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      Looking up from my book, I turn towards the front when the little bell over the door rang, indicating I had a customer. With a sigh, I set the book I was reading away on the shelf back where it was normally stored and brush my hands on my pants.

      “Coming!” I yell out.

      “Take your time,” I hear a deep male voice say.

      Parting the curtains from the room I’d been, where we kept the important stuff, I look back at the books fondly. Nothing from new authors here, I think with a smile. Most of these books were all originals and had been written over one hundred years ago. The fact that most of them were not for sale didn’t help. The proprietor of the store was a friend of my parents—well, my foster parents. He was the one who’d given me the job. I know at first it was out of pity, but as time went by, he admitted that he was glad he had hired me, since I was able to put his collection of books, both those for sale and those that were part of his personal collection, into a rather ordered mess, instead of just a mess.

      The first time I started working here four years ago, to say that this bookstore was a mess, would be like saying the ocean was wet. The place was a disaster. It took me a good year to simply organize the ones he had for sale, making it easier to find stuff!

      Walking towards the front, I see that this potential customer isn’t alone. Holy shit! The girls with him are drop-dead gorgeous, and there are four of them. Four drop-dead gorgeous women in my shop! Two are blond, the other two have dark hair, and they are all busty as hell.

      “Jesus, dude, you are one lucky bastard!” I mutter to myself under my breath. Of course, I am the consummate professional, so don’t let any of that wonder otherwise show on my face.

      The man himself is tall, I would say easily over six feet. He is wearing jeans, riding boots, and a leather jacket. And he is stacked. The man must work out all the time. Through his tight t-shirt, I can see the outline of his pecs.

      “Are you Sean Hall?” the man asks me as I come to the front of the store, slipping behind the counter.

      “Hmm... Yes. Can I help you find something?” I ask him hesitantly. Damn, he knows my name. I look down and I notice that I’m not wearing my name tag. How does he know my name?

      The man’s grin gets even bigger. “I hope so, Mr. Hall.” He looks around at the bookstore and finally nods. “Do you enjoy working here?”

      “What?” I ask him, put off by his question.

      “Do you enjoy working here for Brian?” he asks me.

      “You know Brian?” I ask, confused.

      Brian was the owner of the store. He was also a Werewolf. A secret that I kept to myself. I never told friends, not that I had many friends, about him. Or even that my foster family that looked after me after my parents died, my birth parents that is, were Werewolves themselves. Having grown up surrounded by the paranormal, I knew all about the other races out there, including Werewolves, Elves, and Vampires, just to name a few. I knew a lot of the stories from my foster parents about what really went bump in the night.

      How much did this guy know?

      The world out there isn’t what we humans knew about. I only knew because of my foster parents. But, when they had to move back to their world, wherever that was, I couldn’t go with them. Not that I didn’t want to go, it’s just you needed something inside you that we humans lacked to cross between worlds. Humans had no Magic—the Magic spark required to pass through portals.

      “I don’t know Brian personally,” the man admits with a grin, showing his white teeth while shaking his head. “But my mother sent me.”

      “Your mother?” I ask him, frown lines showing on my forehead. His mother sent him? To me? For what? And just who is his mother?

      “Yes. Lianne?”

      I look at him. The only Lianne I know or ever met was Lianne Quinn and her husband Pete, or Peter I think. I only remember her because of how powerful she was in the otherworld, as I liked to call the world my foster parents had introduced me to. I look at this guy nervously. So, he’s from this otherworld?

      “Hmm,” I drawl, almost nervously. “What can I help your mother with?”

      “Well, it’s more what I can help you with,” the man says.

      One of the girls, the tall and slim blonde, slaps him on the arm. “Brandon, will you at least introduce everyone? You’re making him nervous.”

      “Oh,” he says, blushing. “I’m sorry. I should have started with that. I was just excited to get this done. I’m Brandon. This lovely lady,” he says, pointing to the woman who slapped him, “this is my wife, Silvana. And this one,” and he indicates the petite, dark-haired girl who may be short, but has an amazing rack. “This is my wife, Johanne.”

      He then points to the other dark-haired beauty who is almost as short as Johanne, and if I thought her chest was large, this woman’s bust is massive. “This is my wife, Lina. And that other beauty there is my last wife, Jelina,” he finishes, pointing to a very curvy blonde. Damn, it was obvious Brandon was a breast man.

      “Wait!” I say, holding my hand up suddenly. “Did you say… wives? As in wife, times four?”

      “I did,” he admits with a laugh. “I’m here to present you with a proposal. Is there somewhere private we can go for coffee or something?”

      I look at him blankly, suddenly not knowing what is going on. “Listen,” I tell him slowly, “I can’t just up and leave Brian’s store, but I am done in three hours. If you want, we can go to one of the local coffee shops when my shift ends.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. We can go now. I already talked to Brian. He said you could have the rest of the night off,” Brandon tells me, wiggling his eyebrows up and down.

      “All right,” I say slowly. What in the hell is going on here? Brian never gives me a day off. Ever. He believes in hard work.
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        * * *

      

      Once I’d locked up the place, we head over to one of the local coffee shops. Thank god this local favorite was quiet, which let us snag one of the larger tables in the back—though we did have to steal some chairs from another table.

      “So, what’s this about?” I ask this Brandon guy.

      Instead, he holds up a hand and nods to one of the girls. I think Silvana was her name? She nods and pushes her chair back before kneeling down and placing her hand on the floor. After a couple of seconds, she stands up, wipes her hand on a napkin on the table, sits back down, and tells Brandon. “Done.”

      I look at her, puzzled at her actions. “What did you just do?”

      “I set up a barrier, so that others won’t hear us and will be encouraged to ignore us,” Silvana says with a beautiful smile. Suddenly, her facial features change, and I am looking at a beautiful Elf. I look around the table quickly, and I see that the others have not changed.

      They all laugh.

      “Yes. I am an Elf,” Sylvana tells me with a musical laugh. “Jelina is a Werebear. Lina is a Vampire, and Johanne is a Werewolf.”

      I look at them in surprise. Holy shit! I had never met a Vampire before. I look over at Lina, and she smiles at me and opens her mouth, showing me her long fangs. Holy crap!

      “So, what are you then?” I ask, turning swiftly to Brandon.

      “I’m a little different,” he says with a merry laugh. “I’m a Silver Magi.”

      “What is that?”

      One of the books in Brian’s private collection had information on the other races. The books weren’t in English, though. I was lucky that a friend of my foster family had taught me the Elven language. I am pretty sure they weren’t supposed to, but yet they still did.

      But I had never heard of a Silver Magi before. Was that a race or a profession?

      I look at Brandon closely, and to me at least, he seems human, if slightly larger than usual. He is tall, well over six feet, with long blond hair tied back in a ponytail. But he exudes an aura... something powerful.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him slowly. “I have never heard of a Silver Magi.”

      Nodding, Brandon takes a sip of his coffee before answering. “I would be surprised if you had, being human.”

      “So you’re not human?”

      “I was, once, or I thought I was,” Brandon says. “My mother and father were both Werefolk. My mother is a Werelioness. And my dad is a Werewolf. Of course, I never knew that growing up, since they faked their death to keep me safe. But,” he says, waving his hand back and forth, “that’s a story for another time. Now,” he says, putting his coffee down, “I want to know about you. Having lived with a family of Werewolves, you know some of the secrets of what is really out there. How would you like to be part of that world?”

      I can’t help but snort, rather bitterly, as my lip curls in a grimace. “You know that can’t happen,” I tell him. “As a human, I am limited in what I can know, but I also cannot visit the other worlds.”

      “Oh, and what if there was a way?” Brandon says, leaning back in his chair and looking at me.

      “Ah! Do you know how many humans would kill to be part of the Magical world?” I groan, but then shake my head sadly. “I know that if not born into it, there is no way you can become a part of it. I already know that a bite from a Werewolf, or even a Vampire, will not ignite that Magic spark inside me.”

      Nodding, Brandon leans forward with both elbows on the table, grin almost splitting his face. “but if there was?”

      “I would jump at the chance,” I tell him. “But if it means making a deal with the devil, forget it.”

      “Oh, I would never ask that of you. But there would be conditions,” Brandon nods slowly.

      “What kind of conditions?” I ask him warily.

      I am sure this guy is nuts, because there has never been any way to ignite a Magic spark where there is none. That was a large part of the reason humans used to hunt Vampires, Elves, Werefolk, and other Magical creatures—to get their Magic. But as I read in Brian’s private collection, there has never been any way for a human to get that Magic.

      That was part of the reason why Brian says the Magicals begged their gods for a way to escape Earth and the humans. It is why the Portals were created. But in order to cross through them, you had to have that Magic spark inside you. Otherwise, you couldn’t pass through or into, or whatever it was you did in a Portal to get to the other Magical worlds. I didn’t even know what one looked like, as I’d never seen a Portal. And now, this man was saying he had a way to give that to me? Yeah, right. Sure, buddy.

      “Listen,” I tell him straight out, “while I appreciate the offer—if it were genuine—I am not about to fall for your tricks. You might be Magical Folk, but there is no way I am falling for some scam. I have no money to give you, and I doubt you are asking for my firstborn, since I have no kids and no immediate prospects in that direction. But, even if I did, I would still have to refuse, since I know for a fact that there is no way to pass Magic on to me,” I say, getting up from the table.

      “Ladies, it was a pleasure meeting you. I can say I have now met the most beautiful Werewolf, Werebear, Elf, and Vampiress in town. Oh no, wait, I can’t... because no one will believe me,” I tell them.

      Even to my ears, it sounds like sour grapes.

      Brandon frowns at me and looks quickly around the room. For what, I am not sure, but then he turns back at me. Faster than I can see the transformation, Brandon is no longer human. Instead of a grinning, buff man, in front of me across the table stands a very large… something. No, wait, that can’t be right. He has silver fur, and is that a tail waving back and forth behind him? And are those horns on his head?

      “What in the seven hells are you!!” I blurt out without thinking.

      In a deep voice, Brandon says, “I’m something special. I’m something that can give you what you want most—assuming you are still interested in having Magic.”

      I look at him, then at his wives, and find they are all grinning at me. “Just like that?”

      “Oh, there is more involved than ‘like that’,” Brandon says, suddenly shifting back into his regular human six-foot-four frame and sitting down. With a smirk, he motions me to sit back down as well.

      In a daze, I drop back into my seat, startling a bit since I hit the chair pretty hard. I was in shock at what I had seen. Brandon had looked like a demon. I’d been joking about making a deal with the Devil.

      Was I about to make a deal with a demon, instead?
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      The sudden jarring of turbulence bouncing the plane around makes me grab my seat quickly. I look up, but everyone else on board the small private jet, which is Brandon and his wives, acts like it’s fine. I try to relax—as much as I can relax, knowing that this man sitting across from me, who appears to be dozing, is something incredible.

      I got some history from him on the car ride in a large SUV driven by his wife Johanne, who seems not to understand that there are such a things as speed limits. He had explained that he was a Silver Magi—the only Silver Magi in existence. He was essentially, an Incubus. That blows my mind. When I asked him if the female version was real, he shook his head sadly and said that they had been killed off over 100,000 years ago.

      100,000 years ago? Were we humans even a thing? Hell on a stick! I can’t believe I agreed to come with them. Once I had said yes, one of the girls—I think it was Jelina—yelled out, “Road trip!”

      “Sorry about the turbulence,” we hear from the pilot through the open door to the cockpit. “We are almost there. Give or take another five minutes.”

      “That’s what you said ten minutes ago,” Brandon’s wife, Johanne, says in a grumpy voice.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I hear the pilot laugh. “I promise this time.”

      “Ian, did you let the school know we are on our way back?” Silvana asks him.

      “I did, Ma’am,” Ian tells her.

      “Call me Ma’am again, and I will see you in the sparring circle,” Silvana tells him, but she laughs when says this.

      “Fine! Yes, Silvana, I told them. William said he would be there to greet us,” Ian says, a bit more subdued now after being reprimanded.

      “What?” I hear a snort and look up to see that Brandon has woken up. “Did you say William would be there? What about Roger?”

      “William said that Roger wasn’t around, as he was visiting with your mom and dad.”

      “Damn, ever since I empowered him, he has been going all over the place.” Brandon sighs, shaking his head.

      “Can you blame him?” Johanne says with a laugh. “You gave him the ability to go to any of the four worlds. He is sightseeing. Next week, I hear Roger is going to go visit Lina’s parents.”

      “I know!” Lina says with a chuckle. “Everyone is talking about the party they are going to throw at the Court.”

      What in the hell are they talking about? The Court? Who’s Roger? Hells, who’s William? I’m about to ask, but before I can, I feel the plan angle downward.

      “Actually, we’re on final approach and will be landing in a less than a minute.” This time, Ian’s voice comes over the speakers. “We caught a bit of a wind tail this last bit. Make sure you’re all buckled up!”

      Wait! Did Brandon just say he empowered this Roger person, and now they have Magic and have been traveling from world to world? The plane shaking slightly pulls me from my thoughts, and I reflexively check my seatbelt again. I already knew I had it on—I’d kept it secured the entire trip—as I had never flown before; this being the first flight in my life. With my foster parents, we never flew.

      Once the plane lands, I finally get a look at Ian, the pilot. He actually looks human, but as I know, unless they are in their full or half-hybrid form, they would look human—even Vampires or Elves. Elves, as far as I understood, use illusion Magic to hide their features and look human.

      “You must be the new guy,” I hear from in front of me and the voice belongs to Ian.

      “I’m Ian,” he sticks out a hand after I unfasten my seatbelt and stand, “your pilot.” His handshake is firm, but friendly. “Dammit, Brandon, you should be letting me do that shit.”

      “Whatever,” Brandon says with a laugh at the now open door at the front of the plane. “I have flown with you enough to know how to open the door.”

      “But I’m the pilot!” Ian tells him in annoyance.

      “And I’m the boss,” Brandon responds with a big grin.

      “Fine! I’m going to complain to William.”

      “Go right ahead,” Brandon says with a laugh. “I know for a fact that he does the same thing.”

      Ian says nothing, simply glares at Brandon. With a grunt and then a sigh, he finally says, “Fine! But only you and William get to do that!”

      With an abruptness that makes me startle in shock, there is suddenly a man at the entrance to the plane. “How are you picking on poor Ian now, Brandon?” the man says in a rich Irish accent.

      “He won’t let me do my job, William,” Ian complains before Brandon can open his mouth.

      “Brandon,” the man turns back to Brandon. “You need to let the staff do their job.”

      “I just opened the door,” Brandon says, pointing to the door that this William just came through.

      William looks at the door and shrugs. “Hell, I do it as well. Now, is this the young man you were telling me about?” turning away from Ian, who sputters indignantly, William looks me up and down.

      “That it is. Though, I have not empowered him yet.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. We wanted to show him around the place first. Let him see what we have to offer before he gives us his final answer.”

      “You didn’t just bite him?” William asks with a arched eyebrow.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know. Because of who and what you are?”

      “I still want to ask his permission,” Brandon says with a shrug.

      “What if he says no?”

      “Then I make him forget this place, and we go look for someone else.”

      “Wait! What do you mean, you’ll make me forget?” I ask quickly.

      Brandon and everyone else turns to me, and I see the looks going between everyone. Brandon is the one to finally answers me.

      “If, for any reason, you decide you do not want this power I have to offer, you will be allowed to return home, and the only thing that you will remember about this night is that you fell asleep in the shop, reading that book. That’s it. You will not remember meeting us, this trip, anything you see here…” He pauses. “Even that we came into the shop. It’s a way to keep this place,” he continues, waving an arm around him, and I am sure he means what’s outside and not the plane, “Private.”

      “This place? What are we, in some kind of secret base?” I ask, meaning it as a joke and chuckling.

      When no one laughs with me but simply gives me a blank look, I get even more nervous. Does that mean we are at a secret base?

      “Come on,” Brandon says, putting an arm around my shoulder and leading me towards the door.

      Jesus, just how tall is this guy? I’m not short, at six feet even, but I’d figured he was about six feet four. Damn, I might have to reevaluate that.

      “You’re in for a treat.”

      I look around, and everyone else is shaking their heads.

      “It’s just the base, Brandon.” Silvana rolls her eyes at him with a snort.

      “Yes,” he says, turning to her without taking his arm off my shoulder. “But it’s our base.”

      “Fine,” she says with a musical laugh. “Lead the way.”

      He does, and I follow Brandon off the plane and start looking around the field we are in. There’s a long landing strip and a stretch of tarmac where the private jet sits, but beyond that, there’s a large building, or a number of similar looking buildings, I realize. It looks like a university of some sort. There’s one building with lots of windows. Inside I see what look like rows of desks, leading me to think they are classrooms.

      But on the end of that building, is that a… house? It’s a large, old Victorian-style home with gables and a tall round turret on one corner, all in red brick, to match the rest of the school building. There’s also what can only be a large auditorium, based on the dome on top of the building. I turn to Brandon, and my voice might have undertones of disbelief in them.

      “Is that a school?”

      “Yep!” he says proudly. “But that’s not the best part. Come on,” he says with a massive grin.

      I look at him suspiciously, but I follow him off the field until we get to the school’s main doors and go up the stairs and step into the building itself, into the main lobby.

      Once inside, I stop dead in my tracks in shock.

      “What in the…” I whisper in amazement.

      All around me are girls. No, not girls, women, as they all appear to be in their early twenties. And every single one of them is beautiful, and definitely not human. There, standing at a fountain talking to a Vampire girl, who is talking to an Elf girl, is a half-hybrid werewolf? Damn, she’s fucking hot! And tall, too. There are clusters of girls all over the place, up and down the length of the hallway.

      When we enter the hall, they all stop and turn towards me.

      “Brandon!” they all shout in joy and wave to him.

      “Hey girls!” he shouts back with a big grin. “Just ignore us. Pretend we aren’t here.”

      “Easier said than done,” Brandon’s wife Johanne says with a snort.

      She turns to me and whispers. “They love him. We have had to keep these girls away from him. Other than William, Ian, and Roger, he is the only other male here. But Roger doesn’t count.”

      “He doesn’t?” I ask, confused.

      “Roger is,” and here she gets a mischievous grin. “Different.”

      I arch an eyebrow at her, to see if she will supply more info, but she just grins. I turn back to look at all the beautiful women around us, and I can’t help but stare. While I know about the Magical world, to actually see this many Magicals all together at once is, shall we say, overwhelming.

      “Now,” Brandon says. “Let me show you around, and then we can talk about my offer.”

      For the next hour, he shows me the entirety of the school. From the dorms that the girls sleep in, to the labs set up for some kind of an experiment, to the library where they study. There is only one section of the place I notice that he doesn’t show me. It’s a small building, and inside I can see a large bank of elevators. The elevator doors are gigantic!

      Then our little group ends up at the house that I had seen from the outside from the airfield. It’s very homey. Once there, Brandon points to the living room, and with my nerves on edge, I sit down.

      I smile my thanks to Jelina, who I think is probably the most beautiful of Brandon’s wives. The fact that her tits are anime-style massive might have something to do with it. Though, to be fair, the many beauties at the school, whatever school this is, came in all shapes and sizes.

      Once Brandon has a beer as well, he sits back, with two of his wives sitting down next to him. Another one sits in one of the lazyboy-type chairs, and the other sits on that arm, leaving against her. That would be Johanne, with Jelina, who had given me the beer. God, how does he have four wives?

      “So, what do you think of our school?”

      “What kind of school is this?” I ask him, taking a sip of my beer, to distract myself from his beautiful wives flitting around behind him.

      “Ah,” he says, putting a finger against his nose and tapping it twice. “Magic.”

      “But,” I say, and I am sure I must have sounded confused. “I thought all those women out there could do Magic already?”

      “To some degree, yes,” Silvana says, putting a hand on her husband’s leg to stop him. “All the elves here can do Magic. The werewolves can transform into werebeasts and the Vampires? Well, they can turn into Vampires,” she says, laughing at my confusion. “But, thanks to Brandon here, each of these girls are special in that they can do all three.”

      “Were-shifting, spell casting Vampires?” I ask, puzzled by her statement

      “Brandon is offering you the same thing,” she says with a nod. “The ability to do Magic.”

      “But how?” I ask, looking around at everyone.

      “Brandon is, as we said, a Silver Magi. His bite allows us to do it. We,” and Silvana waves her hand around, “Can all transform and use the gifts that each of us races can do.”

      “Wait,” I say, holding my hand up. “But you’re an Elf. So you’re saying you can also transform into a werewolf?”

      “Not… quite,” she says with a wink and a smirk. Standing up, Silvana snaps her fingers, and suddenly in front of me on the floor, on all fours, is a fox. Not only a large fox, which is much larger than any fox I have ever seen in my life, but a stunning one.

      “See?” the fox says, “I can do this, thanks to Brandon. I think what he is offering you is something slightly different, but he is offering you the chance, Sean, to be able to do Magic.”

      “So,” Brandon says, setting his bottle down on the table. “Are you up to joining the Magical world? I have to warn you, there’s no going back if you do. And…” He winces. “It might hurt a little.”

      I look around at his wives, and find they are all looking at me with expectant smiles. I turn back to Brandon. “You’re saying that you can give me the ability to become a werewolf, or a Vampire, or even an elf?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head, shaking his long blond mane. “What I am offering you is something even more powerful—I am giving you the chance to become what I call a Dragon Cultivator.”

      Did he just say ‘Dragon’?

      I peer at him closely to see if he is kidding, but he isn’t. He is leaning forward, hands on his knees, and looking at me just as eagerly as his wives are.

      Damn, he had me at ‘Dragon’. I fucking love dragons!

      “I’m in,” I tell him with a firm nod.

      “Good,” he says, clapping his hands. “Give me your arm.”

      “You’ll need to roll up your sleeve,” Silvana offers.

      “Why?” I ask, now puzzled, as I roll up my sleeve.

      “It’s the only way to empower you. Let me apologize in advance,” Brandon says, scooting forward to the edge of his seat. “This might hurt a little.”

      I reluctantly extend my arm to him. He leans forward as well and grabs my wrist and elbow in a powerful grip. Then, before I can react, he bites my arm.

      “What the hell?!” I blurt out, but he has my arm in a vise grip. If I’d thought he was strong before, it was an understatement. He is so powerful, I can’t even budge my arm.

      Then, without warning, the burning in my forearm is nothing compared to the fire in my chest. Shit! Am I having a heart attack? I stare uncomprehending down at Brandon. He looks up, mouth still around my forearm, and I see his eyes are glowing.

      That’s the last image I see before all around me crashes into darkness. But not before I hear one of Brandon’s wives say, “Oh, crap.”
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      The first thing that I feel when I wake up, is a stabbing pain behind my eyeballs. And the next, is the pain in my joints. A groan escapes my lips, which I notice are dry.

      “Oh god,” I groan again, rolling onto my side, as I had been laying on my back.

      “Whoa, don’t move,” says a female voice.

      Opening one eye a crack, I look over, or up rather, towards the voice.

      “Silvana?” I croak. “What happened?”

      “What happened?” and here, she looks up and glares at someone on the far side of the room.

      I look over, and see Brandon sitting in a chair. That’s when I notice I am in a large bedroom, in an enormous bed, and Silvana is sitting on the edge of it. Brandon has the grace to blush at her glare.

      “What happened,” she repeats, “is Brandon bit you and injected you with Magic. As you are fully human, we weren’t really sure what would happen.”

      “Was human,” Brandon grumbles.

      “Was human,” Silvana agrees, with a nod.

      “Wait, what do you mean, ‘was’ human?” I ask, trying to sit up. That’s when I notice how weak I am. I feel like I’ve been put through the wringer. My head feels like some little gremlin is perched on top of it, slamming an ice pick into my forehead and my joints ache. My teeth are killing me, and even my hair hurts. How in the hell can hair hurt, it doesn’t even have nerve endings?! With another pitiful groan, I sink back into the pillows.

      “We aren’t sure,” Silvana admits, and there is concern in her tone. “You are the first human Brandon has bitten and passed Magic on to. We aren’t one hundred percent sure about your reaction to it,” she falters, looking down at her hands. “We didn’t know you would have a serious reaction.”

      “Wait,” I say, and that makes me sit up quickly, my head spinning. “You have never tried this before?”

      “Nope,” Brandon says, shaking his head. “But, if I saw anything wrong was going to happen, I would simply have reversed it.”

      “How come I am in so much pain?” I wince. Even my own voice sounds painfully loud. “I feel like someone wadded me up in a ball and tossed me into an industrial sized dryer, while I was unconscious, and then turned it on high.”

      He scratches the back of his head. “Yeah, that might be a side effect of getting Magic from my bite, but that’s just part of the price you’ll end up paying,” he says awkwardly.

      “Part of the price… what price are you talking about?” I ask, peering at him suspiciously from under the hand I’m using to shield my eyes from the really bright light in the room.

      A soft, glowing hand touches my temple, and another squeezes the back of my neck as I hear the lyrical sound of an elven chant. The hands are soft, and warm and I am shocked that the almost blinding migraine is suddenly gone. A tingling feeling at Silvana’s touch slowly spreads throughout my body. When she leans back, I see that her hands are still faintly glowing.

      “Yeah. How do you feel now, though, overall?” he asks instead.

      I take stock of how I feel. My head, which was just killing me has dulled to a tightness at the back of my skull. And whereas a minute ago, I’d felt sore all over, now I’m only mildly stiff. I stretch my arms overhead and arch back into the mattress in a full body stretch. That’s when I notice that, under the sheets, I’m naked.

      “Wait. Why am I naked?” I ask, looking between Silvana and Brandon.

      “We had to cut your clothes off,” Silvana supplies. “It was starting to cut off your circulation.”

      “What?” I ask her, puzzled.

      “Here,” Brandon says, throwing a pair of gym shorts at me. “Put those on.”

      I catch the shorts and stare at them. They are your typical shorts you would see just about any guy wearing at the gym. These were blue and black in color. Shrugging, I put them on under the sheet. At least I won’t be naked. Once they’re on, I look up at Brandon.

      “Now, stand up,” he says.

      With a frown, I slowly get out of bed, with Silvana there, her arm out to catch me in case I fall. Once I’m standing up. Brandon walks up to me until he is almost a foot from me.

      “Notice anything?” he says.

      I look at him oddly and then around the room. I look down at myself as well. That’s when I notice I have a six-pack. I look down in shock. I have never had a six-pack. Even when I tried working out hard, for years, going to the gym daily!

      I look up at him. No… wait, I am looking right at him, straight in the eyes.

      “Wait, did you shrink?” I ask him incredulously.

      “No,” he says with a laugh and puts a hand on my shoulder, and squeezes. “You grew. How tall did you used to be?”

      How tall I ‘used to be’? I look at him oddly. “I’m five feet eight or so.”

      “Well, welcome to being six feet four,” he says with a huge grin.

      I look down quickly, and see that he’s right. When I’d first met him, I was shocked at how tall he was. But now? Now, it seems I am the same height as him. How is that even possible?!

      I must have blurted that out loud, because Brandon simply shrugs his wide shoulders. “No clue. It’s a side effect of having Magic inside you, I guess. As Silvana said, you’re the first human I have bitten.”

      “Does that mean I can do Magic now?” I ask him, totally skeptical.

      Silvana clears her throat. “Well, we aren’t sure what Magic yours will be,” she says. “But Brandon isn’t finished yet.”

      “He isn’t?”

      “Nope,” Brandon says, shaking his head. “We didn’t expect you to pass out from the pain. That added height, bulk, and extra muscle all came at a cost—it knocked you out cold. But, I still haven’t done the main thing I wanted to do.”

      “Which is?” I ask him cautiously.

      “Oh no, this one is going to be a big surprise. I want to see your reaction. Here, put this on first,” and he goes to the chair he had been sitting on, grabs a black Iron Maiden concert t-shirt and throws it at me.

      I snag the shirt from the air and put it on without complaint. I mean, I love my new abs, but am still nervous about being undressed in front of a beauty like Silvana.

      “Come on, there’s someone I want you to meet,” Brandon says, and with a mischievous grin, he heads towards the bedroom’s door.

      I look at Silvana for guidance, and her grin is just as big. I shrug, roll my eyes and start to follow Brandon, only to stop after two steps. “Shoes?” I ask, looking down at feet that are much larger than they had been this morning.

      “Oh. Yeah, you won’t want to be barefoot,” Brandon says, turning around at my comment. He goes to the bed, reaches under it and brings out a pair of sneakers. Pulling open a drawer, he grabs a pair of white athletic sock. With a grin, he tosses the socks and shoes at me. “They should fit, now that you’re my size.”

      I look down at the shoes and open the tongue to look inside—size 12. I have never fit a size 12 shoe in my life. I was a good size 10—but only because my feet were fairly wide. Shrugging and trusting him, I slip on the socks and pull the sneakers on my feet. I am surprised that they fit so snuggly. Hell, I might even need a size 13!

      “Damn, this is getting weird,” I mumble.

      “Oh, it’ll get better,” he says with a laugh. “Come on.”

      With some misgivings, I follow him out of the room, Silvana bringing up the rear. We head downstairs and, ducking under the doorway that seems almost too small, we end up walking on a path that leads past all the buildings. Soon, we are at the end, where I had seen the large elevator doors.

      Once inside a large elevator, I look at the rows of buttons, and I see that it has many more sublevels than I’d expected. Brandon reaches out and presses the button for the bottom level. Sublevel eight? Damn, how deep does this thing go?

      Once the doors close, we all are quiet with our own thoughts. Mine are what in the hell am I getting into? I look at Silvana and Brandon, but they only smile at me. With a jerk, the elevator stops, and the large doors open. The place is gloomy and dark. I look at them questioningly.

      “We have to keep it dark,” Brandon supplies. “The things down here don’t like bright lights.”

      Reluctantly, I follow Brandon and Silvana out of the elevator. The air is damp, and I can feel a mist on my exposed skin. It’s much cooler down here, as well. Oddly enough, I’m not cold—for some reason I don’t feel it as much. The extra muscles, maybe?

      We head towards a massive door with a lock on it, but the lock is unlike any I have ever seen, short of in a movie. Brandon places his hand on a scanner pad off to one side, and a green light shoots out to scan his hand. Flashing blue lights and an affirmative beep signal the appropriate authorizations, and the large metal door opens with a hiss of escaping air.

      What in the hell are they keeping behind a door that wouldn’t be out of place in Fort Knox?

      When I step through the heavily reinforced doorway, I stop dead in my tracks. Inside, there’s a cage on the far wall, and inside it is a blue… is that a Dragon? No, wait. There’s a blue Dragon in the cage, but it looks like it’s made of some softly glowing energy.

      “Is that a Dragon?” I ask in disbelief.

      The thing isn’t all that large and seems to be floating in the air, swirling from one side of its cage to the other. The dragon made of blue energy moves back and forth in the air lazily, not looking at all agitated that it’s stuck in a cage. When I step further into the room, it stops and looks at us.

      No, it was looking at me.

      How I knew that, I have no clue. Its eyes were two orbs of darker blue energy, compared to the rest of it. The thing slowly drifts towards the front of the cage, and I take a step back. But then, it seems to hit some kind of force field, and it stops.

      “Don’t worry,” Brandon says with a laugh. “There’s a protective energy shield containing it. I’ve no clue how it works, but it does.”

      “How come you’re showing me this?” I ask suddenly.

      “Well, that’s the thing,” Brandon says, scratching his cheek. “We hope that with what I just gave you, you can control it.”

      “Control it?” I ask, puzzled.

      “I’m leaving soon, or I would take it with me, but I want it to stay here on Earth. There’s a job I have for you, if you’re up for it. This is the second part of the gift I’m giving you. The first part was the Magic that’s now inside you. This beauty here, this one is the second part,” he says, waving a hand towards the Dragon.

      “You’re leaving? Leaving… the island?”

      “Leaving Earth,” he corrects me. “What do you know about the Portals?”

      “That they lead to the home worlds of the Vampire, Elves, and Werefolk, and that you need to be able to do Magic to use them,” I supply my limited knowledge of portals.

      Nodding, Brandon says, “That’s correct. Well, I just opened them up, but I have access to more worlds than those. We have yet to explore, but that is what my wives and I will be doing for the foreseeable future. But, I need someone here to take care of an issue that’s causing big problems.” He pauses. “Have you heard of Wild Magic?”

      I shake my head at the term.

      “Wild Magic uses a person’s essence to power it... their lifeforce. And it seems someone out there has been able to give it to humans. The problem is, that the monsters out there in the world? They feed off of it. And when they do, they get stronger. That,” and he points to the blue Dragon, who I am pretty sure is listening to us and understands every word we’d said, “used to be a Moth Man.”

      “What?” I turn to him with a chuckle. “A Moth Man? Like the movie?”

      “Very much like the movies,” Silvana chimes in. “Unfortunately, with Wild Magic being introduced, artificially, to humans, it seems the number of monsters is increasing.”

      “How?”

      “They consume the Wild Magic inside a human with it,” Brandon says.

      “They attack humans who have it and kill them for it?” My eyes go wide. “Is that what you gave me?” My voice climbs an octave or three. “Wild Magic?!”

      “Yes, and no. What I gave you is Wild Magic, but in its purified form. We are finding out that the monsters, so far, will only attack a human and siphon the Magical energy from them, leaving their target out cold, not knowing what happened.” He frowns. “It’s like their memory of the attack is wiped.”

      “So that thing is made up of this Wild Magic, then?” I ask, pointing to the Dragon.

      “No. That,” Brandon says, pointing to the Dragon, “is what happens when a monster takes in a lot of energy. The story goes that a long time ago, during the Age of the Dragons, many dragons rose because too many monsters fed off of Wild Magic. It took a large army to bring them down. This, at least to my understanding, is the first Dragon in a very long time.”

      “And you want me to do what, exactly, with it?” I ask him, uncertain of what he wants of me. “You want me to befriend it?”

      “Oh no,” he says, turning to me with a huge grin. Brandon walks over to the side of the cage and punches a number of buttons on a keypad.

      Suddenly, the humming that I had heard, but ignored until now, is gone. I turn quickly back to the cage, just in time to see the blue Dragon suddenly flow through the cage’s front bars and slam into my chest.

      “Yeah, like before… I’m not sure what’s going to happen with this,” Brandon admits, and there is a worried look on his face. “But I’m sorry if there’s any pain.”

      I stare back down at my chest, where I had just seen the blue energy Dragon flow into me, through my black t-shirt.

      “What do you mean, pain?” I ask, but that’s as far as I get when it feels suddenly like my chest is on fire. Or more like my heart just exploded. The pain is so intense that I drop to my knees with a grunt, wrapping my arms around myself. My eyes close hard against the pain and I can barely breathe.
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      “Sean?” I hear my name being called.

      Wait. My name is being called, but it’s not with my ears that I’m hearing it. This voice is in my head.

      “Hello?” I ask tentatively, out loud.

      “Hello there,” the voice says, and it’s a high-pitched girl’s voice, a very nervous sounding girl.

      “Who are you?” I ask, looking around to see if I can locate the source of the voice.

      Brandon and Silvana are looking at me curiously.

      “I’m your Dragon,” the voice says softly, and then there is a nervous giggle.

      “You’re my Dragon?” I ask her, puzzled.

      “Look down at your arms,” the voice says.

      I do as the voice instructs, bringing my arms forward before looking down at them. The palms are upwards so that I can see my inner forearms. On them, I suddenly see under the skin, the glow of blue energy, but it’s patterned into the shape of a dragon. There are two of them.

      “Are there two of you?” I ask.

      “Who are you talking to?” Silvana asks me. Frown lines mar her smooth Elven forehead.

      I hold a hand up to forestall Silvana.

      “Ah, that’s,” the voice says, “just my power flowing through you. And it’s showing up on both of your arms, since it’s inside you. If you had your shirt off, it would be visible on your back and chest, as well.”

      “Who are you? They are asking,” I ask the voice out loud.

      “I’m your Dragon,” she replies, though now she sounds a bit confused.

      “I got that. What is your name?” I ask her.

      “I don’t remember much before I became a Dragon,” she says.

      “What should I call you?” I ask her.

      “I don’t know? I never really had a name of my own. Even in the previous thing that I…” she pauses. “Whatever I was before, I don’t think I had a name.”

      “Well, I can’t go around calling you ‘Dragon’,” I tell her with a chuckle. “What if I give you a name?”

      “You would give me a name?!” she asks me excitedly.

      “Whoa,” Silvana says quickly, stepping forward and grabbing my hand that was still turned palm up. She studies my palm.

      “What is it?” I ask her, tilting my head to the side in confusion.

      “You’re looking to name that Dragon? Is it talking to you? We hear nothing.”

      “Yeah,” I tell her with a nod. I look first at her, and then over at Brandon, who is looking on with a raised eyebrow, but I also see he has a wide grin on his face. I tap the side of my head. “She’s talking to me in here.”

      “What’s wrong?” Brandon asks Silvana.

      “Naming is a powerful thing—especially for monsters and animals. You humans name your pets all the time, but you have no idea just how powerful it is.” She frowns, studying me. “Naming cements a bond between you and the animal.” She turns to Brandon. “If Sean names this Dragon, I’m not sure what would happen.”

      “Just by naming it?” Brandon asks her dubiously. I’m thinking the same thing, but he beat me to the punch.

      She looks up at Brandon and nods vigorously. “Honestly, it being such a strong Magical creature, I am not even sure what might happen.”

      “So,” I say slowly, “would it be a bad thing?”

      “I don’t… think so? I assume that since it’s inside you, you are already bonded to it. I don’t remember any of the stories in our history books about Elven Knights who had Dragon familiars ever having named them.”

      “Elves have a history with these things?” I ask, holding my arms up to show them the faintly glowing blue dragons that now wrap around my forearms.

      “Yes,” she nods. “Most images, though, don’t depict them as tattoos or inside an Elf, but perched on their shoulders.”

      “Hmm,” I say, thinking about it. “Are you dangerous?” I ask my Dragon.

      The fact that I am already thinking of her as my Dragon might be indicative that I have already decided.

      “I’m not to you,” she replies. “I am bonded to you. I would never hurt you. I will protect you with my life.”

      I look up at Brandon and Silvana. “She says that she won’t hurt me, as it’s bonded to me and would protect me.”

      Brandon squats down, so he is at my eye level. “I will leave this up to you—this is obviously something that you will need to learn on your own. Your mistakes are yours alone, but I do have a request.”

      “Sure,” I tell him, nodding quickly. “Anything. Name it.”

      “I want you to go inside that cage, before you name it… just in case. I have many people upstairs who I am responsible for protecting. I don’t want the Dragon to get loose, if something should happen to you.”

      Nodding at his request, I have to admit it makes total sense. I would probably be asking the same thing, if our roles were reversed. I get to my feet as Brandon grabs a set of keys off the wall, unlocks the door of the cage, opens it, and motions me inside. He smiles reassuringly as I go past him. Then he closes and locks the door behind me, before going to the wall and pressing a bunch of buttons.

      Once again, I hear a humming sound coming from the cage door.

      “Any time you’re ready,” he says.

      Taking a deep breath, I ask, “What should we call you? Do you have an preferences?”

      “None,” my new Dragon replies.

      “What do you like?” I asked her.

      “Energy.”

      “What is your favorite color?”

      “Blue.”

      I scowl. “Okay, that’s not getting us anywhere,” I grumble.

      “Let me guess,” Brandon says with a grin, “it said power and blue?”

      “Yeah,” I tell him with a sigh. “Energy, actually.”

      “Which is the same thing,” Silvana says with a laugh. “Why not pick one yourself? I’m sure he would appreciate that.”

      “She,” I correct her.

      “It’s a female Dragon?” Silvana blurts out happily.

      “Yeah. She’s a female. Well, at least the voice in my head is a sweet, feminine voice,” I tell them through the bars with a smile.

      “Damn,” Brandon says, but before he can say anything more, Silvana glares at him.

      “You don’t need any more girls,” she growls.

      “I was just going to say how nice it must be to have a sweet feminine voice in your head,” he says, but I notice that he’s scowling.

      I can’t blame him. I mean, she’s a Dragon! Back to a name. Well, I have always loved the name Saphira, who was the Dragon that Eragon rode in the books. Though, doubt I can call her that. But what if I do a play on her name? Sophia?

      “What about Sophia?” I ask her.

      “Sophia,” she says the name slowly, as if savoring it. “So-phi-a. I accept your naming of me, Sean Hall.”

      How did she know my name? I’d never said it out loud, not once! But then, I start to feel a warm sensation in my chest. It’s not a painful heat, but more like a cozy, soothing embrace—like the amazing hugs you get from your Mom. In my case, it would have been from my foster mother.

      Then, that warmth spreads to my hands, until suddenly, from the palms of my hands, two blue flames explode into existence. As I watch in awe, the flames slowly spread from my hands to my arms, but I don’t feel panic or even fear. The fire isn’t burning me.

      I watch it as it slowly travels up my arms, past my elbows, until I see it continue down my body to my legs, and finally, to my feet. My vision is obscured slightly with a blue haze and, without looking, I know my entire body is covered in blue flames.

      Without warning, my head is thrown back, and I roar energetically—but the roar isn’t my roar, it’s the roar of a Dragon. The sound reverberate throughout the room, making dust jump. Then, before I know it. I am standing up, and before I can stop it, I leap up into the air.

      But, where I thought I would jump simply a couple of feet, I end up going much higher. Much, much, higher. I end up somehow jumping through the ceiling and past all the other floors as I fly past them faster than I have ever moved before. Then, before I know it, I am out over top of the school and floating in a cloud of blue.

      No. I am the blue cloud. “What is going on?!” I yell, awestruck.

      “We’re flying!” Sophia, my Dragon cries in joy.

      “How is this possible?” I wonder, and that’s when I notice that I am speaking, but don’t have a body.

      “When our bodies joined, our energies combined, and you are part of me now, as I am part of you,” Sophia explains. “As for talking, you are talking to me telepathically.”

      “You know what I was thinking?” I ask her.

      “Of course,” she says with a giggle. “I am a part of you, so I can understand your thoughts and feelings.”

      “And what about me knowing yours?” I ask her.

      “Why would you need to know my thoughts?” she says, confused. “I am here to serve you. You are not here to serve me.”

      “But I want know what you are thinking?”

      “Why would you want to know what I am thinking?” she asks, the confusion still there. “I am here to serve you. You are my master now. I follow your orders. If you need to know something about me, you need but simply ask. I can read your mind because I am now a part of you. Think of me as an extension of you.”

      “Damn,” I think, shaking my head, or it feels like I do. “That’s just freaky, but I’m sure I will get used to it. I’m still trying to get used to the idea that I got bitten by someone who is a Silver Magi—someone who wielded the power to give me Magic... someone who essentially transformed my body. And now I have a fucking Dragon, as well?” I say that last part with a grin. “I think I could get used to having a Dragon who can read my mind.”

      “Good, now let’s go fly!” Sophia cries exuberantly.

      “I’m game,” I tell her with my own laugh.

      And we do just that. For what feels like hours, we fly all over the area: over the swamps, over the roads, even flying close enough to see the truck driver’s faces. We play it smart, though, and stay out of their field of vision. The last thing I need is someone reporting a UFO sighting close to Brandon’s secret base.

      “We need to head back,” Sophia says.

      I can hear the tiredness in her voice. “Are you all right?” I ask her worriedly.

      “Yes. I am just getting low in energy, so I need to go back to regenerate it,” she says, and I feel the love coming from her through our bond.

      Nodding, I say, “All right. Let’s head back. I assume you know the way?”

      “Yes,” she says with a laugh. “I can never be lost.”

      “Good, because I am,” I admit with a laugh.

      We fly for a bit, and then, in the distance, I see what I think is the base. As we get closer, I see that it is, indeed, the base. We head, without my saying anything, towards the house attached to the school. As we get closer, I see the front door open, and out comes Brandon with his four wives: Johanne, Silvana, Jelina, and Lina. Brandon has a huge grin on his face, but his four wives are looking at me in amazement.

      Once I land, the blue that surrounded me suddenly disappears, and I find myself back in my body. “That was fucking awesome!!!” I shout to them, running up the stairs.

      “So,” Brandon says. Looking behind me. “That’s what you look like.”

      I turn around, confused at what Brandon is still grinning at. When I do, my mouth drops opens in amazement and I’m sure I look just as stunned as the four girls did. Hovering behind me is a Dragon. But not the slowly drifting, lazily flying Dragon of energy from before in sublevel eight.

      Now, it’s a blue Dragon the size of a small dog, flapping wings twice as wide as it is long, until it lands on the front porch with us. Sophia’s scales are blue, but they’re iridescent, with slight white and black highlights. Her head is triangular, on a long neck that stretches out and suddenly ducks under her wing, like she was a bird.

      “Sophia?” I ask tentatively.

      The Dragon stops preening and looks up at me. “Yes?”

      “My gods!” Lina explodes. “It can talk!”

      “She,” Silvana corrects her, but her tone is just as happy and she gets down on her knees in front of Sophia. Suddenly all four girls surround the blue dragon on the ground, cooing at her. Sophia stands there, soaking up all the attention.

      Brandon turns to me, slaps a hand on my shoulder, and squeezes. “Shall we go in and grab a drink? I think the girls will want to bond with… Sophia, was it?”

      “Yeah,” I nod numbly, “Sophia.”

      “Come on,” Brandon says, chuckling. “They might be out here for a while.”

      “Right,” I say, letting him lead me inside.
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      Once I’m sitting down on the couch, with a beer in my hand, I start to come back down to earth—figuratively, that is—and heave a big sigh.

      Brandon chuckles. “How did it feel to fly?” He takes a sip of his beer.

      “It was freaking awesome!” I tell him, shaking my head in amazement.

      “Well, I hope it was. You were gone for six hours.”

      “Six hours?” I blurt out in shock. It didn’t feel like six hours. Jesus. Time flies, literally, when you’re having fun.

      “I’m powerful, but it seems you have some things even I can’t do,” Brandon tells me with a grin, saluting me with his beer.

      “You can’t fly?” I ask him, mildly surprised.

      “Oh, I’m sure I could figure it out if I needed to, but it just never has been required of me,” he says with a chuckle. “Besides, I have a plane for that, and I am sure the girls appreciate traveling in the plane over flying around on my arm like Superman and Lois Lane.”

      “True,” I tell him with a laugh.

      “So, I wanted to talk to you before we left,” Brandon says, taking another sip of his beer.

      “Left?”

      Nodding, Brandon explains. “I mentioned about the Portals before. I will be leaving Earth and going to see what I can find out about all the other races that we had been disconnected from.” He studies me, tilting his head to the side. “What do you know about an event called The Separation?”

      I shake my head at the unfamiliar term.

      “The story goes,” Brandon continues, “that the races warred with each other, almost to annihilation. A powerful god separated all the races. There are hundreds of other races out there, supposedly.” He frowns. “If they haven’t destroyed each other, that is. My wives and I are going to go explore those worlds, now that I have access to them thanks to my Magical abilities—which now include both Life Magic and Foundation Magic.”

      “Which Magic do I have?”

      “Technically, you have both, but you will access it differently than I do.” He flicked a thumb over his shoulder at the front door. “Your blue Dragon? That’s Life Magic, or what folks know as Wild Magic. Foundation Magic, however, is what most races practice—you might have heard of it as Elven Magic.”

      “What about Werefolk and Vampires?” I wonder.

      “While a Werefolk and a Vampire can’t cast spells—like an Elf—they do use Foundation Magic to transform.”

      Something clicks. “Is that why they can use the Portals?”

      Brandon gives me a thumbs up. “Got it in one.”

      “What exactly did you do to me, then? Not that I’m ungrateful!” I tell him quickly. “I’m just curious about what I can do.”

      “Fair enough,” he says with a nod and sets his beer down on the table in front of him and clasps his hands in his lap, leaning forward.

      “So, what I did,” he continues, “was to inject you with some of my blood. That blood is rather special, in that it transformed you. You are, for all intents and purposes, no longer human.”

      “What?!” I blurt out.

      “You can do Foundation Magic, which is what the Elves can do—with spells and such. But also, you can do Wild Magic or Life Magic.”

      “Why the different names?”

      “Over time the names have changed,” Brandon says with a shrug. “I base my understanding of such from what someone powerful told me.”

      “Someone more powerful than you?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Brandon replies with a chuckle. “We are talking in the divine domain.”

      “You met a god?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Close enough,” he says.

      I can tell that he doesn’t want to discuss it, so I don’t push. “So, when are you thinking of leaving?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “Tonight,” he admits, picking his beer back up and taking a sip. “While you enjoyed your flight, my wives were packing up the gear that we think we will need.”

      “And how long do you expect to be gone?”

      “A very long time,” he says. “That’s why I also wanted to talk to you. I’ve transferred ownership of the school to you. I have also made my mother aware that you are to be given the same courtesies as if you were me.”

      My face screws up in a puzzled frown. “The same courtesies?”

      Brandon looks at me thoughtfully. “Technically, you are now the second most powerful being…” He frowns. “Well, the third, if you include a god, in the current worlds we can access.”

      “Wait… what?!” I say, holding my hands up. “I thought you were just giving me the ability to do Magic?”

      “I did. But you need to understand, Sean, that what I gave you was more than just normal Magic. You are the first mortal, other than me, who can use both Life and Foundation Magic. And even more, I don’t have a dragon.” He smirked. “Sophia will be a powerful ally, and I am sure you will learn that she can offer a lot more than what she currently knows. You are both still coming into your power,” he says,

      Does that mean I will grow to be more powerful than him one day? He must have known what I was thinking because he laughs.

      “No, you won’t be as powerful as me, one day. I am unique in that I am—an Elveesian—one of the original races.”

      I look at him strangely. Elveesian? That sounds a lot like an Elf. “This is a lot to take in,” I tell him frankly.

      “I agree,” he says with a big grin. “But I did my research on you. While it was mother who suggested you, I still had to do my own background checks. And I have to admit, I was impressed by what I found.”

      Brandon takes out his phone and reads off from it. “Parents killed when you were quite young by bullets meant for a group of Werewolves that The Organization was attacking. You survived. A family of werewolves took you in, with the approval of my mother.” He looks up, eyebrows arching. “Which is saying a lot, because unless you have direct access to Magic, most humans never learn about us.”

      He buries his head back in his phone. “Let’s see. You were a straight-A student in high school. Never went to college, but got glowing reviews from wherever you worked. People like you and you are personable. But, the main thing that caught my eye—and I had to talk to one of your stepsisters about this—is that apparently you can read Elvish.”

      “Correct,” I tell him. “My sister had a friend who was an Elf, and she would come over all the time. I ended up asking her to teach me, and she did.”

      “And I understand you are quite proficient at it?”

      “I can understand most of the texts I’ve been privileged to read,” I admit, and I’m not bragging. The Elvish language, to me, was a beautiful thing that just flowed off the page. I’d spent hours reading the books that my stepsister’s friend would bring over.

      It wasn’t until much later, that I found out she wasn’t supposed to have been sharing them with me. I also found out, that she’d had a crush on me. We had dated a couple of times, but it hadn’t worked out—not that we didn’t like each other, it was just that she mostly hung around with other elves, and I could never meet them.

      “Well, you are going to need it,” he says. “In this school, you will learn a bunch of spells, and most of them are in Elvish. Your experience with that written language will make that part of the schooling here much easier.”

      “Schooling?” I ask him, looking puzzled.

      “Of course,” he says with a huge grin. “Welcome to what my wives have decided to call ‘Camp X Magical School’.”

      “Camp X?”

      “It was the name of this base. Apparently, it never had a real name, so we simply called it Camp X,” he says with a shrug. “The staff, and then the students, kept calling it Camp X. But we wanted to make sure that folks knew it was also a Magical school, so hence ‘Camp X Magical School’. Speaking of which, you will need this,” Brandon says, throwing me something.

      I catch it quickly and look at it. It appears to be a token of some sort—a coin, but a gold one. Looking at it, I see there is a gigantic wolf on one side, and on the other, the image of Brandon. I look up at him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah, I didn’t have a choice about the coin’s images,” he says with a sour expression. “That’s a token that will allow you to pass through the shield that I have around the school grounds. Otherwise, you will never be able to pass through it as you will be confused and dazed.”

      “So, you want me to do what… go to school here?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head and his smile fades, “I also expect you to earn your keep. While I am gone, I’m sure we will still have issues with humans using Wild Magic—mainly the Organization—and there will be missions you will be sent on.”

      Brandon stands up and starts to pace. “There’s been a big increase in monsters lately, mostly on Earth, and they need to be taken out.” He stops, fixing me with a serious gaze. “The basements I took you to? Those are holding facilities for them. Your side job, when not training here and learning to use your Magic, is to go out and capture or kill—based on need—those monsters.”

      “You want me to capture or kill…”

      “Your Dragon should be able to help, as Sophia can absorb Life Magic.”

      Now I’m the one rubbing my temples. “That’s a huge ask, Brandon,” I tell him.

      “I know. And if I wasn’t leaving, I would do it myself. But, just as your mission is an important one, so is mine. We are fighting the Void, and now this Wild Magic, and we will need allies.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “So, that’s what my wives and I will be doing—we will be exploring the other worlds through the Portals, looking to find this world some help.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      Sighing, Brandon nods, then slumps back into his seat. “Right now, we can keep up, but soon we will need more help. Something tells me that the Void is only going to get stronger.”

      “You mentioned ‘fighting the Void’… What is that?”

      “The Void was a race that, a long time ago, did something terribly wrong, and they were locked up for it, by the Elveesians. This happened ages ago. Well, now they are slowly getting loose, and we need to stop them. The Void have been taking over humans—and for each human they take over, those stuck behind an increasingly weak barrier increase in power. The issue is, if their power increases enough, they’ll be able to free themselves from their prison.”

      Brandon takes a deep breath and blows it out in a gusty sigh. “And trust me, that won’t be good for anyone. Trapped inside their prison, with their hate eating away at them, they only want to destroy everything that’s out here.” He rubs his temples. “It’s a race, to see who will win. Us, by removing the Void from humans who have been infected, or the Void by taking over enough humans to gain the power to escape from where they are now imprisoned.”

      “Some… alien race, is taking over people?”

      “We call them the Infected. Your job, in addition to training for and then using that training to fight and capture monsters, will be to fight them.”

      I stare at Brandon with a frown. “Again, that’s a lot to ask.”

      “It is. But I feel you are responsible enough. And,” his grin finally returns, “I figured you might be willing to pull your weight after finally getting Magic. According to your stepsister, it’s all you’ve ever wanted—she swore up, down and sideways, that you’d jump at the chance to finally be part of the Magical world.”

      “My sister Louise said that?” I ask him with a chuckle. “She’s not far off the mark.”

      “Oh, and there are likely to be some other benefits, too—some might say nearly as awesome as the Magic.”

      “Like what?” I scoff. What could be almost as cool as being able to do Magic?

      Brandon’s grin turns into a smirk, and he bounces his eyebrows at me. “You will be going to school here with over two hundred women of different Magical races,” Brandon tells me with a giant grin.

      “Wait, so there are no other guys here?” I ask him, incredulously.

      “There are a few—but they are all part of the staff. You will be the only male student.”

      “Why only females?” I ask him.

      Shrugging, he admits, “Because I had to bite them, and I’m not keen on biting males.”

      “Why not?”

      “It can be quite painful for guys—for women, not so much,” he says with a snort. “When I bite a female, let’s just say they… receive pleasure, instead of pain.”

      “Yeah, the pain was no fun,” I tell him, remembering the stabbing migraine, aching joints, and the haze of pain I woke up to.

      “Now,” he says, getting up. “I need to go see my wives to make sure we have everything. Sean, it was nice meeting you, and I shouldn’t be gone too long… hopefully. This battle is yours now. Remember, though, you aren’t alone. You have the staff from this school to support you, but also your fellow students to help out.”

      Brandon gestures with one arm. “This base has everything you need to run missions. If you need anything else, William will be able to reach out to others if you are missing something.”

      “I meant to ask,” I say, standing up, “is William THE Sir William Patrick? Isn’t he some kind of rich, tech entrepreneur?”

      “He is,” Brandon tells me, smiling. “But he also isn’t human.” At my look of amazement, he laughs. “William is a Demon.”

      I look at Brandon as if he is pulling my leg, but when he doesn’t change his story, I simply shake my head. “I’m about to find myself a stranger in a strange world, aren’t I?” I ask him.

      Brandon sticks his hand out, and I grab it. He shakes my hand firmly and says, not letting go. “And you’ll grok it all soon enough. If I had any doubts about your capabilities, I would have found someone else. I’m sure you’ll do us proud.”

      I sigh and say, “Not much choice now, since you bit me, right?”

      “Nope,” he says with a grin. “Until we meet again, my new friend.”

      And just like that, I’m left standing in the living room of Brandon’s home, which I guess will be mine—once he leaves.
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      Once Brandon and his wives had gone, I sat back down and tried to comprehend all that had just happened to me. Less than a handful of days ago, I’d been working in a bookstore, basically hiding away since I knew what was in the real world out there—that Elves, Vampires, and werewolves existed, but I had to keep quiet about it. And now? Now, I am in the thick of it.

      Not only that. But now, I’d been given a purpose: to fight this Organization and the Void that Brandon mentioned.

      And I have a freaking Dragon to do it with! Looking around, I wonder what I should do next? My thoughts are interrupted as the front door opens, and the person who I had just been talking about with Brandon walks through it. The demon, William, sees me and grins.

      “Brandon give you the lowdown?” William asks in his thick Irish accent.

      “Sort of, though I don’t know what I am supposed to do next,” I tell him with a shrug.

      “Yeah, figured Brandon would give you just the minor details and leave. That man is eager to go check out those Portals. I saw him and his girls leave, so I figured I would come in and chat. Mind if I grab a drink from the fridge?”

      “Of course,” I tell him. “It’s not my place.”

      “It is now,” he says as, with a smile over his shoulder, he opens the fridge.

      Once he has a beer, he comes back and sits down on the sofa, facing me. He lifts it up in salute. “Cheers to our partnership. Now, let me tell you what you will be doing. First off, you will be taking classes. Since Brandon just gave you Magic, you will be learning to use spells.” He pauses. “I understand you can read and write Elvish?”

      “Yes, and I can speak it as well, though my accent is terrible.”

      “Good, that will make things easier. Most of the spells use Elvish as their base. There are some differences from spell to spell, but you should do well. Now, I’ll put you in class A1.”

      “When do I start that?” I ask him, taking a sip and finishing my beer.

      “Well, today is Thursday, so I would say probably not until Monday—no use jumping in on a Friday as that won’t do much good.” He nods to himself, as if coming to a decision. “Better to let you settle in first. For the weekend, I would say just relax and get used to the area. Explore. Nowhere is off-limits to you, as I’m sure Brandon told you that this place is officially yours?”

      “Yeah, though I have no idea what to do with it.”

      “Trust the staff. Trust me. I will be your liaison for most everything that you might need, and missions that come up, and even your training. For now, enjoy the time off—because once you start training, you will be so busy, you’ll soon be begging me for a day off.”

      “You’re the boss, then?”

      William snorts. “Gods, no. The way Brandon put it to me—quite forcefully, I might add—is that the flow of command is him, you, and then his mother, the Queen.”

      “Wait. His mother, Lianne, is a queen?” I utter in shock.

      “Well, she is now,” William says, and the grin he has isn’t friendly, but thank god I can tell it’s not aimed at me. “Happened only about a month or so ago. She is now the Queen of the Werefolk. That makes her now a powerful ally to have. Also, one of Brandon’s wives’ father is King of the Summer Court. And another, her father is the Count of the Vampires, so technically, he is a King as well.”

      “Jesus, just who the hell is Brandon?” I mutter at all of that.

      “Brandon is the most powerful being on this world—at least for now. And you, young Sir, are damn lucky to have gotten on his good side,” William says, lifting his beer up in a salute. “Welcome to the team at Camp X.”

      “Thanks,” I tell him with a nod. “I will admit, I’m not sure how I will do here.”

      “Understandable,” William says, nodding. “Just take it one day at a time. Now, I have a couple of meetings that’ll waste most of the rest of my day. But I wanted to make sure you got settled in all right. For now, just enjoy the next three days off.”

      He grins. “Because Monday morning, you will be busier than a one-armed paper-hanger. I will have a student come get you at eight in the morning. For the rest of the time, your time is your own.” Getting up, William takes his bottle to the kitchen, rinses it and drops it in a blue box under the sink.

      Coming back to me, as I stand to face him, he reaches out and places a hand on my shoulder. “Just remember. While Brandon asked a lot from you, we will not throw you out there in the deep end until you’ve had some proper training—I don’t believe in a trial by fire. You will have the tools you need before you go to battle. I’m a firm believer in making smart soldiers, not dead ones.”

      “Thank you, Sir William!” I express my heartfelt gratitude. “I’ll do my best not to disappoint.”

      He waves my thanks away. “Please, William will do. Technically, you’re my boss now. Settle in, and I shall see you again on Monday.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him once more.

      Once he’s gone, I look around the living room and sit back down. Suddenly, it all feels too real. What did I just sign up for?
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        * * *

      

      William came by again in the evening to drop off some groceries. He’d said that when he got his beer, he noticed the food situation was low. I wondered if it would not be better for me just to get food at the cafeteria? I remember seeing it on the tour. William just looked at me and started laughing.

      When I asked what was so funny, he said that, right now, my presence here was being kept on the down low—as once the girls found out that I was here, they would go ape shit. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, to be honest, but I decided to play it safe either way.

      For the rest of the weekend, I explore the house and mostly stay inside, reading some of the books I found in a neatly arranged study. Most of them are in English, but I do find two that are in Elvish. Many of the books are just histories about the different races, which I’d already learned about, but it was nice to refresh what I knew about the Magical races—especially as I was about to meet a crap ton of females from those races.

      By the time Monday morning comes, I am eager to meet some of them. The house is a sweet crib, but with me all on my lonesome, it is just big—big and empty. Not knowing exactly what to expect today, after a nice long shower and a quick breakfast omelet, I slip on a pair of comfortable pants and one of what must have been Brandon’s collection of ‘80s hair band rock concert t-shirts. I’d never heard of Ratt, but it looks like their ‘Out of the Cellar’ tour in 1984 was a big hit.

      Hearing a knock at the front door, I look at it oddly. Brandon and William had just walked in, so I know it isn’t anyone I already know. Going to the door, I open it, and freeze.

      My brain freezes, too. The girl on the other side is an Elf, but my god, she is beautiful. She is tall, but not as tall as me. Now. She was about five feet nine, with long hair, but her hair was in three different colors. Platinum blond, streaked with white, and purple. The purple was in the two long braids that she had on either side of her head. She was dressed in a leather outfit that was light in color and accentuated her curves and her massive assets.

      I might have stared longer than was respectful, since she eventually blushes. “Hi there,” she says softly. “I was told to come get someone, by the name of…Shauna, I think?”

      “Ah,” I say, shaking my head to overcome my surprise. “You must mean, Sean—that would be me.”

      “But, you’re human,” she says, confused. “I was told that I was to pick up a new student—so I assumed it would be a female.”

      “No, I’m who you are supposed to fetch,” I tell her with a soft smile. “William said that he would send someone to come to get me this morning. I’m assuming that would be you?”

      She doesn’t respond at first, just stares at me. “But, you’re… human.”

      “Yes… at least, I was,” I tell her. “According to Brandon, I’m not human anymore.”

      “He bit you?” she gasps in surprise, her eyes widening.

      Nodding to her, I say, “He said I could do Magic now—and that much seems to be true. However, I have no clue how to do any spells. That’s partly why I am here, to attend this school.”

      “Oh, gods!” she says, looking at me with wide-eyed awe. “That means you’re like Brandon!”

      Hearing a noise behind me, I turn around. It’s the flapping of wings that I’d heard—Sophia is flying towards me. Without thinking about it, I lift my arm up, and she lands on it.

      “Hey, Sophia,” I tell her with a smile. “Did you have a good weekend?”

      “I did!” she cries, preening herself. “Sorry I didn’t come home sooner, but William said you were good for the next couple of days by yourself and I wanted to explore the area.”

      “All good,” I tell her with a laugh. I point to the young Elf. “She’s here to bring me to class.”

      “Oh, nice!” Sophia cries out, peering at the girl in question.

      Who, I notice, is staring at Sophia in shock.

      “Well, I need to rest,” she says, coiling her neck back around until he is looking once more at me. “I am going to sleep, all right?”

      “Sounds good to me,” I tell her, stroking the ridge on top of her head, which I’d thought would be hard. Her scales are surprisingly soft, as soft as she is blue. Sophia presses into my fingers, like a cat. I swear I can hear a faint purring sound as she does so.

      After a few seconds of this, she blinks her black eyes at me and says, “Good night, Sean.” And then, without warning, she turns into energy, flows into my chest, and is gone.

      That was… unexpected. I’d figured when she meant she was going to sleep, it was somewhere back in the house. I guess that means I am her house. I need to remember that Sophia is what? A spirit? An elemental? I will need to look into that, I guess.

      “Was that a Dragon?” The Elf girl asks me, mouth agape, in a tone of disbelief. “And wait, did she just disappear into you?!?”

      “Yes,” I tell her with a chuckle. “That was Sophia. She’s my…” I stop, as I don’t even know what she is. Other than Brandon telling me about dragons, and Sophia’s repeatedly telling me that she is my dragon, I don’t really know what she is. “I’m not quite sure exactly what she is. But ever since shortly after Brandon bit me, she’s mine.”

      “Wow,” she breathes. Then she shakes her head. “Sorry, where are my manners. I’m Elisha Lilmon.”

      “Hello, Elisha,” I tell her, putting my hand out, which she takes and shakes lightly. “So you’re the one who is going to bring me to class?”

      “I am,” she says, but she looks baffled. “Though, I expected to be coming to get a female Elf, Vampire, or Werefolk. You know you’re going to cause quite an uproar, right?”

      “I will?” I ask, and now it’s my turn to look confused.

      “Of course,” she says with a light laugh. “You are to be the only male student in a school with over two hundred females.”

      “Yeah,” I say with a sour expression. “Brandon mentioned something about that. But, never mentioned what it will mean.”

      Elisha boldly looks me up and down and grins. “Well, at least Brandon gave us someone who is good-looking. And you said you aren’t human anymore?”

      “Not according to Brandon,” I tell her grinning at the compliment. “He said I can now do what he called Foundation Magic, but that I can also do Life Magic.”

      “Damn!” she gives a low whistle in admiration. “You can do both?”

      I nod to her.

      “Piece of advice, then?” she says, suddenly serious.

      “As I’m new here, any advice would be greatly appreciated.”

      “The women here will want you just because of the fact that you were bitten by Brandon. They are all in love with him.”

      “And you aren’t?” I ask her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Elisha says with a laugh. “I think Brandon is fantastic. But, he also has four wives. We Elves aren’t monogamous, but I am not looking to compete with those four.” She shakes her head slowly from side to side.

      “Well,” I say, “shall we head to class?”

      “I can’t wait to see the looks on all the girls’ faces,” she says with a huge grin.

      “Lead on,” I tell her, closing the door behind me.
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      With Elisha at my side, we walk towards the school’s front doors. I know there was an entrance to the school directly from the house but, as she had come to get me from the front door, we took the path outside. It was early, but the sun was out, and I could already tell it was going to be a hot day. The sun was low in the sky, but the dew had already burned off and it was starting to get muggy. Thank god this place had air conditioning.

      “Did Sir William tell you what class you would be in?” Elisha asks me.

      I nod as we walk up the stairs. “Yeah. William mentioned A1?”

      “Oh!” she says, turning to me with excitement, “that means you’re in my class! No wonder Mrs. Lee asked one of us to go fetch you.” She smirks. “Though the other girls will all be disappointed they didn’t volunteer for the task—they were all offered the chance, but I took it. We all thought you were a new female, but I jumped at any reason to get out of class. Mrs. Lee can be brutal.”

      “Mrs. Lee? That’s our teacher’s name?” I ask.

      “Yes. She’s awesome, but I needed a break,” the pretty elf says with a grin over her shoulder at me as she opens the door. “Besides, not to brag, but I am the best one in the school.”

      “Not just the best in the class?” I ask her with a raised eyebrow as we walk down the hallway.

      “Class A1 is the best class in the school, and I’m the best in our class,” she says.

      “Ergo, you’re the best in the school.” I nod with a chuckle.

      “Precisely,” she says with a giggle. “But you’ll find that there are a number of different cliques. It’s not so much about class here—I’m not from a rich Elven family. But, I will warn you, there are some stuck-up girls in our class.”

      “And you’re not one of those?”

      “Gods no,” she says with a snort. “I tend to hang out alone,” she says with a shrug. “I have no time for their bullshit. I’m here to learn… and to be useful to my Elven King, and to Camp X.”

      I say nothing to that comment, as there isn’t much to say. I have to agree with her about stuck up people. I’d hated high school because of all the cliques that there were. I wasn’t in any of them. Mainly because, athletically, I was as good or better on the field than most jocks, but academically, I was better than most of the brainiacs, too. You’d think that would have me feel entitled or stuck up, myself. That, however, was not the case.

      That was mostly thanks to my werewolf foster family. My adopted parents didn’t let me just get by. They made sure I excelled. And though it came relatively easy to me, at home I was surrounded—literally—by monsters. I might not have the genetics of a werewolf, when it came to strength, agility, and stamina, but I came from excellent stock, I guess.

      Elisha stops in front of one of the doors in the long hallway. She points above the doorway, and I see there’s a small green sign, with the letters A1 on it.

      “This is our class,” Elisha says, before knocking on the door.

      A stern female voice yells from the other side. “Come in!”

      Elisha smiles at me before she opens the door and walks in.

      “Ah, Elisha. Back with our new classmate, I see?” says a tall, slim Asian lady from the front of the classroom.

      “Yes, Mrs. Lee,” Elisha says. “This is Sean.”

      “Hello, Sean,” Mrs. Lee says, giving me a smile. “Welcome to the class. If you will please sit next to Elisha, at least for now, that should work.”

      As soon as I had entered the classroom, all the girls had started to whisper.

      Girls? They were women—I would say most were between eighteen and their early twenties. Having been exposed to the Magical races, I was able to tell when someone wasn’t human. There are small signs to show it. In the quick peek I had time to take on the way to my seat beside Elisha, I noted a mix of Elves, Vampires—distinguishable by their pale skins—and what I assumed were Werefolk, as they didn’t have either a Vampire’s pale complexion or an Elf’s ethereal looks.

      “Thank you,” I tell Mrs. Lee.

      I follow Elisha to my seat, and she goes and sits down in what I see is the front row, near the end. That means I’ll be sitting in the front right corner of the class, closest to the teacher’s desk. As I sit down, I can hear the whispers. My hearing isn’t nearly as good as a werewolf’s, but I’m not deaf.

      “He’s a male!”

      “I know! I should have volunteered for that assignment!”

      “He looks yummy.”

      “Oh, please. He’s human,” says another in a sarcastic tone. “I would rather have sex with a gnoll.”

      “As if you could get even a gnoll to date you,” says another with a snicker.

      “Settle down!” Mrs. Lee calls out, staring the loudest whisperers down before turning back to the blackboard. “Now, as I was saying. Magical ley lines run across the continents here, but they are weaker than they used to be. Sean,” she says, turning to me with a frown. “I understand that you grew up with a family of Weres?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” I respond.

      “While extremely rare, it does happen. Can you please tell me what you know about ley lines? I’m curious how much you understand.”

      “Ley lines are Magical conduits buried in the ground. They tend to go from one strong Magical site, to another. Usually running deep underground, they sometimes come to the surface, allowing someone who can use Magic—like the Elves—to increase their power for stronger spells.” I frown, thinking back to what I’d read in an Elven text once. “Though my understanding is, that can also be dangerous, as it’s a lot of power to handle, and can get out of control.”

      “Very good,” she says with a smile, impressed. “Sean is correct. Although the ley lines are powerful, they are also dangerous. Only someone with powerful Magical abilities can handle one, and even then, there are precautions that must be taken, so that someone doesn’t burn out their Magical abilities.”

      “Does that happen a lot, Mrs. Lee?” one of the students asks.

      “Not anymore, as the Elven council has put rules in place to ensure that nothing like that happens again. Most ley lines that are above the ground, and readily accessible, are well protected. We aren’t sure how, but it’s the same as with the Portals. Wherever a ley line is exposed, there is a valley, such as you would find for a Portal—at least that is how things are on Earth. On the home worlds of the Elves, Vampires, and Werefolk, the ley lines are exposed.”

      “Why are they buried here, then?” someone asks.

      “We aren’t sure why they are only protected here, on Earth,” Mrs. Lee admits.

      “Maybe because we humans are idiots,” I say without thinking. That comment earns me chuckles and laughter.

      “I almost have to agree,” Mrs. Lee says with her own laugh. “And you might be right.”

      “Now, if you open your book to page nineteen, we will look more closely at ley lines. Sean,” Mrs. Lee says, as I had been about to panic as I had no books, but the teacher comes to my rescue, “under the desk you’re sitting at, there should be three books. Please take out the blue-covered one.”

      I nod and look under the desk and see that there is a shelf there, with a stack of three books on it: one blue, one red, and another that is black. I grab the blue one and open it.

      “Can he even read it?” I hear whispering from behind me.

      “Of course not,” says the snarky voice from earlier. “He’s a human. I bet he can barely read his own language.”

      Ignoring them, I open the book and see that it’s written in Elvish. With a smile, I flip through the book’s pages until I see at the bottom the elven script for nineteen. I look over, and Elisha is grinning at me.

      “How did he get the right page?”

      “Must be luck,” says the snarky voice again.

      “Sean, can you read me the first paragraph, please?” Mrs. Lee asks me.

      “Sure,” I tell her with a confident nod. “Do you want me to read it in English, or it Elvish?”

      “You can speak Elvish?” Mrs. Lee asks me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes,” I tell her with a nod. “I am fluent in it. I can also speak a little High Elvish, but I’m still learning that one.”

      “English will be fine,” she replies.

      Nodding, I look down and read the first paragraph clearly, out loud. “As ley lines were something created by the gods, we aren’t sure of their exact creation process. Most ley lines tend to be static, in that they are always in the same spots. But there also exist wild ley lines, which are erratic in nature but purer in form. These wild ley lines are usually well hidden and, unlike normal ley lines, cannot be detected by any Magical perception. When a wild ley line is found, most are kept secret, because of their purity. Too many people siphoning from a single, wild ley line can destroy it.”

      With a tone of approval, Mrs. Lee says, “Excellent, Sean. Now, Elisha. Can you tell me why wild ley lines are important?”

      “They allow for the creation of special items. Most Magical items, from healing rods to fireball rods, require pure power to be enchanted. These enchanted items are what allows most non-casting Magical races, like the Vampires and the Werefolk, to use Magical spells. Most wild ley lines are closely guarded by powerful families, and their use is strictly forbidden to anyone else.”

      “That’s only because you Elves hoard the Magic for yourselves,” says another student.

      I noticed the speaker was one of the pale Vampire girls.

      “That’s enough, Pella,” Mrs. Lee snaps. “We don’t bring politics into the classroom.”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Lee,” Pella replies, ducking her head. At least she has the grace to blush at the reprimand.

      “While you might be right—many wild ley lines are held by Elves—they aren’t exclusive to that race here on Earth. There are a couple of them that are held by the Vampire court, and one that is held by the Werefolk. The reason that they are held mostly by the Elves, though, is because they are the ones who can use them. Now, let’s move on to page forty-five.” She studies the far side of the class. “Pam, can you please read to us the third paragraph?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Lee,” says one of the other Vampire girls… err, women. I need to remember they are women.

      And for the rest of the morning, I start learning more about the Magical world that I’d known exists, but was forbidden to engage with. After ley lines, we learn about crystals and their uses, including how they can be used to store Magical energy, almost like a battery, and which crystals make the best Magical batteries. We also learn about the visualization of spells.

      When Mrs. Lee brings up the subject of casting, my ears perk up. It seems Brandon wasn’t kidding about me learning Magical spells. I listen attentively as Mrs. Lee walks us through the process of casting a simple conjuration.

      Suddenly, she lifts her hand, and in her palm flickers a small flame.

      Wait, how in the hell is she using Magic? She’s not an Elf! I guess I wasn’t the only one who’d got a shocked look on my face, because looking around, I see that almost everyone has the same stunned look on their face that I am sure is on mine.

      “What?” Mrs. Lee says with a grin at the entire class. “You didn’t think you were all the only ones who’d been bitten by Brandon, did you? Some of us female teachers got it, as well. How else could I teach you Magic, if I couldn’t do it? Now. We will pair up, and we will go on creating flames.”

      “You’re with me,” Elisha suddenly says, grabbing my arm and grinning at me.

      “Good by me,” I tell her with a smile.

      Hell, if I’m going to have a partner, it might as well be the pretty Elf. I had sneaked a few good looks at the rest of the class, and while they were all attractive, Elisha had to be the most beautiful woman here. So, for the next hour, we practice trying to bring up a Magical flame. It took Elisha all of five minutes to master it.

      I, on the other hand, couldn’t even bring up heat, never mind a flame. Even after an hour of trying, and it feels like I am going to give myself an aneurism from trying to force something, I can’t. I don’t feel bad, though, as I wasn’t the only one. The only two in the class who have succeeded in calling flames to their hands are Elisha and the girl with the snarky voice, another Elf.

      Frowning in frustration at my still empty hand, I’m saved by the bell. Damn, I think, that’s going to take some getting used to. I haven’t been in a school setting in almost four years.

      “Come on,” Elisha says with a smile. “I’ll take you to our next class.”

      “Oh, we shift classrooms?”

      “For this one, yes. We have Mrs. Lee, again, but this time for combat training, which we do outside.”

      “Combat training?” I ask, puzzled. “I thought this was a school for Magic?”

      “Oh, it is,” she says with a chuckle. “But you can’t always rely on spells. We learn combat skills, too. I’m interested to see what kind of combat skills you have, having lived with a family of Werefolk.”
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      Back outside, Elisha takes me towards the airfield where Ian had landed our plane, but over to the right of it. There are, I see, small round sand pits all over the place.

      “All right, I’ll need a volunteer,” Mrs. Lee says, standing in one of the pits. “Oh, thank you, Sean, for volunteering,” she says before anyone says anything, including me.

      I stare at her in surprise. Hmm… All right. So am I to be the guinea pig, or the lamb sent to slaughter? Nodding to the teacher hesitantly, I go stand in the sandpit with her. The sand is packed in the pit, but I can see it’s still soft enough that no one will get hurt, if we get thrown down.

      “Do you have any combat training?” Mrs. Lee asks me, getting herself into an offensive stance.

      “Some,” I tell her.

      What I don’t tell her, is that my foster father is a fantastic fighting specialist. I learned all I could about fighting from him.

      “Weapons or just unarmed combat?” Mrs. Lee asks.

      “Some weapons,” I tell her. “Mostly staff and knife, though I can also use a sword,” I tell her with a grin. “But who uses a sword in this day and age?”

      “You would be surprised,” Mrs. Lee says with a chuckle. “Now, let’s see what you know.”

      Then, almost before I can bring my arm up and get into a proper stance, she’s attacking. I barely get my arm around to deflect her incoming punch. Or the follow-up kick that suddenly snaps out at my head. Despite my best efforts, she clips me slightly.

      I back away, shaking my head, and watch her warily. Then, once more, she’s coming at me, but this time I am better prepared for her. I end up deflecting the first three strikes, but then, unexpectedly, I feel an impact on the back of my head.

      Did she just kick her leg up as she floated around my flank, when I was still defending my front? I put my hand to the spot where she had kicked me. It wasn’t a hard kick, but enough to let me know that I ‘d been too slow to stop it.

      “Not bad,” Mrs. Lee says with a grin. “Now, go on the offensive,” she says.

      Nodding, I circle her until I feel it’s a good time, and attack. I jump in towards her, but as I throw out a flurry of punches, trying just to touch her, her hands block me each time.

      Within minutes, I am sweating and breathing hard, but I haven’t landed a single hit. Then, I see an opening! kicking out instead of punching, I expect to finally land a hit. But instead, her head snakes to the side, my foot missing her ear by only an inch, and then she’s inside my guard,.

      Before I can stop her, her balled fist sinks into my solar plexus. That blow brings me down to my knees, gasping to catch my breath. Once I can breathe again, I look up and see she has her hand out to help me up. I take the hand gratefully and, with her help, pull myself up.

      “Good job. You have had some training. The last time I had a good fight like that, was fighting Brandon,” Mrs. Lee tells me with a proud grin.

      “Now,” she says, turning to the rest of the class. “Grab a partner, and I want you to spar. Today, we will only be using our fists—both to punch and to block.”

      “That was amazing!” Elisha says, coming up to me in a rush. “I wish I could fight even half as good as that!”

      “It’s not hard,” I tell her with a smile. “Just means getting up every day at five in the morning and sparring until seven, for ten years.”

      At my comment, her eyes widen in shock.

      “My foster dad used to train us before we went to school. I think I started when I was nine? Eight?” I tell her with a shrug.

      “I think I should spar him,” says the snarky voice from the classroom. “I doubt he will land a hit on me, and I bet I can hit him more times than Mrs. Lee did.”

      I turn to find the Elf who had been making snarky remarks in class standing there. “Martella, will you just piss off, already?” Elisha says with a scowl. “You don’t need to prove anything.”

      “Oh, but I do,” she says in a malicious tone. “I need to put this human in his place. He might be the only male, but he has nothing on us.”

      If it wasn’t for the haughty look she had on her face, she would be cute. But instead, she looks mean.

      “You only want to fight Sean because Brandon bit him, and that delightful man won’t give you the time of day because he already has four wives,” Elisha says, turning to Martella and crossing her arms under her chest.

      Martella doesn’t answer the accusation and glares at Elisha.

      I put a hand on Elisha’s shoulder and squeeze it. “I can handle her.”

      Elisha turns to me, and there’s anger and heat in her expression, but it’s not meant for me. “She just wants to prove something.”

      “That’s fine. I will allow her to do what she wants. Whatever she does to me does not reflect on the person I am,” I say with a shrug.

      Elisha looks between Martella and me but then nods firmly. “Fine. Kick her ass.”

      “I’ll try,” I tell the flustered blonde with a grin. I turn to face Martella. “Rules?”

      The interloper suddenly grins, and that’s when I notice that the entire class has been watching, including Mrs. Lee. The teacher doesn’t interfere, but watches with a smile, her arms crossed over her chest in a relaxed pose.

      Well, if she’s okay with it, I guess I should be good.

      “First person to yield loses,” Martella calls out. “Or the first person to get knocked out.”

      “Knocked out of the ring, or physically knocked out?” I ask her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Your choice,” she says with a grin, but it’s not pretty—it’s predatory.

      So, she wants blood, does she? Shrugging again, I tell her. “Fine by me, then. Loser either taps out or is knocked out.” Since I was already in the fighting ring, I assume a ready position. Martella does the same.

      Mrs. Lee steps forward between us and lifts her arm. “Ready?” she asks both of us. At both of our nods, she slices her arm down.

      Faster than I expected her to, Martella is rushing at me and, as I had been with Mrs. Lee, I am at first on the defensive, blocking her punches and even the kicks she throws out now and then—though I thought Mrs. Lee had said to stick to punches today. As Martella is the one expending the energy this time, she’s the one who ends up breathing heavily after an intense few minutes.

      The snarky elf steps back away from me, finally giving me a respite. But I see that she’s glaring at me, and there is hatred in her gaze, now. She hisses at me, before lifting her hand, and suddenly there’s a fireball coming straight at my face.

      I lift my arms in front of my face to block it, knowing it’s already too late, but then without warning, Sophia flies out of my chest in a blue burst of energy and engulfs the incoming fireball. Somehow, it gets absorbed by her.

      “Stop!” shouts Mrs. Lee, and she has her hand aimed at Martella. “Martella, you have gone too far. No Magic is to be used in these rings unless authorized by me, and this was not agreed upon.”

      Sophia’s energetic Dragon body lazily floats in front of me, almost like a shield.

      Martella’s face is white, looking at Sophia in shock.

      “Winner—by default—is Sean. Martella, head back to the school,” Mrs. Lee snaps. “I expect you to be waiting in my office when I get there, once this class is done.”

      “Do you know who my dad is!” she suddenly screams at Mrs. Lee.

      “Yes, I do know your father, personally actually. And I am sure King Miramenor would love to hear about your actions today against Sean, who now owns this school and leads this facility. How would your Elven King take it, do you think, if I told him how much the daughter of his seneschal was acting like a brat?”

      At that, Martella’s eyes widen in horror. “Now get,” Mrs. Lee orders, waving her away and dismissing her.

      Martella gets a defeated look on her face and turns to go.

      I decide to interject. “Mrs. Lee,” I tell her. “I am good if Martella stays for the rest of class. I did ask earlier what rules, and though she did not specify such, I never said no Magic.”

      “That’s because you didn’t know, young man,” she growls, staring daggers at Martella.

      “I know. But as I am new here, can we let this slide? I’m sure it was an accident.”

      “You’re sure?” she asks, turning to me and tilting her head to the side as she gazes at me.

      “I am.”

      “Fine,” she says, her lips wrinkling with a sour expression—like she’d just sucked on a lemon. “But only this one time. Next time, such a foolish stunt might earn whichever student is dumb enough to pull it a suspension.” Mrs. Lee glares at Martella, whose look of horror only gets more pronounced, as she continues, “a suspension from the school and the program. I’m sure I can convince Brandon to take back such a foolish student’s new powers,”.

      “Thank you,” I tell her and, hands clasped in front of my chest, I bow to her.

      One thing my foster father has hammered into me, is to always show respect when it’s earned. This is one of those times.

      “Right,” Mrs. Lee says, turning to the rest of the class. “Get into pairs and fight.”

      Elisha comes to me and hugs me quickly. “That was awesome!” she whispers fiercely.

      “Thanks,” I tell her.

      I look at Sophia, who is still floating next to me. “You good for energy?”

      “I am now,” she says with a lazy smile on her Dragon face. “But I’m still sleepy, so I am going back to bed.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks for the assist there.”

      “You’re welcome,” Sophia chirps and then, without warning, she slams into my chest, entering it in her energy form. All I feel is a slight pressure on my skin.

      “What was that?” Elisha asks me, staring at the location on my chest where Sophia had disappeared.

      “That was my Dragon,” I tell her with a grin. “One of the side effects of Brandon biting me.”

      “Wow, I sure wish I had a Dragon,” she says wistfully.

      “Shall we spar?” I ask her.

      “Hmm,” she says nervously. “I’m not much of a physical fighter,” she says. “And since Mrs. Lee just said no Magic, I will be pretty useless.”

      “I can show you some of the moves I know,” I tell her with a chuckle. “I promise to take it easy on you.”

      “Deal!” she says with a giggle.

      I glance over, and Martella has not moved—as I guess no one wants to be her partner. I’m not sure if it’s because of what she did, or if it’s just because no one likes her. She still has a dazed look on her face, unsure of what she should do next. I’d just embarrassed her in front of the entire class, and not only that, Mrs. Lee called her out on her actions.

      I tilt my head towards Martella and look at Elisha.

      She just shrugs.

      “Martella, was it? Care to spar with us?” I ask her.

      Martella looks at me suspiciously, but then reluctantly nods. “If you would have me.”

      I hold my hand out, and tentatively she comes forward and grasps it. “Let’s do proper introductions then. I’m Sean Hall.”

      “Martella Tortmila,” she replies, shaking my hand.

      “I’m Elisha Lilmon,” Elisha tells her, putting her hand out as well.

      “Oh, everyone knows you,” Martella tells her with a smile.

      I look down at Elisha with a questioning look. “Don’t tell me you’re the King’s daughter?”

      Both of the girls look at me and burst out laughing. “Gods, no,” Elisha says. “That would be Brandon’s wife, Silvana. I’m just a simple Elf girl.”

      Martella snorts at that. “Yeah,” she says, looking at me. “Just a simple Elf girl, who is probably the most powerful of all of us—besides Brandon and his wives, that is—at Magic.”

      “Oh, really?” I turn to Elisha with a smile. “I guess I know who to go to when I need to ask for a tutor.”

      “Well, Martella is the second best,” Elisha says defensively. “You could just as well ask her.”

      I look back at Martella. She’s almost as beautiful as Elisha, now that there is no sneer or haughty look on her face. She is tall like Elisha, but where Elisha had three colors in her hair, Martella’s hair is pure white. Her chest isn’t nearly as busty as Elisha’s, but her body is lithe and shapely. She has long legs that go on forever.

      Her eyes are the brightest blue I have ever seen in my life, almost like staring into the Caribbean. I must have stared at her longer than I thought, because Martella suddenly blushes.

      “What?” she asks me nervously.

      “Nothing,” I tell her with a smile. “I just never saw eyes quite as blue as yours. They’re amazing.”

      “Oh,” she says, looking down and blushing hard.

      Hearing a giggle, I look over, and Elisha is grinning at us both. “Come on, you two. Time to spar!” she cries.

      “That means you’re going to be learning the hard and painful way, and might get bruised some,” Martella tells her with a grin.

      “Oh crap,” Elisha says, crestfallen.
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      “Oh gods, I hurt all over,” Elisha groans.

      It was lunchtime, so we were in the cafeteria. To say I felt like a slab of meat hanging up in a meat shop would be putting it mildly. As soon as I walked into the place, every set of female eyes turned to watch me.

      “Don’t worry,” Martella says with a laugh. “Eventually, they’ll stop gawking. They just know that Brandon bit you and that you’re the first male that he has transferred Magic to.”

      “He hasn’t bitten any other males?” I ask, surprised.

      “Oh, he has,” Elisha replies. “But it’s to give them immunity to silver. You, on the other hand, are the first one to get the full treatment. My understanding is that, even though they only got the immunity to silver treatment, it was quite painful. Did it hurt for you?”

      “Yeah.” I scowl at the remembered pain, pain so bad that it knocked me out completely. “You could say that.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here,” Elisha says with a grin. “But now I need something to take this pain away,” she says with a sigh. “I wish they had wine here. I would kill for a good glass of wine!”

      “Oh gods, yes.” Martella nods, adding just as heartfelt a soft, “I miss wine.”

      “There’s no booze here at Camp X?”

      “Gods, no,” Martella huffs, but both of the girls had shaken their heads. “They treat us like we’re kids.”

      “I’m sure I can talk to William about that,” I tell them, grabbing trays and handing them to the girls, before snagging a tray for myself and getting in line for some food. “I have to be honest. I enjoy a beer every now and then. Hell, I had a beer at Brandon’s house just yesterday. Or… well, I guess it’s my house now.”

      “Wait,” Elisha says, grabbing my arm quickly. “You own the house where I picked you up?” Her eyes were big as saucers.

      “Yeah? I guess they didn’t want to stick me in the dorms with all the girls,” I tell her with a shrug.

      Elisha looks at Martella, and they both suddenly sprout grins.

      “What?” I ask them, suddenly suspicious.

      “Nothing,” they both say innocently.

      I stare at both of them, about to ask what they are up to, but Elisha points ahead of me to where the line had moved up. I step forward and hold out my tray to the serving lady behind the counter, who passes me a bowl of stew, some bread, and a mug of something. I carefully lean over to sniff it, and it smells like coffee.

      I start to ask where I can get cream and sugar, but the serving lady smiles and beats me to it.

      “Over yonder, young man, you will find all that you need for your coffee.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her, with a smile of appreciation.

      Once we all have food on our trays, we head to one of the empty tables, with everyone still staring at me.

      “That’s going to take some getting used to,” I tell the girls as we sit down, looking around the room at the tables of girls who are looking at me and whispering.

      “What? Everyone looking at you and talking about you behind your back?” Martella asks with a snort. “Well, better get used to it. You’re the first guy we have seen here at Camp X who isn’t staff. But also, the rumor mill has it that Brandon bit you and gave you unimaginable power.” She smirks. “And also, that he gave you Camp X.”

      “Yeah, that’s all pretty much true,” I tell her with a nod. “I’m still getting used to it… I don’t even know what all I can do.”

      “Well, we know you can bring out a Dragon!” Elisha says with a wide grin. “What’s that all about?”

      “I’m not sure. But it seems that whatever Brandon did to me, allowed me to bond with that Dragon. Her name is Sophia.”

      “She has a name?!” Elisha squeals.

      “That she does,” I reply with a laugh. “Though I’m not sure what all she can do, either.”

      Elisha chuckles. “We know she can swallow spells whole.”

      Nodding, I say, “I think that has something to do with how she can absorb energy and use it as Life Magic—err, I mean Wild Magic. Which apparently I can use now, too. Brandon said that I could use both Life Magic and Foundation Magic.”

      “What?!” Martella gasps in surprise. “You can use both Magics?”

      “Well… actually use them? No. I haven’t used either of them yet, as I have no clue what I am doing. How long have you all been here?”

      “Let’s see,” Elisha says, thinking about it. “It’s been… what, almost a month?” she asks Martella.

      “Yes, that sounds about right,” the white-haired elf replies, already digging into her stew.

      “We all got here about a month ago, and then Brandon bit each of us. Which… hmm…,” Elisha’s cheeks turn a bright pink, and she twists one of her long purple braids around her fingers. “Unlike your painful experience, ours was quite… different.”

      “Different how?” I ask, looking at both of them, and I see that now they are both blushing heavily.

      “Men feel pain, but women feel pleasure,” Martella supplies.

      “Wait,” I say, staring at both of them in surprise. “You had an orgasm when Brandon bit you?”

      “Hmm… More than one,” Elisha admits, blushing profusely at the memory.

      “For hours,” Martella includes.

      Elisha turns to her and nods. “It felt like hours.”

      With a sour expression, I say, “I wish it had been like that for me.”

      “You would have wanted an orgasm or three from Brandon?” Elisha asks, with raised eyebrows.

      “Ok, I retract that statement,” I say with an embarrassed laugh.

      Yeah. Never thought of it like that. I can’t imagine being made to orgasm by a guy. Nothing wrong with gay love. I just never swung that way. I preferred my partners to have delightfully soft breasts and two holes that I can use.

      “So,” I say, changing the subject. “Your father is the Elven King’s seneschal?” I ask Martella.

      She blushes and nods. “I’m sorry about earlier, trying to pull a power trip like that.”

      “All good,” I tell her with a smile.

      Once she’d agreed to spar with us, the formerly snarky girl had started to open up. She was actually quite personable.

      “It’s hard, though, as everyone expects me to ask my dad to ask the King for things. So, I… I don’t have many friends here.”

      “Well, I won’t be asking you to ask your father to ask the King for anything,” I tell her, laying my hand on top of hers.

      “That’s because you’re more powerful than the King,” Elisha snorts.

      “I am?” I ask her, turning to her.

      “Maybe not right now. But you will be, once you learn how to use your powers and can use your Magic. You have met Brandon, haven’t you?”

      “Yeah,” I tell her, sucking in a deep breath. “That man exudes power.”

      “Yes, well… Camp X might be his, but it was given to him by the US government because they fear him. Brandon has powerful people from all three worlds trying to gain his ear.”

      “He’s that powerful?”

      “Yes. Look at this school,” Elisha says, waving a hand at everyone in the cafeteria. “We are all here only because of him. Elves, Vampires, and Werefolk—all learning Magic and combat skills in order to fight against the Void and the Organization.”

      “Yeah, I meant to ask William about that. What are we supposed to be doing about them?”

      “For now, training mostly,” Martella says with a shrug. “But soon, they will be sending the strongest of us on missions.”

      “Missions?” I ask in disbelief. “After only a month of training?”

      “Even after only a month here, trust us, we are pretty strong,” Elisha says with a laugh. “Most of us here before Brandon bit us could only do one thing. Magic for us Elves, transforming for the Werefolk and Vampires. Now, though? We can do all three. Even the Vampires can now cast spells, just like I can. And I can now transform into a werebeast.”

      “Oh? What’s yours?” I ask her after wiping my mouth with a napkin. “My foster father was a gray wolf, but his wife was a werebadger.”

      “I’m a werewolf,” Elisha says with a huge smile.

      “And I’m a werebear,” Martella says with a proud grin. “I wonder what you will be?” she muses, looking at me with interest.

      “Wait, I can turn into a werebeast as well?”

      “You haven’t tried yet?” Martella asks me.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I just got the treatment from Brandon a couple of days ago. I am honestly at a loss as to what I can do. I…” I frown. “I have a Dragon. That’s all I know. Oh… and I grew.”

      “Grew?” Elisha says, looking down at the table—as if she can stare through it—at my crotch.

      “Not there,” I tell her with a laugh. “I used to be on the short side of average—just under five feet nine. But now, I’m almost six feet four. And I never,” here I lift up my shirt and poke my abs, “had these before. And trust me, I used to work out all the time, trying to get a six-pack to impress girls with.”

      “Mmm. Nice,” Martella murmurs, but then blushes when she realizes she’d said that out loud.

      “So what’s your deal?” I ask, turning to Elisha.

      “I don’t come from an important family. My father passed away when I was young, but my mother works in the Elvish Summer Court. She’s one of the King’s Mages.”

      “Not an important family,” Martella says with a snort. “Her mom is an extremely powerful Magician. It’s no surprise you are doing so well here.”

      A shadow falls across the table and I look up. There are two women standing there. One of them is a Vampire, if I don’t miss my guess, and the other must be a Were.

      “Hello,” I say with a smile. “Can I help you?”

      “Is it true?” the Vampire girl asks me.

      “Is what true?”

      “That you can do Magic, just like the rest of us? That Brandon bit you?”

      “Yes,” I tell her with a smile. “Though I am still new to my powers. I am here to try and learn how to do Magic.”

      “See!” the first girl says, turning to her friend. “I was right! He’s going to be powerful like Brandon.”

      “Lopna, Trinta,” Martella says with a sour expression. “I don’t think Sean needs to have you bugging him right now, while he is trying to enjoy his lunch.”

      “Oh... Oh! We’re sorry! We just wanted to confirm the rumors. Hope you enjoy Camp X, Sean!”

      And giggling like two schoolgirls, the two leave.

      “Sorry about that,” Elisha says with a sigh. “I guess you should get used to it. But, they are right—you are going to be powerful like Brandon, Sean. You will need to make sure that you have people around you who aren’t hanging on your coattails, looking for a political leg up.”

      “Like you two?” I ask them both with a laugh.

      “Well,” Martella says with a blush, “I tried to do just that. My father might be the seneschal to the King, but I am not well-liked. I thought that maybe, if I beat you, I would gain some respect for my talents and not just because of who my father is.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I refuse to let people try to influence me, trying to get my dad to do something for them. Most people I meet, the moment they find out my dad works for the King, they automatically want me to try and get them something—be it his ear or a meeting with him, or special favors. I don’t take well to people fawning over me because of my background.”

      “It’s all good,” I tell her. “I appreciated the bout. You’re pretty skilled in combatives. Where did you learn that from? Did your dad teach you?”

      “Gods no. My father has no real fighting skills to speak of—or Magical ones, for that matter. I get any talent I have for Magic from my mother, who was a Mage until she retired after an injury,” she replies with a snort. “I’ve lived here on Earth for a while, though, and used to enjoy watching martial arts movies all the time. When I asked my father where I could learn more about it, he convinced one of the royal guards to teach me.”

      “How old were you when that happened?” Elisha asks her.

      “Hmm. I was maybe… eleven?”

      “You have been studying martial arts for what? Nine years, now?” I ask her.

      “That’s right,” she replies with a grin. “I’m twenty now.”

      “How old are you?” I ask Elisha.

      “I turned nineteen just before coming here. How old are you, Sean?”

      “Twenty-two,” I reply.

      “Damn, we are all a bunch of young ones,” Elisha says with a laugh.

      “Come on, let’s finish up here and Sean can take us over to show us his new pad,” Martella says, standing and giving me a wink.

      “Oh! I like that idea. Maybe there is some more of that beer in his fridge,” Elisha whispers.

      “Shhhhh!” Martella hisses, a finger to her lips.

      I can see that her grin is just as big as Elisha’s. I look at the two of them, and I can’t help myself. I shake my head and roll my eyes, but I have a grin on my face as well.
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      “Hmm,” Martella says, walking into my new digs.

      “What?” I ask her.

      “I don’t know,” she says, looking around the first-floor area. “I guess I expected it to be… I don’t know, grander? Since it belongs to such a powerful person as Brandon MacDermott.”

      “Oh, so that’s his last name? I hadn’t heard it mentioned before,” I tell her.

      I look around the place as well. And she’s right. It looks like your typical American home, with a living room, kitchen, and stairs that lead up to bedrooms on the second floor. Which I know now, isn’t the whole picture as there are three levels, with the entire top floor being the master bedroom.

      Which, somehow, was now mine.

      The walls are paneled in a dark oak, making the living room darker than it should be. The kitchen has at least been upgraded, with a backsplash in subway tile, and has all the things you need in a kitchen, from a stove, dishwater to a coffee machine that turns those heaven-sent pods into the elixir of life. The living room has two large sofas and a Lazyboy.

      Funny thing about the lounger—Brandon told me that if I broke it somehow, I’d have to answer to Johanne. She may have been his shortest wife, but damn she looked tough as nails. I had yet to even sit in it… and I wasn’t sure I ever would.

      “I would have figured they would have given him a palace to live in, being who he is,” Elisha says with a laugh. She heads straight to the kitchen and opens the fridge door.

      “There’s beer! Oh, and wine!”

      “Sweet! I’ll take a beer!”

      “What kind? He has three kinds in here and four different bottles of wine.” Elisha turns to look back over her shoulder, her heart-shaped ass sticking out of the fridge.

      She rattles off the three names, and Martella quickly picks the middle one. I tell Elisha to bring me whatever is closest at hand. With a grin, Elisha returns and passes me a beer and hands Martella a stemmed glass with a rich burgundy liquid in it.

      Martella had already jumped onto the couch, curling her feet underneath her, and I sat next to her. I end up in the middle of the couch, between the two women. I hadn’t planned it that way, but this worked out nicely. Two beautiful women as bookends? Yes, please.

      Taking a sip of my beer, Elisha and Martella each do the same from their drinks, and we all end up sighing in pleasure at the same time.

      “Gods, it’s been just over a month since we came here, but I really miss going down to the pub and enjoying a glass of wine,” Martella says with a heavy sigh, shifting around until she sinks deeper into the sofa, half leaning against my shoulder.

      “I miss going to a play,” Elisha says with a wistful sigh. “We don’t even have those Earth televisions, here. Although,” she says, sitting up with a big grin and pointing to screen mounted on the far wall, “we have one here!”

      I look at where she’s pointing, to the large sixty-five-inch 4K television on a wall mount over the hearth.

      “Yeah, Silvana mentioned that it was hooked up to the communications room, so they could access satellite television,” I tell her

      “Damn, look at you living the high life,” Martella says with a grin. “So, what’s your story?” she asks, leaning back to look at me.

      “My story?”

      “Yes, I assume you were born on Earth. Where?”

      “Ah,” I tell her with a nod. “Yes, I was born on Earth. Which will always feel odd to say, seeing as I have only ever known this one planet. I’m from a state called New Jersey. I’m not sure where I was born precisely, as my parents were killed in a freak accident when I was a child involving silver bullets. My foster dad told me that the Organization had been targeting the local Werewolves, and there was a shoot-out. My parents got caught in the crossfire, and they were both killed. I was maybe three or four at the time?”

      “That’s awful!” Elisha says, looking at me with sympathy.

      “Thanks,” I tell her with a grateful smile. “I was too young to remember any of it, and I was lucky that they took me in. I could just as easily have been left at the scene of the tragedy and been lost in the foster system. But, this way, I got to learn that there is a lot more than just humans out there.”

      “But, wasn’t it hard? Knowing about, but not being part of that new world?” Martella asks me softly.

      “Yeah,” I tell her with a nod. “It was. Knowing that there was Magic and shit out there, but that I wasn’t allowed to talk to anyone about it? Not that they would have believed me,” I say with a snort. “And while I met many of you Magical folks, I could always see the pity in their eyes—knowing that I would never fully be part of that world.”

      “But now you are,” Martella gives me a sweet smile.

      “In spades,” I tell her with a laugh. “I’m still not sure why Brandon picked me, but I won’t let him down,” I say fiercely.

      And I won’t. This is the chance of a lifetime and something I’d wanted for as long as I could remember—to be part of the world of Magic. I would rather have found out that things were all good, though, and that there wasn’t something out there trying to bring it all down around our ears called the Void. Or the Organization, for that matter.

      “So, what kind of powers do you have?” Elisha asks me, lying back on the soft sofa.

      I sink back into the plush couch, taking another sip of my cold beer before answering. “I’m not sure. I was told that I could do Magic, which I guess means I can use the Portals now? I apparently also have Life Magic—though most folks call it something different. Brandon said that Foundation Magic is what you Elves, Vampires, and Werefolk use, which is different from something he called Life Magic, which most know of as ‘Wild’ Magic.”

      “Wild Magic is nasty,” Martella says with a grimace. “It uses up a person’s lifeforce. We Elves can still use it in an emergency, but we stopped using it ages ago. Only the humans who somehow find out about it actively use it, as it’s their only access to Magic.” She pauses, studying me for a moment. “You know the history of why we stay away or hide from humans?”

      I frown at her and shake my head.

      “Well, for a long time, humans hunted us down to get us to give them Magic. They would perform terrible experiments on us. Some went so far as to kill their Magical victims and eat the dead, thinking that it was somehow our bodies that gave us Magic, not our souls.”

      “God, that’s terrible!” I blurt out in shock.

      “Yes. It was only thanks to us praying to our gods that we were granted a path to salvation. We were given a way off of Earth,” Elisha says.

      “The Portals?” I ask. I think I know what she’s talking about.

      I knew about the Portals, since my foster family had moved back to their home world and had to leave me behind, as I could not use them. Only those who possess Magic—Elves, Vampires, and the Werefolk—can use them. I didn’t know that was the reason they were created. I’d always thought it was the Magic of the Elves that had created them, not some gods.

      “The Portals,” Martella nods. “Our history was a tale of misery for a very long time, hiding from the humans who hunted our kind. Once the Portals came about, the only Magical beings who had to stay here on Earth were those who were tied to this planet: a dryad and her tree, or a mermaid and her waters. But even then, in small hidden pockets, there were Magical beings. As humans started to cover the unclaimed lands, we ended up having to uproot continually and move until, eventually, we came up with Magic that enabled us to hide our identities.”

      “Hiding in plain sight became the best, and preferred, solution,” Elisha chimes in. “We can still be hurt or even killed by silver, though thanks to Brandon and him biting us, we are now immune to silver.”

      “Yeah, I was going to ask about that. I remember the first time I brought a Christian cross home from a girl who liked me, and my family freaked out. I didn’t know it was silver at the time. I was so proud to show them what a girl gave me, that I almost killed them.”

      “Nah,” Elisha says with a shake of her head, causing her purple braids to swing around. “Worst case, it would only have made them weak—as long as they didn’t touch it.”

      My face must have given something away since they both look at me with horror.

      “Yeah,” I say, humiliated at the memory of it. “I might have been overly excited. My foster mother was sick for weeks. If I remember correctly, that was the first time I met an Elf. I was maybe thirteen years old at the time?”

      “Gods,” Elisha bursts out in laughter. “And they still kept you around?” but she’s grinning when she says it, to take any sting out of the comment.

      “For another five years,” I tell her with a chuckle.

      Turning to Martella, I ask, “Want to explain why you were so irritated when I first showed up in class? It sounds like you really have something against humans.”

      Martella looks at me nervously and says, “It’s not that I hate humans. I hate humans who felt entitled—and I have met many of them. It’s all I seem to see on television and these reality shows you all seem to love.”

      “I didn’t know what to think with you.” She looked down, frowning as a touch of pink shaded her cheeks. “Here was a human, who’d been bitten by the Silver Magi, and it made me angry… why would a human be given such a gift? Who does he think he is?” She looked up, vulnerability plain in her eyes. She seemed to come to a decision. “But, then I got to know you and… honestly? Your foster family did a really good job of raising you to be a decent person, even for a human,” she replies with a smile, to take away the sting of her words.

      “And now?” I ask her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Now,” she says with a grin, “I think I’d like to get to know you better… and for that, I want to be around you more.”

      “Well,” I tell her with a laugh. “I like having you around.

      “And what about me?” Elisha asks with a saucy grin my way.

      “And you, too,” I tell her with an easy going laugh. And it’s true. I am enjoying being around the two girls, even with the sexual tension.

      “So, what are your plans?” Martella asks, getting up and grabbing my and Elisha’s empty beer bottles and heading to the kitchen with them.

      “I don’t know,” I tell her retreating backside, watching her ass wiggle suggestively. “Until a couple of days ago, I was working in a bookstore owned by my dad’s friend, and still human. The next thing I know, I’m here, I have Magic—which I can’t use yet—and a new body.”

      “A new body?” Elisha quips, boldly looking me up and down—well, as much as she can since we’re both sitting down.

      “Thanks,” I tell Martella with a grateful smile, accepting a new, cold beer. “It seems that since Brandon bit me, I’ve gotten taller and sporting abs,” I tell them both, lifting my shirt and showing them my new six-pack again.

      “How much taller?” Martella asks, though I saw the hungry look she had given my abs.

      “I used to be just shy of five feet nine. Now, I’m as tall as Brandon, at six feet four.”

      “No, you aren’t as tall as Brandon,” Elisha says with a laugh. “Have you ever seen him in his Incubus form?”

      “Wait, he’s an Incubus?” I ask her, puzzled.

      “Well, that’s one of his forms, and he is freaking huge in that form. I would say, what? Nine feet tall?” Elisha peeks over me to look at Martella.

      “Oh gods, at least,” she says, and there is admiration in her tone.

      “Well, I don’t think I’ll be nine feet tall,” I tell them both with a laugh.

      “No worries there, I like your current height,” Elisha says with a saucy grin. “You’re still taller than the two of us by a full head.”

      And she’s right. I would have pegged their heights at around five feet five, maybe six, tops.

      Just then, a phone rings and Elisha sighs, taking a cell phone out of her back pocket.

      “Yes?” she answers. She gets a sour look on her face as I hear a voice on the other end mumble something. “Yes, Mrs. Lee. We are on our way to the dorms now.” She pauses, listening. “Yes. We are with the new student, Sean. We were, hmm, teaching him history.” She rolls her eyes. “Yes. We will be there before curfew.” Elisha hangs up the phone.

      “This place can be a pain, sometimes,” she says with a sigh, and finishes her beer.

      I notice that Martella is doing the same with hers.

      “I forgot about the damn curfew,” Martella says with a growl. “I was just starting to get a good buzz, too!”

      “You girls are both welcomed here anytime,” I tell them with a chuckle.

      “Really?” Martella says shyly. “Even after how much of a bitch I was, and what I did? I know you let me come over this evening, but I figured that was just because I was with Elisha.”

      “I’m sure. The two of you can come in, without my even being here, if you need a place to hang out. Just try not to bring too many people. I have no clue how often, or even if, the beer will be replenished.”

      “Oh shit,” Elisha says with enormous eyes, looking towards the kitchen and the fridge.

      “Thanks for letting us come over, Sean. You didn’t have to.” Martella shyly looks down, cheeks turning a pretty pink. “I know that you are the only guy in the school, and we don’t want to steal you away from all the other students.”

      “You aren’t. I’m glad I got to meet you both, even if the circumstances weren’t ideal,” I tell her with a smile.

      Both girls stand up, and I stand up with them, grabbing the empty beer bottles they had set on the coffee table.

      Elisha comes over and looks up at me, chest to chest. “I’m glad you came to this school and that Brandon bit you. It means I get to learn with you.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her with a smile.

      Then, without warning, Elisha jumps up on her tiptoes and kisses me quickly on the lips before heading quickly for the front door. I stare at her receding back in surprise. Feeling something against my chest, I look down quickly, and Martella is now the one there, and she has a grin on her face. Before I can do more than widen my eyes in surprise, she does the same thing, jumping up on her tiptoes to kiss me quickly on the lips.

      Both girls leave with a grin on their faces.

      While not exactly a lady’s man, I also wasn’t a virgin. But never have I had two women suddenly kiss me out of the blue—one after the other. And in front of each other, too! All I can hear as they walk away is their giggling.

      In a daze, I walk to the door and close it slowly. What in the hell just happened?
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      “Goddammit,” I growl in frustration.

      “You need to focus,” I hear behind me.

      I turn and nod to one of the Elven teachers who is teaching me the basics of Magic—well, teaching the entire class, really. But this one spell is really pissing me off. Our teacher for this class is an older Elf with gray hair, by the name of Litta Morningstar.

      It was the first time in weeks that they’d allowed me to try my Magic. The rest of the class, including Elisha and Martella, had already done it. The spell was a fairly simple one—to call up a light source that would float above and just slightly behind you, so as not to blind you at night. But, for some reason, I could not grasp the spell’s initial focusing steps.

      Magic was not as easy as I’d thought it would be. I guess I assumed that when Brandon bit and changed me, I would just be able to wiggle my fingers—and voila!— have a spell shoot out of my hands. But it’s not that easy. There were a lot of mental exercises and intricacies involved; exercises that seem to be beyond me.

      “The best way, Sean, is to imagine your thoughts flowing from your ideas. Liken it to being able to project outward of yourself. Grab that power pool deep down inside you, and let it flow outward with your thoughts, guided by your imagination,” the teacher says softly with a smile of encouragement.

      “Easier said than done,” I tell her with a sigh. “We humans aren’t used to grabbing any power deep inside us.”

      “And neither are the Vampires and Werefolk in this class, but they are getting it. You are just trying to force it, which absolutely won’t work. Though,” and her face wrinkles up in a sour look, “I don’t’ know how Brandon does half the crap he pulls.”

      “He’s that good?” I ask her, curious about him.

      “The man can call up Magic spells that we haven’t even thought of by sheer force of will. If you were able to do the same thing, judging from the throbbing vein in your neck, you would have blinded us all with the result.”

      She lays a hand on my shoulder and says softly. “Just take it slow. You’re here to learn.”

      “I know,” I tell her with a sigh. “I just know that some of the others have been sent on missions already, and I have been here now for three weeks, and I am still trying to learn one damn spell.”

      “Yes, but in combat training, you have everyone trying to keep up,” she says with a grin. “I hear from Mrs. Lee that you even keep her on her toes. She used to complain that she would lose an excellent sparring partner when Brandon and his wives left via the Portal. But lately, she has been bragging to the other staff members just how good you are at combatives. Magic will come to you, as well. Just take it slow.”

      “All right, I will,” I tell her gratefully as she nods and walks away to check on another student.

      “You’ve got this,” Elisha says with a smile from next to me.

      We are in the same classroom as before—Room A1. But this time, Elisha and Martella now flank me on either side, with Elisha still on my left. Martella had decided to stick close, so she had come up from the back row where she’d been when I first started the class and where she had been tossing out all the snarky remarks. She’d claimed the desk I’d been in, bumping us all one seat to the left.

      “Have you ever played those video games that human teens all seem to enjoy here on Earth?” Martella asks.

      I turn to her and give her an odd look at that question. “Yes?”

      “Good,” she says with a nod. “Now, just imagine in your head you’re playing a game, and you are calling up a spell. Think of the actions you would do in a game—either the keys you would hit or the buttons you would mash on a controller.”

      I nod along, but from my left Elisha scoffs.

      “I know this isn’t a game,” Martella says as Elisha rolls her eyes. “But it might help Sean to visualize it.”

      “Why not…” Elisha finally mutters, though you can hear the doubt in her tone. “I think at this point, what do we have to lose? We should try anything that will help him. If this will do it, I think he should try,” she says.

      I shake my head with a frown. “Just… pretend I’m in a game?”

      “Well, it’s the visualization that I’m hoping will help. We need you to somehow bring that power forth we all know is inside you, so you can cast the spell.”

      “All right,” I tell them both hesitantly, but I nod and agree with Elisha—what do I have to lose?

      I wasn’t a super big gamer, unlike some of my old classmates. I was more into the D&D role playing type stuff that was tabletop based, more than the online games, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t get pulled into some all-nighters playing on a console. I was still a gamer.

      So, I do exactly that. I close my eyes, and I imagine that I’m mashing a button combo to call up a spell. But, I know that won’t be enough, so I imagine the button combo action pushes power from inside me to the outside, and that action causing the spell to work.

      The main spell component for this was light. It needed to be a specific color. It was not a bright light—like, say, a spotlight—but more of a warm light, guiding you and making you feel secure and protected.

      Unexpectedly, I feel a heat spread across my body, almost like a heat flash.

      There is a shout of panic. “Sean! Make it less bright!”

      I jerk in surprise and open my eyes. Suddenly, I am blinded by a dazzling light that seems to permeate the entire classroom.

      “What the…?” I ask in shock, and I feel that warmth leave my body. And then, abruptly, it’s dark again. Or rather, the room is back to normal, but I still have spots in my vision.

      “What in the hells did you just do, Sean Hall?” Mrs. Morningstar asks me, in a tone of awe.

      “I did what you said to do,” I say awkwardly. “I pushed the power inside me outwards and called up the spell.”

      “Sean,” she says, slowly shaking her head, and I see that she, too, is blinking rapidly as my vision starts to come back. “That was more like a miniature sun than a personal light to show you the way in the dark!”

      “Oh,” I tell her, blushing. “So, umm… too much power?”

      “Just how much freaking power do you have?” Elisha hisses in a whisper.

      I turn to her and shrug. “I don’t know. It’s not like this is a game, and I can just bring up a stats page,” I tell her with a chuckle. That would be awesome, actually.

      “Bloody hell,” Martella says, blinking tears away. “I was staring right over your shoulder when you called that up. I’m pretty sure that was a miniature star you evoked.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” I tell her. Wincing, I look around the classroom, and all the other girls are also blinking and wiping at their eyes, trying to regain their sight.

      “I would say that could almost be used as a damn weapon,” one of the girls says. “You should call that one ‘flash and blind’,” she says with a titter of laughter, causing the rest of the class to laugh as well.

      “Care to try that again, Sean? Maybe with not so much power behind it this time?” Mrs. Morningstar says with a chuckle.

      “Sure,” I reply, giving her an embarrassed grin.

      So, taking a deep breath, I go through the process again, using the same mental button combo as before, but tell myself to only push out a trickle of power. Once more, I feel a warmth on my back, but it’s not nearly as intense, this time.

      From beside me, Elisha claps. “Yes!” she cheers. “That’s it!”

      I open my eyes quickly and look up and behind me to see a small globe, about the size of a baseball, floating there. The thing seems almost transparent, but there is a warm yellow glow coming from it. I stare at it, dumbfounded, for a couple of seconds.

      “I did it!” I shout, gleefully pumping a fist in victory.

      “Good!” the teacher says in a cheerful tone. “Now, we will move on to the next spell, now that Sean has gotten the hang of expressing his Magic. The next spell we will learn is more defensive. We will call up a protective shield.”

      Her gaze sweeps over the entire class, stopping briefly on me. “For this, we will be using an incentive.” With that, she walks to her desk and opens the box that had been there. She reaches inside, pulls out a dagger, and holds it up. No, wait, it’s a dagger, but it’s made of wood. I can see even from here that the blade is dull, but it still has a pointy tip.

      “Now, this,” she says, holding the dagger up so everyone can see it, “will be what you will use. You are to bring up a shield while your partner throws their dagger at you. You must call up a shield in front of you to stop it.” She draws the wooden blade across her palm, showing us that it is dull. “It’s only wood, so that it won’t cut, but failing to block it will still hurt.

      “Sean,” she says, suddenly throwing the dagger my way with a flick of her wrist, “think fast!”

      Without thinking, I catch it between my hands, the blade sandwiched between my palms.

      She grins at me. “I see that Mrs. Lee wasn’t exaggerating about your reflexes. Now, each team will come up and get a dagger.”

      “So it’s the three of us again?” Martella asks.

      “Yep,” Elisha says with a grin. “But I’m throwing the dagger first, and I pick Sean as my first target.”

      “Oh, come on,” I tell her with a laugh. “I just learned my first spell, and it took me weeks.”

      “And now, this,” she says, plucking the dagger out of my hands quickly and jumping away before I can snatch it back again and holding it out of my reach, “will make sure you learn even quicker.”

      And, for the next thirty minutes, I end up spending most of the time dodging the wooden dagger. I don’t care that it’s dull wood—it still fucking stings and will likely leave a bruise. It’s not easy to think through my mental button combo, though, when failure has consequences. Especially so, when I have two girls who are giggling uncontrollably while throwing said dagger at you.

      But, it proves to be an excellent incentive. Eventually, on one of Elisha’s dagger throws, I finally mentally slam down a shield in front of me in annoyance—though it’s myself I’m annoyed with and not with the girls—and the dagger shatters into a thousand pieces, wooden slivers flying all over the place.

      Thank god the teacher was prepared for something like this, as suddenly there is a shield all the way around me, with the slivers of wood hanging in midair, stuck in the shield that she had immediately thrown up.

      Unfortunately, our dagger exploding was so loud, that all of the other girls with their partners, suddenly jerked their heads towards us. We were the only group of three. It seems that over the past three weeks, it’s become known that Elisha and Martella are my partners for classroom exercises.

      Though that partnership seemed to extend after school, as well, as they have both been spending a lot of time at my place. Much to the consternation, and envious jealousy, of the other girls. I had tried to voice my concerns, as some of the girls at the start had been quite vocal about not being able to partner with me. When I told the girls my worries that the others might not like me because I favored their company, they each smiled, and patted my arm.

      Elisha said not to worry—that it was taken care of. I had to admit, I was worried that someone might get hurt. But, for the last two weeks, at least, no one had tried to push their way into our trio. Though, I did see some pointed glances aimed our way—some of which were wistful, and some were downright envious.

      With a flick of her wrist, the teacher sends another dagger flying at me. I’d expected it to hit her shield, but suddenly the shield is gone, with all the wood slivers falling to the ground around me. I bring my hands up swiftly to catch the dagger between my palms.

      Mrs. Morningstar waves to the two girls with me and indicates we are to keep going. And that is what we do. It takes Elisha and Martella exactly three tries each before they get their shields up. Even better, I am able to call up my shield only on the second try—this time without blowing the dagger into a thousand pieces.

      By the time the class bell rings, I’m grinning like an idiot. God, I love Magic!
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      “I hear you’re doing pretty well,” William tells me.

      I had been called to the principal’s office, which seems to be one the many hats William wears. I’d been about to finish class and head back to my place, when over the loudspeakers, my name was called to go to the office. I’d told the girls that, hopefully, it would not last long, and they should continue on to my place.

      Since we were the only ones there, I didn’t bother locking the doors. I had initial been concerned about not locking it and having some other female student sneak in, but Martella told me that I could trust the girls here. They would not creep into my home. They knew that this place was off-limits, unless I invited them into it, and that trespassing without an invitation could lead to expulsion. None of the girls wanted to get kicked out of here. This, to them, was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

      It’s been a week since I’d first succeeded at doing a spell. And each day, we’d learned a new spell or two. Thankfully, they were coming easier to me.

      “Yeah,” I tell him, sitting in the offered chair that he had waved me to in front of his desk. “It seems now that I got that damn block out of the way, I can cast spells easier now. I still can’t do it on the first try when it’s a new spell, but once I have done it successfully, I can do it each time after that.”

      “And, I hear, apparently much more powerfully than anyone else?” he asks in his thick Irish accent.

      Nodding, I scowl. “Yeah. When we learned to call up fireballs, I might have… uhh… gone a little overboard. I promise to help rebuild that wall.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” William says with a loud chuckle and huge grin. “We have repair teams on hand for things like that. We knew that there’d be accidents and the school would take some damage. But, when I heard about you blowing through a solid foot of cement, I was impressed.”

      “I’m just glad that the other classroom was unoccupied, since A2 was out in the field doing combatives training.”

      “Yes,” he says, once again serious. “That was a bit of good luck. How’s Sophia?”

      “She’s good,” I tell him, with a chuckle of my own. “She’s gone to ham it up with some of the other girls from A3 and A4. It seems there’s been a rotation established for her playtime. Or, at least that is what Elisha is calling it.”

      “I can’t blame the lasses,” William says with a shake of his head. “That Dragon of yours is cute as a button. She’s become the school’s unofficial mascot, I think. But that’s not why I called you in here.” He pauses, studying me. “Are you ready for your first mission?”

      I sit up suddenly, excitement coursing through me. “Really?”

      “Really,” he says with a grin. “And you get to choose your partner, or that is what I would normally say, but it seems that you have already two regular partners,” he says, bouncing his eyebrows up and down.

      “Yeah,” I admit with a grin. “Those two kind of took me under their wings.”

      “Damn, it must be something you also got from Brandon. He picks up girls like burrs stick to pants after a walk through the heather,” he says, shaking his head. “I would argue it’s probably in your blood as well. Any issues with the other girls being jealous?”

      “None that I know of,” I say, shaking my head quickly. “It seems that Elisha and Martella are taking care of it.”

      “I’m sure they are,” he says with a snort. “But anyhow. On to the reason I called you in. We have a mission for you and your partners. It’s out in Canada. There are hints we’ve picked up that the Organization is trying to set up shop there. They’d been off our radar, because they were so far up north, but we got a tip from someone. You’ll be heading to a small town up north in Ontario, and your job is straightforward. Destroy them.

      “Destroy them? As in, kill them?” I ask him slowly.

      William doesn’t answer me but looks at me hard.

      Finally, he nods and says. “You will need to learn, young man, that these people are out to do nothing but kill you and our kind, of which you are now a part of. Plain and simple. It’s them or us. But, as you know, the Organization is also working with the Void, which is looking to kill everything, not just us Magical folks. They are using the humans from the Organization as fodder in their war and aren’t telling them everything.”

      “But simply kill them, without at least trying to separate the wheat from the chaff?” I shake my head. “That’s a lot to ask.” I hold my hands up, palms out to forestall the response I see coming. “I understand the reasoning behind it, but I have never killed anyone before—and I don’t know if Elisha or Martella have, either.”

      “Agreed, which is why you will have backup,” he says. “Trent!”

      The door behind me opens, and I turn to see who comes through it. The man who walks through the doorway makes me gasp in surprise—he’s massive! Trent has to be the largest black man I have ever seen in my life. And I’d thought Mr. Pearson from down the street where I grew up was big, but this guy made Mr. Pearson look like a damn dwarf!

      Trent is wearing black combat fatigues and is bald as a cue ball. But it’s what comes in behind him that makes me suddenly jump up out of my chair and almost climb on top of Sir William’s desk. It’s only the biggest dog—or wolf—I have ever seen.

      No, wait, it’s just a German Shepherd. Jesus, it’s still enormous.

      The man named Trent sees my reaction and grins from ear to ear. “Maxx has that effect on most folks the first time they see him.” The big man comes forward and offers me his hand. “I’m Trent and this is my partner, Maxx.”

      “Still going with that, are you?” William tells him with a laugh.

      “Yes,” Trent tells William with another grin. “Until Brandon takes him back, Maxx is mine.”

      “I thought he was staying with the Queen?”

      “Maxx got bored around the palace and wanted some action. So when he heard I was coming back, he asked to come with me. Not like I can deny him.”

      “He… asked?” I frown, puzzled by how a dog might ask anything.

      The dog turns it huge head to me, and I get another shock. “Yes. I asked. It was a boring there. Needed to run.” The voice echoes in my head, like Sophia’s does; it certainly hadn’t been spoken out loud. The voice is definitely male and rather deep, but also I hear wild undertones in it.

      Did he just talk in my head?

      “Yeah, Maxx is special,” William explains. “Brandon bit him.”

      “Brandon bit a dog?” I mutter, my mouth opening and closing like a fish’s.

      “Yep,” Trent says with a low chuckle. “The only dog in the three worlds who has power in him. We still aren’t sure what it means, honestly.”

      Suddenly, Maxx cocks his head at me, and comes forward slowly, sniffing.

      “You smell like Brandon,” he says.

      I look at the two men in the room, and they both have frowns on their faces. “You can hear him when he speaks to me?”

      “Yes. Maxx projects his thoughts to those who he wants included in his conversations. What do you mean he smells like Brandon, Maxx?”

      “Not to nose, but to Magical sense. His Magic like Brandon’s,” Maxx says, and he is now all but poking me in the gut with his snout, with me pushing back into William’s desk to get away.

      Suddenly, Maxx’s nose pokes me in the stomach. “Same core.”

      “Interesting,” William says, looking at me with a strange look. “Anyhow, that’s not the reason for our meeting. Trent, I explained to Sean that you will be taking him on a mission to northern Canada, in Ontario. This will be his first mission and his first kills, so we’d like to send along some oversight to make sure that the target is properly taken out.”

      “Got it,” he says, nodding, now serious. “I will make sure that it gets done. Ian is already prepping the plane. I grabbed a student in the hallway and told them to fetch his,” and now he points to me, “partners.”

      “You know about his two partners?” William asks him.

      “Everyone knows about them,” Trent says with a loud laugh. “They have made it abundantly clear to the rest of the school that Sean here is off-limits.”

      “Shit!” William mutters in a worried tone. “Do we need to have a chat with those two?”

      “Nah,” Trent says with a grin. “You remember how Silvana and Johanne were with Brandon?”

      “Oh, ayy… crap,” William says, putting both hands over his face and scrubbing it. “I do, that is... Well... Until it becomes an issue, I’ll let them do what they will, provided no one gets hurt.”

      “What?” I ask, confused with the turn of their conversation.

      “Nothing,” William says with a big grin. “You’re ‘partners’ have been making it clear to the other students that you are to have your… privacy.”

      “Oh,” I nod, but something tells me I am missing something important, here.

      I am not usually clueless, but those two are amazing women, so I took them at their word and haven’t made a fuss about it. But something tells me that they are more than simply telling the rest of the girls in the school to leave me be. Should I be worried? Probably. But right now, I have to admit I am glad they are doing whatever it is they are doing. It has given me my privacy, as William says, but also kept a bunch of interruptions to my busy class and training schedule at bay.

      I hear a knock at the door, and we all turn towards it.

      “Come in,” William shouts.

      The door opens, and Elisha and Martella come in. When they see Maxx and Trent, they stop dead in their tracks, their eyes widening in shock.

      With a laugh at their expressions, William says, “Close the door, girls.”

      Almost reluctantly, Elisha does so, though Martella looks ready to dart outside before it closes.

      “You… you wanted to see us, Sir?” Martella asks hesitantly.

      “Yes, I do. As I was just telling Sean here, you three are finally going on your first mission,” William tells her.

      “We are?” Elisha blurts out, and a sudden grin blossoms on her delicate Elven features.

      “Yes!” Martella shouts with a fist pump, but then looks suspiciously at Trent and Maxx—mostly at Trent.

      “This is Trent and Maxx,” William says, first pointing to Trent and then the large German Shepherd, Maxx.

      “Hello there,” Elisha says politely.

      “Hi,” Martella says with a wave.

      Trent nods to them both, but both girls get a surprise that makes them jump, when Maxx says, “Hello there.”

      “It can talk?” Elisha says in a hushed tone.

      “He,” Trent corrects her, but I see that he’s trying hard not to laugh at her.

      Before I can say anything, Martella throws her arms around Maxx’s neck. “I want one!”

      “You will need to talk to Brandon,” William tells her with a laugh at her antics. “Maxx is one of a kind. A dog that was bitten by the Silver Magi.”

      “Damn,” Martella says, her arms still locked around Maxx’s neck. She looks up at William. “So, is he coming with us?”

      “Yes. As this is your first mission—for all three of you—I asked Trent to accompany you and provide some oversight.”

      “All right,” Elisha says with a baffled look. “But does someone go out with everyone on their first mission?”

      “No,” William says, shaking his head. “The reason for the precaution, is because the mission you three…” He pauses, frowning. “Well, I guess you five, are going on is much more critical and dangerous than is usually the case.”

      Martella stands up slowly from Maxx and looks between Trent and William. “You want Sean to kill.”

      William gives Trent a knowing look. “Told you.”

      Trent nods. “Yes. We will be killing. Our target is part of the Organization.”

      “Good enough for me,” Martella growls, and there is a surprising amount of anger and hatred in her response.

      I look at Martella in surprise. Does she have a history with the Organization? I guess I will need to ask her about it when we get some alone time. I’m sure it’s something of a touchy subject with her. This might explain why she was so standoffish initially.

      “When do we leave?” Elisha pipes up.

      Trent holds up his arm and looks at his watch. “We’ll be wheels up in twenty minutes.”

      Elisha looks at me and nods. “We should go pack, then.”

      “Good idea,” Martella says with a firm nod. “We will meet at the airfield, I assume?”

      “Yes,” Trent tells her. “Our pilot will be ready with the plane.”

      “Did you want to go with Sean, and I can grab our bags and a change of clothing?” Elisha asks Martella.

      “Can you?” Martella tells her with a smile. “I’ll take Sean to gather what he’ll need. I doubt he knows what to bring.” And at that comment, she gives me a smile. Since I have no clue what I might need, I simply nod.

      “Come on, stud,” Martella says, grabbing my hand. “It’s just you and me.”

      “Hey,” Elisha says with a snort. “You only have twenty minutes; don’t forget our deal.”

      “Fine,” Martella replies with a sour expression. “Come on, Sean. Let’s go get your gear.”

      Deal? What deal? I look between the two of them, but they refuse to look at me. I don’t miss the knowing look that passes between Trent and William, though.
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      “This his first mission?” the pilot asks through the headset.

      “You know he can hear you, right?” Trent replies.

      “Oh! I didn’t know he was on the channel. Welcome aboard, Sean Hall. I’ve heard some good things about you. Brandon told me to make sure I do my best to take care of you—And that I will. I’m the best pilot around. Hell, it was Johanne’s uncle, who taught me everything I know, and he is the best pilot in the Kingdom.”

      “That’s good to hear,” I say hesitantly, unsure which Kingdom Ian is referring to.

      “What’s our ETA?” Trent asks.

      “Well, seeing as we aren’t stopping for fuel, I figure seven hours or so? We will be landing about an hour west of the target. A vehicle will be waiting at our landing site, left there for you all by a contact in the area. You have the mission packet?”

      “I do,” Trent says, slapping his side pocket.

      “Good. Well then, best buckle in, and I will get this bird wheels up, asap. It will probably get bumpy. While I have a flight plan filed with the necessary access, I will still need to avoid the bigger birds’ routes.” Ian grins. “Did I hear a bark back there? Maxx is with you?”

      “He is,” Trent replies.

      “Damn, I need…” he starts to say.

      “Hi, Ian!” Maxx’s voice comes through clearly.

      “Damn! I keep forgetting you can do that,” Ian says with a laugh. “Damn dog doesn’t need a headset. You good back there, Maxx?”

      “I am!” the dog replies in an excited tone.

      That’s going to take some getting used to. Never mind a talking dog, but one that talks in your head and apparently can hear what people around him are saying, without needing to be in earshot?

      I look over at Elisha and Martella, and they are both gazing at Maxx with a smile. And if I don’t miss my guess, their grins are predatory ones. I shake my head and buckle in and, before I know it, we are taking off.

      With Elisha and Martella on either side of me on the small plane’s couch, I close my eyes and try to relax and get some sleep, as Trent recommended we try to do. It’s going to be at least a seven-hour flight, but my nerves are jumpy. I’m not as worried about this being my first mission, as I am about possibly having to take a life.
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      I jerk awake when a hand shakes my shoulder.

      I open my eyes and see that it’s Elisha. She points to her head, and that’s when I notice that my headset had fallen off. I guess I was more tired than I thought, since I’d somehow slept through the loud noise of the jet without the headset to cut the sound. I adjust the large headset back over my ears.

      “Ian says we’re almost there. I hope you slept well,” she tells me with a smile.

      “I did. Hope you two managed to nap, as well.”

      “We did. We each slept propped against your shoulder, but you were so out of it, you didn’t even budge,” Martella replies with a laugh.

      Rubbing my face, I nod. “Yeah. Guess I was tired. I passed out pretty much right away.”

      “Thank you for flying with Air Ian,” Ian says over the headset. “We are about to land. I’ve already been pinged by our contact. They said the vehicle is waiting, fueled up, and has all the gear you should need. Trent, he said there’s a bag for you, too—it’s the larger black one, with a red stripe on it.”

      “Good,” Trent says, stretching on the seat in front of me. “That would be from my brother.”

      “Something we need?” I ask him curiously.

      “Something I need,” he says with a huge grin, flashing his pearly whites. “In case the fit hits the shan and this mission goes south.”

      “Trent,” Elisha asks him. “What is the mission?”

      “Let’s wait until we land, and we aren’t talking on these,” he says. “Ian already knows the plan, but you never know if other ears are listening in.”

      All three of us nod. Makes sense.

      For the next ten minutes, we all sit there deep in our own thoughts. Once the plane lands, thankfully smoothy, Ian parks it and comes out from behind the door to the cockpit. With a nod at us, he opens the door. Outside, it’s just getting dark.

      “Now,” Ian says. “I will be back to get you all in twelve hours. If you need anything between now and then, you know how to contact us,” he tells Trent, who nods. “May the gods watch over you.”

      “And may they watch over you as well,” both of the girls say, and something tells me it’s an automatic response—like when someone sneezed, and you tell them ‘bless you’, and they say ‘thank you’ without thinking.

      Trent gets up, grabs his bag from under his seat and, beckons us to follow, saying, “Shall we?”

      With a nod from the three of us, we follow him off the plane, down a set of steps until we’re on the ground. I look around and see that we are in a small airfield, out in the middle of nowhere. There are no buildings to be seen. No, wait. I see a shack down the other end of the airstrip. Next to the shack is a large black suburban with windows tinted so dark I can’t see inside them.

      “Ah,” Trent says behind me. “That would be our ride.”

      “Shot gun!” cries Martella.

      I can’t help but laugh and roll my eyes at her. But when I look over at Elisha, she is scowling at her.

      “You can have it on the way back,” Trent tells her with a grin.

      “Deal!” she says, brightening up.

      “Me?” I hear from Maxx.

      “You’re in the back, my friend. Maybe next time?”

      “Fine,” Maxx says with a snort. But then his voice brightens up as well. “I can sit with Sean!”

      “I’m good with that, Maxx,” I say, looking down at him.

      Once we get to the car, which is a hike from the plane, Trent goes around to the driver’s side front wheel, reaches down, and brings out a box. He punches in a code on the keypad that’s on its top, disengaging the lock with an audible beep and a click. Trent opens the box and takes out a set of keys, reattaches the box back under the front wheel well, and unlocks the vehicle using the fob.

      He then heads to the back of the Suburban, as do we all. Once he opens the back, I see that inside are a number of bags. Three duffle bags lay in a row, all of them black, except the one of them that has a red stripe on it.

      “Those,” Trent says, pointing to the two bags that don’t have the red stripe, “are your weapons. Two daggers each, a sidearm, and a rifle. There is also a shotgun. Anyone proficient with a scattergun?”

      “I am,” Martella tells him.

      “Good, it’s yours. It’s a twelve gauge, so it’s got a kick, but you should be fine.” The big man turns to me. “Sean, have you used handguns before?”

      “Yes,” I tell him with a nervous nod. “I used to go to the range all the time. Though, I am used to shooting at paper targets, not like… REAL targets.”

      “Same thing,” he offers with a nod. “Point and shoot. Lead with your sights if the target is moving. Simple. There are extra magazines there, as well. There are also bulletproof vests in there for each of you. I know you got bitten by Brandon, but I’d rather you didn’t get shot. I’m used to it.” He grimaces. “While it hurts like a motherfucker, I heal quickly. The pain… well, I’m used to it. I doubt either of you would be used to it.”

      “You’re saying you are used to getting shot?” I ask him incredulously.

      “Of course,” he says with a laugh. “I used to be the Queen’s bodyguard. Guns, knives, daggers, swords... you name it. I even had a spear once thrown at me and go through my chest. Thank god it missed my heart, though, so I could still function well enough to kill the assassin.”

      “Jesus,” I whisper, looking at him.

      I open one of the bags, and inside find it is as Trent indicated: handguns, daggers, extra ammo, and a large vest.

      “That one is yours,” Trent says, looking over my shoulder. “The other bags will have the smaller vests for the girls.”

      “What about him?” I ask, thumbing at Maxx.

      “No need,” he says. “I’m fast.”

      “Trust him. He is,” Trent says, shaking his head. “And he only seems to be getting faster.”

      “Good training,” Maxx says, and I swear, with his pink tongue lolling out to the side, his canine face has a big grin on it.

      “Yeah, you sure Magic has nothing to do with it?” Trent asks him with a snort.

      “Maybe,” Maxx replies with a laugh.

      “Alright,” Trent focuses us on the task at hand, “get those vests on and gear up, and we will get going.”

      For the next ten minutes, with the girls’ helping me with some of the unfamiliar buckles and belts, we all get geared up. By the time we are done, I have a Colt forty-five semi-automatic carbine on a shoulder sling and a forty caliber Beretta pistol in a side holster. I also have a belt strapped across my chest that hold the sheaths of three fairly large daggers. Trent informs me they are made of solid titanium, so they are super light, but won’t snap but will also keep their edge. Extra ammo goes into a rig strapped across my abs for the three extra mags for the carbine, and into four ammo pouches—two on each hip—for the Beretta.

      God, I hope that eighty rounds for the carbine and seventy-five for the Beretta will be enough. Though that means I’ll be shooting someone—possibly hurting or killing them. I can feel the butterflies doing cartwheels in my stomach.

      Martella is the only one who, instead of knives, has a bandolier of shotgun shells across her chest. Her shotgun is a sawed-off, making it a lot less bulky and easier to handle. Having shot both legal shotguns and totally illegal sawed-off ones, I always loved the feel of the smaller versions. But I wasn’t proficient enough with one to offer to be the one carrying it, or using it.

      Once Trent sees we are ready, he closes the back of the Suburban and says, “Right. Let’s get a move on. We’ll have about an hour’s drive to get to our target, and it will be dark by the time we get there. You all can read the mission packet in the car while I drive. It has all the information we need.”

      Nodding, we all get into the car, with Maxx jumping in the back seat between Elisha and me. And then we are on our way. Reading through the mission packets that Trent passes back to me, I note that our target is in Elliot Lake—a small town with a population just over ten thousand. The place we were heading to is just on the outskirts of town. It had been a logging camp at one point, but now was privately owned. The name of the base was unknown. The number of people expected to be at the camp was listed as twenty.

      Our main targets, though, were three men in particular. One of them was an arms dealer. Another was a hitman, and the third was identified as a financial officer for a large company in the US. A company that was mostly a front for the Organization. The rest of the men at the base were security details for those three. Important locations, including a barracks, meeting room, and private rooms for the primary targets are all indicated on a map of the compound.

      Having read as much as I can, I passed the info packet to Elisha to read and, once done, she passes the folder to Martella, who reads through it as well.

      Once we have all read the information, Trent softly asks, “Any questions?”

      “Just one,” I ask him. “What did they do?”

      Shrugging at my question, Trent replies. “They work for the Organization. That’s all that I need to know. But, if you want details... let’s see if I can remember.” He pauses for a moment, before continuing. “The arms dealer has sold weapons that fire silver ammo that has killed more than thirty of us Magical folk in the past five years. The hitman has nearly the same number of kills, though he tends to go only after Elves for some reason. We think something traumatic must have happened to him in the past, causing him to hate Elves, in particular. The last target, the financial guy, is the one who puts contracts out on our heads whenever he discovers one of us. But the main reason they are targets, is who they work directly for.”

      “Who do they work for?” Elisha asks him, curious.

      “They all work for Johnny London.”

      “Oh shit,” Martella swears heatedly.

      “I don’t get it. Who is Johnny London?” I ask. I look at Elisha, and her mouth is in a tight, angry line, her eyes blazing in anger. No, not anger. Rage.

      “Johnny London,” Trent explains, “Is the biggest killer of us Magical folk in this world. But that’s because he knows the most about us, as he should, since he’s a Vampire, himself.”

      “Wait,” I say, holding my hand up. “A Vampire is going around killing you guys?! Well, I guess that includes me now, too… killing us? Magical people?”

      “Yes,” Trent says. “He doesn’t let people in his Organization know what he is, of course. But that man has had a bone to pick with us ever since he was kicked out of the Count’s court over two hundred years ago—and goes out of his way to kill us every chance he gets.”

      He frowns. “I don’t understand the big picture, or exactly how this will bring us closer to Johnny and taking him down, but that it will, is all I was told.”

      “Holy shit,” I mutter, shaking my head.

      “Holy shit is about right,” Trent replies.
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      Trent points to my left at a tree. I nod and high crawl, as much as I think I sound like a bull in a China shop, to the tree in question. Once there, I pause and look around. I can’t see Elisha or Martella—it must be an Elf thing.

      Trent must have figured I was looking for the two beauties, as he points behind me and down some. I stare, but I still fail to make them out until Elisha waves to me. Only then, can I distinguish between her and the shadow of a bush. It’s almost pitch-black outside, with just a sliver of moon out, but somehow I can see better than I usually do. Is that one of the changes thanks to Brandon?

      Trent holds up a hand quickly, making a fist, and I try not to move or make a noise. To our left, I hear the cracking of a branch, and then, a second later, I see the shape of a person come out of the brush.

      “I’m telling you,” I hear a man say in a low growl. “I swear I heard something out this way.”

      “You’re hearing things,” another man calls out in a louder, annoyed tone. “We’re in the middle of a damn forest. There’s no one around; we’re the only fools out there.”

      “I’m though I heard a freaking dog bark!”

      “Ooops,” Maxx says.

      I can’t help but grin down at Maxx. He has stuck close to my side ever since we’d gotten out of the vehicle. I reach down and pat him lightly on his shoulder to let him know it’s all good.

      “Listen,” the second guy whines, “they don’t pay us enough to go traipsing through the woods after barking dogs.”

      “But what if someone else is out here?” the first guy says in a growl. “Though given how you’ve been stomping through the forest, if anyone was out here, they are long gone.”

      “Whatever,” he snaps.

      “Come on,” the first guy grunts. “We need to run the perimeter again.”

      “We just checked it.”

      “And we will recheck it,” the apparently more senior of the two guards barks. “That’s what they pay us for.”

      “Fine,” he replies back, and I can imagine him rolling his eyes.

      Then I hear them stomping away. And my heart slows down from its thunderous cadence.

      Trent duck walks towards me, so quietly, that if it weren’t for the birds calling out in the night every now and then, I would have thought I’d gone deaf. Once next to us, he reaches down and scratches Maxx behind the ears.

      “Not your fault,” he tells Maxx in a whisper.

      “I know,” the dog replies in a bored tone.

      “Now what?” I ask him softly.

      I almost jerk in surprise as I feel a hand come down on my other shoulder. I spin, and it’s Elisha grinning at me, with Martella right behind her.

      “We need to take those two down silently,” Trent says. “We can’t let them get back to the camp. Wait here,” he says, and suddenly in front of me is a freaking huge bear—like Kodiak big.

      I knew Trent was a Werebear, but to actually see a bear that size, is still a shock. I had seen my foster family, who were Werewolves, shape change often enough. My foster sister, at times, would even come with me when I went for a run, and she would run at my side in her wolf form. People thought she was my dog, who looked like some kind of part-wolf breed.

      Quieter than I expected him to be at that size, Trent is gone. Surprisingly, Maxx leaves my side as well, following Trent into the darkness.

      Elisha looks at me. “How’re you holding up?” she asks me softly.

      “My nerves are shot,” I admit with a grin. “And I’m scared I’m going to fuck this up somehow.”

      “You’ve got this,” she says, squeezing my arm.

      “You’re not nervous?”

      “Oh, trust me, I am. My nerves are so much on edge right now, that I keep jumping at shadows.”

      “Good,” Martella mutters with a sigh. “It’s not just me.”

      “But haven’t you both been on missions before?” I ask, confused.

      “Nope,” Elisha says, shaking her pretty head. “This is our first mission as well.”

      “I never had anyone who wanted to partner up with me for a mission,” Martella says with a shrug. But then she grins. “And now I have two great partners.”

      “That you do,” Elisha says, returning her grin.

      It’s odd, but they have become firm friends. The way they had acted when I first came to Camp X, they clearly didn’t like one another. In our quiet talks in my living room, it came out that they each had thought the other was a snooty brat.

      There were plenty of other girls at Camp X I had met who were like that. Which, seeing that these two were both Elves, was pretty much par for the course, it seems. That haughty attitude was evident in just about every Elf I’d met.

      The most entitled of them even tried to get into my bed, boldly propositioning me after class as if they couldn’t possibly conceive of me turning them down. Fortunately, Elisha and Martella had kept most of them at bay. They weren’t exactly clam-blocking them, as much as letting them know that I was new to the scene, and had asked that others respect my personal space.

      When I’d laughed at that explanation and asked who had authorized them an exception to policy, giving them free rein to enter my personal space, Elisha had pointed out she’d been assigned to me. Martella had simply shrugged and admitted she had no one else to partner with. When I pointed out to Elisha that she had only been assigned to get me that first day of class, she had blushed bright red and mumbled something about enjoying my company.

      When I mentioned to Martella that she could easily have made friends with the others, if she’d stop letting her attitude get in her own way, she’d admitted with a scowl that she knew that. But I had to admit, she had opened up remarkably in the month I have been at Camp X.

      Hearing the snap of a branch, I look over and see that Trent is coming back, in his human form. Maxx pads next to him, the big shepherd’s snout was red with what I knew was blood.

      “Two down,” Trent says. “Shall we go finish the rest?”

      We all nod.
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      “Over here,” Elisha whispers to me.

      I look her way and see she’s holding open a window. The logging camp had a large central building, with what looked like bunkhouses extending from it like spokes from a hub. I crawl towards her, and once there, get up slowly and peek into the room.

      It’s a small bedroom, with a single bed, nightstand and dresser. Thank god, no one is in there. I nod and hold my hand out, palm cupped, and she uses it as a step to spring through the open window.

      I am much less graceful, and end up having to have her help me get my much bigger ass through the window. We had split up into two teams—Elisha with me, and Martella and Maxx with Trent. Trent wanted those two with him, since he would be taking care of things at the front entrance, as it was, to provide a distraction and Martella’s shotgun would come in handy. Maxx, on the other hand, was, well… Maxx.

      Our job was to sneak in from the far side of the compound and seek out our primary targets. So once in the room, we both quietly slip to the door and listen without opening it. I don’t hear anything, but look over at Elisha, knowing her Elven ears are more sensitive than my own enhanced hearing. She shakes her head to indicate she doesn’t hear anything, either.

      I grab the door handle and slowly turn it, opening the door a crack. On the other side of the door, a hallway extends to the left and the right, with another door on the far side of the corridor. I can see into that room, as its door is open, and I can see another bed in it, but it’s clear. I don’t hear a thing.

      But then I belay that thought, as suddenly a loud shotgun goes off. That would be Martella. At least I hope that’s her shooting. I pull my Colt carbine around and keep it at the ready. My palms are sweating.

      Tapping me on the shoulder, Elisha takes the lead, and I follow close behind her, checking behind us every few steps to ensure no one is behind us. At the end of the hallway, where there is now shouting, curses, and even some weapons fire, we come upon a scene from a movie.

      There’s a large table that’s been overturned, and hiding behind it are men with weapons. They are pointing their guns at the front entrance of the building.

      Every now and then, one of the men would stand up and fire quickly before dropping back down. Occasionally, a shotgun blast would answer them back. Looking towards the front door, I see that it’s been ripped off its hinges, and a short shotgun barrel pokes around the doorjamb to fire a round, keeping the men from simply rushing the door.

      When one of the men tried to sneak towards the side, to head to a window and I’m sure to flank them, he suddenly sprouts a hole in his head from a handgun that suddenly appears around the doorframe, in the black hand of Trent, stopping him dead in his tracks.

      Jesus, that’s some damn skill there! I thought I was good a gun, having spent plenty of time at the range shooting up targets, but Trent took that man out while he was rushing for the side window.

      Elisha taps me to get my attention, and I nod to her. I bring up my gun barrel up and aim at the back of one of the men’s heads, squeezing off a round. The guy’s head explodes in a shower of bone and brain matter. I look down at my gun in surprise. Are these armor-piercing bullets? Fucking hell!

      At the explosion of their friend’s head, three of the men turn towards us, but in the process, end up standing up in their shock. One man loses his head to a well-placed shotgun blast. Another gets a shocked look on his face, looking down at the blossoming red flowers suddenly sprout across the front of his shirt as Trent’s bullets punch through him. The third guard looks at the headless man beside him in shock, and Elisha takes him out with a well-placed pistol shot to the head. I bet she was aiming for his forehead, but him turning so fast caused her bullet to enter one ear and exit the other.

      Trent’s head peeks past the doorjamb, and seeing that there’s no one left, he slowly enters, pistol held before him at the ready. Martella follows in behind him, her sawed-off shotgun held at the ready as well, fanning behind them to make sure no one surprises them from behind.

      Trent comes over and looks over the table on its side, and he kicks it. “Fucking metal tables. Pain in the ass in a shootout,” he growls, kicking the offending table again.

      “That can’t be all of them, can it?” I ask.

      Trent shakes his head. “No. I would say this is just a forward camp. I know there’s another building about a mile from here. Though, I hope they didn’t hear us.”

      “What are the chances of that?”

      Trent looks at Martella, with her shotgun now leaning on her shoulder. “Pretty good, I’d say.”

      “Shit,” I mutter. “What happened?”

      “We tried to open the door quietly. With as dark as it is out, I figured they would be night blind. We didn’t expect one of them to come out of the front door to piss. Martella immediately took care of him, but I think that was more of a knee-jerk reaction, right?” he asks, looking at Martella.

      She nods, her cheeks bright red. “Yes. Sorry about that.”

      “All good. So, between the two outside, and these five in here, that would be seven accounted for. We need to keep moving. If they heard us, they will be ready for us.”

      “Where’s Maxx?” I ask, looking around quickly.

      “He’s scouting the other building for me. Come on, we might get lucky, and they didn’t heard all this racket.”

      Once we step back out into the darkness, we move to the next target. According to the map in our mission packet, there was another building, slightly larger than this one, that was about a mile east of our current location. We’d planned to do the smaller building first, hoping that’s where the primary targets would be.

      Nodding towards Trent, I tell him, “Lead on.”

      We head back into the woods in a ‘V’ formation, with Trent at the point. Martella trails him several yards out on his left flank, with me mirroring her to Trent’s right rear and Elisha beyond me. But then, without warning, a loud crash and muzzle flash lights up the night, and I feel a pain in my chest that throws me onto my back.

      “Sean!” I hear someone scream and then a flurry of shots.

      With pain blooming in my chest, I look up at the night sky and think, I’d just been shot!
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      In a daze, I rub my hand across my chest, where I know I just got shot. It hurts like a bitch!

      “Sean!” I hear again, and this time I place the voice as one of the girls. It’s Elisha. Her face suddenly appears over mine, looking down at me. There’s panic on her face.

      “All good,” I say. Or that is what I attempted to say, but nothing more than a wheeze and croak comes out.

      “Take it easy!” Martella orders from over Elisha’s shoulder. “You just got shot.”

      No shit, I think.

      “How?” I try to gasp out, but I’m still trying to catch my breath. “How bad is it?”

      Elisha’s hands run all over my chest, and suddenly she jerks one back like she’d burned herself. She pulls one of her knives and reaches down again to scrape at my vest over my right pectoral. She holds up something in her other gloved hand, and that’s when I see it’s a flattened bullet.

      “Good thing I had you wear that vest,” Trent says with a chuckle. “How does it feel?”

      With Elisha’s help, I sit up and gaze up at him. “Hurts like a mother bear.”

      “Yep,” he says with a grin that, in the dark, is a flash of pearly whites. “At least you didn’t get a bullet in you. That hurts even worse.”

      “Just how often have you been shot before?” I ask him incredulously.

      He gets a thoughtful look on his face. “Hmm. I would say I’ve been shot… six times? Though thank the gods, none were silver—though thanks to Brandon, I can probably survive those now. These goons have no silver bullets, from what I can tell, so it doesn’t matter,” he says with a nonchalant shrug.

      I stare at him like he’s not human—and then I remember that he isn’t. Trent is a Werebear, and Werefolk heal extremely fast. Tremendously so. I once saw my foster father cut his thumb cooking while chopping meat into cubes with a cleaver. It was a cut that should have required surgery to reattach ligaments and nerves, but he’d just shrugged it off and, as I watched in horrified fascination, his thumb healed fully within minutes.

      If that had happened to me, I would have required a fast trip to the ER and, I’m sure, several surgeries.

      “Did someone check on the shooter?” Trent pipes up.

      “Yes. Dead,” Maxx says.

      “Good,” Trent says with a nod. “Though I hope they didn’t hear the shots. They are less than a mile away,” he says with a sigh that I can hear in the dark.

      “Do we keep going?” Martella asks him.

      “Yes,” Trent says, thinking it over before answering her. All of us are looking at him expectingly. “Maxx, can you go ahead and see if any alarms were triggered, or if they heard us?”

      “Yes!” he says, barking once, and within seconds has disappeared into the darkness like a shadow.

      “Damn, how does he do that?” Elisha says, looking at where Maxx had disappeared.

      Chuckling at the comment, Trent says, “Not sure. But ever since Brandon bit him, he is not your typical dog.”

      “No. A typical dog doesn’t respond with a voice in your head,” I tell him with a raised eyebrow. I know he can’t see it in the dark, but I am sure he got it from my tone.

      “Yes, there is that,” Trent says with a huge grin. “But he’s smart. I mean, from what Brandon and the girls say about when they first met him on a mission, he was a smart dog even then. But that bite changed him. He’s not a werewolf, but he isn’t a dog anymore, either. He is honestly something completely new to all of us.”

      “And he’s yours?” I ask him. There might have been a tiny hint of envy evident in my tone.

      Trent barks a laugh. “No one owns Maxx. He goes wherever he wants. But, for now, he has elected to partner with me. He saved the Queen, Brandon’s mother, from an assassination attempt, so he’s welcome in her Court, whenever he wants to go there. But he was bored in the palace and, for a while now, he has been helping me. Tonight, he is helping us.”

      Martella sighs and communicates my own feelings out loud. “I wish he was ours.”

      “Well, you can always ask him,” Trent tells her.

      “I might just do that,” she replies with a big grin.

      “Come on,” Trent says, holding a hand out to pull me up. “Feeling better?”

      I start to say that it still hurts, but then realize after focusing on it, that what had been a sharp pain is no more than a dull throb. Even my ribs where I been hit don’t ache as bad as they had. And I can breathe again without wheezing.

      Trent must have seen the look on my face. The look of puzzlement and wonder.

      “Welcome to healing fast. The pain will be nothing more than a memory within minutes. Just be thankful the bullet only bruised you, because of your vest.”

      With his help, I stand up, and he makes sure I am steady on my feet before moving back a few steps. Once he sees that I’m good, he nods and heads the same way that Maxx disappeared, and just as quietly.

      I, on the other hand, sound like a wounded gazelle, breaking every branch possible underfoot.
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      “That’s it?” I whisper.

      “Yes,” Trent replies.

      Suddenly, silently, Maxx appears beside me in the dark, as if summoned.

      “No alarms,” he says.

      “Good. Now, the intel says there are roughly twenty guards. We took out eight of them. And our three targets should be inside that building,” Trent says, pointing to the building we come upon a mile from where we had started.

      The area was well lit, though, with flood lights pointing out all over the place. The building itself isn’t that large. Probably fifty feet long on a side, with two main doors in the front and about twenty feet wide. On the front, to either side of the doors were windows with lights on inside, but with their curtains closed so we couldn’t see what was happening. Every now and then, a shadow would flit across the curtains, backlit from the lights inside.

      “Ideas?” Trent asks, looking at all three of us.

      “Take out the power?” Elisha offers.

      “Shoot the lights out?” Martella supplies, holding up her shotgun.

      Maxx simply shakes his head. All three heads turn to me.

      “Why are you looking at me?” I ask. “I’m the one on his first mission.”

      “I’m curious to hear what you would try in this situation,” Trent says.

      I look back at the building and watch the guards, who are walking around the perimeter of the building. We have been here long enough to know that there are eight guards outside. So that would leave the rest inside. So… four or more inside, along with our three targets.

      Now, as for the targets themselves, I would assume two of them are threats. The hitman and the arms dealer can probably fight. But what about the financial guy? I have no clue about him—maybe he spends money on guards?

      Looking around, I don’t see anything that we could use as a distraction, not for that many people. But then an idea occurs to me.

      “Sophia?” I call out in my mind.

      “Yes?” she says.

      I hear her sleepy voice in my head. One thing I am learning about Dragons? They love to sleep. Sophia sometimes goes days without waking up. When I’d teased her about it, she’d said she was conserving her power.

      “Can you help us out here?” I ask her.

      I feel a questioning feeling from her. “We have baddies out here, and we need to take them out fast, so that those inside don’t hear us.” Shit, did I just call them baddies?

      Suddenly, a dimly glowing blue light slips out of my chest and morphs into Sophia’s small blue Dragon form. She lazily swirls up and down, almost in a figure eight. Thank god she kept her light low, though, so as not to attract attention. I know she can be quite bright when she wants to, bright enough to be seen quite clearly during the daytime. But now, she’s muted to a dim glow, almost like she knew we needed her to be stealthy.

      Sophia’s gaze turns towards the guards, and she contemplates where they patrol for a good minute. “Lifeforce.”

      “What?” I ask her, puzzled enough to say this out loud.

      “I can drain their lifeforce.” Sophia’s voice echoes in my head—and I know she is projecting her telepathic ‘voice’ to include the girls and Trent in her response, like Maxx can do.

      “Wait, you can do that?” Trent blurts out incredulously, barely keeping his voice down.

      She turns to him, and her little Dragon head nods. “Yes. Everyone has Wild Magic in them. But not everyone has access to it. But it’s their lifeforce.”

      “And removing it does what, exactly?” Elisha asks her in a nervous voice.

      Sophia turns to Elisha and states matter-of-factly. “It kills them.”

      “Do we want to kill them?” Martella intones slowly.

      “We already killed eight of them,” Elisha says. “Wasn’t our goal to eliminate them all?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Trent says, nodding quickly. “Can you take the entire camp out?” he asks Sophia.

      Sophia’s tiny head shakes. “No. I could do maybe… five of them? I can’t absorb that much lifeforce until I get stronger. Now, if it was Wild Magic we were talking about, I can take in unlimited amounts of Wild Magic, which allows me to get much stronger.”

      “Wait, you can get stronger?” I ask. “I mean, you already made me fly. What else can you do?”

      “Yes, I can do that. But, that was part of the reason I have been sleeping so much. I might have been showing off, trying to impress you… and used up a lot of my power doing that,” she says abashedly.

      “Wait, you flew?” Trent mumbles, looking at me with his mouth agape.

      “That’s a story for another time,” I tell him with a chuckle. “But yes… though from the sounds of it, it might have been a one-time thing—at least until Sophia gets much stronger, and we can take on things with Wild Magic in them.”

      “Gods,” Trent says with a faraway look. “To fly through the air with your own power!”

      “You can take out six of the guards?” I ask Sophia, changing the subject back to our mission.

      “Four, for sure. I can maybe do five, but it would be pushing my limits,” she admits, and I can hear the shame in her mental tone. “I’m sorry I’m not stronger.”

      “All good,” I tell her, directing a smile her way. “If you can take out four, that would leave four more guards for us outside... So, one each.” I frown at Trent. “Maybe have Maxx ready as a backup, in case something happens, and they hear us inside?”

      “Works for me. Though it means we’ll need to kill them quietly,” he says, holding a knife.

      “That’s what spells are for,” Martella says with a huge grin.

      “We’ll need to time it, though,” Elisha says, nodding in agreement. “Too bad we don’t have communication devices in all that gear of yours,” she tells Trent.

      “Yes, I didn’t think of that out here,” Trent says with a sour expression. “But that’s my fault, since its normally part of each person’s personal kit on the teams I usually work with. That’s on me.”

      “All good. What if we set our phones on a timer, with just the vibrate feature on?”

      All of them look at me oddly—except for Sophia and Maxx. Sophia simply floats in her figure eight, while Maxx stares into the dark at the patrolling guards.

      “What? That won’t work?” I ask awkwardly.

      “Actually, it will work great. Good idea,” Trent says with a shake of his head and a chuckle. “I never thought of using my phone like that, for timing purposes.”

      “Thanks,” I tell him with a grin.

      “But, we will need to time things so that we give Sophia enough time to drain the Life force from her targets, but not enough for them to call out a warning.”

      “How long do you need to kill your targets?” Trent asks her.

      “Hmm. Maybe a minute, as you count time? I can do it faster, but I don’t want to draw in too much lifeforce too fast,” Sophia says, turning back to look at Trent, as she had been gazing up at the stars lighting the night sky.

      Nodding, and after looking back at the guards on patrol, Trent comes to a decision.

      “All right, then,” he says. “It’s daggers or Magic spells—quiet ones! We need to time it so that the ones that Sophia takes out are on the far side of the building, so that we can take care of the ones on this side,” he says. Trent takes out two daggers from somewhere on himself and holds them up.

      “I can take out two.”

      “And me?” Maxx asks. He had been so quiet next to me. I almost forgot he was there. The damn dog was like a silent shadow in the… well, the shadows.

      “Can you kill them quietly?” I ask him.

      “Rip throat out. They will be quiet.”

      “Works for me,” I tell him with a grin, scruffling his ruff.

      “Remember, we’d planned on using Maxx as backup. He can hide in the shadows by the front door and, if anyone comes out, he can tear their throats out,” Trent reminds me.

      “Oh right. If Sophia handles the three on the other side of the building, as well as one of the guards on the far side, that leaves the three on this side plus the guy at the corner for us. So, let’s go with… one each? We can decide who our targets are, before we attack.”

      I see what Trent is doing. He is guiding me, but leaving this mission mostly up to me. I know he is the one in charge, but I also understand that this is training and that, as my trainer, he isn’t here to do the entire thing himself.

      My nerves are still on edge. I’m over killing someone, now, but that doesn’t mean I’m not scared shitless I’ll fuck this up. I need to get better at all of this, since Trent won’t be going on missions with me to hold my hand in the future. That’s part of the training we have been getting at Camp X, to be able to go on missions—alone, if needs be.

      “Ok, let’s pick our targets and synchronize our phones,” Trent says, putting his daggers away. The man has a smile on his face, but it’s the smile of death. I feel a shiver run down my back. I look at the girls, and they are rubbing their arms, as if they suddenly felt a chill.

      Jesus, just who the fuck is this guy? Trent is scary as shit.
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      With my nerves on edge, I wait in the dark for my phone to vibrate in my pocket. I absently rub the stop where the bullet hit my chest. My finger slips through the hole in my shirt, and I touch the damaged plate in the bulletproof vest, as well. The vest is still good to use, as long as I don’t get shot in the same spot, according to Trent, or in that vicinity. Best not to get shot again, period, I think.

      Trent was slightly to my right flank, closest to Sophia, as he would signal her to start her attack. He was doing it, since he had more experience and knew what he needed to remain situationally aware of. If something seemed off, Trent would call the attack off. He was kneeling behind a bush, staring at his phone. The plan was to have Sophia attack a minute before the timers ran down. We hoped it would be enough time for her to take down all four of her targets.

      Meanwhile, Maxx would run from that corner of the house to the shadows at the front door the moment we initiated our attacks. That way, he could kill anyone sticking their head out the door to see what was going on, if any of us made too much noise. That concern had also caused me to change my mind about using my dagger.

      While Trent might be good enough to kill someone with a single thrown dagger, I worried that it would be just my luck to miss my target entirely, so I decided to go with a spell. But, it’s a spell I had been learning, though I had modified it. I didn’t experiment on it in class. I knew it worked, though, since I had practiced it at the practice range Camp X had.

      It was a modified version of the fireball. Instead of throwing a fireball, I had focused the spell until it came out like a laser, sort of. It was a more focused fireball, but traveling must faster, and I’d also changed it so that it would be hotter. Instead of being red and orange like a normal fire, it was much hotter, so it was blue.

      Sophia thought it looked cool, since it was close to her color of blue. The girls knew I had been practicing a spell, but even they didn’t know the details. I slept less than they did. Hell, I slept less than I used to! I could go on three or four hours of sleep, while the girls loved their beauty rest—not that they needed it. Thig gave me time to try dumb shit like that out, without endangering them.

      From the corner of my eye, Sophia’s blue streak darting across the field pulls me from my appreciation of how good the girls look each morning after a good rest. My dragon slams into a guard. All I see is a blur and then her Dragon form latching on the back of her first target. The man arches his back, but he doesn’t scream—which is a damn good thing! As I’m watching, the man’s skin suddenly starts to shrink in on itself, until in just a few seconds, all that is left is the husk of a human shell in battle fatigues.

      Then, faster than I expect, she jumps across to her next target, disappearing around the corner of the building. My heart thunders in my chest, part of me recoiling in horror from what I’d just witnessed. Taking deep breaths, I try to calm myself down so that I’ll be ready to do my part in less than a minute.

      Before I know it, the phone in my pocket vibrates, causing me to jerk in surprise. I’d still been staring at the corner Sophia had disappeared around while trying to regain a semblance of calm. I lift my hand and aim at my target.

      My target was a guard who had a beard interrupted by a thick scar across his cheek. I call up the fireball spell but, as I had been practicing, I visualize a hotter, highly compressed flame. Instead of the flame from a firepit, like burning coals, I imagine a fiery flame like what you might get from a propane canister or welding torch. The flame that shoots off across the field at my target leaves a blue afterimage behind it as it flies off three times faster than a normal fireball spell, shooting right through the man’s head. The guard was dead before he even knew what hit him.

      Then, I hear a grunt from my right, and looking over, see that the guard there sports a dagger through his throat, with his hands on the black handle, eyes open wide in shock. That would be Trent’s dagger. To my left, a streak of red catches my eye and, looking over, I watch a fireball hit another guard in the face, pitching him over onto his back. He struggles for a second or two before he gets hit with another one. As much as I know he is wounded and out of the fight, this is a dirty game we’re playing with the Organization; we aren’t taking any chances.

      Further down, I see another streak of light as a third red fireball smashes into the guard near the far corner. He had his mouth open and was about to scream a warning, having just watched his partner go down, but the fireball hits him square in the mouth and blows the top of his head off in an explosion of flames and gore.

      I run past Trent and around the corner of the building to see how Sophia is doing. I see she is still on her fourth target, clinging to the back of his head, with her jaws inside the man’s skull. Being in her energy form allows her to do things like that.

      I pull up short, out of breath. It is gruesome to watch, knowing that she is—for all intents and purposes—literally sucking the life out of the man. In seconds that seem to drag forever, the husk that is his body collapses in on itself and falls over sideways.

      Sophia lazily floats towards me, but once she’s in front of me, I sense that something is wrong—she just seems… off.

      “Are you all right?” I hiss.

      “No,” she says, and she shakes her small blue Dragon head. “I think I overdid it, even with only four. I feel… drunk?”

      “How do you know what being drunk feels like?” I ask her with a raised eyebrow.

      “I have no idea. Maybe a racial memory?”

      “You have racial memories?” Trent asks her, coming closer. He must have heard her comment.

      “I think so? There are many things I just seem to know, without knowing where the knowledge comes from. I think it might be racial memories.”

      “Which is odd,” I tell her. “Since you weren’t born as a living creature, according to Brandon, but turned into a Dragon after he fed Wild Magic to the Moth Man he captured.”

      “Yes,” she says, with a clumsy nod. “I wasn’t born like you were. I only came to be, after transforming.”

      “Ok, well…” I pull the little blue dragon into my arms, “do you need to get some rest?”

      “Yes, please,” she says with an exhausted sigh. “I need to process this lifeforce.”

      With worry in her voice, Elisha asks her, “Are you going to be all right?”

      Sophia turns to her and nods. “Yes. I just need sleep.”

      “Well, go to sleep, then,” Martella tells her soothingly. “You deserve it. You made this much easier for us. Thank you,” she finishes with a smile at Sophia.

      “Go to sleep, little one,” Elisha tells her.

      Nodding, she crawls from my arms into my chest in a burst of blue energy. Then, without warning, the world starts spinning and I stumble, suddenly dizzy. “Whoa,” I mutter, almost falling over.

      Fortunately, Trent is there to catch me. “You okay?” he asks me worriedly.

      “Yeah,” I tell him, shaking my head to get rid of the dizziness, but it doesn’t help. Instead, it makes me even dizzier. I squeeze my eyes shut and take several deep breaths, in through my nose and out through my mouth, clutching at Trent’s sturdy arm to stay upright. But then my vertigo clears up as quickly as it had come.

      “Yeah,” I repeat. “I think that Sophia going back into me with all that life force made me dizzy. I think…” I take another deep breath and blow it out. “I’m good now,” I say, with him looking at me worriedly.

      Elisha and Martella are both wide eyed, staring at me with frightened gazes.

      “Sorry!” Sophia cries in my head. “I didn’t think the energy inside me would affect you. I have compressed it, so it won’t seep into you.”

      “Thanks,” I tell her. “Are you going to be all right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You did amazing,” I tell her. “You took care of four of them for us without alerting anyone. This will make our mission easier. Now go to sleep, and I promise not to bother you unless it’s an emergency.”

      “I just need to sleep for a week or so. Emergency or not, I’m afraid I won’t be able to help anymore, though,” she says, and I can hear the sadness in her voice.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I soothe, “we’ll make do.”

      “Good night,” she says, and I can tell she is already half asleep.

      “Good night,” I say out loud, and there’s a smile on my face.

      “Will she be all right?” Elisha asks me.

      “Yes. Now, shall we go after the final targets?”

      “Yes,” Trent replies. “Now that the guards out here are out of the picture, we need to get inside and there’ll be no need for sneaking around anymore. We will go through the front door.” Trent leads us back around to the front of the building. “Maxx?” he calls out softly.

      “Here,” the massive Shepherd says, making me jump as I didn’t see him, even though I’d been staring at the patch of shadow next to the doors. Fucking dog hides better than a ninja!

      “Gods!” Trent jumps this time as well.

      It’s silly, but knowing that Maxx can make even an experienced operator like Trent jump out of his skin makes me feel better. I can’t help but flash a grin at the big dog.

      “I assume no one came out to investigate as we took care of the guards out here?” Trent asks Maxx.

      “Yes,” Maxx replies, looking up at him, his tail wagging.

      If it weren’t for the fact that I’d seen him take down a man, I would never have thought he was that brutal. He might come from dog stock, but whatever Brandon did to him had made him stronger and smarter. Somehow, though, it also made him even more dangerous. I was glad he was on our side.

      Looking over at me, Trent asks, “Shall we knock politely?”

      “I’ve got the perfect knocker,” Martella says with a chuckle.

      I step back and dramatically wave her forward, towards the front doors of the building.

      Martella slinks noiselessly up to the door, then looks back over her shoulder to make sure we are all ready. We all nod to her, and she faces the doors once more, deliberately aiming her shotgun. Suddenly, two loud explosions break the silence as she blows holes on either side of the deadbolt that secures the doors. This is followed quickly by two more blasts that shred the doorknob.

      Martella steps out of the way and takes a knee, feeding shells into the magazine of her shotgun through a slot under the forend. Without waiting for her to finish reloading, Trent runs past her, pistols in each hand; Elisha and I are right behind him. That’s when I hear shouts from inside the house.

      As Trent’s shoulder slams through the door, his guns bark once, twice, and then a third time. Then I’m inside as well, looking at a bloody scene that I take in quickly. There are two men down already, each of them wearing combat fatigues like the guards outside. From what must be the kitchen, I see another guard about to bring up the barrel of his assault rifle, aiming at Trent.

      Without pause, I lift my handgun up smoothly, sighting automatically, and pull the trigger. The Beretta barks in my hand, and a hole appears in the man’s chest, near the heart. It seems the thousands of rounds I’d send down range at Camp X were paying off.

      Then, without warning, something smacks me on the chest and falls to my feet. I look down at what it was, and my eyes widen in shock. “Grenade!” I yell. I jump on it, covering it with my body, but I also cast a Shield spell Shield—more quickly than I have ever done. I make it so that the spell surrounds the grenade in question.

      There’s the loud thump of a muffled explosion and I am sent flying backward a number of feet. My side crashes into one of the wide columns that probably hold the building up. Pain radiates from my chest, my abdomen, and… well, from pretty much the entire front of my body. The rest is a blur and haze as I hear more gunshots and shouts.

      The pain is excruciating. It feels as if one of my arms is broken, in addition to a rib or three. I cough up a mouthful of blood and spit it out, trying to refocus my eyes. I can feel that I probably have a concussion, too, as my head feels like it is twice as thick as normal and wrapped in wool—just like that time I got blindsided in football practice.

      Then, there’s a shadow over me and, without thinking, I try to bring up my weapon. That’s when I notice that I don’t have my Beretta anymore. I guess I must have dropped it when I dove on the grenade. Thankfully, it was only Martella.

      “Dammit,” she shouts at me, “You need to stop playing the hero!”

      But though I can tell from her expression that she’s pissed, her words are only a muted buzz, like I’m hearing them underwater. Shit. Did I blow out my eardrums?

      Martella reaches for my head and there is a green glow surrounding her hands. It must be a healing spell, as I can slowly feel the pain ease off as her spell takes hold, but my own quickened healing helps as well. In a minute or so, I wince as my broken arm repairs itself. Then, with a pop, my hearing returns in both ears.

      “What about the others?” I ask her lamely.

      She looks over quickly at our teammates before turning back to me. “They’re fine.”

      “Good,” I say and slump against the column, my head leaning back against the cool metal of the support beam. Another shadow approaches and, looking up, I see that it’s Maxx.

      He bends down and licks my cheek. “Stupid move.”

      “Yes, it was a stupid move,” Martella growls.

      This time, I can clearly hear, as well as see, the anger directed at me. “Sorry,” I tell them both. I lift my head and look over the mess we’ve made of the front room. Trent and Elisha both have their weapons aimed at two men who sit cross-legged with their fingers locked behind their heads.

      Shit, where is the third target? I look around quickly, but Martella must have known what I was looking for, since she points to one of the bodies that’s dressed differently from all the others—in a suit and not combat fatigues.

      “He’s the one who threw the grenade,” she tells me. “That’s Larson, the arms dealer.”

      I look over at the other two left. One is dressed in a suit, as well, but it’s a much more expensive cut. He’s an older looking Caucasian, with gray hair and a goatee. The other guy is Asian, young, probably in his thirties. He’s wearing jeans and a black t-shirt.

      “Well, well, well,” the old man says in a sneering voice. “If it isn’t Trent Riley himself.”

      “Hello again, Johnny London,” Trent says in a tight voice, but I also see that the handgun he has aimed at this man is different from the one he’s been using up until now.

      This one, I know, has silver bullets that are specially made so that Trent isn’t affected by them—or wouldn’t be, even if he wasn’t immune to silver. Trent had brought it on the off chance that this man, Johnny London, was here. London is a Vampire. Though, unlike us, he hasn’t been bitten by Brandon, so that the silver inside those bullets will still affect him.
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      “You’re already too late,” Johnny says with a laugh.

      I look from him to Trent, and I see Trent has a frown on his face.

      “What do you mean we’re too late?”

      But that’s as far as Trent gets, before the Asian man throws something at us and then springs to his feet. Without thinking about it, I whip my Colt carbine up from my lap and shoot the object, thinking it was another grenade. But the thing explodes in a shower of metal confetti, filling the air with its contents.

      What he had thrown was a bag of some sort, filled with a metallic powder. The man had started to come towards us, two blades suddenly in his hands, but he stops in shock when he sees that we aren’t affected.

      “Silver powder?” Trent asks him with a big grin.

      Then, before the Asian man can reply, he has a bullet hole in his forehead from Elisha’s pistol.

      Johnny looks over and sneers at the dead man. “I guess he didn’t believe me when I mentioned that you’d somehow found out how not to be affected by silver. I assume that it was from this Silver Magi I have been hearing about?”

      “You know about him?” Trent asks, arching an eyebrow.

      “Of course,” Johnny says with a grin. “I still have my spies in the Court.”

      “Then you know we can’t allow you to go free, because of your involvement with the Organization?” Trent tells him.

      Jonny shrugs. “I have worked towards this end for over two hundred years. I am good with dying, now.”

      “Do you truly hate us so much?” Trent asks him.

      Johnny gets an angry look on his face. “You were not even born when first I started this crusade,” he growls at him. “You have no idea why I am doing this. It’s not my hatred of the Vampires, Elves, or Werefolk that drives me.”

      “Then why? Why would you work with the Organization against your own people?” Elisha asks.

      Turning to her, he sneers, “you’re much too young to understand.”

      “Then explain it to me, so I do,” she tells him softly.

      Instead of answering, he narrows his eyes at her and then looks back at Trent. “I can’t believe you, the Hero of Gilmar, would allow this to keep going on.”

      Hero of Gilmar? What in the hell is that?

      “I do what I do, because I am the Hero that you just named. Is that what this is all about?”

      “Of course not,” Johnny answers with a snort. “I don’t care what happened back in the First World War. This is something that has been happening to us for over two hundred years, and I finally decided that enough was enough. These humans,” he says, spitting on the dead body closest to him, “are nothing but sheep—as it should be. I lived for more than five hundred years before starting my crusade.”

      His eyes grew distant, as if reviewing unwelcome memories. “After being hunted, hounded, and almost killed more times than I care to remember, Hero of Gilmar, I decided to fight back.”

      A rictus grin stretches across the Vampire’s face. “Well, it all ends now. Even if I do not live to see my final triumph, you are too late. Humanity’s time has come to an end.”

      “Too late for what?” I ask him, repeating Trent’s question from earlier.

      He turns to me and looks me up and down. A frown replaces the manic grin on his face. “I can’t place you. You stink of something other than human. But,” and he looks puzzled. “I can’t tell if you’re a Werefolk like your friend there,” And he points to Trent, “or not.”

      I shrug. “I’m different.”

      “Well, either way, you’re too late as well,” Johnny tells me, glancing down at his watch. He looks back up, and his grin manic grin is back. “And it’s done.”

      “What is done?” Trent asks with a growl, lifting his gun and aiming at him.

      “Not that it matters...” Shrugging, Johnny says, “The Organization was nothing more than a useful tool, but I don’t need them anymore. I just released something that will be the death of all the humans.”

      “Oh, you bloody fool,” Trent swears. “You didn’t release the Void, did you?”

      Johnny, instead of answering, gets an enormous grin on his face.

      “You bloody idiot. You understand that the Void is not just after humans, right? That it’s also after us Magical types?” Trent shouts at him in fury.

      “I don’t care,” Johnny hisses, spittle flying from his mouth. “After today, no one will be safe.”

      Jonny suddenly reaches behind him and, before we can stop him, his hand comes back in front of him again holding something. It’s not a gun in his hand, but a dagger in a sheath. He draws the blade, and before we can stop him, slashes his free wrist and then reverses the blade, plunging it into his own chest. We are so shocked by the speed and insanity of what Johnny London just did, that we just stand there, staring at him in shock.

      But then Trent’s voice barks. “Heal him!” he shouts, rushing forward and grabbing the dagger. He pulls it out quickly and in one smooth motion, throws it across the room. “It’s a silver blade!”

      “Shit,” Martella cries in shock.

      What in the fuck? Did the fool stab himself with a silver blade, knowing it would kill him? What the hell had he done with the Void?

      Elisha, who is the best healer among us, throws herself forward and hovers over Johnny’s now seizing body, while Trent holds his convulsing form down.

      I look down and see he has bloody foam coming out of his mouth, but he also has a smile on his face. “I did what I have wanted to do for ages. Let me die.”

      “No!” Trent shouts at him. “What the hell did you do, Johnny?”

      Johnny smiles up at him, blood staining his teeth. “What should have been done ages ago; eradicating humanity, along with this world.” He coughs weakly, pink bubbles trailing from the corner of his lips. “We were never meant to live here.”

      “What is he talking about?” I ask Trent quickly.

      Sighing, Trent growls, “after.” Then he turns back to the dying Vampire. “Johnny. What did you do?”

      “I opened the door, clearing the way for the Void to come and destroy this world.”

      “You bloody fool,” Trent tells him, shaking his head. “If you’ve released the Void, it will not only destroy Earth, but will go after all the other worlds, too. That is what it wants… to destroy all the worlds. Not just the Earth.

      At that comment, Johnny starts weakly to shake his head in denial. “No! No, I was told it would only consume Earth.”

      “Johnny,” Trent says, shaking his head. “It told you want you wanted to hear. That thing wants nothing more than the total destruction of all races and all worlds.”

      “What? No, it can’t be,” he says, and I can tell he is in pain, even with Martella furiously trying to heal him. She is clearly having issues even keeping up with the spread of damage the silver from the dagger is doing to his internal organs. I know what silver can do to one of the Magical folk. “It said only Earth would be affected.”

      “That’s not what’s going to happen. It will destroy Earth first, and then it will move on to the other worlds and the other races, including the Vampires.”

      Johnny gets a confused look on his face. “But it promised only to destroy the Earth.”

      “And do you honestly think that something like the Void will keep such a promise, being satisfied with just the Earth?” Trent asks, shaking his head sadly. “What, exactly, did you do, Johnny? You need to tell me.”

      Johnny suddenly jerks in pain, as I’m sure the silver is now coursing through his body, eating him like a cancer from the inside out. I have never seen someone die from silver poisoning, but my foster family have told me horror stories about those who do. Just as quick as the pain comes on, he relaxes, but I can tell his focus is elsewhere.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says weakly. “It’s too late to stop them.”

      “Stop who?”

      Johnny turns his gaze towards Trent and says with a sad smile. “The new soldiers.”

      I turn to the girls, and they return my gaze with confused looks of their own. New soldiers? Goddammit, we need information! What does he mean by new soldiers? Please don’t tell me we have the Void, the Organization, and now something else to deal with?

      Trent bends down and whispers something in the old Vampire’s ear that, even with my enhanced hearing, I don’t pick up.

      Johnny gets a shocked look on his face, staring up at Trent. “You’re lying.”

      Trent just shakes his head.

      Johnny looks up at Trent for a full minute before slowly nodding. “There are nineteen human soldiers of the Void out there, who have been bitten by me and… turned. But that’s all I will give you, Hero of Gilmar. If you are smart, and want to live, you will avoid them.”

      “Shit,” Trent swears, standing up once more. “Your offspring must die!”

      Then, quicker than I can see, Trent shoots Johnny between the forehead twice. Johnny’s head bounces on the floor with each shot, causing the two girls to cry out in shock and for me to look up at Trent in surprise.

      “What was that for?” I blurt out.

      Trent growls in anger. “We have a problem. It seems that our job just got much, much more difficult.”

      “What did he mean by those nineteen soldiers? Wouldn’t you killing him kill whoever he turned?” I ask him.

      “No,” he replies, turning to me and shaking his head. “That’s not how vampirism works. Once bitten and turned, they can bite and turn others. Now, if he had said he’d bonded with someone, that would be different. But he said he turned them. That means there are nineteen Vampires out there who not only have the ability to transform, with the power that comes with being a Vampire to turn others, but who also have been infected with the Void.”

      I shake my head, still thoroughly confused. “What makes these nineteen different than any other Void infected humans?”

      “When humans are infected by the Void, they get access to Wild Magic, but their power isn’t that strong. But if one of us Magical folk are infected? Such a Void controlled being gains tremendous powers. Johnny’s actions will ultimately result in the Void being able to leave its jail much faster than we’d feared.”

      “What exactly is the Void?” Elisha asks him.

      Trent turns to her and doesn’t answer, only studies her thoughtfully. Finally, he nods slowly. “According to what Brandon told me, the Void was a race from such a long time ago, that we have very few records of them. They tried to do something that another much more powerful race had successfully done, but in trying to replicate this feat, did things that were considered immoral. As a result, their entire race was locked up in some kind of extra-dimensional jail. Brandon said that this Void now has only one thing it wants to do: to destroy the entire galaxy and all races in it. And now, I have a feeling that these nineteen will be trying to infect other Magical beings with the Void, since they can spread it across the worlds.”

      “Oh shit!” Martella says, a look of horror on her face. “If the infected are Magical beings, they can travel the Portals.”

      “Exactly. The good thing is we have them heavily fortified, thanks to Brandon. But, now we need to find those things.”

      “And shouldn’t we have asked him where to find them?” I ask him, pointing to the now-dead Johnny.

      Shaking his head, Trent replies. “No, he gave us exactly what he was going to give us, and I was lucky to get even that.”

      “What did you whisper in his ear to get even that?”

      “Let’s just leave it at… I know where his sister lives.”

      I stare at him, thinking Jesus. That’s cold. But, I remember that this is war. We came here expecting to kill all those working for the Organization. The fact that we uncovered something even more sinister is a good thing. Right?

      Trent looks around at Elisha, Martella, and Maxx. “We need to get back as soon as possible, and I need to go talk to Brandon’s mother, the Queen. I will also need to arrange a meeting with the King of the Elves and the Count of the Vampires,” he says with a sigh. “And since I don’t have time to bring you back to Camp X, you’re all tagging along with me.”

      I stare back at everyone blankly, puzzled by the shocked looks on Elisha’s and Martella’s faces.

      “We’re going to see the King?” Elisha exclaims in surprise.

      “Among others,” Trent says with a nod. “Maxx, lead us back to the car.”

      “Follow me,” Maxx says.
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      “What’s this Hero of Gilmar stuff?” I ask Trent once we are back in the car.

      He meets my eyes in the rear view mirror and says, “It’s a story from my past.” But he doesn’t elaborate, simply focuses back on the road.

      “And you don’t want to talk about it?” Martella asks him softly.

      With a firm nod of his head, he says, “Pretty much.”

      “And you don’t think us knowing about your past might help us in the future?” Martella asks him softly from the other front seat.

      Both Elisha and I are in the backseat, with Maxx between us. The big Shepherd, though, was asleep and snoring. The life of a dog, albeit an intelligent dog who can communicate telepathically… Oh, and who seems to be nearly twice as big as the German Shepherd stock he comes from.

      I can’t help but smile down at the huge dog and shake my head. Turning back to look up at Trent, I ask, “And what did Johnny mean about World War 1?”

      With a sigh, Trent nods slowly. “I guess I should explain some things. So, Hero of Gilmar...” He blows out a sigh. “That was something that happened over a hundred and fifty years ago,” he starts

      I interrupt, blurting out, “Wait! You’re over a hundred and fifty years old?!”

      “I’m three hundred and one years old, if you must know.”

      I stare at him as if he’d suddenly grown a second head.

      “You do know that us Magical folk live longer, right?” Elisha says, looking over at me. “Didn’t your foster family tell you about that?”

      “No!”

      Elisha lays a hand on my leg and rubs it consolingly. “Maybe they just didn’t want to mention the fact that they would be living so much longer than you?”

      With what I’m sure is disbelief in my voice, I ask, “How much longer are we talking about?”

      With a thoughtful look on her beautiful Elven face, Elisha responds, “Elves can live as long as five or six hundred years. And Vampires are about the same, as long as they can feed on the emotions of humans. Werefolk usually live about four or five hundred years.”

      “Close your mouth, Sean,” Martella says with a laugh. “You are probably going to live at least as long as that, now. Though I have no clue exactly how much longer than the average Magical being that might be,” the white-haired Elf admits. “What Brandon did to you is a first—biting a human and turning them, I mean. But turning you into whatever you are…” She pauses. “To be honest, we aren’t really sure what you are. I doubt you’re like Brandon, though, and are a Silver Magi yourself, now.”

      Nodding my head slowly, I tell them, “No. That makes sense.” Even Brandon was unsure what would happen when he bit me. But, he had said that he didn’t give me the same powers that he had. “He said that he gave me Magic, but also that I had a Dragon as a focus. That I’m what he called a… a Dragon Cultivator.”

      “That’s the first time you mentioned that,” Elisha says, looking over at me with wide eyes.

      “Sophia’s my Dragon. She gathers the Wild Magic—or Life Magic—from monsters and converts it to a power that I can use.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “When Brandon was explaining this to me, one thing that struck me was how Sophia takes in this Magic and converts it for me to use. It reminded me of some of the books I used to like to read, and I told him it sounded almost like what happened sometimes in Cultivation stories.”

      I chuckle, remembering Brandon’s reaction to the unfamiliar term. “He had to look it up on his phone,” I explain, “but when he read it, he laughed and said it sounded exactly like that. After that, he called me the Dragon Cultivator.”

      “Dragon Cultivator?” Trent intones, as if trying out the phrase. “I like it.”

      “Can you change the same ways that we do?” Martella asks.

      I look at her oddly. “Change?”

      “Yes. Like how, thanks to Brandon, all of us girls who were not Werefolk can now change into a beast?”

      “I’m not sure,” I hesitantly tell her. “He never mentioned anything like that. But then again, he and his wives were kind of in a hurry to get on with their own adventures.”

      “Good to know, and something for us to check on later,” Trent adds. “I will need to talk to some of the teachers at Camp X to see about looking into that for you.”

      “Enough about me… let’s get back to the original subject,” I prod him.

      “All right. Hero of Gilmar. So, a long time ago, there was a battle on Sanctuary,”

      “What is Sanctuary?” I interrupt again.

      “That’s my home world. The home world of us Werefolk,” he explains. “A long time ago, there was a significant battle between two factions. Our faction, which included the King at the time, Brandon’s father, faced another group led by a man who wanted to overthrow the royal line. That man wanted the power to subjugate humans here on Earth. He planned to assassinate the leaders of several leading nations on Earth, and cause chaos to reign. Then, he planned to take over a divided and weakened world to enslave all of humanity.”

      He clenches his hands so hard on the steering wheel that his knuckles turn white, and I swear the metal under the leather wrappings squeals in protest. “Well,” he finally continues, “it was during the final battle, in which we cornered him, that we won the war. This happened to be on a city called Gilmar. Somehow, the enemy must have gotten wind of our plans, and they sent a raiding party out to ambush the royal party enroute to the siege. They were able to surround the king.”

      He shakes his head. “When the enemy’s soldiers surrounded us, I thought for sure that we were all dead. The king was gravely injured, and we were outnumbered at least four to one, but somehow we fought our way out of that trap.”

      “I remember my mom telling me about that story,” Elisha says in a hushed tone, looking at Trent in a different light.

      “Then, while the king lay dying, I took it upon myself to sneak into the foe’s camp and killed their leader. I knew my chances of making it through the camp undiscovered would be slim, but I guess the gods were watching over me that night. Somehow, I made it to his tent and killed the guards before slipping inside. I was able to slit his throat and get away, making it back to our camp with the enemy none the wiser.” The big man falls silent.

      “Thank the gods you did,” Elisha picks up the tale. “As what no one knew, was that the foe brought in a much more substantial force than was suspected, to overrun the loyal army. But, when their camp woke up to find their leader dead, they were in a shambles.”

      Trent continued, “this man was the driving force behind the rebellion. Taking him out, as I had hoped it would, stopped them. The next morning, the enemy stayed in their camp, the army’s officers bickering about what to do next. A truce of sorts resulted, as the tumult and delay in acting enabled our own forces to make their way to us, and we were suddenly the ones with numbers on our side. More than twice theirs.”

      “And that’s why you were called the Hero of Gilmar? For stopping the war?” Martella asks him softly.

      “A civil war,” he says with a nod, and I can tell from his tone that he is still walking down memory lane. He shakes himself as if waking from a bad dream. “That’s how I got that moniker.”

      “Wow,” I say, impressed with the story. “Why did he mention World War One?”

      “Ah… That’s another story, and it’s where Johnny London comes in. During the Great War, as we called it, Johnny wasn’t named Johnny London, but Promotius Alvorin. He started to cause not only problems for the humans, but also for Vampires. He always felt that the Earth should be cleansed of humans.”

      “But Vampires feed off of human emotions,” Elisha tells him incredulously. “Why would he seek to destroy his race’s source of sustenance?”

      “Ah,” Trent replies, holding up a finger with one hand, the other staying on the wheel. “But remember, they can also feed off our emotions—if we permit it. So they are not without a source of nourishment. It’s just that human emotions are much more raw and potent than ours. Vampires don’t so much as feed on emotions, as emotions empower them—and one of those powers is to live longer. Johnny wanted to enslave the humans, and started killing even Magical folk who would not support his plan.” Trent’s massive shoulders heaved up and down in a shrug. “We got wind of his plans and thwarted them, but at the cost of our king.”

      “He slew the Werefolk’s King?”

      “Not directly, but he did poison the king, who died after several misery filled days, leaving the kingdom to his only heir—his daughter.”

      “Brandon’s mom,” Martella says with a nod.

      “Brandon’s mom,” Trent agrees with a nod. “But, powerful men did not want a female on the throne, so a Council of Regents was created.”

      “I heard Brandon essentially cut those fools off at the knees and made his mom queen,” Elisha chimes in with a huge grin.

      “Pretty much,” Trent tells her with a laugh. “Johnny has hated me ever since the early Twentieth Century. But I don’t get how he was able to turn humans? Vampires aren’t supposed to be able to turn a human into a Vampire—when they control a human, it’s referred to as bonding. But he said he did it using this Wild Magic.” The big man slams his hand down on the steering wheel. “Dammit, I wish Brandon was here! He would know the answer, I’m sure.”

      Thinking about it, I ask him. “Do you think maybe when Wild Magic is already inside a human, if a Vampire bites them, they somehow can become Vampires, even though it’s technically not supposed to be possible?”

      “Which is why we are heading straight back to the airstrip. We need to make a stop before meeting with the Elf King and Vampire Count, and have a talk with someone who might know the answer.”

      “Who?” Martella asks him.

      “Brandon’s mother.”

      “We’re going to see the Queen of Sanctuary?” Martella cries out in surprise.

      “Going home?” Maxx suddenly lifts his head from the seat next to me.

      “Yes, Maxx,” Trent tells him, looking over his shoulder at the big Shepherd before returning his eyes to the road. “We are going home. I need to talk to Lianne, since she might know if this has ever happened before. If need be, I will also seek out your king, on Ilianta.”

      Mouthing the strange name, I ask, “What’s Ilianta?”

      “That’s our home world,” Elisha replies, waving a hand at herself and Martella. “It means ‘Light Of Dawn’ in the Elvish tongue. I thought you could read Elvish?”

      “I can, but I have never come across that word before now. Damn,” I grunt, “so I am going to more than one different world?”

      The idea of going to different worlds, other than Earth, was a lot to take in. But, hot damn! I so badly wanted to see these two other worlds that were out there. I knew about Sanctuary, since my foster family had moved back there, but I had never heard of the name of the Elves’ planet. It was always just called ‘the Elven home world’ around me.

      The next ten minutes are quiet. Each of us is absorbed in our own thoughts.

      “Here we are,” Trent says as he turns the Suburban onto a dirt road.

      We were back at the airfield. It was still dark, but looking at my phone, I see it’s almost 4:30 in the morning. The sun will be coming up in about an hour.

      Trent drives past the shack towards the plane which still sits at the far end of the runway. But as he gets close, he honks his horn three times. Suddenly, the plane’s lights come on, and I hear its engines start up.

      Once near the plane, Trent stops the car, and we all pile out. Head around to the back of the vehicle, we grab our bags. Maxx follows me right up past Ian, who stands in the doorway with a grin, into the plane.

      “How did it go?” the pilot asks.

      “Good, but we have an even bigger issue, now,” Trent tells the man in a serious tone. “I need you to get us to Las Vegas and the Portal, like… yesterday.”

      Ian stares at the big man and his serious demeanor and nods quickly. “You can count on me. I’ll get us in the air as soon as I call in a new flight plan. Care to explain what the big issue is?”

      “I’ll explain once we are up in the air,” Trent says, tossing his bag into an empty seat before sinking into the one beside it.

      “Sounds good to me. Buckle up then. It won’t take me long to get approval of a new flight plan, thanks to our government contacts.” And with that, he heads to the front of the plane, closing the door to the cockpit behind him, and does whatever it is that a pilot does.

      Trent points to the rear of the plane and says, “Go ahead and strap in, like Ian said. And you might want to get some sleep, since we will likely be on the go for a while longer. I’m not sure where, when, or how much sleep we will get once we lap.”

      I glance at the girls, and even they look stunned at how fast things are moving. We had been in the car, chatting, only fifteen minutes ago. But suddenly, the pace seems to have cranked up to one of those hurry up and wait frantic tempos.

      I nod to the girls and point to the couch in the back, where we can all three of us sit together. They both nod, unsure, but follow me to the rear of the plane, with Trent and Maxx already having taken the two large seats at the front of the plane. Sinking back in the couch, I do as Trent and Ian had suggested, and buckle up, with Elisha and Martella doing the same on either side of me.

      “What do you think all of this means?” Elisha asks, a tremor in her voice.

      Martella is the one who answers, though her tone is no less uncertain. “I’m not sure, but something tells me that things are about to push us well beyond our comfort zones.”

      I don’t worry about being pushed out of my comfort zone—I’d left that place behind a month ago. Besides, I get to visit a new world!
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      When we land at a small airstrip outside of Las Vegas, I expect us to drive to wherever the Portal is, thinking it should be close. I’m surprised, however, when we transfer straight to a helicopter from the small jet, which will also be piloted by Ian.

      When I’d looked at the helicopter questioningly, Trent had said that an airstrip in the middle of nowhere would be too obvious to the humans, so the plane couldn’t get us to the Portal. As it was in the middle of the desert, a helicopter could—hence, the reason we were transferring over. Ian said that we were roughly half an hour’s flight out, but that we would be flying under the radar since they didn’t want the humans knowing where it was. No flight plans would be filed for this trip.

      I had a headset on my head, partly to drown out the noise from the helicopter but also to be able to speak.

      “So, what can I expect at the Portal?” I ask curiously.

      Shaking his head, the large black man gives me a huge grin. “Oh no,” Trent replies, “this is a surprise I want you to have.”

      “I agree,” Elisha says with a laugh. “this is something you need to experience. I still remember my first time. I was eleven years old and came to Earth to visit a cousin.”

      “I never visited Earth for long periods until I went to camp X,” Martella replies with a musical laugh. “But I agree. You need to experience this on your own, without any of us spoiling it.”

      I look between the three of them suspiciously. I start to complain about them keeping me in the dark on purpose just so they can have a good laugh at my expense, but I am interrupted by Ian on the headset.

      “Hang on tight. Flying nap of the Earth like this, things are going to get a bit rough for a bit.”

      Then, without warning, it feels like my stomach ends up in my throat, and I’m pretty sure the helicopter just dropped fifty feet as we skim over a ridge. Then, I feel my safety belts cut into me as the turbines roar, and I feel myself first being pulled forward and then slammed back into the seat. The next fifteen minutes it seems like Ian is doing his best to make the protein bar I’d scarfed down on the plane reappear.

      After darting up and down following the rise and fall of the terrain, Ian takes us through a series of canyons—twisting and turning below the lips of the canyon’s walls. On either side of me, Martella and Elisha grab onto me and squeeze my hands so tight, I make the mistake of looking to the side to check on them. Seeing the sandstone of the canyon walls flash by only a dozen feet or so from the side of the helicopter sends my heart into my throat. I copy the girls—all three of us huddling in the back of the helicopter, eyes squeezed shut and clinging to one another.

      I’ve been on roller coasters that didn’t twist and turn my stomach inside out like Ian’s crazy flying does. The worst part of it is—eyes closed or not—over the headset I can hear Ian laughing and whooping it up the entire time. Suddenly, with a gut wrenching turn and a jarring thump, the helicopter touches down.

      Still chuckling, Ian comes back on. “And the fun’s over, we’ve landed,” he says, the engine shutting down.

      “Christ, I hate your definition of fun,” Trent tells Ian over the headset.

      “What?!” Ian snickers. “I got you all here in one piece,” he says, and I can hear the grin in his voice.

      It was daylight out now, but I’m glad I kept my eyes shut for most of that crazy ride. I’m pretty sure if I had done more than take that one glance outside, that protein bar would have made a break for daylight.

      Standing up on shaky legs, I follow Elisha through the helicopter’s large door that Trent opens after the rotors stop spinning. I’m no expert when it comes to things that fly, but this looks a lot like those large helicopters the US Army flies—except instead of green, it was painted black, with a silver wolf’s head on the doors.

      Once down on the ground, I look around, and that’s when I notice that we are in some kind of a sinkhole, with sheer walls stretching up more than a hundred feet on every side.

      “How the hell did we fit in here?” I mutter, aghast at how little space there is between the no longer spinning rotors and the sandstone walls.

      “That’s because you have the best pilot in the world,” Ian brags.

      I look over at the grinning man, who is still standing beside the open door and stretching his arms up overhead.

      “Dude, there’s flying, and whatever the hell that was that you just put us through. Jesus, you’re like a roller coaster ride from hell.”

      “That’s what all the women say,” Ian says, his grin getting even bigger,

      At this comment, Elisha and Martella both groan, while Trent rolls his eyes. Even Maxx puts a paw over his eyes and shakes his head.

      “Let’s get a move on, we need to take the Portal across,” Trent orders. “Come on, Sean. Follow me.”

      Nodding to him, I go to grab a bag, but Trent stops me. “No need for the bags. We will be coming back here and, if not, Ian will ensure everything gets back to Camp X.”

      “Sounds good,” I say, turning back to follow him.

      So, with both girls in tow, and Maxx padding along next to Trent, I follow the big man down a path worn into the floor of the sinkhole. The rock walls on every side going up pretty high. So high, in fact, that the bright afternoon sunlight doesn’t come down here completely. It’s cool and damp, compared to the hot, dry desert air we’d blasted through in the helicopter.

      Up ahead is a fracture in the stone wall shaped like an inverted ‘V’. As we get closer, I look up at the walls on either side. The sheer rock walls extend upwards at a slight angle for nearly the length of a football field. Once I step through the opening in the rock, I see that it’s lit by glowing rods every five feet or so, and that the tunnel continues on for about fifty feet before twisting around out of sight.

      Coming around the curve in the tunnel, I find myself at another opening and, with the two girls beside me, I come to a stop. My jaw drops in utter shock. Outside of the tunnel exit is a small glade, filled with trees. I look around, wondering how the fuck a small forest of trees that I am sure can’t grow in the heat of the desert in Nevada can be here!

      Not only that, but I hear water splashing nearby, and looking over to my left, I see a small waterfall. Then the oddest thing happens. I had been tired, exhausted even, after crashing from an adrenaline fueled high in the Suburban before we got to the plane. But now, I suddenly feel energized, rejuvenated even!

      I turn to the girls, wide-eyed, my mouth still agape. Martella covers her mouth to hide a snicker, but Elisha is bent over, holding her stomach and laughing. Even Maxx has his tongue lolling out in a canine grin.

      “Welcome to a Portal,” Trent says with a chuckle. “Feeling better?”

      “How?”

      “We aren’t sure,” Elisha responds after she recovers. “But it’s part of the Magic that is a Portal Glade. All your pains, aches and tiredness are somehow eased here.”

      “Come on,” she says, holding her hand out for me to take.

      Like a child, still staring around in awe, I take it and let her drag me into the glade. We walk through some trees, and come to a small lake. On one side, a waterfall splashes from a hole in the cliff into it, but that isn’t what draws my eye. In the middle of the lake, stands a pillar of stone of the purest white. It stands about ten feet tall and is about three feet wide at the base but tapers in slightly as it rises. The lake surrounding the pillar is a brilliant blue, and crystal clear, and it’s about forty feet wide. There are flowers and other plants that I can’t identify growing around the water’s edge.

      “It’s beautiful!” I exclaim in amazement.

      “We need to cross the pond to get to the Portal Stone, Sean. As this is your first time, we will let you lead us across. It’s not deep, so don’t worry,” Martella says with a grin.

      I look at the grinning white-haired elf suspiciously, but deciding to trust her, I nod slowly. Walking right up to the water’s edge without going in, I peer into it. It’s so clear that I can see the bottom, which is not deep at all. Small fish flit back and forth between the rocks. I glance back at everyone, and they are all looking at me expectantly.

      Turning back to the water, I peer into it again, looking for anything that might be questionable. I bend down and poke my finger into it to see if it’s hot, or something odd like that. No, it feels like what you’d expect—wet and cool.

      Is it the plants? I look at them closely, and they seem like typical plants you would see around any pond, lake, or river. Nothing out of the ordinary there. Straightening back up, I notice everyone is grinning at me, which makes me even more nervous about going across. But at least I know they wouldn’t let anything hurt me.

      “So, I just… walk across?” I ask, waving a hand at the pond in front of me.

      “Just walk across,” Trent says with a smile.

      Taking a deep breath, I step forward and place my foot into the water, but am shocked when my foot stays on top of the pond instead of sinking down into it. Turning around in surprise, I shout, “What the hell?”

      They are all laughing at the disbelief and wonder on my face. I look down again to see what is going on and get an even bigger shock. The water is gone! Instead, I am now standing on what looks like a starfield full of twinkling stars. To my left I can even see what I swear is the fucking milky way!

      Hearing a noise behind me, I turn around and see that Trent, Elisha, Martella, and Maxx have all joined me on top of the water.

      “Ready to go to another world?” Elisha asks me with a grin.

      I nod slowly, still in awe of this beautiful place. She looks around at everyone else, and at their nods, we continue to the middle of the lake and the little round bit of land the white pillar stands on. It’s a lonely patch of grass in the middle of a huge starfield.

      “This only works for those who have Magic in them,” Trent says, pointing to the pillar. “You put your hand on it, and in your mind, think of where you want to go. Since we are going to my realm, we know we want to go to the planet called Sanctuary. When you touch the stone, think ‘Sanctuary’.”

      “That’s it? I just place my hand on the pillar, think ‘Sanctuary’, and I will what… be transported?”

      Trent laughs and slaps my shoulder lightly. “Pretty much.”

      Once we in front of the pillar, I look around, and see everyone is looking at me encouragingly. Knowing they would not willingly harm me, I place a hand on the white pillar. It’s surprisingly warm to the touch, as if it had been soaking up the sun’s rays. I close my eyes and do as I had been instructed, thinking in my head that I want to go to some place called Sanctuary.

      With a jarring abruptness, I feel a twist in my guts, and then… that’s it. I’m not sure why I closed my eyes—maybe because of Ian’s wild ride to get us here and me having absolutely no idea what to expect. But, even with my eyes closed, I know I am now somewhere else—the sun beating down on me is not the same one as just a moment ago.

      Slowly, I open my eyes. There is no sun inside this new glade, just an ever-pervasive, incredibly bright light. I am just in time to see Trent suddenly appear in thin air, next to the pillar with me. He is soon followed by Elisha, Martella, and lastly, Maxx.

      “This is Sanctuary?” I ask hesitantly.

      “It is,” Trent says with a nod.

      He lifts a hand, and that’s when I notice that there are guards all around. Several with bows aimed at us.

      “It’s Sir Trent!” One of the guards yells out, and the other guards all visibility relax.

      “Captain. I need you to have someone run ahead and let the Queen know I am on my way with a special guest, and that I have urgent news. Tell her it’s a priority one.”

      “Yes, Sir Trent,” one of the men comes forward and bows. “It shall be done.”

      The captain turns to one of his men, taps him on the shoulder and says, “You heard him. Go with all speed.”

      “Yes, Captain,” the man says, and suddenly transforms into a wolf, bounding away as if someone had set off a firecracker under his ass.

      “What can I do for you, Sir?”

      “Is the limo here?” Trent asks.

      “Yes, Sir Trent,” the Captain says, waving us over to an area that I see has one of those portable garage tents. The front of it is rolled up, and I see that inside it is a black limousine.

      “They have cars here?” I blurt out, mildly surprised. I guess I’d expected it to be a Magical world, and for us to catch a ride on, I don’t know, Magic carpets or something.

      “No,” Trent says with a laugh. “that’s the only one. The last King loved cars and so had one brought over. It’s an older Rolls Royce. Most people get by here with a horse and buggy or simply run in their beast forms. This is not Earth anymore.”

      I nod. Man, this is getting interesting.

      One of the men the Captain calls forward takes the keys that the Captain gives him, and runs into the tent. Within minutes, the limousine is ready and in before us. Trent opens the back door, and waves us all in. Once we are all seated, with Trent taking the seat with his back to the driver and Maxx beside him, he knocks on the partition window.

      It slowly opens and Trent tells the driver, “To the Palace, please, and make haste.”

      “Yes, Sir Trent!” the driver says, and without further warning, the limo shoots off ahead down the road, and we are on our way.

      I’ve never seen a Palace before. I wonder what Brandon’s mother is like? The man himself was formidable and, to be honest, downright intimidating. I wonder what his mother looks like. I mean, she’s a Queen, right? I bet she is all regal and stuffy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The ride to the Castle doesn’t take long. Once we get there, I see it looks like your typical medieval castle—all stone and brick.

      When the limousine comes to a stop, the driver rushes out and opens the door before one of the footmen at the gates can. He salutes Trent as he climbs out. Once I step out, he salutes me as well, with a fist over his chest. I awkwardly nod to him, then turn and help the girls out.

      “This is where Brandon’s mom lives?” Elisha asks, and I can see that she’s nervous.

      “Until recently, no. The Queen grew up here with her father, but after his death, she’d moved out. Until Brandon put her back on the throne, that is. She’s living here now, though.”

      I can tell that, for Trent, this was a wrong that had been set right. I’d heard some of the story from the girls on the short ride from the Portal—about how Brandon essentially came in like a force of nature, and forced the Council to make her Queen.

      “Are there any protocols I should know about? For dealing with royalty?”

      “You mean, such as bowing and curtsying, and what to say?” Trent inquires.

      “Yeah,”

      “No. Just don’t be a dick. Be yourself?” he says with a shrug.

      I feel a hand suddenly grab mine and, looking down, I see it’s Elisha, and she has an anxious smile on her face.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to meet royalty!” she whispers nervously.

      “Can’t I just stay in the car?” Martella pleads.

      Trent laughs at her. “Oh no. You are all going to meet the Queen—you especially, Sean. The only person as powerful as Brandon right now, her son, is you. You are technically more powerful than her.”

      “What?” I stare at him, not understanding. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it. You’ve been bitten and transformed by Brandon, the Silver Magi. He was the most powerful person in the three worlds. Hell, he could be the most powerful person in all the worlds out there that the Portal is connected to. And now, he’s gone off with his wives on some adventure. That leaves us with you.”

      “But I’m human,” I tell him, still puzzled as to why he thinks I am so powerful.

      I feel my other hand be squeezed and, looking over, Martella gives me a nervous smile.

      “Yeah,” he replies with a snort. “A human who can not only cast spells with Foundation Magic, but can use Wild Magic, as well. We don’t even know what you can do. I think we have barely brushed the surface of your powers. You have been picking things up incredibly fast, according to the teachers at Camp X.” He arches his eyebrows at me. “Add to that how your physical prowess, reaction time, and battle skills are increasing every day? And let’s not forget that little Dragon of yours.”

      With a frown still on my face, I say, “Sophia?”

      With a nod, he replies, “Yes, Sophia—the little Dragon who I watched kill five men within seconds. Sophia, who I understand, as she gains more power, will continue to grow as well. I know some of the stories of old about the age of the Dragons.” He grins. “So, hold your head high, lad. You have every reason to be respected, even feared, here.”

      Hearing a shout, I look up the stairs towards the entrance to the castle. “Sir Trent!”

      It is the guard who had turned into a wolf and ran ahead of us to warn the Queen. He runs down the stairs, stops in front of Trent, and salutes him. “I’ve informed her Highness of your arrival. She said to head to her office right away, and to bring your guests with you.”

      “Very well. Thank you, Mathew. You made excellent time, informing her. Head back to the garrison at the Portal and please tell your Captain thank you.”

      “I will, Sir!” Mathew says, saluting again, but I see how he stands up taller at the compliment.

      Trent looks at us each individually before nodding as if satisfied. “Come on.”

      Just then, Maxx speaks up. “Going to go run in the woods. Call me when ready to leave,” he says.

      Trent nods and says, “Keep safe, my friend. If we stay the night, you know where to find me.”

      Maxx’s enormous head nods once, and then quickly, he bounds away, heading for the forest in the distance, barking like a happy puppy.

      And with that done, Trent heads back up the stairs and through the large entrance, with its two large wooden doors already opened. On either side of the large doors stand two guards in full suits of plate armor, but what makes me do a double-take are the assault rifles they are both sporting instead of a more traditional weapon you might expect, such as a pike.

      Trent must have seen my reaction, since he turns to me once we are past the guards and says quietly, “they’re loaded with silver bullets. Thanks to Brandon, we can use them without adverse effects, but it’s also a deterrent, for the safety of the Queen. Brandon was very adamant before he left that his mother and father were not to be harmed while he was gone. Hence the heightened security measures… including weapons that were used against us by the humans.”

      “Damn,” I whistle. “Remind me never to piss Brandon off.”

      “Trent,” I hear someone shout from behind us. Turning, I see an older man striding quickly our way.

      Trent stops when he sees who it is, and bows low at the waist. “Your highness.”

      Oh shit! This is the king? He is tall, broad-shouldered, and has some gray in his beard. Looking more closely at him, I see the resemblance to Brandon. When he gets closer, I see he is as nearly as big as Trent.

      Once the King catches up to us, he waves a hand as the girls and I had all begun to bow, as well.

      “Please, none of that. And seriously, Trent? Bowing?”

      I look over, and Trent is sporting a big grin. “I have to teach the next generation proper respect for royalty.”

      “Please,” the King snorts. “I don’t need the hassle. You know I don’t go for all that bowing and scraping.” He smirks. “Lianne, on the other hand, thrives on it.”

      “Is that a good way to talk about your wife and Queen, my Consort?”

      I spin around so fast to face the doors we’d been heading towards, which I’d assumed is the Queen’s office, that I almost fall over.

      Standing there is a tall woman. She’s over six feet in height, slim, but graceful. Her long blond hair reaches down to her waist, but she wears it parted on both sides of her head, held back by a band of leather. She’s a gorgeous woman, and her presence is quite regal. She looks ageless.

      Currently, she is glaring at her husband with an arched eyebrow.

      “Lianne!” the man cries, putting on a wounded look. “I wish you would stop calling me that.”

      Wait, so he isn’t the King, but Consort to the Queen?

      “Why? Are you not my Consort?” she asks, moving towards him and placing a hand on his chest. That’s when I notice she’s just as tall as he is.

      “Yes,” he says with a defeated sigh. “I get it. I know the Council didn’t want me as King, and so technically, I am your Consort. But can we please call me something else?”

      “Such as?” she asks him sweetly.

      “Well, I don’t know… just your husband?”

      “You know that the Council won’t allow that, Peter.”

      The Consort, or Peter, growls at that. “Then fire the lot of them!”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “Why not?” he growls at her. “Your son, our son, is the most powerful person in the three worlds. Do you honestly think they will dare upset him?”

      Shaking her head, she says, “To be continued at another time. I believe that Trent here has brought us some guests?” The elegant woman turns to us, looking at Elisha, Martella, and me with curiosity.

      “That I did, your Majesty,” Trent begins to reply, but at her head snapping at him, lips compressed in a thin line, and her glare, the big man blushes and clears his throat. “Lianne.”

      “Better,” she says, nodding approvingly.

      “I also have intelligence gained from our latest mission that you will want to hear.”

      With a raised eyebrow, the Queen murmurs, “Oh?”

      Instead of answering, Trent indicates her open office door. “About Johnny London.”

      At the name, the Queen’s face goes hard, and anger flares in her eyes. “What did Promotius do this time?”

      Trent looks around, reminding the Queen that they were not in private, and she grimaces, motioning us to follow her into her office. Once we are all inside, Peter, the Queen’s husband, closes the door.

      The office seems fairly standard. That is, if you own a castle and fill a large stone room floor to ceiling, with heavy wooden shelves and furniture to match. There was also a large desk, which the Queen went to and sat behind in a comfortable looking leather chair.

      She steepled her fingers and stared at Trent intensely. “Spill,” she commands.

      Trent, after making sure we all have a seat, nods and begins his report. “It seems Johnny did something that we aren’t clear the ramifications of. He somehow got a hold of a bunch of humans already infected by the Void, and bit nineteen of them… turning them.”

      “What?!”

      “Johnny has bitten…” Trent starts to explain, but at her glare, stops short.

      “Yes, I heard you the first time, but what does that even mean?” she growls at him.

      Trent sighs heavily. “I was hoping you might know. I don’t understand how he turned a bunch of humans, though we think it likely has something to do with their having Wild Magic.”

      “Dammit,” Queen Lianne growls. She turns to her husband. “I think we need Ophenia here for this. She might know if it has happened before.”

      Without thinking, I blurt out, “Ophenia?”

      The Queen turns her gaze at me, and that anger is still there, but she nods firmly. Fortunately, her glare is not, I know, aimed at me, but that hard stare would make any grown man pause.

      “Ophenia is the Elven King’s cousin, but is his assistant and in charge of the Royal Library on Ilianta. Peter, can you please go get her?” She smiles at her husband. “She is most likely in our Library, looking through what the Council didn’t steal or sell off before I became Queen.”

      “Of course, dear,” Peter says, getting up immediately and heading to the door.

      Queen Lianne turns back to Trent. “Explain to me what happened, while Peter is fetching Ophenia.”

      “We were sent on a mission to take down some of the Organization’s members. We knew that Johnny might be there, or that the key targets at that location could lead us to him. Our takedown went smoothly. Except, at the end, Johnny kept…”

      “His name is Promotius,” the Queen tells Trent in a quiet voice.

      Trent nods quickly, and I see him visibly swallow. Good, glad to see I’m not the only one getting holy shit vibes here.

      “Promotius was there, and when I questioned him, he kept telling us we were too late; that their ‘new soldiers’ would soon take care of us. When questioned more closely, he admitted to biting and turned nineteen people, but he mentioned…” Trent stops at the door behind us opens.

      In comes a beautiful Elf, who, to me, looks timeless. She’s as beautiful as all the Elves I have met, including the two gorgeous girls beside me, but she has something they don’t—experience. Her face exudes experience, if that makes any sense.

      I can tell she has been through a lot and knows a lot. She has long white hair and stands roughly five feet nine inches tall. Peter follows in her wake and closes the door to the study behind them.

      With a soft smile on her lips, the elf gracefully curtsies and asks, “You wished to see me, Your Majesty?”

      “Thank you for taking the time to see me. I hope I did not pull you away from a good book in our Library,” the Queen tells her.

      “No. I was about to retire for the day, and go get something to eat, but Peter said you wanted to see me and that it was urgent.”

      “Well, we aren’t sure if it is urgent,” the Queen responds, looking pointedly at her husband, “but we hoped you might have some information to share. These,” and here she points to the four of us before continuing, “just came back from a mission where they ran into Promotius.”

      “Please tell me he’s dead,” Ophenia growls, and a fury mars her delicate features that, even on a beautiful face like hers, isn’t pretty.

      Then Queen looks over at Trent, who nods quickly, confirming that yes, we had killed him.

      “He’s been taken care of,” she replies with a slow nod. “But that wasn’t the news I wished for you to hear. It’s something else. Trent?”

      “Ophenia,” Trent begins, turning to her and facing her. “When we were about to kill Promotius, he kept saying that we were too late. He mentioned something about biting and turning nineteen humans, but that wasn’t the odd thing. It was that he said they’d also had Wild Magic used on them, infecting them with the Void.”

      Ophenia doesn’t answer, but she turns white as a ghost. And since Elven skin is already so fair, that’s saying a lot. She turns to Trent and says in such a quiet voice, that I strain to hear her.

      “Please tell me you’re kidding?”

      Trent doesn’t answer her right away, only looks at her and slowly shakes his head. “I am not kidding. His exact words were: ‘There are nineteen human soldiers of the Void out there, who have been bitten by me and turned’.”

      “Shit!” Ophenia swears, putting a hand to her face, and I see that it’s slightly shaking.

      “What does that mean, Ophenia?” the Queen asks her.

      “It means we are in deep shit.” She frowns, ducking her head. “Sorry for swearing, Lianne. I know you don’t like people swearing around you. But in this, trust me, swearing is most appropriate.”

      Ophenia takes a deep breath and then continues. “From reading about one similar such occurrence in our own Library, it’s not a good thing. I assume,” and here she looks at me, “that this young man is the candidate Brandon had in mind?”

      “Yes,” the Queen replies.

      “Well, in a way, then, you should understand better than we do. Do you have the Dragon yet?” she asks me.

      “Yes,” I tell her hesitantly, unsure how much I should reveal.

      “Don’t worry,” the Queen says, noticing my hesitation. “Ophenia was in on the original conversation with Brandon, when he talked about what he wanted to do to a human.”

      Nodding gratefully at having that cleared up, I tell Ophenia, “Yes. Though she is sleeping right now, since she helped with our mission in killing four people with Life Magic, but it took quite a toll on her.”

      “Gods, I would love to study it. Wait,” Ophenia pauses, “you said… her?”

      “Yes,” I tell her with an awkward smile. “I named her Sophia.”

      “Damn, they aren’t androgynous? Gods! I need to write this down,” Ophenia says, patting her pockets, as if searching for something to write on.

      “Ophenia? What does that mean?” the Queen asks her, interrupting her searching for something to take notes on.

      “Right. What it means, is that these soldiers of the Void now have now access not only to Vampire abilities, such as strength and speed, but also that they can feed off someone’s lifeforce.”

      “You mean their stamina and emotions, don’t you? That’s what Vampires feed on,” Trent interjects.

      She turns to him, shaking her head. “No, I mean lifeforce. Because these Vampires have Wild Magic in them, they can now feed off a person’s lifeforce.” She shudders. “And I don’t mean just humans—I mean all races.”

      “Oh shit!” the Queen swears, putting a hand over her mouth as the words escaped her lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      We ended spending the night in the Castle, on Sanctuary, instead of heading back to the Portal right away. Ophenia said she wanted to research something. She also said she needed to contact her King and get someone there to check something in the library on Ilianta.

      When I asked how they would contact the King of the Elves, Trent held up his smartphone. That’s when he explained that there were phone towers co-located at the Portals, connecting Earth, Sanctuary, and the Elven world of Ilianta, or ‘Light of the Dawn’, as they called it in the Elven language.

      How the signals could travel between worlds through the portals was beyond him, Trent just knew it was so. I thought he was kidding, but when I took my phone out, I saw that I had a signal with two bars. I soon gave up trying to figure out the how’s and why’s, and simply assumed it was Magic.

      After almost immediately falling asleep in an ever so comfortable bed, the next morning we were escorted to some large dining hall, with an attentive staff laying out a full brunch for us, including coffee! I had just finished my second plate of bacon, eggs, toast, and other tasty treats, when Ophenia joined us for breakfast. She looked tired, with dark smudges under her eyes.

      She took a seat and, without saying hello to anyone, grabbed herself a mug and poured coffee into it, taking a large sip of the hot liquid. She sits back and blinks at us, who are all looking at her expectantly. Even the Queen, who had joined us this morning at the head of the table, with her husband Peter sitting next to her on her right side, looks at her expectantly.

      “We need to go after these nineteen Void soldiers that Promotius has turned. We can’t allow them to live,” she says, taking another sip of her coffee. “And time is of the essence.”

      The Queen tilts her head sideways at her, and asks the question we are all wondering. “Why is time of the essence?”

      Ophenia takes a small book out of her side pocket and reads whatever notes are on the page she had just flipped to, and nods, as if confirming what she probably already knew. “As these Vampire parasites take a lifeforce, it changes them. I don’t mean physically—but mentally. They slowly go insane. But, that isn’t the real issue.” She frowns, idly thumbing the table. “Well, it is, but it isn’t.” She takes another sip of coffee before clarifying such a cryptic remark.

      “As they go insane,” she explains, “all that wild Magic builds up inside them. And though they can consume others’ life force—devouring Wild Magic—it doesn’t cause them to grow, or make them any more powerful, or give them additional powers, like it will do for Sean’s dragon,” Ophenia says,

      I blink. How much bigger will Sophia get?

      Shaking hear head again, Ophenia continues. “A stable mental state keeps the Wild Magic inside them stable, but once you take away that stable mentality? The Wild Magic likewise becomes unstable, and what happens to them is catastrophic.”

      “It kills them? Why not just let them overeat and get rid of them that way?” Trent suggests.

      Ophenia turns to him and shakes her head. “Because when they go insane, their collected reserves of Wild Magic becomes untenable, and then what do you think happens?”

      “I don’t know,” he says with a shrug. “They die?”

      “No. They explode. And by explosion, think an enormous explosion. The history books I had someone look into confirmed it. Essentially, they are ticking time bombs—and when they go off, just one of them can level a city.”

      “Oh shit,” I blurt out. Then swiftly, I put my hand over my mouth, remembering the Queen doesn’t like people swearing around her.

      But she simply sighs and nods at me. “Don’t worry, young man. Ever since I got Brandon back, just about everything has me wanting to swear like a sailor.” Focusing back on the tired looking elf, she asks, “You don’t think that was his plan all along, do you?”

      “I do,” Ophenia replies, nodding and releasing a heavy sigh. “I think this was how Promotius planned to destroy humanity all along. He has wanted to destroy the earth, and I think that this is his way of doing so. What would happen if, suddenly, all over the human world, humans suddenly start exploding, taking out hundreds of thousands of innocents with them, but leaving no evidence of explosive residue or contaminants behind?”

      “The human police would investigate, and… shit!” Trent suddenly blurts out. “The FBI and CIA would know Magic must be involved, since they know about us. Well, some arms of the FBI and CIA know about us.” He shakes his head. “Even the President of the United States knows about us. That’s who we got Camp X from.”

      “Precisely. So they would know that Magic is involved, and how long do you think it will be before their President, or even the President of France, or the Prime Minister of England, or Canada, put two and two together, and realize that it was Magic that killed so many of their people?”

      Everyone at the table looks at each other in horror, as the effects of Johnny London’s plan become plain. I might not originally be from their Magic world, but I was a human—or I had been one—and I know exactly what would happen.

      “They would hunt Magical beings down, thinking we were doing it on purpose,” I breathe in the room’s quietness.

      “Exactly. We would have all the Earth’s governments—all of humanity—after us, since they would think we were attacking them. And they would attack us, trying to stop any future attacks. I bet you anything, that Promotius never once told those poor souls what it was they were signing up for.”

      She squeezes her eyes shut, clutching her now empty mug in both hands. “He probably told them to go out and kill and feed, to get stronger—never once mentioning that as they ate, they would slowly go insane, until one day… boom!” Ophenia mimics an explosion with her hands.

      “Fuck!” the Queen hisses, causing all of us to look at her in surprise. “I wish Brandon was here to take care of this.”

      “Well,” Ophenia says. “We may not have your son, but we do have his protégé.”

      “What?” I blurt out in surprise as everyone turns to look at me.

      Ophenia sets her mug down, and puts both arms on the table, leaning forward to look at me. This is relatively easy, since she’d sat directly across the table from me, with Elisha and Martella on either side of me. “You’re the best candidate to stop this, actually.”

      Why is everyone nodding?!

      “You have the power to deal with Wild Magic, thanks to your Dragon. But didn’t Brandon also mention that he was giving you the ability to use Wild Magic?”

      “Yes, but he called it Life Magic,” I tell her slowly.

      “Life Magic? Damn, so they are the same? I really do need to write this down. Brandon never told me that! So you’re saying you can do Life Magic?”

      “Brandon said I could, but I haven’t tried any Life Magic since I haven’t been schooled in any of it. I’ve been busy this past month learning how to cast spells and use the traditional Magic you Elves use, which Brandon called Foundation Magic.”

      “Bloody hell, give me a second!” Ophenia shouts, patting her clothing quickly, until she finds what she is looking for and pulls out a small pencil. Opening her small book to a blank page, she mumbles to herself while writing furiously. “Anything else?”

      “Like what?” I ask her, uncertain.

      “I don’t know! Is there… like, a third Magic school I am not aware of?”

      “I don’t think so? He only ever mentioned Life Magic and Foundation Magic. And that I had a Dragon who can consume Magic.” I turn to Martella. “Remember when Sophia swallowed the fireball you sent at me that first day in combatives?”

      Trent blanches, turning on Martella. “You what?!”

      “Oh,” I continue, “and that my Dragon can drain the lifeforce from someone, but there’s apparently a limit on how much she can hold before digesting it; at least until she gets more powerful.”

      Ophenia is scribbling like mad in her little book.

      “She did so on this past mission and had to stop after four people.” I frown. “Sophia said that she’d be pretty useless for the next week as she slept it off—I guess while processing so much lifeforce.”

      “Where does the lifeforce she takes go?” the Queen asks, turning to me curiously.

      “I’m not sure, your Majesty,” I tell her, hating that I don’t have an answer for her.

      “Can you ask her?” Ophenia looks up, pencil poised over her book and an intense look on her face.

      “I can… try? Sophia?” I call out.

      Suddenly, I feel a warm sensation in my chest, but Sophia doesn’t come out or appear before us.

      “Yes? Is there an emergency?” she asks, but I can hear the weariness dripping from her voice. It is apparent she is barely coherent.

      “Sorry to bother you. Can you come out?” I ask her through our connection.

      “No,” she says with a sigh. “Too tired. No energy to move. Busy… processing life force.”

      I hold my finger up for everyone to let them know I am talking to Sophia. At least, I hope they understand that’s what I am doing.

      “That was days ago,” I tell her. “Well, nearly two days ago.”

      “I need a week or more,” she replies, and I can hear the regret in her tone at disappointing me.

      “Ah, crap. Can you answer something for me quickly?”

      “If I can, of course,” she mumbles.

      “What happens to the life forces you take inside you? You mentioned that you process it?”

      “Yes,” she replies, and I can imagine her nodding her small blue Dragon head. “Once the life forces are processed, they just leaves me.”

      Somewhat confused, I ask her, “They… leave you?”

      “Yes, they go wherever life forces go. I need to process them, though, so that they aren’t injured.”

      With disbelief, I ask her, “Wait, are you saying that the life force you drained is their soul?”

      “Hmm,” Sophia says, and I can hear and feel the connection between us growing fainter and fainter. “Yes.”

      “Wow,” I say out loud at the implication of this.

      “What?” Elisha asks, next to me. That’s when I notice that both Elisha and Martella had taken each one of my hands during my conversation with Sophia.

      “I was just informed that after Sophia processes the life forces she has taken, she lets them go, and they just go to wherever life forces go when people die,” I say, still mulling through the implications of this revelation.

      Everyone gets a confused look on their faces until Ophenia finally blurts out. “Their souls?!?”

      I nod at her, and she sits back in her chair heavily. “Oh, by the Gods… I knew it!”

      “What?” the Queen asks, confused still.

      Ophenia laughs and holds up a hand in apology, since the Queen probably thought she was laughing at her. “I’m not laughing at you, Lianne. It’s…” She shakes her head. “My gods, I have been studying this for ages, but I never even put two and two together. Life force is the same thing as a soul! If what his Dragon says is true. She took in these life forces and is processing them to do what? Let them go?”

      “She said she was processing them, so that they would ‘not be injured’ and them letting them go at the end.”

      “Oh, bloody hell!” the Queen says. “So then what happens with the souls from those poor people that these…” She stops, frowning. “Hell, I don’t even know what to call them. I don’t want to call them Vampires, since that’s not what they are. What happens to the souls that these Void soldier things consume?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe that’s why they explode? Since they aren’t processing them, like his Dragon,” and she points at me, “does?”

      “Mutatio-Vampires,” Trent says.

      “What?” Peter, the Queen’s husband, asks him.

      “Mutatio-Vampires. We need a name for them. Why not Mutatio-Vampires? From the human’s Latin for ‘modified’: Mutatio.”

      “Doesn’t quite flow off the tongue,” the Queen tells him with a frown.

      “What about just mutants?” Elisha offers.

      Ophenia nods at her appreciatively. “Hmm. That might work. Maybe we should call them Mutant-Vs?”

      “Good. Now that we have a name for them, we need to figure out how to find them and take them out,” the Queen says in a stern, clipped voice.

      “That’s where I come in,” Ophenia replies.

      “Oh? You have a way to detect them?” I ask her.

      “No, but I know where we can find one,” she says with a huge grin.

      “I’m not going to like this, am I?” the Queen tells her.

      “Well, you aren’t the one who will need to go find it. This young man, and possibly his two lovely partners, will have to fetch it.” She sits forward, a twinkle in her eyes. “And they’ll need to go somewhere special, to get it.”

      I look at Ophenia in bewilderment. What does she mean? To find what, exactly?

      “You have got to be kidding!” Trent exclaims. “That place has always been nothing but a fairy tale.”

      “Oh no, trust me, it is real. But, it’s also dangerous—which is why I have never gone there myself. But Sean here? With his Dragon and his two associates—who have also been bitten by Brandon, if I don’t miss my guess?”

      Elisha and Martella both nod hesitantly, unsure where this is going, and look around the table to see if anyone else understands where Ophenia is talking about. Hell, I was doing the same thing, but that just seems to be par for the course, since I usually have no freaking clue what is going on!

      “Go where?” I ask her slowly, knowing I’m going to regret hearing the answer.

      “Easy,” Ophenia says, a wan smile on her face. “To the Dungeon of Matlarbar.”

      Trent groans and leans forward, cradling his head in his hands, elbows propped on the table. I look over at the Queen and her husband, and they have very different looks on their faces. Peter wears a look of confusion, but the Queen? The Queen’s pretty features are tight with concern.

      “Ophenia,” the Queen tells her slowly. “No one who has ventured into Matlarbar, has returned in over a thousand years.”

      “Right,” she says with a nod and a bigger grin. “But they never had someone in their party like Sean.”

      “What exactly is this Dungeon of Matlarbar?” I ask, unsure if I really want to know, though something inside me sparks with excitement at the name.

      Ophenia nods quickly and reveals, “The Dungeon of Matlarbar is, as the word indicates, a dungeon. It’s where we know many old secrets are kept, but also where many monsters reside. It’s not for the weak of heart. It’s on Earth… but in the underworld.”

      “Wait,” Elisha blurts out suddenly. “Are you saying that this Dungeon of Matlarbar lies in the Winter Court’s domain? And we are what… to just walk right on in and ask nicely if we may enter?”

      “Oh no,” Ophenia says with a chuckle. “You are going to walk in boldly and kick their King’s ass to gain access to it.”

      “Oh,” Elisha says, her eyes suddenly going wide.

      Winter Court? I know that the girls said they came from the Summer Court. So that means what… Dark Elves?

      “And what are we looking for in this Dungeon of Matlarbar?” I ask with a sigh.

      “You are looking for something called the Sword of Damascus.”
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      “It makes no sense,” Elisha says next to me for the umpteenth time.

      “What doesn’t make sense?” I ask her.

      “The whole Dungeon thing. It takes an enchanted weapon to can kill these MVs?”

      I quirk my eyebrow at her use of an unfamiliar term. “MVs?”

      “Yes,” she replies with a scowl. “So much easier then saying, Mutant-Vampires, or even Mutant-Vs. But my question still stands.”

      “I like it,” I tell her with a smile, “it’s easier than saying Mutant-V all the time… and heaven forbid someone thinks you are talking about slaying mutant vaginas.” I dodge the expected and well earned slap. “But what don’t you get about the Dungeon?”

      “Well, we have all heard stories about it, but it’s been always this scary place of evil, used to scare us as children for being too bratty. Be good or I’ll send you to the Dungeon of Matlarbar. I always thought it was this fake place, like how you humans have a bogeyman who hides under your bed or in your closet.”

      Martella next to me snorts at that. “Yes. That has to be the dumbest thing ever. Bogeymen don’t do beds or closets—they stick to basements or attics.”

      I stare at her to see if she’s pulling my leg, but in the corner of my eye I catch Elisha nodding in agreement. Jesus, so bogeymen are real? What else will I find out, now that I have my feet firmly planted in the Magical world?

      “So what doesn’t make sense about it?” I ask Elisha instead, turning back to face her. We were in the back of the Suburban, but this time it was just me and the girls, with Martella driving up front.

      “That there is some enchanted weapon that is so powerful. According to Ophenia, though, the Sword of Damascus isn’t a weapon to kill these MVs with, but to detect them?”

      “I think so. From what she said, the weapon itself is supposed to somehow let the person who holds it sense the energies around them. Specifically, the energy of a life force.” I pause as I think of something. “You’d think that wouldn’t be much help, since everyone has one, but it’s meant to detect, or find, large pools of lifeforce. Meaning, someone who has more than one lifeforce inside them. Which, these MVs would qualify as, after they’ve consumed at least one other person.”

      “All right, I got that part. But it’s the part of us going into the Dungeon to get it that has me on edge. I know for a fact that if the King of the Summer Court told the King of the Winter Court that he was coming down to the Underworld, he would not deny him. So, why is all this secrecy necessary? I thought the plan was to go in, kicking Dark Elven ass, and then bust into the Dungeon to grab the sword. But Queen Lianne thinks us sneaking in might be a better option?”

      “Yeah,” I nod, frowning along with her. “It sounds good, but honestly? I’m not sure I want to just waltz into the Winter Court and have to fight someone, or a number of folks, just to gain access to the Dungeon. I honestly prefer this unobtrusive sneaking in and sneaking back out, instead.”

      Sighing, Elisha sits back into the backseat. “I guess. I just hate sneaking.”

      “So do I,” I tell her. “But I also think that people thinking I can take on anyone in the Winter Court is ludicrous. I’m barely a month into my powers, and have hardly trained.”

      “Sean,” Martella says, meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror. “You don’t give yourself enough credit. Trust your power. But also, we will be with you, so trust us as well.”

      “I trust the two of you,” I tell her with a smile. “I just don’t know what to expect, and that scares me. You have both been living in this Magical world since birth, but most of it is all new to me. Just because I knew Magical beings existed, thanks to my foster family, doesn’t mean I KNEW anything about the Magical world. I don’t even know what to expect when I get this sword.” I scrub my face with my hands. “So I get this sword that can detect large amounts of lifeforce in someone, and then… what?”

      “Then we kill whoever or whatever we detect, and move on to the next target. We have nineteen MVs to wipe out,” Elisha replies.

      “Nineteen of them. That’s still a crazy number. And can we get to them all before one goes insane?” I groan. “The idea that just one of these MVs can destroy several square miles is crazy. Can you imagine the damage it would do if one of them goes off, say, in New York city?” I point out.

      “Yes,” Elisha says with a growl. “That’s why we need to get this damn Sword of Damascus and find them all.”

      “Isn’t Damascus a city in Lebanon?”

      “No.” Elisha shakes her head. “It’s a city in Syria, on your Earth. The legends say, according to Ophenia, that a Dwarven smith created it, thousands of years ago. The knowledge of making such items as this sword is gone, with the Dwarves themselves.”

      “I still can’t believe that Dwarves were real!” I say, shaking my head at the idea that they once were on Earth, but disappeared ages ago.

      “They are real, but we have not been in contact with them in eons. They decided, as a race, to hide in their enclaves deep underground. Since their disappearance, the art of merging Magic and metals has been lost. We still have some enchanted pieces here and there, but nothing that isn’t ancient. This Sword of Damascus was apparently created more than two thousand years ago. Even before this legend that you humans have about Jesus Christ.”

      I can tell that her comment at the end is derisive.

      “So Jesus Christ wasn’t real?” I ask her.

      “Oh, he was real,” Martella supplies. “Just not in the way that you humans have been led to think. He was a real person—just not a human. He was an Elf who wanted to help you humans by preaching a pacifistic creed of love and brotherhood. It kind of backfired, though.”

      “It backfired?” I ask her, with a raised eyebrow.

      “Somehow, what was meant to be a non-violent gospel of love ended up spawning the most bigoted aggressions known to man. He ended up starting a holy war,” Martella replies with a shrug. “That’s why we Magical races keep away from humans and interfering in them.”

      “Not that we don’t interfere,” Elisha says with a snort. “But we don’t do things big anymore. You’ve heard about Atlantis?”

      Giving her a look of incredulity, I say, “You mean the city that sank to the bottom of the ocean?”

      “Same one. That was partially our fault,” she says with a shrug. “Back when we were still speaking to humans, and helping them some, with their issues, we had the human King of Atlantis ask us for our help. His land was having problems with earthquakes and such. He wanted us to use our Magic to stabilize the tectonic plates. The Summer Court initially refused. But, even us Elves are not immune to greed, and the King offered a mountain of gold.”

      “The story goes,” Martella takes up the tale. “That the idiot who took the offer not only burned themselves out using too much Magic, but forced the plates to shift even further apart, causing the city of Atlantis to sink into the Ocean. But, as the Summer Court had already denied them, we were not held responsible for it. And since the Elf who had done it died, there was no one to blame. Atlanteans tried to blame us Elves, but we reminded them—those who survived—that the Court had denied their requests, and they’d gone behind our backs to hire a greedy Elf who had no clue what he was doing.”

      “Damn,” I say, sitting back and thinking about that.

      Finding out that Atlantis was real, or had been real, was amazing.

      “Were here,” Martella says, interrupting my thoughts.

      I look up and see that we are in the middle of the woods on one of the smaller highways. I haven’t seen a car in over an hour—in either direction. Martella slows down, and turns into a hard to spot driveway. It’s not paved, just a hardly used path wide enough for one vehicle.

      “This is it?” I ask.

      “Yes. The Underworld has multiple entries, but this is the one we know about that was closest to the Portal. Ophenia says that we should enter a couple miles from the Winter Court’s domain in the Underworld,” Martella replies with a nod.

      “How, uhh… how does this Underworld work?” I ask.

      Elisha is the one to respond. “So think of the Underworld as part of Earth, but a step away from it.”

      I guess the confused look I give her indicates that I didn’t understand any of what she just tried to explain, since she laughs and, laying her hand on top of mine, pats it.

      “So, think of it as slicing an onion in half—or anything really, where there are layers. Think of the surface of the Earth as the outer layer. And deeper into the onion, is the inner layer comparable to the Underworld. Just that humans can’t cross the entries into the Underworld without permission.”

      “Oh, like the Portals?”

      “Sort of? The Portals were created afterwards, by the Gods. The Underworld has always been there—at least in every one of our histories I’ve ever read.” She shrugged. “Was it created by the same Gods? We aren’t sure. But while I say it’s a layer, it’s not as big as on the surface. Think of it more like Earth is the out layer—with lots of surface area—but the Underworld is more like the middle of the onion, it’s smallest part.”

      She sighs, seeing I’m still not quite understanding her. “Just think of the Underworld as much smaller, but also with its own, shall we say, rules?”

      “Rules?”

      “As in what can work there and what can’t. For one, and we aren’t sure why, technology from Earth’s surface just doesn’t work—from guns to cell phones. The only things that do work there, are Magic and basic weapons, such as swords and daggers, or bows and arrows,” Martella informs me.

      “Damn,” I say, shaking my head in amazement. “How do we access it, then?”

      “Same way as we use the Portals,” Elisha says, as Martella stops the vehicle, “with the Magic inside us.”

      Martella opens her door, and we do the same in the back, and get out of the Suburban. It’s not late. Glancing at my phone, I see that it’s nearly four in the afternoon, meaning we have lots of time before the sun sets. Hopefully, we will be in the Underworld by then.

      “Now then,” Martella says, looking critically around the field she parked the Suburban. “I was told to look for one of those old standing stones.”

      I look around with her, as does Elisha, but nothing stands out. It doesn’t help that there are trees and overgrown brush all over the place.

      “I guess we will need to split up and look for it,” Martella says, with a growl of annoyance. “I guess it was too much to ask that it would stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “All right,” Elisha says with a firm nod. “I will head over that way.” She points to our left. “Did you want to take this area, Sean?” she asks, pointing directly in front of us. “And if Martella wants to take the area to the right, we’ll find it much faster. We have,” and she brings up her own phone, “about four hours of daylight left before it will get too dark to see things clearly.”

      “Sounds good,” I tell her with a smile and a nod.

      And, for the next three hours, we look under every rock branch and log until we finally come back to the car and reassess.

      “Okay, where the fuck would you be, if you were a standing stone?” I grumble out loud.

      I guess having Magic doesn’t stop mosquitoes. I have bites all over me, and I am itching in places I would prefer not to mention to the girls, wondering how the hell the stupid mosquitoes got there to bite me in the first place.

      “That’s odd,” Martella tells me, scowling at the brush covered field before us. “It should be here! Ophenia was very detailed on that.”

      “What did she say it looked like? I thought she said it was a standing stone that was roughly nine feet tall, with markings on it. I haven’t seen anything other than trees that tall,” Elisha growls.

      “What if it’s not standing?” I supply.

      With a frown on her pretty Elven face, Martella asks me, “What do you mean?”

      “Well,” I say, looking around slowly. “What if the stone marker fell over? Or was pushed over?”

      Both of the girls look at me blankly at first, until Elisha finally responds. I won’t repeat what she said, but suffice it to say that I learned some new swears—including two in Elvish. Damn, I didn’t think that last one even physically possible!

      Finally, after she’s done venting, she turns to me, hands on her hips. And while she’s still spitting mad, I know it’s not at me, but at the situation. “I guess we are going back out to look again, but now we need to look at the ground itself.”

      Martella shades her eyes to peer up at the sun, which is much lower in the sky than before, and growls, “And we have less than two hours to do so.”
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      It took us much longer than we had hoped to find the marker. It was Elisha who found it, by accident. She literally tripped over it. She shouted to say she found out, and when Martella and I converged on her location, we both looked down to see that, as I had predicted, it was laying on its side, broken.

      “Shit. Does that mean it won’t work?”

      “No,” Elisha says with a big smile at finally finding it. “The physical marker is to identify a place for humans to avoid. Now that we know where the marker is, we know where the Underworld starts.”

      “Couldn’t someone have moved the stone?”

      “No,” Martella says, shaking her head. “The stone itself might have toppled over, but it can’t be physically moved from its boundaries. It has its own Magic, that prevents it from being moved. Though, the fact that it toppled over, means that someone used a lot of strength to do even that.”

      “Not Magic?” I ask.

      “No, not Magic. If they had used Magic, they could have moved it. I would say, based on these marks here, it was a bulldozer or something,” Elisha points out.

      I look at where she’s pointing on the stone plinth, and I see what she means. On the corner face are a number of slashes and gashes that I had not noticed until now.

      Martella looks around after that and points. “It makes sense. There are the gouges and ruts in the ground that the tractor or whatever did it must have caused. They are old, though—years old.”

      “How do we access the Underworld, then? I was never told what we need to do.”

      “It shouldn’t be hard,” Elisha says with a frown.

      “You’ve never done it before?”

      “Of course not,” she replies with a snort. “It’s the Underworld. You don’t go there unless you have to. As much as I hate to say it, the Underworld is considered the slums of the Magic world. The fact that the Winter Court is still there, tells you a lot about them.”

      “The trick is placing your hand on the stone and pushing power into it. That will pull you through the veil,” Martella explains, bending down closer to the stone, but she doesn’t touch it.

      With some concern, I ask both of them, “Will we all arrive in the same spot?”

      “Yes?” Elisha says, though she sounds less than certain.

      “What if we hold hands while doing it?” Martella offers, wiping her hands on her leather pants.

      “That might work,” Elisha says slowly. “If we are holding hands and have Sean pushes power through the stone since he has the deepest reservoir, that should work, right?”

      “But you aren’t sure?” I ask her.

      “No, I’m not sure. But Ophenia wasn’t very helpful about that. She just said touch it, push power into it, and you’re there.”

      “Well, only one way to find out, right?” I say, bending down until I am close to the stone pillar that’s lying on its side.

      “Sean,” Elisha says warningly, “if it doesn’t work, you need to be ready to push more power on the other side to return.”

      “So there will be a pillar exactly like this on the other side?”

      Elisha doesn’t answer, only nods. Even then, I can see the uncertainty in her beautiful slightly almond shaped Elven eyes. So she isn’t sure about that, either. Great.

      “Well, let’s try this,” I say instead.

      Both girls place their hands on me. Elisha on my shoulder, and Martella, since she was already down next to the stone with me, puts a hand on my leg.

      Nodding with more confidence than I feel, I place my hand on the stone pillar. It feels like rough stone, but nothing else. I’m not sure what I expected. I guess, with it being some kind of portal stone or whatever to the Underworld, I expected… I don’t know, power to exude from it?

      With more than a little trepidation, I close my eyes and imagine my power, my newfound Magic, flowing from within me and pushing out through my hand. Unexpectedly, under my hand, the stone becomes warmer to the touch and even feels smoother. I hear a gasp, and I open my eyes quickly.

      What I see, stuns me. Under my hand, the stone pillar suddenly rises slowly from the ground on its own. The thing has also transformed somehow. It’s now whole, no longer riddled with cracks or jagged lines where the bulldozer toppled it. Even the grass and dirt stains are gone. But also, it’s changed.

      Where before it was the color of local rock, a dismal black and gray granite, it is now a pure white, looking like it is now made of marble, with dimly glowing veins lines inside the smooth stone.

      I try to snatch my hand away, but it’s stuck fast.

      “Don’t!” Elisha blurts out. “Push more power into it!”

      I do as instructed and push more of my power from inside my core into the pillar. Then, without warning, there is a blast of power that radiates out from my hand, but I fell it more than I hear it. The wave radiates from the now white pillar, and I can see it effect on the surrounding grass and brush, as the weeds, bushes, and even small trees bend away from us.

      I notice that each time I push in more power, another wave pulses away from us. I also notice that it is getting much darker. I look up, and note that the sky, which had been a deep blue tilting towards orange earlier, with the sun going down, is now almost black. And whereas normally there is only one moon in the sky, barely seen since it was quite dusk, there are now two moons low in the sky. One looks just like the original one, but there is now a new one, hanging much lower in the sky, but which is also much larger.

      Then, I feel something else. Like a heartbeat. No… not a heartbeat. Drums?

      “Are you both hearing that?” I ask the girls.

      They look at each other and then me again, shaking their head.

      “What do you hear?” Elisha asks me nervously.

      “It’s the sound of drums. I thought it was a heartbeat, but now that I can hear it better, it’s definitely drums.”

      “Shit! Remove your hand!” Martella suddenly cries.

      But, too late, as whatever those drums meant, the transition from Earth to the Underworld happens. The daylight disappears, and suddenly we are plunged into nighttime, with the two moons hanging in the sky our only light.

      That is, until I can see more of what is around me. I gulp out loud. “Oh, crap.”

      What made me gulp was the three arrows I see aimed at me. But what also made me gulp, was what… or rather who, was aiming them at me. Picture Elisha, who is beautiful with porcelain skin and her multicolored hair, or even Martella with her fair skin and white hair, but now imagine the same delicate features on a being with gray skin the color of ash. I assume these are Dark Elves. They have the same pointy ears as the Elves I have met so far, but their eyes are various shades of red or purple, and their hair is either black as night, or a stark white.

      The male elf—though I have to assume he is male because, although he looks rather effeminate, the voice that growls something at me in a language I can’t understand is gruff and deep—barks out a string of syllables that I know is a question. When I don’t answer him right away, despite his evident anger and growling, he takes a step forward, his arrow aimed now directly at my face.

      “Wait!” Elisha cries suddenly, but I notice she’d spoken in Elvish. “What is the meaning of this?”

      The man turns to her, and suddenly the arrow is no longer aimed at my face, but hers. The man says something again in his own language, but Elisha shakes her head.

      “I don’t understand you—or rather, I barely understand what you said. I only know a couple of words in the Dark tongue.”

      The man sneers at her, but his response is in Elvish, as well. “I would be surprised if a Light One could understand our language. What is your business here?”

      “Our business,” Martella replies, “is our own. We have every right to be here, though, as it is our birthright.”

      “Yes,” he says with an even bigger sneer. “You Lights always say that, but you are not wanted here.”

      “I don’t care what you want,” Martella tells him with her own growl, but she stands her ground. “It is my birthright as a Light Elf of the Summer Court, and I do not need your permission to be on these lands.”

      “Is that so?” he says suddenly, and he pulls back his shaft even further.

      Somehow I know that he’s about to shoot Martella for her stubborn impertinence. Fuck this, though. Without thinking, I reach down inside me for what the girls say I have—a Beast. Each of the Werefolk has one, be it a wolf, badger, bear, or even—like Brandon’s mom—a jaguar. I reach down inside me for that power, since I need something fast and powerful here. And somehow, I don’t think Magic will do.

      I reach down deep, until I feel something bestial inside me that I have never noticed before. Something that is angry, and what these jackasses are doing is only enraging it—it feels big and… ancient.

      It feels hot, too—though to call what I sense ‘hot’ is such a vast understatement that my mind scrabbles for a better word. It is… fiery; something like the heat one might expect from the heart of a volcano or the heat on the surface of the sun. It overwhelms me.

      Then, without warning, I scream in pain, as a transformation from human—or whatever it is I am now—to what they called a Hybrid beast form takes place. I didn’t go for a full shift, because if I’d changed into a wolf, that would mean I couldn’t fight on my feet. I had seen the Hybrid forms of both girls, and they were huge!

      Then, once I the transformation is complete, which took less than half a second, I dart forward and grab the dark elf who is about to release his arrow Martella, raising him up high in the air. I hear the twang of arrows being released from the other two Dark Elves, but I don’t care. As long as Martella is safe, I will gladly take the arrows in her stead.

      But, then I get another surprise; the arrows bounce harmlessly off of me. One had been aimed for my chest, but it only rips my shirt before falling harmlessly to the ground. The second shafts smacks me in the arm, but snaps in half without penetrating. I barely feel it.

      I still have the first Dark Elf in my grip, with one hand around his throat and the other lifting him off the ground by his jerkin. That’s when I notice something odd. I don’t have furry hands like the girls do in their Hybrid form, with large claws. Oh, I have the claws, but there isn’t any fur there.

      Instead, I have…scales?

      The Dark Elves’ red or yellow eyes—especially the eyes of the fool I am holding up off the ground his eyes—are wide in fear. No, not fear. Terror.

      I turn to the other two, and I growl at them, my voice surprising even me, since it’s an incredibly low and deep bass, but also very powerful. “Put down your arms.”

      They don’t even hesitate. Both of the other two dark elves, one who I note see is a female, drop their bows and stick their hands in the air.

      I turn back to the one in my hands, who had started to struggle. “If you don’t stop wiggling around,” I tell him quietly, and even to my own ears my voice sounds deadly, “I will crush your neck.”

      Quicker than I expect, he simply stops, going limp and nodding quickly, swallowing hard.

      I turn to the girls to make sure they are all right, but they are both staring at me in shock, their eyes also large, though filled with awe and not terror. “What?” I ask them.

      “Uhhh…” Elisha says, swallowing hard. “Sean. Did you know you are a Dragon?”

      “What?” I ask her, confused.

      Martella comes to stand next to me, and that’s when I realize that I am looking down at her... from quite the high vantage point.

      She reaches up to rest her hand on my arm, which she can barely reach. “Sean,” Martella says, opening and closing her mouth before continuing. “Do you realize what you just changed into?”

      “I’m… I’m not really sure. I wanted to fight, but figured Magic wouldn’t be the best option, so I reached down for my Beast, as you all seem to have one, and that Brandon says he gave me.” I cock my head to the side, frowning. “But, what do you mean, I’m a Dragon?”

      She doesn’t answer right away but looks at the Dark Elf I am holding up in the air, and then at other two.

      “Do you speak English?” she asks one of Dark Elves who is not being held several feet off the ground in my hand. She asks in English; the look of confusion they have on their faces is a fairly clear negative.

      I look at the one in my hand, and I shake him slightly, “Do you speak English?”

      “Yes!” he shouts, grabbing my hand that is squeezing his throat. “I speak English.”

      “And your two friends?” I ask, nodding to his comrades.

      “No!” he says, shaking his head adamantly.

      “And how do you know a human tongue?” a smirking Martella asks him with a raised eyebrow.

      “I am Prince Manto Mardraman. Third in line to the Crown of the Winter Court.”

      “Fuck!” Elisha hisses.

      I look down at her curiously.

      “Please put him down,” she tells me, “But hold on to him.” She turns back to my captive. “Do you, Prince Manto Mardraman, swear to allow us free passage through the Underworld?”

      “You know I cannot do so,” he replies, and I can hear the resignation in his voice.

      “I guess he thinks I will kill him now.” I look down at Elisha for some help here.

      She sighs. “Put him down. I guess it was too much to expect.” She turns back to the Prince. “How did you know we would be coming?”

      At that comment, Prince Manto Mardraman looks at her confused. “We didn’t know anyone was coming. We guard all entries into the Underworld.”

      “From what?” I ask him.

      He turns to look up at me but doesn’t answer, so I squeeze his neck a bit, making him yelp in surprise and fear.

      “We are trying to stop the invasion!”

      I frown at the Prince and then glance at Martella and Elisha, and they are both staring at him with just as much confusion as I am. What invasion?
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      “What invasion?” Elisha repeats the question I just asked in my head.

      Prince Manto Mardraman doesn’t answer, but instead glowers at her.

      Sighing, as I hate playing the bad cop, I squeeze his neck again and growl at him. “Answer her, or the next time I have to squeeze, will pop your head off.”

      “The invasion by you humans!” he gasps, grabbing my hand with both of his. Oops, that might have been too hard.

      “Invasion by what humans?” Martella asks him, and I can hear the skepticism in her voice. “Humans can’t cross over,”

      “That’s what we thought,” he growls. “But we have had to kill four of them.”

      I look at the two girls. “Shit. It must be those with Wild Magic in them,” I tell them in English.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I hear to my right.

      Turning, I see a man sitting on top of horse. No, wait, that’s no fucking horse. The thing is blacker than onyx and its skin looks almost scaled. But it’s the teeth that convince me this is some new creature. Those are not a horse’s teeth. The thing’s teeth, or even its snout, look like something from a wild beast.

      “Oh shit,” Elisha says softly from next to me, her voice trembling.

      I look down at her. She had no fear of these three, but whoever this person on something that’s like a horse—but sure as hell is not like any horse I’ve ever seen—scares her?

      “What is it?” I whisper.

      “That’s a Nightmare. Only the truly powerful can ride them without being killed.”

      I look at the man atop this Nightmare and, while he looks similar to the fool I am still holding up several feet off the ground, he has gray streaked through his midnight hair. He also has a goatee that is just as streaked with gray.

      “Care to put my son down?” the man asks politely as I am staring at him.

      I look back at the dark elf I am holding, Prince Manto Mardraman. Wait… so if this chump is a Prince, and is his son, that would make him… oh.

      Shit on a stick.

      I am to set the Prince down, but then I remember I can use him as a shield or collateral. The man nods as if understanding my unspoken choice. He slowly dismounts from the Nightmare, looping the reins over the pommel of his saddle and even stopping long enough to take off and place his gloves in a saddlebag.

      He slowly comes over, but stops when he is ten feet away. He looks me up and down, and then nods—though I’m not sure at what. Then he looks at the other two Dark Elves and says something to them in their own language. They both nod quickly and, grabbing their bows off the ground before I can say anything, they fade into the darkness.

      “Sorry, I did not want them around for this,” the man says. Or I guess, the King of the Winter Court?

      “For what? When you kill us?” Martella growls at him, but I hear the fear in her voice.

      The man stops and looks at her with a raised eyebrow. “Of course not. I’d rather others didn’t hear me negotiating for my son’s life.” He arches an eyebrow at her before turning back to me.

      Surprisingly, he offers me a brief bow. “I am King Tragmar Mardraman. You have my son, Prince Manto Mardraman. It seems that he, unfortunately, cannot follow simple rules.” The king tilts his head to the side, looking at my companions. “I assume you asked for free passage through the Underworld—as is your rights as Light Elves?”

      They both nod in agreement. Sighing, the King rubs his temples as if a headache is coming on.

      “I can vouch for your safe passage here.” The King asks. “May I ask who I have the honor of addressing?”

      “I’m Elisha Lilmon,”

      “And I’m Martella Tortmila,” Martella replies, dropping into a formal curtsy.

      “Ah. So both from long family lines,” he says with a nod to both of them.

      The man turns to me, but then he frowns. “It’s been ages since we have seen one of the Dragonfolk. May I ask your name?”

      “I’m Sean,” I tell him, leaving it at that.

      Dragonfolk?

      “Well, Sean of the Dragonfolk, welcome to the Underworld. I assume, based on your reaction, that it’s your first time here?”

      “Yes, Sir,” I say, adding the ‘Sir’ at the end without thinking.

      “Well, if you will put my son down, we can discuss our options. While you, as one of the Dragonfolk have access to the Underworld much like your companion, you should know that things have changed recently.” He heaves a sigh. “We have been attacked twice now, and have had to tighten up our security. We have even sustained some casualties, including my own daughter, who remains injured.”

      “What happened?” I ask him.

      “Shall we take this discussion elsewhere?” he says, looking around the field with a frown. “I would prefer a meal and some drink during our discussion.”

      I look at the two girls for some help here, and they are both looking at me, unsure what to do. Elisha is the first one to respond. “Please? I mean, you granted us safe passage, your Majesty, and that—for an Elf, be they Dark or Light, means a lot.”

      “Hmm. Sure,” I tell the King, turning to him and nodding.

      I set his son down on the ground, and that’s when I finally get a better idea of just how tall I am. I would have pegged the Prince at a few inches under six feet tall, but I towered over him. Was I at least ten fucking feet tall?

      Once his son is safely back on the ground, and I release my hold from around his neck, the King nods and whistles. Suddenly, out of every bit of brush in the area, other Dark Elves come out, bows at the ready. But at the King’s snapping of his fingers, they stop, and the bows are stored on their backs and their arrows are back in their quiver faster than I had thought possible.

      The King turns to me expectantly, and I simply return his gaze blankly. What does he want from me?

      Elisha comes to my rescue. “Turn back out of your Hybrid form,” she whispers.

      “Oh right,” I tell her, and I’m not sure if Dragonfolk can blush, but I am pretty sure I did.

      Reaching down into myself again, I imagine the Beast I had called up, this Dragonfolk, and I pull it back deep inside myself. As before, I feel pain of the transformation, but thankfully it’s fast. One thing I noticed before, is that when the girls did it, their transformations were almost instantaneous. Hopefully that will come with practice.

      “Good. Now come. My son’s camp is not far away. Manto,” the King tells his son, “lead the way.”

      His son nods quickly and takes the lead, but not before he snatching up his bow and arrows on the ground.
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      “Please, enter,” the King says, waving for me to walk before him into the tent.

      With some nervousness, I nod and walk into the tent’s flap. The tent is a large affair, about the size of a circus’ big top, just without the gaudy colors. This tent was all black, with some symbols painted on the walls in white. The glyphs are heaviest near the doors, though they appear as various size slashes of white to me.

      The tent is one massive space, but with what I see are a number of curtained areas. Once inside, I get another surprise, albeit a delightful one. There are two naked Dark Elf women there, wearing nothing but a thin piece of transparent cloth.

      “Hello?” I say, in Elvish.

      “Welcome home, your Majesties,” the two ash skinned beauties intone at the same time, bowing low.

      “Thank you,” the King says from behind me. “Mika. Can you please get food ready for us and our guests?”

      “Of course, Sire,” the Elf on the left says, bowing even lower. “It shall be ready in moments.”

      “Good. Good,” he says, nodding and pulling off his gloves.

      We had walked next to him on his Nightmare. His son had been quiet the entire time, though sometimes I would catch him glaring at me. Other times, he would peer at me in confusion. The whole trip, though, not a word was said.

      Elisha and Martella had stuck to me like glue. They were on either side of me, each of them hugging my arm tightly. God forbid if I’d needed my hands free to fight. We’d been told we had safe passage, but I knew very little about the Dark Elves, except what I had read in books. And given how badly what I had read conflicted with what I had seen so far, I was starting to doubt that they could be as evil as the stories depicted them. The King, at least, seemed quite civil.

      Inside, I follow the King as he heads towards a large round table. Sitting down in a high-backed chair, he waves us to sit as well. Nodding, I sit down, with the girls on either side of me.

      “Now,” the King says, once we have all sat down. “Care to explain to me what one of the Dragonfolk is doing here in the Underworld, with two Light Elves as companions, no less?”

      “You called me one of the Dragonfolk, but I have to be honest with you, Your Majesty. Until then, I didn’t know that was my Hybrid form.”

      The King looks at me with a frown. “Are you saying, young man, that you did not know you were a Dragonfolk?”

      “Until a month ago,” I tell him with a nervous laugh, “I was human.”

      At that comment, the King stands up quickly, and somehow he has a sword in his hand aimed at me.

      “Did you say you’re a human?” he growls.

      “Whoa!” I shout, pushing back from the table and standing up, knocking my chair over in my haste, with my hands up.

      “He was changed!” blurts out Elisha.

      The King looks over at her quickly. “Explain,” he barks.

      “Hmm. That’s not my place to say, Your Majesty.”

      The King looks at her for a good ten seconds before nodding. “Very well. Care to explain?” he asks, turning to me.

      “Well,” I say awkwardly. “I was bitten by… hmm, the Silver Mag… and I was changed.”

      “Did you say the Silver Magi?” he says with such intensity that I almost feel like I might have made a mistake in mentioning Brandon here. How do I answer?

      “Yes?” I say hesitantly, expecting him to leap across the table at me, safe passage or not.

      “Gods!” he says, slamming his blade into the table, burying the edge into its surface. “Again with that story! Are you saying, young man, that this Silver Magi is real?”

      “Yes, Sir. Actually, these two girls were also bitten by him,” I motion to Elisha and Martella. Wait, did I just throw them under the bus? Oh shit!

      The King looks at them with a puzzled look and says, “But they seem normal to me?”

      Suddenly, next to me, Elisha transforms into her Beast form—a wolf. She’s much larger than a normal wolf, too. Then, on my other side, Martella also transforms and there is a huge bear rearing back onto its hind legs beside me.

      The King says nothing, mouth gapping. He simply stares from one werebeast to the other, and then collapses back into his chair, hard.

      “So… it is true?”

      Elisha and Martella both transform back into their Elven forms but don’t respond to his question.

      “Are the stories true?” he asks us hesitantly, almost fearing to hear the answer. “You are immune to silver, too?”

      “Yes,” Elisha says. “All those bitten by the Silver Magi are immune to silver and its killing effects.”

      “And all Light Elves now can do this?”

      “No,” I tell him, knowing at least the answer to this one. “The Silver Magi has bitten only those he deemed worthy of it.” Okay, I might have laid it on a thick there, but I have no clue what the King is after. Hell, at this point, I don’t even know if we will be walking out of the camp alive.

      “And, this Silver Magi, where is he?” he asks.

      Is that desperation in his tone? “That I do not know,” I tell him with a shrug. “The last I heard, he was hopping around the Portals.”

      “What?” he blurts out in shock, sitting suddenly straight up in his chair. “The prophecy was true?!”

      “What prophecy?” Elisha asks him suspiciously.

      Instead of answering, the King snaps his fingers, and one of the naked servers comes forward to kneel beside his chair. He whispers into her ear and she nods quickly before jumping up and striding out of this section of the tent. She is back within thirty seconds, though.

      She hands the King a book that, even to me, looks ancient. The King thanks the girl and places the book on the table, opening it carefully opens it, as if the pages are fragile and brittle.

      Taking a deep breath, the King reads. “In the Light shall he be found, but in the Dark shall he be true. He shall smash his enemies, but care for his allies. He shall transform those that are separate, bringing them together as one. He shall make the Death by Silver a thing of the past.” The King raises his head from the page to fix us each with a significant look. “He shall be Silver himself, but a Mage as foretold. He shall change the worlds, uniting them once more.”

      The King looks up from reading, and there is an intensity to his stare that is frightening. “So what you are saying, is that this prophecy is now being fulfilled?”

      “Well, I’m not sure about all of it, but I guess that makes sense,” Elisha says slowly. “He is called the Silver Magi, and he has made us immune to silver. The rest, I’m not sure about.”

      “Gods,” the King says, staring blankly into space, not really seeing the room, I’m sure.

      “Father,” the King’s son, “You can’t believe in that fairy tale nonsense, can you?”

      The King’s focus comes back, and it zeroes in on his son, who slumps down in his own chair at the intensity of the King’s glare.

      “It still won’t fix my sister!” Prince Manto cries at his father.

      “You mentioned something about your daughter before. What happened to her?” Martella asks.

      The King sighs. “We were attacked about four months ago. Something came across the Portal from Earth—but it wasn’t an Elf, Werefolk, or even one of the Vampires. It was a human. How that happened is beyond me, but this human managed to stab my daughter when she intercepted it on patrol, and it ended up infecting her with something. Thank the gods it wasn’t a silver blade,” he says with big sigh.

      I look at the two girls, wondering if it might work. They each return my querying gaze with a steady look of their own. Based on that look, I think they have the same idea as me—except they don’t seem to doubt my ability to help.

      “May I see your daughter, your Majesty?” I ask him softly.

      The King doesn’t respond at first, just studies me for a moment, to see if he can sense any subterfuge or ill intent in my request. Not seeing any, he slowly nods, but his son cries out, “No!”

      “Father, you cannot seriously be considering letting this…” He pauses, taking a deep breath and obviously biting back some names he thought better of calling me before his father. “This person we know nothing about see her?”

      “I am the King, Manto, or have you forgotten that you are only third in line? Right after your sister?”

      “I’m only thinking of the welfare of my sister,” he growls, glaring down at the table and not looking at his father.

      “And I am thinking of the welfare of my only daughter,” the King growls at his son. He looks back up at me and nods. “If you would, she’s this way.”

      The King gets up and I follow him. With Elisha and Martella trailing behind me, we head towards one of the curtained off areas in the big tent. Once in that makeshift room, I look down at an almost emaciated body in the bed. It’s a girl, with long black hair, that I see as seen better days, and her skin, while her father and brother’s is a blue so dark it is almost black, her blue skin has to it. Her hair is damp from sweat, which I can see staining the sheets wrapped around her body.

      But that’s not what stops me in my tracks. It’s the reaction from Sophia inside me. “Why does she have Wild Magic inside her?”

      “What?!” I say without thinking. I blurt this out loud, but in English.
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      “What?” the King asks me.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him, scratching the back of my neck. “I think I know what is ailing your daughter.”

      “You do?”

      “She was stabbed with a weapon, you said. Do you still have the weapon here?”

      “No,” the King says, shaking his head. “We never found the weapon afterward, so we have no clue exactly which kind of poison was used. If we knew the poison, we could find an antidote.”

      Sighing, I tell him, “It’s not poison. It’s Life Magic.”

      “What? What is Life Magic?” Manto asks me suspiciously.

      “You know it as Wild Magic,” the King tells him. He turns back to me. “You’re sure it is Life Magic?” he asks me cautiously.

      “One hundred percent sure,” I tell him. “I have something inside me that can detect it.”

      “Fuck!” he cries, and the totally English swear word makes us all look at him in shock. He turns to one of the attendants and, in a soft voice, says, “Prepare a burial for my daughter,”

      “What?” Manto blurts out in anger. “She’s not dead yet!”

      “She will be soon,” the King says with a sigh. “I cannot remove Life Magic that has been forced into someone. I am honestly surprised your sister has lasted this long, if that is what is inside her... there is no hope. She’s a strong woman,” he says sadly, “but even a father’s love can’t overcome Wild Magic.”

      “What about the healers?” Manto shouts, getting up in his father’s face.

      “The healers have been here many times, Manto. You yourself watched them try to . Nothing has worked.” He shakes his head. “We all can do Wild Magic, even though it’s forbidden, and you know why. No one knows how to remove it out of someone else if they’ve been infected with it.”

      “Thank you for letting me know what it was that is killing my daughter,” the King says to me softly, bowing his head.

      “Sean can remove it,” Elisha says, stepping up to the King.

      The King looks sharply at her, and I see her flinch back, just as Manto had. “What do you mean Sean can remove it?”

      “Sean has an affinity for Wild Magic. He is special, in that he can do Foundation Magic such as we Elves can, but he can also consume Wild Magic. Though, as you mentioned, he calls it Life Magic,” Elisha tells him.

      At that, both the King and his son turn to me quickly, hope in their eyes. “Is this true?” the King asks me sharply.

      “I should be able to remove it from her, but I am not certain—having never done so before,” I answer hesitantly. I mean, I think I can? But I know that Sophia was exhausted from the last four men she had drained. I’m not sure if she has rested sufficiently to process enough of the life force she consumed, that she can take more in.

      “Sophia, can I get your help out here? Or are you still too weak?”

      “I am still weak, but what did you need?”

      “Well… the woman here with the Life Magic inside them? Can you remove it?”

      I don’t hear a response, but I can feel my chest heating up, like she is slowly coming to the surface.

      “Hmm,” Sophia says softly. “There isn’t all that much here... I should be able to take it in, but that will mean I will be unable to help for even longer.”

      “Sophia, if you can save this woman’s life, I am okay with you sleeping longer!”

      “All right. I am too weak to come out, but if you touch her, I can absorb the Life Magic through your skin and hers. Whatever you do, though, don’t remove your hand until I say so.”

      “Thank you, Sophia. I owe you!”

      “Then make sure that this stupid King owes you!” Sophia says with a giggle, but I can tell she is still exhausted, as it’s a tired giggle.

      When I refocus outward, I notice that everyone is staring at me—the two girls expectantly with smiles on their pretty faces, and the King and his son with puzzled looks.

      “Sorry,” I tell them both. “I was talking to, uhh… my inner Dragon.” I look over at the King’s daughter’s emaciated form. “I can attempt to save her,” I tell him, but hold my hand up before the King can respond. “I said ‘attempt’,” I continue, fixing him with my gaze. “I will do my best, but expect there to be no hard feelings if I cannot.”

      “None, Sean of the Dragonfolk. All I ask is that you try,” the King says, bowing to me.

      “Father!” Manto cries in horror at the sight of his dad genuflecting to someone lower than him.

      “Pride has a time and place, Manto. If Sean can heal your sister, I will give him anything.”

      “Careful,” I tell him with a raised eyebrow. “I might have to take you up on that offer.”

      He waves his hand dismissively. “Heal my daughter, and we shall talk afterward. If you cannot heal her, I shall still be in your debt for trying. If you can bring my daughter, Louna, back from the brink of death, I shall be forever in your debt.”

      I hear growling, but looking over at the source, a thin-lipped Manto says nothing against his father’s wishes. I go closer to the bed, and one of the servants comes over and brings me a chair. With a smile at her, I nod, ignoring her naked assets, and place the chair closer to the bed and sit down on it.

      I then reach out and place my hand on hers, which feels clammy and cold. Damn, she feels dead already. I can tell she is still alive only because I’m watching her chest under the sweat-stained sheet, and it continues to slowly rise and fall. Wrapping my fingers around her wrist, I note her heartbeat is low. Was that done intentionally?

      As if reading my mind, the King answers, “We have her drugged to help her sleep. When she is awake, she is in extreme pain.”

      Nodding, I look back down at the King’s daughter.

      “Louna is her name?” I ask softly.

      “Yes. She was named after her mother, Lounani. Her mother died during childbirth,” the King tells me softly.

      Nodding again with my hand still wrapped around her wrist, I ask Sophia, “Is this good?”

      “Hmm? Oh right,” she says so softly. “Ah... She does not have a lot of Wild Magic running rampant in her, but enough that it is playing mayhem with her body’s normal functions. Whatever you do, keep your hand on hers. You might want to grab her hand, so you don’t let go by accident. And Sean?”

      “Yes?” I tell her, doing as she says and grabbing Louna’s hand tightly in mine, instead of holding her by the wrist.

      “This will probably hurt.”

      “What?!” I say out loud, but that’s as far as I get, as suddenly it feels like molten lava flows across the connection between us created through touch alone. The pain is intense, unlike anything I have ever felt before. Even transforming into my Hybrid Dragonfolk form didn’t hurt this much, but it’s also focused only on my hand, which for some reason makes it that much more intense. My hand grips Louna’s so hard that I fear I am crushing her hand in my pained state.

      But I can see, though I am unsure how, that the Wild Magic inside her is slowly seeping across out contact from her body into mine. I can see the purple Magic slowly creeping down her arm through her veins, and through our skin contact, into mine.

      But I lose sight of it once it reaches my hand. I guess that Sophia is taking it into herself, though I’m not sure why there is pain.

      “Does it hurt like this when you consume Life Magic?” I ask Sophia.

      Thank god I can communicate telepathically with her through our connection, because my teeth are clenched so hard against the pain, I doubt I could speak at all.

      “No,” she says, and I can imagine her shaking her blue Dragon head at me.

      “It’s because your bodies are not meant for it. While you can use Life Magic,” she says, “you can’t consume it.” She pauses. “Think of it this way... Life Magic is like taking an additional soul into you. That’s not natural; it’s painful. When you use Life Magic, you’re using your lifeforce to create that Life Magic. In your case, you have so much of it inside you, that you won’t run out—like others do. In comparison, others will burn themselves out quickly.” I can hear the smug grin in her mental tone. “But, someone like me, who is a creature of Magic, can consume it without difficulty.”

      “Is what why monsters can absorb Life Magic? Brandon explained a bit about how monsters consume the Life Magic out of the people they eat, to get stronger; how it transforms them. Is that how you went from being a Moth Man, to a beautiful blue Dragon?”

      “No,” she replies with a giggle at the compliment. “The Life Magic that monsters consume isn’t that person’s lifeforce—a lifeforce that is not meant for them. I am not sure, but we are somehow compelled to remove any that isn’t their own from those who are corrupted by Life Magic. It’s instinctive.”

      “Damn, if I wasn’t in so much pain, I would be able to focus and ask you a ton of questions. I have so much more I want to know about. How much longer?”

      “Hmm? We are almost done,” she replies, and I can tell she is getting sleepy. Sophia sounds almost like she just had a full meal, and is about to go into a food coma. Which, I guess, isn’t far from the truth.

      “Can you tell what kind of soul it is?”

      “No,” she replies with a sigh. “I just know it’s not meant to be in her.”

      “Is that why you noticed it right away?”

      “Essentially, yes. Like I said, it was almost instinctual.”

      “Are you getting better with your vocabulary?” I ask suddenly, noticing that her conversation is flowing better, and the number and type of words she is using are increasing in complexity.

      “Yes,” she says proudly. “As I am inside you, and in your mind, I am learning your language. I can also speak in Elvish,” she says, switching languages at the end.

      “Damn, Good to know my memories are useful for something,” I tell her with a chuckle.

      “All right, now I will need your help for this last part,” Sophia says suddenly. “I don’t want to take any of her lifeforce, so when I say to stop, I need you to disengage, pulling away from her immediately. Ready?”

      “Yes,” I tell her, trying to unclench my hand slowly, so that I can pull away and not end up yanking Louna out of the bed by the arm. That would look not be cool in front of the King.

      “Stop!” Sophia suddenly shouts in my head, and without pause, I yank my hand away, maybe a little too forcefully, as I still end up pulling Louna halfway off the bed. In my haste to disengage and stop the transfer of life force, I end up throwing myself out of my chair, falling backward on my ass.

      “Sean!” I hear two screams. I look up, blinking slowly, and Elisha and Martella are right there to help me up from the floor. I’m thankful for the help as my suddenly weak knees can hardly hold me up.

      “I’m good… I think. How’s our patient?”

      We all turn to the patient, Louna. I see that the King is already next to her, tucking her back into the bed. Ooops. He has his hand over her forehead, and then checks her pulse and breathing. He even goes so far as to peel back one of her eyelids and peer into her eye.

      He sighs, “By the Gods, I don’t know how you did it, but it worked! I can’t see any evidence of the sickness that has afflicted her for months.”

      Manto looks at his father in amazement. “He actually did it?”

      “That he did,” the King answers his son. “Sean of the Dragonfolk, I am in your debt for saving my daughter. Name your price.”

      “Hmm. Unfettered access to the Underworld and access to the Dungeon of Matlarbar?”

      At that, the King whips his head around to stare at me in shock; he studies me intensely. “What do you need from the Dungeon of Matlarbar?”

      I look at him. Can I trust him? I know that from the stories I’ve heard from my foster family, that the Elves—or more appropriately the Light Elves, who only call themselves Elves around anyone else—and the Dark Elves have always had a simmering hatred of one another and more than a few wars. But, here was the King talking to Elisha and Martella in a civil, normal manner. Had something changed between the events of the histories I’d heard of and recently?

      Elisha is the one who help me decide. She comes up to my side and wraps her arms around my waist. I feel her amazing body press against mine—it feels just as amazing as I’d fantasized. But then, on my other side, I feel another delightfully soft body press into me. Looking down, I see it’s Martella this time. And she feels just as amazing. Gods, these two are so damn beautiful. Even at a time like this, my brain can’t get past that.

      “Tell him,” Elisha tells me softly. “He might be able to help us.”

      I look at Martella, and she nods in agreement. I look up at the King, who is looking at us curiously.

      “We seek the Sword of Damascus.”
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      “What?” the King asks in shock.

      “We are after the Sword of Damascus,” I say again to the King. That’s when I look around, and I see that everyone in the tent, even the servants, are staring at me in shock.

      “Is that going to be a problem?” I ask them all.

      The King doesn’t reply right away, but beckons me to follow him. With confusion, I do, with both girls still attached to me. Once we are back in the dining area, he waves to the table, and we all sit down.

      He sighs deeply. “Sean, of the Dragonfolk. For what you did for my daughter, know that the Winter Court will not impede you. But as for the Dungeon of Matlarbar and the Sword of Damascus, you might run into a problem.”

      “What kind of a problem?” I ask him hesitantly. Crap, all this way just to be denied access?

      “The Sword of Damascus is found in the deepest levels of the Dungeon of Matlarbar. Even with my power, I cannot safely bring you down to it. It’s on the lowest level,” the King says, and I can hear the regret in his voice. “Can I offer you anything else?”

      “Is the Dungeon that dangerous?” I ask.

      “Well,” he says, thinking about his answer. “If I remember correctly, there are twenty levels to this Dungeon. The Sword of Damascus is on the lowest level, level twenty. With all my power, the lowest I ever went was level six before turning back.”

      I stare at him, and I could have been catching flies, my mouth was open so wide. Wait—a King… No, the King of the Dark Elves, who should be a powerhouse in their own right, can only get down to level six?

      “Sean can do it,” Elisha says proudly.

      “Yeah. The Dungeon hasn’t met him or us yet,” Martella says with a big grin.

      “Sean,” the King starts but stops. “I must stress to you, the Dungeon of Matlarbar is dangerous. We use it as training grounds for our guards, but even they are only required to get through level three. What you are seeking is at the lowest levels. I have no information on what is down there—at all. I cannot even tell you what you will face, except for the first six levels.”

      “Oh, what kind of things are down there?” I ask him curiously.

      He holds up a hand and lifts a finger with each monster he names. “Giant rats. Giant snakes. Kobolds. Gnolls. Trolls—both Rock and Earth Trolls.” He lifts his other hand. “And on level six, which I never made it all the way through to seven, we faced Giant Leeches and things from the swamps.”

      “Jesus,” I exclaim at him in surprise. “Those things are real?”

      “Yes, they are,” Manto says, holding up his arm and pulling down his sleeve and showing me a large white puckered scar on his dark gray skin. “This was from a Giant Leech.”

      Fucking hell. And this is what I’m supposed to go in and fight against on only level six? And I’m supposed to drive on to the twentieth level? Wait, so that means if Manto got to the Giant Leeches, he made it to level six, like his father? Interesting. Is he that powerful? It seemed easy to take down.

      Then again, I did change into a damn Dragon Hybrid, I think, rolling my eyes internally.

      “Well,” I say, taking a deep breath and blowing it out. “I don’t have a choice. We need it to save the Earth.”

      “What’s going on Earth that you require the Sword of Damascus for?” the King asks me, with a tilt of his head.

      I stare at the King, not sure how much I should reveal. The way that Ophenia had talked, these Dark Elves were bad, and I was to be cautious and careful with what I revealed to them. Yet, here I was, having a decent conversation with their King, and had even helped heal the King’s daughter.

      Mind you, my first meet-up with his son could have gone a bit better, though. Right?

      I look at Elisha and Martella, but they both look unsure about how I should answer the King’s question. Gods, I wish I had the power to compel someone not to lie to me. It would be so much easier if I could just make him tell me what his motives and intentions are.

      Do I trust him? Do I trust the Dark Elves?

      “Your Majesty. Before I answer that question, can I ask you an honest question, and expect you to give me an honest answer?”

      “Of course,” the King says, nodding slowly at me but with a wary look.

      “Why is it that you and the Light Elves are at war?” I ask him.

      “Sean!” Elisha cries, horrified.

      Even the normally snarky Martella who seems to enjoy keeping folks off-balance has a look of shock on her face. The King doesn’t answer me at first, only looks at me with his chin propped on his hand, observing me.

      “Father…” Manto starts, but his father’s hand snaps up for him to keep quiet. Manto nods and looks sullen, but he does as he is told, even if no words have been said.

      “Who is the current King of the Light Elves?” the King finally asks. The question isn’t directed at me, but at Elisha.

      “That would be King Grahad Miramenor,” Elisha says slowly.

      Nodding, the King turns to me. “Who is the Count of the Vampires?”

      “I have no clue,” I admit.

      “That would be Count Jagar Madoor,” Martella answers for me.

      “And does the Council still control Sanctuary?” the King asks.

      Elisha snorts at that one. “Gods, no.”

      The King’s intense gaze snaps to Elisha. “Who controls Sanctuary, then?”

      “That would be Queen Lianne Quinn,” Elisha tells him.

      At the name, the King gets a surprised look on his face. “She has been granted the throne after so many years?”

      “As I understand it, they had little choice. Her son is the Silver Magi. He essentially strong-armed them into naming her Queen,” Elisha says with a laugh.

      Slowly, the King nods and looks at his son, who still has a perplexed look on his face. “So, these three are now the most powerful beings in the four worlds?”

      “No,” Martella says with a laugh as well. “The most power being in the four worlds would be Brandon, the Silver Magi.”

      The King asks, with a puzzled look, “I thought he was gone?”

      “He is,” Elisha tells him. “But he said he would be coming back regularly to check up on things. He has already warned the Count, the King, and the Queen, that if he comes back and things are not to his liking, he will not be happy. And trust me,” her lip curls up in a smirk, “you do not want to piss off Brandon. Even his mother follows his leadership.”

      “You know him?” Manto asks her.

      “Sort of,” she says with a shrug. “he was the one who bit us, giving us the power of immunity from silver and the abilities of the Werefolk and Vampires—or, as we call it, the triple-threat. He created a school where two hundred of us are mastering our Magic and practicing our new skills.”

      “Father,” Manto says warningly.

      Again, the King lifts his hand, and his son’s teeth snap closed with an audible click, but his glower is even more intense. This time, however, it is directed at the three of us.

      “Would this, Brandon, this Silver Magi…” the King asks me slowly, his gaze still sharp, “be willing to bite some of my people?”

      “I’m not sure,” I tell him truthfully.

      “Can you bite people, granting the same effects, since you are this Silver Magi’s protégé?”

      “I doubt it?” I tell him.

      Maybe I can, but Brandon never claimed that my biting anyone could change them. I had simply assumed that I now a human who can do Elf Magic and who can transform into what… a Were Dragon? Or Dragonfolk, as the King had called me. And what about Vampire abilities? I haven’t tried to feed off the stamina or emotions of anyone, yet. Brandon never said anything about what might happen should I bite anyone, like he had bitten me.

      “Father,” I hear a weak voice from the entrance.

      Turning quickly, I see that the doorway to the curtained area was open, and the girl I’d just healed is standing there. She is still so weak, though, that she has a servant helping her stay upright.

      “Louna!” shouts the King in concern, rushing out of his seat to go and help her. “You should be sleeping!”

      “I’m starting to feel better, father. Is this the one who healed me?” she asks, and her gaze falls on me and she frowns. “I was told that you were human, but didn’t believe them. I had to come see for myself.”

      “Hi,” I tell her, with an awkward wave. “It’s a long story, but I’m not human anymore. But, yes, I was the one who healed you.”

      She frowns at that, but slowly nods, accepting it. With the help of her father, she makes her way to the table, and her brother jumps up and pulls a chair out for her. Gingerly she sits down in it, but I can see that even that little walk from the room she was in to here, and now from the doorway to the chair has exhausted her.

      “I heard some of the conversation,” she says, waving a hand around the tent, indicating how open it all was. “I wonder if you would bite me, giving me the same gifts as your wives have?”

      I jerk at the term. “Uhh… Elisha and Martella aren’t my wives.”

      She looks at the two girls, who are stuck like glue to my side, each claiming an arm, and raises her eyebrow. I laugh nervously at her and look down at Elisha and Martella, who are both peering up at me with wide grins. Elisha even bats her eyelashes at me. Shit... is that what this is?

      “We can come back to that topic later,” Louna says. “Will you bite me and see if it gives me this immunity to silver that we have heard about?”

      “I doubt it will,” I tell her with a deep sigh. “Regretfully, I think that’s a gift only the Silver Magi can bestow.”

      “Sorry to interrupt here,” Elisha says, “but I have to point out that what you are asking for, the Silver Magi has not even bestowed to all of our people. He has done so only for a select few—and all those he has bitten are now students at this new Magical school, called Camp X.” She inclines her head, humbly. “I am not sure—and please do not take offense here, Your Majesties—but I’m not sure that Sean randomly biting people he has only just met is such a good idea.”

      “And why don’t you think it’s a good idea?” growls Manto in annoyance.

      “For one,” and she holds up a finger, “we Light Elves and you Dark Elves have been enemies for longer than I can remember. And second,” and she holds up a second finger, “what will Sean, or even the Silver Magi, get out of it? Brandon has only bitten people when it’s been to his advantage—which thankfully includes the greater good of all four worlds.”

      Manto goes to answer something sharp, I am sure, but his father holds up his hand, stopping him dead in his tracks. The Prince stops, with his mouth open and anger on his face.

      “Fair enough,” the King says, nodding slowly at her. “As far as us being enemies, you are correct. Do you know the history of why we have fought so bitterly?”

      A frown mars Elisha’s beautiful Elven features. “My understanding is that our conflict stems from disagreements about how we should act amongst humans on the surface.”

      “Close,” the King admits with a sigh. “But times have changed. We had thought humans would kill themselves off, much as they were killing us off in the olden days. My grandfather, who was King at the time, felt that the humans and their church would kill each other off if we did not present a common enemy for them to fight. We Dark Elves thought that the Church’s Inquisition would be the end of all Magical folk—it was the primary reason we retreated back to the Underworld. It is the one place that, unless a human is invited here, or accidentally falls through one of the unwarded openings to get here, they cannot cross over.”

      He shakes his head, staring upwards at the ceiling. “We came to hide. But now I know that was foolishness on our part. My grandfather had choice words with the King of the Summer Court, and there was a falling out over our decision to retreat to the Underworld. They each had very different visions of what would happen to the humans on the surface.”

      “I meant to ask,” I ask quietly. “The Summer Court has their own home planet, now, but the Winter Court does not?”

      “You are correct,” the King replies with a more profound sigh, sitting forward in his chair. “When the Gods granted our wish for salvation from what the humans were doing, my grandfather, in his stupidity…”

      “Father!” Manto says with horror.

      “It is true,” his father barks at the Prince in annoyance. “My grandfather, may the Dark Moon watch over him, felt that we would be safe here in the Underworld. As we are finding out, though, that was a foolish dream. They somehow managed to get here.”

      “They got to Sanctuary as well,” Martella says softly.

      At that, the King’s gaze turns to her quickly. “So even the Werefolk are not safe?”

      “No, but it wasn’t some big invasion, though it was still something that made us nervous.”

      “And that is the issue at hand. My people are not as numerous as the those in the Summer Court, nor even close to the number of Werefolk on Sanctuary.” He closes his eyes, sighing softly before opening them again to fix that intense gaze on me. “I fear for my people, Sean. I feel that if we do not follow the paths that your people are making, we shall dwindle away to nothing, and the Winter Court shall cease.”

      “And that is why, father,” Princess Louna pleads, “we need to see if this Silver Magi can bite us and give us the gift of silver immunity to enable us to live alongside the humans.”

      Then she looks over at me, her red eyes on her slate blue skin are oddly different, but not in a bad way. I can tell that if she wasn’t so gaunt and sickly-looking, she would look beautiful.

      “And as a protégé of this Silver Magi, can you please try to see if you have this power?”

      “I can try,” I tell her awkwardly. “But I don’t even know what to do.”

      Elisha reaches over, laying her hand over mine and asks softly, “will you try?”

      I look first at the Dark Elf Princess, at Elisha, and then at Martella. Elisha still looks wary, but surprisingly, Martella is nodding positively at me.

      Sighing, mostly because I’m afraid I will only disappoint the Princess, I nod. “Sure.”
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      “Thank you,” the King says, bowing to me, though still sitting down, but I can see the relief on his face.

      “I can make no promises about whether it will work or not,” I tell him, holding my hand up. “But I said I would try. But if it doesn’t work, I am sure I can talk to Brandon… err, the Silver Magi, about this when next I see him.”

      “That’s all I can ask. We shall find a volunteer for you,” he says, but is interrupted.

      “I volunteer, father,” Louna says, nodding her head firmly. As weak as she is, she is passionate about this.

      “No!” cries Manto in anger. “I have held my tongue, father, but this goes too far. We cannot have a child of royalty volunteer for what might be suicide.”

      “Are you volunteering, then?” his sister barks at him angrily.

      “Of course not!” he says with a snort. “I’m not about to trust my life to someone I just met.”

      “Well, I am. Sean’s already saved me from whatever it was that was killing me.” Louna shudders. “It was more painful than anything I’d ever experienced before; it was literally eating me alive from the inside—that much I know. So, I will happily volunteer, even if there is only a chance he can give us what this Silver Magi has granted the rest of the Magical folk,” she growls at him.

      “Enough!” The King slams his hand down on the table hard enough to cause it to crack.

      Both Louna and Manto jerk back in surprise. The King glares at both of his offspring, then turns to me with an apologetic look. “I must apologize for both my son’s surly attitude and my daughter’s passion. I do not want to place you in an untenable position, Sean of the Dragonfolk, where you find yourself feeling bad if it does not work,.”

      “Just Sean will suffice, Your Majesty.”

      The King nods at me. “All I ask is that you try. If it does not work, I will not interfere in your going to the Dungeon of Matlarbar, no matter how dangerous I think your mission is.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him gratefully.

      “But,” and his brows come together as he looks directly at his daughter, “I agree that my daughter volunteering might be a bad idea.”

      “Father, I am over the age of consent, and make this choice of my own free will as a Royal Elf of the Winter Court,” she responds with some heat, her arms crossing under her breasts and propping them up nicely.

      Maybe it isn’t the most appropriate thought to have at the moment, but even gaunt as she is, I see Louna’s assets are well above average. The dress she is wearing—or nightgown, I suppose—was rather loose, so did nothing to reveal the shape of her body. But now I can see just how big her breasts are, and that’s after weeks of losing weight as her body fought a losing battle against the infection of Wild Magic.

      I wonder what she’d looked like before, when she had been healthy? Dammit, Sean, get your mind out of the damn gutter. This is not the time or the place!

      “What if it doesn’t work!” The King tells her heatedly.

      “You would be willing to sacrifice another of your subjects, father?” she sneers at him.

      “That’s not what I said,” he growls at her.

      “Father, you have always told us to lead by example, and I am doing so now. As a Royal, I am telling you that unless you forbid it by decree as my King, I will go ahead with this.”

      The King doesn’t answer her but glares at her some more until, finally, he pinches the bridge of his nose, exhaling loudly. “Gods, you’re so much like your mother... fine,” he says, waving his hand.

      “Then I want to be bitten, as well,” Manto suddenly exclaims, also folding his arms over his chest—though without nearly the same result as when Louna had done so.

      At that, we all turn to stare at the Prince, but before I have a chance to respond, the King does. “In that, I decree as King that you shall not be bitten,” he barks at his son. “I am already taking a chance, accepting the risk of potentially losing one child. I will not lose two. The last thing I need, is to have to explain to your older brother how I killed off both the heirs next in line of succession!”

      “As if my brother would care,” Manto says with a snort. “He is so busy with his books, you can hardly drag him out of the Library.”

      “Which is why I cannot have you do this! Your brother might be next in line, but you know he does not want the crown. So, unless you can convince your brother that he is the next true King of the Winter Court and needs to come away from his books, my edict stands.”

      Manto doesn’t respond to this, sitting back gloomily in his chair.

      “That’s what I thought,” the King growls at him. Turning back to me, he says, “my daughter’s life is once again in your hands.”

      “Yeah,” I tell him, wincing uncomfortably, “thanks.”

      “You’ve got this,” Elisha says quietly. “Maybe your Dragan can help?”

      “Sophia? No. She is not available. Consuming the Life Magic out of Louna did her in,” I tell the girls softly. “I will have to see if I can… I don’t know, wing it?”

      “You can do this,” Martella squeezes my arm, reinforcing what Elisha said. “You’re strong, Sean. Bite her and follow your instincts. See what your body says, yeah?”

      “I guess I’m afraid to hurt you,” I admit, saying this while studying a frail looking Louna.

      She doesn’t reply, only nods her head slightly, indicating she understands the potential results.

      “Did we want to wait a day first?” the King interjects. “To allow you to rest, daughter?”

      Shaking her head, Louna says, “No. I am fine now, father,” she says and stands, but suddenly puts a hand to her head, her eyes squinting with pain as she weaves slightly in place. “Or maybe not? Maybe tomorrow morning would be better.”

      “I would say that would be prudent. Will you accept our hospitality for tonight, Sean?”

      “If you have room, that would be welcome, your Majesty,” I tell him.

      And just like that, we are guided to a different tent. The tent we are shown to isn’t as large or grand as the one that the Royal pavilion, but it isn’t small. That tent had something like four rooms. This has just one space, with a gigantic bed in the middle of the ten foot by ten foot tent.

      Standing at the foot of the big bed, I hesitate. The bigger issue is the fact that both girls are in the bed already, naked under the covers. I knew things had grown between the three of us, the sexual tension so thick you could cut it with a knife, and I’d tried not to push things too far, too fast.

      This is what I get for always being the nice guy. This was the girls being blatant about it. I was honestly looking forward to this, but talk about being put on the spot—it was one thing after the other today!

      “Come on, Sean,” Elisha says with a beckoning smile.

      Why not, I think. They are both gorgeous, and I’m physically drawn to them. We have been partners and teammates—both on the mission and in class for over a month. And I honestly feel closer to these two than I have for anyone else before. Though I can’t explain why—maybe that is why I am hesitating.

      I slowly take off my shirt, with the two girls watching me. To say it wasn’t awkward would flat out be a lie. It was. I’m used to getting undressed in front of a girl, but two? Not only two girls, but two elven beauties who would give the most beautiful human girls a run for their money.

      I crawl into bed between the girls, and get under the covers. Once my back is settled against the bed’s headboard, both girls lie down against me. Without thinking, I put an arm around each of them, which they both grab and bring down towards their chests.

      “Sean,” Elisha is the first to speak in the awkward silence. “I wanted you to know that once we are back at Camp X, we won’t be able to stop other girls from trying to become your partners,” she starts.

      I turn to look at her, opening my mouth to answer, but she shakes her head.

      “Hear us out,” she says, and at this, I glance over at Martella. She, too, has a serious look on her face as well and nods in support of Elisha. Elisha continues, but I notice that she’s not looking at me directly now. She’s playing with the fingers on my hand that’s pressed against her large chest.

      “I know we cannot influence you, and we would never dream of it. The only reason you have been left alone so far, was that William felt you would do better if you had a few students to help you throughout adjusting to the school and to Magic, instead of hundreds of them. So, I was asked to volunteer… and well, Martella was too, after William saw how close you and she had become.”

      Her brilliant blues peer deep into my eyes. “But, he stopped it at two females. I want you to know that, even if you don’t want us like… like that…” She takes a deep breath, suddenly appearing vulnerable. “Thank you for being here for us, now. All we ask is that after we get back, you don’t stop talking to us.”

      I close my eyes, choosing my answer carefully here. I knew that Elisha and Martella had been keeping the other students at bay, but didn’t realize that it was at William’s bidding. I’d thought they were keeping the rest of the girls at Camp X away from me, so they could have me all to themselves. But what she was saying was, when I got back, that protection would be gone.

      But wait, why would she think I won’t want talk to them anymore?

      I pull the two girls against me, kissing the tops of their kids. “Honestly? You two have kept me sane this past month. I’m not sure how I would have fared, were it not for the both of you. I can’t imagine not having you two around,” I tell them with a smile. “I want you two with me.”

      “Really?” Martella asks me shyly.

      “Even though you can have any of the other girls at Camp X?” Elisha asks.

      “Even so,” I tell them both. “You two are the most amazing women I have met. You are beautiful, smart, strong, and powerful. The thing that has held me back, is that I fear having to choose between you.” I look from one beauty to the other. “I don’t think I could choose one of you over the other.”

      “Well,” Martella says, turning over until her perky breasts are exposed and she’s half laying on my chest. “I guess it’s a good thing we aren’t making you choose.”

      “Wait… what?” I ask her, puzzled. But then my thoughts about how multiple relationships might work in the Magical world—my thoughts of anything, really—are shattered as I feel a soft hand grip my semi-hard cock. Kind of hard to stay soft, with two beautiful naked women laying pressed up against me.

      I stare down and see that it’s Elisha, whose hand has dipped under the sheets. “Now, we aren’t saying you can’t have others. I know you humans have a hard-on,” and here she squeezes mine, “for multiple partners. For us Elves, though, it’s normal.”

      “You’re both all right with the three of us?” I ask.

      “Of course,” Martella says with a grin, taking my hand and pulling it to a very pleasant handful of flesh. “I have wanted you since the day I first met you.”

      “Didn’t you hate me the day you met me?” I ask her, arching one eyebrow.

      Elisha barks out a laugh before covering her mouth with her free hand, remembering Martella’s snarky words and attitude towards me that first day.

      “Of course not!” she says, offended. “I just… I wasn’t sure how to take you. You came into the classroom all cocky, knowing shit that a human shouldn’t. And, well, you were the first male we’ve had there, other than Brandon, who can do Magic.” She has the grace to blush, at least. “I thought you would come in and take over the class, expecting us to defer to you, since you are Brandon’s protégé.”

      “And now?” I ask her.

      “Now, I know you would never do such a thing. I think you’re sexy and strong, and I know that you care for us.”

      “And so, we want to enter into a formal arrangement with you, Sean Hall,” Elisha says. The seriousness of her tone makes me look at her sharply. She nods to Martella, who I see nodding in the same fashion. What is going on here?

      She takes a deep breath and says, “Sean Hall. I, Elisha Lilmon, wish to enter into a union with you.”

      “As do I.” My white haired companion takes a deep breath. “I, Martella Tortmila, wish to enter into a union with you, Sean Hall.”

      This sounds a lot like a wedding ceremony. Crap, am I about to get married? To two gorgeous, naked Elves, in a tent in the middle of the Underworld?

      As if sensing my thoughts, Elisha chuckles. “No, Sean, this is not a marriage proposal... Yet. How about we start as lovers, first?”

      I look at Martella, and she nods, indicating that’s her intention, as well.

      “Me, with the two of you?” I ask, making sure I understand what is being proposed.

      “Yes,” Martella replies with a laugh. “We are both bisexual, but for now, we wish only to please you.”

      I look down at Elisha and Martella and wonder to myself, how the hell did I get so lucky? Elisha must have read my answer on my expression, since she suddenly grins and squeezes my now fully erect cock.

      “Now, shall we take turns… taking care of this?” She gives little Sean a playful squeeze. “I have heard from one of the girls who used to spy on you when you would clean up after combatives, that for several weeks now, you have been taking your showers… cold.”

      “Can you blame me?” I tell them with a laugh. “Wait, who was spying on me in the showers?!”

      Elisha answers my question with a kiss, as Martella rubs my hand suggestively against her perky breast, grinding herself against my leg. I groan into Elisha’s mouth as Martella moans out loud when my thumb brushes across her diamond hard nipple.

      For the next couple of hours, I get to see just how much these two beautiful Elves care for me intimately.
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      To say the following day, I was sore and stiff, but with a big goofy smile on my face, would be putting it mildly. Last night was probably the best sex I’d ever had. I’d had a threesome once, when I was much younger, but that was mostly just awkward fumbling around, since I was only…what, an inexperienced seventeen?

      This was different. This was a union of three people who cared for each other.

      A servant of the King’s had just woken us up this morning. According to my phone, it was still early—just past six in the morning. I noticed then that my phone had no signal, though. Which made the Underworld different from the other worlds. What was odd was I was told technology did not work, but my phone did? I guess it’s one of those Magical things that I just can’t understand. Maybe it’s some things work and some don’t? How a gun won’t work here, but a phone does is beyond me.

      Once we were sitting down at the large table inside the King’s tent, the King, with his son and daughter in tow, joined up. Louna looks much better this morning. Sleep has done wonders for her previously haggard looks. She smiles awkwardly at me when she sits down.

      “I hope you slept well,” the King begins, grabbing a steaming cup of something I pray is coffee in front of him. “Please,” he smiles, “help yourself. We even have coffee—one thing I will freely admit that the humans do quite well.”

      “I slept great, thank you,” I tell him, some slight color coming to my cheeks as I remember how little sleep we actually got last night. After putting cream and sugar from a little tray into my morning elixir, just like I prefer my coffee, I take a thankful sip and nod appreciatively at the coffee. Damn, this is good!

      “Now, I tried talking my daughter out of this experiment again last night, but she was adamant about going ahead with it. What about you, Sean?” the King asks me, “Have you had a change of heart?”

      I look at the dark-skinned man with gray-streaked hair and goatee, with his red eyes. The man’s skin was so dark, that it made William—who I always thought of as African American, though he wasn’t human at all—as light-complexioned. Some Dark Elves’ skin, like the King’s, was almost midnight black, while others’ were various shades of gray, or even grayish blue, like Louna’s.

      “I have not reconsidered.” I shake my head. “But in talking to the girls last night, I do have a question for your daughter.”

      “Oh? Please, go ahead,” he says, waving me towards his daughter.

      I nod and turn to the Princess. “If I bite you, and if something happens. I need you to understand that it’s not me hurting you. I will be doing this from instinct, which seems to be how I do most of my Magic, these days.”

      Louna takes a deep breath but nods quickly. “That is fine; I understand. But if this is something that my family, my people,” she corrects herself, “can benefit from. I wish to try. And if it doesn’t work, do I have your word that you will propose this Silver Magi for us?”

      I look at Elisha and Martella before answering her, and they both nod at me. We had talked about this as well. If, for some reason, I could do nothing for them, I would speak to William and talk to Brandon the first chance I get—which might not be for several years, until he comes back to check up on us.

      “Yes, I promise,” I tell everyone at the table.

      The only one who is still sullen, is Manto. I notice that he is glaring at me for some reason. I guess you can’t please everyone.

      “Then, I am ready,” Louna says, holding out her hand towards me.

      “Can we allow Sean to have breakfast first?” her father asks her with a chuckle.

      Louna has the grace to blush. “Sorry.”

      “All good, daughter, I understand your excitement. Though, admittedly, mine is tempered with fear for you.”

      “I will be fine, father,” she tells him, laying a hand on his arm.

      The King places his hand on top of hers and smiles. “I know, Louna. But you’re still my little girl.”

      “I’m not little anymore, father,” she growls at him, sitting up straighter in her chair.

      He looks at her and nods. “I suppose you aren’t little anymore, are you?” he says with a sigh, then grins. “But you’ll always be my little girl. Shall we eat, and then see if this will work?”

      “Sounds good to me, Your Majesty,” I tell him with a nod.

      “Please, Sean. Call me Tragmar.”

      “Thank you, Tragmar.”

      Breakfast, when it comes out, is amazing. There was everything from steaks, to chicken legs, to eggs. There was also toast, beans, and some kind of rose colored wine that was much sweeter than the whites or burgundies I was used to. And plenty of coffee.

      Then breakfast came to an end, with everyone having eaten their fill. I noticed that Louna had not eaten much, but she was still gaining her strength, and had regained some color to her slate blue skin—at least she didn’t look so gray and washed out.

      “How did you want to go about this?” Elisha asks me.

      “Hmm. I’m not sure,” I tell Elisha candidly. “I’m in the dark about this. I assume Brandon used the Vampire portion of his powers for this?”

      “It makes sense,” Elisha says with a nod. “According to the teachers, he uses something called the Threads of Faith. It has more to do with intent than anything else; you should be able to transfer some of your blood through the bite. It’s not just a physical bite—you have to remember that. When you imagine sending blood through these Threads of Faith, if anything happens, it will be the Magic that is doing it.”

      I nod to let her know I heard her; not that I understood any of what she’d said, though. The girls had tried to explain these Threads of Faith to me last night. When a Vampire bites someone and they feed off that person, it’s not the victim’s blood, but their stamina that is transferred over.

      Vampires can also feed on strong emotions. I always thought that Vampires fed on the blood of their victims, but I was wrong. Many times, Vampires never need to hunt, as the process of a Vampire feeding off someone is not only beneficial for them, but also for their…well, their Happy Meal.

      The Vampire gains strength and longer life, but the person they are feeding off of gains strength as well. The Happy Meal also gains mental sharpness and stability, which tends to make them a better person. And seeing as there are so many emotional problems in the world right now, Vampires—at least those who know what they are doing—are in high demand.

      But, as I was being asked to do something different than that, I wasn’t exactly sure how to go about it. We figured that the Silver Magi was using these Threads of Faith, but to push his blood and power through, rather than pulling; but that doesn’t mean that I know how to use them.

      Nervously, I get up and walk around the table until I am next to Louna’s chair, who has already pulled back away from the table. She looks up at me nervously. No, looking deeper into her eyes, I see there is fear there.

      Why is she pushing herself to do this if she is so afraid?

      I look around, and Manto is still glaring at me, but he also keeps throwing nervous glances at his sister. I get where his anger comes from—he’s scared for his sister. Glancing over at her dad, the King, I note he is simply watching, though I can see from how his knuckles occasionally whiten on the arms of his chair that he is nervous as well.

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask Louna one more time.

      She nods, probably not trusting her voice, as I can see she is now very nervous. Almost in a robotic fashion, she lifts her arm and shoves her hand towards me. Gently, I wrap my hand around her wrist and feel the soft skin there. Her skin is smooth to the touch and warm. Without thinking, I run my thumb lightly over her skin, causing her arm to prickle with goosebumps.

      “Sorry,” I apologize. Why am I feeling awkward about this?

      “I think we should clear the tent,” Elisha offers.

      “Why?” Manto asks her suspiciously.

      “Because if this works, your sister will most likely have, shall we say, a very intense physical reaction,” she tells him evasively.

      “What do you mean by an intense physical reaction?” he growls, crossing his arms to glare at us even more. Or more like, he glares daggers at me.

      “Physical reaction, as in… intense pleasure,” Martella tells him.

      “What?” he says, puzzled.

      But the King must have inferred what she meant, because he suddenly jumps up from his chair and grabs his son’s arm, dragging him towards the exit. “Yes. We shall leave.”

      “Father! I’m staying!”

      The King stops and looks at his son hard. “Unless you get off on watching your sister in the throes of sexual pleasure, I would suggest come with me.”

      “What?” Manto says, still confused, but then it all must have come together, because he suddenly gets a look of such panic on his face as his face turns an ugly puce, that he can’t even look at his sister. He swallows hard and stammers. “W..w…well. M..Maybe I should just step outside. Call us if you need us,” and like that, he’s gone.

      I nod my thanks to King and he nods back, before going to his only daughter. Leaning close, the King kisses her on the forehead, and whispers something I can’t hear in her ear, but she smiles up at him and nods.

      When the King is gone, and only Elisha, Martella, Louna, and myself are left in the tent, I look at her and smile softly. “Ready?”

      She takes a deep, nervous breath and nods.

      I lift her arm and place it against my mouth, bringing my teeth to bear on her skin. Then, thinking about the process, I imagine my canines getting longer, like a Vampire. Without warning, I feel two sharp pains in my mouth. I run my tongue over my teeth, and that’s when I feel how much longer my canines are. Nice! It seems the first part worked.

      Then, I close my eyes, and not waiting, I bite down, my teeth puncturing Louna’s skin. The first thing I get is a taste of coppery blood, but the next is a pleasure I had not expected. It is almost as if me biting her causes some kind of euphoria.

      I can feel Louna’s pulse and I am more aware of her than I’ve ever been of another being before. I’m conscious of the sweat on her skin, the taste of it. I’m aware of her heightened heart rate. And there is another thing I don’t expect—I can taste her fear.

      I am glad that between bouts of making love, the girls talked about their experience of being bitten by Brandon last night. I try to visualize inside my heart, these Threads of Faith, that all Vampires apparently have. Once I have the image firmly in my head of something that seems like a glowing golden thread, I push it through my body, so that it leads from my heart, through my canines, and into Louna’s bloodstream.

      Without warning, Louna sits up rigidly straight in her chair with a gasp. Ignoring that, I take the next step. Here, the girls weren’t sure what Brandon had done, so I decide to wing it. I force the Thread of Faith that I have drawn through myself into her bloodstream forward; I imagine it going to her heart. In my mind’s eye, I can picture it winding its way through her veins until it finds her heart. The good thing about taking so much science in school, is that I know how a body functions, so my visualization is quite vivid.

      Then, again without warning, Louna is suddenly on her feet, her head is thrown back and panting hard. She had grabbed my arm upon standing up, the one that wasn’t holding onto her hand that I am biting. Her grip is intense, almost painful.

      I glance up at her to see if she’s all right, but she has her eyes closed and she is panting hard, like she’s in the middle of a race. But then, before I can catch her, she falls limp as a rag doll.

      “We’ve got her,” Elisha says quickly. “Keep going.”

      Nodding my appreciation for them being there and helping as needed, I close my eyes. Though I am still standing up and Louna lays passed out at my feet, I imagine pushing my blood through the Thread of Faith that links our hearts. Again, since this is all about the imagination, when pushing some of my blood down this Thread of Faith, I decide to go with only a thimble full.

      And just like that, I feel a connection with Louna that didn’t exist before. I can feel her emotional state, which right now is incredibly tired—almost exhausted—but at the same time, afraid, unsure, and there is more. I sense something I had expected, but wasn’t prepared to experience like this: Lust.

      Carefully, almost tenderly, I withdraw the Thread that connects us back through Louna, back through the healing puncture wounds in her hand, and back into my own heart. Looking down at Louna, who now sleeps from whatever it is I have done to her, I smile softly. I know it wasn’t me who forced her to go to sleep, so it had to be the process.

      I look over at Elisha and Martella and ask, “was it like this for you two when Brandon bit you?”

      They both look at each other, but Martella answers with a chuckle and a few bounces of her brow. “Let’s just say that I had to change my panties afterward.”

      I look at her in surprise. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” Elisha says with a laugh. “She got off lucky if that was the extent of it. I’m pretty sure I had the most intense orgasm of my life.”

      Then, unexpectedly, Louna begins to groan, but they aren’t the sounds of a woman in pain, but of one in the throes of pleasure.

      “Oh, looks like I might have spoken too soon!” Elisha says with a laugh.
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      “Well, I’m happy to say that it was a success,” I say out loud.

      “How?” Manto says, for the ninth or tenth time.

      Since the Dark Elves can still be affected by silver, I was surprised they had any on hand. Once Louna has recovered from what turns out to have been several minutes of chained-orgasms, to the point that I’d knelt down and cradled her spasming body so that in all her thrashing about she didn’t hurt herself, we called the King back into the tent. Tragmar, who must have been waiting just outside the tent’s entrance, appeared at once.

      Louna is awake, but her gaze at first was rather glassy. She is fairly quiet. Her words of reassurance to her father and brother that she is fine but exhausted, are sufficient but not all they want to know. Other than that, though, she refuses to answer the flood of questions her father and brother toss at her, simply closing her eyes and resting.

      When the King asks how we could test to see if it worked, I said that, short of having silver, I knew of no other way without Louna first recovering and then learning how to use her new powers. At this, the King had snapped his fingers, and a servant came rushing up. After a few brief commands from the King, the servant nodded and rushed out of the tent.

      Within minutes, a large chest was brought in by four very sturdily built Dark Elves and set down in front of me. But I also note how they kept glancing fearfully at the chest, like it was going to sprout teeth like a crazed mimic to turn around and bite them. The King then cleared the room, sending out even his son, before exiting himself. Both the King and the Prince stop just outside the tent’s flaps.

      I look at Louna, and tell her, “please tell me the moment you start to feel sick, all right?”

      She nods, but her gaze has been fixed on the chest ever since it was brought into the tent. She must know what is in there. Taking a deep breath, she nods again.

      Reaching down, I undo the clasps holding the chest closed, and slowly open it. I see that it’s about what I expected. Inside the lead lined chest, is a single, small silver dagger. It’s no larger or sharper than a kitchen butter knife.

      I reach in and bring the knife out slowly, watching Louna the entire time. Her terrified gaze remains locked on the blade as I pull it out. Muscles in her face twitch now and then, and she grabs onto the sides of her seat—physically holding herself in place when her mind must be screaming at her to run as fast as she can from the horror in my hands. This tells me she is having a fight-or-flight reaction, but though I am watching carefully, I don’t see her getting sick or bending over in pain. Which is good, right?

      Elisha holds out her hand and I nod, passing her the blade. She has been bitten by Brandon, so I know she won’t be affected by it. Taking the blade, she slowly walks towards where Louna is sitting and offers her the silver knife.

      Louna looks at it like she would a viper, waiting for it to snap out and bite her. Almost reluctantly, she reaches for it, but her hand stops inches from the blade. She licks her lips and closes her eyes for a moment before, with a firm nod of resolve, she suddenly grabs the blade’s handle.

      For five, and then ten seconds, she simply stares at the silver knife in her hand in awe. Her gaze snaps up to mine, and the Princess grins enthusiastically. “It worked!”

      “That it did,” I tell her with a nervous laugh. “I wasn’t sure it would, to be honest.”

      “I was.” She smiles my way. “We better put this back away before my father and brother come in,” she says and nods to the doorway.

      I glance over, and I can see Manto’s eyes are as big as saucers, but the King… the King, looks excited.

      “Yeah, that might be prudent,” I tell her with a soft chuckle. Doing as instructed, I place the blade back inside the chest, and close its heavy lid. Once the latches are firmly locked down, I wave the King over.

      Almost reluctantly, he comes back in, his gaze switching back and forth between the chest and his daughter. “It worked?”

      “It worked, father,” she tells him with a big grin.

      “Thank the Gods!” The King exclaims in wonder.

      He turns to me. “I want you to bite me next. Hmm. As long as you don’t mind that reaction,” he says, pointing to his daughter and reminding me of what she had gone through.

      When they had heard Louna begin to moan, the King had dragged Manto away from the doorway to who knew where.

      “You men aren’t so lucky,” Elisha tells him with a chuckle. “Men don’t have that reaction.”

      “What do you mean?” the King asks her, puzzled.

      “For you men, it’s not a rush of pure pleasure you feel, but incredible pain,” she explains.

      At the King’s shocked look, Martella laughs. “Don’t look at us. We don’t make the reactions up—women receive pleasure, but men experience terrible pain.” She pauses, getting serious once more. “But even those back in Sanctuary, the males who got it, accepted it. How many times have in your life have you wished you weren’t affected by silver? And what did you swear to yourself you would give up to have such an immunity?”

      Elisha shrugs. “Well, along comes Brandon—well, I guess Sean now as well—who can grant you precisely that, but the process has an odd side effect. Women feel intense sexual pleasure, but men feel intense pain.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair,” Manto says with a scowl.

      “No, but it is what it is,” Martella says with a shrug. “I have a friend who is a werewolf in one of the security forces on Earth. He was bitten, and while he said it hurt—a lot!—but that it was so worth it.”

      Manto looks from the two girls to his sister, and then to me. Finally, he nods reluctantly. “Fine,” he says, lifting his arm and showing his skin on the underside of his forearm, which I notice is the same arm with the large, white puckered leech scar.

      “Manto,” his father barks at him sharply.

      “What, father?” he starts to ask, but then his eyes widen in surprise, when he realizes the King is standing there, with his own arm exposed, having already pushed up his sleeve.

      “Having proven that he can do it, and that it works, I’d ask you to do the same for me, Sean. As King, I will decide who receives it.”

      “Hmm. Actually, Tragmar, and I intend no offense when I say this, but I will decide who will and who won’t get this. One thing I know, having seen Brandon bite some of the guards at our training camp, as well as having experienced it myself, is that this is a life-changing event. I cannot just be giving it away to anyone and everyone.” He sees from my intense gaze, that I will not back down on this.

      I smile, to take the sting out of my words. “If I did, what is the benefit to me? Brandon did it only for those who worked for him, or would be trained by him. I need to hold bestowal of this gift to the same standard.”

      “Now, now, young man. You need not be hasty in your thinking,” the King says. “But, I do agree that you should not be giving this out to just anyone. What,” he asks, taking a seat next to his daughter, “can I offer you to grant this blessing to us? Even if right now, it’s just for my sons and myself, as you already did for my daughter?”

      I sit down as well, with Elisha and Martella flanking me on either side.

      “You have already granted me free passage into the Dungeon of Matlarbar,” I say. “But there isn’t anything else we really need.”

      The King nods at my statement. It speaks well of him that he immediately doesn’t try to offer something else, such as riches and gold. That tells me a lot about him. He looks over at his daughter, who stares back at him sleepily.

      “What if I offer you my daughter’s hand in marriage? Marrying a Princess would be price enough isn’t it?”

      Louna gets a look of anger on her face, but I respond before she can. “Not interested.” Which switches her gaze from her father to mine, with anger being replaced by shock and hurt feelings.

      “It’s not that I’m not interested,” I tell her with a smile, to diffuse some tension. “It’s just that I only recently took Elisha and Martella here as my lovers—and we’ve been working closely together almost every waking moment over a very intense period since Brandon bit me.” I don’t tell him that ‘only recently’ is as of last night, but that isn’t something he needs to know.

      “Is there nothing I can offer you than to change your mind?” the King asks me softly.

      I got to tell him I don’t know, but Elisha taps my arm. I look at her, and she leans in and whispers something that makes me look at her oddly. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” she says with a smile.

      “Hmm. What if…” And here I hold a hand up to stop him from answering automatically. “What if I take your daughter with us, but not as a wife or betrothed, but as a student to this new Magic school?”

      At that, the King frowns. “But she can’t do powerful Magic. Unlike her two brothers and I, she is rather weak in Magic. Her expertise is in melee combat.”

      I smile and tell him. “If what Brandon did worked for these two,” I say, pointing to Elisha and Martella. “I’m pretty sure what I did to Louna was the same. I expect that she now has not only an accelerated affinity with Magic, but also the same abilities as a Vampire and one of the Werefolk.”

      At that, Louna’s eyes get even larger, with her mouth open in shock. “Yes!” she shouts before her father can respond.

      The King looks at me, his daughter, and his son, and finally almost hesitantly, he nods. “I don’t know what I am getting my daughter into, but I hope that with you she will be safe, Sean of the Dragonfolk.”

      “I swear I will give my life to keep her safe,” I tell him with a firm nod.

      The King steps closer and offers his arm, nodding. “I agree, then.”

      And, over the course of the next two hours, I bite both the King, and his son, Manto. To say that it was painful to watch, would be an understatement. After I bit the King, he thrashed about on the floor of the tent, which thankfully was a layer or two of thick carpets, in agony.

      After his father fell unconscious from the pain, Manto had a pale complexion, but still bravely stepped forward. I will give him that; he was no coward. He stuck his arm forward to me willingly, albeit hesitantly.

      And, just like that, we had a new student for Camp X.

      But first, I have to get through this Dungeon of Matlarbar to secure this Sword of Damascus. The more I think about how dangerous the Dungeon will be, the more worried I get. The greatest relief for that worry comes from a surprising source. Before breakfast the next day, Louna announces that she is going to go with us into the Dungeon.

      Before I could even say anything, Martella and Elisha tried to convince her that it would be dangerous, but Louna argued that her martial skills would come in handy. Reluctantly, the girls agreed that it might be a good idea for her to come with us. I, however, was against it, since it would mean another person I’d have to worry about that might get hurt.

      It seemed that I was overruled, three-to-one. Louna was the one who finally convinced me to let her come with us—presenting an argument that I couldn’t refute. She came up to me, looked up, and said, am I combat-ready?

      When I looked at her oddly, she repeated her question, and I said yes, slowly.

      Then, before I knew it, I was defending myself against Louna, who, without warning, attacked me. At first, it was hand-to-hand combat, but then it changed over to her having a dagger in her hand. I barely survived!

      The fight ended when suddenly she had a knife against my throat.

      And while we are good at combat because of the training from Mrs. Lee, I could barely hold my own against the King’s daughter. And now that we are prepping to leave, I can see that her weapons of choice are two short swords that she has over her back, with the two pommels sticking out from her shoulders. If she was that good with a dagger, I’m glad she didn’t take one of those, or both, out of their sheaths.

      I can do little more than sit an watch as the Princess artfully traps her father in a corner of his own logic—after patiently weathering the storm of refusals that come hand in glove with a father’s fierce love. She first gets the King to admit that my saving her from the Wild Magic represents a life debt. She then asks what her responsibilities might be, in order to fulfill such a weighty obligation in an honorable manner befitting the Royal house. Reluctantly, the King admits that keeping me safe—guarding me even with her own life—is the only honorable means to repay a life debt.

      We ended up spending a couple of days with the King at the camp—mostly to give Louna time to heal and time for us to relax and stock up before delving into the Dungeon of Matlarbar. When I told the King what I had in the way of gear to take on the Dungeon, he’d snorted and told me that he was about to allow a potential future son-in-law to enter the Dungeon without proper equipment.

      It seems he still had high hopes of attaching his daughter to me. When I pushed back, insisting that I would only marry a woman I loved, and that his daughter should have the freedom to choose who she wanted to spend her life with, he smiled and said he could still hope. He’d then said, on a more serious note, that it would take a few days to have what was needed sent from the Winter Court’s capital.

      I could not fault the King’s logic; we did kind of come here pretty fast, and we’d had to comprise on the gear. I am only familiar with a few weapons, well only guns, really. However, given that I am about to fight gnolls, trolls, and even Giant Slugs, and that guns do not work in the Underworld, I’ll need more than the three daggers I brought with me. And now that his daughter will be coming with us, I know he won’t send us away with anything less than the best that they have.

      So, we stay at the camp for a bit longer. In the five days before we head out, we spend some time talking to the King and some of his advisers, discussing what they know about the first six levels of the Dungeon of Matlarbar. Most of our time, though, is spent training with spears, under the watchful eye of Louna. She gives us no slack, pushing hard until all three of us reach what she says is a minimal level of proficiency with a spear. In the end, I felt better about this mission, though I remain worried about getting through the lower levels of this Dungeon.

      Tomorrow morning we would depart for the Dungeon. I lay in bed, with Elisha and Martella cuddled up next to me, enjoying the comforts of the camp for one last night. We’d just had another long and physical session of intimacy, where it seemed the two of them were bound and determined to wear me out. After two hours, I was tired but immensely satisfied, and they admitted they’d need more help to wear me out.

      “Are you feeling more confident about tomorrow?” Elisha asks me.

      “Yes,” I tell her, nodding as I leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I am still worried, but I have a better idea now what to expect.”

      “You’ve got this, Sean,” Martella tells me with a beautiful smile. “You’re the strongest person I have ever met—well, other than Brandon. With your new powers, this Dragonkin Hybrid of yours, the training Louna gave us, and even Sophia, I think we should be able to handle ourselves. The King is even sending a few more specialists with us to help with ranged damage and finding traps.”

      “And if not,” Elisha says with a firm nod. “We’ll get stronger and come back to try again.”

      “Hopefully, before any of those MVs explode,” I tell her with a sigh.

      “Before they explode,” Elisha agrees. “Now, enough talk of doom and gloom. I may have to heal my poor vagina tomorrow morning, but I’m up for another round,” she says with a saucy grin.

      I can’t help but laugh. And you know what? I’m so glad Brandon picked me to be his protégé. Even if it’s not quite the same power set that he has. But, I mean, I have my own freaking Dragon!

      Smiling, I look at her and say, “Only if you’re on top this time.”

      “Deal!” she giggles.

      “Me second!” Martella cries, springing up to lower her swollen sex over my face. “I’ll be sore tomorrow, too, but you can kiss it to make it feel better!”
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      “Got everything you need?” I ask Louna the following day.

      She pulled out one of her blades and handed it over for me to inspect with a big grin on her face. It was about three feet long and slim, with an extended grip that would let the sword be wielded one handed, or in both hands. It wasn’t slim like a rapier, but more like a short version of a bastard sword, though much thinner and lighter than I expected. The blades themselves were made of what she called feysteel.

      I had never heard that was a thing until now. Martella and Elisha knew what it was, since they stared at the blade in my hands with awe. It seemed that feysteel was incredibly hard to get and was only, for all intents and purposes, available here in the Underworld.

      It was a metal that was so hard to get that, unless you were royalty apparently, it was unheard of getting enough of it together to make a proper weapon. Neither Elisha nor Martella had ever heard of anything bigger than a dagger being forged from feysteel. The fact that Louna had two blades the size of small bastard swords showed just how rich her family was, and how much the King loved his only daughter.

      When I asked what something like that would cost, Elisha was the one who supplied the answer. She said each blade would be worth, in American dollars, approximately five hundred thousand. To say that my eyes bugged out, knowing that Louna was walking around with a million dollars worth of feysteel on her back was nuts!

      “I also brought healing supplies, in case you need them,” Louna says softly but with a big smile.

      Louna was so excited to be coming that she was a ball of energy. Her brother looked on glumly. He was unhappy that I had refused to request that King permit him to come with us. I was already worried about bringing Louna with us and her being responsible for her safety, and I didn’t want to bring another of the King’s children with us.

      Children, I think with a soft snort, looking down at the beautiful Dark Elf Princess. That most certainly is NOT the body of a child. Right, I need to get my head right—this is not the time or the place for such lecherous thoughts.

      “Good idea. I know we can all heal, but until you learn the spells, you might need to use a potion on yourself if we can’t get to you quick enough,” Elisha tells her with a grin.

      I know there was history between the Dark and Light Elves, but it seemed that the King was sincere when he’d said they would change their ways, so as not to be left behind. When I’d told them that there was cell phone coverage on all three of the Magical worlds, their eyes bugged out. The Dark Elves knew about technology, but it did not work here in the Underworld. It was something that they had spent centuries trying to figure out. Unfortunately, their best technologists and mages still did not understand why technology did not work in the Underworld.

      My phone was proof of that. It was dead now and it wasn’t the battery. I should still have had over forty percent battery life, but when I woke up this morning and looked at it, it was a solid block. Dark. Dead—and I don’t mean because the battery was dead, since I’d charged it fully before we’d crossed over. I had noticed that my phone had lost all connectivity to a signal when I had checked it within minutes of coming here but the screen worked. So it stopped working over time.

      Louna explained that the best their technologists had come up with, was that it had something to do with the Underworld’s Magic. It did not allow any modern technology to work here—modern technology using computers and computer chips had never worked. Never mind thinking about finding an electrical outlet here.

      Another mystery of this new world I find myself in that I will never understand, but I’m good with that. It just meant that when the Dark Elves want to use electronics, they needed to leave the Underworld. The King said they had outposts on Earth that they maintained to do so. I was surprised to learn that they did have Dark Elves living amongst humans—the same as the other Magical folk who lived among humans.

      When I asked what the Dark Elves were involved in on Earth, he’d grinned at me and said espionage. When I looked at him oddly, he said that the Dark Elves have, for hundreds of years, worked in the background to ensure that the humans never knew about the Dark Elves. But also, that Dark Elves tended to work primarily with the seedier side of the human world.

      Just as I’d when I’d learned how vampires typically worked in black markets, the Dark Elves focused on gathering and exposing secrets. Espionage seemed to be a rather lucrative business. Not many humans, it seems, can stop a Dark Elf when they focus on learning something intended to be kept a secret. Interesting.

      “Are you sure you don’t want any of my soldiers to accompany you?” the King says, walking up to me.

      “I am sure, your Maj…” I start to say, but switch to a more familiar tone at his sharp glare. “I mean Tragmar.”

      “Well, just know that my men are available to assist. My son has been pestering me night and day to add him to your party,” and here the King looks off into the distance where his son Manto is leaning against a wall, sulking. “While I am glad you did not take him up on his offer,” the King sighs, “if things go badly, I am willing to send him. He is a powerful Magician.”

      “I know, Tragmar, but I am already worried about watching out for your daughter, Louna. I don’t want to have any other distractions.”

      I keep forgetting how keen Elven ears are, as Louna whips her head around to scowl at me. She’d obviously been listening to my conversation with her father.

      I quickly amended my previous statement, “But a good distraction!”

      “What can you tell me about the journey to the Dungeon?” I ask Tragmar quickly.

      “Nothing much,” he says with a frown. “We keep the pathways open, but only until the first valley. Thereafter, you will need to continue through a forest that should take a couple of hours, followed by a swamp. Normally, the swamp itself is the most challenging part of the trip. There are some monsters there, but all are low level and I am sure the four of you can take them on.” He glances over at his still sulking son. “Watch out for the Blood Leeches.”

      I look at him questioningly. The way he’d said the name sounded like there something special about these creatures, which means that these were not normal your normal leeches.

      I look at Louna, and she nods. “They are nasty. The size of my fist,” she says, holding up her hand and making a fist. “They attach onto any exposed skin and, as the name implies, suck your blood. But it’s incredibly fast, as well as debilitating.”

      The King nods at his daughter’s words. “Even with your regenerative abilities,” he adds, “you might die.”

      “Damn,” I whistle nervously.

      “How do we remove them?” Elisha asks out loud.

      “Fire,” Tragmar says with a grin. “And since each of you can do fire spells, you should be good. Make sure to get them right away, though.”

      “What if we change into our Beast modes?” Martella asks nervously.

      “Hmm,” Tragmar says, putting his hand to his chin. “I’m not sure. I know that a Werefolk’s healing abilities are increased significantly in that form. It might help?” he says, but his tone is uncertain.

      “Well, we can try going across the swamp like that,” I offer.

      “What about Louna?” Elisha says.

      “I can carry her on my back when I am in Werebear form,” Martella offers. “Until she learns to bring out her own Beast.”

      “I have a Beast?!” she suddenly blurts out.

      “Of course,” I tell her with a chuckle. “You should be like these girls now—able to do much stronger Magic, feed off stamina and strong emotions like a vampire, and have access to both a Hybrid and a Beast form like the Werefolk. We just haven’t had a chance to walk you through it all yet, so we have no clue what beast you might be. Brandon’s Elven wife, Silvana—the wife of the Silver Magi—is a Werefox.”

      “Wow!” Louna breathes softly, her eyes as big as saucers.

      “Now, if we are ready to go?” I ask everyone.

      “Come on,” Louna says with a firm nod, focusing back on the present. “I know the way to the swamps. I have never been to this Dungeon of Matlarbar, but father explained the route last night—while you three were… busy,” she says with a smirk, looking between Elisha, Martella, and myself.

      Oh shit, I think with a laugh. I’d thought we had been quiet. Guess not, or someone had come to my door when we’d been joined together in a glorious tangle of bodies. Looking at the Dark Elf, it’s too bad she had not knocked. I would not have shooed her away, little Sean pitches in.

      Elisha slaps my arm with a laugh. “Focus!”

      Grinning her, I nod to Louna, and say, “I am!”

      “I’m sorry my wife and Louna’s stepmother could not be here to see you all off. She had urgent matters to take care of this morning. Please take care of my daughter,” he says, looking at me pointedly.

      “I will, Tragmar. I swear I will do whatever I can to protect Louna—the same as I would for Elisha or Martella.”

      He nods, clasping my forearm.

      Once we take our leave, we head into the forest. I look up into the sky with a frown, and while it was bright as day, there is no sun in the sky. It is like a really overcast, cloudy day.

      “Louna,” I ask her back as she is taking point, “How come there is no sun in the sky?”

      Louna looks up at the clouds and then back at me. “Because in the Underworld, there is no sun. We have daytime and nighttime, but this is as bright as it will get. Actually, it’s pretty bright out, compared to the past couple of days. We Dark Elves, who have lived in the Underworld the longest, still have no idea why that is—the lack of a sun, I mean. We think it’s because this is not truly a planet, but some alternate universe. Or at least a portion of one,” she says with a shrug, turning back to the pathway before us. “We have never been able to verify it.”

      “How long does a day run here?” Martella asks her.

      “We had someone, ages ago, bring back an hourglass, and our research demonstrates that it is pretty much an even split—twelve hours of daylight followed by twelve hours of night. It seems to be an approximation of what happens on the surface,” she says.

      “How long will it take us to get to this Dungeon of Matlarbar?” I ask her.

      “We will be walking in these woods for a number of hours... maybe four? And then we have the swamp to traverse, which should take us another four hours. Though,” and here she looks a bit nervous, “that’s assuming we don’t run into any trouble.”

      At this comment, I look around us, as if expecting something to jump out at us. After half a minute of carefully peering into the shadows that border the path and nothing jumping out at us, I focus back on the trail directly in front of me. Which just so happens to include Louna in my field of view.

      I can’t help myself, focusing on her heart-shaped, leather clad ass. I hear a chuckle from beside me, and looking down to my left, find Elisha is grinning up at me. She nods at Louna’s back and whispers. “She was offered to you.”

      I sigh and nod. “I know,” I whisper back.

      I have two extraordinary Elves as lovers—could I handle a third? I worry that I might already have bitten off too much, though my eyes still wander back to that slightly swaying tight ass in front of me. You shouldn’t have any regrets, Sean, I think to myself.

      Even if she is a hot, Dark Elf, I wonder, the daughter of a King?
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      With luck, we make it to the swamp without incident. What can I say about the swamp? Well, for one, it can suck my fucking left testicle. No wait, that fucking Blood Leech I had on me already did. We had transitioned from forest to swamp gradually, but the first water hole I fell into I felt a stabbing pain in my groin.

      I have never taken my pants off so fast, and in front of people, than I did right there and then. Once I had, we all stared in horror at what I found. One of those Blood Leeches was firmly attached to my scrotum. I started to freak out, but Elisha came over quickly and, without missing a beat, grabbed my balls in her hand, and I felt a sudden flash of heat down there.

      And just in time, apparently, as I was starting already feeling light-headed. I had to assume from this thing sucking my blood. Jesus, it worked fast!

      The King forgot to mention, that while fire kills the Blood Leeches, it also makes them explode. Elisha and myself washed off the chunks of leech and most likely my own blood in a shallow—thankfully Leech-free—puddle, trying to get clean.

      “Gods,” Elisha mutters. “We need to try Beast mode to see if we can avoid those things.”

      “I’m one hundred percent on board with that,” Martella says, shuddering with a look of revulsion on her face as she gazes out over the swamp.

      “All right,” I say, nodding. “Let’s transform. Louna, you can ride on top of Martella once she has transformed.”

      Louna nods at me, but I can tell she is grossed out by the blood and gore as well. Or at least I hope that’s what it is, and not having seen me naked.

      Suddenly, there’s a large grizzly bear and a wolf next to me. I do the same and reach down and bring out my Hybrid form. The pain this time is still intense, but at least it is quick. Within seconds I stand next to Elisha’s and Martella’s beast forms, though now I am much taller and with scales. I look like a walking Dragon.

      I study my arm, tracing one surprisingly long claw across the scales that are there. Damn, this might help against the Blood Leeches. If they can’t attach to me, they can’t suck my blood, right? Other than when I changed to attack Manto, this is the only time I have transformed into my Dragonfolk form. At least that is what the King had called it.

      I look over, and see Louna is already sitting atop Martella’s broad back, with two handfuls of fur. Elisha is next to me, in her wolf form.

      “All right,” I say and notice again how much deeper my voice has gotten, “Louna, you will need to guide Martella, with the two of you taking point.”

      “Got it,” she says as she bends forward, pointing and whispering something to Martella.

      Martella nods and looks our way. “Good to go?”

      “Lead on!” I tell her with a draconic grin.

      “Eww,” Elisha says as we follow the pair. “Best if you don’t smile in that form,” she says, barking a laugh from her wolf’s head. “You look scary as shit.”

      “Good to know for when I need to scare people,” I tell her with a chuckle.

      So, for the next hour, we plow through the swamp. In my Dragonfolk Hybrid form, I didn’t feel any more bites. At one point, Martella had felt a sharp pain on her front leg, and we’d all stopped as soon as we found a bit of a hillock out of the wet and muck. Bending down to examine her leg, I noticed that while she had a bloody bite above her front paw, it was healing quickly because of her being in her Beast form.

      Elisha had felt a bite on her flank as well, but that was it. She noticed a brief moment of dizziness that quickly passed. So now, we knew the Blood Leaches could bite us in these forms, but apparently they didn’t stay on for long. And thankfully, our Were constitutions were up to the task of healing us fast enough for it not to be a real threat.

      We were walking in a relatively dry patch in the swamp, when without warning, I’m bowled over and end up flying sideways. I immediately flung my hands up in front of my face to stop whatever was attacking me from biting my face. I felt pressure but no pain on my arm, looking up to see that some hairy monster—with lots of fur, a large snout, and plenty of teeth—that had its jaws locked around my arm.

      Moving my legs until they are under it, with a heave, I kick it away from me. My kick had sent it a good ten feet out into the muck. Faster than it can scramble upright, I am back up on my feet, studying… whatever it is. The thing hunkers down on all fours, ready to lunge at me again. It was like nothing I had ever seen before.

      “It’s a Wildbeast!” shouts Louna.

      “A what?” I hear Elisha shout.

      “A Wildbeast! It lives here in the swamps.”

      I look at the Wildbeast in question. It looked like a bizarre cross between a hyena and a wolf, if someone had then smashed the mass of a bull into its DNA.

      The thing slowly starts to pace around me, looking for another chance to attack. Oddly enough, it leaves the girls alone—paying them no mind. Maybe I seemed to be the biggest threat to it? Faster than expected, the thing rushes me and jumps at my face.

      I try to smash my doubled fists down on top its head as it approaches, but at the last second, it jerks its head away to avoid my smashing blow and, with a snarl, jumps back. Looking into its eyes, I don’t see any intelligence, but I do see cunning.

      “How do we kill it?” I ask Louna quickly.

      “I’m not sure. Typically, it takes four or five well-armed warriors to take one down. They are incredibly quick, and their bite is so powerful it can take an arm off.”

      Shit, good to know. Though it had tried to bite me, but I’d felt only pressure. Was that because of my Dragonfolk Hybrid’s skin was essentially a dragon’s scales? Deciding not to wait for it to come at me again, I unsheathe my dagger from my side and rush the prowling Wildbeast.

      Whatever it had expected me to do, suddenly charging it had not been a consideration and it scrambles back, trying to move out of the way. But I was much faster in this form and the point of my dagger slams upwards under its jaw. With a wet squelch, my blade breaks through the roof of its wide mouth into its skull and I twist the blade, scrambling its brains.

      It dies so quickly, that I am not prepared when its weight suddenly falls forward onto my hand. I am pulled down, my hand still clutched around my dagger, as its heavy body collapses onto me. Down in the mud, with what I am sure is over a thousand pounds of carcass atop me, I struggle to push it off. Hearing a noise, I look up and see Martella, with Louna still on her back, standing next to Elisha in her wolf form. All three are looking down at me.

      “Need help?” Elisha asks, tongue lolling out of her wolf’s head in a lupine laugh.

      With a grunt, I say, “No, I’ve got this. Keep an eye out in case another one attacks.”

      She nods, and her gaze turns to sweep the area around us. Martella and Louna turn to do the same.

      “Shit,” Elisha utters.

      “Crap!” Louna cries.

      With a twist and a final heave, I finally get the bulk of the dead Wildbeast off of me, and stand to look at whatever has upset Elisha. What she is staring at makes my stomach drop. A host of Wildbeasts have us surrounded. By the time I am done, I count eleven more of them. Looking down at the one I’d killed, I see that it was bigger than the rest of them. The others, while big, were at least a hundred pounds or more smaller than the alpha I’d taken down.

      “What should we do?” I ask quietly. “Run?”

      “No.” Louna shakes her head. “We wouldn’t make it very far,” she says nervously.

      Crap. Now what? How are we going to get out of here? We haven’t even reached the fucking Dungeon yet, and I’d promised to keep Louna safe? I can’t even keep her safe in the swamps!

      I look at all the Wildbeasts. Can I use a spell here? I mean, I can use fireballs, but would that kill them? I look down at the size of the one that I took out, realizing it will need to be one hell of a big fireball. I only killed this one because I’d shoved my dagger through its brain.

      “Ideas?” I ask around.

      “What about fire?” Elisha offers.

      “I considered that, but I can only call up so many fireballs at once. I would get taken down by the others before getting a full cast off.”

      “What about that spell you were experimenting with?” Martella asks me.

      “That’s little more than theory, really,” I tell her with a sigh. “I haven’t had time to work out all the kinks.”

      “What spell?” Louna asks, turning around to look at me.

      “Sean has been working on a new spell. It seems that Brandon, the Silver Magi, often did the same thing—creating new spells. Sean seems to have a similar ability. He was working on a new spell.”

      Louna looks back at the Wildbeasts. “Will it get us out of this?”

      I consider all eleven Wildbeasts before I answer her. “I’m not sure. The spell combines fire and water to power super heated water pellets with the resulting steam—but it’s still experimental. I can make combine flame and water easily enough, though it takes some focus.” I frown, having succeeded less than a third of the time when I’d tried it out.

      “When it works, the spell fires off super hot water pellets and when that water hits its target, it’s going so fast—almost supersonic—that it punches through plate steel. Unfortunately, I haven’t had time to practice it much and whether or not it works is still hit or miss.”

      Louna looks around at all the Wildbeasts and then back at me. “Now might be a good time to test it, because otherwise we are going to die.”

      “She’s right,” Elisha agrees. “Think if we keep them busy, you can try that spell of yours?”

      I look around once more and think to myself, can I do it? It would mean letting the girls take the initial brunt of damage from the Wildbeasts, so I can focus enough for the spell to kill the entire pack.

      “Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” I tell them with a firm nod. “if you girls can keep them off of me, I can take them down. I’ll need a good half minute for each casting.”

      “You will get it,” Elisha says, suddenly transforming into her Hybrid Werewolf form. Martella, on the other hand, stays in her grizzly form, with Louna on her back. Louna draws one of her swords from her back, the other tangled in Martella’s fur so she doesn’t fall off.

      “Right,” I say, dropping down to one knee, “let me get one ready before you attack.”

      All three girls nod, not looking away from the snarling Wildbeasts.

      I focus on the spell, visualizing a glob of water in mind but then add fire to it, to make it super hot. This is what makes my new spell different from the norm—most spells only use a single component. Mine combines two elements.

      Between my hands, I watch as the spinning ball of water suddenly changes shape. It elongates, stretching into a thick needle of bubbling water as long as a dagger. But then a thought occurs to me. Why am I only doing one of these at a time?

      I decide to see if I can add a second steam ball, and slowly, almost sluggishly, it comes into existence between my hands, next to the first one. It slowly starts to change its shape as well, stretching out until I have two exact replicas. Long, bubbling water needles, but I can see the waves of heat coming off of them.

      Quickly, so I don’t lose control of the spell, I lift my head and identify my first two targets. I see that there are two larger Wildbeasts who keep padding forward, edging closer to us. I focus on those two, sending the steam needles blasting off into their targets.

      With a supersonic boom that I knew was coming and expected, the two empowered superheated needles of steam leave the space between my palms. It happens so fast, I did not see them hit their targets. When I look at the two Wildbeasts in question, they have pink sprays of mist exploding out the back of their heads.

      “Yes!” I shout suddenly.

      “Two down!” Elisha cries. “Go!” And just like that, the three girls are in the fight.

      Right, my spells. I refocus on my spells, and within twenty seconds, another two Wildbeasts… no shit… only one more is dead. Fuck, I missed one. It jerked its head sideways at the last second, so it only got a nasty looking burn along its neck and shoulder.

      But I need not have worried, as, without the Wildbeast seeing her approach, Elisha slams into it in her Half-hybrid form, her claws raking along its neck, all but taking its head off. That one was out of the fight.

      I look over quickly to check on how Louna is fairing, but I need not have worried. She and Martella rampage through the Wildbeasts, hacking, chopping, and smashing—Martella with her large grizzly claws and Louna with her blade.

      The entire fight takes all of five minutes if that. When the last Wildbeast goes down, I look around quickly to make sure nothing else is sneaking up on us. That’s when I notice that I’m breathing hard, as if I’d just run a race. What in the hell?

      I slump down to my knees, trying to catch my breath.

      “Are you all right?” Elisha asks, coming over to me and looking down, back in her full wolf beast form.

      “Yeah,” I tell her. “I’m not sure why, but it feels like I just ran a marathon.”

      “I would say it’s most like from the amount of power you just used,” she replies. “I’ve heard that if you use a lot of magic all at once, it feels like running a race. And you did just use multiple castings of a pretty strong spell.” She shakes her shaggy head. “You used two elements at once—and in a new spell, on top of all that.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. Let’s take a breather for a bit, and then we can get going again. I’m not sure sticking around here where there might be more of these things is such a good idea,” I say.

      “Yes. All this blood will attract other monsters,” Louna supplies.

      I look around at the twelve dead Wildbeasts. “Are there bigger things out there than this?”

      “Oh yes,” Louna nods emphatically.

      “Great!” I mutter with a scowl. Three minutes later, my chest isn’t pumping like a bellows, so I get up with a grunt. “All right, let’s get going. I can rest later.”
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      “How in the fuck did they get here?” I ask, swearing my head off.

      What I meant by ‘they’, are the two humans I can see in the distance. I can tell from here that they are not Dark Elves, or even Light Elves. In front of the large wooden door leading into a cave that I suspect is the entrance to the Dungeon, are two humans in green combat fatigues.

      The door itself is massive. Looking at it, I can imagine Dwarves building their underground lair behind it. Or that is what I imagine them doing, from the books I have read. The door has a large lock on it that I could see from here, which is still closed and locked.

      The lock itself is the size of a dinner plate, but at least half a foot thick. The door was a good twenty feet high and fifteen feet wide. And the two doors were engraved with all sorts of beasts and monsters, from a proud stag to what can only be the Loch Ness Monster.

      “Why are there humans here?” Louna growls quietly beside me.

      “I’m not sure. Though, if Magic is required to access the portal to the Underworld, these are likely MVs—just like the one that wounded you,” Elisha says softly.

      We had told Louna about what was going on Earth with the MVs, and to say she was appalled was an understatement.

      “How the hell did they know about this place, though?” I state the obvious.

      “Maybe Johnny knew about the Sword of Damascus?” Martella offers.

      “Crap, and you think that he told them about this place, and that is why those two are here? To make sure we don’t get it?”

      “It would make sense,” Elisha says, “to remove something from play that can take you out.”

      “Shit. So now we need to go through them, first, and we don’t even know how strong they are.”

      “Now is a good time to find out, when there are only two of them,” Martella offers.

      “All right. You three take on the one on the left, and I will take the one on the right. Let me get my spell ready, first, though,” I tell them.

      Nodding, we set up our plan. I will attack first, taking out one with my new spell, which I had decided to call Steam Needle. It was a stupid name, but I sucked at naming things.

      My foster family would never allow me to name our pets, since I always came up with stupid names. I once wanted to name a dog Spot, because… well, he had spots. Then we had a cat who I wanted to name Stripes—you guessed it, because she had stripes. See where this is going? For now, this spell was going to have to be Steam Needle.

      Looking at the two humans, we watch them as they move around their campsite. They have a tent set up and even a fire going. They are both young men, I would say in their mid to late twenties. One is tall with a beard, but is bald. The other is clean-shaven with long black hair. Both wear what looks like standard military issues combat fatigues. They even have combat boots on. Are they military, or just wannabes?

      “Ready?” I whisper to the girls.

      They nod, so I focus on my new spell, Steam Needle. I imagine just one boiling globe of water building between my palms, since I am only taking on one target. Then, once the spell has built up enough, with a grunt I let the spell fly. At the same time, Louna, Martella, and Elisha all rush the guy on the left.

      But then I get a shock. The man on the right, who I had targeted, suddenly looks up, lifting his hand. In front of him, the air grows hazy, and my Steam Needle slams into whatever shield he pulled up. My spell pushes him back a good foot or two, his boots leaving a channel in the dirt, but that’s it. Hearing the noise the girls make as they charge, the guy on the left lifts his bald head, and then pulls a machete from a bag down at his feet.

      “My oh my. What do we have here?” says the bearded man with a big grin.

      Louna suddenly jumps ahead of the two girls and slams both of her swords down at him, which should have been an instant kill, but instead, she ends up having to dance back quickly as the man somehow stops both her swords with his machete and even manages to counterattack. She jumped back just in time—otherwise, she would have been decapitated.

      “Are you one of those Dark Elves we were warned about? You don’t seem all that powerful.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” the other man tells him with a chuckle. “I barely stopped that spell of his,” he says, nodding to me. And then he tilts his head to the side, looking at me oddly. “Though he doesn’t look like a Dark Elf.”

      The bearded man suddenly springs backwards away from his bag and the fire as Martella, in her Hybrid were bear form, slams both her hand, long claws extended, down where he had been. The other guy’s foot kicks out, sending Martella goes flying a good ten feet.

      What in the hell? How is the battle turning so fast against us?

      “We were told we might have company,” he says. “Though, I’m not sure what you are.”

      “And please,” the bearded man says from several feet away where he landed, “don’t say ‘your worst nightmare’.”

      I close my mouth, because that was precisely what I was going to respond with. Maybe it was being a little cocky, but I’d been called out on it before I could even say it.

      Elisha had snuck up on the bearded man, but before she can even land a blow, he spins around much faster than I expected and kicks out. Elisha’s Hybrid were wolf form goes flying, landing in a heap at least fifteen feet away.

      “Nuhuh,” he says, wagging his finger at her. “Can’t have you sneaking up on us like that.”

      “Just kill them,” the clean-shaven man says with a sigh. “We still need to figure out a way to get into that damn Dungeon.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t allow that,” I growl at him.

      “What army is going to stop us?” the bearded one says with a grin, looking from Martella to Elisha, who are both down.

      I look at Louna, and she shakes her head slightly, letting me know that she can’t take them.

      I lift my hand and, faster than I have ever cast a spell before, I throw a fireball spell at the bearded man. Just as the other did before, though, a disturbance in the air in front of him quickly appears. My fireball slams into it and dissipates.

      What in the actual fuck?

      The bearded man grins at me and lifts his hand, and suddenly I am the one on the defensive, as a fireball comes shooting my way. Barely in time, I call up a Shield spell, and my spell intercepts it. But unlike where my fireball simply dissipated into nothing against his shield, his fireball spell doesn’t do that against mine.

      The resulting explosion sends me flying a good twenty feet before I’m able to get my feet back under me and look up. What in the bloody hell… are they stronger than me? The two men just grin, staring at me. The bearded guy even cracks his knuckles.

      Shit.

      How the hell am I going to take these two on? Hell, never mind the seventeen others. No, wait, that number should be lower, since Manto said they’d killed four of the fuckers. So that would mean, if I somehow figure out how to put these two down, I still need to take on another thirteen assholes like this?

      How in the hell are we going to do, that when four of us can’t take out two of them!

      Elisha is back in the fight. She’d come running when I went flying and was now helping me back up onto my feet.

      “You all right?” I ask her.

      “Yes,” she says in pain, but I notice she is helping me up with only one arm, the other hanging loosely at her side. “I think he broke my arm with that kick.”

      I’m not sure we can take these two on. Fucking hell, no one ever said they would be this strong and powerful. Could it be the Wild Magic in them?

      “Wild Magic!” I scream suddenly. “Sophia!!”

      “Yes?” she answers me in a sleepy voice.

      “I need your help! There are two bad men out here, but they are kicking our asses. I think they have Wild Magic in them. Are you hungry?”

      “Wild Magic?” she says, her voice stronger and her tone curious.

      Then, without warning, the blue ball that is Sophia pops out of my chest. Her blue energy flows out of me and floats before us.

      “Whoa! What the fuck?” one of the men suddenly shouts.

      Sophia’s small blue ball of energy turns towards the men, and she says, “Oh, food!”

      But then we all get a surprise, as Sophia begins to grow in size in front of me, until I can’t see the two men. I look up and stare up in amazement. Elisha, next to me, also looks up, her mouth agape.

      By the time Sophia has stopped growing, she is the size of a double-decker bus. Add on a long blue neck, and… well, you get the idea. She was still blue, though. But this time, she isn’t a faint, ghostly blue because of her energy; she’s blue because she is somehow solid and has blue scales.

      Elisha grabs my arm and drags me back, so we aren’t accidentally squashed by the growing Sophia growing and so that we can see the two men.

      They are both staring up at her in shock. Suddenly, the bearded guy’s hand comes around and a fireball streaks across the space between them, hitting Sophia in the snout. But, what I’m sure we all expected to happen… didn’t.

      I’d expected the fireball to slam into her draconic head and to hear her groan in pain. But instead, she opens her mouth and simply gulps down the fireball.

      “Wow,” Elisha whispers from beside me, staring up at Sophia.

      “Can I eat them?” Sophia asks me.

      Hesitant about what she can or can’t do, I reply, “Hmm... sure?”

      “Yay!” she cries, and before anyone can react, her neck snaps forward and she engulfs the top half of the bearded guy before chomping down. When she pulls back, all there is left of the bearded guy, are the bloody stumps of his legs.

      The other man quickly lifts both hands, and fireball after fireball slams into Sophia’s snout. But, instead of smashing into her and exploding, she somehow absorbs them. The entire time, Sophia just sits there, chewing on her snack until she lifts her head, stretching it up on that long, blue neck. And from the side and a little behind her, I see the movement of her neck muscles as the man’s torso goes down her gullet.

      The entire time, the clean-shaven man keeps firing fireball after fireball at her. Finally realizing that it isn’t doing any damage, he abruptly turns and starts firing them at me and Elisha. Maybe he thinks I am somehow controlling Sophia? But, before the fireballs can hit us, Sophia’s large tail suddenly whips around over our heads, slamming down in front of us to block the fireballs, which get absorbed.

      Then, she swings her hips, slamming her tail into the clean-shaven man. He goes flying across the field, slamming into the two large wooden doors. I am pleased to see that Sophia killed two birds with one stone. Not only did her tail strike kill the second MV instantly, but it also broke the lock that was on the door. He’d slammed into it so hard, that the dinner sized lock busted free from its hasp.

      Though, the smear of blood, guts, and I’m not sure I really want to know what else, ends up smeared all over the lock and most of the door.

      “I’m not cleaning that up,” Elisha says, disgust evident in her voice.

      “I’m not either,” Martella says vehemently.

      I look over at Louna and she sighs.

      “Fine, I’ll take the lock off,” she says, walking towards the doors, giving Sophia a wide berth.

      “When were you going to tell me you had a freaking Dragon?” she mutters as slips past us.

      “Now?” I tell her with a grin.

      “How the hell did your brother kill four of these?” Martella asks Louna.

      “I’m not sure, but I can tell you the ones my brother fought were not nearly as strong as these two.”

      “Yeah,” I say with a sigh. “I would say these guys must have been in the first batch that Johnny turned. Did they have a lot of magic in them?” I ask Sophia, looking up at her.

      “Yes,” she says with a happy croon. “He had a lot of Life Magic.”

      “Shit, yeah. Sophia just said that the one she ate had a lot of Life Magic. I would say that he had likely been feeding off human souls for a while.” Crap! I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I had hoped to question one of them.”

      “What are we going to do, Sean? If these are any indication of how powerful these MVs will get, we are in for a world of hurt, as you humans like to say,” Elisha tells me.

      Sitting down on the ground, I sigh again. “Yeah. I didn’t expect these MVs to be this strong. The four of us barely even touched the two here. I had to call for back up by way of Sophia here. But I can’t expect Sophia to fight each and every single one of them. While yes, we’ll need her to take their Wild Magic out of them before they explode, we need to be able to fight them ourselves, as well.”

      Martella groans as she sits down next to me. I see she is back in her Light Elf form.

      “Anything broken?” I ask her.

      “I think a rib or three,” she says, wincing.

      “Let’s get you two healed up,” I say, and I stand to do exactly that. Within ten minutes, both girls sigh in relief, as Martella’s broken ribs are healed, and Elisha’s broken arm is fixed up.

      The entire time, Louna had watched over us, with both of swords out, just in case we got attacked.

      I look at Sophia, who had laid her head down, and was napping, a dozen feet from me.

      “Do you need anything, Sophia?” I ask her softly.

      She opens one of her eyes, which is the size of a silver platter, before she stretches her neck up and then looks back down at me. “No, I am good. Though tired again. I need to process all that Wild Magic,” she replies out loud, her voice loud echoing across the clearing in her large form. “I will need to sleep for the night.”

      “Do what you need. Do you need to come back inside me, or are you going to stay out here in that form?”

      “In this form, I will just sleep right here.”

      “You do that,” I tell her. “I guess we should find a spot for us to camp until tomorrow. We can take on the Dungeon of Matlarbar,” I tell the girls.

      And, licking our wounds, we move a good fifty feet away from the door and the meaty stain that is on it, and I pitch each of the two legs still standing upright in their boots somehow, next to the fire and the MVs tent.
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        * * *

      

      “What now?” Martella asks me, looking up into the night sky—or what constitutes a night sky here in the Underworld.

      “I would say we need to get stronger, and I honestly hope that the Dungeon will help us do that. But something tells me, that after taking on just these two, we need to get that damn Sword so we can track down the others before they consume too many more souls.”

      We were all on the ground around a new fire we had set up, and were licking our wounds, as the saying goes. Tomorrow would be our first foray into the Dungeon. While we had plenty of information on the first six levels, the remaining fourteen we would need to traverse, we knew nothing about. But even then, if we’d had so much trouble taking down these two MVs, what would we find waiting for us inside the Dungeon’s lower levels?

      Leaning back against a large rock, I had Elisha curled into my left side, with Martella in between my outstretched legs leaning back against my chest. It was cold here at night, so even Louna was leaning against me, on my right side. She was a soft reminder that her father had offered her hand to me in marriage—and I had said no.

      But damn, she was soft and warm. She grabbed my arm and pulled it into her chest. And I don’t mean on her chest—I mean she cupped my hand around one of her full breasts. When she’d done that, Martella and Elisha had both grinned at her.

      What was I getting myself into?

      Whatever it was, I’m pretty sure it put a smile on my face. I wasn’t sure what to do, to be honest. but figured I’d let things play out and see where they go.

      Turning to me, Elisha whispered softly in my ear, “We can leave you and Louna alone, if you want?”

      Martella must have heard her, too, since she nods.

      “Or,” Louna blurts out suddenly, pulling back to look at me with a smile, “we can all have a little fun.”

      The three of us turn to look at Louna in surprise.

      “We Dark Elves have amazing hearing,” she says with a huge grin.

      I look at Martella and Elisha, and see that they each have big grins on their faces now, too. And so, for the next four hours, instead of getting the sleep we need, we end up sharing and enjoying each other’s company and bodies.

      You’d think that having sex less than a hundred feet from where two men had died might have been something of a deterrent, but have you ever had two sexy Light Elves and one sexy Dark Elf bare their lithe naked bodies before you? I didn’t think so. And trust me, what happened to those two assholes never once crossed my mind.

      With nighttime here and all three girls asleep around or on me in one form or another, I considered tomorrow’s descent into the Dungeon of Matlarbar to retrieve this damn Sword of Damascus. Would it be enough? I guess we would find out because we need to become more powerful to take on these Mutant Vampires. I seriously hope that this side trip is enough for what we need to fight these MVs.

      I look up at Sophia with a smile. She was still where we’d left her, sprawled across the far side of the clearing.

      “Are you sure you can keep watch tonight?” I ask her quietly through our connection.

      “Yes,” she says, opening one of her large Dragon eyes to peer at me. “I can still watch over you. Sleep. Tomorrow, you four have quite the adventure waiting for you.”

      With some concern, I ask, “You aren’t coming with us?”

      Her head turns to regard the massive doors, and she nods. “Yes, I’ll be with you. Though I might be useless for the first couple of levels, at least until I can process the rest of this energy.”

      “When were you going to tell me you could take this amazing, large Dragon form?” I ask her.

      “Seeing as I didn’t know I could take it, until I suddenly needed to?” she says with a giggle. “I’m not sure.”

      “Fair enough,” I tell her with a chuckle. “Good night, Sophia.”

      “Good night, master,” she replies, laying her massive head back down and closing her eyes.
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      “Alexander, I need you to go back there and fix that leak in the bathroom,” yells my manager from behind the counter as I walk into the store.

      Fuck, I hate it when he calls me by my full name. While my given name might be Alexander, I prefer Alex. And why the Hell am I fixing a leak? I’m a clerk. Ever since I told him my father was a renovation expert before he passed away from cancer, he’s decided that somehow his skills had been passed down to me.

      “Joshua,” I tell him patiently. “You know that I tried to fix it last week, and it didn’t work. Man, you need to call a plumber.”

      “I don’t have that kind of money!” Joshua says with a grimace as I walk up to him. “Can you look at it please?” he begs me.

      Technically, I don’t start for another hour. I came in early to get away from the quiet at home, and the empty fridge. My mother, bless her soul, works 70-hour weeks at the hospital as a nurse. I barely get to see her. But this week has been worse than usual. She never even got a chance to do her weekly grocery run, and I’m not allowed to do it for her since I only pick up junk food.

      I had come into work early to grab a drink and a pre-made sandwich and start reading one of the new fantasy books that one of the authors I follow had put out.

      I say with a sigh, “Sure. But the sandwich is free.”

      “Deal!” he shouts to my retreating back. “But only if you can fix it.” I stop, turn around and simply look at him. “Fine! It’s free,” he says gloomily.

      I grab a drink and one of the pre-made egg salad sandwiches out of the cooler and head to the back of the store through a door that says ‘staff only’ on it.

      Once on the other side, I open the drink, take a sip, and put it on the staff table. Beside the table are a couple of old torn up leather chairs that are a weird shade of putrid green but are comfortable as fuck, even with the duct tape that’s there to keep the tears from getting bigger. I open the package for the sandwich and I devour the first half and set it next to the drink.

      I place my bag on the chair and taking my sweatshirt off, sigh, and head to the bathroom in the back. The leak in question is coming from the water pipe, thank God, and not the sewer pipe.

      Once I get to the bathroom, I pause to look at myself in the mirror that’s above the sink, next to the toilet. God, I look like shit. I’m only 26, but I am already starting to let myself go and I look much older. The tire around my waist has gotten bigger, and my work shirt has gotten visibly tighter.

      The goatee I started growing two years ago is still there, but you would think I only started it last month. It looks so pathetic. I am sure a 12-year-old could grow a better one. But I keep it there, hoping it will somehow miraculously explode in growth one day miraculously. My receding hairline isn’t helping either. Nor do my eyes that are puffy from lack of sleep. I was up all night playing my addiction; the online game I had been playing for the last three years. To me, it was an escape from my shitty life. In it, I could pretend to be Juxar, the wizard.

      I give myself a wan smile in the mirror and bend down and look at the pipe. There is a bucket underneath it to catch the dripping water that is leaking from the joint. Last time I had tried to use some kind of plumbing tape, but it didn’t help, I guess. I look around, and I see Joshua’s store toolbox sitting next to the wall.

      I open it and look to see if the monkey wrench is there. Yep. I turn off the main water to the sink, I remove the offending cable pipe and look at it. The white plumber’s tape is still there, but it’s useful as shit. Fuck, why the Hell Joshua doesn’t simply call a plumber is beyond me. The guy keeps saying he doesn’t have money, but he does. He owns fourteen of these stores. This one so happens to be the one closest to his house, which is why he comes to work here.

      Using my nail, I remove the white tape and grab a fresh roll of it from the toolbox. Maybe I had put it on wrong? I mean, is there a wrong way? I slowly wrap more tape around the pipe and then look at my handy work when I’m done. It looks like it’s on differently. Maybe the angle you use when you do it makes a difference? Shrugging, I put the pipe back together and use the monkey wrench to make sure it’s on tightly, but not enough to crack the breakable plastic ring surrounding it.

      I turn on the main water slowly, and watch to see if there are any drips. Although, last time there weren’t any either, so I might not find out ’til next week that yet again, the pipe is leaking.

      I watch it for five minutes, with my mind admittedly going back to the Quest I did last night, which is the reason I am so tired today, and I don’t see any leaking.

      I had found a Questline that no one else had found. I even checked the wiki to make sure—nothing on the site about it. So I ended up staying up late to finish it before anyone else could, taking down details about it, so I could write up a walkthrough about it later for the wiki and stamp my name on the page.

      I wash my hands clean from the germs I am sure are all over the place in here, using liberal amounts of soap and hot water until they are red and almost raw from the scrubbing. At least I know this bathroom gets cleaned weekly, as I am the one who does it. Once I’m done, I head back to my food that’s waiting for me at the staff table. I sit down and finish the other half of my sandwich and my drink, and take my book out of my bag.

      Ah, come to me, oh words of wisdom. I glance at my watch, I have forty minutes before I need to start my shift. Sweet, I think to myself. I open the book to my bookmark, which is a hot Elf girl that is mostly naked, other than the bikini she is wearing. Yeah, I know. What would a fantasy Elf girl be doing wearing a bikini? Who cares!

      To make sure I don’t get too engrossed in my book and lose time, I take my smartphone out and set the alarm for five minutes before my shift starts. Joshua hates leaving late to go home to supper with his kids and wife.
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      I get pulled out of my book with a shock and stare at my phone like it is something evil. Fuck, I had just gotten to a good part of the story. As much as I want to stay and read it, I know Joshua. He docks me an hour’s pay if I am even a minute late. I learned that the hard way when I started working for him five years ago after dropping out of college. That’s right, five years. That’s part of the reason I am able to work the evening shift instead of the night shift. I have the seniority, and also Joshua likes me, even though he keeps saying I could do so much better with my life than work for him. I just shake my head and tell him I am doing exactly what I want to be doing.

      The day staff hate working with Joshua. The night staff, well, Joshua’s older brother has dibs on that shift. I put my garbage in the waste container next to the table, throwing my bottle into the blue recycle bin that I knew Joshua’s brother will end up dumping into the wastebasket anyhow. I get up and stretch, stiff from sitting down without moving for so long, and place my bookmark into my book, before putting the book inside my bag. I walk over to the set of four lockers, I set my bag in one of them and close the door, placing my thumbprint on it to lock it.

      One thing that Joshua was willing to splurge on was these lockers. He said he got them at a discount, but the staff didn’t care since they were so damn cool. No keys, no combination to remember. Just your thumbprint, I think with a grin.

      Heading to the front of the store, I walk through the door and stop dead in my tracks. There is a man in front of the counter, but he isn’t buying shit. He has a gun in his hand, and it’s pointed at Joshua. The man has a ski mask over his face, and he suddenly turns towards me, with the handgun tracking my way.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout at him, putting my hands up.

      This isn’t my first robbery in five years, but looking at Joshua, I can see he is white as a ghost. Working the day shift, he has never been robbed before. “Listen, if you want the cash, we can give you the cash. All right? It’s cool, man. Just my boss there, he will open the till and pass you the money. Good?” I tell him in a calm voice.

      “What the fuck, man,” the robber says, turning the gun back towards Joshua. “I asked you if you was alone, and you said yes. You fucking lied to me, you fucking asshole,” he tells Joshua, waving the gun back and forth threateningly.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout again, focusing his attention back on me, which unfortunately also means the gun is now facing my way again.

      “He didn’t know,” I lied. “I came in through the back door and had been reading a book in the back room. Normally I would come in through the front door about this time, for my shift,” I tell him in a soft and calm voice, even though my heart is in my throat from having a gun aimed at me.

      “You’s lying,” he says, taking a step towards me, but I stand my ground. “You probably already called the fucking cops,” the robber shouts in what I can now see is a panic. His eyes have gotten bigger, and his breathing has gotten quicker. Shit, is this guy jacked up on something?

      “No, seriously, dude. I didn’t call the cops. Listen, let my boss get you the cash from the till, and then you can go. We promise not to call the police, all right?” I tell him, unsure of what he will do. Most robbers at night are pretty well either drunk or nervous. This guy is going into full-blown panic mode.

      Suddenly, I hear a scream from the doorway. I turn, and there is an old lady who must have just walked through the door and seen us being robbed at gunpoint. Instead of acting like a normal person and backing out quietly, she screamed. Really?

      Shockingly, I hear a loud explosion, and something slams into my forehead that fucking hurts worse than the time I got a marble in the forehead from a slingshot when I was 11. And that is the last thing I remember before everything goes black.
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