, and her icy blue eyes glinted with a kind of greed I’d never seen before. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s pull the reins in there,” I tried, but the women just kept on going, and I suddenly felt like I was on a train that was careening out of control. 
 
    “And Mason would be so sexy as a dad,” Aurora murmured as she eyed me up and down. “He’d be so strict, but goofy. I bet he’d let the baby ride around on Big Guy and kill things. He could make mini baby guns!” 
 
    “What?” I scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah, he’d be arming them at the age of four,” Cayla giggled, “and he could build them their own house so we can still have sex as much as we want without being interrupted. A baby palace.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s just--” 
 
    “Ours would have blue hair, though!” Aurora suddenly gasped, and her cheeks flushed as she grabbed me by the vest. “Mason, blue hair and--” 
 
    “Silver eyes, I know,” I groaned, and her lips were begging me to kiss them now. 
 
    What the hell it was about Rosh that made everyone lose their minds, I had no idea, but suddenly my lethal women were just spouting off more and more about the babies I would give them, and Aurora blasted right through every adorable combo she could think of. 
 
    I crinkled my brow as she blushed and giggled over little girls with metal and Ignis powers, and when she sighed and leaned against me with a wistful smile, I felt my body temperature skyrocket to a thousand degrees. 
 
    “Our baby would have black hair and silver eyes,” Cayla decided. “He’d have metal magic, and riches, and inherit Cedis, and Falmount, and--” 
 
    “I can’t do this,” I finally blurted. “We can’t talk about this, why are we drinking Rosh? This is such a bad idea. Look, it’s late, the sun’s practically coming up, and do you realize we left Jagruel less than a day ago? We need to sleep, and we’re going home.” 
 
    “But why?” Aurora moaned, and she pulled me flush against her before pulling the collar of my shirt aside. Then she started a heated trail of kisses down my chest. 
 
    Everything they were saying seemed to funnel straight to my dick, though, and with the Rosh coursing through me, I was suddenly overcome with a raging desire to make it all come to fruition right here in the damn market. 
 
    “Because I can’t stand in the middle of Falmount talking about babies with you guys,” I muttered through gritted teeth. 
 
    Cayla burst out laughing as Aurora collapsed against my chest in a fit of giggles, and I took a steadying breath as I tried to clear the direction of my thoughts. 
 
    “You’re blushing!” Cayla informed me, and Stan nodded from the top of her head. “Why are you blushing?” 
 
    Then I clutched my hair, and with the resolve of a man ten times my size, I managed to pull the women off me and turn them toward the lanes. 
 
    “Aaaand we’re going home,” I informed them, but the way they giggled at the command made it that much more difficult to douse my raging libido. 
 
    The fact they just kept carrying on about our babies didn’t help either, and by the time we finally tripped our way into the house, our hypothetical kids had destroyed the Master, taken over Nalnora, gained thousand man armies, and invented machines that could melt whole bodies into puddles while their other machines could reform those puddles into more Stans. Those Stans also numbered thousands, but Cayla decided they were for dancing with instead of killing things, and Aurora wanted to name half of them Ston and the other half Sten.  
 
    I could hear Deya and Shoshanne giggling in the bedroom, and as I shuttled Cayla and Aurora through the atrium, I caught a glimpse of the elf’s naked ass lounging on the bed. 
 
    “Our baby would be so cute,” Aurora slurred, “it would blind people.” 
 
    I sighed heavily as the giggling abruptly stopped, and when we entered the bedroom, two naked beauties were gaping dazedly at me with piles of stolen jewelry lining their necks and wrists. 
 
    “What baby?” Shoshanne drawled. 
 
    “Our baby!” Aurora informed the healer as she draped herself against me. 
 
    “Our baby is gonna be so handsome, women will just faint,” Cayla announced, and she stood there swaying in her leather corset. “They’ll faint the second they look at him.” 
 
    Deya and Shoshanne furrowed their brows in unison. 
 
    “They’re just on a bit of a tangent,” I muttered as I cleared the rest of Deya’s loot from the bed. “Apparently, our babies would be scary as hell.” 
 
    “Well, our baby would be the scariest,” Deya immediately challenged, and she brought herself up onto her knees with her hands propped on her naked hips. “Think of it! He’d be like my brother, but with Mason’s magic. He’d kill everyone! He’d be glorious!” 
 
    “Woah,” Aurora muttered with wide eyes. “That does sound scary.” 
 
    “Ours would be just as deadly,” Cayla scoffed. “And he’d be a royal, so … you know. Power.” 
 
    “Oh, our baby would have so much power,” Deya assured us with a know-it-all nod of her head. “Halcyan weapons, rune magic, magery, and dragons. Our baby would have pink hair and silver eyes, and he would hurl fire daggers at his enemies while he leads his fleet of dragon warriors.” 
 
    “Pink hair! So cute!” Aurora gushed, and I realized my lover must have been beyond super drunk, since she was forgetting that any child Deya and I had would be a half-elf, and Aurora knew how hard it would be for them. Hell, life would be hard for all of us if Deya bore my child. 
 
    “Oh! Yes!” Cayla giggled. “Pink hair … uhhhh … ” The princess was never one to accept defeat, but I could tell by her furrowed brow that she was having trouble topping this one, and I glanced between the two women as I tried to decide which one was more blitzed right now. 
 
    “Can our baby play with your baby?” the princess finally asked, and Deya nodded sweetly. 
 
    “I love your baby, he can take over the world with mine,” the elf assured her. 
 
    “But what about Shoshanne!” Aurora gasped. 
 
    “Me?” the caramel skinned beauty giggled. 
 
    “Such a beautiful and smart baby!” Cayla cheered as she put her fist in the air. “With just the darkest and curliest hair and big brown eyes.” 
 
    “Ohh, and that skin. Mason has nice skin, and so does Shoshanne.” Aurora wrapped her arm around the healer. 
 
    “You both are quite drunk,” Shoshanne giggled. 
 
    “Mason and Shoshanne’s baby would be a genius,” Deya pointed out. 
 
    “That’s what I said!” Cayla gushed as she clapped her hands. “They have the bestest brains!” 
 
    “Also, those lips and eyelashes,” Deya purred as the three women stared at Shoshanne’s blushing face. “Soooo pretty.” 
 
    “You three are incorrigible,” the healer scoffed as her face turned red. 
 
    “And the best blushes too!” Aurora laughed, and both Cayla and Deya both joined in. 
 
    “Would their baby have copper or sandy colored hair?” Deya asked. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait to find out,” Cayla sighed as she brushed her fingers through Shoshanne’s curls. 
 
    “I should be getting back to work,” Shoshanne sighed. “This was fun, though.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, “now that that’s settled, we should definitely lay the whole subject to rest and--” 
 
    “It will only take a little bit!” Cayla laughed. “He already pours so much sperm into us when he fucks us. You can work in an hour after he’s filled you up.” 
 
    “I guess I could--” Shoshanne started to say as she glanced at me, and somehow, her blush got even redder. 
 
    “Because all of our babies would join together and conquer everyone,” Aurora said with a devilish grin. “We all need to get pregnant right now! This is going to happen. Tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Cayla said. 
 
    “I agree,” Deya giggled. “Just the thought of bearing Mason’s child in my womb makes me--” 
 
    “We’d have to stop drinking the tea,” Aurora blurted. 
 
    “What tea?” I asked, and my brain spun as it tried to keep track of this conversation. 
 
    “Easy!” Cayla said. “We’ll stop tomorrow. Will it mean that tonight will be the night?” 
 
    “Are you all listening to me?” I groaned. 
 
    “This is the best idea we’ve ever had,” Aurora panted. 
 
    “I dunno if--” I started to say, but the drunk half-elf kept going. 
 
    “Mason, our babies could conquer your world, too! And the other ones! You said Nemris had other ones right? They could save all the worlds!” 
 
    “I mean … yeah,” I mumbled, but then I felt my belt buckle being undone, and I glanced down to see Cayla naked and kneeling in front of me. 
 
    “Whaaat are you doing?” I chuckled, since I hadn’t even noticed her take off her clothes. 
 
    “Have you not been paying attention?” Aurora huffed, and I turned to see her as naked as the others. “You’re giving us babies so they can take over the universe.” 
 
    “What?” I yelped, and I tried to move away, but Cayla shoved me flat across the bed. 
 
    “Shh … ” the princess growled with hunger. “Lay there and get hard for us. Then … give us all of your seed. Put babies in us, Mason. I’m dripping wet just thinking about it.” 
 
    “Meee tooooo,” Aurora hissed as she crawled over next to me and started to rub her fingers down my chest toward my cock. “I want your baby so bad.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Deya gasped before she began to plant kisses on my chest. “I want a baby, too. Please, Mason?” 
 
    “Hooold up,” I tried. “We … we are not having babies, just … pause for ten seconds. You’re all ridiculously drunk,” 
 
    “I’m not,” Deya argued between the kisses she placed on my chest. 
 
    “You were just robbing the entire town,” I groaned. “You are so drunk!” 
 
    “Me neither,” Shoshanne purred as she shimmied out of her robe and then kneeled on the bed. 
 
    “I just sent you back with Deya because you were too drunk to--” 
 
    “But I’m fine now!” the healer giggled, but as she crawled onto the bed toward me, I could tell she was having trouble maintaining her balance. 
 
    “There is no way the four of you are going to remember this,” I continued. “This is the Rosh talking. You don’t know if--” 
 
    “I know exactly what I want,” Aurora huffed.  
 
    “Same!” Cayla giggled as she tugged frantically at the buttons on my pants and finally wrenched them down. “I want your baby in me right now, Mason.” 
 
    “Well, either way, we haven’t made any babies yet, right?” I continued. “So, I don’t even think we can, we--” 
 
    “It’s the Dalium tea, like what Aurora said,” Shoshanne purred as she finally made it across the bed, and when Aurora pulled my already rigid cock out, the caramel skinned beauty let out a wanton sigh of approval. 
 
    And all the women quickly followed suit as they stared at my cock. 
 
    All this talk about babies had made it the hardest I could ever remember, and it was already dripping precum like a mountain spring after a winter thaw. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Cayla moaned. “That’s a very hard cock.” 
 
    “A very proud cock,” Deya whispered. 
 
    “A cock that knows it’s about to give four women babies,” Aurora giggled. 
 
    “A proud and hard baron cock!” Shoshanne stated, and the other three women moaned with approval. 
 
    “Wh-what tea?” I tried to get my question answered again as the half-elf tightened her hold on my shaft and began massaging me. 
 
    “Dalium,” Shoshanne murmured in my ear, and then I felt her hot lips on my neck as the sweet scent of her curls washed over me. “Most women just drink a cup a day, but we do at least two, since you fill us up with so much of your seed. But we don’t have to take it.” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” Cayla whispered as Aurora began to lick the base of my titanium-hard cock. “We’ll just stop drinking it, and then your sperm will find us very fertile.” 
 
    Then Deya giggled as she tucked her silky body alongside mine. “Cum as many times as you want in each of us. Then we can all have your babies.” 
 
    “Thissss could be a bad idea,” I heard myself groan, but my mind was in my dick now because Aurora was slowly dragging her tongue from the base of my shaft to the tip. 
 
    “No, we want to have your babies,” Cayla purred, and she pulled my hand over. Then I felt her slide my fingers along the incredibly wet lips of her pussy, and my mind officially shut off. “See how wet I am? I want this so bad. We all do.” 
 
    “Please?” Deya begged in my ear. “You always give us what we want.” 
 
    I nodded as both Shoshanne and Deya’s tongues trailed down my neck with lusty moans, and as Aurora slipped my fingers inside of her dripping tunnel, Cayla mounted me and poised herself against my cock. 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” the princess murmured. “Cum as many times as you want. Give me a baby, Mason. Give all of us babies.” 
 
    “Uhh, are you all sure?” I asked again, even though they had just spent the last five minutes trying to convince me. 
 
    “Yesssssss,” Aurora groaned as she, Deya, and Shoshanne hungrily watched my cock slide deep inside of Cayla, and all four women’s breasts began to heave more urgently as the princess roughly forced me fully into her with a grating gasp. 
 
    “Fuckkkkkk,” I growled as her tunnel almost immediately began to tremble and grasp at my shaft. I knew she was going to climax in a few more thrusts, and I felt my mind start to drift up out of my body and to the ceiling. 
 
    It was possible my four beautiful, but very inebriated, lovers were just messing with me, and they would drink their tea tomorrow morning and none of them would get pregnant, but there was also the possibility Aurora and Cayla’s drunken plan was what all of them really wanted, and I’d plant my seed in their fertile wombs tonight, and they wouldn’t drink their tea tomorrow.  
 
    What would four babies mean for us? I knew it would make life hard in some ways, especially with Deya, but I also knew it would be wonderful. I loved these four women more than I could possibly explain, and I would do anything to make them happy. 
 
    And if that meant we conceived four children tonight, then I guess I was okay with that, so I reached up with the hand that wasn’t fingering Aurora, grasped Cayla’s smooth hip, and got to work on giving my women what they wanted. 
 
    Tonight, I would make love to them with purpose and fill their wombs with seed. Then we’d see what tomorrow brought us. 
 
      
 
    End of book 9 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Metal Mage 9. 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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