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      My chisel slammed into the hard rock, uncovering a sparkling surprise that was an anomaly. A boisterous cheer of joy alerted my sister of my find.

      “Whaddya got, Trevor?” Lidia asked, walking over.

      I fought my urge to tease her. Lidia came to the badlands wearing sandals, spandex volleyball shorts, and a top that could fit our pre-teen sister.

      Archeology was a fairly mixed field of the sexes, and generally, students were the fit adventuring type. Lidia saw one photo from my digging team, all in gear for long field excursions, and this is what she wore. Honestly, I hadn’t expected her to join me on the dig site when I offered.

      The badlands were a stark contrast to what she was used to. Lidia was a city girl; a reclusive editor for a minor publishing house, though she didn’t dress like one. She traveled to Montana with one thing in mind — and it wasn’t shiny trinkets or dinosaur bones. I didn’t fault her motives and there certainly were worse people to have on a dig.

      The brutal, dry heat left me gulping water. I tugged a cloth off my belt, pouring water over the hand towel before wiping it across my grimy forehead and bristly cheeks. With a sigh of relief, I wrapped the cool cloth around my neck.

      Instead of answering my sister, I showed her my latest mysterious gem.

      “Uh… Trevor, hate to burst your bubble, but that’s a simple rock,” Lidia said in a sassy tone.

      “You’re saying this looks like an ordinary stone?” I asked. “Do you at least see a ruby shape?”

      She had to be mistaken.

      To me, the gem was a sucking void of blackness, dazzling sparkles of shine reflecting off the surfaces to create a vortex illusion. The shape was that generally defined by the shape of a ruby.

      She gazed at me as if I were a loon. “There’s no shine, and it appears to be a throwing stone. You know, the kind you skip on the lake.”

      Not to me they weren’t. The mystery fueled me forward to find more.

      “You uncover anything?” I asked.

      “Sheesh, I can’t uncover any more without going indecent.” We both chuckled, sharing warm smiles. While seeing my sister half naked was odd, I didn’t want to make her angry. “I keep bending over but those hunks over there are ignoring me. You’d think the sexy book worm would bring the boys to the yard,” Lidia said, causing me to roll my eyes.

      “They’re here to work… just work,” I paused, smiling at her.

      My sister was a bit desperate, but this was her vacation. I could feel the desire for excitement oozing off her. While I wanted to pound away at rocks, she wanted to pound—

      “Trevor! Come look,” Kirk shouted from around the cliff’s bend.

      “Be cool,” my sister whispered to me.

      I snickered. “They’re you know, just normal people, and I’m one of them. I fit in here.” I set my tools down. With animated hands I said, “Somehow.”

      Growing up had been awkward. I’d always been a man’s man, sorta. The isolated in the woods while hunting type. Still was a limited talker and a doer.

      Where my sister was comfortable flaunting her figure, hitting on men, and casually taking what she wanted, I wasn’t when it came to girls.

      My outfit was a prime example of our differences. It was practical for starters. I wore jeans, a long-sleeved thick shirt, and a big brimming adventurer’s hat to protect me from the scorching sun. My attire carried sweat stains, grime, and stitched rips from wear. My hair was buzz cut, and my armpits smelled sour.

      Being a guy’s guy in my generation was fine, and even normal, but I really was an introvert, and preferred my studies to parties or exploratory dating.

      Beverly, one of my fellow students and part of the ‘it crowd’, had made me feel welcome. A few months ago when she asked me for coffee, I went eagerly. I must have said something awkward or had a booger hanging out of my nose, because I never got asked for an intimate setting again. However, she was always friendly after; including me in conversations or discoveries.

      Beverly was beside Dirk going over his exciting discovery that was a molar of some herbivore. The find would garner attention, likely requiring a professor or thorough scanning to identify.

      Now that we were up close, and with the digging at a rest, Kirk and Garret were laser focused on my big sister.

      After asking them about my gem, and hearing it was just a plain rock, I snuck away unnoticed. Lidia was asking for tips on how to chisel the hard rock in a sultry tone.

      Ugh. I rolled my eyes, feeling embarrassed, but moving on.

      There were still hours left in the day that I wanted to exploit. These tiny gems motivated me. The fact they were stones to others was something I couldn’t explain. They interested me enough to ignore Kirk flirting with my sister. My peripheral caught Beverly looking jealous, and suddenly I figured out who Kirk’s secret late night bunk buddy was.

      I sighed, letting the situation help me focus more on my odd find. What was this stone that the others thought was normal?

      With the sun at its zenith, my mind drifted into my habitable safe space while chipping away. Thoughts of a cozy cabin, a warm fire, and a good book.

      Hours went by in a blink. I only found three more mystery stones, bringing my total to four. My mind was zoned out studying the rock when Garret arrived, his voice pulling me from my inspection.

      “Lidia is something else. Not a digger, that’s for sure,” Garret said cautiously.

      Digger was the term we archeology students gave ourselves. During summer break this mission into the badlands was not for extra credit or points with the professor. It was merely us doing what we loved before our thesis year. Garret was fidgeting nervously, an unusual trait for him.

      “Lidia is a real treasure, worth far more than these stones or fossils,” I replied. He hesitated again. “What do you want?”

      “I was sent over by Kirk,” Garret said, rubbing the back of his suntanned neck.

      “Not following.”

      “We want to go for a round at the ‘grease pit’, as you call it,” Garret said with a grunt.

      Ah, yes. The local biker bar.

      Montana was not a refined place.

      While I could easily sit on a bar stool downing a dollar beer in a plastic cup, I preferred an aged whiskey served to me in a lounge.

      Vain? Maybe, but we all have our quirks.

      It didn’t take much to deduce I was being invited as the tag-along.

      “Pass, Garret,” I said, glaring him with lethal intent. “Anything happens to her and you’ll go to sleep one night... and never wake up again.”

      “And if she ends up in my bed, or Kirk’s room?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Her safety is my concern. She can hump you both for all I care. Drama free is the only way for me. Have fun though, I mean it. It’s her vacation, and you're my co-workers.”

      “Friends, Trevor. I’d like to think we're friends.”

      “Eh, at times maybe. Sorry, I’m being a dick. There is a discovery here… I just know it. Keep my sister safe and have fun. So help me if she gets hurt,” I said with what I hoped was a warning in my voice.

      He gave some false platitudes and rushed away with a wave over his shoulder.

      My boots crunched over the grit. I trekked for my jeep, plastering a fake smile on my face, and waving goodbye to the team.

      I flicked my jeep on, roaring the engine to drown out the requests to get me to tag along. As I sped off, the image of the happy group shrinking in my rear-view helped me let go of my angst.

      There was something far more pressing. I needed to figure out what the hell these stones were, because to me, they were almost magical.
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      My thesis was a roaring success. I decided to cover Pompeii pottery preservation and interior preserves. Basically, what was in the jars when the volcano went off, and how uncovering those artifacts was a boon to understanding the past.

      Yeah, it was about as fun to write about as it was to research. My university life was less about crossing that finish line with a degree than about fulfilling my parents’ dream for me. I know, harsh to say, but the truth.

      Digging was my passion. Spoiler here. There is almost no money in digging. 

      So…

      What did I do with my degree?

      Did I apply to the seven global job openings to compete with the thirty four graduates just from my class? 

      No, no I did not. 

      Those gems. It all came back to those gems that I showed everyone, and no one noticed them like me.

      It drove me nuts that they lost their allure, converting into plain stone over the months after finding them. The brightest one shone for half a year before going dim. So many unanswered questions that I lost countless nights of sleep over.

      Why!? The question hounded me.

      I wasted enough hours following every internet link out there to trigger an FBI alert. They’d probably think I was crazy, and maybe I was.

      Except, I wasn’t a quitter. Never had been, never would be.

      Which is why I became a Makoshika state park ranger. That’s right, I obtained an expensive degree to do menial work. 

      Being outdoors was nice. The warm weather was great while I collected litter, handled overfilled garbage cans, and got berated by out of state tourists not wanting to pay a fee for admissions. 

      All for $19.80 an hour.

      Yeah, for real, being a park ranger paid pretty decently and sure beat a cubicle. There was a dorm option for me to summer in, but I rented an upper bedroom suite above a bar. 

      The problem was everyone in Montana seemed to be a frequent drinker, meaning there were bars literally on every corner of mild civilization.

      Yeah, dad pitched a fit about his money going to waste and mom said I always had good judgement. I assured them things would improve going forward and that university was a stepping stone. I made up some bullshit to buy me some time.

      This whole thing revolved around my determination to find answers.

      So there I was, on my weekend off, rounding the bend to the dig site where big sis stole the spotlight over a year ago. The sun was rising, the plant life in full bloom, and the clay colorations were coming to life with those early rays. 

      There was an unmatched serenity here as I crunched over the gritty rubble in my hiking boots. I loved the way the sun blasted the dried out terrain into seven hundred shades of brown, red, and gray. 

      A steep cliff, twenty feet high, rose to my left. The picking wall was prime for seeing what secrets she held and yes, I considered the wall a female the same way others called a boat a she. This sexy lady was primed for my attention. My fingers ran over the jutting crags of clay, feeling every bump of the coarse material.

      This part of the park was peaceful, quiet, and perfect for a morning of digging. A glance up into the skyline confirmed what the weather predicted, a warm, cloud free, sunny day.

      When I arrived at the same spot I stood a year ago, I pulled the pouch of plain stones out of my cargo pocket. 

      A solid week of ranger orientation, five days of menial labor, and I was finally here. I let out a soothing sigh, kneeling against the loose clay.

      When I dumped the stones out, they danced over the dirt. Unfortunately, they remained remarkably boring.

      Pulling a mini pick off my belt, I dug some dirt into a pile, covering the stones, and hoping this would revert them to their former glory… Nope. 

      I shuffled to the wall, still on my knees, and dug a hole. I stuck a single stone in. Nothing. 

      “What!?” I exclaimed. 

      Yeah, a guy can talk to himself and not be crazy. Mom said it was perfectly normal… others were still on the fence.

      “I don’t get it,” I muttered, refusing to shout. “I thought a god would drop down, explaining I was the next badass superman. That’s right, I watch those movies and love them.”

      I shook my clenched fist at the sky in mock anger. 

      “Then I knew something special or magical would happen. Maybe my dream would unlock a new realm with a purgatory guide. A ghost would tell me I’m really an oracle or psychic,” I said, spinning around, all by my lonesome.

      “Oh, can’t forget the theory I was going to present a ruby shaped gem to a bikini babe with legs up to the sky and who happened to be a divine pole sucker. Nope… Instead I was baffled, stymied, and denied my dues.”

      A bird judged me from the top of the cliff. I sighed, giving up on my pleading for divine answers. I left the stone in its divot, not letting my rambling truly kill my focus. 

      I laid out a thick canvas of cowhide over the rough ground. My trusty bucket had all the tools that would stab me if they were in my belt.

      A big mining pick that was sacrilege on most dig sites was my first tool. I was gem hunting, not seeking fossils. 

      With a grunting heave I smashed into a section of wall that was roughly where I’d been digging last year. Clods of clay went flying, causing me to flinch as specks hit my face. 

      “Right, eye protection. Last thing I need is a safety violation,” I said, smirking at my own words. 

      Going to work on the wall was a mix of stress, relief, and anxiety.

      I was allowed to feel perturbed by the fact I carried around mysterious gems for a year to no avail.

      At some point, I had convinced myself I had a heatstroke; my mind was adjusting to what it saw on a continual basis because I damaged it.

      There really was no other rational explanation. Of course, my self-doubt twisting into fears of being crazy came to a crashing halt when I swung again. 

      A fist-sized section of wall crashed down, eroding the clay above it with sprinklings of debris trickling down. 

      Good, that could have gone worse!

      There was a pop that triggered a crackling rumble so intense, I bent my knees to balance myself.

      Uh oh.

      There was a tension war between the weight up high and the support down low. A snap echoed loud enough for my ears rang.

      What the hell was that?!

      I stepped back, deciding I was nowhere near far enough, and ran for distance. The section of cliff I had been working on peeled off; as if an iceberg were shedding a sleeve of ice. 

      When that portion of Montana came crashing down there was a resounding boom, a wave of air washed over me, and a thick cloud of billowing dust blanketed the area.

      I stood there in dismay at what had just transpired. I wanted to point at the new kid beside me and blame them, but there was only me, and the big pickaxe in my hand.

      When my hacking abated, I muttered, “Good thing I wore my safety goggles.”

      I let out a guffaw at my own ridiculous words.

      Was it normal to laugh at your own jokes or an epic fart only you heard? Yes, yes it was. 

      I hesitantly trekked over the fallen debris, each step exceedingly careful. After the brisk morning air whisked away the thick cloud of dust, I was shocked. 

      What I saw was unnerving. A whole section of sparkling rubies was showcased on the exposed cliff face. Each one had dazzling displays with that central black hole of a vortex.

      There were dozens and dozens of them sporadically glistening in the sun. My jaw dropped. 

      Walking over the fallen section of rock revealed more gems at my feet. When I was certain there were no further collapses coming, I hurried to the point where my previous stones were covered. 

      For whatever reason they still haunted me. 

      I hastily shifted rubble, trying to locate the old gems that I sought. Five minutes of searching resulted in me finding the original stones. 

      They were still plain, but their shapes were back to what a person would think of an ruby. I snatched the largest one out of the pile, racing for a different gem chest high on the wall. 

      Not that I was in a hurry, but the year of wanting to figure out answers had me feeling this was urgent.

      I touched the old plain ruby to the exposed shining ruby and-

      A blast of blackness shot out in a firework type eruption. The very fabric of sunlight itself was soaked into this blackness. 

      I… 

      I struggled to comprehend. My breathing increased until I found my calm, forcing it under control. The gem I held in my hand had converted from plain stone to a black vortex in its core with dazzling illuminations of purple.

      For the first time since holding these stones, I was ecstatic. 

      There were no questions lingering, no doubt, and certainly no pessimism. A feeling of cloud nine radiated through me. 

      With a shout of joy I jumped into the air with a fist pump of self-congratulations.  

      Normally, a euphoric revelation was a wondrous feeling.

      One tiny problem. 

      My amazement at the moment had distracted me. Glancing around, I realized I was no longer in Montana. 

      Shit.
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      An echo resounded through a long hall. I found myself beside two marvelously crafted wooden doors with intricate designs. 

      The end of the hallway glowed with a radiant brightness that hurt to peer into. 

      A black void hovered over my palm; the gem was sucking up light as it spewed purple. 

      Looking around, I noticed there were only two ways to go. There was a door ahead, and the door behind. 

      You got this Trevor. You’ve hiked past bears, seen wild cats, and always stayed calm. What was a plain room? Maybe this was a kinda magical staging area?

      My sister would nudge me forward, telling me to grab life by the balls and conquer my fears. However, I was not my sister. I was Trevor Berns, who happened to be a planner, no one could say otherwise. 

      When I caught a bit of my reflection from a side window, I walked closer to inspect myself. My dark brown eyes were wide, alert, and almost scared, although I never would have admitted it.  My hair was dusty and a few inches longer since I’d let my buzz grow out, and my face had just a smattering of shade where I hadn’t shaved for a couple days. 

      I still wore loose clothes meant for the desert. A small pickaxe rested on my tool belt, and I had the gem. I could feel my phone still in my pocket.

      When I retrieved the device from a cargo pocket the Gphone 17 was a slat of wood. 

      Um… okay. What the shit? Everything was the same besides my phone… How odd. Then again where was the deity? The one in all the movies who would tell me what the hell was going on?

      I poured emotion into the ruby, trying to mimic what had happened in Montana. There was a tendril of power leaving the stone’s vortex to the core of my being. Not my heart, but close to it, and at best guess maybe my soul was giving the stone feelings.

      Or magic. It was linked to my emotions. There was a lot of uncertainty here.  

      This left me questioning what in the hell I was doing. I could sense the stone pulling for more so I increased the emotions until they were unbridled with raw power. If there was magic, this was it. A blast of light caused me to flinch, resulting in a sudden out of body experience. 

      There was a brief period of disorientation as a gush of air washed over me. 

      I spun to see I was back to where I had started inside the portal hallway. My walk to see my reflection had been erased with… A spell?

      A loud and long hmm escaped my lips. 

      When I was nervous like this, I bit my nails…super bad habit to have. The girls I dated, and even my mom always hated the habit. It was something I was working on, sorta like talking to myself… the progress was lacking.

      My study of the ruby showed less vibrancy to the stone. 

      Maybe I burned two jumps moving from Montana to here, then from the window to here? That was the best guess I had. Two jumps of what though? What was this place? 

      A single thought repeated itself in my mind. 

      I was brought here for a reason. 

      I’d never been afraid of seeing what was around the next bend. Swallowing my concerns, and with no other option than to move forward, trusting it was the right direction, I headed into the unknown. The smaller door at the end of the hall opened for me, pulling me through.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      A fall from only half a foot was enough to send me into a stumble. I skidded to a halt, and a cooling sensation assaulted my feet as they buried under piles of frozen leaves. 

      The rich aroma of a forest floor hit my nose. Permafrost crackled underfoot with each step. I spun, taking in my new surroundings. 

      There were thick aspen trees as far as I could see with minimal undergrowth. I saw a few small birds, no squirrels, and besides the whispering wind - the forest was eerily silent. 

      The gray overcast with melting snow piles told me I was in upper Canada, maybe. Except there shouldn’t be aspens. Were aspens in Russia? My desire to pull up the information on my Gphone brought back the memory that it was now a useless wooden brick.

      Oh hell, I had no idea where I’d arrived. And guessing would only get me so far. Calm yourself, you're a man of science. Get some samples before you go home and find the answers through research. If I can get home!

      The stone thrummed in my clenched fist, drawing my attention.

      There was a tugging pull of desire from the stone. I let my eyes sink into the central spinning void. Confused by what I felt radiating from the ruby, I tried to understand its desires.

      A large welling of energy from the vortex gave me an impression of hunger that troubled me. I stuffed the palm-sized stone into a cargo pocket to let it simmer down. 

      Inside, I was freaking out a bit. Deep down, I felt like I should be shouting like they do in the horror movies, but I was staying calm somehow.

      Becoming a statue, I stood in place, waiting, simply letting nature move around me. The time was used to reflect and understand what I knew so far. 

      I wasn’t crazy. The magical gems that had vexed me for a year were real and led to a portal waystation of sorts. I was able to go forward or back. An assumption here, but the way back would always be Montana. The way forward might always change.

      There was magic involved but no guide, god, or half naked babe. My shitty dating life could really use a Hail Mary. Now that I had finished school, I was definitely on the hunt for some pretty pink. Maybe a goddess would swoop down and explain this magic. The kind in a revealing toga with bountiful breasts would be nice. Oh, and she would explain everything. 

      And yet… there was silence. 

      Feeling I should at least explore a bit before heading home I picked a random direction.

      I pulled my pickaxe from my belt, gripping it like a weapon. It was the only tool I had, so I had to make do.

      I twirled the device, instinctively wanting to whistle as I explored. My dad was my adventuring partner growing up and he always liked to talk while hiking, it gave the odd bear you might cross a little warning.

      Since there was magic involved and that bear might be a hundred feet tall, I stuck to stealth. 

      The aspens never thinned, the setting never changed, and the wind briefly howled with gusts. 

      I was alone. So very alone and not properly geared for winter. The biting chill was causing goosebumps to rise. 

      No way would I stay too long. 

      When I stubbed my toe on a rock I knelt down. 

      You know… This might be a good time to grab a souvenir. 

      I brushed aside some leaves and found a craggy rock. After a quick inspection, I jammed the rock into a pocket. Hopefully, it would make me rich.

      I was chuckling at the fact I had a pet rock when I noticed an oddity.

      An outline in the leaves in front of me indicated something was buried here. Staying crouched I moved forward. There was a hilt, to a… sword. When I tugged on the buried weapon it came free. Sort of. 

      There was a handle holder spot, but the rest of the weapon went to a square hammer that weighed more than I did. Suddenly the thought hit my mind.

      Is this an orc’s warhammer? 

      My eyes shot around, eager to find anyone around in case I was in trouble. After a few minutes on edge, I returned to studying the ground.

      There were bones sticking out from under the leaves nearby.

      Well, bones were my thing, so I brushed the leaves off, eager to learn what befell this person. 

      What I uncovered was startling on many levels. There were two sets of bones. Their entwined nature told an old tale that was forgotten with time. 

      This right here, this is why I loved digging. 

      The first set had a humanoid head that was wider than any human skeleton I’d ever seen. When I stood to get a better outside perspective, the entire body was wider; thicker bones too.

      I picked up the skull and there was a clattering of metal. The mouth had dropped golden stubs for teeth. I pocketed those quickly to continue my study.

      The skeletal remains told me this man was short. Maybe five feet or less, but seemed twice as wide as normal.

      The warhammer, the golden teeth, the thick bones, but compared to the other corpse, this… was a dwarf. 

      The other corpse would be a werewolf given its strange features. Nine feet tall, odd joints, a partial human skull, a long snout of canines, and claws for fingers. 

      My guess was they slew each other. The claws rested in where the dwarf’s guts would have been, and a dagger was lodged into the neck bones of the werewolf. 

      With a few wiggles, the ten inch blade came free.

      I removed an undershirt from my garments to wrap the blade before sticking it in with my phone. The wintery chill was further telling me to head home with continual gusts. 

      I learned the dwarf was without armor, which made me sad.

      Hmm… Dwarves - if the stories from Earth held true - never left without… Yes!

      I found a pile of gold coins that had rested against the ground for so long the cloth disintegrated. 

      A quick inspection revealed metallic tin coins that were small, medium silver coins, and only a single big gold coin.

      When I saw a bright sapphire fall from the stack I grinned. I was so starting a collection when I got home. 

      Speaking of home, it was time to go. I was somewhere enchanted, and death was very real here. My adventure would bring back oodles of things to research and try to understand. 

      A roar erupted from off in the distance. When my eyes shot over to the noise, a massive green dragon flew from right to left.

      Behind it, a blue smaller dragon pestered the green dragon with yellowish spells that trailed tendrils of blue like a comet. The magic flared wide, almost all of them missing.

      I did see a yellow bolt burst over the green scales, causing the angry dragon to snake its head around and unleash a gout of expanding orange flames. 

      As quick as they arrived, they passed out of sight. Or I had transfixed and lost track of time. 

      My heart beat inside my chest like a humming bird, bringing me into a slight panic attack. I calmed, retrieving the stone.

      When I filled the gem with raw emotion I felt a sick rejection. 

      No! NO!

      Instead of shouting I knew I had to remain calm or try to. Panicking rarely was the right answer in any situation.

      I used meditation to let the anxiety, fear, and worry fade. It was something I’d done when my introvert nature had left me in my room alone on so many dark nights.

      My mind was telling me there was a key to these gems.

      I used bliss to teleport myself the first time. I used raw emotions the second. Both times, there was no negativity. 

      Maybe I couldn’t magically jump to the hallway if I was under threat or duress. While that would suck, at least I could fathom the logic. Get somewhere safe, calm yourself, and then will the power of the stone through emotions. 

      Finding a zen of sorts, I sat down next to the two long dead warriors. When I had control of my emotions, I filled the stone. There was no rejection this time.

      I used the stone just as I had done in the hallway.

      My inner being increased the outflow of emotions until raw power filled the stone. When the blast of light arrived, I flinched again.

      The magic completed, resulting in another sudden out of body experience. 

      I found myself in the hallway at the center point when I opened my eyes. The stone in my palm was slightly dimmer than before. With my pockets loaded down with trinkets I went for the big doors that should go home. 

      When I stepped through, I winced hoping I wasn’t miles away from where I’d started.

      I arrived in the badlands right where I left. The sun’s spot in the horizon told me that for every minute I spent in the land of dragons, there was a minute here. I quickly checked my phone.

      Yup, same day. Phew.

      The stone I had used was small and now almost empty. I could rush home, or I could collect all these gems, while trying to rig up a backpack or something. 

      My hands shot down to my hips while I bit my lip in frustration. I was a planner; that was kinda my thing and visiting a world of magic, monsters, and dragons required planning. A lot of planning and every bit of knowledge I could get.

      I sure bet I was going to really trip the FBI search sensors this time.
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      I moved from the Crossroads Bar to the local La Quinta, plotting another journey while in Montana’s finest luxury. There also may have been a bar below me that actually had expensive whiskey. 

      My current digs did nothing to deter me in my research. I also sold the dagger for $49,999 and I could have raised the price. To me, that was bonkers. 

      The dagger was validated by a local metal geek that dabbled as a weaponsmith.

      He did a write-up indicating the weapon as a rare work with ancient materials and methods. The buyer offered more for future pieces. The shock of my windfall was telling me my snowy winter was going to be incredibly interesting.

      Over the next few months I conducted new tests, desperate to unlock a few mysteries. When the stones were kept together they drained faster. It was almost as if there was an invisible battle of the gems, their cores combatting for dominance to steal each other's magic. 

      If the gems were isolated, and completely encased in dirt; then they lost none of their magic. I know it wasn’t magic, but, with the fact of science gone, magic was all that was left to describe the power they contained.

      While that was great to learn, I was still eager to hear back from Professor Ming. She was the teacher of my class before Professor Kilson and would pop in to mingle with students from time to time. 

      Since she was semi-retired, I mailed her the rock with an interesting tag that it might be from an unknown place, and included the crazy details she would likely think were fiction. Was kinda shocked when she never sent any news besides she’d look into it. 

      Time flew by as I waited. While I was expecting FBI agents to come knocking because of my weird internet searches, it never happened. 

      Over the next few months I bought medieval replica clothing, gear, and silver. My thought process was, if that dead dwarf only had a single gold, then I shouldn’t have a hundred on me when I went back. 

      Then there was the dilemma if I even wanted to go back. Was buying daggers from a magical land to sell to collectors on Earth going to be worth my time? Yes, yes it was.

      Exploring a fantasy world gave me the hardest boner of my life. Except for the one I had right now and I promise to get to that.  

      The park closed when the snows rolled in. Mom and Dad said I should winter with them, but I had plenty of cash while preparing for my next mission. The problem was, I underestimated the amount of snow that fell here. 

      Heck, I couldn’t easily trek to my dig site unless I was desperate and even then I needed a guide. Finding a guide had proved fruitful.

      

      Imagine my surprise when I put an ad out for:

      Archeologist: a platonic athletic adventuring partner, $200 a day, NDA required, and must be capable of carrying on a decent conversation. Backpacking experience a plus.

      

      Umm… I thought this would bring nothing but dudes or ladies with pepper spray at the ready. I had to wonder if it was the fact the pay was great, or that the archeologist was soothing because I had a lot of interest from the fit local babes.

      Which led to this moment.

      Monica, the third or fourth interviewee for the position was straddling me. Our first coffee had converted into a second, and a third. That third coffee though, it turned into a drink, then another, and then finally led to my room.

      Unusual for me, but she was gorgeous with her dark eyes, sleek black hair, dimples, big boobs, and a gym-fit body.

      She was a botany grad with a love for trees, clearly evident by the pleasure she took from the large wood in my pants she rubbed over. When our lips parted from a long lusty kiss, I bit my lip. Letting her know that I desired more.

      I wanted to strip Monica naked to revel in her sexy figure. She smirked at my cue, and at me grabbing her juicy ass hard enough that the squeeze felt delightful for both of us.

      I was so eager I almost got caught in my shirt as I tried to scramble out of it too fast. Her hot lips landed on my chest, then worked their way around. Completely content with the tease, I decided to let my temporary shirt prison continue. 

      I ripped off my shirt, and she returned the favor. Trapping her head in her shirt, and exposing her cleavage the way only a push up bra could. She giggled as my unshaven whiskers tickled her fleshy bosom. My lips traced towards her already erect but sadly still covered nipples. My hips sent my growing erection right over the perfect parts to tease us both. I went to undo her bra, fumbling with the clasp. 

      A light chuckle from me had her chuckling too. She was okay that I wasn’t a pro with deft bra fingers. I unclasped the hinges, hands stroking up her exposed back

      A knock at the door pulled us out of the pleasure.

      “It's Professor Ming, and this is urgent. I was told you were up here!” Ming hissed, winning the world's worst timing award. That and who the hell didn’t use a phone to have a conversation. 

      I cursed her ill-timed intrusion. At this point, I even would have told my dad to wait downstairs. 

      Monica was hot, charming, and my dick was so close to being her next ride. She redid her bra, bending over to kiss my cheek. 

      “I got business to do, keep your phone on,” I said, nibbling her ear lobe.

      “They don’t clear the roads during the night, and even Sally struggles in deep snow,” Monica said.

      I rolled my eyes at her truck’s name. Montana women were interesting to say the least.

      “One moment,” I hollered to Ming. 

      A quick bite of my lip resulted in another kiss with her hand tracing the tent in my jeans. I ran a finger over her yoga pants to tease her slit, pausing to give her button a brief twirl. She responded by pushing down on my fingers until I could feel her yearning. Yeah, I could work with that for hours.

      I felt bad to kick her out, especially as I had blue balls, but she understood the intrusion wasn’t a rejection, and that seemed to keep her happy. 

      With my shirt back on, I opened the door. 

      Professor Ming barged in, thumbing Monica out.

      I snickered; she never was subtle. Monica kissed my neck and I let out a long sigh as she closed the door behind herself. My sex life vexed me, and just as it was about to get heated... fate knocked on my door. 

      In this case, fate was a short older Asian woman with flawless skin, perfect hair, and dressed in a power suit. She’d stick out around here, but Ming was always more practical.

      She pulled out a device from her bag that reminded me of a metal detector. She locked the door before swiping the device over me, causing me to furl my brows in confusion. The next five minutes transitioned with her sweeping the room.

      Then she stuck two devices onto the hotel table with a single chair. One did nothing when she turned it on, and the other was a simple noise machine for sleeping that made the sound of waves on repeat. 

      “What’s that one do?”

      “Scrambles long range audio recorders,” she replied as if that were a perfectly normal thing to say.

      There was a sigh of happiness once these were on. Ming set an ancient thin tome on the desk. The cover was leather with a symbol of a ruby branded into it. 

      Ming smirked when I gasped, that was the exact same pattern as the gems I found. 

      “Trevor Berns,” Ming said, her smirk converting into a grin. “You’ve found what I’ve been hunting for my entire life. Would you like to know more?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            West Glendive Montana - November 2022

          

        

      

    

    
      “A cock blocker and a tease,” I said playfully.

      “Open it,” Ming said, pointing to the book. I don’t think she cared that she robbed me of my bedroom fun. She was serious and all business.

      With a grimace, I asked, “This couldn’t have waited?”  

      Ming shrugged, further emphasizing she was uncaring about my sexual plight. When she pushed the chair back for me to sit, I accepted.

      The book was old, maybe a century or more. These things were hard to tell. The spine revealed the book was written by Joseph Cloth. Hmm… I never heard of him. My finger traced the cover’s indented outline of a ruby, realizing this was a cowhide cover.

      Ming pulled up a sleeve, showing a brand that matched the ruby shaped gem that was on the cover. I winced, knowing that had to hurt.

      “Used by the exact same branding tool,” Ming said proudly.

      I paused. “Why the secrecy? Is the FBI coming to kick down that door?” I asked, eyeing the door speculatively.

      Ming scoffed. “Maybe. Why risk it?”

      “Risk what?”

      Ming groaned at my question, merely pointing at the book.

      I flipped the cover open, revealing an author's note.

      

      The contents of this book are factual. While other authors want you to believe the realm they’ve transported you into is real. I jest you not. These inscriptions are factual, and yet, they will be labeled as fiction. A sad truth about the closed minds of the masses. If you understand this is real, you’re a Ruby Mage. A Ruby Mage who was fortunate enough to get a warning. Heed these words. Study them because they may very well save your life.  

      Joseph Cloth - 1923

      

      Instead of turning the page I thumbed the contents, letting the pages produce a gentle breeze. There were chapters and chapters of this man’s adventures transcribed. Each chapter had a location with a date that was either Earth or a place call Lornia.

      As the 1890s shifted to 1910s the Lornia entries stopped. A quick assumption would deduce he stopped going and probably recorded his work before he perished.

      I paused on a map page.

      This hand drawn image must have taken him hours to produce. I was amazed at the level of detail he achieved. None of it made sense at the moment, but it did tell a story all on its own.

      “How long are you here for?” I asked Ming, glancing at her from over my shoulder.

      She reached into an interior breast pocket, revealing a document. She unfolded the paper showing a notarized stamp with a few signatures. When I saw a charter certificate for a private jet my eyes widened.

      “Hold up,” I exclaimed in shock. “How did you book this connection for me?” 

      Ming was always smug, especially so when she felt the answer was obvious. I ran over the scenarios and indeed, my clues were obvious. 

      Halting her before she could talk, I said, “I showed you plain stones telling you they were magical rubies that no one else could see… I gave you a description of how they looked like a vortex of dazzling magic, like that branding, and when I sent the rock I include that I might -”

      “Sound crazy, but there was also a corpse of a dwarf combating a werewolf.” She patted my back aggressively before pointing at the book. “Turn to chapter seven, fourth page,” Ming ordered.

      Professors were so demanding.

      I flicked the pages, hunting for the spot she indicated. I read the chapter heading first, hoping to extract some context.

      

      
        
        Lornia

        King Koer’s 18th year during spring 

      

      

      

      Returning to Lornia is troublesome. A war rages in the mountains. Battle lines are drawn with other species entering the fray. The dwarven hold of Jamas is under siege by a crazed fey. Pack Master Horva has stirred not only pureblood fey werewolves, but also those of mix. The army swells at the stern gates repelling the invaders. The mountain runs red with blood. Inside Port Ling, I’m far from the action, and normally that would be great. Except the looters are hawking fine dwarven relics for cheap. Meaning I’ll be heading southeast to try to exchange my gold for master crafted armor and weapons. The kind collectors will pay fortunes for.

      

      So… there was a war? Maybe my stumble upon the dead warriors was the result of a side battle because they were alone. The deteriorated clothing would mean that fight occurred over a hundred years ago, making the timing possible.

      “Okay, I take it this is part of why you're here?” I asked. She grinned with pleasure. I reached into the drawer that was filled with dirt. My fingers brushed aside the grit until a gem shone bright. “What do you see?”

      “A better question. Nothing special,” Ming said in a snooty tone.

      “Does the author know why some see the magic while others don’t?” I indicated the book, she shook her head. “Why are you here?”

      “You need me,” Ming said confidently.

      I grunted at her audacity. “Sure.”

      “I mean it. That book will help. More importantly there are others who have copies of it,” Ming said and I flipped to the pages before the author’s note.

      

      Transcribed by Elkhorn Publishing 1924 edition 1 of 1 copy 84 of 500

      

      “Hmm… okay, maybe selling dwarven daggers on fleabay was a mistake. You going to... What? Fence stuff for me?” I asked, trying to see her angle.

      “I want to go for personal reasons,” Ming said with a hint of sadness. “And yes, I’ll help you become rich.”

      “Lornia sounds dangerous.”

      “Extremely. More so for women. Far more so. That’s why I need to go with you,” she said, not improving my unease in the slightest.

      I sighed at this, my head bobbing as I mused what Lornia would be like before reading the text. Women in medieval ages were little more than a warm slot to stick a dick in. Only the extremely fortunate gals had amazing lives and those cases were rare. Not a place any lady would have wanted to grow up. 

      For a guy like me… This was probably paradise if you could get over unwashed flesh and crummy dental plans. 

      “Besides tempting the chance of being raped and murdered, why do you desire to go?” I asked with a bite of my lip.

      “I’m wanting relics, trinkets, and more. There is a personal reason too,” Ming said.

      “Such as?”

      She flicked her wrist dismissively. “I’m not rich, that tiny jet should have cost eight grand and thankfully the owner owed me a favor, so it was free. Sure, I have a nice condo in the Big Apple my parents gave me when they passed.

      “And yes, I could sell it, but then I’d have money and no special place to call home. Making money as a fucking professor is bullshit when you get pushed aside,” Ming said between clenched teeth.

      “Ah, yeah, I know your pain there,” I said in agreement. 

      She held one of the revered jobs that everyone in the world with my degree desired. Professor was the pinnacle vocation, and she lost it somehow. Those spots were extremely hard to hold onto, getting you shifted to librarian in a blink with the slightest mistake. 

      When her grimace of a distant memory faded, I asked, “So what? We go to New York City and you let me crash in your place? That won’t work. I need to get new stones because these fade with—”

      She interjected. “Those stones can recharge, and easily on Lornia and not so easily on Earth. That book has some great information, and so little at the same time. I think Mr. Cloth was scared to fully include everything because of the damage it might cause?”

      “Damage to what?” I asked getting irritated, but still fascinated. 

      Ming shrugged and replied, “If you think I’m going to have every answer to your questions you’re wrong. This book is the best I got, and you’ll read it a dozen times before we go. Trust me when I say this. A single stone is enough.”

      “Uh…” I muttered with a grumble. My thumb pointed to a hard traveling suitcase peeking from under the bed. “That has like thirty pounds of dirt and fifty stones.”

      “Perfect. Beside the eye candy I kicked out, Montana is worthless,” Ming said with a playful tone. 

      “Right!” I blurted. There was a voluntary shudder to emphasize my point when I said, “It's like the outdoors makes them sexier. I do miss the city life though.”

      “I thought your parents were in Kansas,” Ming said and I chuckled.

      “Kansas City is still a city, and okay, maybe I want to experience New York City,” I admitted and she rolled her eyes. “What are you offering?”

      “Privacy, secrecy, and the ability to get things done you can’t do here,” Ming said and I frowned. “Joseph Cloth would be gone for weeks in Lornia. He waited until he owned an estate near Scotland to vanish for such lengths. His wives… yes wives to him, lovers to the crown, would cover for his absences. There is no history of any of them existing before that estate—”

      “No way!” I exclaimed.

      “You’re figuring it out.”

      “We can bring a half werewolf woman home?”

      She shrugged with a smirk. “I’d favor a fine looking elf myself, but to each their own.”

      My chin tucked in surprise. I may have rudely blurted, “A feminine man?”

      “Tastes in lovers are subjective, surprised you questioned that, but yes. I guess rugged works too,” Ming admitted and we shared a sigh. 

      “So, we go to New York…” I paused, catching up to her plan. “Where I won’t be considered in need of a manhunt if I vanish for a few days to this… Lornia. We exploit that place to make wealth here. To what end?” I asked, drumming my fingers on the desk as I mulled the concept over.

      Ming’s light chuckle turned into a loud belly aching laugh. 

      “The innocence of youth. Wealth means you can do whatever the hell you want. Take Joseph for example. You buy a mansion, fill it with ten gorgeous women, erect large walls for privacy, and bathe in luxury while feasting on the flesh,” Ming said with a brow bounce.

      “All I need to do is learn how to be a Ruby Mage, go to a magical realm where women are objectified, and pilfer enough trinkets for you to fence until we're rich,” I said with a long exhale. 

      “No rush, my place is secure and we can ensure we're ready,” Ming said. 

      “Can I think about it?”

      Ming looked at her watch. Her brown eyes squinting at the digital display as if she were calculating time. “No,” she said in a smartass tone that caused me to giggle. 

      “You had me at ten gorgeous women,” I said, heading to pack my minimal things. 

      I was off to the Big Apple.
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      We waited until after Christmas to attempt another trip.

      I… I saw my family for what could be the last time, and that was important to me. There was an awkward reunion with my parents being proud of my supposed ranger job.

      They were curious as to my winter activities along with me not asking for money. I was able to explain I found a trinket in the dirt which led to me lying, like a lot.

      But once you start digging…

      I felt especially bad for fibbing to my little sister Hanna. She looked up to me. I told her about how I became a well-paid trash collector, and earned some spoils by digging for treasure. For a thirteen year old girl, hearing that brought wonders to the imagination.

      My efforts to divert discussions about my personal life were mostly successful. Finally, having a bit of cash of my own in the bank brought on a euphoric feeling that resulted in a spending spree. By the end of the trip I realized I really wanted to become rich.

      When I returned to New York City, I felt vindicated in assuring my family that I loved them. Disappearing, by being trapped in Lornia, which was a real possibility, would crush me without having that goodbye. 

      Leading up to this fateful day was my study of all things Joseph Cloth, and the untitled book that I called ‘The Ruby Mage’s Guide to Lornia’.

      His theory, because that is all he could give, was that the gateway was there to convert the Ruby Mage into a Lornian. As in the language, and features. I would change into a Lornian, as well as whatever I brought with me.

      The how was magic, and the why was so a human of Earth could interact with others in Lornia and vice versa.

      I feared having to learn a new language, and I’d seen this interaction myself when my phone converted. This revelation was something that excited me, until I got to understand where I was going. 

      Based on the book, Lornia was a brutal and harsh place. A world so vast that the geography was barely mapped or explored.

      Joseph uncovered that humanity clung to a fragile kingdom in two places. He mentioned rumors of more but stuck to hard facts of what he knew.

      There was Lornia, which, big reveal here, the portal reliably delivered the mage to, and then there was Primodat Nation.

      The location I arrived at was different than what he encountered, either because of time, or because my gateway had a different exit point. Joseph warned to avoid Primodat at all costs.

      There was less of a fiefdom in that kingdom and more of a slaver dictatorship. He never went into much more detail than dire warning.

      Lornia was an isolated kingdom, surrounded by areas controlled by the other races or the beast-kin that were termed fey. A term I would later learn was wrong in today’s society and should be fae.

      Regardless of terms it was important to Joseph to prove a distinction between a fantasy race, and a fantasy type beast-kin. 

      Joseph used elves as an example, but there were dwarves, dryads, ratkin, and more. Elves were a society with structure, understanding, and could be negotiated with.

      They also could amass an army, form decisive tactics, and be a thorn if you explored the wrong area. Elves, along with the other races, would be rarely seen in human cities. Half-breeds were far more common to be mingling with humanity. 

      The beast-kin were animals with humanoid traits. That werewolf skeleton would have been a fey. The wolf-kin were known to form large packs sometimes, create armies rarely, and mostly behaved like animals.

      There were drawings of full fey, and unfortunately Joseph was an atrocious artist. From what I could tell the fey were human lower halves with animal upper halves. So, that begged the question of how there were half-breeds of fey. 

      Apparently, sex with a fey was the ultimate no-no in Lornian society, and yet extremely pleasurable. Again, there was lacking detail on the subject. You could almost feel Joseph’s hesitation in those words about witnessing sex between a man with a human bottom half and fluffy fox top torso female.

      He went on to say the offspring produced half-fey, which led to far more humanized versions. Joseph notated that one of his lovers was a quarter puma. When she returned to Earth she hid her tail, and the magic she used to control, escaped her grasp.

      Which led into me reading and re-reading the same lacking material a hundred times. Magic was real. Just not on Earth, well, besides to go to the hallway. 

      Magic on Lornia was limited. That was written as a fact but no reason as to the why.

      There was not much to extrapolate from the entire book besides that general term.

      Joseph said mages always strived to acquire more power, ever fearful of a dagger in the back or an arrow to the heart.

      As to who had magic.

      Apparently, magic awoke in a person at puberty, and it was difficult to learn as an adult. Joseph emphasized this because he was a Ruby Mage who sought training as a man. 

      Even as a male he ran into problems finding tutors because of his age. The only factor that helped him learn to cast spells was his ability to bring unmarked gold coins from Earth. This is where I wanted to throttle him. He explained nothing of the magic he learned; just that he was taught spells, nothing more.

      Most of the book was dry history, and then warnings of the society. He wanted those who may venture to Lornia to understand where they were going.

      There was a clear pattern in Lornia’s history, humanity fought in cycles. Waves of enemies, lots of death, and then there was a generational recovery until new young soldiers were eager for blood.

      Between the massive wars there were constant battles. Basically, there was always strife with a place on the map to be cautious of.

      As for society, Lornia was exactly like medieval times. There were peasants, tradesmen, merchants, and nobles of varying ranks.

      Nobles lived lavishly, the privileged non-nobles toiled to make ends meet, and the peasants suffered often, struggling to stay alive.

      The fey had it the worst, apparently any civil disorder was solved by a hanging. Reading that always sent shivers down my spine. There was some hope.

      Powerful women did exist in this system, with most of them being attached to a powerful man. There were rare cases of powerful women Joseph included, in case a female were to read his notes.

      In each of these situations the women owned estates that were something akin to forts. Servants held the glue together and a powerful woman conducted business in the safety of her walls. 

      If women didn’t have protection, they needed to be something that elevated them from society. For example, powers of a mage, with elegant dresses, and money to make them appear as a lady. 

      There was another warning. All females unwed or without a contract for employment, could be proclaimed a beggar.

      If a woman was brought before a king’s magistrate, they’d be sold into a servitude contract with the kingdom taking half the profit. This was called becoming a crown’s servant. I read all this a few times because of Ming. It shocked me she wanted to go. All the problems she would face…

      Talk about a giant load of bullshit.

      Joseph said he saved his puma wife this way. He purchased her debt, broke her forced contract, and then hired her to advise him however she saw fit.

      It was a point of pride for the man and something that interested me.

      I also caught on that is why he probably was able to score a harem. He had money, was supposedly nice, and there were desperate poor people in Lornia.

      For tireless nights I asked myself if I would be able to simply look the other way if I found Lornians begging for help. I didn’t know if I’d be able to control my urges to help and wondered how many sexy ladies a handsome man like me would be able to save. 

      After reviewing the text over and over, the pages explained why there were dowries for men to wed at young ages.

      If Joseph became trapped in Lornia and had a daughter, he would try to secure her future by bribing a worthy man with coins. Sick, and yet, the internet said it still happened in India to this day. 

      The final thing I became engrossed in was what he notated about the rubies themselves. He found his rubies while exploring a cave near the Scottish hills of Cairngorms National Park. He never found another person who could see the dazzle.

      What he did learn was how to recharge them and the process made me sick.

      Death.

      In Lornia,a dying creature-fey or human-held magic. When you killed a pig, there’d be an aura to feed to the stone. I was no vegan, and I knew where my steak came from.

      Still, there was something perverse with this magic. He went on to say that in Lornia, almost all life contained magic that could be absorbed by the stones. He did find it humorous that a rat gave magic to the stone, but a seagull was absolutely worthless. Maybe it was that dry English humor that escaped me.

      When you came to Earth there was no aura from animals, but there was from people.  He found out by visiting his dying mother. She was gravely ill at the time with no chance of recovery. 

      After months of her asking to let go, she passed, and he consumed her magic into the stone.

      That was it for Joseph.

      He never went back to Lornia, destroyed the stone, and lived lavishly with his six lovers. His descendants were all fully human children that scattered to the wind without ever talking about where their mothers came from, or where their father visited.

      That was everything Joseph Cloth was able to tell me. 

      Was I frustrated? Hell yea.

      Was I perplexed by Lornia and the sheer lack of information? Absolutely.

      Was I excited to visit a magical realm with fey, elves, dwarves, and more? With every fiber of my being. 

      “You ready?” Ming asked, jarring me from my thoughts. 

      She was dressed in a plain brown, long sleeved, dress that went to her ankles, along with a simple bonnet that hid most of her face. As a cover, she was my servant and guard. A short thin sword hung on her hip and a small crossbow was in her vest.  

      We decided I would be a merchant's son. Trade papers were drafted as my cover with key parts left blank. Ming sensed my brooding anxiety. 

      “Quit fidgeting, we’ll be fine,” Ming said, snickering at me.

      I hated my outfit. I was in what might be called a travelling suit with a starched collar. My frame was bigger. The digging had helped me bulk up.

      The suit was too tight all round because I may have been pumping iron after I got measured.

      This was a world where strength mattered and I took that fact seriously.

      I wanted to wear a sword with my manly attire, but this cover story prohibited such notions. The recommendations said a person of stature would be respected in the cities, but robbed in the woods.

      Funny how things worked in olden days.

      “You sure you’re able to use those?” I said, gesturing to the sword and crossbow.

      “Very. Fret not. We get in, find civilization, get some trinkets, get out, and make a few million,” Ming said as if it were that easy. 

      I scoffed, shaking my head. “I want to learn magic too, you know that.”

      “One thing at a time. For now, we need to simply prove we can blend in enough to make this work,” Ming said encouragingly. 

      I pulled her into a hug, forcing positive emotions into the ruby stone, and a moment later transported us to the hallway. 

      Our arrival to the corridor was mundane.

      The in-between hallway was intricate, probably because it was devoid of all other things. Ming didn’t care, she was thrilled. Her eyes were wide with amazement and shock. I dragged her down the long corridor and into the doorway to Lornia.
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      A deep throated snarl was the only warning we received. I was shoved aside by a huge furry beast that was incredibly powerful. The blinding sensation from transition onto Lornia was replaced by my head smacking against soft dirt. 

      The dancing stars eventually cleared from my vision, revealing Ming beset by a bear-kin. The massive animal loomed over her for a fraction of a second. I was dazed, watching her getting attacked and pinned down. 

      I froze, transfixed as Ming struggled. Her punches, pushes, and kicks were having zero effect.

      The animal had human legs with skin and minimal hair. There was a dangling penis that went down to its knees. Human feet had tiny claws on the ends of enlarged toes. 

      The upper torso was far more bear than human. Paws for hands displayed tucked claws, a half snouted face sniffed repeatedly, and rippling muscles bulged from the torso as Ming was dominated.

      This hybrid was massive, probably four times Ming’s weight and easily twice as tall. She went to pull her sword out but the bearman slammed a paw into the sheathed blade. The power of the blow bent the blade, trapping it inside its home. 

      The bearman chuckled when she tried to unjam the bent weapon. 

      The face sniffed, adjusting to bury the tip of its black nose into her crotch.

      Ming was screaming for help now that she couldn’t get her sword out. The crossbow came out of her vest only to be swatted down.

      A large paw stomped on the weapon shattering it into crumbling bits. My initial fixation came crashing down. 

      What do I do now? 

      Ming’s screams increased in tempo and volume, desperately seeking a savior. And yet when I scanned the endless aspens, it was only us. 

      Rapid breathing shot through me as I began to panic. I’d been forgotten, maybe I could find a rock or a solid stick. 

      Suddenly, courage soared through me. A feeling of determination rocked the very fiber of my being. 

      Heat, I felt heat.

      That internal crescendo of intense burning desired nothing more than to escape. 

      Beads of perspiration soaked me while my gut twisted. The rising temperature was instantly too much, causing me to sweat in my suit.

      “Run!” Ming cried out to me in desperation.

      The bear-kin who had been licking Ming’s crotch through her pants turned to me.

      My overheating drew the beast’s attention to me with a snarling rage. Spittle flew with lips peeling back to reveal drool covered, razor sharp teeth. 

      Those eyes had gone from desire for mounting Ming to wanting to kill me.

      I thought I was going to die when the massive creature sprinted for me. The paws tore clods of dirt behind it as it moved at blurring speeds.

      Squinting, I turned my head, raising my palms. I wanted nothing more than to wish the vile beast away. Unfortunately, I was about to pass out from the onset of fever. Except. 

      The ruby. 

      It sent a message through emotions. 

      Release the burning. Free the ill feeling. Dispose of the -

      I listened, directing whatever transfixed my body to flee out my palms. 

      Torrents of tight flame burst forth so bright I sealed my frightened eyes tighter. I feared I was doomed regardless. 

      Time slipped from my mind.

      I swayed this time, crashing down to the forest floor so hard my head bounced.

      I lay there for minutes, stars spinning through my eyes. As hard as I wanted the world to right itself, only patience seemed to be working. 

      The sound of running feet halted as knees crashed down beside me. Ming loomed over me, her thin eyes squinting at me in wonder. I wanted to say a joke but lacked the strength at the moment. 

      “Did you collect it?” Ming asked, she touched my forehead and immediately flicked her wrist from the heat.

      “Collect what?” I croaked out.

      “Sit up.”

      “I can’t,” I groaned, hating the pain radiating through my body.

      “Sit up!” Ming demanded, lifting my shoulders to help me become vertical.

      I managed to stand, Ming giving a big heave to hoist me. Standing was tough with my legs wobbling. Ming ducked under my arm, steadying my dizzy stumbles.

      The bearman was dead. The body was twisted in a final pose with splayed limbs and its chest down. Glazed eyes glared widely in surprise.

      From above the corpse I saw two smoldering fist-sized holes in the beast’s back that smoke rose from. My magic had torn right through the beast cleanly with seared flesh wafting an odd stench.

      Above the dead body there was an energy calling to me in the shape of an orb that was tethered to the corpse. 

      I realized the gem was gone. My eyes darted, hunting for our key home. There, embedded in the dirt was my red dazzling trinket.

      I sighed when I spied the gem.

      The power around the stone was about a single teleport lower than when we arrived. Digging leaves away from the ruby, I gazed upon it with relief. My fingers plucked the stone from the ground.

      At least there -

      My thoughts were ripped from my mind when a blast of power pulsed through the air. The moment my fingers touched my gem a hurricane of energy shot from the dead bearman to the stone with a sensation only I felt.

      Ming blinked, concerned for my sudden expression change. I doubted she noticed the flow of raw power entering my control. 

      I did though. So much power. My eyes lit up with thirst. 

      The feeling was orgasmic, no… this was better. 

      I leveled my left palm at a tree, attempting to unleash magic. 

      Hmm… nothing. 

      Letting my lips peel back in a smirk, I fed emotions of panic, desperation, and a desire to survive. This time I recognized the sensations of earlier for what they were. 

      Magic. 

      I was coursing magic through my being and I loved the sensation. A cackle escaped my lips.

      The build up with the excess power was instantaneous this time. I understood now.

      I started to feel feverish from preparing too much magic. This was likely my power limiting point, where I needed to release.

      The surge traveled to my palm, releasing a tight beam of fire. I closed the excess magic, sending it back into the gem.

      Because my fire torrent was cut off, it morphed into a tightly condensed fireball of vibrant red and oranges.

      The magic was no bigger than my hand, but when it hit a tree, there was a snapping explosion so loud my ears rang.

      A whoosh of air washed over us.

      I grinned at what I’d achieved until a sudden pain erupted in my left calf. 

      “Fuck!” I shouted, hobbling. 

      Ming giggled in amazement, helping me control my hop. “Kills a monster, not a peep. Fires a ball of flame like its natural, no shout of joy,” Ming muttered in a tease while she inspected my wound. “Takes one little shard of—”

      “Arggg…” I grunted between clenched teeth as she yanked out a sliver of wood. She showed me my self-inflicted war trophy before tossing it deep into the woods. I scoffed, “Warn a guy before you do that would ya!”

      “Quit being a baby. You didn’t see me crying when that thing was nose diving into my vagina,” Ming said, pointing at the dead body. 

      “Yeah. What was that about?” I said, hobbling to a tree to sit down. 

      I wanted to rest for a minute. A breather was certainly warranted after this crazy ordeal. Finding the seat somewhat worthy, I rested my back against the tree, and let out a long stress-releasing sigh.

      Ming stared down at me in contemplation. She was a mess with crazy hair, a torn outfit, and a crotch that looked like she’d pissed herself. Eh, maybe she had. Not that I’d blame her.

      “I’m fifty one. I… I’m on a triple dose of estrogen. Meaning even male dogs sniff me funny. I’m probably ovulating too,” Ming said in disgust. She pointed to the massive exposed dick that was bigger than my forearm. “Explains how some of the half fey are born. I don’t think it wanted to hurt me. Play with me, yes. Hurt me, no.”

      I shuddered. “Gross, wrapping my mind around this place was tough…” I paused, letting me head thunk against the tree trunk. I felt like shit, desiring to come clean. “I froze. I’m so fucking sorry, Ming.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. 

      “Please, Trevor, it’s okay, you did great bagging a fantastic prize,” Ming said in delight, trying to shift my mood. She sat beside me leaning a head onto my right shoulder. 

      “You can say that, but what if that had been a female bear alien thing instead of the male,” I said, tamping down on the overwhelming emotions. 

      “Hey, relax. There is even better news,” Ming said with a genuine smile.

      I scoffed. “Yeah, what?”

      “You can dress as a mage now,” she said with a snicker, extracting a smile.

      We shared the moment, converting the light chuckle into a long, well-earned laugh. Wasn’t every day you went onto an alien planet, blasted a random beast, unlocked more magic, and refueled your ruby.

      When we calmed, I inspected the gem. I was not surprised in the least that it bristled with power so bright it almost hurt too much look at. While I became lost in the dazzling display my mind caught up to something Ming had said earlier.

      “Hey, what do you mean?” I asked.

      Ming huffed, leaving her seat by me to head to the corpse. I realized she didn’t answer because she was in professor mode. My question was broad and undefined.

      “Define bagging a fantastic prize,” I said dryly. 

      She grumbled, unlatching the sword belt around her waist to toss it into the woods.

      “I may have given you half-truths,” Ming said, an edge of guilt in her tone. Her face was filled with shame as she kicked the dead bearman. 

      “I’m all ears,” I said, folding my arms. 

      While she decided how to say what she wanted, I ensured our area was clear. We were still in endless aspens with an overcast warm day. Lightning rumbled in the distance, and there were squirrels about everywhere you looked.

      Even the birds were active again since the violence calmed. It was certainly no longer winter here with dry warm air, and plenty of undergrowth revealing vibrant greens. 

      “The jet… wasn’t from a friend owing me a favor. The book was not mine either. It was loaned to me to show to you,” Ming said. 

      “Oh,” I said, not all that surprised.

      “My building has a penthouse. My father had a friend who was younger. He had a son, even younger than me. The Ruby Mages’ guide was in that penthouse,” Ming said, pacing around the body, following the tracks until she realized they led somewhere far away. 

      “So, you saw the book. Then what?”

      “I was allowed to study it. Yukio and I became… hmm… This is shameful for me to say, but friends with benefits,” Ming said, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Ming, we live together, and more importantly it's 2023. I wanted to ride that botany student on date one. She was enough of a lady to wait for date three,” I said with a sigh of longing.

      “What happened to—?”

      “We’re talking about Yukio,” I reminded her. She smirked, knowing I deflected her deflection attempt. “Wait… Mr. Linshu and Mrs. Linshu are from your building.”

      “Yukio and Juliette are Mr. Linshu and Mrs. Linshu. Good eye.” She watched me, waiting. I realized Mr. Linshu would hold meetings with Ming about work. My eyes widened, realizing I heard soft grunting sometimes behind those closed doors in the past. “Yes, I’m the faithful mistress. I knew I’d be found out regardless.”

      “Okay, not that I care whom you sleep with, but what does Yukio have to do with that body?” I asked, a bit jealous. 

      Part of my rental agreement for the winter months was free rent but no visitors. Including booty calls or spinder dates. Eh, I was too engrossed in Joseph’s Ruby Mage book that dating would have been trivial anyway.

      “The money. Yukio is part of some secret society of collectors. They bid against each other on all things Lornia. This is all I know from Yukio, but… our secret is safe with him. At least I sure as hell hope it is. They guard their sources like you protect your chastity,” Ming said.

      I protested with a “Hey! I’m no virgin. Just been busy lately.” I wanted to dip my wick with something more meaningful than my own right hand but business is business and I held in my retort.

      “Secret means secret. Yukio will take this body up to his penthouse, have it flown to some place for preservation, and then auction it or buy it directly himself,” Ming said with a smile. She sure had a way of making the crazy seem rational. “That is what you get for saving me from being brutally raped by a two-foot-long dick.”

      “Thank you for your honesty, and I’d have reacted eventually,” I countered.

      She shook her head. “Many who reach fight or flight, fly into a corner of their mind and shut down. I’ll not dwell on it. But Yukio. He is my lifetime friend. You never mention this divulgence of information until I confess my betrayal. I broke an oath by telling you. An oath I feel ashamed of already.”

      “So, home?” I asked, not letting her wallow in her gilt. “My leg aches from the splinter, but I’ll be able to move.”

      She nodded, lifting the paws. “Grab the feet, and take us to the gateway.”

      “Isn’t this going to get blood everywhere?” I asked with a scrunched face of disgust. 

      “For a million dollars I can buy new carpet and blame a bottle of red wine. I’m a ninety pound middle-aged Asian woman, no one suspects me of murder,” Ming said with a devious tone that caused my arm hairs to raise.

      “Not cool, roomie, not cool. And hell yeah to wearing mage’s robe. My balls feel like they're being squeezed by a vice,” I said with a snicker.

      Grabbing the bear-kin's feet, I welled power between my soul and the gem. I thought positive thoughts and emotions about the gateway. This transition was the quickest yet as we whooshed off Lornia by magic. 

      After arriving at the gateway, we groaned. Moving the bearman the ten feet to the Earth door was going to be a massive bitch.
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      “Whoa!” I said with wide eyes of shock.

      A month had flown by. As a studious researcher at heart, I catalogued every bit of information into my own reflections.

      Writing about what happened in Lornia brought a new reality to my personality. There was a darker side of me that relished in the power. Not only did I understand that I loved the power, I yearned for it.

      I may have made a mistake during this month though. Apparently, the martini bars are vastly different in the Big Apple than they are in Kansas, or the sticky bar stools in Montana. I’m a solid six, maybe a seven in the former, and a nine or a ten in the latter. 

      Deciding to try to find a sheet wrestling partner led me to realize what I considered fit, was… not enough for the sophisticated gym bunnies of New York.

      I also learned that there were more women than men, and even with the odds in my favor, city gals can be right bitches. I got called a redneck because of how I talked. Which wasn’t even southern. While I probably was on the receiving end of a Karen in training, this brought out an inner anger in a bad way.

      I dove off the deep-end, getting vomit-inducing drunk after striking out a few times.

      When I got home, I told Ming she was a manipulative bitch. Not that it wasn’t true, because it was, but she had helped me when I was adrift. This resulted in us having a very awkward relationship after and to this very moment.

      “Sign your contract first,” Ming said, tapping a tablet in front of Yukio. 

      We stood around a large extension of a granite countertop. Yukio and Ming were in matching power suits, and I was in a sweatpants, hoodie combo. Today was a big payday and we were all smiles.

      “I cannot say who purchased your acquired find, but suddenly we have new members with deep pockets. Other interested parties are searching for tomes so they can join,” Yukio said, pointing to the tablet to emphasize I needed to sign.

      I indented a thumb print into a specific box, signing at the next popup with my index finger. I was now a contractor for Dynamic Acquisitions and Consulting. When the screen flicked to reveal my initial consultation payment, I froze.

      “This is for six point two million,” I said with a gasp.

      Yukio snickered, shaking his head the way parents did when a child was clueless. “I think you believe the group I represent is filled with old men thirsting for trinkets to showcase. That rock you sent Ming had a new mineral in it,” Yukio said, pausing to see if I was catching on.

      “New minerals, new genetic codes… I mean, that is not my forte, but it's not hard to conclude where those finds lead. New drugs, weapons, treatments, and discoveries,” I muttered.

      A silence hung over the table, bringing a looming gravity to the words I said.

      “And when ten members of our group sit on big pharma boards and see a new species,” Yukio mentioned, pointing to the confirmed wire transfer. A quick couple flicks with my phone confirmed I was a multi-millionaire. “That’s only twenty-five percent. Seriously, Trevor, you’re never going to have to work again.”

      I wanted to be angry because of how much money I missed out on. Yet, Ming had gone over the terms that I agreed to.  

      Ming cleared her throat, straightened her back, and said, “You need to leave. I… I’m getting worse. My doctor said I needed to stay the course with my treatments. That and now that you have your first check, and a retainer account with Dynamic Acquisitions and Consulting—”

      “Best bad guy business name ever,” I interrupted with a playful snarky tone. 

      “I’m old, this is my sanctuary. It’s time to build your own. One near an airport with good security and—”

      Yukio held up his hand to say, “Joseph Cloth traveled between worlds, going back and forth with a base of operations. I think he was smart to do this and you probably should too. Ming has informed me you … were inclined to stay in Lornia.”

      I shrugged, letting out a long exhale. “It depends. Haven’t seen enough. Being a mage is exhilarating. I know I don’t like New York City in the snow. I want to be the king of my own castle. Maybe a mage lord or baron, or I can do both.”

      “You’re special,” Ming said, stating the obvious.

       Yukio chuckled. “Ming’s right. Think of yourself as a magnate. A very powerful magnate that I especially want to see succeed. To the point, we can add a few zeros to the back end of that number to help you setup,” Yukio said, folding his arms, and shifting into a serious tone.

      I had a feeling he was even shocked with himself for saying this. The rich coveted their riches, no one was surprised by that. They also threw lots of wealth into areas that could make them more.

      “A trading magnate?” I asked, biting my fingernail nervously. “Exploiting Earth to gain wealth in Lornia. Then use my Lornian wealth to sell you stuff and live lavishly. We talked about this… weird to see it becoming a reality. You really think there is enough of a market to keep doing this?”

      “Short answer: yes. After you pick your estate on Earth, I’ll need to setup a DAC office nearby that can facilitate our transactions. Basically, you have a few options the way I see it. 

      “Option one, you head back to Montana, wait for spring, and resume picking up trash. That is noble and engaging work that will raise zero suspicions. You never go back to Lornia, and likely make a clean break from me and those I associate with.

      “Option two, you do option one but head to Lornia rarely. This allows you to live lavishly while we both come out ahead slightly.

      “Option three, you become a recluse so you have the ability to do what you want. You utilize Lornia to become wealthy with quick trips to feed the council trinkets and bodies. They want more bodies, by the way.

      “Option four, you go in the deep-end. You buy a fortress here, build one there. You flip trades on both ends to amass wealth, which equals power. The waves you send rippling on Earth will hopefully be covered by me and mine with our vested interests. Lornia will likely have pushback. Even a sorcerer.” He paused pinching the bridge of his nose. “God I hate that word. Even you will be challenged. You build a mini-empire in both realms, reveling in the wealth and power.

      “Option five, you hate Earth, move to Lornia, and only come back to trade with DAC to help keep yourself wealthy in Lornia. Assuming a mage is unable to generate gold there on his own.”

      I waited to see if he was going to say a six. Personally, I’d already thought of about a thousand variations without ever really seeing what Lornia was like. 

      “Well, I can rule out a few of those. I want my own secluded home. I was—”

      Ming opened a drawer, retrieving a folder before sliding it across the counter. 

      “Of course,” I muttered, opening the contents to see realtor reports. “Who prints on paper still?” 

      This got a mild laugh out of them while I thumbed the pages. Each page was listings for mansions. Each mansion was north of five million. The first five were in Montana, the next three Wyoming, and then five more were scattered across the USA and Canada in secluded areas. 

      I’d like to think of myself as a grounded, down to Earth, type of guy. And yet, there was a Montana estate with a big stone wall around the perimeter that towered at least ten feet tall. The home itself was exceedingly opulent and big enough for dozens to live in. 

      At least from the few images I could see, it was everything a guy like me would want as an awesome lair. I never trusted a picture though.

      A further study of this property told me an hour by jeep could have me at the dig site, which was important to me. I planned on burying gems in Lornia and put them in planters here. Except Ming was right. It was time for me to move and she got her wish of almost dying on Lornian soil.

      “This is nine million, unfurnished,” I said, picking the estate an hour from civilization. 

      Yukio’s grin was one of satisfaction. “I can cover the difference,” Yukio offered.

      “This seems too easy,” I said with a huff. 

      Ming snickered, her posture becoming stiff. “This condo at one point was valued at eleven million. That damn virus drove down prices.” A gesture of the large living space wasn’t needed, but done anyway. “I was given the deed for doing nothing more than being born. Privilege exists, the world is not fair, and those with privilege tend to elevate those they chose.”

      “Bit dramatic,” Yukio scoffed at Ming before giving me a stern gaze. “You’re a Ruby Mage. You can make me hundreds of millions and I already am up twelve. Next werewolf body will sell for more and cover probably two of those homes. Did you even think of that?”

      “Oh, so no more twenty-five percent to her,” I said, wincing while looking at Ming who frowned.

      Yukio said, “Fifty-fifty going forward. Ming is rich now and I pay her to help you when I need a liaison. Believe it or not, since you’ve seen me visit Ming for excessive periods, my time is exceedingly valuable.”

      He reached into his suit pocket, handing me two envelopes.

      Yukio snickered and said, “The first is your unlimited charter jet access that is not unlimited. Think of it as your ability to travel within a few days and if you use it too much just buy your own damn jet. Second is a list from potential clients. Things they want brought back.”

      “Okay, I’ll review this on my trip to see this house. And if I want to buy it?” I asked. 

      “I bought all five in Montana,” Yukio said with a grin.

      “All five! That’s over forty million.”

      “Yes, well I’m exceedingly wealthy. Protecting you will have challenges. My competition will track these finds, from me, to you. It’s 2023 after all. At least the other homes are now hideouts and investments. Almost impossible to cover moving secretive items these days,” he said with a huff.

      “All right, I guess I’ll tour them all, then pick one. Should I consider it a rental until I can buy it?” I asked and he gave another smug shrug. 

      “Expect other high rolling visitors in the future. I recommend you find people loyal to you to help stave off the other wolves at your door,” Ming said with a snort.

      “Like Joseph Cloth did with his wives covering for his disappearances,” I said. A groan escaped my lips. “My family? What’s your plan for them?”

      “Ah. Nothing. I can’t even fully protect you,” Yukio said, heading for the door. “I’m not a guardian angel. I’m an investor who wants to see you succeed. Get your own house in order and realize that, yes, Earth is a shitty place too. Your parents, Lidia, or Hanna may get abducted to get you to do things.”

      “Fuck me,” I muttered, not liking what he was saying. 

      “Welcome to the world of being rich,” Yukio said, heading not for the door, but for a back room that Ming followed him into. 

      I smirked, watching them go. He had a point. I was now rich; it was time to live like it.
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      After careful consideration, I picked the opulent estate with the big stone walls. This home had everything I wanted. Space, privacy, a pool, and an interior hot tub.

      One thing I loved about it was that even during the winter there was a lovely smell from the abundance of looming cedar trees.

      Unfortunately, I never really did more than a quick walkthrough. After spending the last month preparing for a longer absence in New York I rushed here, arriving just at the perfect time to meet my guest. 

      There was a problem, I needed a cover. One that I could trust to say I was safe if someone was worried, like my parents. 

      There was only one person I could call, Lidia. My sister stood in the foyer, hands on her hips, and a scowl on her face. She wore a fluffy jacket that had a faux furred hoodie. Her sweats and thick winter boot looked huge on her.

      “Okay, you’re going where again?” Lidia asked, following me as I headed for the door she just entered. “There's three feet of snow on the roads.”

      When I patted her on the shoulder she pouted. “It will be fine,” I assured her.

      “You said you needed a house sitter for a cat! You’ve got no flipping cat!” 

      “How do you know you won't find it tomorrow or something,” I chuckled, knowing she was right.

      “I’d sense it! They always trigger a sneeze. Where are you going in boots and a double bath robe?” Lidia said with extra wrinkles from her scrunchy face.

      I rolled my eyes at her, and she was clearly concerned. “Lidia, you’re endearing. The news is saying there is another covid outbreak in the Philippines. Hole up, do your work from the extravagant mansion, and enjoy yourself.”

      “This… this is crazy.” Lidia stomped a foot. “Where did this house come from?”

      “Would you be mad if I said Montana? I mean… we are in Montana,” I said with a giggle.

      She fumed. If this were a cartoon, smoke would be blowing out her ears. “You have a walking stick, two layers of clothing, and a full bag. You’re just going to spend a week in the woods?”

      “Whatever you do, don’t call the police until I’ve been gone for a month. Also, if I never come back, this is yours. Sorta,” I said with a grin. “I promise when I get back I’ll explain everything and you’ll believe none of it. You’re the only one I can trust with this.” 

      “I know! You said you needed me and me only. That and the damn cat are why I left Brody behind. Things were -”

      “Then invite him out here. Just have him sign the NDA when he gets here?” I said, knowing this would trigger her.

      “Why,” her eyes flared as she said this, “is there so much secrecy?” 

      “I suddenly have a house that is something most guys could only dream about. Not rented, not on lease. Paid in cash with my name on the title,” I said with a huff. 

      Yukio sold it to me at a loss. Meaning I was broke and in need of going back to Lornia, which was likely his plan from the get go.

      “How?” There was a pleading pout I ignored again. 

      “Lidia, we discussed this earlier on the phone, I’m under NDA.”

      Her hands flung into the air. “Break it!”

      “I wish I could, but when I get back, I can. When I return there will be a grand tour, a big party, and lots of explaining with hopefully all facts you’ll despise knowing later. Now I gotta go. Love ya,” I said, opening the door to the blistering cold. 

      “Be safe,” Lidia muttered, conceding the argument.

      There were a few ‘I love you’, and then I slammed the door against the cold wind fighting the heated home. I trekked to the back of the immense house, finding an alcove to shelter in.

      The roof hid me from anything above, the indented space from the sides, and no window gave a viewpoint of my spot. I summoned the magic to take me to the hallway and vanished from Earth. 

      The hallway, or gateway as Joseph called it, was empty, devoid of a wintery chill. This place was the spot that held the biggest looming questions.

      How and why did it exist? Joseph determined the powers in charge would never reveal their secrets. I was more optimistic, just not sure how I’d find those answers… yet. 

      I closed my eyes heading for the bright door. The last thing I wanted was to arrive on Lornia with disoriented vision. 

      My hands found the entry, allowing me to step onto the paranormal world. 

      The stumble down from the drop was anticipated this time, me hitting the ground with bent knees.

      I channeled a spell, allowing the anger of the fire to build within me. My eyes shot open, revealing nothing but birds, chipmunks chasing squirrels, and a cool breeze battling a warm day of sunshine.

      Aspens surrounded me by the thousands and I wondered where I was in Lornia. I returned the magical energy that coursed through my veins back into the stone around my neck.

      A quick search revealed what I sought - the tree I’d blasted into splinters was exactly where I expected it. I walked over to the only landmark in the area, dumping the contents of my bag. 

      There was a clatter as tools, coin purses, food, water, and weapons spilled out.

      The mini-pick for precision excavations was plucked off the pile. I spent the next half hour marking every tree at knee height and on three sides. A simple big X was enough, or so I hoped. 

      My ability to find this place always had a work around. Go to the gateway, then come back here. But… if I expended all my gem power that wouldn’t be an option.

      I went to my bag once I was done. Beside the pack were a dozen smaller pouches. I dug holes around the busted tree.

      “Into your homes you go my pretties,” I said with a snicker. 

      I opened the bag, to confirm the contents. Yup, it was Montana dirt encompassed around the dazzling gems. Each pouch went into a spot around the busted up trunk. 

      This was my ‘oh shit’ reserve. Assuming I cast so much energy I drained the two gems on me, these were here for me to uncover and head home. Or if something bad happened and I ended up without a gem. I’d planned out a dozen what-if scenarios and this was the best backup plan I could create for now.

      After those were stashed away, I retrieved a long dagger that barely fit in the bag. While trying to equip the belt I grunted in frustration. Finally, getting the weapons secured, I grumbled to myself. 

      I’d gained five pounds of winter weight… Okay, more like ten, but I’d been very into my studies and chicken filet was so damn yummy.

      Nothing a good long walk wouldn’t fix.

      There were two options for exploring in my mind. Go toward the dragons or head away from where I saw them. I picked away because dragons casting magic was more than I wanted to deal with, and if I lived here, I’d do the same.

      Feeling I was heading the opposite direction from where they battled, I started what was hopefully a short journey through the spooky woods of endless white aspens. Every few trees I’d smack a hole in a knee high spot, hoping I could create a path to find later.

      The sun was to my left, and I’d left early in the morning. Just like on Earth the sun rose to the east and set in the west, or so Joseph theorized in his book. He admitted a compass never made the transition.

      The days were the same length and besides seasonal differences the planets were synced. He hypothesized this is how they were connected. Two planetary bodies in unison at different points of the universe that were twins. Like planets born together. As in they were alive.

      While that was clearly crazy nonsense, so were dragons and using gems to cast fireballs.  

      After two or three hours following the sounds of a river, I found my first reprieve from the monotony of the forest. After what felt like an endless march, seeing millions of trees finally change made me feel so small and Lornia seem so vast.

      The snap of a twig caused a doe to bolt from its drinking spot on the other side of the river. There was something mesmerizing about watching a fleeing animal. 

      The tranquil setting was ruined when my stomach rumbled, causing me to smirk. I was not about to torch a deer for lunch no matter how much my insides complained. 

      Finding a decent rock to perch on, I decided now was a good time to eat a snack. After a few swigs of my camelback - that had been converted from a bladder of some animal - I chomped on a stick of jerky. 

      Everything plastic from Earth had changed to fit this environment. 

      We hypothesized this was to prevent someone from bringing a machine gun to a sword fight. Where swords could go to Earth, and fey too, modern weapons and plastic were transformed. Which had Ming and I debating an age old question. Did monsters roam in hidden parts of Earth already?

      Yes, I believed there were hidden fey forested away in parts of the Amazon. The only proof I had was that the big ass bear-kin stayed a bear-kin when he was brought to Earth. 

      The doe never returned, disappointing my hopes to watch nature while I relaxed. 

      My calves were a bit sore, and my ankles felt swollen since the soles of my boots were thinner. The extra thick robe that had been tossed over my shoulder earlier into the walk was stuffed into the bag.

      After finishing my break, I left the rock.

      I followed the river downstream with a hop, skip, and a jump. I figured following the water would lead to something. Humans had to drink and this river was fairly clear looking.  The river picked up speed as the terrain sloped downward.

      An hour later, off in the far distance I saw the first signs of life. A column of smoke rose into the air. 

      Finally. I was starting to think I’d end up going home empty handed.

      I no longer marked trees, and increased my pace while following the river. I had to admit, I was getting kind of bored talking to myself. 

      About halfway to the smoke stack I started to see signs of life, well, sort of. 

      There was a skeletal body of a child with horns, or a short fey. It was old, with nothing else near the bones. 

      I frowned, knowing that in Lornia when you murdered there were no forensic police to hound you. You slit a throat, dumping a body into a ditch without a worry. Later, hoping you were never tied to the murder, you pretended nothing ever happened, and that was assuming anyone cared about the missing person. 

      I had to push such thoughts into the back of my mind. 

      Another half hour of walking beside the river revealed a human teenager, no older than fourteen, fishing with a stick. Almost a man in medieval times, telling me to tread with caution on treating him like a child. 

      “Young Sir,” I said, startling him. “I come from a faraway land by magic.”

      “Ya what now?” the lad asked, inspecting me hesitantly.

      “I’m a mage from a distant place, transported here by magic,” I said loudly with clear enunciation.

      His features twisted in confusion. “Like Primodat? What tier of mage are ya?”

      “We don’t have tiers in Pangea, there are only those with or without magic,” I lied. 

      Letting the magic trickle into me from the gem around my neck I channeled the appropriate feelings.

      This time, I was more focused on the fire itself than the fiery emotions. It seemed that unlocking the connection with the magic was tough, refining the process to wield the magic was simpler.

      I lined my palm up, blasting out a ball of fire. The condensed magic swirled as it flew for the river’s surface, exploding upon impact. A gush of water went high, creating a misting cloud of steam.

      “Impressive my lord. I take it ya’d be needin’ a guide?” the lad asked. 

      His eyes squinted slightly, revealing a human concept I was all too familiar with.

      Greed.

      “I've been in these woods before, slaying fey. I know the value of my coins here… However, I’m in a generous mood. I’ll make you an offer. A silver for being a guide for a day. Far more than you’re worth,” I said with a flick of my wrist.

      “A whole silver, ya got yerself a deal sorcerer. I’m Beck,” he said with a bow.

      “Beck, I’m Master Trevor, Mage Trevor, or Lord Trevor. Take your pick,” I said, staring at him down my nose. 

      My tone was haughty, getting my superiority across. Beck didn’t need any additional convincing though. He retrieved a stringer with three tiny fish after hauling his line out of the water. 

      We didn’t talk much on the walk to the town. Probably because I declined three offers to buy his tiny fish he caught.

      That little shit didn’t care that I flat out said I was not interested. He kept hinting that I’d love the taste, and no fish were finer. He then rambled on about the blacksmith’s daughter was first in line to marry him because he was the head fisherman’s eldest. 

      When I saw a wooden wall protecting maybe a hundred buildings, I was unimpressed. There had to be less than a thousand people living here. Then again, I could only see through the opening the gate created. Maybe untold wonders rested inside the nasty smelling town. 

      This wooden gathering of buildings was not exactly where I needed to be to acquire fine items, a workforce to build a castle, or just about flipping anything. 

      “Welcome to Riverten, Master Trevor,” Beck said, with us stepping onto a rough road of loose small stones.

      Outside the gate hung two corpses covered in flies and feasting birds pecking at the flesh. I felt like hurling but held it in. The cute sparrows I saw earlier suddenly were viewed in a much different way. 

      “Bandits, caught trying ta rob a trader’s wagon. ‘Best ta jest die, than ta steal’ Pa says,” Beck snickered, passing near the rightmost corpse. 

      I stuck to the middle of the road, finding the smell overwhelming. I forced my bile down, choosing to focus on the interior buildings. We passed the threshold that held no guards or soldiers to watch who came in and out. 

      “I need a map, a horse, and a proper servant. One at least my age,” I said confidently.

      He sneered at this. “I’m no servant.”

      “In Pangea, all men unwed are servants, I meant no transgression. The sooner I’m done, the sooner you get your coin,” I said, having to fight my stomach against wanting to eject its contents.

      “Yer sure da speak like a fancy prissum,” Beck said between clenched teeth.

      I was forced to make a tough choice here. He insulted me. Even if the meaning of prissum escaped me, the connotation was clear.

      I could immolate him, claiming his burning corpse was being sacrificed to some fake Pangea god. This would probably incite all sorts of drama I’d rather avoid, so I threw that option out.  

      “Half a silver,” I said loudly with a grimace, coming to a halt. I pulled power into my palm, controlling a small flame. I held the flame high so others could see my power. “And you’ll apologize for insulting me.”

      An older man came running over. “No flames in Riverten, my Lord,” he pleaded with hands up, getting between Beck and I. “Beck get back to fishin’ this instant.”

      The older man held enough sway over the young lad to send him scampering out of the town. 

      “I apologize, Torgrin at your service.” He bowed, giving me a chance to notice the local garb didn’t have holes. He wore a plain brown tunic with tan baggy pants. His feet were in mud caked leather and he wore no noticeable weapon. “I’m a village official, part of the peace keepers that handle the minor disputes of the great Riverten. What can I help ya with?”

      I thanked him for diffusing the situation before telling him my needs. I was short with a crisp tone. Even if I was playacting as a superior, I truly did hate repeating myself.

      “Right this way, Master Trevor,” Torgrin said, heading deeper into Riverten. 

      We passed human shit on the side of the road. After a further inspection I noticed puddles of feces were everywhere, plastered across the mix of stone and mud. I wanted to vomit again, nearly doing so when a small flock of chickens rushed for a tossed pail off to my right. 

      There’s a blasted river three hundred feet away! Dump your literal shit downstream!

      The town not only smelled like an outhouse, but it looked like one. There were a few decent homes with hitching porches. So it wasn’t all horrid, with the few owners taking pride in their homes. I even saw a porch growing flowers.

      Then there were some hovels straight up abandoned and collapsed, most of the homes slash square buildings were dilapidated and in some awful state. 

      Riverten was about what I expected of Lornia based on my readings: backwards, filthy, and deplorable. 

      “Horses are not common out here. We mostly ferry aspen wood to Clruss where it becomes fine white furniture. We’ve got a single set of spare oxen though, and a wagon to throw in. Won’t last long, those are in short supply around here. As for the map, the local magistrate should have that by the servant’s market.”

      “How about fine weapons?” I asked.

      He mused this question over. “Maybe George, yeah. I think George found some elven blade recently. Outside of that we’ve got standard iron forged here. Leeny is the local smith. We keep him busy crafting the needs of Riverten more than doing spare arms though. No need for extra weapons really.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “We're in the southeastern corner of Lornia. If yer out here it's for the aspen trees or to go hunting. If yer huntin’ then you came prepared,” Torgrin said nonchalantly. “Frontier folk already have weapons for defending themselves. Standard really.”

      I bit my lip in frustration. This place sucked.

      “What’s nearby?” I asked, trying to shoo a stray dog away that sniffled my robe.

      “Next closest city is Clruss, seven days hard ride, an easier ride is ten. Crimm is that-a-way. Trimi to the northwest. Northeast of that is Branfield.” He pointed the opposite way to my arrival point. “Two weeks or three slow. Bandits and fey on both routes. Not that yer concerned by them.”

      “So, I’m on the far outskirts of humanity?” I asked with a long sigh.

      “For Lornia, yes. King Partel issued a proclamation to all the larger cities. Start sending the hard to sell servants to the frontiers for cheap. Which is good for buying cheap labor, certainly helps our bottom line when we buy workers at these rates. Just got a wagon load today,” Torgrin mentioned pleasantly. 

      We finally transitioned from the hovels to an open fairgrounds of sorts. There were staged oxen on the left, hiding behind them were short wagons. In the middle, was a big show field, and towards the back exterior wall rested a hanging station that doubled as a stage. 

      “Cheap servants!” a crier yelled to a small gathering crowd.

      There was a wagon with thin bars kept tight together to keep prisoners from escaping through. Humans in collars and a few fey were being hauled out to stand on a stage.

      “Perfect timing Master Trevor. A gold coin and I’ll fetch yer map,” Torgrin said, causing me to laugh. 

      I was starting to have a love hate relationship with the people of Riverten. I hated them and would love to burn this shithole to a crisp. I smiled, suppressing that inkling of my darker nature.

      “I’ll give ya two silver if it’s detailed. If not a single silver,” I replied, guessing I was being swindled. 

      “Three and they cost two, yer paying me half a silver and the other half will go to Beck so he doesn’t get killed by ya when he becomes resentful,” Torgrin said, having a good counter offer.

      Maybe he was redeemable. I fished out a purse from the interior of my robes. There were a dozen small sacks sewn into my attire. Each one held certain coins in small amounts. I pulled out a single silver, pressing it into his palm.

      He spied the coin with interest. “Unmarked, heavier than normal. Wait… is this pure?” I nodded. “Let me get this tested by Lenny and then the map. You still owe me two more when I return. Happy bidding,” Torgrin said, leaving my side. 

      There was a squish as I stepped in feces, this time it was oxen shit. Hurray. I approached the stage not sure how this process worked.

      I was the only one well-dressed man at the front. The rest were rugged men that would have fit in at any bar in Montana. They were muscly, bearded, and stout with sour faces. The wives waited in a group, chatting off to the side while the men waited to start bidding.

      “Bidding starts soon!” the crier yelled between cusped hands against his mouth.  

      Walking up to the auctioneer who was waiting for his help to set the stage, I went into my purse, retrieving a gold coin. The thin middle aged man with heavy bags under his eyes glared at me speculatively. 

      “I’m Master Trevor, a mage of Pangea. I wish to bid,” I said, handing him a gold coin.

      “Name’s Henry, my Lord. Is this a bribe? Or do ya wish to buy before bidding, or you showin’ your intent to bid?”

      Hmm…

      “I’d love to have first pick. What’s the bids go to here?”

      He sighed. “Not much. Never a gold. Honestly, my cousin Ruffin accepted a bribe and was hung when the king’s men found out.”

      “Then don’t take a bribe,” I said with a happy shrug. “Dying seems ill advised.”

      Henry loved my dry humor, cackling out a long laugh. After wiping his eyes he said, “I can give you prices the crown is wanting before a bid. These folks in Riverten isn’t ever affording those costs.”

      “So you have a flat fee that these men avoid?” I asked and he nodded. “Perfect. Maybe you have a fearsome woman who can stab people for me?”

      “Master Trevor, I’ve got just the one,” Henry said in a perfect salesman’s tone with a smirk.
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      “Pull like that again and I’ll snap you in half,” a woman about half a head shorter than me said.

      Her dirt patched skin was riddled with scars and curves, and her torso devoid of a full shirt. She was modesty protected by a thin piece of cloth tied across her substantial breasts and my, oh my, finally my prayers had been answered. 

      Her eyes flicked from the tiny catman tugging on her collar to inspect me. I stared into her dark eyes that spoke of violence. Matted brown hair was bound into a small ponytail that only made it halfway to her shoulders. 

      While she was obviously fit, she was lean as if she were unfed. Ribs showed more than they should, with her trousers revealing pelvis indents that pointed to her crotch. 

      She didn’t wear shoes, but her legs looked like she was a runner. Calloused hands tugged on the chain that the half-cat fey fought her with. 

      “Enough,” Henry demanded, halting the two from their minor tug battle. 

      A few of the potential bidders were heading over. “Hey, we wanted to bid on her too.”  

      When I saw the rest of the auction servants, I understood why. They were almost all women, mostly rail thin, and none were as potentially gorgeous as this Amazonian babe. She must have really pissed someone off. Also, she was reasonably healthy and able to work right now, meaning to a lumber collecting town she was valuable and likely rare.

      “Enough to pay full buying price?” Henry shot back.

      One of them nodded. I had almost sixty gold coins stitched into my bag and robes. Guess I’d be giving up most of them. Each coin was a quarter ounce and ditching the heavy gold would actually be nice.  

      Henry grumbled. He pointed at his helper, swinging his finger to the stage. “Fine stick her on the stage. We open with the best, since she is going over her costs,” Henry said.

      “What did she do?” I asked with furled brows.

      My hands went to my hips not liking how the woman was dragged by a chain onto the stage. 

      Henry sighed, grumbling under his breath. “I’m starting to think you actually are an agent by testing me so. This disgusting backwater will be the end of me.”

      My urge to sass him was held in check. He went to the front of the caravan. His hand propped open a box so he could sort through paperwork.

      “Hmm, she shouldn’t be here.” Documents came out. Henry fumed as he read. “Susanna was supposed to go to Clruss. Bloody hell,” Henry muttered, tilting his head back with eyes closed. “Felix got me again. I swear to the Penta gods, one day I’ll throttle that weasel.”

      “And her… transgressions?” I asked since he had the paper out. 

      “Disobeying direct commands from her superior when she had a stint as a guard. Five times. Was lashed five -”

      Hearing what I needed I spun to the hulking brute on the stage. “Hey! You! What’d you disobey?” I shouted. 

      She shook her head in shame. 

      Hmm… Did I want to tie myself to a woman who disobeyed orders? 

      “I take it there are no further details?” I asked Henry who ignored me.

      I deserved that for cutting him off. 

      “Bidding starts at five gold,” Henry said loudly to the gathered crowd. My lone competitor scoffed, throwing his hands up. “It’s for life…”

      I blanched, quickly closing my mouth. I thought five gold coins was nothing. Four was about two grand on Earth. Meaning her life of servitude was worth less than a beater car. Yikes, Lornia was brutal. 

      “Five gold,” the man in the front said with a big grin as if he knew I wouldn’t have the balls to outbid him.

      “Six,” I instantly replied. 

      “Fuck you, son of a whore!” the man shouted, literally kicking a dog. The animal slammed into the side of the stage. The mutt whimpered away in pain with a limp.

      Joseph’s notes were emphatic about confronting commoners. Never get involved in problems that the serfs create. Always be a noble. Never get emotional.

      I welled with anger. A primal scream erupted from my lips. “Grovel at my feet and I’ll forgive you,” I demanded. 

      Calm Trevor, this is the magic. You’re feeling its anger. This is not… 

      He scoffed, grabbing his crotch. “I’ll do what the hell I want, pathetic idiot.”

      Burning him alive sets my dominance of this shitty hovel they call a town. They’re eyeing me. Doubting me. And he’s laughing at me now!

      “Is that a challenge?” I asked, my hand on my sword hilt. 

      He laughed. “I accept your challenge.” 

      He sealed his fate. I can do this.

      He unclipped a huge wood axe off his hip. 

      When the man charged, I almost froze. The snarl, the sharp blade, and those eyes meant I was about to die if I did nothing.

      With grim determination I leveled my empty palm at him. My body coursed with an inferno of magic. 

      There was no warning of my intent. My body surged with power until flames blasted from my hand in a massive torrent, wrapping over his body.

      There was a brief scream as his run faltered into a halt. The magic poured from the gems to the spell, increasing the powerful heat. 

      He was not just burned, he was consumed. When I cut off my spell, a brisk wind burst him into a scattering of ash. 

      There were screams of terror, most of the others in the area held up their hands fearfully. Death was likely common here, death by immolation, probably not. 

      Two women from the side group vomited. I casually strode over to ash pile where his corpse would have been, finding his coins glowing with heat. After kicking the pile, I uncovered what remained of his weapons. There was wailing in the background that I ignored.

      “Five gold was it?” I asked and the prisoner smirked while Henry gulped.

      “Anyone else want to bid more than five gold?” Henry said with a crack in his voice.

      Torgrin came running over to my side in dismay with a map under his arm. Nice, exactly what I needed.  

      “Going once, going twice, sold for five gold. Pay the handler and accept the binding,” Henry said, dragging the next servants up.

      Just like that - life resumed. The duel was over. Bidding was going on in the background that I ignored.

      “Ah, thanks, Torgrin,” I said in a pleasant tone. The glow of heat faded, allowing me to scoop the coins off the muck. I blew the mixed ash that used to be a man off the gold and silver. “Who had that sword again?”

      “George, Master Trevor. Ya… Ya… never said you’re a master mage,” he said, all but shaking with fright. 

      Hmm. I turned him into flecks of carbon to float into the wind. This power was surreal! 

      I inspected the gem in the staff, seeing it was half drained. During my spell I pulled from both stones equally. Definitely consumed too much. When I tried to find the dead man’s rejuvenation aura, it was missing. Maybe I consumed it in flame or it recharged while I was in a magical rage. 

      “We’re good with his death?” I asked Torgrin in an icy tone.

      Deep down, I was feeling nothing. There was a void in my emotional pit of a heart. I wasn’t sure if I made a mistake flying off the handle with my anger. One thing was certain. I proved I was not some weak man. 

      “His widows are supposed to get half of his—”

      I dumped the entirety of the man’s worth into Torgrin’s hands. “If you cheat them of one coin, I’ll know.” He nodded quickly, fearful of my warning.

      I yanked the map from his arm before he could scurry off. I slotted it under my own, turning to the man with the cat ears. A friend of the deceased picked through what was left, grabbing the axe head that survived while the handle had disintegrated.

      This morbid fascination was not like me.

      Or was it? I bit my fingernail in frustration.

      I’d killed a man. 

      While I’d run about a million scenarios in my mind of Lornia, none involved a duel to the death over a bidding war. I spun down the rabbit hole of doubt.

      Was a Lornian man the same as a human from Earth? Was the magic controlling me? Or was the power unlocking a darker side. Was I even good anymore? 

      The feelings were crashing over me when a nearby throat-clear yanked me out of my thoughts. 

      “We need to bind,” the well-built woman said in a soft tone.

      “So direct, no drink first?” I said in a dry tone, my eyes reverting to the spot of the dead man.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      I glared at her. “Why’d you care?”

      She folded her arms at me, holding back a retort. The human with cat features stepped forward, walking around my new servant. 

      “Her document says the terms. She is to serve you for life, in exchange you must provide shelter and food,” the handler said, handing me the document.

      His palm came out for the gold. 

      I retrieved the coins, exchanging the full fee. The catman quickly tossed the coins into a locked box. 

      At this point, I had a million questions regarding this contract they termed a binding. Saying I wasn’t from Lornia seemed unwise, so I just went with it. 

      There was a thumbprint box. A blood soaked print meant… I removed my short sword from its casing, nicking my arm. My right thumb went to the growing bubble of blood. 

      I stuck my thumb into the contract box, waiting for something magical to happen. The catman handed me the contract, then removed the collar from the servant’s neck. I check the document. Name - Susanna Brickenshire. Next of kin - None. 

      “Susanna?” I asked. She nodded. “I need to see George, then we’ll take you to see my sister.”

      Torgrin came running back to me. “You still owe me two silver,” he reminded me.

      I handed the man his silver before asking, “His widows?”

      “Uh… young and able to have more children. They will find new husbands since they have all that gold,” Torgrin said with an uncaring shrug.

      I wanted to ask if they could start a business, or if they wanted help, but held back. I shouldn’t antagonize the ladies or draw more attention to myself. Hopefully, people would give me a wide berth now. 

      “Are they going to try to stab me in the back?” I asked.

      “Uh… no. Not likely. They’ll head to Clruss where they have family. Both women were young, chasing fortunes with their husband. So, wait, you’re trying to find George?” he asked to change the subject, likely wanting to be rid of me. 

      “Lead the way,” I said, with Susanna following close to me. 

      I undid my sword belt, giving a relieved sigh when I was free of its tightness.

      “Here,” I said, handing the weapon to Susanna.

      Her face scrunched when she drew the weapon from its sheath. 

      “What is this made of?” she asked, and I shrugged. “It’s not the right temper. It’s,” she said testing the flex, “almost like—”

      Snap!

      She stood there in shock, guiltily holding two halves of a busted weapon. I growled with frustration. That sword was thirty thousand dollars. The strongest that could be made apparently. It also was apparently a giant rip-off.

      “Damnit, Susanna,” I scolded her. “Why did you do that?”

      “Uh… I’m strong. Not strong enough to break a sword like a stick,” Susanna said in dismay.

      I scoffed. “Apparently, you are. That cost more than you did.”

      “Really?” she retorted.

      “Yup.”

      “You need a better blacksmith,” she said with a laugh that Torgrin joined in on. 

      I sighed. “What are your skills?”

      “Many.”  

      I was going to spin on her, demanding full answers but we arrived at a candle maker. There were, surprise, lots of candles and honey. 

      “George this is Master Mage Trevor, don’t give him an attitude or he’ll burn ya to ash,” Torgrin said, leaving us.

      Hell yes! That was the best introduction a man could ask for. 

      “This idiot broke my sword. Didn’t even say sorry,” I said, thumbing at Susanna.

      She grumbled, “Wasn’t my fault you bought a toy.”

      “It was a real sword.”

      “Was not.”

      “Was too.”

      Her sweet, upturned, pert nose went into the air. “It broke like a toy.”

      I groaned in frustration. She was sexy, and yet, pushing all the wrong buttons. “You got a replacement I can buy that might be from an elf?”

      “Uh yeah, certainly,” George said.

      He retrieved a sword with no sheath. It had a handle that was made of real ivory. The material had either started as a huge tusk, being swirled down with precision crafting, or it came from a naturally curved shape.

      There were patterns of carvings drawn in the handle. I found the intricate engraved trees to be exquisite. The sword certainly was interesting and exactly what I’d need to get out of debt.

      “How much for the sword, a crate of honey, and a crate of candles?” I asked.

      George pretended to suddenly be extremely interested in the weapon. “The sword is worth at least ten gold. I could -”

      “Four or he burns ya, and I say ya challenged him,” Susanna said, forcing the man to gulp. Yes, another win. Haggling was the worst and Ms. Noshirt seemed to love it. “You get to sell two boxes of watered-down honey, and candles made by your blind daughter.”

      I was going to tell her to shut the hell up when George countered back with four gold five silver. We left with a deal somewhere in the middle. Apparently, servants could negotiate for their lord or lady. Actually, that made sense when I thought about it.

      Susanna carried the crates toward Riverten’s exit while I studied the patterns in the sword. I really loved this blade. It just felt right in my hands. 

      “That’s a nice blade. Won’t snap in twain,” Susanna grunted.

      “Two, but I do like the unique vocabulary choice,” I replied. 

      The pace was casual, allowing us to leave the thin wooden walls of the town. The smell of feces was burned into my nose, and I felt like I needed seven baths from just going into that shit hole. Of all the places to setup a base in this land, why did the magical gods deposit me so far into the wilds?

      Susanna stopped and I didn’t notice due to my thoughts. She was at least a hundred feet behind me when she asked, “Where we going?”

      “To another planet,” I said casually. “Let’s go.”

      She loved hearing this, jogging to catch up. 

      “Warlocks are so sexy,” she said with a smirk from ear to ear.

      “Mage, Susanna. I’m a Mage,” I said as if correcting a child.

      It does feel good to be looked at like that again.

      “Does the Master want pleasure in the woods?” Susanna asked, catching the way I looked at her. She gave me a sexy wink.

      I shook my head. “We just need to get out of sight of town. Then you can get to meet my sister and get some of that sour smell off you.”

      “Then a pleasuring?” Susanna asked.

      Who called it that? But those eyes. They… loved the power I held. I saw she feared me as much as she lusted for me. Lornia was going to be one wild ride if I was assertive and dominant. 

      I rolled my eyes, not letting her see my smile. We were walking further into the wood in a random direction.  “How did you end up in those chains?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she muttered. 

      “Tell me,” I commanded, and she fidgeted. “Telling me will make me happy.”

      “Um.” She let out a long exhale.

      “Take your time if you need to,” I said letting her get comfortable.

      She nodded. “I’m from Brickenshire. A newer town that used to be called Bricken Fort. During the ratkin wars of Marrin’s reign the city boomed in population. After the war, the northern city died off. My grandfather built his first house there. My family, with aunts and uncles, cousins, and siblings lived in a nearby commune. 

      “Dryads swept in, invading south in a daring raid. I grew up as an eldest without any older brothers and am trained in the sword. I slew with abandon trying to turn the tide against an overwhelming foe. A big chief dryad called off the others to single combat challenge me. Most of these scars are from him,” Susanna said, grabbing a hand to have me run my fingers over her wounds. 

      My heart paced, a pain from my bottom lip had me halting my bite and grabbing control of my lust. 

      “And then what?” I asked in a dominant tone. 

      “We fought. What felt like hours, was likely only minutes. I figured we killed each other because I bled until I passed out with dozens of wounds. When I awoke my family was gone, our commune devoid of all value, and only I remained.”

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted, and she frowned.

      “Most warlocks -”

      “Mage!”

      “Fine, mage. Thank you, I think. Weeks of healing meant I was in debt. I signed on to guard a Brickenshire baron. The city is big enough for a dozen barons, three viscounts, and a count. I was told to let the Baron’s son finish in my ass,” Susanna said, her voice oozing venom.

      What!? Lornia was so weird.

      “I don’t get it, I thought women were super easy to get in Lornia?” I said with a grunt.

      “Yes. This was an initiation. To prove the lad was my dominant and rightful master. The father was teaching his son a lesson,” Susanna said, and I winced. “All his guards and servants had to do this. Even the males.”

      Shaking my head in dismay I asked, “Is this common in Lornia? Men courting servants?”

      “Men having sex with each other: yes. No one cares whom you love besides the full fey. But with servants, not so much. It was all about the power to dominate. You’re really taking me to another land, aren’t you?” she asked curiously. “And your wife. I’ll share you, but not into females.”

      “No wife. So, you don’t like women sexually?” I asked.

      “There were a few orgies where women were present, but no, it's not for me. The nearness of a naked woman is nice to look at but I prefer big men like yourself. Especially the kind that save me from living in squalor while working twelve hour days,” Susanna said, and I was starting to understand.

      Just a thought of an orgy of naked flesh sent tingles through me. 

      I gotta quit watching group sex on pornhub. This sexy woman was just saying she did what my guilty side only fantasized about. Then again… Focus, Trevor.

      Controlling my thoughts I said, “Back to the baron. They only want guards they can completely control. You already signed before they impressed their will…” I let the sentence hang. “Did you have a husband?”

      “I was scheduled to get married a few times. But I’m... big and intimidating. Plus I’m poor. Potential husbands would visit the farm and we never came to terms. Then I found Barton, and we were eager to become man and wife.

      “After the dryad raid, I was deemed not worth the investment until I could prove I could take care of the baron’s son. Barton grew tired of waiting and was arranged to marry the Baron’s daughter,” she said sadly.

      “Your family. Do you want to get them back?” I asked.

      She tilted his head back in confusion. “Revenge on the Baron or my family from the dryads?”

      “Both?” I asked. “Both works.”

      “Pleasuring first?” she asked with that damn charming smile until you saw the caked-on stains on her teeth. Then there was shit in her hair.

      I let out a long exhale with a shrug. “Makeover first. You’re mine now. You’ve been slipping, Susanna. It’s pleasuring first, Master,” I instructed her, jabbing a finger into her shoulder.

      “Yes, Master,” she said with a bow. Even her back muscles were lean and fit. Yummy. “One problem, Master. What’s a makeover?”

      “Let me pick you up, Susanna,” I said, positioning myself so I could carry her like a lady. 

      She fit perfectly into my bulging arms. Could I have just touched her arm or held her hand for the magic to work? Yup. Like hell I was telling her that. 

      Magic swirled through my core from the gems, filling my body with energy. I thought of the gateway with happy thoughts. All those happy thoughts of a cleaned up Susanna.
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      “Let me set you down,” I said when we arrived on Earth.

      My feet crunched into a foot of snow. Chilly winds caused goosebumps to ripple over my skin. A light dusting was descending and I inhaled in the glorious scent of cedar trees. I held a finger up to Susanna before we headed for my home.

      “You’re not on Lornia,” I sternly warned her.

      She scoffed, rubbing her filthy body to keep the chill at bay. “Clearly.”

      “If you do not do exactly as I say, bad things can and will happen. There is magic here. Others will call it technology. Nod if you understand.” 

      I could see she wanted to speak but held back, merely nodding. 

      “Tell me of this map,” I said, unrolling the parchment to see a replica of the map I found in the book earlier.

      “Crimm is the capital. The vast majority of the Lornian Realm lives along the Goddess River. That strip of cities is held by the twelve dukes that form a council. There are a few dukes outside that area but not many. The current king is King Partel and he is in his first year of rule,” Susanna said, and I smiled.

      “First year?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Kings come and go. If a new king is anointed they start their first year. Partel is a few months old. Each month is named after a famous duke.

      “Those names change also. The days of the year never do and the coldest day of winter is the Winter Festival when the year resets.”

      “Right now it is 210th day of the 1st year of King Partel’s Reign. I only know that because it was in our binding.”

      “Tell me about the realm,” I ordered.

      “There is a northern section and southern section. Both are generally considered beneath the middle rulers as little more than agricultural producers. Rarely, the dukes and the king will march when the dryads raid or ratkin invade,” she said, pointing to the north then the east on the map.

      “The elves?”

      “In the south, they don’t hear much of them, and the dwarves trade, raid, and brew good ale,” Susanna said. “Pleasuring?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m your Master. If you displease me, I’ll punish you, and not in a good way,” I said with her full, wide-eyed attention.

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Do you know what a shower is?” I asked.

      She shook her head then nodded. “I do. A waterfall bathing in a home. Not sure how I know that, but I do.”

      “That’s the magic. I think. I don’t have all the answers. Now, don’t speak unless spoken to, raise a hand if you need to ask something, and do as you're told,” I commanded. “Behave well and earn rewards.”

      Susanna smirked, a shiver from the cold running through her in all the right ways. “Pleasuring as a reward?”

      Lornia Girls!

      “You forgot ‘Master’,” I said, spinning to get inside.

      In front of my mansion was a Prius with South Dakota plates pulled up beside my new truck. I sold the Jeep and got a jet black Cybertruck. I justified the expensive upgrade as part of a status symbol, part of driving into the badlands, and because it was my night chariot I’d wanted for a while.

      Lidia had arrived via Uber.

      Whose car did this belong to? That Lidia’s boyfriend wouldn’t have South Dakota plates. 

      I pulled my phone out from my bag. I had been gone for ten hours. 

      Holy shit. 

      Trekking through those woods without a watch sure killed time.

      I slid my phone into my pocket before stepping up to the front door. I rubbed my hands together before messing with the digital code lock. I input ruby mage spelled out in numbers. There was a whirl as the mechanism unlocked my front door. 

      A gush of warm air rushed out to buffet the cold wind as we hurried inside.

      Ah, it felt good to be inside luxury again.

      The immediate foyer was slate tile with a bench on both the left and right, much like a restaurant. There were hooks here that held two jackets. 

      I set my bag, map, and sword down. When I removed my robe to shorts and an undershirt the tingling of being watched sent hairs on my neck rising.

      Susanna certainly desires me, she’s all but licking her lips.

      I let her soak in my frame, eyeing a pink suitcase resting by the stairs. Okay, our guest was either using his mom’s luggage, or we had another female visitor. 

      I inspected my new home, trying to find Lidia and her guest. Classical music drifted through the halls from a device by the stairs, drowning out any subtle background noises.

      Beyond the foyer was a left and right curved staircase that went to a second floor landing. That landing spread to more rooms and a single straight staircase to a third floor. The realtor said this home was built bigger than a football field and I believed them. 

      The home was sold fully furnished so there should be cleaning supplies to get the horrid stench off Susanna. She did stink badly enough that some bleach might be needed instead of shampoo. If the expensive art stayed, then shower essentials would be here too.

      The faint echo of two girls laughing hit my ears. 

      “Lidia!” I shouted.

      My echo bounced endlessly. I frowned. When I went to wave Susanna forward, I saw she had a hand up. 

      “Speak.”

      “You’re a noble here?” she said. I ignored the question. There was wealth on display everywhere. My estate was excessively opulent, and sparkling clean. “Obviously, excuse my question. Where are your servants, Master?”

      “You're the first,” I admitted, and she merely gave an 'oh’.

      “I’m a warrior, but I understand,” she said happily.  

      “Sis!” I heard Lidia shouting from deep with the home. “Did you know there is a pool in here with two separate Jacuzzis!?”

      I thought there was only one. Bonus. Would need to label them. Sex, and no sex. I chuckled at my own thoughts. 

      “Is Barry with you?” I shouted up, not knowing which floor she was on. “And don’t be shocked, I brought hired help.”

      “Who’s Barry?” Lidia finally showed up from the second floor. She hurried down the stairs with another woman her age following closely. 

      This new arrival was pudgy with glasses. Dyed blonde hair to her shoulders flowed freely. She suffered from acne and had given up it seemed. Not trying to judge, I had my own flaws and blemishes. 

      “Your boyfriend,” I said. 

      “Ex, and it was Brody. I told him this wasn’t a vacation, and he should visit. He took that as me moving. Especially when I updated my social status as living in—” There was a pause. “Who the hell is that?”

      “The hired help. Finish telling me about Brody, please.”

      “Oh, he changed his relationship status to single, turned on his swinder, and said he wasn’t into long distance relationships,” Lidia said with a sad shrug, but there was pain there.  

      I frowned, knowing this was my fault. She arrived on the first floor, pausing as she clearly smelled Susanna. Even the guest was frowning from her filth and the oddity of the situation.

      “This is Krissy. Krissy this is my awesome brother, Trevor. Krissy works with me, and lives in Rapid City. I invited her up to keep me company while you were finding wild women that are out in the snow with next to no clothes.” Lidia tucked her chin, eyeing me speculatively. “Your turn.”

      “Lady Lidia, Lady Krissy. You both will never believe me… I can tell you; this is Susanna, and there are more like her,” I said, showcasing the half nude sexy woman who was covered in filth.

      “I believe you,” Lidia said quickly before I said the unbelievable part.

      I groaned. “Susanna is from Lornia. Hence her abnormal height. I’m going to ensure my servant is properly cleaned before I feed her.”

      “I am hungry master,” Susanna said.

      “Feed her what?” Lidia said, bouncing her brows. “I like the BDSM thing. Servant!” 

      Lidia chuckled at the notion, clearly amused. I’d kept that part of me secret from everyone I knew. Some bedroom experiences were meant to stay behind closed doors. 

      Krissy stuck a hand up. “I love your home, and it was a four hour drive.” She winced, uncomfortably saying, “Is it okay if I still crash here?”

      “I’d love to have you over. Enjoy your stay, and no rush on when you depart. Clearly I have spare room and I’ll be leaving again soon anyway. Lidia, order take out from any place you can please,” I said, not sure what she’d like.

      Lidia frowned, saying, “How about I get like twenty meals from Chinese and some chicken from—”

      “That works,” I replied. “Come, Susanna.”

      “Yes, Master,” she said in a light voice.

      Lidia smirked, raising a single brow. I wanted to roll my eyes at her but instead said, “Pool showers?”

      “Middle of the house. Did you really buy this without a thorough walk through?” Lidia said.

      “Sorta. I walked the grounds for an hour and each entrance was checked. This had the most secure entryways. I’ll explain more later.” I pointed to the rolled parchment. “Transcribe that map if you're bored. It will help with answers too.”

      I left to find the pool room when Lidia said, “Wait… That thick text in your room. The one on your bed.”

      “You read it?” I asked. She nodded. “Read it again, it will explain Lornia. This servant is deplorable in her filth. Let me clean her before we discuss matters of the estate. Please. Oh, and don’t forget food.”

      Lidia chewed her cheek, nodding instead of saying anything. I walked from the foyer to the curving stairs. The echo of Susanna’s bare feet against the tile told me she was following. 

      Susanna did have a point. As a noble, I’d need servants. Based on the way the girls were ingesting the sight of Susanna earlier, they thought some males would be a nice addition. Maybe a bunch of frisky Lornians would be a reality. I sighed happily, taking in the sights.

      The walls were covered with inserts with vases, paintings, and sculptures. Intricate wood trim framed every part of the home. The slate tile was colored with dark grout, giving a lively look with the extra bright lighting. 

      A wide hallway went to a T intersection with a door. I opened the door, walking into a snow covered atrium with a bench. When I turned quickly, I smacked into Susanna. 

      Her soft but trim frame hurt from the impact.

      Damn those abs were like rocks. Makes the saying better.

      “Aren’t soldiers supposed to be quick on their feet,” I grumbled, shooing her out of the way. 

      She stank to the point I wanted to gag. Apparently, being property to be sold in Lornia wasn’t a sanitary transition period. I quickened my pace, heading around the box the atrium created.

      On the other side I found dual haze-covered doors with actual silver handles. Ah, the joys of being rich. I propped one open, crossing into the new room. There were lockers beside benches running down the middle of the dressing area.

      I was surprised by how warm the marble tiles were, and realized there were heated floors. To my left and right were separate shower galleys. There were even chandeliers in here. Being rich was the best.

      I walked into the left shower section, not seeing what I wanted. I went to the right and there were baskets with toiletries resting on the back shower seat bench. Sorting the contents, I found all the generic stuff we’d need. Excellent.

      The shower wall on the left displayed dual sided handles for a dozen showering places. The spare handle was likely for ceiling faucets that rained down in the middle.

      Why you would need three shower heads from ten feet apart? I’d never know, but hey, excessive was how the rich did things.

      The left side was standing only, the middle held a drain with the largest ceiling shower head, and the right had a hip high granite bench with its own controls and adjustable shower head. 

      Heading to the basket I pulled out shampoo, conditioner, liquid soap, and a loofah. 

      I went to hand them to Susanna, seeing her questioning palm raised. 

      “Use on your hair first, use on your hair second,” I said, sliding the shampoo bottles down the granite bench. I flicked the water on a few heads over, soaking the loofah and getting it lathered. “Use this on everything else. Scrub every inch of you. Then do it all again. If I find grime when I’m ready for you, you’ll be punished.”

      She gave a small tight smile, catching onto my insinuation. “Yes, Master.”

      Ah, I could really get used to that. 

      She walked over to the shower, grabbing the loofah. She turned the water on all the way hot. I walked over, correcting the mistake before he learned a hard lesson.

      I nudged my head for her to get into the water and she stepped in with her clothes on. 

      She started scrubbing the pants and I realized they probably washed clothes when they cleaned themselves in Lornia. 

      “Take those off. We use magic to wash them,” I said. 

      She hesitated. “Can you not wash me with magic then?”

      I mused over the idea of her naked in a washing machine. “There would be no fun in that, and you’d die. So no,” I said sternly, leaving her as if I didn’t want to watch her strip.

      Denying her of any affection or signs of desire, I left the room, pulling out my cellphone to text Ming.

      ‘I have items in need of a pickup. Updated map, honey, and candles.’

      The blob of her typing showed up through our secure app. ‘That’s it?’

      Hmm…

      I really didn’t want to give up the sword. I needed a weapon. The expensive super sword I had made on Earth ended up being shit. The elven sword would probably carry status in Lornia and not break easily. The sword stayed.  

      ‘I have a guest from our special place.’ I texted.

      ‘Oh! That is gold. When can you send her -’

      The blob stopped. Yukio started typing. ‘Doctor’s en route. ETA two hours. Will pay for tests and samples.’

      I frowned. We never agreed on a price. Then I realized he would auction the results. 

      ‘Okay. Signing off.’ I closed the app.

      When I stuffed the phone into a locker, I caught a whiff of the filth coming off Susanna in the shower. A quick sniff of my armpit notified me I had been incorrect in my assumption. I was the ripe one.

      I needed to strip and shower. This left me with a choice. 

      Did I embrace my role as the powerful Ruby Mage now that I was home? Or did I show Susanna my soft side, reverting to Master only in Lornia?

      My fingers tapped the glass cover of the cupboard while I thought. My mind raced to a period I could reflect on.

      Most women I had sex with, there wasn’t a dom or sub aspect. That was, until I dated Maria freshman year. She was into the Master/Sub thing. She guided me to all the right places to do my research, resulting in me knowing how to do it in private.

      That was my first real introduction to power. I think I dominated her too much, because she went home for winter break and then broke up with me when I couldn’t punish her. 

      Was it good to be bad? Absolutely.

      I thrilled for exciting sex more than most guys thrilled for the super back massager that did more than just massage their backs. 

      Hell, I hadn’t been laid in a year and clearly Susanna was interested. 

      Thinking of her naked on the other side of this wall was getting me hot. I loved long legged women, and I really loved big boobs. Also, Master held a nice ring to it. That was the private side of me. 

      I smirked coming to a decision. 

      My shirt came off and when that came free I felt the stickiness of my sweat from casting fire magic. 

      Yeah, I was gross. 

      My shorts went off, committing me to the moment. 

      I walked into the shower, pretending to not scope out her naked body. I picked out new toiletries for myself. After getting what I needed, I prepped a toothbrush for her before turning. 

      Being a mage apparently meant I had magical powers of not tripping over my own feet when I saw her naked. 

      Washing her hair made her titties bounce and her ass jiggle. The water running down her hair dripped down a lean, shapely, but muscle trimmed body. 

      Susanna’s ass cheeks were glorious. Her body was still filthy but, my god, her washboard abs trailed down to a small belly button on a gently rounded belly. She also groomed the hair down there surrounding something so glorious, I instinctively let out an ‘oh’.

      Susanna was built for breeding with her wide hips and supple breasts.

      I licked my lips casually while still walking towards her. 

      Susanna’s peripheral spied me and the toothbrush I presented. 

      “I don’t like things in my ass,” Susanna said defensively. She eyed the toothbrush like it was evil.

      I chuckled, seeing how she could get that idea. “This is for your teeth, and you forgot Master again. I’ll go to the other showers if you insult me again.”

      “My apologies, Master. Do you need a pleasuring, Master?” she asked with a smirk.

      “Here are the rules when we’re naked. You do as I say, when I say them. I’m your Master, not your husband or lover. You’re my sex toy,” I said sticking my hands on my hips. She eyed my cock hungrily as it swayed in the edge of the shower water. “I’ll give you far more leeway in Lornia when we're naked. You do as the Master commands in both.”

      She frowned unhappily. “If I please the Master will I be rewarded at least?”

      Better, much better. 

      “Indeed,” I said, and she grabbed the toothbrush. 

      I left her to clean myself off. While I wanted to soap her body down and show her all the crazy tricks like scrubbing behind your ears or cleaning your asshole, that would spoil my dominance. Instead I barked orders at her to ensure she was properly clean.

      Over the next ten minutes, I scrubbed, washed, shaved my stubble, and felt like a new man. 

      When I was done, I walked to the shower bench seat across from her to sit on the edge. The way those suds contoured over her fine form had me ready. I turned the other two shower heads on and suddenly realized why rich people needed numerous angles of water. 

      For steamy shower times.

      I sat with legs spread. The water washed over my chest, down my belly, and to my cock that I teased with my fingers. 

      Susanna watched, her eyes lighting up with desire. I pulled my hand down the shaft to show her what she wanted watching as she began to tease the pearl between her own legs with twirling fingers.

      Others may judge me, but teasing your sub was part of a dom’s thrill. My penis had risen quickly, became engorged, and revealed a stiff fourteen-inch cock that she yearned for. 

      Two problems. There were no condoms, and besides that fact, I didn’t know if Lornians practiced birth control, or what funky STDs she came with. 

      It was better this way to establish who was in charge. I sat up, finger teasing the horny woman to come closer. When she neared, I avoided the temptation to play with the huge cock she hungered for. 

      “Kneel,” I commanded.

      She went to her knees instantly. I grabbed, bunching her hair into a bun. When I pulled her face down to meet the tip of my cock, she paused just short. The sound of a door opening interrupted us.

      “Pizza’s here!” Lidia shouted from inside the changing area. “Damn! It gets steamy in here. Should I—?”

      “Fuck off, Lidia,” I shouted, not letting her spoil this. Hearing her chuckle as she vacated the room caused me to smirk.

      I buried her face onto my cock, praying she knew.

      Oh! She knew what to do. She… talk about a winner! 

      The feeling of her warm, moist mouth around my cock was whisked away by her delightful tongue. She lapped at my tip, first fast then slow. There were a lot of yummy flicks, followed by perfect twirls. 

      My hips thrust me onto her tongue. My enjoyment and desire for me to be inside her had lined me up to her soft mouth again but instead, she went lower, first on my balls then licking my rim, and I moaned out.

      I couldn’t help it. I know backdoor stuff was scorned by some, but I loved the feeling. Her nose bounced on my nuts while she licked my exit. 

      A wave of pleasure washed over me. I raised her up by her hair to stick her tongue back on my tip. 

      Susanna gave the best blowjob a man could ask for. I reveled in her attentive nature and swirling tongue. Five minutes of euphoric pleasure became ten, and I was near a climax, but I craved some dirty talk to get over the edge.

      “Who’s my sex toy?” I asked, pulling on her hair.

      There was a muffled reply. “I am, Master.”

      The feel of her working tongue was euphoric. She was swapping between a twirl to short fast humming flick. It was the best head ever, and I could feel my precum flowing out from her divine work.

      “How does my cock taste?” I asked.

      She backed her mouth out. Jerking my cock with tight short tugs. She said, “The best, Master. Your shaft is so amazing. Fuck my face, Master. Harder, Master!”

      Susanna tried to deep throat me and failed. Instead of slowing, she only increased her tongue’s tempo on the underside of my cock. Her muffled cries of please sent me over the edge. I cried out in a long and loud orgasmic toe-curling shout. It had been too long, and I was in heaven from her skills. 

      When I finished climaxing she continued her blowjob, greedily swallowing every last bit.

      I shuddered to the point where I needed a breather. Women always wanted to keep going. I flicked her forehead. Waving her back when she thought it was her turn. 

      “Do you know what a doctor is?” I asked.

      She went to shake his head but paused. “Healers are green mages of healing magic. We have no doctor beside them. They are rare and worth more than a castle. Can I get my scars removed here?”

      “Wait, mages can remove scars?” 

      “Yes, again… they are coveted and only held by very rich nobles,” Susanna said eyeing my dick intently. 

      I gave into temptation, letting her grab my newly and miraculously rock-hard boner. 

      “You need to give them a sample later today. They will run tests to ensure we can have sex. I’m your Master and I reward my toys,” I said while she tugged on my cock, making me gasp.

      While I wanted to kiss her, again, I’d need her on her back the first time to establish dominance. 

      “Perform well, do as you're told, and I’ll fuck you senseless tonight,” I said, knocking her hand from my raging boner.

      Her face fell into a pout. I spun, sauntering away, letting her get a good view of my taut muscular ass.

      “Tonight, Master?” his voice cracked.

      I smirked. So it began. This master had just made a new toy.

      “If you behave, I’ll reward you. Not all good behavior earns rewards,” I said, stopping to check what she was doing. She was playing with the pussy I yearned for. “No. Stop. You’ll cum when you’re told you’re allowed to. Now dry off with this pile, then put on this outfit. It’s a bathrobe, similar to a mage robe. Wear the towel around your waist and the robe over it.”

      She grumbled and said, “Yes, Master.”

      Ah, I loved it when they weren’t meek but still obedient. 

      It was time to answer Lidia’s thousand questions, and see this map.
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      “You sure she’s okay?” Lidia asked with a frown.

      “How the hell should I know?” I said with a shrug.

      Susanna was in testing. For over a day she was stuck inside a room unconscious. The few doctors Yukio mentioned were actually a team of ten with full hazmat. 

      They set up a mini camp at the bottom of the driveway. When the doctors were ready, they applied gas to Susanna so that she went under. I watched for a bit as the team was doing just about everything you’d want to do to an alien without harming her. When I left, they gave me an app for my phone, letting me watch the full progress. At least they were transparent, and she was asleep. 

      Yesterday was a massive headache. Lidia didn’t believe anything I said, and Krissy flat out thought I was crazy. She stuck around though for the big reveal. You ever see movies where they do everything alone, and struggle like idiots. Well... 

      I magically transported Lidia and Krissy to the gateway and then back home.

      That little adventure did the trick. When I said I’d need to visit the Montana Badlands in the spring, they were excited.

      When I said that the rubies probably would run out of energy at some point they were curious as to how the magic recharged. I mentioned I reaped something akin to magic from the dead, and it didn’t go over smoothly.

      Then there was a million questions making me regret sharing my story. Others would judge me for revealing the big secret to my sister and her friend. The reality was, the more people who knew, the harder it would be to kill me and cover up all the loose ends.

      Did I drag them into the mess? Yup, I sure as hell did.

      But I asked probably a thousand times if they were certain, and they swore that without a doubt they wanted to see. Then both of them were pissed, which I washed my hands of.

      Krissy and Lidia stayed up all night reading the text of the Ruby Mages’ Guide when I refused to answer more questions on Lornia. 

      Me… between the orgasm and intense walking to Riverten, I slept like a baby.

      I found out the master suite was not on the top floor and instead above the pool. It was a secure room with retinal scans, biometric sensors, and a thick steel door. I was exhausted and setting that shit up was a headache, but I powered through. 

      After, I found out the third floor was like a big gentlemen’s club with couches, wet bars, loungers, and even a pool table. If you were thinking it was something akin to an orgy room... you were right, because there were curtains able to be drawn everywhere or neatly tucked aside. 

      I had to wonder how much of this lavish home was because of Yukio. Or was this the place of some random paranoid rich guy who lost his fortunes or moved on. The thought was certainly odd. I pitied the super-rich a little after seeing this and realizing I needed it. 

      The next morning I went for a swim, ate a peaceful breakfast, pumped some iron, and walked a few miles on the treadmill. After I spent an hour jotting notes into my own journal.

      Eventually, Lidia found me in the massive mansion office, and I was willing to join them for another interrogation. 

      We were sitting around a glass dining room table in a nook. There was a fancy chandelier above us illuminating the space. An extra-large table had maps and notes spread out over the surface. The exterior clouds barely let enough light in the big windows to make it feel like it was daytime.  

      “She’s abnormally proportioned,” I said with a sigh. “Five foot six, but her hips are wider than average. Same with her bust. The men were burly, almost as tall as I am.”

      “Were the others that big?” Lidia asked, a bit of longing in her voice. 

      I shook my head with a smile.

      Krissy fidgeted. “She’s hot in an outdoorswoman sort of way. Definitely, would raise eyebrows if she went out. So, let me confirm something. I’ve been a submissive before. You’re a dom now, or is she a Lornia servant?”

      “Both,” I said with a confident grunt. Krissy bobbed her head in amusement while Lidia was shocked. “Deal with it.”

      “Can I have servants if I went?” Krissy asked with a tapping of her fingers together. I was liking her more and more.

      I nodded with a finger up. “If you’re powerful like me, or rich, then yes. If you meet those criteria as a woman, then you can exploit those below you. Which, a little bit of money here becomes a lotta coin there. Except… everyone wants to rob, kill, or rape ya and not in that order.”

      “How powerful are you there?” Krissy asked and Lidia frowned. 

      I patted my sister's arm before saying, “I turned a man who was going to kill me to ash and blasted a werewolf until the body smoldered.”

      “You killed a - a - a - man… man?” Lidia asked in horror. I nodded with a guilty shrug I did when I was caught by her. “In self-defense?” I nodded, she sighed in relief. “Never tell anyone else, sis.”

      “Can you… get other hired help? I could certainly use a maid and back massager that doesn't go vroom,” Krissy asked and for once Lidia relaxed until she giggled. She caught the jest, letting it calm her. “I’ve got about seven thousand saved up.”

      “Yes and no. You two need some sleep to think it over,” I said, folding my arms. 

      “Think what over?” they asked in unison.

      I gestured around the fancy dining room. “This is my home and prison. This prison will be subject to outside threats. You don’t generate millions in a few days without attracting attention. When I spurn other middlemen, they’ll be prissy. And honestly, I can’t flame them to ash here.”

      “You want to move to Lornia?” Lidia asked in shock.

      I shook my head. “I’m not saying that. I’m saying if you girls want servants to rub your feet, spank your asses, and make you purr, then you have to live here. That’s it. This is a sixteen thousand square foot home. I have the room and need helpers.

      “Shit you ladies could keep your cover jobs as is. Honestly, the honey sold for a million dollars. When you're a mega pharmacy company, what’s a single million?” I said with a scoff and they had massive wide eyes.

      “Wait those honey jars and the candles?” Lidia asked pointing to a section of wall that hid the front entrance. 

      “Yeah the candles were worthless, only went for ten grand each,” I said with a shrug. 

      Krissy puffed out a shocked exhale. “I barely make thirty grand a year.”

      “Then stay with me and be a consultant. You ladies live for this fantasy shit with your books. Just know it’s—”

      “I’m in,” Krissy said without any hesitation. “I’m so in. For Fort Earth though, as in I want to live right here, and will drive for groceries or whatever. At least for the foreseeable future. How much is rent?” 

      “Um, free for the first six months on a trial basis,” I said and she stuck out her hand. I groaned. “And now you made it so I need to get even more help. I needed some anyway to keep up my image in Lornia.”

      Lidia fidgeted. “Like women only?” 

      “Women are cheaper, almost free, and in some cases you’re given them with money. I’ve got no problem with women or men serving me -”

      “Are you a gay?” Lidia asked with eyebrows raised. 

      “Abrupt, and they’re not sex slaves. Savannah literally is just a hornball who is into mages. Also, I’d be bisexual not gay... No. I’m straight. Do you really want to know this kinda stuff about me?” I asked with a stern gaze. 

      When Maria was my sub… well, we had a lot of fun. It was weird in a unique way, but I liked the concept of being in power. 

      Like most men I had seen other men naked in changing rooms, not my thing. The orgy porn I preferred had a big tangle of bodies where everything was fair game. I knew I was different sexually with many similar desires. I still liked my women to be trustworthy, reliable, about me, and make me feel special. The rest of it, I kept it private so I didn’t have to be judged for what I enjoyed. 

       Lidia shut up for a minute, pretending to study the map. I knew her, she blurted that out probably in a plea to come clean. “I’ll never judge you,” I said, tapping her hand. 

      “Thanks, I think,” Lidia said. “Not big into girls myself, I just… haven’t seen you with a woman, and then you lived with that older Asian lady.”

      “Ha! I got a woman now and Ming was business. I promise. You’ll see more ladies around soon,” I said confidently.

      Krissy broke an awkward silence. “So, I don’t want to die. Do we get commando mercenary types on Earth... or do we get valiant knights from Lornia?”

      “Uh… None of the knights are valiant there from my understanding. Finding the right help will be tough. If I gave Susanna a gun she could learn to shoot it. If I gave a soldier here a sword would he win a fight in Lornia?” I asked with uncertainty.

      “More importantly,” Lidia said, clearing her throat. “You have a servant in your spare room being operated on.” I went to quibble and she kept going. “Some of the women will be far more servanty right? Is servanty a word?”

      “Probably. And yes they will be more acceptable to work for our needs. I mean, that's how it works in Lornia. While I feel bad, I know I could elevate some, but breaking the whole system would mean seismic changes, and no chance that happens easily,” I said sadly.

      Krissy wagged her finger at Lidia, picking up on her point. “She nailed it. You can’t mix them. If you bring a vulnerable woman with no man and a commando from Texas who goes by fortnite-slayer246 feels bad for her, you open up a huge can of worms when they run away. She’s got no papers right?” Krissy said and we all winced. “Sorry, that sounded bad.”

      “Not too far off though. So, yeah, then I guess it's Lornian people if we decide to do that. I’m still uncertain of my goal. After today, I have enough to live like a king for a few years,” I said with a cocky grin. 

      “What is your plan for Lornia? Equal rights? Exploitation? Or just improving things here on Earth?” Lidia asked.

      “Not sure. Hear me out for a second,” I said using my hand to talk. “You know those people who go on the mega yachts and see whales in the wild, dive in reefs, or go to secluded islands. I’d love to do that.”

      There was a humphf from Krissy. “Those are expensive. Then you need to get off them in a hurry if there is a big storm. You’d need helicopters, yachts, jets, and more. The whole time maintaining security.”

      “All the more reason to amass wealth, and then adventure. Look. I…” I struggled to say this bit. “Talking about excessive luxury here may be a waste of time. I fucking love the power,” I said guiltily wishing I could take it back. 

      “It will be easier to protect you on the ocean I’d think. If your dream is a mega yacht won't that be achieved quickly too?” Lidia asked hesitantly.

      “Who knows? The fence seems to think there is a massive slush fund I can tap. I think there is a withdrawal limit before I get murdered. Hey, what did dad say about boats again? Don’t buy ‘em new they -”

      “Lose half their value after a day. You’re saying if you buy a mega yacht that money sink is literally that. A lost cause for villains to recoup?” Lidia asked.

      Krissy checked her phone, tapping up some information. She showed me some sexy looking boats. 

      “We could go to Greece, Italy, and wherever. Blow money, have fun with hotties, and party like we’re rich punks, because we are,” I said and Lidia frowned.

      “You’re the planner though, always have been. This isn’t like you and yet you always had this side. I’m conflicted and exhausted,” Lidia said yawning.

      “I’ll get some people to help around here and try to earn more money. The number one thing driving me forward right now is getting more information on magic, and yes, that goes to the core of who I am. Knowledge truly is power and so is brute force. I want to learn everything that the book was missing and to do so might mean I ruffle some feathers. The side stuff is a bonus,” I said. 

      “When is the next trip there?” Krissy asked.  

      I checked my phone. The doctors were done, already leaving Susanna’s room. “She is about to wake up, and I’m taking her right into Lornia again.”

      “Why so soon?” Lidia asked.

      “I promised her sex. Her body is awesome and it's a super long walk from where I arrive in Lornia to the nearest market. I’d rather wait a bit and use it as a tease. Figure either I’d have to wait or—”

      “But you kicked me out from the shower,” Lidia blurted.

      When I smirked. Krissy said, “He got his, it's all over his face.” I blushed with a guilty grin. “Yeah, look at him smirk. Was it yummy?”

      “That’s what she said,” I joked to a chuckle from the ladies.

      Lidia rested her head on the table, clearly feeling exhausted. “While I’m jealous. I don’t want to go to Lornia until you have a nice and safe base. I know. I know. It’ll never be truly safe but you get the gist.”

      I stuck my tongue out, getting up to leave. “No one said you were invited,” I said with a deep laugh that they joined in on. 

      I sure hoped Susanna wasn’t too upset because we were going for an adventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Lornia - Outside Riverten

          

          

      

    

    






212TH DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      We paused outside Riverten after a direct walk to the town. Susanna had been a grump the whole time. I decided to finally make her feel better later, since I did like to keep my promises. 

      I dug into the bag on her back, finding a purse of gold. This one was labeled with a five on it so even a toddler could figure out it held five coins. 

      I tossed the purse into the air a few times making it clink to get her attention. I held exactly what I’d paid for her servitude. 

      “You earned me a lot of money by seeing our healers,” I said, hiding the fact a cool three million got stuck into my account for her efforts. She didn’t need to know those details. “Here is five gold, or you can lie down and I’ll fulfill my promise, sort of.”

      “Define sort of, Master,” she grumbled.

      While I wanted to pat her on the face for being super adorable, I didn’t patronize her. No one liked being poked and prodded.

      I tossed her the gold and she tossed it back. Talk about an atta boy moment. My thirst for her body grew tenfold by such a simple gesture. 

      “Your body is awesome. So awesome that I wouldn’t want to stop but it doesn’t mean we can't have fun,” I said. She turned her head sideways with a confused look. “You’ll wear me out and we have lots of walking.”

      “Oh… your experience is lacking, Master. You fear we will have to lay together a long time before you explode?” she asked in excitement. 

      “Well, I’d do my best to ‘explode’ quickly but it wouldn’t mean we would only do it once. It has been a long time for me since I had… my fill,” I said with a snicker. 

      “And if I lay down here, Master?” she asked.

      Of course, it couldn’t be simple. “You get one reward for the trip, but that removes the sex reward. You’ll have -”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Another gold star. I picked a winner.

      While I was completely willing to bring her to climax on my terms - right here and right now - keeping her waiting only further affirmed my status as Master. Something that would slip in the public parts of Lornia as she went from servant to guard. 

      I tossed her the gold back. “You need a weapon, and we need a ride of some sort.” I twisted my face when she scrunched hers.

      Susanna asked, “May I ask where we are going, Master?”

      “We’re close enough, and call me Mage Trevor, or no title every time you talk. We’re heading to Clruss. I’m going to walk around that shit-filled town to avoid the vileness of it. Perhaps kill some animals to raise my energy,” I said, shuddering at the thought of Riverten.  

      “You want me to meet you on the other side, Master?” 

      “I do, now down on your knees you hussy,” I commanded with a finger pointed to the dirt. 

      She knelt, allowing me to loom over her. I kissed her, letting her feel my desire for her. A hand snuck between my robes, seeking my half erect cock. I broke the kiss right before she could work us both up any further.

      “Hurry along, it shouldn’t be too long before I get around these walls,” I said in a husky voice. 

      She hustled for the entry to the town that we could barely make out through the woods. 

      I headed into the bushes with my much smaller bag on my back, my sword on my hip, and my walking staff in my hand. The ruby in the staff and around my neck were just as ready to go as I was.

      Watching the staff dazzle against the bland backdrop was beautiful. The gem bristled with restored energy, creating a distracting walking companion. 

      Spare rubies with no charge were inside my bag, and I wanted to test some things. Learning how to fill them would be a boon.

      Everything was about maintaining power in Lornia, and that was connected to wealth. Same with status. Reading about a place and experiencing it were very different feelings.

      If you had magic, it seemed you weren’t feared unless you were a Master Mage and proved that power. Maybe a minor magic was easier to defeat, or had weaker power, and therefore less status. Which kinda made sense, because I did burn a man to ash. 

      The trip through the woods was boring at first with nothing close to slay besides chipmunks and squirrels. 

      About halfway around the town's perimeter I ran into a foul, lingering odor. The stench was so strong I had to stop walking in that direction. I peered around, seeing a swarm of flies hovering over objects directly ahead of me. 

      “Head toward the wall. There’s traps this way,” a voice said from a tree perch. 

      I held in my startled reaction, finding a lad in a tree watching over the fly filled area.

      I went close to the wall and was ignored. When I was closer I saw the dead were piled high here. They were of all ages, proving yet again Lornia was a hard place. I wished I’d never looked, and wished these barbarians buried their dead. 

      At the wall I saw an open door exposing an interior that was not far from the fairgrounds. From the opening there was a worn trail to the pit. I studied the lad up high and it dawned on me. 

      He wasn’t protecting the dead. He was hunting what came to eat them and I almost walked into traps. I shivered, picking up the pace to be rid of this vile place. 

      With my hunt coming up empty I reached the road into Riverten. I tapped a foot on the uneven terrain while I waited. Based on the map we should head northwest for a few days until we hit Trimi, and then southwest for Clruss. We used the detour to avoid the Filheim Mountains. 

      There was a dragon symbol for that region, telling me all I needed to know. Avoid them and take the safe trip to Trimi. 

      Torgrin, not Susanna, found me waiting impatiently. When he approached, I mentally snapped. His very presence bothered me.

      “Why do your residents not shit in the woods? You’re a bunch of animals. You do realize you could use the river to dump feces?” I demanded.

      At least I could fathom the dead. As horrible as the thought of using your dead sibling to be bait for your prey was, it was a survival thing. But the shit in the streets was awful and pure laziness.

      He opened his mouth and closed it. Smart. After fidgeting up a proper answer he said, “I do.”

      “What do you want?” I asked, hoping Torgrin would get to the point.

      “We have no oxen for sale. Your woman is raising a ruckus and will need to be removed,” Torgrin said with wince. 

      I cupped my hands around my mouth, sucking in all the air I could, and screamed, “Susanna! To me!”

      Birds from nearby perches fluttered from trees, startled from my manly voice booming over the area. A minute later Susanna came running out of the toilet bowl known as Riverten.

      I let her catch her breath when she arrived. “You stirring up trouble?” I asked.

      “They’re holdin’ out. Got four dozen prime—”

      “They belong ta Clruss. Not ta us,” Torgrin argued. “Oxen breeders are havin’ a good year. Noble crib making and white posted beds even better. So we get oxen they immediately get stuck into—”

      I cut him off. I understood economics. “If I buy a hundred oxen in Clruss and send them here?” I asked.

      “They’ll sell under value. Ya could hire crews ta drag the wood to Crimm though. Some’d do it. Won’t make much gold but ya’d please the crown,” Torgrin said and I sighed, biting my lip in frustration. 

      Instead of being around the man for a minute longer I just headed down the road. Susanna caught up, jogging while she stuffed the purse of gold into the sack. 

      “I need the sword, Master,” Susanna said.

      I nodded, handing her the blade from my hip. The fine elven sword looked large in her hands and yet, she twirled the blade with precision. Her moves were far better than I could manage.  

      “Susanna, why do you speak so much like a noble, while these ruffians speak like…?” I said unable to think of a good term.

      “Peasants, serfs, workers, and trash to some. Grandma married below her station for love. She was a lady that went to the front lines at the tail end of the ratkin war. She met my grandfather and the rest is easy ta figure out. Yeah, I can talk in almost two languages. Street and noble. She was our teacher,” Susanna said.

      “Alive?” I asked.

      She winced. “I hope. Not many humans escape dryad servitude. A few of the clans are known to prisoner swap. Part of my eventual goal was to raid the dryads to get them back in prisoner trades. However, that feels like ages ago, and it’s about four months just to get up there.”

      “They sure sent you far from where they locked you up,” I said with a grunt. “And if you disobey. Who do I give you to?”

      She glared at me unhappily. “You didn’t set the binding, the crown did. Where is the document?”

      “Being studied by my team on Earth.”

      “It’s all about the binding terms.” She kicked a tuft of grass growing in the middle of the road. The pain on her face was evident. “I went to Baron Lemi, knowing I could swing a sword and he needed swordsmen.

      “He offered good pay, though I should have realized why. I saw that I must obey orders even if they put my life in harm’s way. That kinda contract is standard. A breach of contract meant I’d become a King’s servant. Being a King’s servant means I go to auction or a working pit. If I find a new person willing to hire me, they paid my contract that I had remaining,” Susanna said.

      The cleared fields around the main road were coming to an end in a few hundred feet. The road shifted from stone to dried muck with big wheel indents. The trees ahead reminded me of the cedars at home. Birds flew over the tree tops, and the sun was already fading on the western horizon. 

      “So, I hire an employee here in Lornia. Which I need some. I have to ensure I have them in a contract to the point they will obey. If they rebel, I turn them in where they get handled by some prison exchange system. They don't want to do that because the servitude contract becomes longer. If you were to disobey the next employer, then what?” I asked, avoiding a pile of oxen shit.

      “There are a few rules. I can’t kill you and you can’t kill me.” She twirled the sword with deft hands. “Part of the binding is magic to protect both parties. However, if I fail again, it is like you mentioned. You can take me to any city. The crown has magistrates which are king appointed who handle repeat offenders. My second strike would be hard labor somewhere many people never leave unless a big fee is paid. Third and I hang,” she said with a shrug.

      “You gave up everything to not have that boy use you,” I muttered with a shudder.

      “Aye, that is why you need to not be desperate and ensure your contract states things you’re not willing to do. Like no sexual favors unless consensual. Which... our contract is different. You were given the standard contract from the King’s Magistrate. It says I don’t have to perform sex acts for you… and yet I dove right onto my Master’s impressive member. Sometimes fate leads you to where you want to go,” Susanna said with a wink.

      I cleared my throat, stiffening my spine. “Susanna, I enjoy your company, and value your protection. On Lornia does a Master Mage restrict his love interests?” I asked and she shook her head. “Will that bother you?”

      “I’m confused,” she said.

      “I want to reward my toy,” I said and she grinned. “But I will have more than one toy.”

      She shrugged and said, “Oh, I understand. I grew up with three mothers. It’s completely acceptable here and even common for people that hold such power to sate their desires however they wish. I’d still get pleasurings?”

      “Yes, I like to keep those close to me happy and rewarded. Lornia seems like the place where sex is only after marriage, supposedly. I don’t want a marriage, to anyone,” I said in direct tone. “And Susanna, I like to screw a lot. That is normal here, right?” She nodded with a smirk. “No jealousy or drama from you then?”

      “I understand, Master. It is okay to have multiple partners. I’ll be there to make you happy, Master. Orgies are fun and I hope we get to have many,” she said, and I smiled. I loved Lornia. “Assuming we don’t die to bandits or a dragon,” she continued. “Or some noble demands you be his mage since you’re an outsider.”

      I loved Lornia a little less.  

      My pace was set by my thoughts of idiotic young men trying to foil my plans, further fueling my drive to make it to Trimi by foot. 

      Stupid shitty gateway sticking me in the middle of nowhere. 

      The only bonus was, walking from our arrival spot directly to Riverten only took a fraction of the time it did before. Marking trees seemed silly, but we did it anyway. And now, we were going to be walking for Trimi.

      What could go wrong on a strange road with no wagon, no oxen, and chafing thighs?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Lornia - Outside Trimi

          

          

      

    

    






215TH DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      Relief washed over me when we stepped onto a road with stones again. The three days of walking through a forest had not only been excruciating, it had also been tediously boring.

      The first night we slept for only a few hours on the side of the road. There was a quick camp, a minor fire, and then back into a march before the sun even rose.

      I found out journeying through the dark near looming trees was spooky. To combat the encroaching mystery in the woods we used bits of magic to brighten the night with torches. Even though I thought they were always around the corner, there were no crazy bandits, insane fey, or natural starving predators who ventured near us.

      Instead, it was an endless forest on a worn road. I stopped feeling antsy on that second day, somewhat acclimating to Lornia. 

      We refilled our water skins in a fairly clear stream I figured was okay.

      Note to self. Always boil water, because I shit my brains out that night.

      Where Susanna’s guts were used to the filth of the water, I wasn’t.

      Luckily, we stumbled upon a family’s farm with a loft in a barn we were offered for a silver coin. I made that family’s day because I didn’t have anything small enough, giving them a single gold instead, forcing me to realize I needed more tin coins. 

      Even though I was ill, Susanna asked for a pleasuring. That was the first time I wanted to scold her. We were in rat filled hay above snorting pigs with my stomach grumbling so loudly it would be hard to sleep. Who knew women could be so unromantic. 

      After a third day of hard walking my feet had blisters, my thighs screamed with each step, and I was almost out of toilet paper. Leaving Earth certainly had its disadvantages. 

      When those smooth stones told me we were near, I peeked through the canopy of trees covering the road to see smoke stacks. Not one or two, but many.

      About bloody time I saw civilization. Well, what amounted to it here in the nasty world.

      “Susanna, why is Riverten so small?” I asked.

      That woman was a natural on a long march. She never grumbled, never complained, always had a fire pit built quickly, and when we were set for a rest, she’d massage my stinky feet. I knew she was trying to ensure I was happy, and it was super endearing. Still wasn’t fucking her on top of hay covered in rat shit. 

      “The south lands are home to two very dangerous threats. The dragons and the elves. I had a cousin who went down here to Filheim.” She hopped a divot to walk next to me. “An energetic young Count came through, assembling a hunting party, and paid a full gold coin to anyone willing to go. I was tempted. Cris went, filled with hope of fancy treasures and endless riches. Never saw him again,” Susanna said without any emotion.

      The woods ended to reveal a massive swath of farm fields around the stone walls of a city that was at least tenfold larger than Riverten. Trimi had an actual river running through it. Along the water were boats, mills, and bridges to connect farm land. 

      In the fields, which obviously were outside the walls, were tiny shacks for the servants to live in. This space was expansive, with much larger ones stretching as far as the eye could see on the other side of the city. 

      Workers toiled the fields with tools, animals, and carts. Huge crops sprouted, and low to the ground bushels displayed fruits. I was no farmer but it was clearly harvesting time. The seasons were reversed here, our arriving spring meant their coming fall. 

      “So, there is a fright of a dragon burning your hard work to cinders. Riverten is still untouched?” I said and she shrugged. Yeah, I doubted she was a dragon expert. Books. I needed books. “What about the elves?”

      “Never seen one besides a half elf,” Susanna said with indifference. While she looked in her late twenties with a shapely body worn with age, the test results pegged her at nineteen. Crazy how a hard life aged you. “I do know they are lethal in the woods. Giving them space is best with dragons.”

      “Wait, there are no laws mandating you can’t go into elven woods?” I asked, astounded by this revelation. 

      “Huh? No. If someone is dumb enough to die, they die. The elves and men work together in Clruss from what I hear, more fey there too. Do you get angry at all dogs if one barks at you, Master?” Susanna asked and I gave up.

      This was a different place. Enforcing frontier law was clearly not a priority to King Partel in Crimm.  

      Nearing the gate, I noticed metal spikes sticking below the stone tunnel’s ceiling. A metal barrier jutted above the wall. Behind the spikes were three metal doors that were secured wide open. Clearly, defense was important here.

      The smell of Trimi was rancid and yet nothing compared to Riverten. If I had to guess I was smelling more animal shit in the fields than anything else. Gate guards waved people forward to inspect them and wagons were pulled aside for detailed checks. 

      We both wore dirty, but wearing finely crafted clothing. Susanna said to just walk in like we were above being checked. A guard eyed us as we stuck to the middle of the road, entering the city. After an inspection of the fancy sword, staff, and robes, we weren’t questioned. 

      The inside of Trimi was vastly different from Riverten. This city was more organized for one thing. It felt like a certain type of OCD planner laid out the foundation of the city. Up ahead and about every few hundred feet were crossroads with statues in the middle of the intersections. Vendors sold their wares around the structures. 

      The spaces that filled the sections between the roads were chaotic. I noticed bare plots with for sale signs, stone homes, wooden hovels, and a literal chicken farm on one plot. Clearly there was no HOA here to say houses went here, small farms there, and a business section in the back. 

      A shriek from a girl being chased by a boy in a playful manner drew me from my inspections, causing me to smile. The toddlers were still thankfully innocent in this world. I exchanged friendly smiles and found the noises… of people chatting, loud clomping of hooves against stones, and general town noises soothing. 

      My nose was already set to off somehow not smelling much. I saw guards at every intersection, their eyes were darting everywhere as they vigilantly ensured laws were followed. A horse in front of me by a few hundred feet dropped a big shit in the road. Children with pans and brushes swept it up as the light crowds maneuvered around the workers. 

      Sanitation seemed more of a priority here. A woman with a fox tail and second set of red ears with white tips carried a bucket for the river. Big wheels spun in the distance, indicating the waterway. I’d told Susanna to take me to the finest establishment. 

      Those were generally around the lord’s manor, which in this case, a Viscount ruled Trimi. His estate was the tallest building the skyline held. Nearing the city center resulted in bigger stone buildings. As we neared the river it was as if we transitioned into a nicer section of town where fewer citizens ventured. 

      There was even more organization here. Only stone homes, or large stone businesses were prevalent. A pigeon-like bird nestled on top of gargoyles and mini spires.

      The fortunate were displaying their wealth and I liked the feel of the city center. I didn’t hate Trimi, and it was likely because the guards forced people to toss shit into the river.

      There was a statue in the city center. A stage held three hanging bodies, two were full fey bobcats or something similar. Dangling dicks with spikes swayed with the bodies. Fey were so odd to me. To see them as a reality while dangling from a rope made me sick. 

      Now that I gazed upon the mingled bodies on the road, I noticed there were more extra ears, tails, fur, and such giving away half-fey walking about.

      I even saw a full dwarf trudging with a hand cart behind him connected to a chest harness. He was moving some heavy metal pieces, grunting with each step.

      To say there was a lot to take in would be an understatement. Susanna grabbed my hand, leading me to a mini-castle. 

      A sign hung over stairs that led to double doors.

      Trimi’s River Inn and More.

      “What’s the more mean?” I asked, nearing her to be heard.

      “I don’t know Trimi, but those doors are expensive, and the building is nice,” Susanna said as if that explained everything.

      We walked up the stairs with me in the lead. The single guard tapped on the door three times in a special way while we waited.  

      The door creaked open. A woman with a clean face wearing a bonnet stuck her head out. “Can I help ya?”

      “Need a room and meal for the night. No animals to stable,” I informed her. 

      She held up a finger and the door closed. A moment later she popped her head back out. 

      “You got a signet or papers?” 

      I danced flames in my palm, startling the guard. “Just the ability to turn men to cinder,” I said in a smug tone.

      “Master Mages may stay, five silver a night, or a gold for the penthouse. Lovely views—”

      Thank the heavens. That was magic to my ears.

      “Penthouse,” I said with certainty. 

      After walking for three days my swampy balls and stinky feet wanted to feel fresh and clean. Plus I bet there were perks to the penthouse. I wanted my garb washed and a guide for tomorrow. Meaning special treatment was far more important than a gold coin, even if it was six times more expensive.

      Yeah, that part threw me for a loop. Fifty tin coins equaled a silver coin. Thirty silver coins equaled a gold coin. Sounded like 2020 math. Go figure.

      The doorkeeper held out a hand and I nodded to Susanna. She placed a shiny yellow coin in her palm that she bit. Upon her toothy inspection her eyes widened.

      “Tis too much. I –”

      “It’s enough. I’ve got more too. So tell the Madame or Sir who runs this establishment I need a fresh bath drawn and a guide ready in the morning,” I said sternly.

      She inclined her head, opening the door for us. The interior immediately informed us of what the more was. 

      Gambling. The sounds of happy folks drinking and dicing created a loud echoing roar of enjoyment. I was shocked it wasn’t a whorehouse. I was certain the ‘and more’ meant sexy times.

      Well, there were dancers between tables of dice and scantily clad women serving drinks, but this was a casino hotel. I may have some kinky vices and odd quirks, but gambling was not one of them.

      I decided I liked Trimi infinitely more after viewing this.

      The relaxing nature of the folks dressed up in fine clothing was excellent to view. Men in robes, fancy jerkins with pants, and a few in light armor stood around the dice pits. They drank, joked, and enjoyed their wealth vanishing with groans mixed with the occasional cheers.

      Women were seated in booths against back walls, waiting for their men to finish gaming. This is what the wives of nobility and privilege experienced. Seating in a comfy spot, chatting with other wives while sipping wine.

      A few were drinking while pregnant, which helped explain things about Lornia, and I didn’t blame them. I was sure I’d want drinks if I ever swelled to the size of a house.

      We were led to the right side of the establishment where regular seating held waiting gamblers. The place was so busy the dice pits had lines. 

      This area was an eating spot also as we passed tables with small portions being served. I saw a few couples that could be parents with no children nearby.

      Actually, on a closer inspection there wasn’t a single young person in here. There was no squealing, or squalling of a baby, to pierce the din of people having a merry time. 

      The hostess led us to a small counter all the way against the back wall. A man in fine linens with a small brimmed hat accepted the gold coin, also biting it. He smiled widely, listened to our requests, and handed the hostess a key before leaving.

      She waved us to a stone spiral staircase. We continued up the steps until my calves ached and my butt got a workout again. After passing three landings we stopped on the fourth, heading for a final door at the end of the hallway. 

      The hostess finagled the lock before saying, “The pump is being primed now on the hot water. There will be fragrance and soap by the tubs. A dinner will be brought up by the servant trolley as well as a breakfast at sunrise. Enjoy your stay.”

      I was going to tip her when I was gently pushed inside. The door closed with Susanna locking it behind us. When the sounds of guide’s feet vanished, she grunted. 

      “You paid too much, giving free coins away is not what a Master Mage would do here,” she said in a stern tone before quickly adding, “Master.” 

      I waved off her concern, understanding her point but not caring. I wasn’t about to try to math twenty seven silver to equal an impure gold coin. They got a bit extra and that was the end of it. 

      There was a foyer with a bench that was perfect for my tired ass. I slung my bag to the floor, and started removing my boots. A loud moan of pleasure escaped my lips when my feet were free.

      Finally. I’m so buying a fancy wagon.

      Wanting to see more of this expansive suite I decided to head deeper into the penthouse. The main room had a vacant fireplace with a low table around a big couch. A dining area on the right transitioned into a wet bar.

      The stone walls were devoid of any real decorations giving a barren feeling. Against the back wall a single door led to a balcony that had amazing views of the city and the river. 

      For the first time in Lornia, I felt the magical nature of being a noble in a fantasy world. The city was beautiful in its own way. Stepping on the balcony meant horrific nose curdling smells from the river, but the view was great. 

      I headed back inside and went right. Another room held a series of small beds, likely for servants. I opened the side room from this small space to see there was a shit chute with buckets of water near the closed lid. 

      “Your bath is over here, Master,” Susanna said from the main room. “Do you need me to fetch you anything?” 

      “Bathe yourself you stinky woman,” I said with a playful snicker.

      The main room had a big four poster bed with a few opulent dressers. Even the furniture in the mansion was not as nice as this. Another door led to a private balcony. Thin cutout windows held shutters, giving another great set of views. I left them for the bath, stripping as I went.

      Susanna’s naked ass was on full display as I entered, her swinging breasts and snapping hips gave me a delightful sight as she picked up my strewn clothes behind me. To be waited on by a sexy woman was divine.

      “I’ll ring a bell to have these washed, Master. Cost included,” she said proudly. It was clear she was happy with the fact we were in this fancy room.

      When she went to a bell in the bathroom and rang it, there was the sound of a wheel turning. Beside the bell was a waiter door he opened, sticking the clothes in. He rang the bell again, and my clothes descended to somewhere. 

      I didn’t care because the bath was steaming. I added real soap, the kind from the olden days. Deep down, I knew soap was probably insanely expensive here. Living lavishly was nice.

      A thorough soak left me yearning for some pleasure. I scrubbed my body, hearing Susanna already snoring on the bed. My poor escort had barely slept the entire trip here, guarding me with her life. I wasn’t surprised she cleaned herself thoroughly then raced for bed. 

      Feeling like a man again instead of a forest creature, I dried off, heading to finally reward my brazen protector. When I flung the covers off, she stirred with a grin, closing her eyes as I felt her hand clamp around my soft cock. 

      When I straddled over her middle, a single eye peeked open again. This was how it had to be done the first time. Her Master above her and in control. 

      Her hands raced to grab my ass. 

      A rapid wrist slap had her pouting. 

      I grabbed one hand at a time stuffing them behind her head. “Do not move them,” I commanded and she nodded.

      I waited.

      “Yes, Master.”

      My lips met hers and we entwined our tongues. Our lips parted with me regaining some breath. Kissing down her body tasted like roses from the petaled water. 

      I’m a sucker for boobs, meaning I may have licked those well-defined orbs while rubbing my fingers over her swollen clit for longer than was needed. My growing erection playfully smacked against her thigh while I suckled and teased.

      I devoured the sight of her soft, smooth breasts. She ran a hand through my hair while her hips were responsive to my light fingering. 

      A trail of kisses down her firm stomach had me arriving at her swollen sex. This was the point I’d been waiting for. 

      I kissed her inner thigh, plying her pink folds open. Her pussy glistened with desire. I stuck a single finger in and she moaned through a bitten lip.

      With a grin, I covered her clit with delicate kisses that transitioned into a gentle slow tongue flicking.

      “Master, my reward is… amazing. My little pussy loves this,” she managed between moans.

      I increased the pleasure I applied with a second finger, and a faster tongue twirling. Her hips thrust into my face and she was already nearing a climax. I had to assume she didn’t get her pussy licked with attentive detail very often.

      I also, didn’t want her cumming this way. I slowed my licking and extracted my fingers. She pouted when I stopped completely and flopped onto my back.

      Instead of complaining, she scooted between my legs to suck my cock.

      She obviously enjoyed the way my hips thrust from the pleasure of her blowjob. I thrilled with the control of the release. Most importantly, she liked stroking my big thick cock. There was something delightful in her eyes when she was twisting my throbbing dick in her hands.

      I could feel myself dribbling precum out.

      Savanna extracted my dick from her mouth to say, “Yummy. You taste different. In a good way.”

      I’d have no problem aiming the hot victory of my work all over her chest. Then again if she was a naughty girl, if she enjoyed the sampling, she might be the interesting type who swallowed. 

      These judgmental things behind a closed door were what I wanted, and in this case, she wanted my huge cock in her mouth.

      She squeezed tightly, my cock pumping with anticipation. Her mouth barely fit around the tip and she was doing a great job of trying to put me in deeper. I’d scrubbed my cock extra clean, resulting in my tasting of roses.

      Stuffing my full dick in her mouth was challenging. I could see from her face she wanted to go the whole way, filling her mouth and throat. She tried and quickly gagged. While that was bad for a blowjob… it was going to be glorious once she became accustomed to my dick.

      With her lips pleasing only my tip she added her hands to her mouth motions.

      She went to two hands. My hips thrust, forward; I was absolutely loving this. When she moaned I slowed and gave her lips and mouth a breather.

      “Do you like your reward?” I asked with a teasing wink.

      The next few strokes were gripped extra tight and pulled on extra hard.

      That was one thing I’d learned early in my sexual adventures.

      “Grip it tighter,” I said. “You won’t break my cock with your hands, so get rough with it. Uh… no nails or teeth though.”

      “Yes, Master.” She moaned as she licked a dribble of pre-cum off my cock. 

      It was delightful to watch the smile on her face as she tasted me again.

      The taste spurred her on. She was getting pretty horny by this point. I could feel her vagina swelling with wetness. 

      I spun her so she was sideways. I used one hand to tease her pearl while she was sucking my cock.

      Getting carried away slightly, I had her soaking my fingers.

      “What does my servant want?” I asked.

      She moaned, likely nearing a climax. From my understanding she’d been without sex for months on his way from the north to the south.

      “Anything my Master desires,” she replied breathless.

      “I’m going to ease into you. Also, I will not cum inside you,” I said sternly. “I need to cum on your stomach.” 

      “Yes Master.”

      I adjusted us both, laying her on her back. There was more pre-cum that I used to lube her. I mounted her and lined up my dick with her tight vagina. She was so fucking wet she dripped onto my cock.

      The tip teased her entry. To control the depth, I put two hands beside her while easing myself in.

      As my eager dick slid into her, she moaned out in pleasure. 

      Christ, she was sooo tight. So amazing! 

      I inserted to the point I could feel her stretching and paused. She bit her lip in a mix of pleasure and pain. This was her reward. I let her adjust. 

      She slowly worked her tiny slit over my huge cock. I tried to go a little deeper each time but hit a tearing point. That was where I kept my thrusts to.

      In and out I went, loving the feeling of my big penis diving into her tight little pussy. Her moans increased with the tempo. She popped her hips, pleasing my cock, and bringing me into a euphoric groan. Watching her face, I could see her trying to control her climax. 

      For a while we went into a rhythm of back and forth, in and out. We kissed passionately while we entwined and when our lips were locked we were moaning. The sex was amazing and I lost track of time.

      Eventually, I felt my balls pulsing, and I quickly dismounted. My cum shot up and over her head with the initial salvo. White seed spilled onto her breasts. She rushed down, slamming my cock into her mouth to suck the rest.

      A ball draining blowjob sent me into a shuddering final orgasm. My delicious cum stopped arriving so she gave my dick a final lick. 

      “Get a towel, clean yourself, and then I’ll eat your pussy until you climax,” I ordered. 

      She shot off the bed to do as he was told.

      “Yes Master.”

      Susanna swiped the jizz on her tits and ate it like the kinky woman she was.

      When she returned I spread her legs. Holding tight to her hips I drove my face onto her little pussy. 

      “Your cock was delightful,” Susanna moaned. “Your tongue is divine.”

      I had gone a bit deep near the end, not that I felt the tearing.

      Ten minutes later she scissor-locked my head as she came with a loud shaking climax. The feeling was so amazing she spent minutes trying to uncurl her toes. 

      After three long days on the road and another mind blowing orgasm. I went to sleep with the sun not even below the horizon.
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      The early morning sun blasted down from the east revealing a city just waking up. Stray cats roamed, merchants were on the move, and a few residents were out on their morning stroll. 

      I inhaled a big whiff of a surprisingly docile city smell. The heat after the evening cool reminded me of a final surge before winter defeats summer. I wondered when the snow would start falling, only to be interrupted by a grumbling stomach.

      We’d received a single boiled egg with an apple for breakfast, leaving me famished. This Lornian diet was bullshit. When I asked for seconds Susanna judged me, resulting in me laughing for at least a minute.

      I was not a dainty man, I’d eat if I was hungry. So, we raced down the stairs with a young girl no older than ten hot on our heels.

      The young lady caught up to me outside, yelling that she was our assigned guide, and introduced herself as Sammy.

      “A food vendor?” Sammy asked.

      “Ya, like the kind that stand on a corner with yummy snacks for sale,” I said with a smile while wandering through the city ahead of her and Susanna. 

      I felt alive and energetic; they glared at my exuberance funnily. “Surely there has to be someone selling food. The sun is up.”

      “Pastries on the west side, they’re expensive though. Silver—”

      “Let me worry about that miss stick figure, lead the way, on with you,” I said, pushing her east apparently, because she pointed the other way. “Fine, then go that way.”

      “You okay, Master?” Susanna asked, amused by my behavior.

      I smiled. “Delightful. Do you know what a man loves to do?” I asked.

      “Wet your servants body with seed?” she said and Sammy snickered until I glared at her.

      “No. Well, yes. I want to buy a vehicle. A nice vehicle is always fun to purchase. I was planning on riding horses hard to Clruss. Probably best for the next trip in a few weeks. That—”

      “My Lord, permission ta speak,” Sammy said, and I nodded. “Winter snows… they cloggin’ da road in but a month.”

      I frowned, twisting my jaw in thought. There was a massive difference between living in a heated mansion around four feet of snow and riding in a carriage during it.

      I brought two hundred gold coins with me, each weighing roughly an ounce. Most of those coins were sewn into clothing or bags that Susanna was stuck lugging around. I wasn’t sure how far they’d get me, and that had me thinking of going home for more spending power. 

      I mused over the concept of rushing back, getting a huge stash of gold, and riding for Clruss or even Crimm after. 

      I huffed. 

      Everything came down to the horses and the carriage. There wasn’t a chance in hell I was walking like a soldier again. 

      Oh, if I went home, I could get some Vaseline for my chapped thighs.

      “Thank you for that information,” I said to Sammy. 

      We crossed a flat bridge made of wooden slats and stone supports. Old men fished off of the structure, regaling tales of better times. We didn’t go far, staying in a nice production section. A right turn onto a quiet road had us outside of the only busy store at this early hour.

      It was basically a donut shop. I bought two for each of us and for once, I purchased a losing trade. These were about thirty dollars for a donut. Worth every coin. 

      With my hunger sated I felt even better. “All right Sammy. Who sells carriages?”

      “New or used?” Sammy asked, looking up with a squint.

      “If you buy used, always buy from a new maker, it forces them to ensure the used is up to snuff,” I said, emulating my father. 

      I wish Dad could come here. He’d love this place. Christmas was going to be weird! Assuming I survive that long.

      “Right this way, me Lord,” Sammy said. Staying on the same road but heading north. 

      The shops grew bigger with the smokestack pluming thicker in this area. The clash of metal hammers forging was piercingly loud. 

      Traffic increased with additional horses trotting down the cross roads. There were bored guards next to street cleaners everywhere I glanced. Further to the west I noticed orderly homes. Not nobility but certainly no peasants, likely tradesmen or business owners living near the shops. 

      I enjoyed the early morning walk. My eyes darted to every store sign. There were seamstresses, furniture makers, smithies for nails, and more, even a butcher. Which reminded me of something. 

      “Sammy, where’s the slaughterhouse?” I asked nonchalantly.

      She scrunched her face. Her curly brown hair bouncing off her shoulders from the gesture. “It’s downriver a good way in a small settlement called Seema.”

      There was zero doubt in my mind, that little stinker was judging me. I had not seen a single mage on Lornia yet, so maybe magic wasn’t done through gems. That thought led to my next question when we paused outside of a Kellum’s Carriages.

      “Magic guild?” I asked. 

      She shook her head. “No school for it here. Only crazy Lim’s place. He sells potions that my Pa says are flavored water mixed with piss.”

      “Hmm…”

      “The nearest reputable place is Clruss. They have a small school. Crimm has the mages guild about ten days away. There is Farlake Academy but ‘tis run by a breeder,” Sammy said.

      I frowned. “A breeder?”

      “A Master Mage. He helps rescue women with bindings for babies. They say he has a deal with a goddess to get more power from each baby. Ma said he just likes making babies,” Sammy said with a giggle that I joined.

      Apparently, I could bind women for babies. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that one. Probably best if I just let my fun be organic. Contracting women into anything else… felt wrong. My sexy times with Savannah had been wonderful so far. I had to wonder if those would have left me feeling… dirty if I had used a contract for sex. Yeah, that was likely.

      I still wasn’t surprised to learn that this kind of thing happened here.

      “Thank you, Sammy. Wait here, and then we’ll go to Lim’s probably,” I said, entering the store's open door. 

      There was a long counter against a back wall. To my left were empty waiting chairs and a door to the main shop rested beyond them. I waved Sammy inside to have a seat.

      Behind the counter, a mother bounced a beautiful little baby in an adorable suit, and it melted my heart a little. While I may not want Susanna to get pregnant, I still thought fondly of the wee ones.

      “Can we help ya?” the mother asked politely with a smile. 

      I paused to figure out my angle. The brooding badass would only go so far in this situation. Before I spoke, I pointed for Susanna to sit. The mother gave an amused look when she instantly obeyed, plopping down next to Sammy. 

      “I need a fast carriage that can travel down bumpy roads. Preferable with a fold out bed or something of that nature,” I said.

      “And horses too?”

      “And horses,” I replied.

      “I’m Esmerelda, most call me Ezzy. Follow me, yer servant woman can stay or come, just no funny business in any sense,” Ezzy said, leading us through the back door. 

      I held out a hand for her to stay. Sammy wasn’t nervous, and yet, it’d make me feel better if she watched over her. 

      The inside was a massive warehouse. The roof held shutters that were propped open, spilling in ample morning light. I realized someone had to go on the roof every morning, night, and storm, to handle those. 

      Carriages were being constructed by teams of four to ten men. There were about a half dozen carriages in various stages of assembly. Behind them were about fifteen assembled with only a few showing signs of wear.

      There was a section behind the greeting room where women worked on cushions with fabric and a pile of clean feathers. These ladies chatted happily, completing their tasks of stitching or stuffing. It was neat to see women working in such a manner. This owner seemed to treat his people well.

      A short man with arms folded was talking with a part fey worker. The worker had a fluffy bunny tail and floppy ears. The short man patted the fey on the back upon seeing us. He beamed a smile at what I assumed was his taller wife.

      “What have we got here, Ezzy?” the man asked. 

      “This is Lord -”

      “Master Mage Trevor,” I said with a smile sticking out a hand to shake his. My out of habit gesture had him giving me an odd look. 

      He clasped my forearm, allowing me to adjust to the different style. He smiled politely, and said, “I’m Kellum.”

      “A comfy hauler, needing hitchin’,” Ezzy said, patting my shoulder before heading to the front.

      Not wasting any time Kellum headed for his finished construction.

      “Aye, I got a few. I mostly sell new. Assuming you don’t want show stallions, or extra trim for flashy appearance, we can get you in something for probably under a hundred.”

      I let out a sigh I didn’t know I was holding. Half my budget would mean I’d be going home for more gold, but… I'd have a carriage to haul heavier amounts next time. I should also have enough to buy more guards to mean a safer journey. I guess that sealed my fate on the matter of heading home. 

      “Kellum, let me be direct with you,” I said in a stern tone. He smiled when I wanted him to frown. “I’m capable of great magic, and yet I don’t know much about Lornia, I come from Pangea.”

      “Okay,” he said with a ‘who gave a damn’ shrug. 

      Hmm… Honesty might work.

      “I hate haggling.”

      “Me too. You want to keep gold, and I want more of it,” he said quickly.

      While I didn’t win here, I could tell he valued my honesty, and was direct with me. 

      We approached a carriage that was long with three axles. There were six wide wooden wheels with something akin to foam on the outer edges. I saw a covered driver bench with storage under the seat.

      The front hitching meant four horses would be needed to pull this carriage. The length reminded me of a longer suburban. Along the side of the carriage were two doors, under storage, top storage, and four windows. 

      On top there were two exposed seats for guards. We walked around the back and there was bracketed shelving with each section having special locked clasps. At this point I had a feel for the exterior. You could haul goods, and prepare for an extra-long journey. This carriage certainly had a bit of utility to go with the extravagance.

      When I made it around to the other edge, I peeked inside. There was a long table in the middle that went to connect the two benches. A short bed in the front and the rear that doubled as loungers. Each window had curtains and there were a million storage spots. 

      “What’s the catch?” I said.

      “This is the top end. Takes the lads a month to craft, assemble, and ensure everything is just right. The wives do the cushions, bedding, and pillows with duck feathers adding even more luxury than normal. I always show this first,” he said with a grin.

      I decided to take a guess. “Because it's the bait you hope to sell and the lower price on further models is the hook?” 

      “Close. One fifty for this… normally. I'll make you a trade for a hundred,” he said and I raised a brow. “Assuming you can prove yer a Master Mage.”

      “That I can do easily,” I said confidently. “With fire.”

      He smirked. Waving me out of the carriage. As I followed him I grew slightly concerned when we walked into a darker section stacked high with goods. 

      Welcoming the power, I let my veins run hot with magic. During my walk from Riverten, I’d focused on holding energy and releasing it. There really wasn’t much to the process once I had it unlocked. The ability to unleash fire coursed through me as we walked for an exit at the back of the warehouse. 

      “You channeling?” he asked nervously.

      I shrugged. 

      Out back there was a big pile of old carriages. Most of the remnants were piled high to be converted into wood for fires. There were old duck feathers stuffed in a pile taller than me. 

      “Remove that please. I’d try to move it—”

      My empty left palm burst a flame onto the stacked feathers. I controlled the incineration, struggling to use as little energy as possible, to keep the fire contained. For a few sections there was too little, so I spilled out additional magic, increasing the vibrant yellows and red.

      The warmth of the magic radiated over us and we both stepped back. 

      Thick black smoke billowed briefly, lifting with a gust of wind. As quick as it started, I cut the magic off. All that remained of the pile was mere soot.

      “Impressive, you can even control the flow of magic. Can you test?” he asked

      “Test what?”

      “Test to figure out what magic others have?” he asked and I shook my head. “Okay, I was going to have you just blast a bit to prove you can use magic with more control. Thank you, old feathers are really a nuisance to dispose of.”

      “Seemed easy enough for fifty gold,” I said, and he frowned. “What?”

      “I’ve got a daughter, she… is different.”

      “Yeah, so,” I retorted.

      “We’ve had fire accidents.”

      “Ah, so this was a test?” I asked. 

      He sighed. “We don’t know how powerful she is. Taking her to the Mages Guild in Crimm would cost thirty gold to test her, and if she comes back positive, there’s no telling where she ends up.”

      “You’ve lost me,” I admitted, leaning on my staff. “Wouldn’t that be ideal? She’d be a desired bride, correct?”

      There was a lot of fidgeting before he said, “She’s my eldest, and until Frankie was born, she was my successor. You’re a way for her to grow without me paying for her test or her schooling. I’d rather not send her to a breeder. I’ve only heard of a few polite Master Mages. Most of her suitors I’d pay would never let her study. I need to find the best life for her, assuming you have a nice enough place.”

      “My place is amazing and is better than anything by many factors. I like you Kellum, but this concept, not so much. I’m going to wait by the carriages. Go talk to the woman in the waiting area. Ask her about Pangea. Know that I’ve not been able to warn her or had any idea you were going to barter your daughter,” I said with a chuckle. 

      “A binding does the same thing. You tell me what you have to offer her, and the magic will know if it's a lie. You can get away with smaller stuff but yea,” he said with a flat tone and deadpan expression. “At least I’m certain yer not from here.”  

      “Well, then you understand fifty gold won’t cover her expenses. I’ll be covering far more than that. Like a lot more. I guess I’d like to meet her first,” I admitted. 

      He grumbled, heading back inside. I walked back to the wagons to give the cheaper versions a look before I signed on for babysitting duties. I had hoped he was going to ask me to slay fey on the road or something like that. 

      The first carriage was excessive to the point I was interested in downgrades. I didn’t care if there was an overhang for a driver, extra beds, or seats for guards up high. 

      There was an irony here. Where I expected a simple transaction, and was worried about gold, I was probably going to experience this continually as I progressed in Lornia.  

      After walking through the smaller versions, I was completely okay with forcing the guards to ride on the roof or jog to keep up. After closing a door to what was likely the cheapest version Susanna showed up.

      “Sammy went back, if we need her, she is at the inn. Which one did you pick, Master?” Susanna asked.

      “He is trying to pawn his fire mage daughter off on me,” I said in a huff.

      She smiled and said, “That’s amazing.”

      “Huh?” I said with my head tilted back with confusion. 

      “You want to be powerful, correct, Master?” Susanna asked. I gave her a terse nod. “Only thing more powerful than one mage is two.”

      I grumbled, not able to counter her argument. I just really didn’t want to deal with a teenage girl. Hanna, my younger sister at home, was fairly decent, but me… even for a guy I’d been a right asshole in my teenage years. The prospect of a girl pouting and whining was more to deal with and didn’t work for me.

      Snapping out of my thoughts, I headed for my lovely guard. Susanna, of course, was drooling over the big carriage and telling me how awesome it was. 

      Kellum arrived with a somewhat plump girl at about sixteen with neatly braided long black hair. She nervously tugged on her braid with Kellum reassuring her, telling me she was spoiled to some degree. There was a slight glow to her, different than the gems, and yet still magical.

      Apparently, I could see magic in others.

      She had to look up at me since she was barely over five feet. She wore the dress of a lady, and yet, stared at her feet meekly while approaching us. I could only imagine what her mind was going through.    

      This is the part I dreaded. How many emotional moments would saddle me and my goals?

      “Master Mage Trevum—”

      “Trevor,” I corrected Kellum, pulling the gem around my neck out of my robes. “What do you see?”

      Her eyes flicked up, widening. This told me a lot. “My studies say the magical arts of the Ruby Mages are lost to time. I’ve got a—”

      I waved a hand, cutting her off.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Pima, Master Mage,” Pima said. 

      “Gather your things while your father and I discuss terms,” I ordered. She curtsied, scurrying back into the entry room that likely held housing above it.

      “You’ll take her?” Kellum said with hope in his eyes. 

      “You’ve been buying her books?” I asked.

      He smirked, realizing I valued them. “About fifty gold worth over the years. She has not much else to do besides dream about a noble husband, and study.” He scoffed. “As if they’d ever treat her as well as me. Also, don’t think of her as a potential wife. She will be off limits from you through the binding until her training is complete. If you desire her, consider it incentive.”

      “Too young for my taste. However, is your protections why she is so old?” I asked, knowing women tended to get married to successful men earlier in life in this era. He nodded. “The books, Pima, this carriage. What’s your offer?”

      He fidgeted. “A hundred. I’d be making no profit.”

      “I’m offering a hundred but less with my coins, because they're probably worth more than a gold coin in Trimi.” 

      I fished a coin out tossing it to him. He bit it as everyone else had.

      Somethings you just had to get used too.  

      “Leon, get over here,” he said and a younger wolf man with animal features caught my eye. “Run this to the bank. Get it exchanged. Hurry lad.”

      While we waited for him to test the coin, Kellum led us to a stable across the street. Lidia would be gushing with joy if she were walking through the large barn filled with pretty horses. I was an ATV guy with my fierce spiked helmet and daredevil driving. 

      These horses meant little to me and the first one I tried to pet nipped at my fingers. Susanna had no fear, slapping the snout with an intimidating growl that spooked the horse. 

      Got it, show no mercy to these horses. 

      “Horses are… unique in Lornia. The males, which grow bigger, meaner, faster, and you get the point, hold far more value. Four nice mares will pull the carriage perfectly fine,” Kellum said, taking a left inside the big warehouse type barn. 

      We went to a side area with fenced in enclosures. There were teams of four to six mares relaxing in each pen. 

      “A hundred.” He pointed to a section of mares. Then shifted his finger. “Hundred, one ten, one ten, and these four are one twenty five,” Kellum said, offering me what felt like the undercoating package. 

      At least that is how it seemed at first. Susanna nickered, calling the expensive horses who immediately came over. She went to a middle barrel, lifting the lid for a carrot. 

      Oh, I wanted to feed them.

      Giving in to the temptation of the sales gimmick, I asked, “Why are they more?” 

      “They come from big dads with great coloration. They may have been raised with attentive care,” Kellum said, with a hint in his voice. 

      I frowned at him. “You’d charge me more for horses Pima raised?” I asked with a scoff. 

      He shrugged, not changing his opinion. I fed one of the big mares that was a deep brown with white spots. She smacked her lips over my hands gingerly, asking for a second carrot. I certainly didn’t want asshole horses and they’d make Lidia go wild. 

      When I eyed the other horses, I knew which the best were.  If I was going to be traveling by ground a lot, then I could spare the gold. Not like I couldn’t get more converted at home.

      The young wolfman came running up, and I realized I wanted to see what the females looked like. Assuming some of them were for hire. 

      He handed over a gold coin, eight silver, and some tin. Oh god, the math in my head confused me and suddenly those stupid oddball math problems finally had a damn purpose. Eight times four was thirty two. Okay… got it.

      “One of my gold coins is worth more than one and quarter gold here. Easier to round down. So 80 for those lower quality horses, ninety something for the rest. Round it up to a hundred and toss in extra pillows,” I said and he gave the happiest smile I could imagine. 

      “Meet me at the carriage. I need to get my bindings arranged by the bank real quick and then another for Pima,” he said excitedly. “You’ll love Pima, she is a great student. Also the horses are the best we have, as is the carriage.” He let out a long satisfied sigh. “I can finally hire another construction team, and I’m glad Prima can be taught well.”

      “Thank you, Kellum. A win-win is always nice. I look forward to future deals with you. We’ll have the gold waiting at the carriage,” I said and he ran off.

      Susanna muttered sweetly to the mares. She was clearly in love. “These are quality mares, worthy of the Master.” She traded kisses with the horse, eliciting a giggle. “They’ll be good horses. Trust me.”

      That made me feel better. 

      “Come, we need to bust out some of these coins from their hidden pouches,” I ordered.

      “What’s next?”

      “Soldiers and employees, Susanna. I need archers, guards, cart drivers, and cleaners. Hopefully, you acquiring more help won’t be too expensive. Then, if there is time, we go to a slaughterhouse to fill my gems because I have a feeling taking everyone home will consume a lot of energy,” I said with a sigh. 

      “I’m sure there is a public hanging every week or so. Those dead looked a few days old,” Susanna said. 

      “Not a bad idea. We can ask when we get some bindings that aren’t innocent sixteen year old girls,” I said with a snicker.

      “She’s older, he’s kept her hidden. Some fathers hate the fate their daughters will experience so they hold on until they can’t,” Susanna said sadly. “Surprised you agreed to not sex her.”

      “I have limits on age. It’s not uncommon to only want a woman instead of a girl,” I said putting it the best way I could.

      I frowned, leaving her behind for the carriage. It didn’t matter how old she was, just that she could use magic and listen. I was going to make her binding tight to the point she would have no choice but to heed my commands.
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216TH DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      The carriage rolled from Kellum’s warehouse toward the city center. Pima was inside the airy ride, seated at the table below me. Last I checked she was intently studying one of the seven small texts she brought. This was a pittance of knowledge and books that I’d need, but a good start. 

      Susanna was on the reins guiding the fine mares through the causal traffic. I was twirling in the archer’s seat on the roof, enjoying the view, and wondering why modern cars didn’t go slow with balconies. There was a high level of enjoyment I was having on this swiveling seat. I felt everyone should try this at some point.

      Additionally, I was shocked by how gentle the wagon ride was. Between the cushions and the mat material on the wheels we were smoothly cruising down the road.  

      We didn’t get very fair. A full set of knights on horseback thundered down the cobbled street, pushing aside any in their way. Even the nose-picking guards at the intersection corners straightened at the knights’ rapid pace. 

      Susanna halted the horses, brandishing her sword. Crossbows from the knight in the back rose rapidly to aim at my only protector. 

      Yeah, I was kinda fond of the girl and this told me she was more instinctive than a thinker. I was okay with having a gorgeous babe who’d jump in front of a bullet for me. Or a crossbow bolt in this case. 

      “Susanna, put the sword down,” I said calmly. 

      The knights arrived, circling our wagon. A man with blue eyes and a dimpled chin held up empty hands after Susanna set the sword aside. 

      “I’m Viscount Toony’s son, Sir Nathanael,” the man said. I rolled my wrist for him to continue. “By protocol you’re to give a greeting.”

      “Master Mage Trevor of Pangea,” I replied, taking my seat. “Sit down Susanna, frowning is not helping the situation. Sir Nathanael, why are you bothering me on this fine morning?”

      “Father wanted to have a word with the strange mage with the surplus of pure gold,” Sir Nathanael said in a teasing way.

      Ah, that’d make sense. His insinuation was I should have expected this. You send a hundred pure gold coins to a bank, a runner tells the noble, I spend an extra hour on contracts to ensure Pima isn’t a pain in the ass, and here we are. 

      “Tea?” I asked with an interested tone. 

      He let out a relieved sigh, spinning his horse. “Of course, we have the finest available. This way, Master Mage.”

      Susanna shot me a stern eye, but I ignored her. Pima popped a head up from below. I reassured her everything was fine, and went back to spinning my seat gleefully.

      Maybe the power was getting to me a bit, but I wasn’t worried about a high level meeting. I could handle that.

      What stressed me were those damn crossbows. I’d need a spell or armor to keep them out of my flesh. Robes were awesome because you threw on a vest, tossed on some shorts, and boom, you were ready. Not so awesome for stopping pointy things. Adding armor to the list.

      We headed for the biggest building near the center of the city. The massive structure I saw was a fort within the city. The dark river stone had been melded somehow, or maybe sculpted, to appear as one piece.

      The structure held three sided corners with shutters to allow fresh air, and extra windows in every spot you looked. The more I studied the structure the more vulnerabilities I saw. 

      Would I build a safe room type fort, or something that flaunted I wasn’t scared, like this? It was another concept to mull over when I found the time. I wonder if the Viscount has a powerful mage. 

      I realized the small stone castle was probably built ages ago. There was no fancy drop down gate or moat to cross. Two big metal doors were cast open to let us ride in. 

      The interior was a training area large enough to have mock battles. I spied stables on the left, barracks on the right, and hitching posts in the middle. Hay covered the stone exterior flooring for whatever reason. 

      A group of young men swarmed out to grab horses, their livery of purple and gold matched the banners that hung from the residence walls. After getting inside the exterior walls the main building was not much bigger than the casino inn. It was maybe twice as wide with only an extra floor. 

      Susanna handed off the reins after I stepped down from the driver’s bench. There was an eek from a lad walking a horse to the stables. A knight rushed over, slashing down to slay a small snake. 

      My grin peeled back, the purple aura of death hovered over the body. 

      “Pima come to me,” I said, walking to the dead snake. There was no diamond shape to the animal telling me it probably ate rats and was spooked by a hoof. 

      Sir Nathanael raised a brow, following me as my assistant hurried to reach my side.

      “What do you see?” I asked Pima.

      “Nothing, Master,” Pima said meekly. I pointed at the glowing purple with the central void spot. “Just air.”

      “Watch the gem,” I said, indicating the one in the staff.

      With great care, I tugged slightly on the energy. Tendrils danced for my bag, the ruby on my neck, and the one in the staff. With an increase in desire I hungered for the gem in my staff. The feeling was odd, but that was what I was trying for. When the tendrils tightened I ingested the magical energy the spirit left behind into the gem on my staff.

      “It became brighter,” Pima exclaimed with a gulp. “A necromancer.”

      I tsked her. “Ruby Mage, Pima,” I said with a smile. 

      “We done here?” Sir Nathanael asked, spinning to lead us to his father.

      After a series of steps we crossed the arched threshold and entered the estate. I immediately noticed there was no opulent wealth on display. A few old armor sets hung over wooden pegs. Painting from wives and ladies from past generations adorned the walls.

      Unfortunately, the hall was devoid of carpets, resulting in our procession creating an echoing retort every time a boot hit the stone. 

      Each window cutout was open, sending fresh air into the halls. Curtains were tied down, contrasting the constant dark grey river stone this structure was built of. Candles fought to keep back the gloom of dark corners, giving the structure a lively feel in small doses.

      We went up a set of stairs, arriving at a large landing with benches that led down a hallway. At the end of the corridor rested four guards in front of large steel doors.

      Sir Nathanael approached and the doors swung open as if they were automated. A crier announced his arrival and for the first time, I saw a noble’s court.

      In the center of the room rested a dance floor about the size of a swimming pool. Seating on my right had tiered elevated rows akin to bleachers. These were mostly empty. Standing tables on the left were packed with almost all men. The way they paused their business discussions made me feel like I was an oddity to them. I relished in that feeling.

      I strode confidently into the Viscount’s hall. The noble himself rested at a table with three women to his left and two to his right. 

      Five wives, interesting. I bet this was common here. Hell, if Joseph the trader had multiple wives then yeah.

      It is one thing to read about polygamy, and another to see.  

      My expectations of an opulent room with expensive chandeliers, men and women of the court, and a dashing young ruler were hitting a hard wall called reality.

      The Viscount was in his late fifties with plump features that showed off his wealth. He had salt and pepper hair that was in a ponytail. His wives aged a bit worse over time and yet were in lavish garb as he was. That same purple and gold trim was everywhere. 

      A whistle escaped the Viscount's lips, creating an exodus of the guests. 

      When it was Susanna, Pima, and I standing in front of Viscount Toony and his wives he smiled, gesturing for the stools on our side.

      I walked up to sit directly across from him.

      “Good morning, Viscount Toony of Trimi. I’m Master Mage Trevor,” I said with a smile. 

      He grinned, snapping at a side door servant. A team of guards wheeled in a big rock on a sled with a cross tied to it. A battered man groaned in a half-hearted complaint. It was warranted too since he’d been tortured and nailed to the wood. I frowned at his misery, not understanding why he was here.

      “Killed his wife, my niece. She was a bright light in this dim land. He strangled her then sawed off her head to keep her out of her preferred afterlife. I was going to hang him this afternoon now that I’m done torturing him, but I heard there might be—”

      “Do you want me to torch him?” I interjected. He nodded.

      “It would keep him from his preferred—”

      “Not a problem,” I said with a wicked smile and a playful wink. 

      I pulled the magic from the ruby, spinning to face the dance floor. The team wheeling the man in were still moving him to the center. I decided to try to do a few fire balls on a moving target.

      The gem’s energy filled me until I felt a desire to vomit. That was clearly my energy limiter telling me to release.

      I raised my palm quickly, leveling at the moving man, and erupted three short blasts. It was tough to cut off the flow, like stopping mid pee. As I used magic, I transitioned into understanding its desires as much as my own.

      The men rolling the contraception shrieked, ducking for cover. 

      With a tight twisting spin each fist sized orb of flame soared from me to the man who was already half dead. There was nothing for him to do. Honestly, I was fairly certain the Viscount removed my victim’s eyes because he didn’t even flinch at the bright infernos.

      First shot went into the guts. The second, into the chest. The final blast into the neck at the perfect spot, causing the head to pop off, and land on the ground with a few bounces.

      I giggled in delight at this; talk about a lucky shot. 

      The aura of his death danced brighter than the snake’s essence. A trail floated out of the corpse until an orb of energy rested high. I sucked in his energy, letting it fill my staff’s gem. There was far more given than expended. 

      Morbid and yet, delightful. The best part was, I felt zero regret, the man was doomed and on his last breaths anyway. 

      “Can I have another?” I asked the Viscount and the wife on his left laughed so hard she snorted.

      “Right!? I like him too. Tell me, where you got this, please?” the Viscount asked, dancing one of my coins over his fingers expertly. His hands were as soft as his face. This was no warrior but that didn’t mean he wasn’t to be feared in court.

      “I’m not from Lornia, I’m from Pangea. That came from Pangea where our magic is far superior,” I said, feeling a half-truth was the best course.

      “Can you get more?” he asked.

      I gave a sinister grin. “Nearly unlimited if I’m given the proper items in trade,” I said.

      He fidgeted at this statement. Digested the news with a big gulp of wine that ended with a lip smack.

      “It seems we should be friends.”

      “My gold incurs costs to me in Pangea. I have desires to trade between the realms. A safe harbor to do so would be beneficial to me. I was hoping to visit Clruss or Crimm to get what I need,” I said, letting him know I thought he was too small for me.

      “And what are your needs?” his wife that laughed earlier asked.

      “They are simple, and yet complex at the same time. Some are as basic as finely crafted weapons, unique fruit, rare animals, full fey, half fey, magic tomes, and—”

      “So, your realm is vastly different?” she asked. Viscount Toony patted her arm in annoyance. “Sorry, I find it rare to speak to a man of power and forget my station. I’m Lady Laurn, welcome to Trimi.”

      “Welcome to Trimi,” the table of lesser wives echoed. 

      The Viscount eyed Susanna before his eyes fell on Prim. “You got Kellum’s daughter. I’ve been trying to get him to give me a carriage for her to marry Nathanael, or even one of my more docile sons. You’re taking on apprentices.”

      “None under eighteen, rules of Pangea dictate that age as adulthood. Bringing a child home would mean… problems within my castle,” I said and two of the wives sighed with Lady Laurn all smiles. “Before you get excited I’m very, very, particular on my apprentices. Pima, what allowances did your binding permit?”

      “None, Master. I’m to serve as told for at least three years while I train,” Pima said meekly. 

      I frowned when Lady Laurn chuckled while her husband grumbled. I think there was some back story here I wasn’t aware of yet.

      “Clruss and Crimm are bigger cities with more political theater. Trimi may have all that you need, or at least be able to acquire what you seek,” Viscount Toony said.

      Some might be offended by a middleman, but I preferred not to ride to Clruss or Crimm in the winter. Or journey for fourteen days every time I wanted to get an elven sword. My summer plans revolved around digging in Montana while this place was in ten feet of snow. 

      “The fee?” I asked. 

      “You cover costs of sending the trips, which I can do cheaper, plus ten percent,” he said. 

      “While I dislike some traveling, I do enjoy exploring the finer establishments of a kingdom,” I said with a smirk and the ladies joined me in. “For my winter needs, yes I can come to those terms. But come summer here in Lornia I’ll do my own shopping and traveling. After I find what I like, if I don’t have the teams in place, then I’ll give you the right of first refusal for hiring.”

      Part of my schooling was in selling antiquities. Giving him a winning rate with caveats was not a loss for either party.

      “And what exactly are your winter needs?” Lady Laurn asked, using her index finger to summon a warrior in fine leather armor from the side of the room. The man was fierce looking, a sturdy guard if I’ve ever seen one. “This is Targon, he is known as a man of the estate with every market of the city. He’ll be your shopping guide for the interim.”

      “I have fifty coins for guards and servants. Was thinking about three year contracts with food, room, and housing. Another twenty in reserve in case there are some I desire and can’t afford. Then twenty five of my gold to buy unique weapons like the elven blade my guard has,” I said, thinking out loud.

      “Anything else?” Viscount Toony asked.

      I nodded. “My arrival spot is southwest from Riverten,” I said, and Susanna squeezed my leg. “Foolish woman. Excuse my guard, she is fond of her Master. Telling them will help me defend my spot. They cannot go to my realm without me. I need to be secure where I arrive on this side, period. I can’t build a fort without others knowing and if they attack, we go to war. This is about gold buying friendships. It's always about extracting more gold, which I’m okay with.”

      Viscount Toony tapped the desk. “There is no major construction going on in the realm. We have ten times the normal workers here because there are no city jobs. Even I am getting pressured into expanding. We have an outpost being scouted now. This peace… it bothers me because it means a war is probably brewing elsewhere.”

      “With whom this time?” I asked.

      He bobbed his head in thought. “The dryads are the only ones encroaching, but you never know. The north is fairly robust since the lack of wars has our populations overflowing. Hence the servant market is also overflowing, filling my holding areas with the crown seeking any sales.”

      “You’re considered frontier?” I asked.

      Lady Laurn patted his arm to talk. “Trimi is the frontier, but it's growing. Riverten is considered an outpost. It lacks a noble to lead it because it is literally a chamber pot. If it keeps growing though, they might get a baron. Meaning we have a large selection of servants to pick from and we need to expand our power. It’s almost as if the gods brought us together.”

      I saw where this was going. “I’ll bind trade deals but not myself. If you want to pawn a daughter off, find another man. I’m a Master Mage, not a husband to get tied down.”

      Lady Laurn grunted with a frown while Viscount Toony chuckled. “Dashing her hopes already. We don’t need to bind you to us except in trade.”

      “Rin needs a wife, but a Master would probably help him grow a bloody spine,” Laurn muttered. 

      The husband ignored his wife. “You’ve given me much to think about. To start, I’ll send you with Targon to the servant and recruiting markets. I advise buying binding parchments by the hundreds. Then getting either lessons on binding or a binder as a servant. I find your proposals interesting and feel we can work together.”

      He stood extending a forearm. I joined my arm to his in a clasp. 

      Targon walked us out of the extravagant hall, giving me much to think about.
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      The carriage rolled with only slight jostles. I sat inside this time on a comfy bench staring out the windows as the city went by. A ruffled nose from Pima revealed that we arrived in a stinker part of town.

      Pima was silent until she summoned the courage to say, “You killed him.”

      “And?” I snorted aggressively in reply.

      “I’m… not sure I want to be a killer,” she muttered, fiddling her fingers against her braid.

      I wanted to smack her.

      Then, without any warning I reached back, and actually did unleash a hard smack to her cheek. The sound echoed in the carriage, her hand instantly went to her reddening cheek. 

      “You naive little Princess. There is death everywhere here. The only thing that kept you from likely being raped was your father. The only thing keeping me alive, and your innocence intact, is my power. You're not the craftsman’s daughter anymore,” I scolded her.

      While I may not be some super badass yet, I was a realist. Lornia was not Earth. The meek bowed to the powerful. That left me with a choice. Did I become more like a Lornian or did I become meek? No… I was a master mage and I’d sure as hell act like one.

      “I understand, Master,” Pima said in a frightened tone. 

      She needed to get laid, live life, and have some adventures of her own. Else she’d always be in her shell. With that one dumb comment, I knew I’d be sending her on a challenging mission she could learn from. 

      The front of the wagon had a view port for the driver. It slid open, my lovely guard’s face covered the view. “We’re here. Targon is setting up a private room for key interviewees to arrive in.”

      “Excellent. Are we in the regular hiring or crown servants?”

      “Hiring, Master,” Susanna said with her winning smile. “Do you want to be in the failed servant area?”

      “They are desperate right?” I asked.

      “They tend to be troublemakers though, present company included,” she retorted, thinking herself hilarious. “The crown market for servants is not far, Master.”

      I bit my fingernail while Pima tugged on her braid. My fingers found a pouch of gold coins. 

      I eyed Pima. “Go to the servants. Pick three males, half fey or human. No full fey. Three you’d desire,” I said, putting the coins in front of her. “Bind them to you. When I say desire I mean it. If it's a ladies touch, then so be it. But… Pima, desire. You need to understand you have power, or else I’ll relegate you to cooking and popping out babies.”

      She gulped, her wide green eyes were terrified. “Desire?”

      Susanna laughed from the viewpoint. “Buy three males you want to share a bed with, sheesh. Can I buy some women for your estate, Master?”

      I mulled it over. “For pleasure or for a purpose? Like cooking or cleaning.”

      “Purpose, unless Master is too busy for pleasuring and I’m forgotten for long periods,” Susanna admitted. “You did say you want multiple lovers.”

      I loved her honesty. A woman who was straight with her emotions and able to tell me how it was, gave me so much clarity to my own feelings. 

      Yukio had added to his list wanting females for egg collection to be brought back. Especially magical half fey.

      While I hated the notion, I knew I could really help their lives by rewarding them with a nice place and a bright future. Sure, it was a bit more than giving blood, but I promised myself it would equal out.  

      “I have most of the gold on me. You still have the fifteen in your robes?” I asked and Savannah nodded. “Get me a wagon full of young fodder. Eighteen or older. Majority female but add some men. We can get trinkets next time. Seems every time I have a plan, things distract me,” I muttered the last line. 

      Susanna raced down, opening the door before extending a hand for Pima.

      “No. She is going on her own. You're both not to talk to each other until you bring me my new servants,” I said, seeing Targon approach behind Susanna. 

      I pushed aside Susanna to join Targon. The man turned to lead me into a building that reminded me of a courthouse. The stone exterior shot into the sky with moss growing into the walls. I tried to get a good view of the street, but we were inside before I could.

      “There are cells above and below our meeting room. Since you’re on Viscount’s friend list we received full access and a couch room,” Targon said.

      I smiled internally. I was going to be casting interviews from a couch. The naughty side of me was delighted by this. 

      While the other two were shopping for lust, I was mainly here for protection. Okay, a bit of lust too. I was certainly interested to see the process from my perspective.

      My thoughts were interrupted when I was handed a list of names that was legible, neat, and actually useful. I followed behind Targon while flipping the hiring page. 

      “To clarify, these are workers seeking employment with no blemishes on their records?” I asked, thumbing the sheets.

      “Correct,” Targon said, turning us left to another long utilitarian hallway with flickering candles. “Mostly. If you have a bad record, and redeem yourself you can end up on this list again. So, they aren’t perfect but they do value being on that list rather than in the crown’s servant pits.

      The list had species, occupation specialty, age, sex, binding status, and children. This bracketing would be so illegal on Earth, and yet perfectly fine in Lornia. I flipped to the single fey for a few fancy reasons. 

      Hmm… Their occupations were all labor or hunting. None were guards. I guess this made sense. Nobles clearly only hired humans as guards and not part fey.

      Targon opened a large door, revealing an exterior room with a high cutout that illuminated the space. There was a chair, a table, and behind that a couch. A wrinkly old man sat to the left of the couch in the corner. Targon gestured for me to relax in the chair to the right of the couch.

      Before I sat I huffed, not sure where to start. Then it hit me. Susanna was young, inexperienced, and while devoted, not a leader veterans would follow.

      I flicked through the pages until I found humans. My finger traced down the page until I found two ideal candidates.

      

      Norlan - human - veteran guard - 36 - male - married - ten children.

      Thran - human - veteran archer - 33 - male - married - seven children.

      

      Both these men were successful, established, and families they wanted to come home to. The exact thing I needed. I pointed to the names for Targon who rang a bell, sending a runner to fetch these men. 

      “What about a binder? I don’t see one,” I said double checking the list. 

      “Both of the veterans know how to bind and will teach you. It's rather easy,” Targon said when there was a knock at the door. 

      Norlan was missing an eye and his left hand. The man oozed a grumpy dad who protected his daughters with a shotgun.

      I gestured for him to sit across from me. The single eye headed for the chair, giving a manly nod of greeting to Targon. My peripheral caught the return nod.

      “Why should I hire you?” I asked once he was firmly seated.

      “Not interested in being hired until I hear what the job is,” Norlan said with a calm, even tone.

      “You’ll be training new recruits in a lavish estate not in Lornia. There will be no external threats predicted, and if they do arrive at my secluded estate on Pangea we wouldn’t win against their magic.”

      There was a darting eye to Targon who inclined his head.

      “That… sounds lovely. I have a few flaws, but I can train troops better than most. I simply strap a shield to my handless arm,” he said holding up his nub. “I assure you, it works as a great shield holder in battle. I lost the limb in the campaign against the dwarves of Lin Hold.”

      “Okay, I have one more interviewee to look at after you. Assuming you want the job,” I said.

      “Aye, I need the work. Not many opportunities come around during winter season, and Targon vouched for you,” Norlan said and I smirked.

      A simple nod exchange could say so much between men.

      “Thran is next so—”

      He chuckled before saying, “I’ll be outside the door.”

      I wanted to pester him but Thran heard his name, gallivanting to the seat the moment it was open.

      Thran was handsome, super confident, and carried an air of superiority. While I respected confidence, I wasn’t wanting my head guard to be chasing any ass while on the job. I wanted a professional soldier, but he clearly would have issues taking orders from me. I dismissed him and then went into negotiations with Norlan.

      Norlan agreed to train my troops, guard my life, and do as he was told within reason for ten silver coins every month for the winter, and a full gold per month during the summer when rates went up. We agreed on three years, him getting a five gold advance, twenty gold for supplies, and was told to say goodbye to his family whom he would get to see often. Hopefully.

      I intended to leave tonight. He mentioned before he left that he desired to say a long goodbye, and would be ready near dusk. He departed and I felt like I’d made the right choice. 

      “I take it you approve?” I said to an amused Targon. 

      “Yes, Norlan was the wise choice. Thran is someone you want to hire to lead a dragon quest, not guard your person,” he said, ringing the bell. The young boy runner stood by the door. “What next Master Mage Trevor?”

      I buried my face behind the pages in thought. “My next choices are going to be … more personal. Will that bother you?” I asked and Targon shook his head no. 

      I didn’t care if the Viscount knew I was going to seduce half and quarter fey to my side. 

      The binding contractor cleared his throat. “The N by the sex will mean they have been neutered and NB debarbed. Everything works, or so I’m told. Be careful, an NB will still have the ability to produce heirs. The neutered procedure is voluntary and only a few go through with it because you stop wanting sex with no balls, and if you have ladies that need pleasing, we don’t want that, do we?”

      I chuckled when the old man smirked. I studied the list trying to figure out how to proceed.

      This was only a section of the first page of ten pages. A lot of these were childless fey and most of the cat species had barbs removed. Clearly, women liked the male fey because a few of the unmarried ones had kids. I sighed, giving the list a second read. 

      Thankfully most of the females were without children.

      How did one screw a full eagle fey?

      “Can these eagle fey carry me?” I asked.

      “Full eagle fey can over a small distance. If you need a flight it is same sex only though, they are serial rapists with potent sperm or eggs. Actually, they all are like that for the most part if they catch a human alone.” He sighed. “Yeah, Lornia fey are ostracized for a reason,” Targon said and I smirked at his word choice. 

      “There are so many available. Why does no one hire them?”

      “The magical ones get scooped up by Farlake Academy quickly. Besides that the Viscount wasn’t kidding. The cities have limits to how many they can hold, and we have space. Meaning our cheap rent or cheap land is getting snatched up by these good ones.”

      “Why not stick them in the fields?” I asked.

      “They do work the farms,” the old man said. 

      “You lost me,” I admitted.

      “Winter is coming. They get a roof, food, and a few tin coins a day to work the fields. While it’s enough survive on it adds to nothing, entrenching the serfs in a cycle that at least they persist through. They come here every day off they can. A good job with a noble or tradesman is fantastic. There are so many here for many reasons and they all are happening at once,” Targon said. 

      “There are more fey than humans, can’t they do the same work like driving a carriage. I get the guarding thing,” I said. 

      “Just … well, you’re different. Most offers involve sex. A lot of those fey don’t want to only be sex toys. Respect goes a long way for these people, and people they are. When they can’t find work as a hunter they’ll swap to occupations with higher demands,” Targon said bluntly. “And let me tell you, a few may be less than stellar hunters.”

      I sighed, not sure how to proceed. “Is there a way for me to walk the line to select what I want to hire?”

      “Absolutely, it’d save a ton of time too. Just offer them a stiff contract that covers everything you need and don’t negotiate. Offer anything better than pulling crops out of the fields, and probably the majority will take a crummy deal,” Targon said with a devious tone that didn’t match his genuine smile.

      “I take it you’ve been in this room before,” I said and he nodded.

      “There are plenty of nobles not versed in acquiring help. Like that Kellum, you elevated him,” Targon said with the old man nodding in agreement. 

      “Am I that important?” I asked. 

      “Maybe. Don’t be surprised if he is a baron the next time you visit. You having his daughter at your side is something even the Viscount doesn’t have. When Kellum suddenly needs guards and servants that don’t work in his warehouse, he’ll come to this very room with me and Jeb.”

      I didn’t realize Jeb was the old man helping with the binding contracts. I gave a meek smile and small wave.

      “Thanks for your help, Jeb. I want a guard contract. Emphasize the guard is primary to include training, equipment that will follow with them after contract, and give an offer of five silvers a month with a gold signing bonus,” I said sternly. “No children in primary care, none older than thirty, and no married fey.”

      “Mighty fair of you, Lord Trevor. And the sex toy terms?” Jeb said directly. 

      I bit my lip while folding my arms. “None. Anything they do with their private time will be consensual. Pangea healer exams are mandatory. In exchange wellness checkups will be given. That should cover me, right?” I asked Jeb.

      “No one keeps denials open and consensual. They specify things like denial for urine or blood, but… if you're not looking for a specific toy, and playing the field for what you want, it will help build a better bonding. May I include no rape by any party under any circumstances?”

      “Hell yes,” I blurted.

      “I’ll read the terms and see who stays. Fey only to start?” Targon said with a smile, taking the list.

      “Yeah, can always pick more next time. I got Susanna and Pima heading to the crown’s troublemakers to get cleaning servants,” I said nonchalantly. 

      He patted my shoulder and said, “For not being from Lornia, you’re making some wise choices. I think Lady Laurn and the Viscount will want to visit this… interesting place you have in Pangea.”

      I snickered, understanding his hint. Nobles like kinky times too. “I certainly will welcome a team of archers on my side. Even if Viscount Toony secures my desired tomes of magic, I’d still like to see more of Lornia”

      “Ensure they are trained to fight by Norlan then … Well, then you can start completing kingdom quests. I know the thing holding Viscount Toony from becoming a Count is that he’s not rooting out possible expansion spots controlled by fey packs,” Targon said, leaving me with something to mull over. 

      At least that was expected. I figured in a land encroached by foes on all sides there would be more mercenary type trades. Eh, time would tell. 

      Jeb left to help Targon, leaving me waiting there for them to sort who was even willing to entertain my offer.  

      While I waited, Lady Laurn arrived with an angry young man that had to be Rin. He was all sorts of pissed off at the situation. He might be pretty enough for Lidia and in a few years ladies would swoon. I just didn’t see the purpose of adding a second brat to my team.

      We quibbled about me taking on her son as an apprentice, which turned to arguing. When she finally dismissed Rin, I was handed a binding offer from Viscount Loony. Rid the eastern Monvia Woods of a wolf-kin pack so he could build another outpost. In exchange he would send two work crews, at half cost, to my arrival spot outside of Riverten. 

      The terms were good for a full year. I needed to make at least one attempt to slay the pack, so I accepted. Failure to attempt was ten Lornian gold coins in recompense to the Viscount. If I went, and lost, then both sides gained nothing. 

      Yukio wanted more wolf fey bodies, and I wanted to have an objective to prepare for. A solid motivating mission to rid the woods of this wolf-kin pack would be a great way to organize my budding army. 

      A second trade agreement was presented. Basic middleman for ten percent to go send serfs, and guards through the snow to fetch me items. I agreed with both parties having the right to cancel at any time. I would need to return with gold to initiate any orders.  

      After I signed both we apologized for our raised voices and she left, leaving me to think over how many guards I should pick. 

      Targon arrived moments later and the Viscount’s advisor was all smiles. 

      “Said no to Sir Rin?” Targon asked, watching them leave the hall. I nodded showing him the agreement. “He’s probably going to end up with seven wives in a posh estate anyway. Sir Nathanael’s a fine lad.”

      I picked up on the cue that he didn’t like Rin all that much. Parents and stewards always had their favorites.

      Targon shrugged, waving me to follow him. “Uh… so I got good news and bad news. The bad news is the humans looking for work are pissed and already scrummed the fey with a minor brawl. Not yer fault, but there was a broken arm.”

      “And the good?”

      He chuckled, amused by what he was about to say. “So, Jeb read out the contract that pretty much reads like someone from another realm wrote it. Paying fey good money to hunt is rare. You assure them they won’t be raped, get a nice home, food, and among their kind… well, they’ll just about bent the knee.”

      “Not my intent, but loyal troops are what I want,” I admitted. 

      “I even said you’re a war mage, not to give away your true skills. They didn’t care and started down bidding their worth to ensure they got the job,” Targon said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Huh, no the current rate is fine. And yes, you can whisper this in your Lord’s ear. What you call wealth here is nothing for me in my realm. I really can bring lots of gold here, but… I need protection here. With that in mind, if Toony came to Pangea he’d never acquire what he wants. Anyway, as for the guards, I’d rather have well paid loyalists than back stabbing—”

      He interjected, catching on to my desire. “Aye, figured as much. Jeb didn’t budge but they’re hollerin’ at him,” Targon said and we crossed an arched threshold for a training arena. 

      The training area was the size of a soccer field with a second and third floor viewing short walls. Large columns supported the upper floors, giving the area a very Roman feel.

      A loud whistle stopped the assembled fey from pestering Jeb. 

      Targon inhaled deeply, puffing his chest out to bellow, “I present Master Mage Trevor of Realm Pangea. I saw him kill a man with barely a thought and then he asked to kill another.”

      I chuckled, reveling in the power as all eyes shot to me.

      There were rows of humans with slight animal features. These potential recruits were probably fifty wide and five deep and there had to be over two hundred of them. The myriad of partial fey was staggering.

      Within the formations were wolfmen with chest hair puffing out of shirts. I spied a few sexy voluptuous females with wings. Pointy fox ears, rounded bear ears, and floppy bunny ears. There were long tails, short tails, and no tails or fit butts. These female fey sure were yummy looking. 

      Even though these were fey people, it was like the human trait made the fey part extremely inferior and limited. There was always a human face with a standard torso, legs, and well, every single one of them was basically human. Except, hands, feet, ears, and tails were altered to reflect the fey lineage.  

      “If you work for me, you’ll be paid handsomely,” I said loudly, approaching the formation. “You’ll refer to me as Master at home, or Master Mage Trevor when afield. I’ll bring you into battle where glory does not exist, but riches can. I’ll feed you until your ribs stop showing. I’ll train you until you're lethal as a unit. And I’ll ensure you have a much better life than you do now. 

      “In exchange for all these offerings you will never be lazy. You’ll follow orders without question, and when it becomes pleasure time you will indulge in the flesh in a manner in which my realm finds appropriate. First test, strip naked.”

      There was no justification needed for why I wanted to see them nude. This was Lornia. A few expected this or wanted to show off as they stood nude already. 

      I was shocked there were so many women. Maybe thirty percent were female, and this was supposed to be only hunters. My understanding of Lornia was that women were not often warriors and yet, here I was proven wrong again.

      I knew a few weeks in the field as the man would bring problems… such as lots of ladies wanting my attention. However, I’m not a huge fan of unwashed sex. My kinks are many, but foul odors are not one of them. It was only fair to elevate men as well as women to help be a part of my team. Shooting a bow wasn’t a “man only” job even in Lornia. 

      Within a few seconds I was ready to start my inspection. I carried my staff off to the side to see who would reactively see the dazzling. The first pass was only to get an idea of what was available and find the hidden mages. 

      The very first person in line had a broken arm. Bone protruded from the grisly wound. With determination his jaw was held in a grimace. He had antlers that had me wishing the female variation had the same thing.

      The only thing better than pigtails were actual handlebars.

      Instead of spinning him I peeked around to see a little cottontail above his butt. So alien, and he seemed like a stout man that might grab Lidia or Krissy’s attention. The man was young, hunky, and certainly not a quitter since he stood proud with his busted arm. 

      He was on the accept list for sheer determination. I gave him a nod and he smiled, straightening his back with a wince from the sudden movement. Maybe he wasn’t the brightest. 

      Down the line I went. The first flying fey was a female fairy. She had small tits, thin hips, and lean muscles. She gasped at the sight of my gem. I pretended not to notice her. If I asked if she saw the gem others would catch on and pretend they did too. 

      Walking down the line I noticed both sexes were very skinny. A few buckets of KFC would fix that right up.

      After passing the first row, there were only two who saw the gem. There was one disqualifier among the group. A big man with a lion mane around his neck that growled as if I wanted to fight him. 

      The second row held a tall eagle man who sneered at me from down his nose. Disappointing to see this yet again.

      I sought strong women I could bend to my will, not men I would have to fight. This row also revealed twin men with leopard spotted manes and thin tails, both were eyeing the gem. They were shorter than most men and even slightly smaller than me. 

      Definitely on the list. I passed a few hanging rail thin women that didn’t appeal due to their open disdain for my lingering inspection. I was the boss here and judging these altered people to fit my needs, which were more than looks.

      A trip down the third row resulted in a pair of sisters, not twin, wolf women. Lean fit muscles lead to firm breasts. Yup, I’d be that packs alpha fur certain. My pun had me giggling to the point I almost missed the short half dwarf that spied the gem. 

      Interesting how many had magic. I was under the impression these would have already been sought out. 

      The last two rows resulted in a curvy bear female, a nature dryad hybrid man, and then three more females who could see the gem: a bunny girl, a raccoon hybrid that I had to ask about to find out her fey type, and a fox. 

      I walked back to the front of the formation. “You,” I said pointing to the deer man, “go stand over there.” 

      Call me crazy but even wounded he looked like he could handle himself. 

      “The rest of you get dressed. You're going to shoot a bow. Line up. If I pull you out of the formation it's because you passed a special test. The rest of you are competing for the other slots with archery skills.”

      Targon snapped to a side attendant, going to help set up the rotation. I walked among those competing to be in my employ. The fairy girl, the twin leopards, the half dwarf, the bear babe, the bunny, raccoon, and fox fey were all put beside the antlered man. The fairy girl helped him back into his trousers. 

      I approached him, looking up into his rainbow colored eyes knowing Lidia would definitely lose her shit. “In my realm, there is no instant healing but that will heal quickly without pain where we’re going.”

      “Yes, Master Mage Trevor,” he said bowing his head.

      I spun to watch the firing. So… listing yourself as a hunter was a super exaggeration for most of these fey. A few missed the target completely. Their shame resulted in downcast eyes as I stared intently at their abject failure.

      Since I stepped into this training atrium, I’d never felt more powerful. Over a hundred fey desired to serve me as if I were a god. Internally, I shivered in delight. Externally, I kept a stone cold face, showing I was about business. 

      After the first round of archers, I’d seen enough, but there were a few who were nervous. I allowed anyone wanting a second shot to take it. Two of the nervous ladies hit bullseyes. One was a doe with small breasts and the other was a thick boned beargal. 

      One thing I noticed is there were no dogs (other than the wolves) or aquatic fey, while Joseph’s book mentioned them a few times. He had a siren wife, and a faithful retriever gal. 

      I shrugged off the notion that I was somehow missing out, I had to realize we were far from the ocean and Trimi was considered small.

      When I set aside those I thought worthy, I had nine females and fifteen males. I yearned for them all, but twenty four was more than enough to get started. 

      Targon handed me a list with the names highlighted for me to approve. As requested, none were under eighteen, and none were married or primary parents.

      

      Gabriella - fey ¼ wolf - hunter - 18 - female - unmarried – no children.

      Ryleigh - fey ¼ wolf - hunter - 20 - female - unmarried - no children

      

      Those were the sexy wolf sisters I wanted to do naughty things to. From repressed to feasting on the flesh, dreams do come true. I approved their contracts. Everything was looking good until…

      Of course, the bearmen were the problem. While I was straight, I could see the appeal. They looked like football players that should be on the cover of romance novels. I sure hoped they wouldn’t be a problem. However, one of them had a primary child…

      “Hadri,” I said loudly and the shortest of the three bearmen stepped forward. “Where is your child? How old?”

      “With the gatekeepers, Master Mage. She is two, and a hellion,” Hadri said honestly. 

      I tossed my head left and right having angst with my thoughts. Coming to a decision, I waved him over to speak in private. 

      Reaching into my robes I extracted two gold coins. Which was almost a year's worth of work for a peasant. I pressed them into his meaty palm and he looked at me in confusion.

      “You’re my information source for Trimi and Lornia. Keep your daughter fed. You’re to still work the fields. If anyone asks, or you’re discovered, I felt bad for you, pitying you to the point I gave you charity. Send your reports to Torgrin in Riverten,” I said and he nodded. “You do so because you hope I’ll hire you. When I have a fortress in the aspens, I promise that I will.”

      I never got our terms in binding, but I felt he would honor the agreement.

      When he left, I picked out a few decent bowmen who were also big enough to serve as infantry. The process went quickly as I pulled those aside I wanted.

      With the men done, I went over the women.

      They were all young. Probably still clinging to the hope of becoming more than a breeding tool for men.

      I grumbled at the elf I felt I had to pick. Rivinia was like ten times hotter than the rest. She had pink hair that went to braids about half way down her body. She had gorgeous red eyes, a nice bust, and sexy features. Elves sure did make some pretty daughters. While I was a smidge smitten, she also could fire a bow like a goddess.

      To prove a point she shot from further back while running to the side and still hit the bullseye. When you’re applying for an archery position, being a badass was enough for me.

      Gazing at the rest of the recruits left me confused. I hadn’t gone down the proverbial rabbit hole of understanding how there were no one quarter wolf, one quarter puma, and half bunny mixes yet. My guess was there had to be some genetic magic mumbo jumbo at play that required humans to be involved.

      Looking over my twenty four new guards I saw no uniforms, no armor, no bows, and a whole lot of motivation. I could work with that. 

      These twenty-four were eager to be a part of my team. 

      I smiled proudly at their exuberance. 

      When I headed for the carriage, they followed, listening to me intently. Their eyes danced with excitement when I started telling them how amazing my Montana Mansion was. 

      I knew one thing was certain. Lidia and Krissy were going to be in for a hell of a shock.
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      Crazy Lim’s Magical Emporium was not in fact owned by a crazy man. An asshole, absolutely, but not crazy.

      “Enough of your bullshit!” I screamed at him. 

      He grumbled, likely cowed into submission by the fact Targon was at my side. As awesome as my recent power felt, this man knew nothing of it. He did understand that with the Viscount’s guide here I had some sway.

      Lim was that over the hill man who seemed to be in a constant sneer. There was a crown of hair missing and his robes smelled like month old sex. The entire small store at the bottom of an iconic wizard’s tower was filthy and made my skin crawl.

      Upon our entry there had been a full fey fox-kin bent over a stool by the counter. With no shame he went at it until we disturbed him. No one wanted to see a portly naked man sexing his fey.

      That moment taught me something vital. The female foxy fey was slamming into that nasty old man with unbridled desire. It didn’t matter who or what he was to her, and my lightbulb moment of why humans had sex with fey was answered. Full fey were animalistic in their desires.

      As we waited for him to go to a back room, I inspected his wares. I only sensed magic in three of the potions and if I had to guess, those weren’t even done by him. Hence our argument after he returned that was coming to a conclusion. 

      “Look, Master Mage with your big body and self-proclaimed tiny fireballs, all these potions are genuine,” Lim said defensively. 

      To me, it was only a matter of time before I ran into this. I expected to find some who were resistant to my presence. Plus, Lornia had been somewhat nice to me, mostly due to my gold and power.

      “You disgust me,” I said to the man whose sneer went into a smile. He was about to thank me when I said. “We can still do business. These three potions of endurance, and those two books.”

      There were two books he had set behind his counter as valuable. They were imports from somewhere and looked old. Even if the interior was fiction I could hopefully rule stuff out. Targon set the bottles on the counter. 

      “Three gold,” Lim said and Targon leveled a finger at him. “Fine, two, but take the idiot out before I encase him in ice.”

      This is horseshit! I learn another mage knows ice and has to be this worthless scum. So much for asking lessons.

      I took the books and potions in a small crate after handing off the coins. Lim was a con artist who was going to use my coins to make half fey babies apparently. I understood the small tufts of fur on a sexy fey’s body as unique and appealing, but not the whole body covered in animal fur. 

      Targon led the way to the carriage. We had to wait on Norlan who was saying his goodbyes to his family then getting his own supplies. Lim’s shop had been planned as a nice distraction to kill some time. I inhaled the fresh air, thankful to be out of there.

      Targon and I walked because my carriage had been moved inside the Viscount’s staging area where the new recruits were waiting.

      Giving Susanna gold to go crown shopping was going to do wonders for our estate. Apparently, the desperate are cheap because her gold went much further than mine did. She acquired thirty three more souls. Eighteen were males, and fifteen were females. 

      Her selections were based on the beautiful, and handsome, those who would transition well with a male lord. I saw more half races, dwarves, elves, dryads, and even a mixed orc. I think she picked out more fighters specifically to help protect me.

      Susanna and Targon explained that time in the crown’s servitude, while needing new buyers to free them, was a rude awakening. You were treated as poorly, if not worse, than a prisoner. Meaning never ever take a binding you didn’t think was the right fit for you. And yet that was not how Lornia worked. 

      If they struck out in a rebellious manner again, they’d go somewhere much more diabolical than my lavish estate where they cleaned, swept, and cooked. 

      A few of them could easily be converted into warriors meaning Norlan would have his hands full with all the training.

      Of course, they were all starving. The very last of my gold went to Lim’s after I bought some bread and lamb to feed the fifty seven people. 

      While Targon and I walked for the Viscount’s fort there were two looming questions.

      The first was the magical drain by transporting so many people. Did the trip consume the same amount of energy each time, or was that on a per person basis? Was it based on mass, or the number of people transported? I wouldn’t know until we tried it.

      The next question was, where the hell had Pima gone? That spoiled child had vanished. Susanna said she shopped for a while, picking out the best available that would fit the needs of our home.

      I did enjoy her calling it that. Not sure why, but it felt delicious to know she was one of my loyalists. Actually, I did understand why it made me warm inside. The power.

      Targon and I held small talk, enjoying Trimi while walking the streets filled with content people going about their day. This… this I could get used to. I liked the cobblestones, the spired architecture, people parting to make space, and the fact I was respected, if not feared. 

      On Earth, the most I could attain is hidden power. Sure, a big yacht was still on my to-do list, and maybe expand the mansion, but I’d never be able to flaunt my magic. I’d never be able to get people on Earth to willingly bend the knee and mean it.  

      While I daydreamed of expanding my influence and power on both planets we saw Kellum with Pima outside of the Viscount’s gates. The father did not look happy as he loomed near his daughter. Pima was terrified and I rolled my eyes.

      This is exactly why I didn’t want spoiled youth. Even if she was eighteen, I didn’t need her drama. Targon left my side to let me handle the situation while toting my limited mage supplies into the waiting area. 

      “Kellum,” I said sternly.

      “Master Mage Trevor, I must apologize. My daughter ran home,” Kellum said. 

      I leaned on my staff, contemplating how to deal with this issue. The roar of happy voices from inside the fort distracted him. 

      “Those are my newest subjects, eager to go to a magical realm where they will live lavishly and not like pond scum in Lornia,” I said with a sigh. “And I’m feeding them in the middle of the day.” 

      He nodded. “I… I know, but may I ask why you hit her?”

      “She needs a good smack, a solid bit of risk, and to become a woman. Pima, is still a child, she needs to learn to grow up soon,” I said with a commanding tone. “What did you expect? That she’d get foot rubs from me. I gave her five gold and said to buy three expensive servants she’d desire.”

      His stern glare looked onto his daughter who clearly wanted to be anywhere else than here. I saw that hard gaze turn to love. His eyes leaking until he found his resolve. 

      “I told you yer mother died from the sickness when you was two. I… I wanted you to think she was there to love you and you never could remember it. She died during your birth,” Kellum said and Pima gasped in shock.

      I on the other hand rolled my eyes. “My gold if—”

      “Sorry Master Mage, one moment. You were pampered, cared for, and loved by a father that overprotected you. If you come home again, without permission, I’ll turn you into the crown myself. Do you understand?” Kellum said.

      I could tell his words hurt both of them.

      “Yes, father.”

      “Apologize to your Master.”

      “I will not cause more problems, Master,” Pima said with a slight curtsy.

      “And your servants?” I asked. She shook her head, telling me she’d never gotten any.

      “Get going and hurry,” I said with folded arms.

      We watched her scamper down the street fleeing for the servant market. Kellum pulled out a bag of coins, handing them to me. I frowned when I opened the bag, seeing seven Lornia gold coins. 

      “She will flee again,” he said, surprising me. “Trust me, I know her. She’ll try to strike it out on her own and maybe find happiness. I doubt it though. Forgive me, Master Trevor.”

      “Loving your daughter too much is something I can forgive. We—”

      A wagon filled with archery supplies came rolling up with Norlan driving a single mare in front of a long open flatbed. We exchanged waves as he rolled into the Viscount’s fort. It was time for me to go home. 

      “If she doesn’t flee and does as I command, you’re to house them until my return in a week or two,” I said.

      “She’s fleeing to Crimm with your gold and mine. Pima has enough to even buy a small home in Clruss. She isn’t going to be a student to a proper man. Pima will learn Lornia is a vile place all on her own, realizing far too late that she earned a slap that I never had the strength to give her,” Kellum said, leaving to return to work. 

      This was life at its core. There were unexpected developments every step of the way into Lornia so far. Deep down, I wasn’t sad, wishing that young woman luck. 

      At the same time, I had my own problems to deal with. 

      I passed guards that were indifferent to my entrance. Inside the assembly area the entirety of my group were grabbing basic supplies from the wagon bed Norlan hauled in. When I neared his bench, his one good eye looked down on me in sadness.

      “Why the frown old man?” I asked, bringing a smile out.

      “Tami is expecting, she barely made it through the last birthing and I… we… took precautions,” Norlan said in a gruff tone. 

      “If you want to change your terms I can guarantee she lives,” I said and his eyes widened.

      “Extorting me already?” Norlan chuckled. “And here I thought you were pretending to be a noble.”

      I rolled my eyes before waving him in close. “Go get her, and no charge. But… you tell a soul I did you a favor, and I’ll burn you alive.”

      “A noble I can respect,” Norlan said unfazed by my threat, beaming ear to ear with a giant smile. “As you command, Master.” 

      He took off in a run, his image disappearing as he ran for his wife.

      Susanna approached from behind. “Pima?”

      “Gone. Thankfully.” 

      “Your orders, Master?” she asked.

      “Have everyone form a circle and relax. When Norlan returns with his plus one we will go home,” I said.

      Susanna left to disseminate my commands giving an opening for Sir Nathanael to approach. The man sure was the definition of a knight. He was everything his younger brother wasn’t. Confident in the right ways, charming with his demeanor, and he gave a blanket sense of a proper noble who’d protect, instead of exploit. 

      “You’re handsome enough to garner greater attention than the rabble needing work,” he said, folding his arms over his heavy armor as he stood at my side. 

      The sex-repressed version of me from a month ago would have had me asking for him to hook me up with his sister or wife’s friends. A smirk was enough to tell him I was placated.

      “Yeah, this place sure is good to a man with a smidge of power. I bet you’re already married with multiple wives?” I asked with a chortle.

      He shrugged. “Two wives and we’re courting a third. Odd you picked fey, although they will be more prone to loyally following you.”

      I did enjoy the flattery. “A bent knee is all a man like me desires at times and will need more than this if I’m to complete your father’s quest.”

      “Right, the pack of wolf-kin. You’ll need more indeed,” Nathanael said. “You should hire me and my men.”

      “Alas, I have my plate full with this rabble. Aren’t you next in line here anyway? Didn’t think heirs would recklessly go into fights.” I asked.

      My limited studies said the Lord, almost always a male, could select his successor. If he had daughters, the eldest daughter’s husband would inherit the title. All offspring were given Sir or Lady, and then they hit the glass ceiling of nobility until they were able to achieve more on their own or the death of a parent. 

      Nathanael’s chuckled happily. “No, I have three older brothers. All… court members. I’m… an oddity in my family. I prefer violence, battle, and blood.”

      “And you're suggesting?” I said, leaning on my staff.

      “You accepted the contract from my father to fight the growing fey threat. That is not a paltry pack, they have scouts, a small city and will be hard to push back. Even a victory against them will only do that, push them into other fey territory. He… refused my attempts to secure it. Meaning—”

      I snorted. “I can hire you on and irritate your father? My only noble ally in Lornia.”

      “Well, when you say it like that. Think about it, ask yourself if gaining me and the other cavalry I can bring is worth stirring the pot,” Nathanael said, leaving to see his men again. 

      I headed over to the mares to give them scratches. Not five minutes later Norlan arrived carrying a dainty woman in his arms. She wasn’t even five feet tall and he was over six. No wonder his babies almost killed her. 

      He followed me into the odd oval the hired hunters, servants, and useful others formed. 

      “Everyone hold hands with the person beside you. We need to touch the horses and the wagons too. Normally, I only move a few people so this might be… different,” I said loudly, the stone walls of the staging area echoing my words.

      While they followed my orders to include the mares, I noticed Viscount Toony and his five wives were peering down on us from the second floor, with the rest of the court interested in seeing the show.

      I added myself to the chain between Susanna and one of the wolfy vixens. 

      “Call out now if you are not connected,” I said loudly. 

      A silence settled over the circle in anticipation. I allowed the flow of magic into my being. The energy slithered through my veins, growing slightly. Trying to mimic the thought of the gateway as I’d done so before failed with minimal power. 

      I opened myself up, allowing a flood of energy into my body, resulting in me feeling sick to my stomach. I held in thoughts of the gateway and with a flash we vanished from Lornia. 

      When we arrived in the hallway there were a few differences. The hallway had expanded.

      Lornia’s entrance had huge double doors and the Earth side had a cavernous opening. I noticed the ruby’s magic wasn’t drained too much. My theory, and it was just that, was I used more energy to create a bigger hallway, not that I was using energy per person.

      There was bad news too. The horses arrived without the carriage and the wagon. Maybe items had to be able to be held or something.

      I would reread what Jacob wrote in his book later. I was fairly confident the Viscount wouldn’t hawk my stuff after I just magically teleported fifty plus people and five mares into oblivion. 

      “Enter the cave,” I commanded the gawking group of flabbergasted minions. 

      Stepping back for my new home, I was ecstatic for a little break and to see the surprise on my sister’s face.
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      Lornia was invigorating and exhausting. I returned to Earth to four feet of snow piled high around my home. The bitter chill soaked through my thin fabric, solidifying the sweat from walking around Trimi, and sending me shivering. 

      I grimaced as my teeth clattered from the drastic change in temperature. I didn’t hate the cold normally, but this was a rude welcome.

      Susanna was ushering in my new employees while I checked the driveway. There were no new cars this time.

      However, down at the base of the driveway there were additional tent structures that reminded me of a hazmat containment unit site in the movies. 

      Uh… I weaved between the others to race inside.

      A loud sigh escaped my lips when off to the side stood two very interested women. Lidia and Krissy were snickering to each other with huge grins. When they noticed me, my sister held out my smart phone with a smug look.

      “What’d I miss?” I asked.

      She shook her head as if I was in trouble.

      I grabbed the phone she extended, frowning when she folded her arms under her breasts. Her resting bitch face said she was unhappy until she saw the deer man with his broken arm.

      She fawned over his plight like a doe in headlights.

      “They… they sterilized the entire house, and even us,” Krissy said. “Then they set up a full medical facility, storage depot, and quarantine point at the gates. Apparently, your Susanna lady gave the doctors a new type of cold. Yeah, through hazmat suits. So, they’ve been in—”

      “Everything okay?” I asked and she shrugged. 

      A few rapid taps on my phone brought up my texts. There was an email from Ming.

      

      We’ve contracted a new strain of the common cold. Nothing too worrisome, but our rush to find out the mysteries of Lornia has resulted in us adding new layers of precaution. 

      All your needs will be handled by a team from the tent at the bottom of the road. If you desire to leave the residence, we ask you to acquire a screening and even then, avoid interacting with the general population until more is known. 

      I… I’m sorry. Yukio is losing control because there are some amazing breakthroughs being discovered. 

      New gene codes tend to make the powerful go crazy. The auctions have been reduced in size, limiting the exposure. Smaller players have been completely zoned out from even bidding, and Yukio, while showing a brave face, is getting worried. I hope you have assigned protection to your home.

      After reading this please let me know what you need and have available to auction. 

      

      Hmm... 

      “I figured this might happen. I mean there are always viral threats these days,” I muttered, feeling sad about the state of the world. “The good news is they aren’t taking up vital space in the house.”

      “Right,” Krissy said, her eyes devouring a few of the shirtless hunks. “They are so human and yet, so many variations. I… I’m excited and nervous at the same time.”

      “I’m sending you both into the deep-end, last chance to get out,” I said to them.

      “We’re so in,” Lidia said excitedly and Krissy nodded rapidly.

      I smirked. Being the boss of your sister had its privileges. “You sure? Because I’m in charge here and you must follow my orders. Nothing too diabolical, but certainly not always fun. These men, women, and fey all follow my commands, calling me Master,” I said in a stern tone. 

      “It’s fae, Master. Not fey,” Krissy informed me.

      I raised an eyebrow at Krissy calling me Master, but let it go. 

      “Not in Lornia, where it matters. Guide our guests to the showers, ensure they wash properly, and yes that means butt holes, behind ears, and under uncircumcised flaps,” I said and both girls gasped. 

      “Even with Susanna?” Lidia snickered. “Are you going to let me see your lover nude?”

      “Lover in the bedroom yes, guard outside of it. And yes, it's 2023. Nudity shouldn’t be some horrid thing,” I said and they stood there. “Is there a problem?”

      “No, Master,” Krissy said, leaving to guide the chatting nasty Lornians to the shower room. 

      Lidia stayed, her expression lifted to something of amusement. She said, “Can I have a title at least so I’m not considered another servant?”

      “You want to be a Master?” I asked. 

      “I do, apparently we both have the kink like Mom does,” Lidia said with her lips peeled back in a very revealing statement. 

      “Wait, mom dominates dad?” I blurted, my mind racing. 

      She patted my shoulder saying, “This is your show, you’re head Master, and I’ll defer to your guidance. But I at least want a Lady title. As for mom and dad, just be happy I was the one sworn to secrecy.”

      I shook my head, pleading when I said, “Don’t do it!”

      “I caught mom pegging dad with a gag in his mouth right as he came all over a teddy bear doll below him. Remember Stuffy that mom hated and went to teddy heaven?”

      I gagged. “I so fucking hate you right now!” I exclaimed. 

      “Yeah, we’re even. I get to scrub shit out of peasants. Exactly like I dreamed of, the fucking smell, it’s awful,” Lidia said, scrunching her nose.

      I controlled the urge to vomit. Lidia left my side, giggling as she corralled the last of the group for the pool showers. 

      That was my childhood doll! I need a blasted drink.

      After heading to the wine cellar, uncorking a bottle, and swigging some wine, I got over it. Good for mom and dad. They were the happiest couple I knew. 

      Figuring I needed to get supplies, I called Ming via our secure phone app. There was zero surprise when she immediately answered. 

      “You’re home,” Ming said cheerfully.

      “I’ve got a high risk pregnancy, a broken forearm, and fifty seven, or maybe fifty eight people to screen. Almost all of them are fey. That’s what Jacob used and how I see it spelt in Lornia,” I said.

      She snickered saying, “Yukio and I had this debate too. Okay. You’ve got a lot of funds. Tell me what you need?”

      “My hired help needs uniformity, and colors matter in Lornia. I require black with red trim in what I’m requesting, and I’ll send everyone down to get screened after a cleaning. Ensure they take measurements then. Mage type robes, leather outfits, field dressed, casual clothes Earth style like sweats and plain shirts. Hygiene products for a hundred people.

      “Food, like a lot of it. Start with fresh, minimal frozen, as natural as you can find it. Oh, I got horses so a veterinarian maybe, or at the very least draw some blood and sell it. I’m going to drop off gold coins that are marked. I need like ten thousand of those made in replica and probably another thousand blank ones.

      “You going to be able to handle all this?” I asked.

      “I got a team now,” she said. “Yukio wants you to be happy, and things to continue to flow smoothly. I want to finish treatment and then head into Lornia again so I’m eager to please you both. Anything else?”

      “Weapons for here, hunting rifles and such. Then some bow and arrows…” I paused thinking. “That should cover it. If your team thinks of common items I missed pick them up please.”

      “So, gold to keep funding your Lornia adventure. Supplies to clean the house, and maintain a hundred people. Weapons to defend yourselves. I take it you want some sort of vehicle to get to the badlands later?”

      “A charter chopper would be nice if you want me to avoid people,” I said as if the sentence was perfectly normal. 

      “We had another special request,” Ming said hesitantly. 

      That sounded ominous. “Yeah.”

      “Your blood and sperm, you possess -”

      “Blood yes, sperm at a heavy cost. There are mages here, female and male, who the doctors can do that to if not me. I’ll indicate which ones can see the stones glow,” I said bluntly.

      “Interesting. You found other mages. Can they travel back and forth too?” Ming asked hesitantly. 

      I wanted to scoff and reply in a bitchy tone but held it in. “No.” 

      My answer was the truth as far as I knew it. There was a chance these others with the gift could realm jump.  

      “All right, this will take some time on the rifles and the gold, but the toiletries, food, and regular baggy clothing will be there in a few hours,” Ming said. “Those other mages are going to send Yukio and the council into a tizzy.”

      “Ming,” I said, ensuring I had her attention. “I actually like Lornia. Test me by stealing a mage or trying to subvert my authority by turning one of my minions into a spy for you, Yukio, or this hidden council, and I’ll vanish.”

      “I already told Yukio as much. When… when you saved my life you killed without a second thought. Based on your last report you have no qualms being feared with lethal intent. It’s almost as if Lornia is calling to your inner unlocked psych,” Ming said, almost sadly.

      “Glad we understand each other. Keep sending lists of what you need, and I’ll keep providing things,” I said, hanging up the phone.  

      I turned to follow the nasty trail of dripping snow to the showers, realizing I needed a metric ton of cleaning supplies. Hopefully, Ming would figure it out. 

      Walking around the atrium was soothing and serene. It was like I was home alone in the massive mansion. The moment I propped open the door, I expected to hear an orgy. Instead, there was a din of excited chatter. 

      In the locker area people waited in orderly lines for shower heads to free up. Large smiles accompanied joyful banter. A quick peek to the men’s side revealed Lidia standing on the shower bench in the buff. 

      The image induced memories where I wished I hadn’t seen my sister naked while growing up. 

      Lidia was dabbing liquid soap onto her hands and then lathering her body. The dispenser was being passed around to the grimy folks in the nude. At least they weren’t washing clothes this time. There was no separation of the sexes with zero sexual interactions happening. 

      Susanna found me from the women’s side. I smirked at her sexy naked form. “I told them no sex until they were tested by the medicine doctors,” she told me.

      “Thank you,” I said. I heard Krissy talking over the side chatter trying to explain how to bathe. “Go take over for her. You’re to go with the others to get second tests done.”

      “Yes, Master. Pleasuring after?” she asked in a charming manner. 

      I flexed a finger toward me to get her closer. “You will suck me dry while you get a pleasuring from behind from one of the wolfy ladies,” I said, smiling when she clamped a hand to my growing cock with a sultry look. “Unless you only want you and me?”

      “I desire what the Master desires,” she whispered into my ear. 

      She kissed my earlobe, me going fully erect in her hand. Yeah, she wanted her lips to be wrapped around my tip. A few teasing jerks before I exited had me flustered. 

      I headed to my private room to utilize my own shower. After, I slithered into the comfy clothes of sweatpants and an extra-large shirt. I figured it would be best to catch up on the news and study one of the tomes in my bag while the others processed through medical.
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      I didn’t completely lock myself away for three days, but pretty darn near it. I had a few books Pima left behind and the novels from Lim. While I studied, only my key personnel were allowed in. 

      Lidia became a Lady, which was a step below me. Krissy became a Lady, which was merely to help organize the zoo this house had become. Norlan was a Captain, and Susanna was unofficially a guard. 

      Those four helped facilitate the massive amount of supplies that came in. Ming and her team thought of everything. Bedding, towels, pillows, bean bag chairs, cleaning supplies, and the list goes on. 

      I… may have forgotten a lot of things during our phone call. The other problem was the hazmat tents had expanded and for a good reason.

      That handsome male bear-fey with the three kids. Yeah, he had some foreign STD. 

      Additionally, there were parasites along with other stuff the doctor’s thought were absolutely amazing. All this led to a complete lockdown and treatment of the new arrivals.

      I even gave a summary visit to do my part and earn a bunch of money. The doctors extracted blood and I rubbed one out for a million dollar cum sample. Yeah... life sure was interesting.

      All the girls were given IUDs. Out of the twenty two females only two were pregnant besides Norlan's wife. I informed them this country was pro-choice. These ladies were pro-life, not fathoming the concepts Earth debated. I respected their decisions, not pushing my beliefs onto them besides to give them the basic options. 

      The doctors had some interesting news. Lornian sperm had a higher active count then average and the female egg counts were double what an Earth human had. That was nothing though. 

      Apparently, partial fey sperm was different in the fact the swimmers were bigger, stronger, and far more prone to score a proverbial touchdown, hence their ability to reproduce. 

      The ones who had their balls removed to be more desired as neutered workers, had brutal procedures the doctors wanted to correct.

      This all meant a prolonged medical period where the arrivals were quarantined. The bonus was the tear from sex with Susanna had time to heal, and I was getting a wee bit horny from being caged up in my room during my studies. 

      I learned some great things, and not so great things. Which led to my current conversation with Krissy and Lidia. 

      We were at a private room in my suite, finishing a nice meal of fish on rice. I was on my second glass of wine which may have been why I was feeling anxious for some excitement. 

      “You’re saying magic comes in groupings?” Lidia asked.

      I sipped my drink, setting it down. “That elf girl, the really pretty one,” I said and Krissy blushed. She was a different level of sexy, to the point it wasn’t fair to compare. “Her kind deal in something grouped into green magic. Green magic has about a million variations. One might grow flowers to more vibrant colorations. Another might grow vines thicker. There are common, rare, and legendary subsets. Like a healer is something that is so rare they become as valuable as holdings.”

      Lidia thought about this, then said, “So, the magic is not defined like in a class? Like you're not a fire mage?”

      “According to this, there are fire mages who could exude magma to clear land. Literally, the mage becomes a volcano of sorts,” I said with a huff. “But yeah, I’m a Ruby Mage with fire unlocked. How much fire I have unlocked is easy to say. I can cast fire in a ball or a flame. That is it so far.”

      “So far? So magic is not something you’re born with?” Krissy asked. 

      Lidia tipped a pitcher of wine that was a thousand dollars a bottle until her glass was filled. Seeing her smirk at the sight of the fine wine brought me happiness.

      “I’ve been in the tents talking with the new… citizens. Sorry, employees? Jesus, so weird. Anyway, they’re all over the fucking place on answering my questions,” Lidia said with a hiccup. She was about a few sips away from slurring her words. 

      “So are the texts. My guess is both. You’re born with some magic, and you might unlock other traits or tricks later. Not many have the gift, while everyone may have the gift. You can study and might unlock something, but puberty is when you get tested. A tester can test for magic, find none and still be wrong,” I said with a sigh.

      That was three days of study summarized. According to the beginners guide to magic, even the Mages Guild of Lornia was awash in half-truths, rumors, and speculations.

      Krissy refused another glass pouring from Lidia. “I’m good. The Lornians are coming out of medical care soon. Meaning I need to figure out what I want to do with them, and I want a clear mind.”

      Lidia giggled and blurted, “No, you want to let loose a bit.” She teased but then did agree. “You have a point.”

      “I’m not like you two. I… I’m wanting a snuggle partner every night. While there are some fine single people in this house like in those reality shows, I think I’m going to pick something that I can lockdown and please. Hopefully… see… I’m already riddled with angst just thinking about it.”

      “We talking about lovers now instead of magic?” I asked, inhaling another swig of this red wine. “So divine! Who knew the rich drinking prime vintages had it so amazing!?” 

      Lidia cleared her throat dumping her wine back into the jug. We protested but she went to a mini fridge that was filled with chick filet tenders, putting the wine away. I instinctively guzzled a few sips before she grabbed my glass.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “If we’re having that talk we’re making it serious,” Lidia said and I folded my arms. 

      I watched her head over to the wall tablet that came out a few months ago. The device was clear and foldable. You could expand it to a forty inch viewing screen or fold it into a thicker smaller version. Krissy cleared the table so Lidia could set the device down. 

      I let out a sigh of longing at the tablet. “Look, I want you two girls to figure out is who you’re trying to impress to avoid a cat fight.”

      Krissy cleared her throat to say, “I’m nervous. I’m an introvert with horrible social skills. Just because I select one doesn’t mean they’ll—”

      “So…” I interjected. “Everything is consensual here. There is no rape. Real quick on the spot, pick your favorite,” I said. 

      Her finger went to the bearman who was getting cleared of Lornian STDs. I wanted to snicker, but held it in. Her pick was one I could understand, especially since he was a dom type with stunning good looks while still being rugged.

      “Even with the alien puss they’re curing?” Lidia said with a scoff. 

      Krissy nodded her head. “Yup! It's cured, they want to keep him to ensure it stays away. He’s the guy girls dream about being man handled by. Hell, his kids would be fucking adorable.”

      I chuckled, not faulting the lust in her eyes. 

      “Look, so his name is Jarn.” I had to look at the name under the image. “In Lornia, I’m fairly certain you can just say, hey wanna be screw buddies and he’ll give you a straight answer. Stop licking your lips…”

      She giggled happily.

      “Anyway, you ask and he can say yes or no. I saw him staring at nude females in the shower. Sweeten the deal for him. Add a third party and you’ll probably never get a no,” I said with a shrug. 

      Her finger darted to a bunny girl and then the half dwarf lady. I couldn’t help it, a confused ‘Uh…’ escaped me. 

      “You wanna give him a harem?” I asked with a twisted face.

      “He was eyeing the bunny girl like you eye chicken,” Krissy said and I let out a ‘Hey!’ but it wasn’t false. “The dwarven girl is not the prettiest but I really like tough girls. Something about a - a - a eh, I’ll keep it private.” She flushed a bright red. 

      “Okay, he’ll likely say yes, and you never know with the ladies,” I said, turning to Lidia. I raised an eyebrow. “Your turn. Trust me, I promise I won't judge.”  

      “Pete,” Lidia said and I smiled. That was the deer guy with the busted arm. I went to say something but both of Lidia’s palms came up. “He confided in me during the shower briefing. And we’ve been somewhat courting ever since.”

      Courting, shit. I’d done none of that with any of them. 

      “Uh… confided in what exactly?” I asked sharply. “I mean… sorry. I’m in boss mode and I’ll be happy for you either way…”

      Lidia winced. “He’s terrified you’ll learn he sucks with a bow. He can brawl and throw axes but… he is an awful hunter.”

      “They all suck, well besides the elf girl.”

      I had a laugh thinking of all those missed arrows earlier. To the point I had to excuse myself to pee. My phone beeped from an alert. 

      

      The medicals have finished, we’ve verified everyone can be released except the three pregnant ladies and Jarn. Your arrows with bows arrive late tonight along with the start of the custom gear.

      

      I texted Ming back. ‘Thanks I’ll head downstairs to greet them.’

      I finished peeing and went for the table.

      Lidia waved until she had my attention and said, “So Trevor, I was thinking since he confided in me, I can give him tutoring. That way we get closer and let things happen naturally. He’s got a busted arm, not exactly going to be doing much more than learning and helping where he can. He said he is very interested in learning technology.”

      Letting her finish, I nodded with a smile. “Sis, there are like thirty hot men in the house. At least we covered each other to the point where we were not stepping on each other's toes. Just a note, there were a few girls eyeing both the guys you want,” I said.

      I sighed, deciding to ignore the expensive wine or aged whiskey I craved as much as a tight warm pussy. 

      “Where you going?” Krissy asked.

      “To invite everyone to the party room. They’ve been in the quarantine for three days. We have a few drinks. I tell them no one can get shitfaced, but we have a good time. Before that, I need you girls to pull aside those you picked. Tell them the Master wishes for them to be bed warmers of yours,” I said, leaving the room to go downstairs.
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      There were a few learning curves for our new Lornian guests. To start, the ladies Susanna hired loved the kitchen. The mini party we were having actually revolved around food for a while. 

      Since I was a bit tipsy at the beginning, I joined the ladies doing the cooking. Well, more or less, showing them how to operate the kitchen and how to interface the touchscreens connected to the devices.

      Not sure how the magic enabled our two worlds to merge in mysterious ways, but the Lornians spoke English, and those who could read, understood the text. Which opened up another can of worms. The medics never checked who could read or write. Shocker, it was like five of them. 

      That was fine actually. It’d give us something to do as a team. You can only shoot arrows for so long on a snowy day. 

      While we meandered around the kitchen eating snacks, Lidia had Pete clinging to her side. I saw his arm was in a gel cast that appeared futuristic. His pain seemed minimal and the two were gushing over each other in that cutesy way that normally made me want to vomit.

      Susanna was helping where she could and was never far when I needed her. Her devotion was delightful. After we gorged ourselves on finger foods, I escorted everyone around the house.  

      The second floor bedrooms that wrapped around the outside of mine had been converted from one big bed to double bunks. Four beds per room that were larger than my space growing up. The thought process was, the more people living around me, the more warning and reaction time I would get if a threat arrived. 

      There were big winged suites on the third floor that connected to the main lounging area. Those were briefly toured with mutterings of how expansive they were. I knew a lot of them were in shock at how nice the mansion was. Honestly, so was I the first time I walked these halls. 

      Then we went back downstairs to multiple smaller lounging areas, office spaces, and the pool. Where I thought everyone would decide to sit in super comfy spots on the third floor, it was the pool they desired. Except the main question came up from Susanna herself.

      We were in the pool room with the steam from the heated pool and hot tubs, I silenced the group so this time they could hear his question. 

      “Master, This building is so big. Where does our stuff go?”

      I placed my hands on my hips. “You want to know what sleeping arrangements are going to be.”

      There were nods from the crowd.

      “Do we all get a bed?” a voice in the back of the group said, receiving an elbow. 

      I’d thought about this. Did my mages get more space? Was there a fair and perfect system? No, and it would lead to a crap ton of work I’d rather avoid.

      “To start everyone gets a bed. Obviously, this massive home has space for far more than we have inside it, and yes, our numbers will probably grow,” I said to happy mutterings. 

      The fairy girl who saw the magic in the ruby said, “I like having a bed, and if I always have one and a belly swollen with food and not a babe, then I’m very grateful, Master.”

      They were obviously in a good mood and cheered at the simple prospect of food. I soaked in the power of their happiness at basic qualities of life that I took for granted. 

      “Quiet down.” I snapped my fingers loudly while my tone was polite. “Sleep arrangements are going to be up to you.” I held up a finger to silence the murmuring. “A few exceptions.”

      I waved Norlan to my side. “Captain Norlan gets a private room with his wife. Lady Lidia and Madam Krissy also get a private room. If my mages exhibit magic, they too will get a private room with the potential of rooming later,” I said and a hand in the back raised.

      A bunny male Susanna had hired for cleaning had his hand up. I pointed for him to talk. 

      “We agreed to bindings that gave us… freedoms… sexually?” 

      While it wasn’t a question exactly, he certainly said it as such. “If you have not been approached by Lady Lidia or Madame Krissy.” I paused, seeing Krissy whispering to the bunny gal and the dwarven gal already at her side. “Then you’re—”

      “Not done,” Krissy said, and the bunny girl's eyes lit up with a smile. That was the point she probably mentioned the super sexy bearman. 

      “The rules are simple. You screw who you want. The women have preventive measures, and there are condoms in every room just about, so no babies. At the same time, no drama such as screaming, fighting, or any other such issues. 

      “Both parties will be on sexual hiatus and put on a warning. If you need to argue do it in private in calm tones. If you start screwing someone, establish if it's open or a relationship before you get intimate.” I paused, smirking as I held the silence for effect. “On Pangea we treat lovers with respect outside of the bedroom even if we spank them within, but there is still respect in that regard too.”

      This had a few giggles. 

      The hot elven chick raised her hand. My head dipped, telling her to talk.

      “Nobles choose who they wish to comfort, never leaving the hired help a choice. Do you have your pleasure team selected before we make our own selection?” Rivinia said.

      Yeah, I remembered her name. Not only was it close to Gem but she made me look plain. At first I was intimidated by her, then I wanted to strap a collar to her neck with a leash on it. She bit her lip as I eyed her, telling me what the question really was about. 

      “Good question. How about we mingle before deciding? But yes. As your Master, I will have a harem guard. Put your hand down Susanna,” I said at the ungainly way she danced with her hand up. “You're obviously in it.”

      Her fist pump into the air was adorable. 

      “Enough rule setting and lecturing. You can all get tipsy, but no one gets out of control drunk. That is the Master’s orders. Tomorrow morning we start shooting bows, school, and a whole lot of physical fitness. After that, Norlan gets you for training however he sees fit. Breakfast at dawn. A light lunch, and a heavy dinner with limited booze.”

      There were insane cheers as people dispersed for booze and showers. Norlan approached me first. 

      “I’m going to see Tami who’s still in quarantine. They say she is still very early, but will need a C-section, whatever that is,” Norlan said, excusing himself from the revelry. 

      Susanna was next. I stuck a finger to her lips before she could talk, which she may have sucked on, spurring my desires. 

      “Yes, yes. Later, go fetch a whiskey bottle and a wine jug from my room. It's in the cold box that hums and is this tall,” I said holding a hand to my hip. 

      She was gone a moment later. There was a line of about a dozen warriors waiting to speak with me. Rivinia was in the front. I turned my back to her, trying to let my sweatpants hit the ground smoothly while strutting for the hot tub.

      There may have been a stumble until I kicked the stubborn material against the wall in a flinging motion.

      So much for being smooth. 

      My extra-large shirt peeled off and I walked down the stairs into the Jacuzzi, feeling like a king. 

      When I found a comfy spot I sat to face Rivinia who stared down at me. 

      “Yes?” I said.

      She walked to the edge, not undressing. “May I sit?”

      I nodded. A few of the others in line left to get drinks expecting me to hold a mini court. 

      I looked past Rivinia to say, “Hey, get in the water. If you want to talk to me, get in.” I was loud enough for the pool room to echo. I then realized they’d been cooped in the quarantine tents. “Wait! Shower first.”

      There were groans as half naked partial fey trotted for the showers. 

      “I don’t want to compete with you,” Rivinia said, and I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not a fool. I understand the way people eye me. I’m the prize they all desire. I wish for that not to be in conflict with you. Honestly, I’m shocked you chose me in the first place. When I heard there was a male noble hiring that was not a local, I didn’t get my hopes up.”

      “You're deadly with a bow. Am I vain? Sure. I also understand your pain, and not because I was hounded in school. I had a best friend in high school who was like you in the sense she was what all the boys desired. Went on to be a doctor…” I sighed at the memory of Darcy.

      “What do you want, though?” I said, sighing in relief when Susanna came with my wine and whiskey. She only had two glasses. “Fill Rivinia and me a glass. Then get yourself a shower and a drink yourself.”

      She did as she was told, eyeing my floating cock with desire, and most importantly having only eyes for me. 

      When she left, Rivinia said, “She’s a keeper.”

      “Yup,” I said with a pop.

      “I want in on your harem guard. I favor both men and women, I’m a divine archer, and will be able to deflect all unwanted attention if you make me your pet,” Rivinia said so casually I almost reacted. 

      “Do you favor exclusively?” I asked, and she shook her head. “I’m a fan of orgies. Always get a thrill when watching them. I will have other women, like Susanna.”

      “Yes, I don’t mind a ladies touch or a bound sexual group, and I tend to like showering my man with the attention of other sexy ladies,” Rivinia said confidently and winked at me. Yeah, I liked her personality and the fact she was trying to head off drama. 

      “What do you recommend I do?” I asked her. 

      She shrugged. “I was a handmaiden to the baron’s wife. While he had a harem she did too. They were drastically different. He put babies in his harem. She used her men to curl her toes and didn’t grow attached. If I were you, I would put babies in those you want to keep off the battlefield and close. Like me…”

      “Interesting. I think I like stability of a strong dependent woman and flexibility of having a few of them to have fun with,” I said with half a mumble. “I’ve been debating this and it comes down to commitment.”

      “You’ll have that,” Rivinia replied. “This Pangea is fantastic. We’ll fight for this place. Especially, if we find happiness. If an orgy is what you want, then do that. Make yourself happy, else those you employ will feel your angst and wrath.”

      “If I claim you, accepting means you’re little more than my sex toy until you earn my trust,” I said, waiting for her response.

      “Yes, Master,” Rivinia said with her head tucked down. I gave a back handed gesture of my wrist, dismissing her. 

      The two sexy wolf sisters were speed walking while jostling each other for position to reach me first.

      I found the culprit to their old behavior. Lidia was telling people as they exited the shower they could only walk.

      The sisters were lean and fit. Their shoulders bunched with toned muscles but below that their bodies were feminine with curves but still firm.

      Their breasts were smaller than Susanna’s but still generous. They held wolf fur in a heart patch on their chest and a patch of grey above those glorious pussies. 

      I almost forget they had tails when they spun to push each other. Those asses were so yummy, and I was lost to how I’d find pleasure from the tails. 

      Adventure challenge accepted. 

      I rose out of the water. “Come to your Master,” I demanded, and the sisters stopped, jostling to hop into the water. I sat on the side of the stone so I was higher than them. “Suckle ladies.” 

      Both of the sexy ladies raced to latch onto my exposed cock. I felt twirling tongues teasing my tip with suckling. When hands started to roam against my inner thighs I halted them. 

      “Sit over there, until you’re called. Assuming you're willing to be harem toys I control,” I said and they both nodded while high fiving each other. 

      The next to arrive was Libby. The bear woman was shorter a nice thigh gap and smooth skin. She needed to eat but would fill out nicely. Her gyrating boobs were something I could use right now, and she certainly had the stunning features. Her brown eyes matched her smiling desire for my naked form. 

      “May I enter, Master?” The dozen others who wanted to be in my harem were arriving. 

      “Come, sit, all of you. Soak in the waters,” I said in less of a commanding tone. 

      All my potential mages were entering the water. I chatted with Libby as the others were grabbing glasses of wine that a serving team handed out. I waited for Susanna knowing she would be one of the last to join me. 

      There were a few meandering outsiders that were too shy to approach, and I figured with this many I was covering my bases for an epic orgy. 

      Rivinia was actually the last to arrive. I stood, putting her in my spot, sitting by her side with an arm draped over the silky elf skin of her shoulders. By hiding Rivinia from the others, and dominating her in such a manner the message was very clear. I was the Master. 

      I finished the wine, the heat flushing me. This was my fourth drink and their first. 

      I’d just have to slow down, I was a sleepy drunk and that would harm my reputation. The others were drinking quickly, happy to be out of containment and in the warm water. Susanna kneeled in front of me to massage my feet. 

      Yes, being the Harem Master was already starting to pay dividends. Those little dazzling rubies were fantastic. Living out a fantasy that led to me waking in the night with a stiff boner was sure as hell going to be a reality. 

      “Any questions?” I asked. 

      The fairy girl who kept her wings out of the water said, “Who are you picking?”

      That would be Mist. I memorized the names of my potential mages. “All of you for now,” I said with a moan from the foot rub. “We’ll explore each other in a tangle of bodies.”

      Mist gulped down her wine with wide eyes. She coughed as some went down wrong. “You’ll share? While we are used to orgies in Lornia, those chosen by the noble are rarely shared. You really are different?”

      “I’ve taken you to another realm, yes, I’m different. For now, consider Susanna, the wolfy vixens,” I pointed to Gabriella and Ryleigh, “as well as Libby. Oh, and Rivinia to start off-limits. You all are exclusive to me and may get swapped out. Right now I want to fuck. If you want to soak, then stay. Your Master needs a release or ten.” 

      I exited the water and caught Susanna when she hopped onto my back. She clung to me with her big breasts squished against my back as I headed to the towels. A rapid drying had me tossing the towel over my shoulder. The way things were going I was going to need this.
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      I sat upon the pool table, raised high on a throne I made from an extra-large bean bag chair. My eyes flicked to gaze upon the unfolding orgy before me. 

      Bodies entwined everywhere. Individuals elicited gasping moans of pleasure to the point there was a constant echo. I was delighted by the sight as not a single curtain was off the wall. 

      One of the bunny gals was sucking the huge polar bear's cock, giving a new meaning to a twink and his bear. She struggled at the task, and yeah, I could understand why.

      That skinny fairy girl was getting bent over and dominated by a wolfy male. He was ramming her hard and she eyed me with longing as she moaned out, causing me to lust. I was teasing myself with the view, trying to pace myself while others indulged.

      Krissy shocked me. She was eating the dwarven girl’s pussy while the male dwarf fucked her from behind. There was no shame and all the pleasure. I wondered where the lovely bear went. 

      Everywhere I gazed from my perch showed a feasting of flesh. The vixens, as I liked to call them, were on the edge of the pool table massaging my feet. 

      Rivinia watched from behind me, massaging my shoulders. Susanna stood to my left with Libby to my right. Both were slow fingering their moist pussies without me helping. Desire for my nude form inflamed their nipples, causing me to smirk. 

      I was the Master and I loved it. The big polar bear grunted out that he was cumming, and kudos to the bunny gal, she sure tried. The initial load was too much for her to swallow and she got shot in the face with thick cum. 

      After shuddering in release the polar bear went to a wet bar where a big press bottle of lube was. He applied that to his dick before bending over the much smaller bunny gal. 

      There was rarely cosplay sex in my orgies, seeing it in person had me rampant with desire. I grabbed Gabriella’s hair, halting her foot massage, and burying her face onto my cock.

      I reached up to stroke both of the pussies besides me. A rapid tug pulled each of them forward so I could alternate my licking. A few minutes of stroking pussy, adding an amazing pleasure filled moan, and I was ready to feel the heat of a warm pussy around my shaft. 

      I wanted to head down to the ground to mount one of my sex toys.

      I heard Libby begin to moan and groan from my attention to her clit. Instead of adjusting for my needs, I increased what I was doing. A minute or two later, her body was wracked with shivers and shakes from an intense orgasm. She blushed and in a hushed, breathy voice apologized for her brevity.

      I grinned with a genuine chortle. I told her it didn’t bother me a bit if one of them came too soon. It reinforced my powerful position even more.

      With Libby done, I focused on allowing Susanna to drain me. I could feel my balls tightening as I was spurred on by her full attention. When I neared a release, she tried to spare herself of a mouth full but I wanted her to taste my cum. 

      The spurt shot into her mouth intensely. She chugged a lot, barely managing to gulp down the first shot. She gripped me, fully controlling the flow of my release. She shuddered slightly from my continued cumming until I finished but I was still hard.

      The whiskey had me ready for a round two. 

      I headed for the lube. Ryleigh and Gabriella were both young and more than likely tight, so I lathered up my dick before returning to my vixens. They got on all fours and I said, “Rivinia under, Ryleigh and Gabriella I’m going to fuck you. I’ll only increase my tempo if you slam back hard.”

      They understood, lined up in a perfect line of offered entries and a moment later we had our own little orgy. 

      My big thick cock slid smoothly into one vagina. Between my girth and her tightness, the combination gave me exactly what I wanted, allowing me to give a happy sigh. The deft swirls against her clit from slender girly fingers were a delightful combination. 

      I immediately started slamming into her to bury my girthy cock deeper until I was constantly hilting myself. By the gods, I was in heaven.

      I slipped out, only to bury myself in the next one of the three gaping pinks.

      A tight little vagina squeezed on my cock as I nearly gave into my climax but I held off as best as I could, determined to satisfy all three of my sex toys in one session.

      When an orgasmic groan, I pulled out, on the verge, and plunged into Rivinia. She was the last of the three and someone I’d been eager to get close to in this way, almost since the moment I set eyes on her.

      I rode her, so close to the edge that it was almost becoming painful to keep myself from gushing inside her when finally I felt the shudder and Rivinia howled out as she finished.

      It was my time now and after just a few more deep lusty strokes.

      The balance tipped and I couldn’t hold on any longer, thrusting forward with the delivery of every drop of cum I had in my body.

      A satisfied loud grunt left me panting, but bright-eyed at my part in making three gorgeous, sexy Lornians come in quick succession.

      This was everything I could hope for. 

      Was it different, giving the enjoyment a bit more wow factor? Absolutely. 

      I loved pussy and hearing others moan. Hell, there was still much more to explore for another time. It was almost as if the group had pent up urges and released earlier than expected. I know I had, and there was always more tonight or tomorrow. 

      After a few minutes to work some minor cramps out, I left the orgy that was already thinning. Others were heading to set up rooms for the night with climax boxes checked as well. 

      During our group shower before bed, Susanna brazenly asked me to take her from behind. I fit in perfectly, climaxing on her ass. For the third time I finished and my dick was slightly raw.

      That night I found out all the women I had selected snored. And not the light kind you could avoid ear plugs with. The kind where you never offered them a toothbrush. Well, all of them except Rivinia.

      While I wanted some hot sex in the morning, I could always drag it into my room. What I didn’t want was no sleep. Rivinia confessed she never came and put on a bit of a show, and I introduced her to a back massager. 

      Watching her cum to that large vibrating head almost led to another round, but I was exhausted.

      When she finished she snuggled into my spoon, telling me how she was going to have me braid her hair in the morning while I got an elven blowjob.

      When I drifted off to sleep, I’d never been so fulfilled in my life.
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      Over a month later, I was jumping to Lornia with the eight other mages for magic training. As we walked for the single door to the fantasy realm I reflected on how life had fallen into a repeating pattern. 

      Wake up to exercise that involved a lot of jogging around the interior of the mansions wall. Eat breakfast, and then archery practice, rain, shine, or snow. After that there was generally a morning shower which transitioned into classes until we ate a big lunch. 

      A second exercise for the day was geared toward the upper body, followed by a half hour nap. Being the boss had privileges and I found nap time vital, then more classes. Mages split for training, and then home for dinner, and relax time. 

      The exhausting physical exercise had knocked off most of my spare weight where the extra food filled out the Lornians. That was great, and so was the progress a month of hard training normally resulted in. 

      Even I could shoot a bow accurately. Rivinia was the instructor and based on her elven ways, well, we all saw some improvement at hitting a stationary target while standing still. I tried to shoot from horseback and it was awful. Most of the archers were honing their skills now that they had unlimited supplies and even Rivinia was becoming impressed. 

      The minus was the potential mages. Only Tiffe - the female foxy fey - was able to achieve a flame summon like I could. Her power was able to light tinder, and trying to use any more energy would result in her getting sick. 

      The only good part to the mages was they all could pull and push energy back into a gem. We did a few tests where they could hold a ruby stone, becoming a conduit I pulled through. Most handled this admirably. When I tried to teach them how to attain the hallway without me, they all failed. 

      I wasn’t letting frustration win by our lack of tangible progress. I was still determined to try every day. 

      This time, there was a surprise when our small group transitioned to the doorway to arrive on Lornia. We were greeted by a troop of cavalry with raised lances. 

      Power rippled through my body. Instinctively, I was thinking we were under attack. Before the mages could even string their bows, I heard a voice I recognized.

      “Whoa! We mean you no harm. You marked trees here and there are a dozen piles of shit nearby,” Sir Nathanael said and I sighed. 

      Also, I had made like three clear trails leading to this spot. Apparently, this was a great way for allies to find you. 

      I needed a fort like ten days ago, I thought in irritation.

      “Sir Nathanael, I’d be more impressed if there were walls and a building team with you,” I said, planting my hands on my hips. 

      “Right,” he snickered in a charming manner that fell flat.

      The knights were in thick metal armor atop big stallions whose snorts misted against the cold air. The ground was crunchy with fallen leaves and light fluffy clouds adorned the sky. A chilly breeze attempted to freeze me and was beaten back by my custom outfit.

      I wore warm leathers with link armor between the padding. Part of my physical regiment had meant jogging in the mansion in Montana while wearing the heavier gear. My thick robe kept the wind out while trapping the warmth in. We were all wearing matching black robes with red trim while carrying bows, arrows, and swords. 

      “And you’re here because?” I said to Sir Nathanael. 

      He smiled. “Gold, adventure, and there is also the thought of more gold. Father has a fee for your carriage storage.”

      “Oh really,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Ten silvers a day. It adds up,” he said in a smartass tone.

      I chuckled and said, “I don’t think that’s really why you’re here.”

      “Trimi is under siege. Sort of,” Sir Nathanael said, causing me to frown. 

      I looked around, wishing Norlan were here. “And?”

      “Father wants to disappear to a safe place should things turn sour,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve been sent to officially proposition you for a hasty exit in case the city falls. Nobles are often targeted during such sieges. Of course, I can understand if this is beneath your station.”

      Ah, he obviously didn’t care to be the messenger boy for his father's cowardice. 

      “Hard pass on holding the Viscount’s hand,” I said leaning on my staff. His smile confirmed my theory. “Who’s the foe?” 

      He grimaced before saying, “Dwarves have sided with a large pack of wolf-kin. They smashed a new outpost we started building between your binding agreement target and Trimi. Both species sent a clear message. Human encroachment will not be tolerated.”

      “Don’t they hate each—”

      Sir Nathanael interjected, “Other? Yes, of course. However, we lost over a hundred builders. People who are now tucked deep inside a Jamas Hold as prisoners of war. Um … Men cover your ears.”

      There was snorting laughter as the cavalry men pretended to cover the ear parts of the helmets.    

      “Father is losing terribly. To the point he might get hung and his position replaced. Instead of beating the threat back… he is cowering. I sent battle plans, requests for aid, and have been pleading. He… is—”

      “Frightened,” Targon said from the back.

      “Oh, hey, Targon!” I said waving to the older grizzly veteran. “Okay, and the plan is?”

      “We make me a Count and you a Baron,” Sir Nathanael said and this time his friendly smile worked. 

      “Well my goodness, let me get my army then,” I said with a smirk. “Circle up mages.”

      “Master Trevor,” Targon said, walking his horse over. There was a gagged, and bound, full wolf-kin dragged in front of me.

      “Awe, you’re too much,” I said, clapping lightly. I pointed to the bound fey. “Libby, slit its throat.” 

      My gems were getting low. 

      “We caught this one not far from here, sniffing for you. It was confused how you vanished, aimlessly roaming the area. This new invasion is more than we ever expected. Their numbers are beyond belief to the point even I’m concerned. That and we’re shocked the dwarves even allied with them,” Nathanael said, spitting on the nearby full fey. 

      Libby stabbed the helpless wolf-kin’s throat, the body trembled trying to fight the inevitable death. 

      I saw the raw energy floating above the body. With a rapid inhaling of power I ingested every last bit into the gems present. I’d need a lot more to brighten the glow of my collection at home, but spring in the badlands was around the corner.

      “Consider us wanting to help mainly because I want to be a baron,” I said, waving my group together. “I’ll be back.”

      Oh well, it seemed like I was going to go from snow to snow for a while. Instead of a long drawn out talk I sent my group home with a spell that came natural now. 

      Arriving back on Earth, I enjoyed the warmer air for a brief moment before heading inside. I walked to my smartphone on the kitchen counter. The cooks were preparing dinner, giving the kitchen a heavy aroma of garlic and beef. They were surprised to see me home sooner than expected. 

      Rivinia and Susanna hurried into the kitchen at a slight run. I picked at the stir-fry like the naughty Master I was, smiling at seeing my trusted lackeys. 

      “Assemble the troops,” I said, causing them both to stare at me in shock. “Trimi is under siege.”

      “Yes, Master,” they said in unison, bumping into each other in a hasty departure. 

      I sat at a table to call Ming. This time it went to voicemail telling them I was going to war in an attempt to woo the locals and earn their trust.

      I figured she and Yukio might want to send an updated list before I left. The last one I had was from a week ago. Oh well, I had to focus on what I could change. 

      There’d be at least twenty people staying behind for numerous reasons. None of my core team was staying, leaving me confident in our skirmishing abilities. The only thing I’d failed to acquire was more horses so we’d avoid lengthy walks. 

      Apparently buying and moving assault rifles were easier than moving horses. Too bad they turned into wood in Lornia. With a longing sigh, I left the kitchen area for my room. 

      Rivinia was packing her bag, a sad look on her face. We’d bonded to friends with benefits, while Susanna was my sex toy, as much as Libby, Gabriella, or Ryleigh. She was my significant other and fit in smoothly with Lidia and Krissy. 

      While some might think our odd orgy house would be filled to the roof with drama, it magically was not. Hence, I rarely saw Rivinia sad.

      “You okay?” I asked. 

      She stuffed in an extra set of robes before handing me the bag. Libby walked in behind me, pausing because of the tension. 

      Of all the women, she was by far the most sensitive.

      I called Libby my teddy bear. The others weren’t nearly as empathetic, she… well, Libby would hold you tighter if you were having a bad day. I had grown fond of her affectionate side. She might be timid and rarely talk, but she was reliable. Her downside was she may look menacing but she was lacking emotional confidence. That was something I could work with, seeing small improvements.

      “Just here to get the saddles, Master,” Libby said, and I nodded. 

      She went into the vault room with all our gold in it that happened to have saddles on the floor. Those saddles were already loaded with small gold coins. “Just one, we’re going to war after all.”

      Rivinia held up two fingers.

      “Fine,” I hissed, “Make it two.”

      “Yes, Master,” she said from inside my private vault. 

      Rivinia waited until she was gone to say, “I love it here. It’s the best life I’ve ever had. I’m healthy, cherished, and happy. Why bother with Lornia?”

      “Good question. You want an honest answer or a soft dodge?” I asked and she frowned. “This exists because of the greater outside world I can’t show you. We started a new strain of the common cold on Earth.

      “No one is dying from it, but the powers that be – who even elude me – are spooked by what I am. In Lornia I’m entitled to a lord status. On Earth I’m nothing and things are vastly different, I’m just rich. The nobles here may deem this operation too great of a risk.”

      “Sheesh. So much for Pangea,” Rivinia said and I put a finger over my lips.

      “That is still the cover. There’s infinite amounts of stuff we don’t know. Also, my contacts have been slow to respond lately. In the business world, that's not good. Like at all,” I said hesitantly.

      “Oh, I didn’t know. Maybe we take all the gold and bury it?” Rivinia said, looking to the vault. “I really like it here, but if we have to go, I know you’ll protect us.”

      “Moving to remove us will take time and power. And we’re armed anyway, which is good. I think what we have access to, is too valuable for now, until it becomes too dangerous,” I said with a sigh. 

      Gabriella and Ryleigh knocked on the door. There may have been a grumble from me seeing them ready to go. I much preferred them naked than in winter garb. The sisters were goofballs, the kind you wanted to be around because they made your cheeks sore from smiling so much. They also could fuck like rock stars which was a perk I utilized often. 

      They had their downsides though. I wished I could say one was smarter than the other but I couldn’t. They were both struggling to learn basic letters, and beside the odd joke most of what they said was idiotic.

      Making up for their lack of intellect was their sheer loyalty and obedience, something that I had grown quite fond of. They definitely completed my little harem, and I was a very happy man.

      “Hiya girls,” I said.

      “Horses are saddled. The troops are being assembled. A few of the cooks not slated to go are—”

      I held up a hand. We would be marching hard, constantly on the move. Norlan mentioned soldiers’ wives would march with an army. While men built defenses after a march, the wives would set up camp for warmth, shelter, boil water, make food, and so on. 

      There was an incentive of gold for those who didn’t sign on to head to war with us and a few had accepted. The bonus was not much, but this meant as we were actually leaving more wanted in. 

      “Approved,” I said, sending the duo to go pass the word.

      Rivinia kissed my cheek, heading to leave the room. “Going to say goodbyes real quick.”

      “Bro,” Lidia said with Krissy at the door. My room was pretty much a sanctuary and besides Rivinia, I rarely let people in. Even most of my raunchy sex was done in side rooms. Right now, my sanctuary felt like it was a madhouse. “We’ve been training too.”

      “And failing,” I said sternly. This caught me off guard. “Wait, Krissy wants to go?”

      “Actually, I don’t. I’m here to say goodbye, inform you the house is in good hands, wish you good luck, and to tell you my new book project will keep me plenty busy while you’re away,” Krissy said, hugging me.

      Lidia was in the proverbial battle rattle. “You're shit with a bow,” I said harshly. While rude, it was true. She hit the wrong tree almost every time. 

      “Pete is going and he can’t shoot,” she countered.

      “Lidia, I’m your brother. You’re a Lady of my fantasy court. If you want to go, just pack your things and be ready for the teleport. Don’t whine out a justification, it’s unbecoming of your station.”

      “I’m not whining,” she said defiantly.

      “Are too.”

      “Argg… See you outside Master Mage Trevor,” my sister said, leaving the doorway.

      I finished stuffing items into my sack. Preparing for a sudden departure was a once a week drill that probably should have been once a day.

      Feeling like I forgot something, I checked my phone one last time. No updates. I headed for my desk, pulling the most up to date request list to fold in my pocket.

      On a hunch, I flicked the wall tablet to on. 

      Checking the news I learned there were riots in Paris, stocks were at all-time highs, and a new Alzheimer drug was entering first human trials with profound results on monkeys. Maybe that was the missing link here. 

      I shut the display off to head outside. I had a city to save, a friendly knight to anoint, and some foes to slay. 

      A typical Tuesday in Lornia.
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      The fire beat back the night with its flames. My eyes entered a trance from the dancing orange display. I grumbled about the last three miserable days, muttering over my thoughts.

      Norlan had us hauling a ton of supplies, refusing to leave the mansion in a hurry without gear. That meant soldiers were hauling excessive amounts of heavy stuff like tents, fire pits for inside tents, and so many arrows they really needed a cart. 

      Our attempt to strong arm Riverten for wagons was met with an eerily silent outpost. 

      Sir Nathanael mentioned that he warned the outposts on his way to me. He told the town to vacate to Clruss via the Filheim Mountains. Yeah, the residents of Riverten tucked tail to cut through dragon lands. That's how desperate they were to avoid defending their home. There were a few older people who stayed in the outpost, choosing to fight.  

      Then there was a heart breaking moment that resulted in us rescuing an abandoned little girl. That girl was asking for her doll from a shelf her mom left it on to trick her. I like to think I was a hardened man. However, this broke my heart.

      A hard march meant the little girl would have had to of been carried and apparently that was asking too much from her mother. Yeah, it was a punch to the gut. Ditching the old folks was easier. My offers to take them were refused and they made their own choices regardless of my efforts. What the hell I’d do with her was unknown, but that little joined our war party. 

      Of course, she didn’t ride on my horse. Lidia suddenly had a purpose to our mission as the official camp organizer. As a Lady she got one of the five mares and huzzah, a new three year old covered in filth. 

      The majority of the trip was walking parallel to the road with the knights scouting and screening on the flanks, leaving me to soak in the same boring view as we slow walked for Trimi. 

      The aspen tree tops were coated in a thin snow with the ground a mix of frost and exposed leaves. A small storm blew, dumping enough snow that the troops grumbled.

      I had them in the best armor and robes they’d ever seen which helped keep the sour attitudes at a minimum. The birds were scarce, the chipmunks and squirrels were hibernating, and only a few times did we see any signs of other life.

      Sir Nathanael tried to chat with me about my home during the trip. I allowed some of it, rejected most. It became abundantly clear the realm known as Pangea held sway over his desires. I hardly faulted him, I didn’t hide the fact it held infinite gold, and assured him I needed allies to the point I would pay for them. 

      His curiosity was more along the lines of our advanced technology. He was keen on something called a hot tub, hot water on demand without a mage, and movies. That kind of stuff I used to help build a rapport between us.

      To make good time we broke camp early and set camp late. At this pace we should start seeing the enemy tomorrow, which led to this campfire meeting with Targon, Sir Nathanael, Norlan and me. 

      Tami and Rivinia were handing us warm cocoa that had become a sensation. The yummy beverage helped lift my spirits.

      Finding out coffee tins could cross as long as they held metal lids was an awesome discovery. When the knights of Trimi had their steaming coco we started the discussion. 

      “Scouts say father gave up Seema. That is the south farming community where we breed and process our livestock. The enemy swooped in, killing and capturing the poor workers who were caught undefended. The shocking thing is the dwarven and wolf-kin are said to have equally split the gains,” Sir Nathanael grumbled. 

      “There has to be a link we’re—”

      “Yes, Master?” Libby said from where she was constructing a tent. 

      That damn bear woman and her hearing. She probably misheard link for Libby. “Nothing, Libby,” I said, raising my voice before continuing. “There has to be a connection we’re missing.”

      “We’ve got a theory,” Targon said and Sir Nathanael grumbled. “The lad dismisses it because history dictates it can’t be real. I think there is a dwarven mage at play. That is not impossible, or a far reaching theory. Where it gets a bit crazy, well… I think there is a wolf mage working with them.”

      “Hmm … Do you want to change the plan?” I asked and the three men shrugged. “What?”

      “If we go to rescue the food, well,” Sir Nathanael said, letting the sentence hang.

      Norlan cleared his throat to say, “If we capture that vital food. The crown will not have to empty food stores in Crimm for Trimi. Which, make no mistake, they’ll say they will, and never offer enough because they can’t. Seema being lost was the death blow to the Viscount. You can’t have your food robbed before winter. It’s folly and a death sentence to a leader.”

      I smiled at the word use and totally had to return to a grumpy frown. People were so sour when it came to this war stuff.

      “Then we run hard for the captured livestock. How far if we run at night?” I asked.

      They all shot wide eyes to me. “You want to fight the wolf-kin and dwarves, both who see in the dark, at night?” Sir Nathanael asked in dismay.

      I bobbed my head saying, “Yup.”

      Targon got it when he snapped his fingers. “They’re six hours at a hard run. They’ve been herding all day with zero reprisal. They’ll—”

      “Never see it coming,” Norlan said in a greedy tone.

      “I’m lost,” Nathanael admitted. 

      Mist fluttered over to refill our cups. I had been meaning to sex the lusty fairy babe and she winked when she saw me eying her. “The master mage is going to turn the night into day, silly Sir Nathanael. Trevor is far more powerful than you foolish regular humans give him credit for.”

      I was going to scold her when she flew away to avoid it. Yeah, my army loved me, and to be fair to Nathanael, so did his troops. 

      A few sips later and Nathanael stood. “All right, to war. Let’s keep this as a base camp for those not fighting.”

      “Ready the troops, Norlan,” I said, going to pee. 

      Rivinia saw me heading for our tent and rushed to get the flap open for me. “We’re running?”

      “Good thing we do it every morning. You need to hand charged rubies to the mages. I wished we practiced circle casting more,” I grumbled, dropping my pants to piss into a bucket. “I fucking miss toilets.”

      “Ha! Exactly. Anyway, we will be ready. Just leave Libby out,” Rivinia said, and I chuckled. “It’s not funny. She literally vomits and roils in pain for hours when you overuse her as a conduit.”

      “It's hilarious because she gets drunk from the sickness first. But yea, I feel a smidge bad after,” I said. “Go, hurry up. It's not like I’m going to be running.”

      “Yeah, Daisy is a great horse, very in tune with nature. But … you’re in the way of the gems,” Rivinia said and I scooted out of the way. 

      She snatched the bag, darting out of the tent. Lidia came in shivering next, with Harmony and Pete behind her. How the man kept his antlers from snagging on things while carrying a small metal burning stand was beyond me. The little girl had become a clean clingy to Lidia. 

      “Can we stay in your tent?” Lidia asked as Pete set the burn pit in the middle of the tent. 

      My tent was the biggest, and the only one meant to allow a fire with a vent stack if set up right. 

      “Yea, everyone staying behind should keep warm since there will be less bodies to heat the other tents. Keep a lookout at all times,” I said with a warning. “Lidia, don’t get captured. If you do, I’ll not suicide to save you.”

      “I … I don’t like hearing that, but I made a choice to come out here. I kinda dreamed of Trimi. Not snow in the forest,” Lidia grumbled, rubbing Harmony’s arms. “Harmony is the best though. Did you know she can count to three?”

      I laughed while they playfully counted to three.

      “I’m worried about you, Trevor,” Lidia confessed then.

      “Fret not, Lady Lidia, I’ll reap the magic these vile beings deliver upon their deaths and break the siege,” I said in a western drawl. “Stay alive and protect the camp.”

      “We can go home you know,” Lidia said.

      I paused at the tent exit.  

      “I know, Lidia,” I said with a smile. “Look. Fine wine, great sex, and streaming movies are awesome, but this is where I want to be. This is where I matter, events take random turns, and the gains are almost limitless. Plus, people do what I wish here, can’t get that on Earth without a lawsuit.”

      “Be safe,” Pete said in a gruff tone. 

      “They’ll never know what hit them,” I said, leaving the tent to seek glories in battle.
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259TH DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      I hated running in the dark. Full disclaimer, it was more of a fast jog that I cheated by alternating between on and off horseback. I lit torches for our troops, giving enough brightness during the overcast night to see clearly. Our rapid pace was boring besides when we would stumble upon sleeping wildlife. 

      When a wild hog came running at me because a horse to my left spooks it, I may have squeaked at the animal’s sudden charge. Not the manliest reaction I’ve ever had. This running at night had me on edge, making my jaw sore from the constant grimace.

      On the plus side, Sir Nathanael’s scouts were tracking the enemy. The wolf-kin were on the move, herding the majority of the livestock they captured. I guess that made sense, slaughtering a thousand pigs meant you had to carry them.

      The enemy forces had split north of Trimi with the dwarves going northeast, and the wolf-kin straight east. The dwarven army was barely far enough from the wolf-kin forces they shouldn’t be able to hear us fight. If they did, our plan was screwed. We were relying on them not thinking we would be audacious enough to hit one of their armies now that they split.

      The enemy was exhausted with both armies marching, day and night. Their leaders rushed them for the prize of Seema only to rush them home with their gains.

      Targon mentioned that the fast marching was smart because there was no need to siege Trimi when you stole most of their unsecured food. He predicted they would wait until the depths of winter to continue raiding Trimi. Timing their assaults for when the population grew desperate due to starvation. 

      After all their success, it was apparent the enemy was dropping their guard. We finally cut ahead of their army without being noticed. Hell, they weren’t even sending scouts out any direction other than toward Trimi. 

      We found a nice ambush point along a natural ravine. Ahead of us there was a section of rugged terrain with minimal pine trees, allowing for a nice and open firing area. Sir Nathanael and Norlan agreed that this was our best ambush spot.

      Even though we were hidden in waiting, I was nervous. The enemy vastly outnumbered us, to the point I had butterflies and sweaty palms. 

      The chilly wind howled with a stiff breeze pushing the trees away from us. The opposing army howled jovially in the distance. Based on that noise I figured in maybe ten minutes or so they would be within range. There was an extra layer of internal dread. I didn’t like that I was the key to the victory.

      My decision to rush into a fight was predicated on the idea that the enemy was a small force. I didn’t realize we were going to go against four to five hundred wolf humanoids with bows and spears. While they had the numbers advantage, we had three things going for us. 

      One was the surprise because of our ambush at night. The bows I brought from Earth to Lornia turned into badass wooden bows that hit hard.

      Then there was me, I was going to burn them all.

      The sound of rustling off to my left stole my attention. A scuffle in the dark said there was an altercation that resulted in a muffled whimper. Libby and Susanna tensed from what was likely a scout walking right into our battle lines. 

      My mage’s circle were all looking at the dark spot in the forest. The joyful howling of the oblivious army neared, revealing the enemy was spread out, and the front of the formation was arriving. 

      “Now’s yer chance,” Targon said. 

      We were at the part of my plan where we had to commit or divert. I was shocked they selected my plan.

      Yeah, planning was kind of my thing, but I knew nothing of battles. 

      Right when I was about to respond the glowing purple light of a dead, or dying, body revealed itself. I absorbed the power equally into all the gems among my minor mages, a large smirk from the ecstasy of the power. 

      “I take that as we’re stayin’,” Targon said with whispering grunt.

      “Yes,” I replied evenly. 

      For whatever reason, my soul was changing. Even as I hunched behind a set of elevated trees on the hill in the pitch-black, I could feel myself becoming something different.

      That simple yes was given by a leader. Not me faking to be one, but a true leader.

      There would be death, and while I may have my justifications, I was still the cause for this ambush. People I trained with, and who were woefully under trained, to be line soldiers, were maybe going to die. My soul accepted this with resolute determination. 

      A loud grunting sound came from the darkness to my left again.

      Another energy ball lifted off a body for me to drain. Then two more energy orbs appeared after snaps of bows. The enemy was still oblivious to their right side walking into a trap. The animals that were being herded knew. 

      How they knew, or if they could out smell the wolf-kin, I was uncertain, but there were squeals and moos. Even with the commotion from the animals the foe continued to die by ones and twos. 

      I was impressed by Sir Nathanael’s men. They were eliminating the foe with each kill being clean, quick, and mostly silent. 

      Eventually, the enemy stumbling into our hidden troops were too many, and the howling death of a missed shot resulted in the night’s bliss transforming into chaos. 

      I opened myself up to the gem in my staff and neck, allowing energy to surge through me. The spare power hovering over bodies was directly ingested into my core. 

      I radiated power, so much power that I felt a mix of sickness and loved it. When I unleashed the first fire ball at the enemy right flank, it was far grander than I expected.

      A monstrous ball of flame the size of a house hit the forest, rolling towards the unprepared foe. The high pitched screams of a tormented death cut over the howls of enemy leaders trying to organize a defense. 

      The spell continued to roll for hundreds of feet, igniting trees like matches. The forest bloomed into daylight with the immense fire wall I created on the right flank of the enemy forces. 

      Archers snapped arrows into the left flank of the shocked wolf-kin. My archers had clean vision while our foes were holding hands up at the sudden brightness. 

      The wolf-kin crumbled, cried out, and died under the rapid barrage.

      With the animals spooked from the flames, they headed left, past the dying wolf-kin who were supposed to keep the herd in check. There was a stampede of hogs, cows, and a few horses, desperate to flee the roaring fire that wafted out heat.

      My vision shifted to the fire.

      Flickering flames were bright, and yet, getting dimmer. It was winter with snow on the ground which countered the magic.

      Those I incinerated into ashes never gave me energy to absorb. Those who died slowly exuded so much glorious power I shivered in delight. 

      The problem was a lot of the floating energy was out of my reach. Something I’d never been able to test before was how far I could claim power. Now I knew it was roughly two hundred feet. 

      With the animals clearing the war zone I stepped forward. I needed that power, leaving it was not an option. Of course, I only stepped about five paces when the enemy mage revealed herself. 

      A wolf-kin female at least ten feet tall walked before troops scrambling into formations. Her hands spooled into slow circles casting a spell. 

      She was the main threat. We were remiss on being able to calculate her capabilities, and I grew concerned at her spell. She was very confident which only added to my worry.   

      Archers shifted, seeking her as a primary target as bows twanged from the entirety of our forces.

      Her spell stopped.

      A cackling laugh escaped her lips as she used wind to not only halt our arrows, but send them back for us. I dove behind a tree for cover. Luckily, the spell wasn’t instant. 

      The thunk of arrows landing among us resulted in a few cries of pain. I peeked out only to have a wolf-kin volley falling into our section of forest added by her wind spell. An arrow cracked into the side of the tree I hid behind careening further into the trees with a shattering of bark. 

      Even with the troops in cover and the trees in the way, there were additional anguished screams. 

      After the volley abated I left my cover to see the enemy mage raising mounds of dirt with her circular spells. Her arms sway with her rhythmic moves.

      The tendrils of power came from inside her to flow into the magical creations. I knew she was nearing the final aspects of her spell as the magic thinned. 

      “Keep firing on her, she doesn’t have unlimited energy!” I bellowed. 

      A few steps forward allowed me to gain access to new orbs of energy over bodies. I already saw distant orbs drifting down into the dirt, vanishing forever from my reach. I grimaced and cursed at the developing events. 

      While I filled with power I felt two orbs from within my ranks add to my stores, bringing me to a sickening fullness. 

      The enemy mage clapped her hands, completing her spell, and staggering in exhaustion. An aged, grey haired, wolf-kin that was likely an alpha caught her before she could collapse.

      The sneer on his face said it all. He felt we were doomed from her spell.

      I watched the mounds rising from the soil twisting in swirls of dirt. The loose bits of grit, mud, and rocks coalesced to a form of golem.

      These earthen monstrosities towered high, rising to the height of a two story house. They shook loose dirt from their frame in anger, roaring with their awakening. 

      Yes! I wanted golem magic! 

      That thought raced through my mind until I realized I had no way to defeat them myself. 

      While I watched, I felt the power within threatening to overwhelm me, leaving me no choice. I leveled my left palm at the cheering forces behind the golems. 

      Those fools think slow mounds of dirt will save them. 

      Searing heat left my palm in controlled bursts. There was so much force ejecting from my hand that my feet dug into the forest floor as I was pushed back. Each blast was short, creating swirling orbs of flames. 

      As the fireballs the size of a head shot forth there was a bloom of light revealing my location.

      The intense unleashing added an extra brightness to the night, causing me to squint. 

      I exuded flame like a sprinkler head, aiming left to right among the foes hundreds of feet away. The power drained rapidly as I expended controlled and sustained firing. 

      A small hand touched my exposed left shoulder and another bigger one on the right. That would be Mist and Libby creating our conduit circle. 

      There was a surge in available power, allowing me to continue to dispense my volley of incredible fireballs. When I completed my left to right motion, the still forming golems lumbered slowly for us.

      “Run!” I commanded. 

      The flames of the battle showed the shocked expressions of Sir Nathanael, Norlan, and Targon. They probably expected me to defeat earth golems with fire. I’m sure they were wondering how the hell I completely missed the massive magical creations.  

      “Run!” I growled this time. “The fucking livestock is fleeing anyway!” I glanced over my shoulder to see if they’d gone.

      “Holy shit!” I blurted.

      My fireballs had lit the wolf-kin army in a devastating display of power, setting the forces ablaze. Shields that tried to halt my infernos were pushed aside or melted.

      The unlucky wolf-kin stared at chunks of their body that were disintegrated. The lucky ones smoldered on the forest floor in death. 

      The enemy formation had deteriorated to chaos as wolf-kin routed to seek safety. Orbs of energy that were mine for the taking drifted over the enemy army.

      At that moment I knew my arcane powers had washed away over a hundred lives. Their forces were retreating, just like ours. Huge golems were chasing us unfortunately, and they were very close.  

      I found my horse, Daisy, and Susanna hoisted me into the seat with a hip clenching throw.

      I grunted from the hard landing, snatching the reins off the horn. This horse was awesome, so I felt bad kicking the shit out of her ribs to spur her forward

      She bolted toward the enemy in retreat. I raced for the floating energy that was available, which drew me closer to the golems. 

      The holy hell I unleashed was too much. I was drained, needing more energy already, and we needed to win if another fight arose. 

      Daisy bolted forward and I felt the floating orbs were close and yet so far. Nearing where the enemy once stood definitely revealed more of my damage. 

      Stumbling half burned wolf-kin were in agony, their howls were pitiful. Whole units were on the ground, smoke whipping off their corpses from the burning fur and fat. 

      The survivors were heading north away from us, giving me space to approach. I skirted the golem’s path to ingest just enough energy to refill my gems. 

      Spinning Daisy to head back to my forces, I heard an unexpected sound. 

      A nearing thundering of hooves crashed against the hard forest floor. I looked around with confusion. From behind the surviving wolf-kin charged dozens of gleaming dwarven knights atop rams. 

      My hopes that they would crash into our foes were dashed. The dwarven cavalry split, curving around their allies. I realized everything I knew was as good as gone.

      There was no escaping the mounted enemy. The slow golems we could flee from on foot, but not these fast moving rams. They were too many to handle and would rout our troops.

      Desperation washed over me, adding to the despair that ripped at my heart. 

      A single option flicked into my brain and I hated the thought. I was destined for great things and could replace those warriors, and yet, I didn’t want to. There was an emotional connection to them and by proxy my sister in our base. 

      Being the hero I felt I wasn't, I raced Daisy to meet the dwarven cavalry head on. Urging the horse into the dead wolf-kin orbs I’d found excessive.

      Suddenly I became in engulfed in the purple. Entire swaths were absorbed and I unlocked so much power I had to stop ingesting it. Except I didn't. Something converted inside my core. Any explanation was lost to me. 

      After a split second in time, I discovered what happened when I ingested excessive amounts of power.

      I burst into flames, igniting not only my clothing into a roaring melting blaze, but also setting Daisy’s saddle on fire.

      She gave a horrific whine, flinging me from her back as she stopped and fell.

      I tumbled myself into a crouch to see the crazy horse extinguish the flames, get up, rear kick a wolf-kin to death, and flee for my troops. 

      Holy shit! Horses were awesome. 

      Funny the things you find amusing and interesting when you're literally on fire. 

      Enemy cavalry continued their charge for me, undeterred by that fact I was now nude, standing against them in a bath of flames.

      I let out a long and boisterous cackling laugh. 

      With my staff in cinders, I leveled two palms at each flank of rams with dwarf riders.

      The bright illumination caused reflections on their shiny armor and lances. The cavalry captain realized far too late that I was not some random mage on fire. 

      The power that burst forth from my hands was diabolical in its magnitude. 

      Tendrils of magic snaked, twisted, and encased the oncoming threats. My exiting energy was quickly replenished as the magic killed, unleashing new orbs to ingest.

      What I saw my spells produce was a mix of horror that defied reality.

      The flames melted metal. When my armor became liquid earlier, my skin washed it down my inflamed body. The dwarves held no magical aversion to armor turned to slag.

      Watching a dwarven foe melt until his body imploded from the heat was delightfully disgusting.  

      By the dozens riders and their mounts crashed to the ground, feeding me fuel with their deaths. A boom from my right shook the ground, giving my feet a slight bounce.

      I had been informed that the casual observation of dwarven deaths while standing still was a mistake. 

      The golems were on my heels, forcing me to run for the cavalry that was turning to get distance from the crazy human fire mage. Fireballs shot from my hands, crashing into the now fleeing foes.

      My feet carried me too far toward the enemy. 

      There was a sudden whistle that grew louder.

      A stray arrow sunk into my guts, punching out my back, and leaving the white fletching one a few inches from my flesh. 

      I stared down in abject horror at the sudden pain.

      With a rapid scan I sought this new foe.

      I sneered seeing the wolf-kin alpha with a bow in his hand and terror in his eyes.

      He knew he’d scored a hit, and gained my attention. 

      I grunted from the pain, becoming desperate.

      Sending the excess energy out of my body, I fired flames in a wide swath as I bought myself space. 

      This magic was not a controlled fireball and instead an expanding wall of fire. The spell was so bright with a growing billowing that the flames were reminiscent of napalm.

      With the drain great, and the excess energy depleted from my core, I extinguished the fire that was dancing over my skin. 

      A wave of exhaustion crashed into me. Both the tremendous pain, and drain of magic left me staggering and struggling to stay on my feet. 

      When I saw the golems, the mounted troops were taunting the big creations. They stopped their aggression on me to focus on Sir Nathanael and his cavalry. Targon charged around them, rearing his horse high and stopped mere feet from me. 

      I raised a hand for help and we clasped forearms. He yanked me onto his horse in front of him. There was a snap of wood behind me, and without warning he rapidly extracted the headless arrow out of my guts by the fletching.

       The pain in my abdomen screamed at me, causing me to cry out. I was fading, the exertion and damage taking its toll.

      Slumping to the side, I fought to stay conscious. The rhythmic bouncing of the horse speeding us away from the carnage lulled me into a sleep I hoped I’d awake from.
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      I stirred with a groan, feeling stiff as a board. My hand shot to my stomach, touching a thick wet padding. 

      “Easy Master,” Susanna said from my side in a loving tone. 

      Her thick lips landed on my clammy forehead. There was a commotion as I peeled my eyes open. I wasn’t in my tent. The interior of the walls told me I was in a stone building. Likely inside Trimi where the drenched clothes told me I fought a fever. 

      “Trevor!” Lidia squealed racing to my side. She gingerly bent down to hug me. “How do you feel?”

      “Water,” I managed to croak out.

      Rivinia came in with a wooden mug, sliding beside Lidia to slowly help me quench my thirst. I greedily drank until I gave a slight cough, bringing about a series of pins and needles to my stomach. 

      When I winced, Lidia fawned. Harmony scampered away from Pete to cling to Lidia’s leg. Her haunted sunken eyes and thin frame filled out some, telling me time had transpired. 

      “How long was I out?” I moaned. 

      Lidia cringed before saying, “Two weeks.”

      “So tired,” I muttered before closing my eyes, dropping back into a slumber.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      There was a soft singing that brought me around this time. Libby was strumming a harp while singing a lullaby. She saw that my eyes were open, exchanging a smile with me.

      Susanna slept on the floor back to back with Rivinia. I searched for Gabriella and Ryleigh, not finding them in the room. 

      Beside my bed rested a cup of water. When I shifted I felt a wet towel under me. Great, I’d pissed myself. Marvelous, at least my fever broke. I guess if I were in a hospital they’d have put a catheter in.

      Here, I got a towel. 

      The wound screamed at me while I sat up. Libby left her chair by my side, kissing my cheek before heading out of the room. Lidia ran in a moment later. 

      “We need to get you home! Where they can properly heal you,” Lidia said desperately. I hated seeing her looking so concerned.

      Sir Nathanael strode in behind my sister. He wore a regal outfit for once. He was nobler looking in this, but it was odd to see him out of his armor. 

      “Talk about timing!” Sir Nathanael said joyfully. “Master of fire and flame, I come bearing a gift, sort of. It only cost you thirty gold and is worth every coin.”

      A decrepit old man was wheeled in on a wooden chair. The Lornian device creaked and squeaked as it rolled to where I sat up.

      His wrinkly face scrunched, looking up at me with a squint. “Your hand, my Lord,” he requested with a broken aged voice. 

      I had figured it out by now, happily extending my hand into his. The magic from his core was weak and minimal. It also had a green tinge to it. The transfer of energy shot into my stomach, making the area blessedly numb.

      I couldn’t see anything transpire because of the wrap, and the magic had me unable to feel my skin knitting together. I cursed and promised next time I’d remove the bandage first. 

      The old man passed out right as he finished healing my wound. I felt great and awful at the same time. I checked his pulse to see if he still lived, and thankfully found him alive. 

      “How old is he?” I asked.

      Sir Nathanael shrugged. “Old enough to make the trip from Branfield. Duke Lacroy sent him with a minor fee as thanks. Branfield is the next closest major city to the dwarves. The dwarves sued for peace returning the rest of our livestock to the Duke,” Sir Nathanael said, wheeling the old man to an assistant to take him out. “You should feel—”

      “Amazing, this is better than the healers at my home. I take it you plan on catching me up?” I asked and he nodded. “One second.” 

      I tapped Rivinia and Susanna with my foot one at a time until they stirred. They leaped up to hug me. Then gasped when I removed the bandage to show my firm abs. Hey, I lost ten pounds. Talk about a diet. After their tender embraces I grew confused.

      “Where are the vixens?” I asked looking around the room. Their faces dropped slightly at me asking about the wolf sisters. 

      Rivinia stared at the ground and Susanna found the courage to speak.

      “Gabriella tried to get past the golems when she saw you were facing a charge of dwarves. She was flung back into the forest, kicked by a golem. I … we … think she survived even though she shouldn’t have. She was sent flying toward the wolf-kin. The tracks showed a massive wolf-kin scooped her up, taking her away with the—”

      “No!” I said planting my butt in the bed in dismay. I wanted to cry, shout, and demand that life return my lovers to me at once. “And Ryleigh?”

      Sir Nathanael cleared his throat. “Refused to do anything besides try to rescue her sister. She broke free of our attempts to restrain her and charged recklessly to find the enemy.

      “My orders were not to pursue. The troops regrouped, holding a defensive formation until you were safely away. We fought a cavalry skirmish with the golems. A soldier would distract them while the calves were chipped away at. When they collapsed, they gave up, and returned to dirt.

      “Then we marched to harass the foe and try to exchange prisoners. You wounded more than a few on your own who we corralled up,” Sir Nathanael said.

      I wanted to punch him. A few on my own… Pfft I won the fight. Let it go or it’ll consume you.

      “And,” I said, finding strength in knowing they were likely alive.

      Sir Nathanael fidgeted slightly before stiffening. “Negotiations ended up working. We traded captured scouts and imprisoned workers they had for their wounded but not your guards. There was a catch though.”

      Susanna looked at me sadly to say, “I tried to explain the delay in their rescue was not your fault. I said you were incapacitated and bedridden. They expected us to go charging in to save them. All my attempts to placate them were ignored.” She gave a long and painful sigh before continuing, “They said you failed them and they’d be seeking a new alpha. A wiser alpha in the north. They fled.”

      Sir Nathanael said, “The wolf-fey escorted them out of our lands, taunting us as we tried to convince them to return to your side.”

      “Unreal… I get it in a way. The vixens were extremely ruled by loyalty. No one attempting to rescue them was an affront,” I grumbled.

      “We assumed the same thing, sorry Master,” Susanna said, tears welling in her eyes.

      “You did your best. These wolf-fey are taunting us. Seems like they want another fight,” I said. It was Rivinia who winced this time. “What?”

      Susanna said, “They retreated into an old cavern that a dragon died in during a dwarven decimating. Ha! Say that one three times fast.” Her face soured. Gabriella was great at little sayings like that, causing us to sadden. “Anyway, they’re dug in deep. And yes, probably want you to lose troops attacking their superior position. They’re smarter than I thought they were.”

      I fumed, blowing a long exhale of frustration. I patted the bed beside me, spurring Rivinia into motion to lean into my side. 

      “Lady Lidia, before I figure out the situation. Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’m great. If you can’t tell we’re in Trimi, and I love it!” she said with widening eyes. 

      “Love what, Mommy?” Harmony said and Lidia melted. 

      “Come, darling, uncle needs to hold court. We shall visit the kitchens!” Lidia said, confirming what I suspected.

      She only wanted to go home so I could heal. I watched the two of them leave the room. I sighed, glad they were happy.

      I frowned, feeling disgusting. “Out with you, let me clean and dress for a proper meeting, and I’m famished. Could you set up a buffet, Sir Nathanael?” I asked politely.

      Targon cleared his throat from the doorway to say, “Viscount Nathanael has already set up a table, Baron.”

      I smirked, wanting to jump for joy. Instead I said, “Out, all of you, besides my guards.”

      Susanna retrieved a bucket with soapy water, immediately washing me. Libby prepared an outfit. Rivinia hummed while washing my hair that was likely coated in fever sweat. 

      “You okay, Master?” Libby asked.

      I sighed. “I almost died to protect you all. I understand Gabriella rushing to my aid, in a sense. Ryleigh didn’t listen and got herself captured. She would have obeyed me, I think. I’ll never know.”

      There was a collective gasp at this.

      “What do you mean, Master?” Rivinia said. 

      “I can’t say this clearly enough. They left us. On their own volition. That is bullshit!” I shouted, feeling a hole in my heart.

      They nodded in agreement.

      “Listen, you three are my inner circle. If you get captured I’d be lost. I would do whatever it took to rescue you, assuming I’m alive and awake,” I said in a painful tone.

      I straightened my back, eyeing them each long enough to have their attention.

      “My desire is to have you in a setting like this forever. Around me, happy, and content. I can’t do that if I’m given your finger in exchange for gold because you’ve been captured,” I said sternly. “So let’s avoid dashing into the enemy recklessly.” 

      “While this is sad about the sisters, are you saying you want to extend my contract?” Libby said hopefully.

      I almost rolled my eyes. Seeing her exposing her emotions to me softened my resolve.

      “Yes, now tell me what happened. How did they break free?” I ordered and Libby let out his bated breath.

      “She ripped herself out of my arms, Master. I … tried,” Rivinia said from behind me. Her tender attention paused as she recalled the memory. “The vixens were stronger than they appeared.”

      Susanna scoffed. “Look at this.” She pointed to her eye. “It's a good black eye. Gabriella clocked me when I held her back. They … their loyalty to you Master. At least it used to be…”

      “I gave you an order. You followed it, they did not. I’ll hurt, but never forget them and maybe they realize they erred in their judgement. That is the most we can hope for. Now out, all of you. I’m going into that privy room to blow it up, and then I’m capable of dressing myself,” I said to a light chuckling from all of us.

      “And then what, Master?” Susanna asked, kissing my cheek. 

      “We learn what being a Baron means. Also, I feel beyond amazing. As soon as we can, we start shoveling gold from Pangea to Lornia. We do that until we can buy a young and vital healer!”
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      The drafty keep allowed the stone framing to radiate a chilly atmosphere. I could feel the wintery cold through my thin boots, and wanted to blast flames over the frigid walkway. Thankfully, I packed a spare robe to feel somewhat cozy. 

      Rivinia reminded me I was lacking armor to stop annoying things like arrows. She had a point, although I wasn’t sure I could wear anything that didn’t melt. I’d have to add it to the list of questions to ask the mages guild. 

      My retinue flowed behind me with Libby and Susanna in battle gear and Rivinia in a robe matching the one that I wore. The shape of a golden ruby was hand stitched over my heart. All my uniforms now had a signet to go with the outfits and I adored the symbol. 

      Our walk for the Viscount’s court was brief. I entered the main room to find it mostly filled with folks I didn’t know. Lidia sat without Harmony with three empty seats beside her. Everyone at the table was dressed for a formal occasion and staring at me in a mix of fear and awe.

      There was zero warning when Sir Nathanael hurled his wine cup at a young man flirting with a serving girl. All eyes shot from me to the boy. The poor girl squeaked, vanishing for a side room. 

      The young man collected himself to say, “Baron Trevor, Lady Rivinia, Lady Libby, and Lady Susanna.”

      I bowed to the Viscount. He stood, gesturing for the empty seats. 

      “Thank you for hosting me, dear Viscount,” I said, seeing his two lovely wives for the first time. 

      They were definitely arm candy. The raven-haired beauty on his right wore a tiny tiara, smiling. The blond haired woman was younger, seventeen at most, and swollen with a child that was likely kicking already. Noticeably missing was Lady Laurn and the other wives of his late father. 

      Rivinia neared to whisper, “If you seat one of the other women they will be elevated to spouse status. A hand maiden at the table is appropriate to fill in for the social aspect and your self-entertainment.”

      I gulped. Just when I was loving Lornia, I grumbled again. A quick spin had me shooing Susanna and Libby to the bleachers where other attendants waited. They both pouted but left. 

      There were some light murmurs about this, but I went to sit beside Lidia. My sister was beaming with happiness.

      “Sorry, that one is for Pete, take the one over,” Lidia said. I went to warn her when she flashed me a ring on her left hand. “Only an engagement, yes, I know what that seat is for, and Pete will be here in a minute after Harmony is set to her nap.”

      “Are you nuts?” I exclaimed.

      The two of us had a staring contest.

      “Everything okay?” Viscount Nathanael said from the end of the table. 

      I growled, plastering a fake smile on my face. “Perfectly fine, Viscount. My Lady Lidia has informed me of minor news of a personal matter. Are we going to shout at each other or is there going to be a private meeting after?” I asked politely to gasps. 

      Apparently, I was breaking some edict, or Lornian rule. 

      “Relax. The Baron can speak to me how he wishes. He took to the field of battle and won the day, likely saving my life, and more importantly yours. This roasted pig was possible only because of him,” Nathanael said in a boastful manner.

      My mouth was watering at the mere mention of delicious pork. I was about to ask where the hell the food was when I was served by the flirting girl from earlier. I sipped my wine, instantly spitting it back into the cup. 

      A rapid wave sent Libby over to my side where I ordered her to bring me fine wine like at home. Or a whiskey. Anything would be better than this piss filled wine.

      She argued there was no such thing as fine wine here and I pouted. After a series of hushed tones that earned us glares, she informed me the sweetest thing would be brandy and it got expensive. My eyes lit up at this, sending her to get me a fancy bottle. 

      So, I didn’t talk to Lidia. She pretty much kicked me in the nuts by deciding to get married without talking to me. 

      Who the heck marries a deerman? Sure, he was good looking, supportive, and tender, always made her smile, and… dammit. I guess I was the bad guy here.

      I would wait to apologize. I asked Rivinia who these people were and she shrugged. A few snide glances were shot at the fire mage and his fey maiden. Like I gave a fuck about the silly court politics.

      Maybe I would one day, but that day wasn't today.  

      When my brandy showed up, one of the wives huffed her way over. 

      “This is the Viscount’s table,” she huffed and I just stared at her blankly. 

      “Obviously,” I retorted to new gasps. “Is this a blasted high school? I literally pissed myself so the peasants wouldn’t revolt. Apparently, I need an example. Fine, that does it. Who wishes to challenge me to combat?”

      I dumped the piss wine under the table and filled my cup with brandy. The Viscount was chewing his food with a smirk. His wife was hovering, Rivinia was giggling, and Lidia was terrified. My gorgeous but deadly girls were ready for violence and other noble servants were on edge too. 

      “Pela, come sit dear. Your place is at my side,” Viscount Nathanael said in a sour tone. The lady didn’t move. “Ask for brandy next time and you won't offend us.”

      “Where I come from the wine is closer to this brandy, almost identical. It is merely a custom breach. I apologize, Viscount Nathanael,” I said to another stupid round of gasps. “Why the hell is everyone so offended?”

      “You challenged them, and they have no desire to become a sacrifice. You offended me, and then admit to a mistake. You deferred to my station after questioning it,” the Viscount said with a sigh. “That is a rational response. Court dictates you stick to your first statement even if you were in the wrong.”

      “To the changing times!” I said with a salute of my mug.

      Tipping my cup back, I gulped the brandy down in a big swig.

      Oh, shit.

      I tried to hold it in, I really did, but I belched like a novice drinker. 

      When both men and women at the table chuckled, I snorted and said, “Lornia is odd. That would have caused a gasp, in Pangea.”

      Nathanael finished his food, standing to say, “Urgent matters require me to hold a private meeting. Thank you all for attending.”

      Everyone stood, figuring it was decorum I stood also. The wife who refused to leave her hover beside me sighed, returning to her seat. Viscount Nathanael signaled for me to follow him.

      I tried to take my plate. Rivinia gently blocked me. I tried again another block. 

      Stupid Lornian rules. 

      I was starving, without a second thought I shoved food into my mouth for the trip to the side room. When the group gasped I shot a fireball to a nearby torch, setting it aflame.

      I hoped they choked on their annoying gasps. 

      I remembered that feeling where my parents would tell me to eat my vegetables, and I swore when I was in charge I’d do something different. I was having one of those moments.

      I told myself my court would be filled with delicious food, drink, and casual dining in robes and comfy seats. Pretentious bullshit was stupid. 

      With my brandy jar in my hand I entered the small war room with maps on the walls and on the only large table.

      Oh neat! There’s those little figurines on a carved out terrain map. 

      As much as I wanted to smash two horse toys together, my desire to relax was greater. I sat on the couch, careful not to spill my brandy. I immediately regretted my decision.

      “Ugh, this reeks of anal sex,” I said, jolting to my feet to play on the map. 

      There was snickering from everyone in the room. 

      “My father was odd. He had five wives, a dozen children, and still preferred men. Not my place to judge, but the war room was for everything besides discussing war,” Nathanael said, propping the door open to holler at servants to bring in a new couch and to burn this one. “Better?”

      His question came after a lovely new couch arrived that smelt of lavender. 

      “Marvelous. How did he die?” I asked.

      “He was summoned to see the king after our victory,” Nathanael said, not going further. 

      A soft knock had Targon and Norlan joining the room. I clasped forearms with both who were happy to see me. When the ornery wife entered I decided to give her the same respect. 

      “You play dangerous games, Master Mage,” the raven-haired beauty said, clasping my forearm. 

      “Lady Pela, or is it Viscountess?” I asked, playing with the word. “Viscoutessss. Vicountesses… hmm…”

      “Lady,” the room echoed as they all informed me. 

      “I don’t know all of the formalities yet, my apologies.  Maybe avoid inviting me to something you consider dangerous if I am uninformed,” I said and she sighed. 

      “I want to hate him but I can’t. I said the same thing to Nathanael and Linn. They said you’d be cordial, and then you challenge the table to a duel,” Pela said, looking up to the heavens with squinted eyes.

      What she thought was important, I felt was irrelevant. Targon whispered in her ear and she left, only to return with a chair to sit in the corner. 

      “So…” I said, carrying the o. “What happened after the battle?”

      Targon grunted before moving pieces on the board. 

      I saw a figurine of me! My hair was vertical flame, but hey, take a win when you get one.

      His fingers moved tiny toothpick flags over the right side of the map. There was nothing beyond the mountains shown to the east. I really wanted to know what was on the other side, a quest for another day. He stuck two flags down. One had a tiny war hammer drawn and another with claws.

      “We’ll get to that in a moment. Your baron duties have some history and context you should know,” Targon said. 

      The guy was gruff, straight to the point, and someone I like. His mansplaining was a bit over the top here, but I allowed it. Plus, who didn’t want to listen to a cool story from a guy with an eye patch. 

      “The dwarves breed at the same rate as humans. Which is faster than elves and slower than the likes of the wolf-kin or ratkin. We are in the corner of dragon lands. There are over a dozen scorched towns that never developed, or did develop, and were removed by the tides of war. Riverten has been demolished and rebuilt maybe a hundred times according to the history books,” Targon said and I frowned.

      I wagged a finger at him before grabbing my little figurine and placing it on top of Trimi. 

      “I think I’m catching what you’re trying to teach. Humanity goes through growths and then loses lands. The natural order of resistance tempers, if not halts, expansions. Hence Trimi getting the main cities excess riff raff,” I said, shifting to view the capital. “However, why not move Riverten upstream?” 

      Nathanael’s finger raced to Clruss, then northwest to a town the size of Trimi. “There is no rush on the decision, and starting fresh won’t change the lack of stone in the area. You’d need to cart stone from the quarry west of Jasmine Shire.” He tapped the spot on the map. “Three weeks to move heavy stone. Not to mention if it rains, and you don’t improve the road, you're simply going to jam carts. So, you have to build roads first.”

      I groaned, wishing my entry point to Lornia was anywhere else. A silence settled over the room as I gave a quick study of the map.

      The interior of the realm showed a dozen massive cities around Crimm.

      It was as if humanity knew the exterior parts of its domain were untamable. Knowing this, they leveled everything in the middle to create expansive farm fields from the sea to… everywhere.

      The center of the realm contained two things, farms and massive castles for all those farmers to hide in if the realm was overwhelmed. 

      The ports were huge, showcasing how much trade cycled from Primodat to Lornia. The ships on the map were tiny and severely lacking. Not my concern for the moment, but intriguing since the kingdom was in a booming period. 

      “Yes, not far off,” Nathanael said, moving my piece to Riverten. “Okay, father is in a dungeon awaiting a trial, his wives in our private estate in Crimm. That includes my older brothers who drank wine while Semma was conquered. Duke Lacroy nominated me for a Count while giving me Viscount for the interim. You’re a temporary baron. Both of our cases will be stuck in front of the new king who almost always signs off on what his duke’s requests. You’re to—”

      “Make Riverten amazing!” I exclaimed and there was chuckling. 

      Targon chimed in to say, “Burn it to ash and rebuild, just know, since your needs are sanctioned by the Duke, and the builders from our sacked settlement returned, they are going to you ... after Seema is fixed.”

      “Yeah, I can only begin to imagine the amount of skilled workers I would need to build something like this out in the woods,” I said.

      Norlan smiled and said, “That is without you hiring from here, Clruss, Branfield, or Crimm. We certainly can find people needing work in the winter. Most folks sit in homes with their wives making new babies to squall next summer.”

      There was chuckling from around the table. 

      “I take it there is a reason Clruss was brought up before Branfield as an option,” I said and Nathanael winced.

      “Taxes. Father could avoid a double tax by trading away from Branfield. Speaking of which, I’ve got a few things for you,” Nathanael said handing me a token. “That will have your share of the salvaged dwarven weapons and armor. It is a bank token for your new account here. Should Trimi fall, so does your fortune, and should you move it, transport it to Crimm or wherever at your own risk.”

      “So … what you’re saying is the battlefield was cleaned, and I got a small cut. The Duke sent a healer to visit me and is returning the stolen livestock we—”

      “A quarter, yes,” Norlan said and I sighed. “The recovered funds were minimal. We lost Ted and Maria during the fighting besides the vixens fleeing north. They died to arrows early in the battle. The Viscount has let us stay for free as guests and our coffers are sitting idle.”

      I bit my fingernail in frustration. “Going to take a guess here, healers are not something on the open market?” I asked.

      “No, they’re extremely rare. Why, what were you thinking?” Lady Pela asked from her corner. 

      I wished she wasn’t in here, mainly because I didn’t want to hear her answer. “I want to buy a healer, and before you scoff. I have lots and lots of gold.”

      Surprisingly, she stood with a smile. “I understand both. The problem is you need the castle to keep the healer locked inside of. They’re an investment, and yes, get stolen or murdered when a competing healer’s business revenue declines, or another noble wants what you have. I heard your realm healed a broken arm in weeks.”

      “Sure but … that may not always be the case. The realm back home is weakening in unique ways. Your point is a valid one. Build the hearth before the fire,” I said and she smiled with a nod. “Has the capital been sending more workers and crown servants here?”

      “Yes, and no. More than usual, but not in the sense it was the same as last month. Snows really delay travel and blanket the roads. By spring I expect a swath of—”

      “Wait,” I said, wagging my finger at Nathanael. “So, Crimm will be flush with the desperate and mostly contained by the snows?” 

      “Uh yeah, normally the city hangs more violators in winter than any other time,” Targon said in a sour tone. 

      “I need magic supplies, and apparently a frontier army. They won’t turn away gold will they?” I asked and the room laughed at this.

      “For rabble no, but you’re talking a hard march of three to six weeks each way in blizzard season. This far south, winter gets brutal sooner than later,” Nathanael said, sliding a finger from Crimm to Trimi. “You can do it as a massive wagon train, heated tents, and enough gold. I also won’t be surprised if you receive a spring summons anyway.”

      “To the King’s Court?” I asked.

      Targon nodded.  “You cowed the dwarves into giving up loot. That is sacrilege, frightening to the point where the Duke sent his frail healer to fix your wound. Alas, you going during winter will be a win-win.

      “Meet a king, bend the knee, get heaps of marriage offers, and come home with an army of trash. The crown is happy you reduced food intake as well as problems. You get an army and a massive work force.”

      I smiled, liking Targon proposal. I said, “That’s fair. All right, this is what I want to do. I’ll jump to my other home and start ferrying gold to the drop spot. Norlan, I need you to buy up every wagon we can. I’ll take my guard with me, but I want a caravan awaiting us outside of Riverten. If I’m late, chop trees to create firewood until you reach my arrival spot.”

      “Yes, Master,” Norlan said. 

      Nathanael folded his arms. “So, straight to Crimm with riches they won’t expect. Wish I could join you.”

      “Attacking an entrenched foe in winter is a bad idea. As bad as charging at dwarven cavalry,” I mumbled, wishing I had a staff to lean against. “I want to finish the wolf-kin off or at least kill that enemy mage. Just because I can’t free Gabriella or Ryleigh yet, doesn’t mean I won’t rescue them.”

      “Except you need a proper army, a base, and you have neither. The winter will be hard, Master,” Rivinia said, speaking for the first time. “Your people will get to brave the snow in warm gear and heated tents. Something that is beyond rare. A proper caring, by a proper noble.”

      I smiled, feeling motivated. “Okay, thank you for your hospitality Viscount Nathanael, Lady Pela. It seems we have things set in order for a grand adventure this winter.”

      There was a cordial goodbye with me retreating to the room I had recovered in. Lidia was here, wanting to stay in Trimi until my return. The problem was, I would probably go home, move gold, and then not return to Earth for a month if not more. It was already May, meaning people would notice her lack of answered calls and messages. 

      She gave in when I said Harmony would need a medical checkup anyway. While Norlan stayed to bring wagons to Riverten I grabbed, Libby, Susanna, and a few other mages. We shopped at the local market for unique trinkets and items from Lornia before assembling in the fort’s staging area. With a quick spell we returned to Earth.
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      Being gone for weeks resulted in little changes besides slightly warmer weather and only faint traces of the previous winter.

      I inhaled in the rich smell of cedar, happy to be home. The mansion shined as if someone pressure washed it. My purple cyber truck gleamed and everything was as it should be. 

      Well, there was a new oddity. An argument outside the tent city reached us all the way up the long driveway.

      Dad!? Yeah, that was my dad who was raising hell with Lidia on the way to the rescue.

      I groaned at the fact I hadn’t anticipated this. 

      Lidia squealed in happiness, dragging Pete and Harmony to see our parents. Rivinia kissed my cheek, whispering about wanting a toilet to use while reading the news.

      Before I went inside, I sent the helpers down to the tent to drop off our purchases. When I felt like there was calm enough I went to find out how many messages were waiting on my phone. Judging by the screaming at the base of the hill - a lot.

      “Everything okay, Master?” Libby asked with concern. 

      I nodded, not wanting to talk about it. “Take a shower, then start prepping the vault and find everyone’s spare cold weather gear,” I ordered. “There is going to be a long trip so might as well bring extra stuff.” 

      Susanna kissed one cheek with Libby kissing the other. The two women ran into the house happily, elbowing each other about something. It was good to see them doing so well. Then again, Lornians handled loss far better than most.  

      Entering the foyer led to a second surprise. Off to the left sat Ming in my kitchen, chatting with a quarter fey girl with small bunny ears and a fluffy tail. Ming was not in her power suit, instead going for casual clothes, telling me something was up. Her hair appeared frazzled and she seemed paler than normal. 

      “Ming, so nice to see you,” I said with a fake tone that matched my fake smile. “I tried to call and you never picked up.”

      She snorted. “Probably because I’m dying,” she said, removing her wig. Things started to add up quickly. Although, I’d never heard of estrogen to treat cancer, this clearly looked like post chemo. “I’ve been in chemo for the past month. Hence you’re sporadic to no answered calls while I was gone.”

      “Well… sheesh. I’m sorry I was rude. I just figured—”

      “I was avoiding you? No. The powers want to get more items from Lornia like that honey. That cured Alzheimer’s disease. Can you believe that!?” Ming said and I smiled.

      “That’s fabulous news. We did buy random fruit and trinkets before—”

      Ming stood quickly. “To the tents then. So, your money has been earning interest, did you have any needs?”

      “Are you still my liaison?” I asked, walking with her toward my parents, who thankfully, were no longer screaming. “Uh … I … Damn. Guess I gotta deal with this.”

      “Yes, visit with your parents, you never know when it may be your last,” Ming said sadly, likely recalling when she lost her parents. “As for your liaison, yes and no. I need a Lornian healer or I die in six months. So … consider my fortune yours and my contacts at your disposal.”

      “Please tell me you have turned my vault into Fort Knox?” I said eagerly. She gave me a goofy look.

      “You have what eleven or twelve thousand gold coins?” Ming asked, pausing as we arrived at the hazmat entrance. 

      “Not enough. Honestly, you’ll see that there is a bright future in Lornia with enough gold. We are, as in my group, are going to Crimm, the capital,” I said.

      “Getting all the best trinkets and mage stuff?” Ming asked. 

      I shook my head but shrugged. “Sorta. Sure we will do that. Mostly to build my army up so I can build an epic castle.”

      She placed an arm around mine so I could help her walk.

      “You want to stay there?” Ming asked.

      “I tell myself I’m undecided but deep down, I don’t like this mansion. Sure, I’m the boss. A nice boss inside a prison,” I said with a sigh.

      “You were mentioning the capital.”

      “Oh right. Crimm means there will probably be a healer we can hire for you. The question becomes how many gold bars does it cost to cure you?” I said with a shrug. “Regardless, if money is still inflowing here I want to build there. I have a barony to establish. Is it barony or kingdom?”

      “Barony,” Ming said with an exhausted sigh. She looked like shit with her drooping face and puffy eyes. “How much do you want converted into gold?”  

      “All of it, and yesterday,” I said, helping her to sit on a bench. 

      When she got on the phone to start making things happen, I left her be. 

      A door checker in a hazmat suit sat at a desk. I signed my name, my temperature was taken, and a prick of blood was retrieved. I walked through the corridors of tent hallways following the visitor signs. 

      “They said you were sick, while you said you were fine. Then boom, we’re going on a hiking trip and then nothing, for weeks!” my dad shouted. When I arrived he beamed a smile. “I almost didn’t believe that Krissy girl. You were always my adventuring partner, what happened to asking me to go too? I love hiking in the spring.”

      I sighed, taking a seat, and facing my father through the thin vinyl wall. Mother was smiling, holding a pen and paper. She would want to take notes, kinda where I got my planner desires from. 

      “You want the truth? It's so crazy I can tell you because no one else will believe you,” I said.

      Mom snickered. “That man has fucking horns, Trevor,” Mom said, and I winced.

      That was the problem with fey. While they looked normal to me now, they weren't. More importantly what I had grown used to was a shock to them. 

      “Yeah… Fair point. Uh, this is—”

      “You’re late T, we’re past introductions,” Dad said impatiently.

      T was his nickname for me no one else got to use. I pulled the gem from my neck. “What do you see?” I asked them. 

      Mom shrugged but Dad gulped. I was both elated and concerned that his eyes lit up at seeing the magic.

      “How is it doing that?” he asked.

      “Magic,” I said in a manly way to the point it was almost with a grunt.

      He nodded. “So, you can what? Alter people until they have antlers?” Dad asked and mom was losing her composure. She clenched her pen to the point I thought it might pop.

      “Eh, no, I can do this,” I said, jumping to the gateway and just vanishing in front of them. I waited a few seconds before returning. “Ta da!”

      Dad tapped on the clear vinyl to see if it was a screen. “It’s real,” Lidia said. “Pete and Harmony come from a place called Lornia. It is filled with magical folk. Trevor is a badass sorcerer who immolates people that cross him.”

      “Why would he emulate people that make him angry?” Mom asked, confusion etched on her face. Her long brown hair was scraggly from the drive and she was even more impatient than Dad was.  

      Dad had a roaring laughter, eyeing me proudly. “Immolate honey. As in burn alive to sacrifice to magical gods.”

      Our laughter came to a screeching halt when mom vomited into her cupped hands. She ran for the exit. Dad went to follow her.

      “Dad, wait!” I said, getting him to pause. “Things are only getting started here and in Lornia. I … I don’t know if I’ll keep coming back here.”

      He eyed me intently, his fading hair seemed to be receding faster. “Look T, I’ll level with you. Lidia has someone calling her mom and a man who stood up to me over her happiness. You suddenly own a mansion with goons out front. You’re in a prison and you didn’t even call this place home.”

      I nodded sadly. “You cross this line, about two hallways over and you can stay in a mansion!” I said, spinning it the best I could. “But some kinky shit goes on you definitely don’t wanna see your son or daughter do.”

      “Trevor!” Lidia said covering Harmony’s ears. 

      He glanced over his shoulder, seeing Mom crying. “Real quick. What’s this magical realm like?”

      “Dad, I promise I can call you, and catch you all up if you set the auto drive on your Tesla,” I said, feeling bad for Mom. 

      “Short version, hurry. She’s going to be a mess for at least a few months,” Dad said with a mix of excitement to hear of Lornia and a part sadness because of Mom.

      “Well, there is no technology. There are stone castles, long travel times, and all sorts of magical creatures. Women are inferior to men and yet superior to fey. The fiefdom structure revolves around growing enough food to feed the peasants so they don’t revolt. There is a slave nation to the west, dragons and elves to the south. Dwarves and wolf-kin to the east. Dryads and ratkin to the north and northeast. 

      “Then there are internal fights, treachery, and land squabbles. The architecture is majestic. For a hundred thousand worth of gold you could become a noble if you rode to Crimm to buy a title, and rich tradesmen do, then boom, you get to manage a premade barony. There are duels, battles, jousts, tournaments, mage academy’s and oh! A healer who fixed an arrow I took to the gut.”

      I opened the robes and he smirked seeing nothing. My father leaned his head against the vinyl. I joined his forehead to mine.

      “Hey T, even if you take an arrow, keep getting up. You’ll always be my adventuring partner. Love you, Lidia, take care of your brother. We’ll tell Hanna you two are backpacking the mountains. Stay safe. I want you both to know we love you. You ... have some grand adventures okay. Never stop being you.”

      And with that our father fled the room to console Mom. Lidia and Harmony hugged me. 

      “How about it?” I asked.

      “What’s that?” Lidia questioned.

      “Let’s go to Lornia, build a castle, establish a barony, unlock more magic, figure out how the stones in Montana have magic, and become something greater than we ever could be here.”

      There were nervous cheers as we headed back toward the mansion and into the unknown.
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MAY 12TH 2023

        

      

    

    
      Jury duty! Unreal. I was beyond shocked. Lidia poked fun at me before I made the trip to the courthouse in Great Falls. I tried to get out of the ordeal, but it was a selection process that even my benefactors couldn’t block.

      Apparently, my selections on the digital form they sent on Monday were not zany enough. I was a park ranger with no priors, held a masters, and had my life together. All the rest of the dumb shit I said didn’t matter.

      I sat in the lobby waiting to go before a judge with some attorneys to be interviewed. The seating area was large, with only a few folks tapping away at phones to pass the time. There were these super uncomfortable seats with a few fake plants on top of drab white tile.

      My leg was in a constant bounce, irritating the Karen a few seats over. Like I cared if she was judging me.

      I had places to be, things to do, and riches to make. There was zero desire to find some drunk driver who hit a bus guilty. I mean…it was all over the news a month ago, and this was Montana.

      Breaking local news thrived on a story of a laid off employee getting stupid drunk at 2 P.M. and hitting a city bus that killed three when it flipped. That was something I never understood about the justice system.

      There should be no trial.

      He should be burned for his crimes.

      Then again, maybe Lornian ways were taking root in my darkening heart.

      I halted my leg bounce, walking for the vending machine. I quickly slid my phone over the purchase scanner, resulting in the sound of coffee spilling into a recyclable cup. While I waited for it to fill, I tapped a foot and bit my fingernail.

      Yeah, I was agitated.

      Life had come to a screeching halt when this nonsense got in the way. Before I left today I deposited Libby on Lornia.

      That lovely quiet lady of mine was in full winter leathers, waiting to greet my other teams bringing wagons. The snow was coming down in decent chunks leaving me a bit concerned…I had to tell myself she had weapons, a heater tent, and supplies for a month.

      I ordered her to establish a little base camp while I dealt with this Earth issue. We even stashed some of the gold that was piling up at the mansion near the arrival point. All great news. This, however, was not.

      Sorting through the lids, I grabbed one, popping it on my coffee that warned me it was too hot. A splash had me waving my wrist from the burning feeling.

      No shit it's hot! Why can’t I be fire and burn proof on Earth?

      There was a part of me that was longing to be back in Lornia, where I held power so grand people feared me. Instead I was here getting hurt by a splash of hot coffee.

      I blew on the mild burn, soothing the spot. A sensation washed over me. Unlike the rage or the joy, this was calming. I needed calm. Desperately so if you asked Lidia, Ming, Susanna, Rivinia, Krissy and well, everyone.

      A few days’ vacation in the warm sands sounded lovely. Hell, at this point I’d even take a day at yoga.

      Returning to my seat, I ignored the stares that my black robes with their red trim garnered. Yeah, I was that odd guy who stuck out like one of those fanatic wizarding geeks.

      So be it: I enjoyed wearing comfy robes with boxers and a plain shirt. The feeling was liberating with a splash of cloud nine. Coming to Great Falls meant I wanted every bit of peace and serenity I could manage.

      I sighed, seeing Yukio’s hired goons watching me try to get comfortable. Having a secretive rich man fence your items from a magical realm had its perks.

      The three guards in black suits and white earpieces spying on me through the windows didn’t help me keep a low profile.

      That irritated spot on my hand flared in pain. I blew on the blemish while welcoming the cool relaxing breeze. When I closed my eyes, I was no longer wanting to achieve my Zen on the beach and was instead in the arctic.

      My Zen spot in my mind had snow falling around the cutest little penguins. The adorable animals swarmed around me singing a wonderful song. I kept my eyes shut tight, humming their tune, and swaying to the gentle vibes. I enjoyed the peace and calm for what felt like hours.

      There was an unexpected clattering of teeth, followed by a finger jabbing into my shoulder. It was chilly outside but not bad at this time of year. Certainly not even heavy jacket weather, leaving me confused.

      I opened my eyes, focusing on my cheap dispensed coffee. When I tipped the liquid back, nothing came out. Imagine my surprise when I lifted the lid to find my coffee had turned to ice.

      Hmm…Didn’t see this coming. At least it was just the coffee.

      When I shot a glance around the room, what I saw was troublesome. The window was partially frosted over, and the room was cold, except it felt normal to me. Others… well, they had frosted breath.

      The guards outside were talking rapidly into wrist pieces. I scanned the room, finally noticing everyone had phone cameras pointed in my direction.

      “Uh…” I said.

      “You - you - you - turned blue,” the lady stammered.

      “Awesome!” I said with a fist pump. I swapped to a nonchalant tone. “I’ve been working on that gag for months.”

      Undeterred by the peasants, I ran for the thermostat in the building. Outside was high fifties. In here, with the heater blowing, it was 36 degrees.

      Two revelations left me thrilled and concerned. I cast magic on Earth, and I cast magic on Earth in front of cameras with only a ruby around my neck.

      The door to the courtroom burst open. A burly uniformed man with a star on his chest strode out. He scanned the room with a hand near his holster.

      “There is a sign that says do not touch the thermostat!” the officer said.

      After inspecting his badge, I saw he was deputy sheriff. Too old and angry to be intimidating. Certainly was the type that got old and worked for fun because their lives were shit.

      “Who was it!?” he asked with a boom in his voice that demanded respect.

      All fingers pointed to me. To be fair, I had just touched the thermostat.

      “He turned blue!” the Karen explained. I waited for it. “Arrest him.” And there it was.

      The deputy scoffed. “This is jury duty! He turned blue. Ha! Same thing my three-year-old does when she doesn’t get candy. I see a million excuses. Get over yourself, lady.” He muttered under his breath something I couldn’t understand. “Come with me. You’re getting a citation, and a fine,” the deputy said.

      I shrugged, following him. A fine seemed a bit harsh. At the same time, I wasn’t about to quibble with him given my current financial status.

      A different man focused on his tablet, came out, and said, “Trevor Berns.”

      I raised a hand, turning it into a wave as I left. I saw him mark something on his tablet and then he called out the next person in line for an interview.

      Score.

      I guess all I needed to do was mess with a thermostat to get out of jury duty.

      The entire time I dealt with my fine I couldn’t help but wonder if I could do ice magic on Lornia. Well, that and I wanted to burn the asshole berating my behavior into cinders.

      Hmm… If I could start burning things on Earth that would be delightful.

      Ten minutes later, I left Great Falls, ecstatic to be out of that place. Charming town really, just the courthouse felt beneath me.

      On the drive home I tried to light a fire in my palm.

      I failed for an hour before swapping to ice magic. The guards Yukio hired never complained when I chilled the limousine.

      I found out there was a downside to casting magic on Earth. A lesson I learned the hard way. You slip into sleep when you use too much energy.
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314TH DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      There are plus and minus sides to everything in life. Being a fire mage in winter was a boon that everyone enjoyed, making my work feel validated. The downside was my ruby reserves were in need of new energy. 

      “I’m ready,” Susanna said, holding a squealing small pig. 

      In a dramatic gesture I stuck my arm out, waiting for effect. I shifted my arm to give a thumbs down. My two lovely ladies stared at me in confusion. 

      “I don’t get it,” Libby said. 

      “Oh, really?” I was miffed they missed my point. “So… thumbs down, means kill it.”

      Susanna’s blade dove into the oinking pig’s neck, ripping forward. Blood spilled out and onto the snowy forest floor. The warm liquid soaked the snow, creating circular divots. The piglet’s kicks and struggles ended fairly quickly. 

      I waited for the magic to rise. I waited a bit more, and… nothing.

      “So much for moving animals from Earth to here to recharge my gems. It was worth the effort to test. Thank you, Susanna,” I said in an even tone. I raised my voice to address those around a roaring fire not far off. “Piglet for dinner!” There were cheers at this news.  

      Susanna left to prepare the pig for the roast. The sound of my mini army was boisterous. Two dozen wagons lined up facing for Riverten. After a nice meal it was time to leave and finally start moving this gold to civilization.

      At least Libby cleared about a hundred trees in the area, and the others made a semi road. 

      A loud oink revealed a hog being led over by Libby. She dragged the nervous hog closer by a rope, coaxing the animal with soothing words. “He was rooting in Riverten. Luckily he cornered himself. Been my only friend for a week before the others showed up,” Libby said and I threw my hands up in the air. “Sorry, Master, I even let him go and he wouldn’t leave.”

      I shook my head in pity. Libby was such a caring and gentle soul, “Because you fed him all your scraps.” 

      She guiltily stared at the ground. By the gods she was adorable. A bit emotional at times, but she was my tender bear babe. 

      Rivinia came over petting a rabbit. “Let her keep the hog, it’ll be a good breeder. I can kill this thing.”

      “Do it,” I said.

      Rivinia swapped from holding the rabbit lovingly, to grabbing it by the ears. The animal shrieked for a moment. Rivinia karate chopped the neck, killing the rabbit in a smooth motion. 

      Energy balled over the animal that I siphoned into the ruby in my new staff. 

      “Okay, that worked. I guess we need to start a farm here,” I said, tapping my cheek for Libby to kiss. “I’ll be back in time for the departure.”

      My lovely Libby kissed my cheek. A second later I cast myself to the hallway, and walked into the double doors for Earth. 

      From freezing snow-covered grounds with gloomy overcast to a bright sunny day with mild temperatures in Montana. Most of my team was in Lornia. I just had one last big trip to do before the mission back to Trimi.  

      Ming coughed, her hacks resulting in a wet noise. She was in her travel gear, dressed for winter. I saw Yukio holding her in a tender embrace. 

      While sweet, I knew I had other work to do.

      The beep of a reversing truck told me our horses had finally arrived. Stallions were expensive in both Lornia and America. However… bringing massive war mounts of my own was certainly something I could afford to do. 

      I wanted horses that would wow Lornians, plus the stout brutes could haul additional gold. 

      A rancher was standing behind the huge horse trailer, backing it up.

      She wore a cowgirl hat with timberland boots. Those dangly things dangled off her jacket. You could tell she didn’t give a shit about looks and was all about functionality.  

      “Stop,” she shouted. The sound of air brakes hissing let the horses know they were about to be let out. I approached the trailer openings to pet the big brutes. “Um, sir. You…”

      “I’m Trevor, and yes the client,” I said. She was clearly puzzled by my wintery outfit. I couldn’t blame her; there was no renaissance fair for an excuse. Black with red trim robe, a metal staff with leather bindings, and a short sword were not subtle in 2023 America. “You okay?”

      “Peachy… Look, sir. I… I hope you ain’t sacrificin’ my boys or something,” she said in that tone that was snide while trying to be respectful. 

      This had to be the breeder. Lorili Paskin. Ran Mountain Ridge Farms and I paid a staggering hundred thousand per Clydesdale horse two weeks ago. I paid even more for a big boy from Grant’s Farm. The iconic Clydesdale came from the very home I saw famous horses at during my YouTube ads. They only sold the one, the rest of the stallions were the best there was from around the country. 

      “Never. They’re everything I dreamed about,” I said happily. 

      I gave a silent thanks Lidia was not here. She’d be screaming for joy. 

      The rancher and her helper opened the back gate, lowering the ramp. One by one the magnificent stallions were led out. A work out dipping bar served as a hitching post. The four beauts were tied up and trailer one was replaced by trailer two backing up. A big crew cab truck with a small enclosed trailer pulled up to the horses. 

      I sighed, seeing a man and his two sons start saddling the Clydesdales. Seeing the brothers had me thinking of my vixens.

      Unfortunately, I hadn’t received an update on Gabriella and Ryleigh. I honestly figured there wouldn’t be going forward. When you accept immature women into your life you end up with problems. I left the workers to find Lorili.

      “Got any paperwork for me?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Ya paid cash up front. Your assistant already has all the documents and we inspected the barn at the lot below the estate. Everything is good to go. These came from all over Canada. Good stallions. Great horses. I’m puzzled by you. While the money cleared, I still don’t like leaving horses in the hands of -”

      “I get it. We’re rich and going camping. I appreciate the hard work on short notice,” I said in a pleasant tone to appease her. 

      I headed inside, doing one last run through to the bedroom. After my trip to Great Falls, I learned magic on Earth sucked. 

      I passed out three more times before deciding I needed to wait for my energy to recharge. It bothered me that I had no concept of when that was.

      Honestly, I didn’t need to freeze water here anyway. I had a freezer for that and smacking into the ground mid-cast lost its appeal after a couple of crashes.

      What I did care about was that I could drain gems on Lornia to freeze water. The downside was that my gems were in need of charging. 

      Ming sent a digging teams to the site I marked.

      My crashed section of cliff face resulted in the digging team arriving at my home with over eight thousand tubs of dirt with stones in them. Ninety-three were magical gems and one was bigger than all the others. 

      The new mega ruby went into a custom crafted staff I had a metal worker construct. This staff wouldn’t melt when… I, well, became flame.

      The team stopped coming back with shiny rubies, and only stones. Telling me that whatever charged that section and created those special stones was depleted.

      I had almost two hundred to work from, which was great. There was still the mystery of how they got on Earth, and how I could see them.  

      These questions remained unanswered as we used a month of preparation. Buying gold and minting them into Lornian coins was easy once set up. We had so many, I was shocked.

      Then I was bitter from the tireless process. Moving gold between planets was super not on my to-do list ever again. 

      Just in case, Ming purchased a few chests of gems, and a few crates of rare metals. Getting her a healer was a top priority. At least her comfy custom wagon survived the trip to Lornia. A few pillows vanished but she’d be riding in comfort. 

      Yukio found me saying goodbye to my room. 

      “I want you to take Lars,” Yukio said, rehashing an argument that wasn’t an argument. 

      “Okay,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time.

      “He takes orders from Ming,” Yukio said. I was about to quibble when he inhaled and exhaled in a calming manner. “You take priority on orders. He now understands.”

      “Delightful,” I said with outstretched arms of happiness.

      “Thank you,” Yukio said with a slight bow, honoring me. 

      I tapped his shoulder. “It's a team effort. You get that Alzheimer’s thing knocked out and I’ll work on this list.”

      “I appreciate your positivity and wish you good luck. Your new wall will be done by the time you get home,” he said.

      We were expanding the Montana estate.

      An apartment, stable, a training arena, and everything I’d need when moving troops between planets. I still needed to sacrifice a Lornian animal here and see if it worked for recharging my gems. 

      We were getting low from all the moving. Speaking of that, I dug into a tupperware box, finding a dazzling smaller gem. I brushed off the dust, exposing the gem, and transferred the energy from the small stone to the big gem in the staff. 

      If I wasn’t careful, I’d be going to hospitals soon to reap the energy from the dying. Even the thought had my darker heart not welcoming the idea. 

      I left my room, said goodbye to Krissy who was in charge during our long departure. I called Dad, saying another goodbye. He hinted at wanting to go on a trip with me, but would need to wait for a better time. 

      There was a big smile. I… I think he’d understand Lornia. I wanted to believe my father would support me. He would understand my need to harden my resolve as I became something else.

      A master capable of surviving in Lornia. Maybe I was trying to vindicate my actions that bothered me at times. 

      I exited the foyer for the outside, heading for the horses. It was time to pick my battle mount. Darcy, the one I used during the battle of the night, was still healing in Trimi from minor burns. There was a sad sigh as I walked the line. 

      Each of these horses were huge and sure to cause a scene in Lornia. I knew which one I wanted - the biggest one was chestnut with gorgeous white feathering around his hooves. This was the million dollar horse. He stood a hand taller than the others and skeptically eyed me when I approached. 

      “Here,” Min said, handing me an apple. 

      I accepted the treat and fed it to Tsar. The horse nickered, happy for the tasty morsel. After a few scratches, we were ready. I gave a final look around my estate before preparing to leave. 

      “Everyone, get between a horse, and touch a neck on each side,” I said, ordering the last of us to make the trip. 

      A minute later I transported us to an enlarged hallway. The horses were led by the reins to the Lornian portal with a large smile. I set off on the grand adventure to establish a second home, learn new magic, and exploit the fantasy world.
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321ST DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      “You’re crazy,” Nathanael said with a huff of frosted breath. 

      We were in his courtyard after seven days of dreadfully slow travel. A few factors that really slowed us:  the constant snows clogged the roads and obscured any blocks in the way, and two wagons broke from all the damn gold.

      Yes, we had repair parts. Which actually, in hindsight, I wish we just ditched those wagons instead of spending a day on each to fix them.

      The dirt road from Trimi to Riverten required a special type of wheel meant for hauling trees. My caravan had small wheels meant for nice roads. Meaning, building a road would be a priority of mine if I did build a base in Riverten. 

      Finally, among the horses there was one Clydesdale who was a crafty asshole. The damn horse was a pro at undoing knots. Even when we built quick fencing, he’d move the fence or jump it.

      That horse would tease the men, leading them on long chases. If he wasn’t so valuable I’d have ordered him abandoned. 

      The horse had a very free spirit. So free… I gave him to Viscount Nathanael. Who seemed less enthused than I thought he would be.

      “I can sell him to you then,” I said, folding my arms. The whole ride here the men were drooling over the fabulous stallions. I try to give one away and get told I’m crazy. At least Nathanael had a sad look. “Are you going to invite us in?”

      “I can’t take him. That is a political death trap, I appreciate the offer,” Nathanael said, petting the horse. I could tell he was in love and scared of taking on the horse for some reason I didn’t understand. 

      “Fine. Are you going to invite us in?”

      He grimaced, resulting in me almost stomping a foot into the snow. “I have a dwarven delegation in my home.” He rubbed the back of his neck, clearly not wanting to piss me off more. “Trevor… this horse is worth a fortune. Like… I advise you not to take these stallions to the capital.”

      I frowned, tucking my chin in frustration. “Do you want the stallion or not?”

      “This is worth more than this city,” his brown eyes bored into me as he hissed. “Like owning it is nothing but problems for both of us. In Lornia, a stallion like this is worth more than a Prince.”

      “Ah,” I said. “So taking the stallions into Crimm will lead to me getting robbed or summoned?” 

      “Yeah, I mean.” He chuckled when the stallion kissed him. “If a grand entrance is what you're after, then bring them. Just know, they will ask who else was given one. When you say me… I probably won't live long,” Nathanael said with sadness. The two were big goofs with each other. “He is a marvel though.”

      “Breed him, and I’ll say he had a bad hoof. Needing stabling and I forced you to take him, but he is still available,” I said, making up a cover.

      He nodded. “That’d work. You sure do know how to pick a horse. I feel like I owe you my first born daughter or something.”

      “We’re partners, and don’t get the wrong idea. This is an act of friendship. And save your daughter for someone she loves. Here is a massive cock instead,” I said, smacking the horse’s ass.

      He chuckled. “You going to stay long?”

      “Nope. I bought wagons, tents, warriors, and servants. Enough to fight a small army in the winter. After a long debate, I’m going to Farlake Academy, and then the mages guild in Crimm,” I said, leaning on my staff. 

      Lady Pela came waltzing down from the interior of the fort with Targon at her side. “Save me, Sir Trevor, the dwarves complain about the lack of stout ale endlessly.”

      “Targon, Lady Pela, tell your lord to quit whining,” I said to light laughter. “This is… uh, I forgot his name actually. This stallion is fucking wild and a pain in the ass. Hence he’s your problem, bad hoof or some such.”

      “Ha, you should keep him,” Targon said in jest, except his eyes fixated on the stallion that for once seemed to be content. “I’ll send him to Baron Kellum’s stables.”

      Targon left with the horse, sealing its fate. 

      We saw the fine stallion prance outside the fort’s gate. Beyond guards, my caravan was staged through the city. I was planning on spending a night around a warm fire, but there was no inn to host us all in one spot, and now the local lord had to reject me. The boisterous sound of drinking dwarves told me we would drive on without much rest. 

      “So no Clruss?” Nathanael asked.

      I shook my head. “Magic is my priority. I was also thinking… that I may buy a title.”

      Lady Pela grew confused. “Why?”

      “There are eagles who can carry me, correct?” I asked and they nodded. “Building a roost at my arrival point is so much easier. Then I can just take over a nice castle that I can improve.”

      “Oh… you want a castle now. I get it. You should still build both. Especially since I know how much gold you just dumped into our vaults,” Pela said with a smile.

      It was only about ten percent. We had buried about twenty percent of our wealth near the arrival point. The rest was going to Crimm. I needed a healer, a castle, a mage instructor, and more. The best place to store my wealth was in the central bank. That was clear. Having a reserve in friendly territory also made sense. 

      “I intend to do exactly that come spring. The ground is frozen solid, Riverten residents are hiding in Clruss, and the servant markets for building my army are pooling up in Crimm,” I said with a shrug.

      “We appreciate the gift and the faith in us,” Nathanael said with Pela nodding. “Next time a big estate or establishment is vacant or for sale I’ll stick your name on it as first bidder so you have a home here too.”

      Pela smiled and said, “We appreciate you hiring humans this time too. A balanced army is a good one.”

      “Ha! I had little choice, they were all that was left. Now that I understand binding magic, the idea of bringing others hungry for work made sense. There were a lot who refused to follow a man who worked closely with part fey.” I grumbled a bit, stomping my feet that ached for the carriage’s warmth.

      “Well, thank you, and sorry we can’t properly supply you,” Pela said genuinely. Any animosity from our previous meeting was gone. 

      “At least I brought extra food too,” I mentioned. 

      Trimi residents still might starve from the earlier loss of livestock. No amount of gold was worth having people go hungry. A lot of our wagon supplies was excessive amounts of food. We spared a big portion of it to the city to help it through the winter.  

      “You sure Lidia is going to be okay at the inn?”

      “Absolutely,” Nathanael said in a confident tone. “Thanks again for selling me some bread. It will help us a lot. Between you and the mushroom carts the dwarves brought we should have no starvations this winter.”

      We knew Trimi would be low on resources after the short war. Our wagons were loaded with supplies to feed us and not take from here. Without the wild horse, cleared road, and minimal stops, we should reach Farlake in two weeks, and Crimm three weeks after that. 

      “Happy to help,” I said with a slight shiver. I was about ready to go when Nathanael’s eyes widened remembering something.

      “Almost forgot. Master Mage Telfi is purchasing full fey. I already sold him what the lads captured from the war. Ten gold for uninjured, five for wounded. I know gold means less to you but the prices are crazy high because… Well, I couldn’t figure it out. Just be mindful the new men you hired will be eager to earn some side hustle,” Nathanael said, handing me a bounty note.

      I folded up the parchment when I saw Norlan passing the exterior guards. My one eyed captain was rubbing his hand with frosted breaths. The man had to load up his family in a day.

      Sure he had help, but moving was always exhausting. I was against taking kids to the capital but he said if we settled into a new home, the winter was the time to take them. Far less banditry.  

      “We’re ready to go, Baron,” Norlan said, clasping forearms with Nathanael. “Any word on the vixens?”

      “First thing your master asked about. No word, they likely found a new home somewhere in the north. As for the dastardly alpha and his mage are locked in the mountain, breeding to replenish numbers. Or so we think,” Nathanael said with a dry tone.

      No one cared for Gabriella and Ryleigh since they abandoned us. We all said things like we did, but we didn’t. They made a choice, and lived with it, just like we all had to. The reality was sad.  

      Those were the wrong kind of thoughts to start a journey on though. 

      “This is my cue. See you both when I can, and thanks for the help,” I said, clasping forearms of both Nathanael and Pela. 

      Norlan and I spun, heading for our caravan. “And the family?” I asked him. 

      “Excited. The ladies always wanted me to be a knight. Getting head guard was a crowning achievement. A knight is well beyond that. I just hope Gabby is okay in Montana while we adventure to a new home,” he said, rubbing his eye patch.

      “If I get a healer, can they fix that?” I asked. 

      He nodded. “I get it, Master. You’re… different in all the right ways as a leader. Just… crushed hopes are far worse than unexpected surprises.”

      I bit my fingernail, nibbling on those wise words. He opened my carriage door for me where Rivinia had new books waiting for me to read. Excellent. The trip to Farlake would hopefully be boring. 

      A warm cushion, a good book, and after the snap of reins, the constant jostle of a carriage. Two weeks. I sure hope it went by fast.
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      Ten days of tedious travel later my ladies got their periods. I thanked the heavens above, not because I was anti-child, just that I wasn’t ready. Since we’d been spending so much time in Lornia, about half the women did not…

      The IUDs we had put in were… plastic. They simply didn’t transition to Lornia. Leaving all the ladies very fertile. More than a few of the young women held a voracious sexual appetite, which made me nervous. This also resulted in a grumpy Susanna and comforting Libby. 

      I was in the middle of relieving my Susanna of her pent up stress when there was a knock on the cabin door. Rivinia walked in allowing a gust of frigid air, chilling my bare ass while I drove my cock into that delightfully swollen pussy. 

      “We got a problem,” Rivinia said, shutting the door quickly.

      Susanna reached back for my hips, wanting me to keep thrusting into her rapidly. I grinned, knowing she was desperate to finish. Even with her bleeding, I still pulled out when we climaxed together. The inner immature part of me giggled as cum coated her abs. The other part of me wanted more when Rivinia licked my seed off Susanna’s belly

      I went to a nearby rag to clean off while she continued to moan. I’d get more later; apparently being a Baron meant I was needed in the middle of a blizzard.

      After cleaning off I shimmied into my pants, heading for the carriage door. Susanna was already hurrying to join us when I left.

      A blanketing white snow was whipped by a fierce wind. The weather had turned to the point the horses in the front wanted a break. It was so hard to judge time when you were in a blanket storm like this. Thankfully massive fires roared to fight the cold and keep our caravan warm. 

      An extra strong blast assaulted my face, causing my hairs to rise. It was really coming down hard. I reached back into my wagon to get a second, thicker winter cloak. I had to give it to Lornia, they sure could make warm clothing. 

      Rivinia led me to our command tent. Our wagons made the best box we could to help keep out the snow. 

      A trail of smoke billowed out the top of the biggest tent. So… we were the only idiots travelling during blizzard season. Not a single other traveler was on the road, and thankfully, no one had died. 

      We looked for bandits, fey, and to ensure no random enemy force was going to attack. The snow gave a feeling of protection but Norlan was not taking chances. Each scouting team was a minimum of two and normally three per team.  

      Our progress was slow, and while I was desiring the comfort of a recliner and fried chicken, this is what it took to achieve success here. One thing was evident, my small force was moving through dead zones of Lornia unimpeded. 

      The tent flap let out a gust of warm air when Rivinia held it open for me. Norlan stood over a table with a map out. He had a scout at his side, pointing to an area. 

      “Status,” I said. 

      Norlan gave me a quick glance, letting the scout finish. “We have spotted a fey hideout. There are no cities for long swaths of this area. Mainly because the water is vile in these swamps.”

      I had learned as much. If there was no clean water, humans left the zone as wilds. Sure there would be outposts, and small villages living off wells. The big cities relied on fast moving water. 

      Calling Thorngrove Forest a swamp was wrong. It was just marshy in some areas from my observations. Then again, I didn’t think Lornians knew what a swamp really was like most Americans did. 

      “Excellent, appeasing Farlake and giving out bounties sounds great,” I said with a shrug and a smile. “What’s the point of hiring an army to have them never fight.”

      Norlan nodded. “Then I have your permission to lead a party?”

      “Indeed. Want me to come?” I asked. 

      “It's about a half hour ride. You’re the noble,” Norlan said with a shrug. 

      I inspected the map. “What kind of fey?”

      The scout hesitated before saying, “Bunny, deer, and then the snake-kin looked to be the leaders.”

      “A community?” I asked, realizing I knew far too little besides what the wolf-kin were. 

      Rivinia cleared her throat. “Fey are animals and yet humanoid. While we cannot talk to them, they can converse with each other. Most fey survive and prey on humanity through groups. Either of one kind or many.” Rivinia turned to the scout. “If you stumbled on this group, I’m glad you both made it out okay.”

      The scout furled his brows. “I'm sorry, miss. I dun left Harven there ta watch the -”

      “You fool,” Rivinia said and even Norlan sighed.

      “It's already done,” Norlan said in a stern tone. “Hopefully he is safe.”

      “I don’t get it,” I admitted.

      “Fey have superior senses. The deer-kin smell, the bunny-kin hear, and the snake-kin sense movement. Harven will have been spotted. Hell, they let themselves get spotted if you saw a full clump. And before you think they ate him. No, they will have mated him first. Both sexes. The males see a hole and fill it,” Rivinia said with a grunt. 

      “This is on me,” Norlan said, straightening his spine. I could see he was bothered at the failure. “They should have never split, and both were over eager. Hopefully they are still using him when we arrive, but we should hurry.”

      At this juncture I decided I wanted to go. I found Tsar curled up among the other horses. The stallion was grumpy at being roused. Libby helped me saddle the handsome brute. A few minutes later we set out to the west as a group of forty hunters on foot. Tsar seemed unfazed by the falling snow and chilly winds. Visibility was shit, but thankfully the scouts’ tracks back to us were easy to follow. 

      Susanna caught up a few minutes into the trip to take up a spot on my side. Honestly, I was a bit surprised the scouts even found anything with how intense the blizzard was.

      Our progress slowed when the scout led us down a hill and into thick blackberry bushes that were devoid of life due to winter. Once we entered this area the winds struggled to push the snow in drifts and the forest canopy absorbed most of the falling snow. There were thick trees akin to a pine, except they were fuller with green undersides and snow on top.

      I was in the middle of the group that was at most three wide, feeling the frustration of Tsar from the crawling pace. 

      The horse nickered when the sudden sound of cries and grunting erupted ahead. I craned my neck to see further into the forest, eager to spy the battle. 

      Two fey fell from thick evergreens above us, landing on a scout, and the other just missing me. I felt oddly shaped hands trying to grip my robe as the fey fell. 

      I learned something in that instance. Pissing off a horse by almost jumping on it was a bad idea. The bunny-kin who landed by us was covered in brown fur with human legs. The missed drop resulted in the fey sprawled on the snow-covered forest floor. 

      Tsar stomped on the fallen fey, cracking leg bones in such a manner even my stomach twisted. 

      I yanked his reins to keep him from killing the stupid creature, pissing off the horse. Susanna struggled, locking arms in a battle of dominance with a deer-kin male that had her on size. 

      Tsar spun, turned his rear, and let out a walloping kick. 

      Crack!

      The deer-kin went flying into a tree.

      I was stunned.

      This was the kindest horse ever, and he ate out of my palm like a babe. When there was a purple tendril of power rising from the deer-kin, I gasped. A single kick resulted in a death. 

      I wasn’t going to cry over the matter, absorbing the power the sacrifice provided with glee. Yes… I needed like another dozen of these to be fully restored. 

      Two deer-kin came rushing in from the side. With a soothing pull of magic, I prepared an ice spell. Tendrils of magic left my reserves to spool through me. I let my relaxed nature contort the magic to my whim and unleashed.

      Glacial blue magic shot forward from the ruby in my staff, encasing feet in a thick ice. 

      “Yes!” I shouted for joy.

      My victory was short lived. The fey burst from their confines, continuing their charge. I consumed more energy this time. Magic shot forward in a torrent, creating thicker ice prisons that went up to their hips. 

      Scouts arrived, tossing rope over the trapped fey. 

      “Master!” Norlan called out from the front, breaking me of my transfixed viewing. 

      “Alive!” I shouted back. I led Tsar for where I heard Norlan. “On my way. Susanna, I need you to keep this bunny-kin alive.”

      “I have supplies in my bag, Master,” Susanna said, glancing up at me sadly. “I… I won't let them get this close again, Master.”

      “They hid in trees that scouts, Norlan, and twenty warriors before you missed. But yes. I’m disappointed,” I said, leaving her to do her task.  

      She worked in ways that were opposite of Libby. Motivation to be better drove Susanna on, not false platitudes. Speaking of my babe with the bear tail, the woman had a two legged snake creature underneath her strong frame. Another scout was helping her bind the trapped fey. 

      I nudged Tsar around the path to reach Norlan. Inside a clearing the main fey force had triggered an ambush. Their trap failed. Our sheer numbers pushing back the attack. I was impressed when I saw a dozen full fey being detained with grunts, shrieks, and groans. 

      Norlan stood over a man in the snow. When I neared, the area was compacted from struggling. Red snow told me there had been quite a bit of blood loss from -

      Lornia, I sometimes forget how cruel this world is. Cruel and gross.

      The scout that had been left behind was missing his pants. His butthole had been violated and the offenders ate him while they took turns. There were chunks of flesh missing, and the worst part was, he was still alive somehow. 

      “Will he survive?” I asked as the man’s head spun in delirious ways. 

      Norlan shook his head. “If Farlake allows us to use their healer. Maybe. It’d be a long shot because we’re moving slower than I thought,” he said sadly. 

      “I have to assume Farlake won’t freely let us -” I was saying when Norlan shook his head. 

      Libby arrived, viewing the scene with a stutter in her step. She locked eyes with me, giving me a thumbs down. Those were sad eyes, pleading with me for mercy.

      I sighed. 

      It dawned on me why Norlan was calling for me. I was the one who had to make the hard decisions.

      Did I make this man suffer all the way to Farlake where he’d cost a fortune to cure? Assuming that he survived and that the Viscount there would allow it. If he even had a healer. Or did I give him a merciful death. 

      The groaning scout transitioned into a deathly wail, triggering a trio of snake men to come charging at us out of the forest. 

      “Do it, Libby,” I ordered. 

      Her sword went through the man’s back, diving into the heart. 

      Norlan roared out, rushing to meet the new threat. He was locked in a fist fight, at a disadvantage because of his short arm. I saw him take a cross jab that knocked him out cold. 

      Another warrior of mine returned the favor, tackling the offender to the ground before punching the fey into unconsciousness. The last two carried on the scrum for a bit but my troops adjusted.

      “Libby, stick Norlan on -”

      “I’m fine,” Norlan said, spitting blood into the snow. “It’s this stupid missing eye and arm. Give me a hand up though.”

      Libby helped the grisly veteran up. 

      I ingested the power of the dead scout, feeling a wave of emotion now that his execution was a finality. A merciful death, but a dark fate for someone simply trying to earn gold.

      “You sure you like playing a noble, Master?” Norlan asked, scratching Tsar’s muzzle. 

      I clenched my jaw, stiffening my resolve. “Lornia is not for the weak. I’m not weak, and neither are my troops. Next time ensure your scouts don’t separate, Norlan.”

      “The blame does lie on me. I can make excuses, but I won’t,” Norlan said, rubbing his jaw. “They hit harder than I remember.”

      Susanna came over with the bunny man over her shoulder. “Or you're getting older.” There was friendly laughter at this jab. “Are we going to chase the rest or take this with us?”

      “This is more than enough to keep. The fey will make that smartass horse look dumb,” Norlan said with a grunt. “Tending to the wounded might make them docile though. At least I had figured we would capture some.”

      “Ah… The horse wagon?” I asked. 

      “Yeah, we stuff the other wagons with that hay and then toss these shits in there,” Norlan said. 

      I spun Tsar, ready to get back to comfort. “Will the others try to rescue them?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not how they work. There is some magic to the process, but these will be replaced quickly.”

      “Interesting. The books all say the reproductions of full fey is a mystery,” I said. 

      “Captivity seems to have different effects than in the wilds. Look, I’m no expert, Master. I just know that we clear a grove like this, and then they’re back in a year or two, stronger than ever,” Norlan said, giving me something to think about.

      “Alright. Let's hope we keep them contained until Farlake. Ming is looking worse by the day,” I admitted sadly. 

      The trip back was slow, especially when we left the dense forest for the trees stripped of leaves. The wind kicked my ass feeling like a headwind both ways.

      When I finally arrived back in my carriage I unfolded the bed to lie down and jot some notes in my research book and my journal. 

      Lornia certainly held many mysteries that fascinated me. Maybe this Farlake Academy would unlock some answers.
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      “And why exactly couldn’t Rivinia come?” I asked Norlan.

      He sighed, sending frosted breath to envelop his face. “It’s not that she couldn’t. It’s that she shouldn’t. Rivinia is rare. Elves barter with humans to reclaim their lost children. The more you let her be seen the more issues you’ll have.”

      “I value her insight,” I muttered.

      We were walking up a long road for Farlake. Our caravan was set up in a camping posture with big fires going. The only trailer we hauled was the creaky horse trailer with the full fey inside.

      They never tried to run and we surmised it was because of the one with the broken legs kept them frightened. In the driver’s seat Susanna and Libby with straight backs. Both ladies gave me smiles when I eyed them.

      A chest of gold was lodged under their feet for spending purposes. 

      This was a big moment for Ming who had stayed in her cabin where she fought her illness without modern medicine. Most of the trip northwest so far had been with her in a fever.

      While she paled, and grew clammy, there was little else to do besides hurry for aid. All her pills she tried to bring with her never transitioned to Lornia.

      This was her last shot anyway. Sit in a wagon and die with a chance. Or sit in a comfy bed in New York City, and just die. 

      “Yes, I understand you find Rivinia wise, just… You’re not the all-powerful son of a fire god here,” Norlan said with hesitation.

      “Ha!” I joyfully exclaimed. A giggle at the notion warmed me on the chilly gray day. I had to step high because the snow was so tall on the road. It was clear we were the only visitors recently.

      “You shouldn't find that humorous. The dwarven lords who rule armies capable of marching forth and crushing swaths of humanity view you as such,” he said with concern. We’d gotten ahead of the others so he paused for the horses to catch up. “Fire mages. Do. Not. Burst into flame, Master. Something you should keep guarded. And in Farlake Academy, you may just be ordinary.”

      I think I caught onto his warning. The fancy horses and elven maiden were not on display for our initial greeting. I was not the all-powerful mage going into a mage academy. I sighed ingesting the sight up the hill. 

      The designer of Farlake had built it so the fortifications were up high. There was no moat but the castle certainly rested on a hill. The exterior was a darker stone that contrasted a mountainous backside with steep cliffs. Beyond the right side walls were cleared farm fields and the distant left held a massive lake that was only partially frozen. 

      A twenty foot tall thick wall enclosed more soaring buildings than Trimi held. You could see where the walls had been expanded recently, both to the left and right. New construction halted for winter as sections of new walls were just stopped. 

      Atop the walls there were no soldiers pacing or guards with half drawn bows. A single eagle fey had flown over us a day ago, and the rest of the way there was no other sign of life. The actual gate was open, the portcullis pulled high, and a mage of immense power waited for us with an entourage waiting behind her.

      I could never see how powerful I was, but this woman that wore blue robes radiated power. She eyed us with impatience. I saw her second set of fox ears proudly on display. Beside her was a daughter, who appeared to be around nineteen. The crazy part was, because of her fey nature, she did not age the same as pure humans. This master mage appeared to be in her mid-twenties. 

      A quick inspection of her daughter revealed she was powerful; only her mother shone brighter with the gift. 

      We crossed under the wall with me in the lead. My toes were numb from stomping through the snow and I wished for a warm bath. Each step across the stone underway echoed loudly. 

      “Welcome to Farlake, I am Sorceress Holly,” the mage said with a warm smile. “This is my daughter Siofra.” She pronounced this name in two parts. “The Master Mage is indisposed to greet weary travelers who brave blizzards.”

      “Thank you for the welcome, Sorceress Holly. I’m Baron Trevor of Trimi,” I said, giving an awkward bow. I retrieved the reward poster that Viscount Nathanael gave me, handing it to Holly. 

      “Indeed. Arabel said you caught a few prey for us. These will do nicely. Did you arrive to just sell us fey?” Holly asked.

      “No,” I replied. 

      Her daughter stepped forward and said, “How may we help you, Baron Trevor?”

      I eyed her more intently. Brown hair, brown eyes, and a sharp jawline. She reminded me of the latest actress they had playing Wondergal. She was confident, sexy, and smooth in both tone and gestures. She did squirm under my lingering gaze though. Maybe she was unaccustomed to powerful men who were not her father.

      “I… I’m new to magic. I’d like to learn -”

      Holly chuckled, then burst into a laugh. “Please, no need to lie to us.” When the others of my party tensed she frowned. “We’ve heard the rumors of someone so gifted they are automatically given the title of Master Mage. A title that takes immense amounts of time to earn… And yet, these lackeys react as if you tell the truth.”

      “It is,” I told her.

      “It can’t be,” Holly replied with a scoff. “That is not how magic operates.”

      “Well… I do not lie. Maybe you’re not the place of all the answers I seek,” I said, and she tugged on her sleeve. “You both are very powerful mages, I’m sure I could learn from you.”

      “You can see my power?” Siofra asked. 

      “I can, it is smaller than hers. She blossoms with power to the point I wonder if it is normal,” I said with a shrug. 

      Holly huffed, perplexed by this news. “My daughter will give you a tour and see if you find her suitable as an instructor. You do not need to be a student lectured in our academy though. You’d be stuck with children becoming adults.”

      “What’d you recommend?” I asked. 

      “Let me talk with the Master of Farlake to get an answer. Do not be surprised if he lacks the time to see you,” Holly said, about to leave. I cleared my throat. “Yes.”

      “We need to buy fresh supplies,” I said. 

      “Very well, pick someone to send with Mother Angie here,” Holly said, gesturing to a tall redheaded woman who waited in the background.

      “I’ll do it,” Norlan said, leaving my side.

      “Anything else?” Siofra asked.

      I nodded. “I have a woman with a lot of gold or gems or metals who needs healing. Do you have a healer?” I asked.

      “You’re a fool. If Siofra wasn’t so smitten we’d wipe your camp and steal your treasures. Clearly something is off about you,” Holly said, sticking her hands on her hips. “I do like honesty though. These two drool over you, and tense at my harsh words.”

      “Part of my harem,” I admitted with a smug smirk. 

      This got Holly roaring into a bout of laughter. She slapped her daughter’s back. “Yes, Siofra. This ignorant Baron is perfect. Wealthy, powerful, in need of guidance, and able to command. Perfect indeed. Please come in. Arden will be escorted down to your woman in need of healing. Thousand coins work?”

      “Uh… Yeah. Can we make it two thousand and you heal that man missing the eye and arm?”

      Holly’s face fell. She shook her head, realizing she should have asked for more. Ming had brought thirty thousand coins.

      “I… -” Holly was flustered.

      I bit my fingernail casually as if her reaction was normal. “Everything okay?”

      “You surprise me, which is rare,” Holly said with a frown. “Anything else?”

      “That should be it for now, thank you again for the warm welcome.”

      “Enjoy the tour,” Holly said leaving in a hurry. 

      We watched her exit the underway, heading into a mini castle in the middle of the massive academy that doubled as a city. 

      “Can I see the horses,” Siofra asked eagerly. 

      “What horses?” 

      “The ones with the furry feet!” she replied. 

      Ugh… I thought it was just men and their simple natures. She somehow managed to not sound like a child either. 

      “Teach me a new spell and I’ll consider it,” I countered and she smiled.

      “Sure, what do you want to learn?” Siofra asked. She crooked an elbow out confidently. Younger, silly, charming, and yet a lady. “Walk and talk? Kirn, escort these gentlemen to the fey dungeon. Fret not, Lord Trevor, Father ensures they are well cared for.”

      I accepted her offer, slinging my arm into hers. She blushed. Like a lot. 

      Coming here had involved a long lecture from Rivinia. Not only was I going into a city of mages. I was also going into the lair of a breeder. The concept was foreign and… diabolical to me. 

      The children were raised to be mages, later to be pawned off as potential suitors, war mages, and the like. The young men and women would have very few intimate options that were not related, meaning an outside noble like myself would be eyed intently. I certainly didn’t mind the attention that my new power granted me. 

      I also happened to like that Siofra eyed me with desire. A new lady wrapped around my fingers would be nice. Especially a powerful mage at my side.

      I let such notions fade to stay on my toes. Rivinia did mention that Master Mage Telfi had a reputation of being so in tune with magic he could kill dragons. 

      That was something to be fearful of. Even if he did quit teaching at the academy himself, there were his lessons passed down. 

      Siofra led me into the walls and turned left. An over the shoulder glance showed a clump of clean women in nice dresses watching us from around a covered play area. Children chased each other relentlessly; none of them shone with magic.

      Behind them were houses, storage depots, and apartments. The big difference between here and Trimi was the lack of wood, and the excessive amounts of snow-covered empty space that was probably for summer grass. 

      Adjusting to look ahead, the sight was much different. An academy structure ate up the whole lakeside area. It was bigger than my university in Kansas.

      Well, I wasn’t in Kansas anymore because the young to moderately aged teenagers all glowed with power. There were hundreds of them here, curious as to who arrived during the winter months.

      Instantly I understood what Holly meant about me not fitting in. Siofra asked about a dozen questions about the silly horses when I grew distracted. I saw homes, stores, barns, and more. This was a full-fledged city run by one man with two purposes. Have children, and to train the young into the next generation of mages. 

      “Who ya talkin to?” a young girl around twelve said. She exited a building filled with magic supplies. 

      I saw she was different. And not because she had yellow eyes. She… had a black heart in the center of her magical aura. This caused me to gaze upon the others. In the end, I could only see one other student like her in the entire group.

      “You’re special,” I blurted, earning stares from them both.

      “This is Baron Trevor. He’s the fire mage the dwarves fear, and also believe is the son of Arenia. Lord Trevor, this is Lady Sapphire, my full sister,” Siofra said with a smile.

      “Different how?” Sapphire inquired, crossing her arms. Ah, sassy teenagers were the best.

      “Your heart is black,” I said with a shrug, passing her to enter the store. “Whoa, it's loaded!”

      “Yeah, Dad just crossed the sea and returned with most of this junk. Bought all their mage supplies because they keep dying in their hidden war,” Sapphire said with a snicker. She smacked her lips. “I gotta go. Egrin wants tea. Told him to ask Dad first. I bet he is a pile of ash by now. Nice to meet you, Trinv.”

      “Dad is not going to burn anyone. I hope. Bye Saph,” Siofra said. “And it was Trevor.”

      On the faintest of whispers I heard, “Black heart my ass. Pretentious asshole.”

      Ah that made my day. The young and their attitudes. It was delightful that I triggered her. 

      I resumed my study of the store that held no prices. I picked up parchment tied in rolls, thumbed books, and hefted tomes so big, I felt small. The endless options left me uncertain how I’d ever find time to read them all even if I could. 

      “I don’t see prices. How does this shop work?” I asked. 

      “For me and mine, simple. I check out up to five items. Every week I return what I don't use or recheck them out. This is not the library by the way. This is the duplicates or partial facts store. The hearsay section is another shop over,” Siofra said. 

      “Can I purchase from these?” I asked. 

      “Uh, maybe. I’d doubt it though. Father is a hoarder. You know the dragon killer saying, takes being like one to know one,” Siofra said, laughing at a joke I did not understand. 

      I noticed Libby peering in from outside the door. “Get in here, Libby. Libby, this is Siofra. Siofra, this is Libby.”

      “A minor mage!” Siofra said, gleefully. “Have you been tested?”

      “I have not, Sir Siofra,” Libby said gracefully. 

      “Sir Siofra?” I bugged Libby. “She is clearly a lady, an exquisite one at that.”

      “I’m a knight of Farlake. A war mage who fought in the Ratkin War when I was only eight. You will not find many women or men more powerful than I,” Siofra said.

      I snickered. “Is your penis a foot long too?” I asked in jest.

      “Yeah, how’d you know?” Siofra replied dryly.

      I rolled my eyes while Libby chuckled. “Back to business. I want all this.”

      “Then you should attend the academy. Except, you shouldn't. The Mages Guild will happily trade gold for -”

      “A black heart,” a voice boomed across the entirety of Farlake. That had to be magic carrying his words. 

      I left the store front with the others in tow. When I spun, trying to find the voice, I saw a man in his late twenties strolling with his daughter in his grip. He dragged her behind him like a scolded child. She pouted, but was not afraid.

      The man had a short beard, dark brown eyes, and a scowl that would frighten most. 

      He stomped his way over to me with Holly’s eyes downcast. The students scurried at the sight of the master. I gazed upon his power and grew perplexed. He held the same black heart as his daughter, but not his Siofra. 

      There was an aura of power about triple the size of Holly’s power. I expected him to contain untold magic as a master mage and he did indeed. What I didn’t expect was for him to be so young. The rumors of his immortality were true. 

      “A black heart?” he asked, in a gentler tone this time. 

      “Yes, her, and him,” I said, pointing to a boy of around fifteen who was peering from a tree.

      “Not her,” the master mage asked, pointing to Siofra. I shook my head. The father embraced the eldest suddenly. He tapped their foreheads together. “I’ll always be proud of you. I need you to help guide Sir Trevor to Crimm and keep our family in his favor.” He broke their embrace and boomed, “Kersin! In my office! Now!”

      Just like that the tense situation broke and the Master Mage departed. Holly wrapped Siofra up, crying. I was missing a whole lot of context. The best I could figure out was that the black hearts held meaning and that Siofra not having one was bad. Based on her astonished face… she was not pleased. 

      After the Master Mage vanished, Holly and her daughter had a private conversation. Not wanting to be involved in whatever family drama they had going on at the moment, I returned to browsing the store.

      Ten minutes later they returned with dry eyes and cordial light chatter.  

      “Thank you, Mage Trevor, for politely helping my husband. We heard rumors. You… contain the powers of a master mage but not the skills,” Holly said in a friendlier tone than earlier. 

      I raised my eyes from the tome I was studying to say, “A fact I’d like to change.”

      When Siofra tried to enter behind us, his mother pointed for her to exit. “You… are a treasure, Trevor.” 

      “Huh?” 

      “Lovely human in the back, come here, you too, bear fey,” Holly ordered Libby and Susanna. She loaded them up with books from a shelf. “Take these to your Captain of the Guard. Then run back here. Go.”

      They looked to me for permission and I nodded. 

      “You trained them well, and they’re even new. How’d you do it?” Holly asked with a sigh of longing. 

      “I… I rescued them. Gave them a home, a purpose, and then a cause. What do the black hearts signify?” I asked.

      “Short answer, a blessing from the gods. They are unique and now identified, and again. Thank you. Onto other matters. You’re powerful,” Holly told me something I already knew.

      “With the ruby’s power, sure,” I said, thumbing a book that she snatched away. “What’re you doing?”

      “Giving you intermediate texts. They’re what she’ll need to teach you. There is no book on this ruby magic we heard rumors about. However, you cast common spells, just in a different manner. Which means…” she said with a pause, trying to reach a book on an upper shelf.

      “That I can help you improve. We see auras too,” Siofra said, earning a scornful gaze. “You’re brighter than Mother with all your dazzling gems in your outfit. Plus the horses intrigue me. Like a lot.”

      I rolled my eyes at her charming smile. At least the person they wanted teaching me was a younger woman with looks a model would kill for. 

      “You amuse me. I will make you mine,” I told her as she reached up to help her mother.

      “As a girlfriend or a slave?” she countered.

      “Yes,” I said with a smirk, letting her chew on my tease.

      “Stop flirting, get me the tomes on arcane, lightning, and entrapments,” Holly said, tapping her chin in thought. “Then add anything else you want to teach that might help. Oh.” She touched my outfit. “A fire mage robe… This will turn to cinders when he casts too much. I’ll have one crafted before you leave for Crimm.”  

      “Yeah, I went on fire and almost killed the horse, and was forced to fight in the nude. It was rather epic until I took an arrow to the guts,” I said with a grunt. 

      Holly eyed me speculatively. Her mouth opened to issue a reply that she decided to hold in. Eventually she said, “Follow me. We go to the sanctum.”

      “You sure?” Siofra asked. Her eyes shot between us in excitement. “Can I come?”

      “For once, daughter, you can. You get to pick out your battle outfit,” Holly said and I grew confused. 

      “So… Ming and Norlan are getting healed, you’re buying my fey, and Siofra is going to teach me spells which solves the whole academy drama,” I said with a huff. “Yet, I still feel like something is off.”

      “And why a battle outfit?” Siofra questioned. 

      Holly grumbled. “Just be grateful you get to… You’re right. Answers will help more than hurt. This young man will be hunted as a threat. With you at his side that will deter many. You’re a spitting image of your father and one of his most powerful children. As a support mage you’ll -”

      “Support mage?” Siofra said in shock.

      Holly led us through the street. She redirected Libby and Susanna to get supplies from the same store. Once that was done she led us into the sanctum and only then did she continue to lecture her daughter.

      “You dense lass. You know how much raw power he has. What did Father tell you recently?” Holly asked. 

      “That I might go to Veno and serve in a great challenge that benefits all of my family,” Siofra said with a grunt. “Doesn’t mean I want to be a support mage.” 

      Holly halted our walk. “The only way you’re going to Veno is if your liege takes you. Did you not hear your father, did we not just have this conversation?” Her eyes shot to the ground. “You serve Lord Trevor in whatever capacity he sees fit. Your father wants you at his side.

      “Defending him means you get to live and win. Now. Listen before I tug on your ear. Trevor will create waves. If we know he is using new magic, hailed by the dwarves as a demi-god of fire magic, and arriving with horses so large they have to be foreign…”

      “Then the Council of Dukes will know,” Siofra finished, walking to keep up with her mother who continued for the big central building. “Surely they’ll use caution.”

      I was catching up to the situation as Holly saw it. This was her baby girl. She was… frightened for her to be joining me because of the political dangers within the realm. That spoke volumes from the powerful mage. 

      There were twelve dukes if I remembered right. They formed a council, ruled their own cities, and when the time came, anointed new kings. Appeasing them seemed prudent after hearing what she said. Almost enough to give each a stallion, and I could always get more. 

      The dukes managed the empire on a different level than the king did, but were vital nonetheless. My arrival would mean they would see me as another pawn to exploit. 

      “How does Master Mage Telfi stay above the fray?” I asked. 

      “I knew I liked you. In the beginning, he went to war against a duke and won. Was offered the man’s responsibilities and rejected them. 

      “Then he earned a name of being feared. Finally he inserted his sons and daughters into every major household to have a voice of caution. Most importantly he kills people who bother him, and thwarts assassins,” Holly said, ending her lecture and diving into the bowels of the central castle. 

      “So you’re saying I’ll never know peace?” I asked in frustration. 

      This was a telling fact of Lornia when compared to Earth. On Earth I was a nobody who could enjoy luxury when he felt like it, how he felt like it, and the rest of the world was oblivious. Here I could be akin to a king but kings held court and dealt in drama. For now, I was definitely still determined to give this life a try. 

      “This is Lornia. Women birth young, men fight their whole lives, and the world is extremely dangerous. If you live on the edge of society, sure, you might know brief bits of peace. But that peace by distancing from humans will bring attention from the wilds,” Holly said over the echo of our feet going down the spiral staircase. “I’d recommend you pick somewhere on the ocean. Means fewer attack avenues, and being a fire mage would tell pirates to flip right off.”

      “I can see that. I… saw a flying woman scout us. I need someone who can manage their kind to get me from southeast of Trimi to wherever I set up shop,” I said with a shrug. 

      “I… That was Arabel. Things move so quickly only to slow to a crawl. Harun Port has a Count opening. A Count that we pay tithe to. Siofra,” she said with a huff. 

      We halted out front of a door that brimmed an aura of magic.

      Holly’s hands swirled, magic danced from her core to attack wards on the door.

      The sight was fascinating as she performed magic that was beyond my understanding as to how it was done. The static yellow of the ward fizzled, sizzled, and then popped in a bright display.

      “How’d you do that, Mom?” Siofra asked, trying to mimic the spell and failing. 

      Her mother turned, reaching up to flick her on the forehead. “Get in there, you have three minutes before that ward reconstructs. Any longer and even I can’t save you.”

      Siofra rushed into a vault of sorts casting an illumination spell. Treasures of gold, weapons, and brilliant gems rested inside. While it all intrigued me, I didn’t know what was what. 

      Holly saw me eyeing the goods. “It's rubbish of past knights. Most of the items are decent. Nothing too grand, but whatever she removes should help you both. This is the most Telfi would allow. I’ll accept the consequences,” Holly said, telling me we probably shouldn’t be down here. 

      “Hey, keep me out of it,” I said. 

      “Out of what?” Siofra’s voice echoed out of the room.

      “Nothing,” Holly and I said in unison. 

      “What should I know of Crimm?” I asked. 

      “Get what you need, then get the hell out. Crimm may seem grand and majestic. I assure you, it is not. The King’s Court will have you watched. Our agent, Juniper, will be told of your arrival. Expect her to visit you.

      “Almost forty, a pretty woman with the best fake smile there is. She’ll find you around the same time the King does. Even Telfi holds minimal sway in Crimm. A perk and yet, a minus of being a lowly Viscount,” Holly said with a shrug. 

      Siofra exited, tossing me a fine vest of chainmail that looked about the right size for me. 

      “Wait that was in there?” Holly asked, while Siofra equipped a shiny sword. “That belonged to his first elven wife he lost in Dwarven Filheim Wars.”

      “I thought there were no dwarves in the Filheim Mountains, only dragons,” Siofra said and her mother scoffed. 

      “They won, it’s your father after all.”

      I felt the metal of the links. “Well thanks, won’t this -”

      “Melt? No. That is dwarven forged for an elf, irony. And yet it didn’t save her,” Holly said sadly. “Alright. Out you go. I’ll be by in the morning to wish you farewell with additional supplies and your gold for the fey.”

      Siofra gave a head bob to head outside. Before I caught up I saw Holly sit on the stairs, having an emotional moment. That was something I could relate to. Dad sent a video of Mom crying on the stairs when I left for college. 

      Instead of going to school, Holly’s daughter was going to be part of my harem guard. I wasn’t sure what to feel, but one thing was certain. I didn’t get the wrinkly old man as my mage instructor like they did in the movies. Score.
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338TH DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      I sat at the head of a makeshift table constructed of wagon planks. My chair was a hunk of wood that teetered as I tried to get comfy. Ming, Norlan, Susanna, Siofra, Rivinia, and I were here to discuss a request from Ming.

      “I’d like to go home, but I agreed to stay on until you were able to take me home,” Ming said, leaving none of us surprised. 

      “Ha!” I scoffed. “Yes, you’re in fine spirits. Good to see the old Ming back. And hell to the no am I taking you home now to spend three weeks to get back to this point. I get that you’ve had a bad trip.”

      She had a miserable time, hated the cold, and almost died getting to this point. Her pale complexion was restored, her illness gone, and now there was no reason for her to carry on with us. 

      The healer was worth every coin. It was great to see her restored and I was kinda surprised she wanted to go home already. Ming lived for Lornia until she had a bout of illness. Her life revolved around studying that book on being a gem magician. 

      And now she was stuck here with Lars babysitting her in the middle of a winter. Maybe it was her missing Yukio, they did love each other. Either way, she was trapped, or the future travel could be weighing on her.

      Norlan… total opposite. The man was my sworn soldier after his healing. He had his eye and hand restored. It cost me a lot of gold, and honestly, having my head guard whole was worth it to me. 

      I weighed her words before saying, “Trimi is an option. Or camp in Crimm until I visit again.”

      Siofra shook her head along with the rest of the table. 

      Susanna spoke first. “You won’t go back to Crimm after we go this time. Well, you shouldn’t. I suggest Lady Ming retreat to Trimi. You’ll have to go back there at some point. Your sister is there and it's close to where we visit.”

      Visit? Oh, she thinks Siofra is untrustworthy. Hmm...

      “They have everything I need in Trimi,” Ming admitted. “Thoughts, Lars?”

      “Trade some of your wealth for some of the soldiers and supplies. We head back to Trimi to winter in luxury,” he said happily. 

      “I do feel like living it up in a castle. Holds more promise than being stuck in a wagon. How about half my treasure for half your army?” Ming said in a deal making tone.

      I gulped. “Ya sure?” I tried to avoid slang but I blurted this out. 

      “I… yes. Partially in thanks,” Ming said and I nodded. She’d brought ten million in gems and gold. “I’ll get with Norlan to split our force after this meeting.”

      “Next order of business,” I said. 

      Libby cleared her throat. “Farlake sold us animals to stick in our hay wagon. We can kill them as we go. Dinner should be varied, and no room for more, we got all we could hold.”

      “To build on that,” Norlan said. “We should hire selectively at each town until we hit Crimm. And just hunting teams, not full time employment. I… worry splitting will lead to problems. Or attracting bandits.”

      “Thanks, Libby. Norlan, won’t hiring people do the same thing? At least we’re far from Trimi but we cross a decent sized city and pick up some guards to Crimm then -”

      “The bindings, Master,” Susanna said. And I let out an ah. 

      “Moving on then. The big reason I called this meeting was to formally introduce Siofra. She has her own wagon. She will be our mage instructor for those of us with magical talents. When we go to Crimm I expect to expand those we have with magic talents, meaning…”

      Siofra took the hint and said, “I’ll be busy running my very own academy. Let me say, it's an honor to serve such a powerful Baron, or Master. Um… Uh, while forward, it is also great that you're wealthy. Not only will supplies be expensive but so will your estate. Honestly, I checked out your wealth, there -”

      A whoosh of magic startled me. The tent flap opened, revealing the mage. 

      “May not be enough,” Holly said, bypassing two of my guards frozen in ice. I went to protest when she shrugged. “They’re fine. She’ll teach you that one.”

      Holly shot her daughter with magic, coating her in a thin sheet of see through ice. Siofra cast a counter spell from her core. Teal magic shot out, attacking the magic binding until she unfroze herself. “And that was the counter.”

      I had far more wealth than they knew about. I doubted that my troops said I had gems and rare metals. Spies would count chests of gold. Either way, their information was revealing. Others would do the same assessing.

      “Lady Holly, what brings you to my meeting?” I asked.

      She handed her daughter a letter, giving her a hug from behind. I saw her give me a warning look. “A final goodbye to the girl I spent eighteen winters raising. Here is a note from the Master Mage himself.”

      I accepted the letter, stuffing it into my robes. 

      “I have a special set of robes also but they are being brought down by servants. Farewell, dear minions, and my eldest. I hope Siofra doesn’t disappoint you. Baron Trevor, if we could read that note together in private,” Holly said, leaving abruptly.

      “I guess we can talk more after we split the army. See to it, Norlan, everyone else, that is your mission. The moment we can march for Crimm we go,” I said, leaving them to walk to my carriage.

      Even Rivinia heeded my orders, allowing me privacy. The carriage creaked as I entered, feeling warm compared to the snow outside.

      I found Holly sitting at my private table, writing a note or something. It was hard to ignore someone in the confined space, and yet, I managed. 

      I opened up the letter she handed me a few minutes ago. 

      

      Dear Baron Trevor. 

      I regret to inform you that current politics are beyond my control. A war brews on all sides. The dryads in the north are more populous than ever. The elves in the south have been raiding transportation lines. The dwarves in the east just attacked. The fey numbers are at all time highs. The sea has a new pirate king and across the waters the Veno Empire is on the edge of open war with Lornia. The tender calm is about to explode at some point. While some in the King’s Court believe I’m a demigod, much like they will you, I’m not. I’m a unique magician. It is vital that proper training is bestowed to those I pass my powers to. You’re the first to locate those with my lineage. I’ve seen generations come and go while my stone walls last throughout. In all that time, you’re the only one to tell me who would carry my legacy on. If I imprison you, you could tell me false reading. Then there is torture. Alas, I want you to know I’m going to be a silent benefactor while you deal with the demons of Crimm instead. In exchange, once a year I’d appreciate it if you visited and walked the halls of my academy to find those I cannot. For now you have my most capable, and available daughter. A daughter that was supposed to be a present to someone more powerful than you, but in different ways. Come spring or when the snows fade enough, I expect wars to erupt and the current young king who favors peace to be replaced. What I think will happen and what does are generally drastically different. When disaster arises, allies can be useful. I’ll be around to aid you if you become sieged, and I would hope you do the same for me. Please burn this letter and tell Holly if you accept my alliance or decline it. Mutual defense with friendly assistance when needed.

      

      I turned the paper to ash with Holly watching me cast. “You really do pull energy from the stone. How do you replenish them?” 

      “I suck the souls of the dead into the gem,” I said casually. My fingers tapped the table as I thought of the deal. “He’s not big on commitment is he?”

      “Telfi, no. Our daughter will be though. Especially on making you more powerful,” Holly said, finishing her note. “What displeases you about the deal?”

      “I’m lacking an army to protect my own caravan, let alone defend a mighty fortification like Farlake. Also, I… travel at times and a year may not be enough time,” I said.

      “Fine, when able works too. He needs you to periodically come by. I… This is important. He will reward you for every check,” Holly said with a hint of desperation. 

      “Okay, defense allies, and friends. I can do that. I can’t guarantee when I’ll stop by, but I will,” I said with a smile. “To be honest, I was expecting an offer for a child from my sister that I’d have to refuse. He is a breeder after all.”

      “That’d taint your relationship. Telfi doesn’t play politics, a downside of his. His daughter will learn to do so at your side,” Holly said. 

      I could see her angst and wanting to say something, barely holding it in. “You want me to promise she’ll be safe.”

      “Wouldn’t you,” Holly said with a deflated sigh. “Telfi tells me to have another baby to get rid of this... This… feels horrible. I need to be strong though. I need to go home and drink some wine.” 

      She left her seat, and I gently clasped her wrist. “I ordered a bleeding and dying man murdered. I’ve left two women behind that I cared for. I will try to ensure Siofra has a happy life, and a good home, even if things don’t develop between us. Just know, if it's me or her, it’s not going to be her.”

      While it was a callous and hard thing to say to a wallowing mother, it stiffened her resolve. “You remind me of him. Kinda happy I just pull the strings from the sidelines. Siofra was raised well, she’ll protect you as her father ordered. Bring the grandbaby by next winter,” Holly said and I grumbled.

      This got her laughing and laughing until she finally sighed. 

      “Is there anything to prevent babies here?” I asked.

      “I'll have some glowseed tea sent down. Caution though. Even the preventatives are spotty at best. Thanks for being honest with me. Lornia is normally about trickery, hence why my honest family sucks at politics,” Holly said, leaving for good this time. 

      When the door closed, I opened a tome on fire magic. It was time to improve as a mage.
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      A week later I sat around a roaring fire with my closest companions. We were at the only inn in a small farming town, enjoying the morning heat on a chilly winter's day. 

      I practiced soul casting to freeze and thaw my brandy. To a Lornian mage, this was the only way to do magic. For me, it was new, straining, and uneventful.

      I learned that the magic I saw upon death, was ironically called soul magic. Siofra was taught that each being had magic locked within their soul. Even children held unlocked magical potential, and yes old people could rarely become a mage. 

      Understanding this magic, might unlock other types for me. So this was the starting point my teacher wanted me to focus on. When I wasn’t reading a book about how to be a mage, magic types, or common spells, I was focusing on soul casting.

      “You’re getting there,” Siofra said with encouragement. “Take a break, else you’ll pass out. I need to check on the horses, Master.”

      “I’ll help,” Libby said, hoping out of her comfy seat to follow Siofra.

      I sat with Rivinia and Susanna listening to the crackles of the fire defeating the cold air. I leaned forward from the comfy couch to refill my drink. We just completed the majority of a two day recovery.

      I rented the entirety of the building so my smaller army of almost a hundred young men and women could get a good rest in warmth. Our time was almost up for us to get back on the road and as nice as luxury was, the mission called to me to drive on. 

      Sipping my drink, I realized I was changing in many ways. For instance, I may have taken a liking to warm brandy after my morning coffee. 

      “I like her,” Susanna said, breaking me from my zoned out stare into my delicious liquid.

      “Really?” I said. “I thought you were jealous.”

      The words stung her, causing a frown. “I am. I get that I'm not overly complex. Um, well, she makes you better, Master. When I saw her, I thought of her as a better protector. She is worse at the sword than I am, so I feel better now.”

      Digesting that statement left me confused. “Then train her to be better maybe?” 

      “I am,” Susanna said with a smile. “She asks a lot of questions about you. Siofra is fitting in nicely.”

      “Go help them,” I commanded. 

      Rivinia was grinning when we watched her leave the main doors. “Women who can at times still be childish,” the stunning elf said with a smirk.

      “In Pangea, adults grow up as men or women around mid-twenties to early thirties. Here they grow up at puberty. Just a guess, but they lock up their emotions at that time. So yeah, Libby is a wonderful coy woman who’d be a score back on Pangea. Here too, really. Stunning eyes, curvy body, an utter devotion, and minor jealousy. Yeah, I can handle the lack of emotional development.”

      Rivinia grinned, sipping her coffee. “So, we need to talk about something.”

      “Sure.”

      “Babies,” she said in a heavy tone.

      I shuddered. “I’m not sure I’m ready for a baby.”

      “Like forever? And what if I do?” Rivinia said and I sighed.

      “Really?” I asked and she nodded. I blurted, “With me.”

      “Yup, yours, but that is how it works. You made a choice, Master. We could be attending grand orgies in Montana without a chance of swollen feet and aching backs… but here we are. Lornian sex means babies and I miss the sex,” Rivinia said with a sigh. “I… I never talk about my past much, and this isn’t to guilt trip you. I’m a mother of three.”

      I wanted to call bullshit. She had a flawless body without a blemish that made me eager to strip her naked every chance I could. Still, Rivinia wouldn’t drop a truth bomb like this without a reason.

      “First, I’m sorry. Second, I’m listening.”

      “Thank you, Master. I can raise a baby under your umbrella of protection. There will never be a perfect time. But you’re not a lord or lady who will take away my child. The other fact is, and I mentioned this earlier, Glowseed is like gambling. You’ll lose eventually,” Rivinia said and I grunted.

      I popped my jaw rotating it left to right rapidly. “Tell me about it, my jaw is getting sore returning favors. I know, I can just let them cum on their own, but I enjoy it. It is fair after all. So a baby? When were you wanting this child? I mean there is -”

      “I don’t know. Letting you understand what I desired seemed important. And there will never be a perfect time,” Rivinia stressed.

      I nodded. “I… I… need to think about this further. I’m not opposed, but I’d certainly like to be more prepared. Securing a healer would mean you have a baby and then feel better after right? I want to make sure you are okay after such a hard process. A proper home to keep you both safe would be paramount too.”

      Rivinia stood, kissing my cheek, and confirming my suspicion when she said, “That is the sweetest thing any man has ever said to me. I’ll reward you later.”

      Angsting over babies was a Lornian downside for sure. Something I couldn’t avoid if I wanted to stay here. Rivinia saw I wanted to move on from the conversation, heading for the coat rack.

      “Grab my winter jacket too, please,” I said.

      I finished my drink, watching the fire dance. A burst of cold air resulted in me glancing over my shoulder. Norlan entered with one of his wives and children. Wait… no, these weren’t his kids, they were locals. 

      “Explain yourself,” I commanded. The inn was off limits to the people of Felmont Farms.

      He gave a gruff huff. “These poor folk nearly froze to death overnight. Rent was due, her husband vanished on a hunting trip, and there is no winter work here. Except for working for you that is.”

      I grumbled. Then I smiled. Lornia was a harsh and horrid place. I gazed upon the mother with three children. They were thin, wearing cloaks with more holes than covering, and they were going to die this winter.

      A mother with three children she couldn’t save.

      I could save them. 

      Had my soul grown so dark that I wouldn’t? Were their lives worth the hassle? 

      They ignored my presence to crowd the fire. I wanted to give them a warning to not get too close. Instead, I glanced at my looming Captain. He handed me a report. 

      Felmont Farms was stuffed with food, eagerly selling supplies. I figured this was a good spot to ask a question.

      “If we move these grains north?” I asked. “Oh, there are ducks. Yes! We’ve been needing mass animals like this.”

      “Sell cheap here and a premium in Crimm. That and you’ll be able to recharge your stones.”

      “Thoughtful of you, Norlan.”

      “Yes, well, you grumble about the lack of life to reap. You’re a good lord. Findin’ stuff you need is a priority to me,” Norlan said with a hint of pride.

      “There was a bit of brown nosing there… In Pangea that means you’re kissin’ my butt, and I feel like these destitute folks have something to do with it,” I said, seeing him shrug.

      “On the next page you’ll see there are a half dozen wagons here. They’re short on mares but we can put the boys to the front of them,” Norlan said and I winced. Tsar would hate being a common cart horse. “Not your big brute. He’d kill whoever tried to harness him in a way he didn’t want. And yet, he escaped last night.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “He did what? Why am I only hearing -?”

      “He was found ten minutes ago.” Norlan pointed to the family whose teeth finally stopped clacking. “He kept them alive last night. Slept on the street, increasing their warmth ball,” Norlan said proudly.

      Talk about pulling on the feelings. I tilted my head back with a sigh.

      “Reward him. Norlan. We can’t rescue the world,” I said sadly.

      “Aye, Master. We cannot save them all. We can do some good though. Twelve families. All without homes. Most, if not all will die. They’ll bind to you. Loyal without a fault. I can teach them and -”

      I held up a hand. “Who found them?”

      He sputtered his lip. I knew it wasn’t him doing this. “My eldest daughter. Elxa has a soft heart. We lost my sister two winters ago in Clruss. She… her husband died trying to kill a dragon. The money dried up, the work became too tough, and luckily the kids were old enough to fend for themselves. She died trying to reach us during the winter on foot, or so we assume.”

      “I’m not a charity, Norlan, and taking on charity cases leads to the poor swarming you,” I said, noticing the mother listening intently. 

      “My Looorrrrddddd,” the mother stammered.

      I waved her off from continuing. 

      “Save your words, your appearance and my horse saving you from death speak volumes. How can we use them?” I asked Norlan.

      “We can’t. Not now. They’d be tagalongs. I can have them taught the bow, but that is it, besides helping set up and break down camp. When you pick your estate, their usefulness becomes a different story. Servers, cleaners, and for some of them sheet warmers for the good soldiers and well, the cycle of life continues.”

      I eyed the mother who sadly nodded. She wanted to live. “I’ll take them all then. Lead with how I can use them next time, Norlan,” I said as if I were angry. “And, Norlan.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      I flipped through the reports, finding what I sought. There was a budget sheet calculating the costs to save these people. The biggest factor was the new wagons. Twenty gold, one of them was a fancy carriage with a notation that said for the children. My heart wept slightly, revealing some of the humanity that still existed there.

      “Have Elxa report to Rivinia when she finds life or death situations we can help with. Full budget sheets each time,” I said, leaving my chair. “Have them all get warm while the soldiers ready the caravan.”

      I left them to head to my room. Rivinia was hot on my heels, carrying my jacket. “Master, I need to warn you.”

      “About?” I asked and my stomach turned. “Give me a minute please.”

      There were some unsettling and diabolical things I did to a bucket in a small privy. I was sure glad I didn’t have to grow up in Lornia, and yes, I was missing modern technology slightly. We’d been in Lornia for over a month, most of it confined to a small carriage. 

      I returned a few minutes later and asked, “Okay, what bothers you, Rivinia?”

      “Crimm will be infested with those desperate for survival. This is how Lornia works. The strong survive, producing an excess of children while the weak or unfortunate do not. Basically, I respect your decision, and while it is nice to see, it is unsustainable,” Rivinia said in a determined tone. 

      “Good thing Elxa answers to you then. Look, we can use the help and saving some kids will be nice. If I have to run an orphanage at my new home so be it. A little bit of kindness goes a long way, or so I hope it does,” I said firmly.

      “Yes, Master. I said enough on the matter.”

      “I value your insight, Rivinia. How about we finish off this dreadful snowy trip and get to Crimm?!” I said with enthusiasm. 

      She curtsied, bowing her head. I could tell she was going through a lot. We both were. There was a new layer to our group's relationship. We were becoming an odd sort of dynamic family. There was hope among us; a recent set of minor victories had everyone feeling blessed. 

      I’d be a happy man if we arrived in Crimm without any more problems.
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      “Master, may I know something?” Siofra asked inquisitively. There was a gleam in her eyes that made her enticing in a librarian way.

      We were reviewing the control aspects of fire magic. A process even I had room to improve upon. A lull in our studies had her antsy in her seat. I figured between her sending me her intense gaze, and the nervous butt dance this was going to be an us question.

      The silence between us was deafening. The only sound was the creaking of the carriage as it jostled over the snow packed road. “Sure.”

      She sighed, straightening her back as she worked up the courage. Siofra was so cute when flustered. “Why did you stop flirting with me?” 

      Oh, hmm… How to play this?

      “Do you know what a boner is?” I asked and she rolled her eyes at my words. “Well, when I think about you, I tend to get aroused. I desire you greatly but am tempering those desires. Right now, if I let my urges get the better of me, we’ll end up with a baby.”

      Her neatly trimmed brows furled in confusion. “Isn’t that the whole point of life?” 

      I shrugged. “It is to some, not to me. You understand that, right?” She nodded. “Were you hoping we’d become intimate?”

      “Pleasurings?” she asked and I rolled my eyes.

      Lornia babes were the best!

      “Yes, you goof.” My chuckling put her at ease. “Is this what you want? Your father thrust you into this position. If you become more to me, then I want to be certain it is what you desire.”

      She bit her nail and I slid a hand over hers.

      Siofra huffed in frustration, trying to find the right words. 

      “I… I dreamed of going to a duke’s army or even being a war mage under the king’s banner. I’d finally be away from Farlake and free of my parents. While I served, I’d earn prestige and titles. Fathers would be throwing their sons at me in hopes I’d take them,” Siofra said, her gaze fixating on hand atop of her. 

      I smiled, kissing her cheek and she flushed as if it were a bright summer day. Even though it was cold these carriages held heat pretty well. 

      “Then you came along. I thought you’d break me to your will,” Siofra said. 

      I raised a single eyebrow before placing a hand on her thigh. She instantly blushed brighter but did not remove my hand. I wanted to say I already had but held it in. I didn’t think she was a virgin, too stunning for that. I did feel she was inexperienced. Holly probably scared off any gentleman going for her affections. 

      She looked down at my hand; her breathing intensified. “I don’t want some carpenter's son. I want -”

      “Halt formation!” Norlan shouted from outside. 

      I straddled Siofra quickly, gazing down upon her sharp features. I pecked her lips lightly. “We’ll discuss this later when -”

      A blood curdling scream erupted from the front of the caravan.

      Argggh… Why did my romantic life always require an interruption!?

      “Back the front wagons up now!” Norlan’s voice boomed over the sound of the injured. 

      That sealed the fate of this steamy encounter. 

      Whatever was going on outside was no simple roadblock. I grabbed my staff, hearing a nickering war mount clomping for my door. 

      Tsar was incredible for a horse. That handsome fellow was waiting for me when I exited out and onto the snow covered road. Siofra darted out behind me to run to a stallion I let her ride. 

      A quick hop later and I was in the saddle, wishing I had a second jacket on, or my scarf because the cold was so bitter today. 

      Whoever was hurting my people was going to pay. Attacking us on the road was bullshit.  

      A wounded male shrieked in pain as I trotted Tsar down the long line of wagons. The commotion seemed to have calmed and I saw a man with an arrow in his shoulder being pulled back to a collection point. 

      Arriving at the back of an empty wagon bed, I saw one dead and three with arrows in them. The one doing all the screaming had an arrow in his stomach. 

      Siofra thundered beyond where I slowed. Magic coursed through her, leaving me puzzled. She unleashed a torrent of wind magic. 

      There was a gust from the right so powerful that it pushed the carriages into a left leaning teeter. 

      Whoa! I needed to learn that spell. 

      “What are you doing?” I asked, diverting to catch up. 

      Norlan arrived on my side, using his shield to protect me. While sweet, I needed to see what the hell was going on. 

      “Let him establish a defense while we push back, Master,” Norlan said with concern. 

      I… I was flustered, but heeded his advice. The front wagons were spinning, using the side of the road to retreat. I felt another gust of wind push me from the right to the left.

      This time I saw a flock of arrows get shoved to the side. 

      Hmm… that was a lot of arrows.   

      “It’s safe now,” Siofra said from up ahead.

      Norlan was on foot, leading me forward. Once we got around the jam of wagons I was in shock at what awaited us. 

      A human army blocked our way forward. I expected bandits or maybe dryads, but not this. 

      There were archers, at least a hundred of them, aligned left to right across a road and three deep. Behind them rested infantry in thick armor with spears and shields. Off to the left and right of the archers were mounted cavalry with lances held high.

      A few banners streamed from a unit bearer. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky on this cold day, causing the chilled metal to gleam. Frosted breaths of horses, humans, and partial fey billowed off the assembled army. 

      Three mages rested on the left side of horse riders. Two of them were barely stronger than Mist or Libby. A mage in the background who wore all black cracked his neck dramatically.

      He barked an order that the archer captain responded to. I studied his power, seeing that he held about half of Siofra’s power.

      The enemy archers nocked arrows in unison, they angled back as one, and fired. These were trained soldiers, used to fighting in formation. Something that unsettled me as much as the arrows arcing for my caravan. A single mage propelled the arrows by adding a gust of magical air to their flight. 

      While I watched that volley of deadly weapons I saw the weak mages decrease in their glow. The energy expulsion literally reduced their power, meaning a mage was displaying reserves, not actual power. 

      Siofra’s hands shot forward, dancing in a hypnotic pattern. White magic burst forth, commanding the wind to her whim. A strong gust of wind rocked us and the arrows. The flight diverted into a section of the stone road, landing the volley far short. 

      “Who are they?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder. My troops were setting defensive formations while we assessed the situation. 

      “Novi is the next city. We’d have reached there in a few hours. Obviously someone sent word or scouts found us. You’re hauling enough riches to garner a full army,” Norlan said with a gruff tone. 

      He was not amused and neither was I.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      Norlan checked over his shoulder. “There will be a flanking army trying to get into place, winter will make that tough. We can talk but -”

      “Signal a parlay,” I said. 

      I was expecting pushback on this notion. Norlan dug into a pouch attached to his beltline. He confidently strolled forward waving a yellow flag. While it was yellow instead of white, the similarity was ironic. 

      When Siofra ushered her mount forward, I sent Tsar forward too. The enemy sent a single rider forward. The moderately powerful mage rode a nice stallion that was a few hands shorter than ours. 

      There was a quiet lull to the hurried activity of a moment before. I should have expected this earlier.

      Hell, Farlake said they’d do something similar. I had to assume the mage allowed this discussion to buy time for his other force.

      The enemy mage wore all black robes that clashed against the white horse. He was older, with a gray beard, and a scowl fit for an ornery grandfather. He also seemed to think he was a superior. 

      “I’m Baron Trevor of Trimi. I kindly ask you to cede the field,” I said.

      He scoffed with a sneer. “I’m War Mage Renfry, and you’re surrounded. This mage cannot stop my lord's combined army. If you surrender, you’ll be given quarter,” Renfry said.

      I frowned. “So, we can war against each other. Are there no rules?” I asked.

      This set everyone back a bit as an unexpected question. “When you cross another lord's lands he can deem your forces a threat unless you carry a duke’s decree of travel.”

      “Gotcha, I bet those cost coins,” I said with a frown. “I wonder why Nathanael didn’t say I’d need one of those.”

      “You bore me, have a good death,” Renfry said, turning to leave.

      Norlan chuckled, petting Tsar. “Hey, at least you can say you tried. Right, Master?”

      “You lost me.”

      Norlan grinned from ear to ear. “Nathanael did not have you go to Duke Lacroy because he didn’t expect this, and deep down, he knew you’d win if this happened.”

      “Is this the local Duke’s army?” I asked, and Norlan shrugged.

      Siofra shook her head. “A duke would fly big banners and their forces would have about a hundred times this. They really are mini-kings. Some minor noble is making a play. He or she will be in for a rude awakening.”

      “So… before I unleash hell, do we want prisoners?” I asked. 

      Norlan shook his head. “We could ransom them but that’d mean we’re dragging captured folk into Crimm where there are rules and whatnot. Best to break their spirit and send them home weaponless if we catch any.”

      The walk back to our forces ended. The enemy readied another volley. There was a shout from the left flank and neighing of horses. My archers unleashed at the forces on our side. 

      A series of snaps said the enemy had fired while I was distracted. 

      Focusing on what I could, I let the ruby in my staff fuel me. Angry tendrils of energy coursed through my veins as the magic intensified.

      I smirked with glee as I became filled with power. 

      Reaching the point where I might burst into flames, I cut off the flow. My palm rose, aiming for the left section of the archers. Fire licked off my fingers, dancing with an eagerness to release. 

      “By the gods, release,” Siofra said, whooshing the arrows out of the way with her air magic.

      The instant her spell finished, I fired. A single ball of flame sizzled over the snowy road. I released a second fireball, letting repetitive orbs of orange and red soar forth. 

      I unleashed at least twenty fireballs by the time I consumed what I’d stolen from the ruby.  

      “Same on the left flank, Master,” Norlan said, walking Tsar for me while I watched the carnage unfold. 

      The lesser enemy mages shot ice at my fireballs. The far left swirling ball of flame was knocked down with a focused effort. Watching my spell being defeated was fascinating and foolish.

      Renfry fired a lightning bolt directly at me instead of trying to save his troops. Siofra erected a wall of road stones, blocking the blast, and likely saving my life. 

      My stunned reaction evaporated as I watched the rest of my deathly infernos slam into archers. Many of them screamed for mercy.

      Inside those horrendous balls of flame, there was no quarter. The poor soldiers who stood beside the archers taking direct hits were soaked in a magical plasma of fire that splashed onto them. The ones in the front were given a quick death. The rest… would serve as a lesson to those who challenged me. 

      Each fireball punched through the formation, halting when the infantry heavy metal soaked up the last of the energy, killing the fools who wore the molten armor. 

      The entire formation was decimated. Wounded screamed for mothers or a healer. The enemy mages spun, retreating with the cavalry.

      I had to assume the mass casualties were too much.

      A charge against me would be suicide, same if they stayed for a prolonged battle.

      I… I was conflicted on how brief real war could be. This army spent hours if not days preparing for this conflict. They killed a man who did them no harm to steal my gold.

      Internally I raged, wishing for more violence.

      My desire was granted when whoever commanded this flanking attack missed seeing the main force die a horrible death. I only saw a dozen mounted archers darting between trees, shooting at my wagons when given openings. 

      I leveled my palm, sucking in energy from the ruby. I yearned to ride to the dead and claim souls, and yet, that feeling was overridden by my desire to protect my people. 

      The feeling of anger pushed me forward. Flames coursed through my being as I readied my magic. I sent small bursts forward, trying to aim between the trees. 

      Without even watching those flames land, I jolted Tsar forward and back to the main army. 

      “Master,” Siofra growled, keeping up. “Don’t charge the foes. They’ll die with time or surrender. Right now the wounded still have fighting spirit.”

      “Just protect me, my sexy mage,” I said with a smirk.

      I gazed upon the broken formation where the dead and dying rested. Purple orbs of magic hovered over dozens of corpses. So many had been melted to ash that I’d never get any refill from them. 

      I brought Tsar to within collection range of the dead, harvesting all the succulent power. 

      Magic raced for the main orb and the rubies sewn into my robes. This startled Siofra, causing her horse to neigh, going vertical as she tugged on the reins. 

      “By all that is holy, Trevor!” Siofra said, trying to get in the way of the power. “I can’t stop this spell! Flee, I’ll try to save you!”

      I saw her throw up an immense arcane spell that my retrieved energy passed right through. She held her spell even after I ingested all that glorious power. 

      A tap on Tsar’s sides showed the woman with squinted eyes, expecting her demise to save me. 

      Aw, she tried to sacrifice herself for me. Hang on a second, what’s this?

      Black tattoos danced over her heart. As quick as they appeared they vanished.

      What were those? Damn. I -

      “Cast a wind spell!” Norlan shouted. 

      Siofra’s eyes shot open. A lone archer fired an arrow at us while we waited. Siofra sent wind directly from her palms, stalling the single arrow mid-flight.

      The twirl of the projectile halted after it stopped moving forward. There was a turning of the arrow as it went from facing us to orienting to the enemy.

      Siofra’s face was scrunched in concentration. She grunted, slinging the arrow back at the fleeing archer. 

      With a twist the arrow followed the foe’s dive for safety, sinking into his neck. There was a gurgled cry and then silence. 

      “That was sweet of you,” I said, sucking up the energy.

      “Wait? You’re casting into yourself?” Siofra said in a stunned gasp.

      “Haven’t you seen him do this every night at the slaughter for dinner?” Norlan asked.

      Okay, that wasn’t fair to Siofra. Norlan only knew because I moaned from the ecstasy of the power and had to explain myself. Else it looked like I got off on seeing animals die. Super did, but for different reasons than he first thought. 

      “I saw the brightness but she was always so close. You collect souls?” she asked, but it really wasn’t a question.

      “Thanks for jumping in the way. Hey, so… I just killed almost a hundred people someone likely loved and… and I – I – I didn’t care. What did bother me, was your heart had tattoos on it for a brief moment. What is that about?”

      “You’re a portal mage!” Siofra said, ignoring my words. 

      Norlan grunted for attention. “May I order the troops to loot, and harass the foes.”

      “Loot yes, and shoot only those who turn to fight, after five minutes no one goes any further,” I ordered sternly.

      “As you command, Master,” Norlan said with a slight bow. He spun, cupping his hands to his mouth. “Lornia team, harass in the woods, break off after five minutes. Pangea team, secure the wounded and push forward. Caravan, reorganize and ready for march.”

      The hundred or so people in my force buzzed with activity. While Siofra was fixated in thought, I went to visit the wounded. 

      An inspection tendril was shot from my core to my rubies. They brimmed with power and were almost bursting. I sure hoped whatever noble thought of attacking me next was foolish enough to give me warning again.  

      This was my second battle, and another victory. Granted, I may have died without Siofra building that stone wall, and that fact gave me another reality check. I rounded the wagon where the wounded groaned from the side of the road. 

      The collection point had added two more injured. A fire was already going and a poker was heated to cauterize extracted arrow wounds. The mother whom I accepted into our caravan was holding the metal rod with a mitten. 

      I smiled at her, proud of my decision. The man who’d been screaming earlier was silent, his eyes glazed over. The rest would be screaming here soon enough. 

      Two dead, was two too many.

      The question that rattled in my heart was - could I save them all?

      And I knew the answer was unfortunately no.

      I’d likely see death the entire way through Lornia. 

      Hopefully after Crimm, that would slow down or stop. Somehow I found that thought fallacy. 

      “Master!” Siofra said, alerting me of something. 

      I turned Tsar back to the front, seeing Siofra and a young half-fox boy standing side by side. 

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A messenger,” Siofra said, flicking the lad’s second ear. “Out with it.”

      The lad gulped, eyeing me with fright. “A silver for each weapon recovered. None for the wounded. Payable when you skirt Novi City.”

      “And if I take Novi?” I asked and the young man looked like I’d stabbed his mother with that statement.

      “Law dictates that -”

      “The baron is hyped from the battle,” Siofra said. While true, that wasn’t the point. “We decline your lord's offer.”

      “Thank you, Master Mage,” the lad said, bolting for Novi.

      “Just a War Mage!” Siofra shouted at his back. 

      “You ready to learn about who I really am?” I asked Siofra. 

      She nodded. “I - I - I could never dream of the power you exude. Even Father would struggle to have fireballs sear through four ranks. And you get more powerful as the battle goes.”

      “Perks of being a ruby mage.”

      “No, Master. You’re no ruby mage. Arenia’s demigod. That is much more likely. We will visit her temple in Crimm. After this display, Renfry will not understand. I do,” Siofra said with a wicked grin. 

      “What do you understand?” I asked in a sharp tone.

      “That I serve what is likely the most powerful mage in Lornia. A Master who exudes power but lacks excellence and knowledge of the land,” Siofra said, her beautiful face grinning with pride.

      “She has a point, Master,” Susanna said, arriving in a pant. “My heart stopped when that mage cast a spell and you didn’t react. Thank you, Siofra. I… I would have had to abandon the left flank and jump in front of that lightning. A feat not possible as I rallied the troops.”

      “Ladies, Ladies. You flatter me. I promise you each a reward when we're in Crimm. For now, ensure my caravan is protected. I need to study earth magic,” I said, leaving them to brag to each other about their battle prowess. 

      I was glad they were getting along so well. Apparently, the glowseed supply was already out and that was with us avoiding extra risks. 

      Else I’d do wonderful things to those women now, instead of later. Libby helped me off Tsar, kissing my cheek before I retired to study. Four more days and the capital would be a whole new adventure.
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      I sat on Tsar’s back waiting for the big reveal, knowing I’d see through the busy tree limbs any second. Already I could see smoke stacks in the thousands, telling me we were close to finally arriving. 

      When we exited the woods, the sight was marvelous, and yet, not. Being a badass baron in a medieval fantasy society certainly had its perks. One of the downsides was a tug at feeling responsible or even just hating the world at times. 

      The grandeur of the castle on the horizon was lost to me because of what I discovered right outside the woods. A clump of frozen dead were huddled on the side of the road. 

      A mother and child survived, sobbing quietly over the losses of the group. Their fire must have extinguished early in the night with the cold killing as it was known to do. 

      I fished out a few gold coins, tossing them at the survivors’ feet. The duo would last the winter now, able to afford a room, and that was assuming the guards didn’t steal the mother’s coins. 

      I sighed, returning to focus on the city.

      Farming, so much farming. I’d seen a lot of plowed fields, but never realized how much cities relied on these farmers. Trimi held their farming to the south, out of city view.

      Crimm clearly needed a lot of food to support the mound of a city in the distance. As far as the eye could see trees had been cleared to make room for crops. 

      Little hovels dotted the landscape with storage sheds in odd spots. Small cart paths split the fields that even in winter were planted. Farmers huffed big misting clouds of hot air as they cleared winter growths of snow. 

      Sporadic fires warmed those who survived the night. I saw something different when my gaze lingered on those groups. A sense of community that relied on each other to make it to sunrise. 

      Of course, some would fail their duty at stoking the fire due to selfish desires for sleep and I’d cross sights like the one we saw. Then, I’d see this. 

      I clearly was not a farmer but I knew one. “Libby,” I said to my bundled up bearish babe who drove my carriage. Her small bear ears were adorable with their frosted tips.  

      “Yes, Master.”

      “What are they growing?”

      Libby smiled warmly at me. She was in a good mood, and we all were with the concept of warm beds inside heated buildings. 

      The cart smoothly rolled over the icy road as she said, “Hardy vegetables, Master. Broccoli, radishes, orci, zeebbeans, peas, and such. There really is no winter off season for a farming serf around the big cities. Spring sure, but then summer pruning, fall harvesting, and winter rotation.”

      “The road… I expected it to be in disrepair. They are in big cities in Pangea,” I said, trying to relate. “Well, they are certainly not as smooth as this road.” 

      Siofra chuckled from my side. “A smooth travel is a point of pride to a Lornian King. His collected taxes creating quality roads is something the masses can enjoy, and it’s easy to achieve a quantitative result.”

      Susanna walked her horse closer to chat. “Quality roads are a great way for any leader to avoid complaints. Wagons break down less, people stub toes less, and goods transition faster. Grandma loved to teach us about being a noble.”

      I could understand how roads were important simply by going from Riverten to Trimi. I dropped thoughts of that vile town to keep inspecting Crimm. 

      The white bubbling of a rapid river cutting east to west originated out of the mountains. The water hit the city before curving around the massive stone walls to create a moat. The banks of the river were different from the farm fields in the fact that life settled here in big numbers outside the walls. 

      A strip of humanity used the water's flow to spin river wheels for all sorts of purposes. Smoke billowed away from the city all the way into the woods for miles. That river proved in that single glimpse that it was the lifeline to this mighty city.

      The walls didn’t shine on the mostly gloomy day. Nor would they ever. They were gnarled in their age, rugged in their creation, and in some sections clearly rebuilt. While the city may look ancient, Crimm took its defenses seriously.

      High archer towers were the first line of defense, stationed every dozen paces. Beside those were slightly taller towers that held ballistae or catapults. The walls bristled with spikes, traps, and archer pits. Mage towers stood the tallest, with wizards rotating their balconies.

      The interior of the city behind the walls was obscured. Only when the city rose in the distance could you make out the big estates behind a second wall. At the very pinnacle of the hill rested a mighty fortification with a black banner showing a golden crown. 

      Birds filled the sky over the city, smoke billowed north with the wind, and smaller banners fluttered from poles high in the air. To say it was majestic would be an understatement. The city added the goosebumps to my chilly arms because of its sheer scale.

      The sudden arrival of our large caravan in the middle of winter had not gone unnoticed. As we neared the city, at least a dozen flights of eagle-fey carrying scouts inspected us. 

      Hence, I was not surprised in the slightest when a procession of knights rode out to greet us. Knights was an incorrect term.

      The hundred or so men, and a few women, were mages. Less powerful than Siofra, but far more powerful than Renfry. Likely, they trained as a unit in war too. This message Crimm was sending arrived loud and clear. They saw me for what I was - a threat to the city and wanted to greet me with a show of force. 

      I held a hand up, pausing the caravan behind me. Siofra and Norlan rode forward with me, flanking my sides. I gulped at the might of this greeting. This was not some small force I could fling fire at and defeat with ease. 

      Three riders broke from the group to meet us. Their leader looked like an aged version of Siofra, and I must admit, he aged well. This one had no fey aspects with a big bushy beard. The two who flanked him were equally powerful, but not children of Farlake if I were to guess due to the blond hair and blue eyes.

      “These horses,” the leader said, dismounting. Siofra followed his lead, guiding her mount to the man on the road. She offered what was likely her brother my stallion to ride. “Oh, a rare treat. You sure?”

      “The Baron has promised them to no one and merely allows me to ride this magnificent stallion,” Siofra said in a proud tone. 

      “I’m War Mage Varin. Baron Trevor, welcome to Crimm,” he said, getting into the saddle of the Clydesdale. “Ha!” He scoffed playfully at his allies. “You look so small over there on your puny stallions!”

      He let out a cackle, sending the mount into a run over the forest field.

      “Uh… Did I get horse jacked?” I asked, looking around to see big smiles. “Oh, you guys really love horses that much.”

      “I’m War Mage Legi, and this is War Mage Nard. Yes, when you bring a rare breed of stallions to a city of warriors where the prized possession is horses… Well, this is the result,” Legi said pointing to Varin.

      The stallion tore across the fields with Varin, jumping irrigation ditches, and executing tight turns. Clods of crops were flung in his reckless abandon as he shouted like he was a young boy with a new toy. 

      I felt Tsar stirring under me wondering why he couldn’t open up and destroy farm fields in a glorious run. No thanks, I felt like I had to pee anyway. 

      “Why are you out here in such force?” I asked.

      Legi shrugged. “Why do you glow brighter than a master mage?”

      “Apparently so I can burn wolf-kin and stupid nobles who challenge me,” I said in a sassy tone that elicited laughs. 

      “Yeah, there is a dwarven delegation up at the court kissing the king’s ass, asking for forgiveness. Also, we’re here to escort you to the bank. This many mages is to inform you that our city can handle threats far greater than you, and that we are able to secure your funds in transit. The advisors would rather your wealth arrived safely to the vaults,” Legi said in a happy tone as Varin continued to have fun in the background.

      “I’d be challenged in the streets?” I asked, somewhat concerned. 

      Varin returned with a huge grin, having the horse prance the final distance. “All it takes is one street gang stealing a single chest and we have a pissed off mage torching the slums. No thanks. Easier to just bring you into the city where we can safely stick your riches into the undervault.”

      I blew hot air into my chilly hands while I processed this. “Varin, right?” He nodded. “Do I have to use a title?” I asked.

      “You do not, since you outrank me both in magical status and title. These two… guards would,” Varin said with a shrug. “Not that I care. So. We got word you want magical items, to purchase a healer, and to buy a castle.”

      “I need those flying fey things too. Oh, and to hire all the excessive people you have. Assuming there are those desperate for work,” I said.

      “Eagle-fey are available for sale, they breed slowly in captivity but there are always parties in the mountain hunting them for their value. No healers are available. There is a three Duke queue right now. To the rest, hell yeah. Come spend your riches in Crimm. Would make the crown ecstatic,” Varin said, returning the mount to Siofra.

      “Speaking of the crown,” I said. 

      “A summons? Likely. The crown has the ability to summon you and then hold you for a week, and yes we know you’re not from around here. If you are not seen after a week of arriving for your summons you’re free to leave,” Varin said, trying to pet Tsar and almost getting bitten. “I’m so jealous, sister.”

      “She is marvelous,” Siofra said of the horse and then added, “He isn’t bad either.”

      She was mentioning me, and Varin didn’t catch on because he was too enthralled in the horses. He ducked down to verify Tsar had a penis.

      He laughed and I rolled my eyes. Boys and these horses.

      “These… I wish I were rich. May I ride this one to the King’s Stables? There will be a reward if you let him… you know,” Varin said with animated hand gestures. Well, mostly a finger going into a hand hole.

      “Make babies?” I asked with a raised brow. 

      “Uh, yeah! Hell, the King’s wives will go nuts. Ladies love to look down upon others when mounted,” he said and everyone, but me snickered. 

      “I swear you Lornians are little crazy over horses. Deal, take Tsar, he will wow them the most. And Varin,” I said with a warning tone. He gave me his full attention. “Tsar is invaluable to me. I can literally burst into flame when enraged and I have fully charged magical stones. Do not piss me off.”

      “How about I take this one. And that is why you’re given an escort and special treatment. Even the king can’t shift his duties suddenly to meet you. For that I apologize,” Varin said sincerely and I almost believed him.

      Norlan raised a hand and Varin nodded. “Where can we stay when -?”

      “Father owns an inn of sorts called Madames of Crimm. Run by Lady Juniper. Once the gold is offloaded, the carts go to a warehouse, the horses to stables, and then your party has closed the inn down for you to recover in,” Varin said and Norlan smiled in relief. 

      That had been a dilemma of ours, finding a central place to stick everyone. Even if the King was busy, it seemed his advisors were going out of their way to ensure I was greeted properly. 

      “Are you ready to see Crimm?” Varin asked with a welcoming smile.

      I shivered from the cold before saying, “Indeed, War Mage Varin, show me the wonders the capital of Lornia holds.”
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      I let Siofra ride Tsar while I sat between Libby and Susanna on the front of the lead carriage. There was a short piss break of me pissing on the carriage wheel. The ladies spilled a bucket. Yeah, it happens, and yeah, I’d even welcome a stinky privy at this point. 

      The carriage rolled under the massive wall, making the gloomy space feel daunting. The stone permeated a winter’s cold, chilling the tunneled underway because of what was likely a constant wind. I pulled my bulky women closer to fight the biting wind that howled. 

      We slowly jostled beyond a moat, gates, portcullis, a second bridge with spikes at the bottom, and more gates. Torches lit the tunnel, displaying years of mold, and a lingering stench of urine hung in the air. 

      Guards by the hundreds lined the sides, pointing at the horses. Tsar would forever alter the lineage of the Lornian horse if the locals had their way. I ignored them as we exited the wall for the city proper. Some generals must have rallied the troops in preparation for my arrival. 

      The road was cleared, every intersection was blocked, and guards covered the alleyways. Even archers were up high strategically.

      “I - I - I’m shocked,” Susanna said in a stunned tone. 

      I was starting to understand that my arrival was being taken extremely seriously. 

      “Even Father does not garner this much attention,” Varin said, trotting the stallion beside us. “Then again, you’re bringing in more gold than some dukes own.”

      “There are gems and rare minerals too,” I said just loud enough for him to hear.

      He rode forward, whispering to another mage who sent his horse into a run. 

      “Figured as much, but more appraisers will be present for our arrival,” he said with a snort. “This is the noble road. You can’t even come in this entrance without a signet ring or an escort. You get to miss the beggars, vendors, and ruffians. The southwestern entrance is a commoner entry that you can use. Surprisingly some want to take a look at all the bustle of the city, and I’d show you if we weren’t escorting all this gold.”

      The wheels creaked, birds chirped, and the sound of hooves on the cobble road were loud. We transited by a nice section of three story stone homes, lining a fancy road with lamp posts every ten feet. Residents in nice garb and friendly smiles opened shutters to view our procession. Children waved, and there was additional gawking at the massive stallions.  

      The street was clean with grates steaming foul stenches. The sound of running water told me there was some form of flushing human waste in this section of the city. I realized this was a private road meant to impress visitors. That didn’t mean I wasn’t impressed. Lidia would have loved this, the ride here, not so much.

      “Cleaner than I’d have imagined,” I said politely. 

      “The King takes pride in his prison, and yes you heard that right. He is restricted to this city except for rare occasions. Those who defile this beacon of prosperity enter the Crown’s Servant’s dungeon. Which, huzzah for you, should be full,” Varin said, waving to people who watched us.

      “Will you be a guide?” I asked. 

      “No, after your gold is secured, counted, and you’re issued a voucher of value, we depart. The upper city is relatively crime free. Which, I must warn you. Your… party. It is filled with Lornians not fit for proper society,” he said and I grumbled at his statement.

      This amused him and even Libby frowned. Siofra said, “Fear not, Master. We can always rent a lower city establishment if you want to give those without stature freedom to roam.”

      “No. While it’s not fair, ensuring the peace, and that drama stays at a zero is more important. I’m sure we can send runners to fill our needs,” I said and there were nods. 

      After ten minutes of soaking in the warmth of my dashing ladies and the views of the stone city, we transitioned into the upper city. 

      The business section was right after the wall. There were big blocky buildings with general merchants, specialty crafters, jewelers, and a whole row of investment banks: one for each duke. I was escorted into the King’s Bank not far into this section and given a comfy room to wait in. 

      I was allowed one guard and one servant, so I picked Siofra and Rivinia. This was going to take a while; there was over five million dollars in gold coins in those wagons. Even at this point, I was still concerned we might have issues.

      “Fret not, Master. Norlan and Varin will ensure everything is handled,” Siofra said, handing me a pocket book to study. She was sweet like that. Rivinia patted the spot beside her and I plopped down, leaving no place for her to sit. “I’ll rub your feet, Master.”

      Lornian women for the win.

      She sat on the floor, trying to get comfy from between my legs to undo my boots. I was tempted to spin her around and open my robes, but resisted.

      Rivinia smirked, seeing my desire. She stuck her head in my lap to lie sideways. I ran my fingers through both of their hair, knowing that was what they desired. 

      “Your father runs a whorehouse in Crimm?” I said, enjoying the foot rub and warm room. 

      Siofra glanced at me over her shoulder to say, “Uh, first I’m hearing about it. A city this big, well, there are probably a thousand of them. Master,” she said hesitantly, looking at Rivinia. 

      “She is my forever pet, just like Susanna and Libby,” I said and she nodded in understanding. Rivinia kissed the back of my hand lovingly. “There will be very few times you get to see me alone now that we’re out of that dreadful carriage.”

      “I understand, Master. Susanna has welcomed me into the group and she asked for a favor. We’ve been getting along well.”

      “And the favor?” Rivinia asked.

      “First pleasuring,” she said in a wince. “You mentioned our reward,” Siofra said, blushing profusely. 

      I snatched her hair, tilting her head back, and leaned down to kiss lay my lips onto her forehead. “Are you a virgin?”

      “What’s a virgin?” she asked.

      “Maidenhood,” I said sharply.

      “Uh… lost that riding horses and yes, I have been with a… a guy?”

      Rivinia giggled and I kissed her forehead again.

      “It honestly is irrelevant, you just blush a lot. Telling me you’re nervous or inexperienced,” I said directly.

      “Both,” she nodded with a mutter. “Yes, both.”

      “Siofra. Do you wish to join with me?” I asked directly.

      “Absolutely, Master.”

      “To the point you’ll bind to me and swear to me and to me only?” I asked.

      “But the realm law dictates no leader can bind themselves above the King.”

      I sighed, eyeing a frowning Rivinia who shrugged. While she was knowledgeable, she was not all knowing. “Fine, King then me? Removing all other bindings.”

      “You worry I’ll favor Farlake over you?” she asked.

      “Indeed,” I responded honestly

      She spun to sit cross legged and face me.

      “You want me to marry you?” she asked in a puzzled tone.

      I ran a hand down her smooth red cheek. “Yes and no. I want your commitment. At the same time I want my freedom. It’s not a fair deal, but it is what I have to offer,” I told her. 

      She grabbed my hand, softly kissing the back of it. “I… I want children though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So do the others,” I said, happy that she was negotiating and knowing she likely would. “Of the three of you, you stand to have the most stability of a mother, and if something were to happen to me, Rivinia can’t rule in my stead. Susanna would be respected the most after you since she is human. Libby would struggle, and maybe Norlan but a higher noble would replace all of them without you. The son of a noble can though. I’d hate to marry a daughter of -”

      Rivinia shot up, placing a finger over her mouth. Her elven hearing must have picked up something. 

      A moment later there was a soft knock on the door. Siofra opened the door, revealing an older woman for Lornia standards. Mid-thirties, warm smile, and a younger version of herself in her mid-teens that had the same brown hair and brown eyes of Siofra. 

      “Lady Juniper,” Siofra said, racing up to hug the woman like a family member. “Leena, so great to see you.”

      Both women curtsied after greeting Siofra and saying friendly greetings.

      “We will be waiting with you for a few minutes,” Juniper said politely. 

      I wanted to protest but a man came in from behind them with something similar to a clipboard.

      “I’m Hoogi, a bank manager. So… we have a problem, but nothing too drastic. I cannot convert some of your gems or materials,” Hoogi said, handing me a clipboard.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, checking the paperwork.

      “An auction. So you get two vouchers today. A voucher for itemized auction items, and a voucher for your account so you can spend freely. Since you lack a ring,” he fished out a ring from his vest pocket, “use this. Baron Trevor, I must warn you. Your title was given by a temporary Viscount.”

      “Of Trimi. He is the -”

      “He is filling in while his father pleads for mercy. The King may grant him leniency and then your title vanishes. This ring supersedes those trivial things,” Hoogi informed me.  

      “And the auction date?” I asked.

      “During the winter we rarely received such items. If I rush the process there will be less bidders. If you let rumors about you swirl, longer is better. Say ten days?” Hoogi said. 

      I stared at the paperwork wondering where to sign. He handed me a thumbtack to puncture my skin. I agreed to both documents and then to the auction. 

      “Thank you for your business, Baron,” Hoogi said, leaving the room.

      Juniper tried to see the sheet that held a six figure number. I handed the documents to Rivinia. After I removed my necklace with a bristling stone I applied the ring to the metal band. 

      With the bank portion done I felt it was necessary to head directly to the nobility market.

      “Where do I buy a castle?” I asked with a smile.

      “Madames are handling your arrivals, probably best if we went to the King’s Administration Quarters. It is a section of the upper city where the King himself appoints others to manage. We can walk or carriage, your choice,” Juniper said. 

      I slid my boots back on, growling at the fact they were still cold. “A walk sounds nice, assuming I’m safe.”

      “You’re not going anywhere without an escort,” Varin said from outside the room. “And yes, I’ve been waiting here the whole time.”

      I grumbled and Rivinia frowned, growing angry to the point she blurted, “A silence spell?”

      “Mages have their secrets. Come on. I know this great place by the ocean that is for sale,” Varin said and I rolled my eyes. 

      “Imagine my surprise when I arrived in the capital as the wolf burning inferno mage, capable of ruining Lornia, and yet… I learn everything is pre-arranged. Did you hire my army already too?” I asked.

      “No you get to pick those and your ship,” he said, peeking his head into the doorway. “Maybe.”

      He burst into a knee slapping laughter as if this was hilarious.

      I finished lacing up my other boot and said, “Uh, so… the ship. Like a pleasure yacht? Do you have those here?”

      “Lord, I don’t understand some of the stuff you say, but I can tell you this. Let’s buy you a proper title,” Varin said with an ear to ear grin. 

      Thoughts of a large hearth, a cozy setting, and a warm brandy had me daydreaming of owning a castle. I can say this was never a fantasy of mine until I arrived in Lornia, and now… Now, I was excited to make it a reality.
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      An ambush. There was no other way to describe what we encountered at the nobility office. There were lords with their daughters casually crowding the large room as if it were auction day. 

      Except there was no auction.

      There was nothing to even bid on.

      There happened to only be a rumor that a man powerful enough to be a master mage was in Crimm and unmarried.

      Hell, even a few mothers with sons showed up.

      A few stormed out when they saw I wasn’t a woman as they had hoped for.

      I wanted to stop them to insist I was completely happy and indeed a devoted lover and then realized who cared. This was dumb, and while Siofra was thrust to my side, she served a purpose. I had no purpose for these young women, and the few men who stayed. 

      Not to mention, half the idiot ladies’ eyes shot to Varin or Rivinia and I ground my teeth. They’d know I wasn’t an elf, and I knew I was handsome. I had great features, high cheekbones, brooding features, more muscles than normal, and a great attitude. Sure I had my faults, but it didn’t matter because I had loyal ladies who adored me… for me.

      The fact I was being overlooked flustered me, and it was not Rivinia’s fault she was born as a stunning elf or Varin’s fault for being somewhat famous and dashing. 

      I was seething, and one look from Varin had him pushing me outside of the building. 

      “Careful, brother,” Siofra warned him. 

      While I liked being pushed out of safety, I didn’t enjoy it this time. Varin broke into a run, circling around the building. He sighed, waving me to catch up. I decided to placate the man and ran to catch up, dropping a document. Rivinia retrieved my bank statement as I clamped the top of my robe shut.

      Those who followed us watched us vanish around the side of the building in a hurry. We entered a side door with special guards in black and gold. They were about to protest when they recognized Varin.

      Varin set me down in a foyer for employees. Rivinia came to me, handing me the bank statement with a few panted breaths.

      “I’m sorry, Master, I -”

      I silenced her with a kiss on the lips. The contact was tender and sweet. “Cover me please,” I said, facing the wall and opening my robes while Varin and Siofra faced the other way. “Rivinia, never apologize for who you are. You’re far more than a pretty face to me.”

      “You’re going to make me cry more,” she said, wiping her tears on her sleeve. “I’ve grown soft. I’ll be stronger.”

      I kissed her forehead this time. “What the hell, Varin?” I said when she finished fixing the pockets on my robe.

      “I… an accident. I was told to diffuse any situation. Even the King and his advisors, whom I represent, can’t control everything. This won’t stop and even when you leave, you’ll be hounded. I - I -”

      “Suggest you marry!” Juniper said from outside the building, the guards not letting her in. 

      Varin stuck his head out, letting them into the building. 

      “I don’t want to marry,” I said with a shrug. “I want a harem. Scratch that, I have a harem and they are what I desire. I can burn the rest.”

      “Uh, no you can’t,” three voices muttered. Rivinia and Siofra smirked. One of the voices was from behind me. 

      A young man no older than twenty five stood in the hallway. Varin was gob smacked at the sight of the lad, telling me he was important. We followed the young man into a large room.

      This was a courtroom of sorts. Two short benches faced a judge’s bench. The young man sat in that seat while flanked by two guards who shone just as bright as Master Mage Telfi did. The mages eyes widened from my presence, whispering in the young man’s ears.

      “Silence, I understand the risks. Baron Trevor, I’m King Partel. The man holding court up the road in the fortress is my decoy. Handsome, charming, and actually in charge of nothing. Remind you of anyone?” the young man who probably was the king said.

      I looked around the room and saw what he meant. We were not nobles. “Was planning on fixing that, your grace,” I said and bowed. 

      Everyone winced except for the king, who laughed. “You should practice your mannerism. There is truth to the rumors you’re not from Lornia. You certainly shine bright enough to be Arenia’s demigod. The very god they say that favors Farlake,” he said in a boisterous laugh. 

      Suddenly it hit me like a hammer. He wasn’t a young man. He was a fey. The king was a halfling, and I doubt I’d ever figure it out, but he certainly wasn’t the kid he appeared to be. That laugh gave it away clear as day. 

      I was torn, knowing what was coming.

      Did I lie?

      Did I expose myself?

      There was only so much I could cover with those damn horses I brought. I thought I could pawn them off as some rare breed to make money off of, but no.

      They were probably sending rumors through the entire kingdom that a foreigner was pretending to be a Lornian with his big gorgeous horses. 

      “So, Baron Trevor, what brings you to my city?”

      “Your city or kingdom?” I asked.

      “Better, the latter.”

      “Magic that connects two worlds,” I said and he held up a hand.

      “Define world.”

      “Lornia is on a ball that rotates around a sun. When the ball faces the sun you have daylight, when it faces away night. If you travel east in a straight line you will eventually arrive right back at this point from the west.

      “I know this because we use a different form of magic called technology to do exactly that. I come from that world to this world through these rubies that contain magical power. This is Rivinia, she has been to my planet.”

      Rivinia almost scraped her knees in an odd curtsy. “He tells the truth, your grace. They have instant hot water, instant cooking, and unlimited food. The horses grow big but they don’t use horses. They use a variation of machines far beyond what dwarves do. The downside is they have no elves to tend their forests or keep the lands wild,” Rivinia said and the King was on the edge of his seat. 

      “Is that why your gold is beyond pure?” he asked and I nodded. “And the horses?”

      “Rare, and expensive but not unattainable. I… I underestimated their value here,” I admitted.

      He scoffed with a head shake of dismay.

      “Already confiscated them. I had no choice. They will be the King’s Gift from a foreign emissary of Pangea.” I went to raise a hand and he flicked a wrist. “Yes, your big one you’re partial to will go with you. The others I’m keeping and I already sent an army, yes an army to Trimi to retrieve the final horse.”

      I opened and shut my mouth. Trimi had been under siege and he did nothing. I left a horse there and he sent an army. 

      “Why should I trust you?” he asked.

      “Obviously I’m not in my element here. Trust me with what?” I said.

      “A holding of mine that you control,” the King said, rubbing his temples. I doubted he relished dealing in such matters. 

      “Uh, I was planning on using gold, not platitudes,” I said, causing everyone besides me and the King to cringe. “What!? Does honesty not matter?”

      “It does, dear Trevor. Indeed, it does. They know what I am. I kill people for intentional slights. Your decorum is lacking, but your honesty is refreshing. Why do you want a holding?”

      “Commerce. Trading between my world and yours. And… I want to live here while I conduct my trade,” I said and I saw him wanting more. “I can be a lord here even as a young man. There is nothing similar on my planet. I want to rule, protect, and live a good life that I enjoy.”

      “You come from a magically advanced realm and you wish for a simpler one?” he asked, placing his chin atop his folded fingers while looking down at me. 

      “Yes.”

      He eyed me intently. “Tell me about the magic you use to get here.”

      “Unknown to even my advanced race. I dug rubies from a cliff and they glowed. It took time but I unlocked a portal,” I said and he flopped into his chair. “There is a transition place where I arrive, and then I walk into a shining light, arriving onto Lornia.”

      “As prophecy dictates,” he muttered.

      I frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “There will be an arrival from a distant realm, bringing about a beacon of flame to defeat the darkness. The champion with the mightiest horses Lornia has ever seen,” the King said.

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed to the point it was his turn to frown.

      I said, “Sorry, you Lornians have an unnatural horse fetish to me. I’m better now.” I controlled my chuckle.

      “Alright, I have good news, and bad news. The bad news. War will ravish the lands, and even unknown foes will assail our kingdom. I have no Dukes in the south besides Duke Lacroy who is in the southeast to stage off dwarven invasions,” the King said. “And I haven’t failed to notice Farlake children everywhere. He marches to the tune of gold thankfully. Reliable mercenaries are hard to find.”

      He paused, musing over something. I said, “Okay. That sounds -”

      “I wasn’t finished. Lacroy won’t march to defend Clruss or Trimi or Jasmine Shire. No one commands the south. Every king before me that tried to have Clruss become a dukedom fails in the duke votes. 

      “I can however make you a Hand of the King. Which means you can bully the shit out of the stupid nobles to raise armies, strengthen defenses, and rally to win battles. The dukes will sour slightly, except you’ll be in the dreaded south that everyone hates. 

      “There is Harun Port that is vacant, no. You don’t get Harun because the Dukes will raise a shit storm if I give it to you. Loon Harbor has an old man ruling the small port city. The good news for that city is, it's all new. The bad news is it's under defended and a key entry weakness to my kingdom. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

      I huffed, listening intently and was glad he paused.

      “Loon Harbor needs a military leader, is far enough that others won’t care that I’m there, and it’s a bit of a blank slate to mold to my whims,” I said and he smiled. “The downside is it has a ruler already in place.”

      The king leaned back in the raised chair, confidently tapping the table. “What would you do about that?” 

      “I’d need to know more,” I admitted.

      “Old, pays his taxes regularly. For a count he is wealthy with lots of children. Leads a peaceful city that will get crushed in the coming wars,” King Partel said.

      “Move him to Harun, if he doesn’t, strip him of his title, and send his loyalists to Harun with him,” I said. 

      “Forget Harun. Duke Tarkon is marrying his second daughter to a very promising man of minor nobility named Alexander, to Harun,” the King informed me. “Handsome fellow who wins all the tournaments we host. He is being sent to help defend the south with his military prowess as a general.”

      Politics were never my thing and this was showing it. “I don’t want to co-lead. If he is a good man I’ll dig into his stuff or plant something and then kick him into retirement. Any who cross me, I burn.”

      The king pounded the desk three times. A procession of orderlies in robes came forward carrying rolls and rolls of parchment. 

      “It will take them hours to set up. Come, follow me, and stick a hood on the elf,” the King said, leaving out a back door. 

      “Where we going?” I said, wiggling through the orderlies to catch up to him. 

      He chuckled and said, “Drinking. Lord Trevor, I’ll probably never see you again, and I have one last gift for you in exchange for your service in defending the south. Oh, um… and for the horses. I’d finally feel tall on them.”

      “It better be a really good drink,” I said and he giggled.

      Even the guards broke their stern expressions to break into a laugh with him. That was ominous. “The drinks are terrible, but the company is delightful.”

      “What kinda drinking place is this?” I questioned.

      “That… it’s not like you have a choice.”

      I plastered a fake smile on my face, exiting the back of the building to find a massive carriage being pulled by four of my stallions. He smirked with a guilty shrug. I entered the luxurious cabin, a bit miffed by the turn of events.

      The good news was, brandy was on the menu for this guy.
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      We rode in silence and only Rivinia was allowed to enter the carriage with me. 

      “They’ll come for her,” Partel said, as if she wasn’t in the comfy wagon. 

      Rivinia had said the elves had offered to free her from her previous employers a few times. She didn’t know what being an elf was and while that was intimidating, it was irrelevant. Her bindings prevented her from that option. Something that I’d change.

      “I’ll let her go if she wishes.”

      “Interesting,” he said, opening a window for us to see the nice homes passing by. “What is she to you?”

      I raised an arm and Rivinia snuggled in. “My friend, advisor, and lover. Recently we talked about being a baby momma, but you know, things move fast in Lornia.”

      “Good, elves are known for strong bonds. She will be with you until you die of old age. Assuming they don’t abduct her. This actually helps some. That Farlake gal, the quarter fey, is she like her?” the king asked. 

      I was feeling offended, but I realized he was merely doing politics. “Are you saying I need a wife?”

      “If you don’t pick one, I have the authority to issue one,” he said and I sighed. “Just make the Farlake gal your wife. In all the years I’ve followed court I’ve never seen one of Telfi’s children become a noble. Do you know why?”

      “The Council of Dukes is the only thing I can think of. Honestly, I just want to enjoy the kingdom while I improve my magic,” I said.

      He snickered at this, finding it humorous. “I literally have a fake king on the throne, tell me about wanting privacy. You want that mob to go away. Marry someone and say you’re happy. It will help, but not completely. If it's a big deal, just leave her behind when you go home, if you do leave.” I scowled at this. “Don’t get upset at my words. It is merely advice. Take it how you will.” 

      “This one pushes me for a baby, and you want me to get married. Lornian society is so different.”

      “Exactly, and you’re here now. Get married or get proposals until you do. As a Hand of the King you can marry more than one woman. You never know, there are actually some beautiful, charming, and well-mannered young ladies that would make your life easier,” the King informed me.

      I sighed. “I know. I like the exotic women here, and more than one is delightful. You are dancing around the subject. Who do you want to attach to me?”

      “This has all been arranged since you won the Battle of Trimi Woods. Did you figure it out yet?” he asked. “I’ll give you a hint, you can’t marry this one but in the future you should with bind your families together.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Not marry… Alexander right? A tourney champion who can help me lead men. Norlan would need to protect my lands and train my troops. You set me up with a second son who has no real power and is being installed as a count to appease the Dukes. Why do they want him gone?”

      “He literally is too good with a sword and shield. All noble children can compete in tournaments. If you win, you get rewarded. Normally it's a fine stallion or a daughter someone doesn’t want to pay a dowry for. I pulled some strings, playing the dukes for a minor win. I sent him to…” he paused, hoping I’d figure it out.

      “Harun Port where he can no longer compete. This helps that city buffer its defenses and you actually get a win all around. Well played,” I said and he gave a smirking nod. “So what do I have to do to keep you happy once I get to Loon Harbor?”

      He sighed, staring out the window as the city transitioned from nice to decent housing. The sound of a ship’s bell rang loudly. 

      When it quieted he said, “I’ll be sending a spy, or three. An official advisor will show up to relay information between us and help with ensuring you don’t burn all my southern nobles for disobedience. What I mean by that is, let the advisor be your diplomat. You’re too blunt with too little training. Great for a southern general, bad for a southern king.”

      “King?” I said questioningly.

      I noticed the outside was at a downhill angle and our speed was nice. Almost as if the road had been cleared for our journey.

      “You’re going to be powerful, something others always resent. Especially when they aren’t bound to you. 

      “Since you’re a man, without a doubt you’d be seen as the southern king and dukes will be prodding you to rebel so they can garner more power up here as I have to fight you in the south. Except no one will fight me.

      “Anyway, this carriage ride will be enough to give appearances that you're a favored friend. I’m the King’s Squire and none would question me protecting his grace’s latest carriage noble,” the King laughed, enjoying the notion. 

      “Wait you are driving me in this carriage to let rumors spread I’m plotting with the king?”

      “Glad you’ve caught up, yes. It will help keep a few of the others out of your court when you arrive,” he said with zero shame.

      “And the decoy? Where is he at the moment,” I said with a scoff.

      “In bed with the harem of harlots I gave him,” the young looking man said. “I lied, the paperwork was done. I brought you here for an even trade and to sow seeds of rumors that benefit me later.”

      The carriage came to a halt. “I wasn’t aware you needed to trade me evenly, Squire.”

      “A squire always settles the debts the king orders him to. Trevor, smart to swap my name. Call me Leon from here forward,” the King said, exiting the carriage when the door opened. 

      I followed him out with Rivinia right behind me. Varin and Siofra sat on the driver’s seat of a second carriage as the first one rolled away. Both were giving me goofy grins as if they knew something I didn’t. 

      The establishment was a sailor dive bar. The Buccaneers - a coin a brew - just for the mates.

      I giggled at the sight. The king of Lornia was leading me into a drinking pit that couldn’t even be bothered to fix one of the batwing doors. I wanted this grand entrance too.

      “We need this in our castle, but working,” I wished to Rivinia over my shoulder. I spied her smile from under her hood. “What!? These doors are awesome.”

      A doorman went to stand in my way, trying to bar my entrance. I charged magic into my body, readying to unleash.

      “What! No, no, and no. Bad Trevor,” the King scolded. “Let him through, Tiny.”

      The big oaf stood aside and I returned my magic. When he let me in, he pulled Rivinia’s hood down and immediately put it back on. The reason for my initial rejection was clear. 

      We were in a gay bar with only men inside. I had even missed the no vagina allowed sign because I was fixated on the batwing doors.

       Alright, gay guys weren’t a personal sexual taste, but I certainly had no problem with it. Apparently, a man loving a man was okay here. Bigotry against sexual orientations in Lornian just wasn’t a thing. That was saved for your social status, wealth, and how you were born. 

      Leon led us to a dancing fairy in a cage that glowed bright green. My studies said a healer was green. 

      Was this a healer!? 

      The moment the dancer saw the King he froze, shaking his head in denial. Leon simply bobbed his head. What looked like a brother shook his head no faster, displaying his angst.

      A few customers watched the display with growing concern. 

      Boom!

      A spell washed over me and I was caked in ice. Siofra entered the bar, unfreezing me and Rivinia. Guards swarmed into the bar, which was deathly silent besides the rattle of armor. 

      He cast without showing he had power. I bet I witnessed something very rare and I wanted that concealment spell. 

      The king pointed to what was likely a brother. The guards lowered the cage he was frozen in. One of the mages unfroze the brother with the other slapping a collar on his neck. I was handed the chain. 

      To say a lot transpired in a few seconds would be an understatement. There was a gay healer dancing in a cage, the king had magic, and I was being gifted the healer. 

      Uh…

      The healer tried to bite my hand. I kicked him in the balls before he could. Siofra grabbed the man by the hair, dragging him out from the carriage. The king followed us as the healer was deposited beside Juniper and her daughter. 

      “That healer has a master. He fled them, trading me some favors for a few years of fun. Want to know a secret?” the King asked and I nodded. “Keep him happy and he won’t run… but for real, lock him in a dungeon too. We’re even now. If you kill my advisor I send you, you won’t wake up one morning.”

      A horse was brought to the King and he hopped on. The sound of trotting faded as the King and his guards disappeared into the city. 

      I was stunned. Talk about a twist. I could work with this though.

      With a smile on my face I hopped into the carriage. Juniper handed me documents that I handed to Rivinia. 

      “You flipping bitch, I’ll –”

      Siofra froze him. “I’ll ride with you, Master. Varin is taking us to Madames.”

      Siofra sat in the carriage beside me and hopped into my lap. I knew she was ensuring I felt her butt squishing into my dick. Yeah. I was ready for the chaos to be over and get some me time. 

      “What were the documents?” I asked.

      “Your title, Hand of the King, or Prince,” Juniper said.

      “Huh?” I said with furled brows of confusion. 

      Siofra’s tender arms wrapped around my stomach, hugging me. “You silly man. You accepted to be the Hand of the King. That means if the King is without an heir…”

      “Surely he has offspring?” I said, not certain.

      “He does, but it tosses you in the bottom rung,” Juniper said and I let out a loud sigh. “And no one calls a hand – the hand. Prince is what ya are in title. Every first to twelfth daughter of every noble is going to be swarming you. Good thing you like a harem of women. You just became the most eligible bachelor.”

      “So there was no paperwork to sign?” I was confused by that part. 

      “No the king just didn’t want to wait while the headmaster approved the documents. Umm…” Juniper said. She paused inspecting the healer further. “This man resembles someone closely that is on every wanted poster in the kingdom with a huge bounty. I play the game that is called the King’s Court. His story is not a mystery and yet somehow he was hidden.”

      “Can we secure him, and what is the tragic backstory?” I asked, feeling my excited cock poking into her butt. I held in my chuckle when she left my lap, revealing a pitched tent. Siofra noticed and was so adorable when she blushed fervently that I made her hop back on. “Sorry, I had an itch.”

      Juniper patted her teenage daughter’s hand who was giggling. “This would be Duke Inbad’s healer. Rexa City, about six days east of here and the furthest eastern Duke. This man held a channeling concealing collar that he told only one person about. He kept exploiting that one person for money and lost his collar. He became a known healer who eventually escaped and entire armies scoured to capture him.”

      “Kinda brilliant to hide him in a dive bar,” I said. 

      “A sailor’s bar? But yeah, no mage would go down to that section of town willingly. It’s rampant for thievery, violence, and nasty things. Anyway, I have a torture dungeon I’ll stick him in until it’s time to move him. He’ll be moved from there in a big storage chest. Good thing he’s small,” Juniper said matter-of-factly.

      “Can’t he refuse to heal?” I asked with a frown. 

      “Sure, but he can’t heal himself and healers feel extra pain. Just bully, bribe, or torture him. Not my problem once you leave Crimm,” Juniper said with a shrug. 

      “I hear you,” I said, mulling over the ideas.

      “Alright. So what’s next?” Siofra asked.

      “I smell like armpit, I haven’t bathed properly in what feels like a month, and my hair feels like it has spiders nesting in it. I’m going to a refined bathhouse, then spending two days letting my ladies milk their favorite toy, and finally –”

      “Cow fey men milk?” the daughter blurted to Juniper. 

      “No sweetie, they do not. He wants to have a lot of sex.”

      “Guilty. Why did you bring her?” I asked.

      Siofra cleared her throat. “My half-sister will age slightly slower than a human. She is being groomed to be Juniper’s replacement for the next Farlake representative in the capital. Father complains of Crimm often.”

      “Are you learning anything?” I asked. 

      She smirked and said, “That a woman can be more powerful than men, to the point even kings do them favors. Today I learned that you are someone special.”

      I leaned into Siofra, feeling vindicated in making a difference. I only had to hold a healer hostage, accept a title that meant I was going to war, and say I ran away from dozens of ladies wanting to have my babies. Yeah, typical stuff for a fire mage in Lornia. 

      While I gazed out at the city eager to see Madames Inn, I couldn’t help but tease Siofra’s butt with my boner. She wasn’t the only one excited for after bath fun.
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      By the time my stinky butt got in a bathhouse it was dark out. My city guards escorted me to an uptown private spa where I was pampered like a Lornian prince. 

      I had to explain that I wanted massaging, nail clipping, extra hair pruning, and scrubbing… everywhere. The servants obliged with confused looks as to why a man would want his feet scrubbed but I ignored them. Then I soaked in a tub, falling asleep for a bit. 

      My entire party I brought from Riverten to here – was given a spa treatment. A little reward for surviving the journey and something Varin approved since it was close to Madames. 

      After feeling like a refined human again, I returned to a suite on the fourth floor that overlooked the city. Yeah, I closed those shutters quickly, still groggy from the journey, and decided to get some quality sleep before fun. 

      The chilly bed warmed up as Rivinia returned from the bathhouse, snuggling into me. 

      My beauty sleep ended when the sun peeked through the shutters. I rolled out of bed, tossing a few logs on the fire before peeing in an actual room with a wooden seat. 

      I stretched with a big morning smile. When I opened the shutters, I saw countless smoke stacks and a beautiful view of stone rooftops. Unfortunately, my fire had died down during the night, and my body was covered with goosebumps. 

      After closing the shutters, I retrieved my robes to find a woman or three to warm me. Rivinia rotated in the bed, realizing I was up and about. She propped herself on her elbows. 

      “Want me to help or find my own release,” Rivinia asked and I deviated to sit by her. 

      I certainly love her perky small boobs. A passing thought I had that caused a smile.

      “You really want a child?” I asked and she nodded.

      “A magical male would help my child be strong... I… I’d like that you’re taking my request seriously,” Rivinia said.

      I ran a hand down her arm letting her know to keep talking.

      “I need a human or an elf as the father. Which is a bonus, since you’re human. At least we can assume that a human from,” she paused, to roll her eyes, “Pangea is compatible.”  

      “The doctors said I would be,” I said with a shrug.

      She nodded. The stunning elf kissed the back of my hand, her eyes fixated to mine. “The others saved you. They wanted first pleasurings.”

      “Right. I owe Susanna and Siofra a pleasuring,” I said sarcastically with a wave of my arms. I wasn’t really upset and grinned the whole time.

      Rivinia bobbed her head. “Those two should be enough. Speaking of pleasuring.” She leaned forward, opening my robe to trace kisses to my nipple. I felt a soft touch, trailing up for my growing cock. I ran a hand through her hair, yanking her hair back to kiss her. 

      “Out with you, go fetch me Siofra and Susanna, and tell them I want both or neither. None of this getting to dictate who gets special time, I decide that,” I said and Rivinia giggled.

      “Pretty much what I told them and Susanna huffed, saying she was the best at pleasing you with her tongue,” Rivinia said.

      I hesitated. “Wait. Then yes, send Susanna in, and tell Siofra to come in five minutes later.”

      Making compromises like these were hardly a losing endeavor. I stole Rivinia’s warm spot while she left the room. In my castle I’d need separate bedrooms for my harem of women. Honestly, I had been hoping Siofra wasn’t a snorer. 

      Not the case though, every time I woke her from a nap or in the morning to do lessons, she was loudly snoring. I slept like a babe as it was, changing that for a woman just didn’t feel right. I knew Lidia judged me for kicking my women out at night but sleep was that important. 

      Susanna peeled the door open quietly, shedding her bathrobe the moment the door was closed. Her supple breasts swayed and her nipples were perky from either the chill or the anticipation. I soaked in the view of her smooth stomach with hints of her abs and snapping hips. 

      I loved how her ribs no longer showed and muscles bulged. My hunger for her resulted in me waving her to where I lounged on the bed. 

      “Pleasuring?” she said in his confident tone with bouncing brows. 

      I flung my covers off, exposing my nude body to her. Desire twinkled in her dark eyes. I snatched her wrist, pulling her forward to suckle on her breasts. A hand slid down her tight thigh gap to tease her wet entry.

      Her hips trust with each flick of her clit.

      “No more side deals,” I said, swapping to assertively squeezing on her inner thigh. “I control my bed. Not you.”

      “Yes, Master. I was –”

      “No more side deals,” I interjected and she nodded. “Get between my legs and show me an apology I’ll never forget.”

      I reached into a side drawer, extracting a vial of the vile glowseed Juniper purchased for her working girls. She ingested a rapid gulp and we lowered the odds. She went to the end table to chase the nasty taste with a big swig of brandy straight from the bottle. 

      Susanna returned, giving me a flick of a tongue on the bottom sensitive spot. When she gobbled the tip of my cock, it left me biting a lip with a slight back arching.

      While she worked her blowjob magic I leaned sideways to snatch the brandy and held the bottle. I earned a day off and I sure as hell was going to enjoy it. A finger teased my balls, bouncing them playfully.

      She swapped to rotating two hands with her sucking.

      Susanna’s tongue was divine.

      Over the months of our intimacy she’d never failed to find exactly what I liked. She was so good, I’d stopped masturbating simply to enjoy this more.

      The others could bring me to a climax with their tongues and hands but it took longer as they were too rough or too gentle. 

      Susanna knew exactly how to make me moan. I gasped when her tongue went into overdrive, lapping circles as she sucked.

      I pulled on her hair, thrusting my hips into her face, and causing her to gag. She came up for a breather with a playful scorn. I sometimes would shove my cock down her throat and she never complained.  

      There was a slight pout that had her eager to continue. 

      She went back into her blowjob, increasing her grip’s tightness and her tempo. I clamped a hand to her hair while the other squeezed her larger left breast. 

      She knew exactly how to bring me to climax and…

      A soft knock on the door. I was about to scream bloody murder when I remembered I ordered a second treat. 

      “Enter,” I barely managed to get out as Susanna never slowed. 

      My sexy Lornian model entered, quickly closing the door. She froze inside the room, not sure what to do. I waved her over, gently pushing Susanna’s forehead. As much as I wanted to orgasm, I knew I would later and this initial point mattered.

      Susanna understood, flopping onto her back to lie sideways on the bed. She even grabbed two pillows, one for her and Siofra.

      Siofra though, she was clueless. 

      I went to the side of the bed, spreading my legs, and displaying my cock for her. She gulped, lost in the sight. I waved her forward, seeing her eyeing my penis like candy. Her brown eyes sparkled with desire.

      “Remove your robes,” I commanded.

      When that glorious body was revealed I reveled in the sight. Unlike Susanna, she’d never been starved. Her fit body exuded the plump curves of a fit woman. Her slim waist widened to nice hips, and her thighs were tight from running, giving a nice thigh gap. She had a trimmed bit of foxy fur over her vagina and I spied big C breasts that pert from her young age. Based on her sight, I thought I was in heaven. 

      “Spin.” She spun quickly. “Slowly.”

      I watched her turn with a sigh of loving Lornia. She really was what most men dreamed of. Hell, I had three like this too. A firm ass from running that you could bounce a quarter off of. Her large breasts that were enticing me to suckle them. Her smooth skin asked for kisses all over and she had a small tail that would certainly add to the fun. 

      When she balled the tail up, I smirked, knowing she could control it. Since she was only a quarter fey her tail was just about as thick as an index finger. 

      A built in feather duster, how quaint.  

      Her hips rotated to face me and I sighed, ingesting the sight all over again.

      Siofra really was another marvel.  

      “On your knees and suck this big cock,” I commanded.

      She shot down so fast her knees smacked against the stone floor. While I winced, she eagerly dove my cock into her mouth and sucked with no tongue or motion. Just... sucking. I guess it was on me to have her learn. 

      “Hand around the shaft. Good. Now stroke up the shaft,” I said and she shifted her hand to do as instructed. “With each down stroke, you put more of my penis into your mouth. With an up stroke breathe better and have fun with your tongue.”

      I gently stroked her ears while she improved her blowjob. There was going to be some serious training. 

      “Lie down beside Susanna and strum your clit,” I said, adjusting so she could lie on the bed.

      When they were lying side by side I crawled between them, grabbing a big titty in each hand to play with. I trailed my hands down, twirling each ladies button. Both of them watched in delight as I had them enjoying the light fingering. 

      Since they were enjoying watching me please them, I increased the tempo. They moaned with panted breathing.

      They complimented their Master a few times by humping the air with their hips, hungry for more. Both of them were eager and ready.

      I halted the fun while shooing Susanna off the bed to steal her spot. She straddled my hips, slowly inching my cock into her wet pussy. Each pump dropped her lower and lower onto my shaft. The feeling of her tight entry was euphoric.  

      I clutched her tits tightly and just the right way she liked. She moaned, pushing further onto my cock as her pussy wanted more. Fitting me in always took time and even to this day hilting me to the base was a slow process. Delightfully slow and so… so damn good. 

      Her little pussy was filled by my engorged cock. Susanna bent forward more, having me suckle from each of her nipples. My sucking resulted in her pushing harder and deeper against my big penis. 

      I arched my back in pleasure while at the same time cucking Siofra by forcing her to watch. Susanna’s hands planted on my abs while riding my big cock in slow circles. 

      Susanna hips began to dive me in deep, thrusting back and down hard as I buried my cock deeper. We found a rhythm and she ground her clit against me in perfect swirls. Five minutes became ten with my riding increasing in tempo with each passing minute. 

      She orgasmed so hard on my large cock I knew I was about to release. When I went to push her off, she shook her head.

      “Fill me master. Cum in me,” Susanna said.

      I was on the precipice already and she bit her lip with desire, pushing me over the edge. I exploded with a roaring grunt of pleasure.

      My balls ejected gouts of pent up cum into her. I filled her with panted breathing that calmed with time.

      When I pulled out, the sight of my white seed leaking out of her pulsing vagina elicited a hunger in Siofra. 

      Siofra spun to suck the sex off my cock, enjoying the bits I still ejected. Taking the cock out of her mouth, the extremely horny Siofra bounced her tits off my dripping dick. 

      “Mount me from behind,” Siofra said, wiggling her ass for me. 

      I raced to get behind her. She offered me her long brown hair in a neat ponytail. I guess I would be doing some hair pulling.  

      Her pussy was dripping from the show earlier. I used my slick tip to ease into her. She cried out in pleasure, but that was just the tip. In that instant, I knew I’d be breaking her in slowly. With time.

      Over the next ten minutes I was tender and sweet. I asked if she wanted to go missionary instead of doggy but she tickled my abs with her tail, spelling no.

      I thought this was hilarious and had to struggle to keep focused. The ten minutes became twenty and eventually I could thrust into her without her experiencing too much pain.

      To help speed things along I went on my back and when she orgasmed, I joined her. After… I sent her shapely ass down to the healer, to fix her tear.

      I drank brandy with Susanna and was surprised when she came back with a vagina that was healed. Magic sure was awesome.

      The three of us went back to sucking and fucking in a long round two. After round two I pulled Rivinia and Libby in for brandy and a round three orgy. We had to open the shutters after that round because it got hot as hell. 

      A half drunken mid-day nap had me sleeping in a pile of bodies and even though Siofra was inexperienced, the sex had never been better. I went to sleep a very happy man.
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      “Welcome to the Fey House of Wonders,” an elderly lady said as we entered a building with a massive glass spiral tower in the middle. 

      After a day filled with sex, delicious food, and enough brandy to make me pee a million times, I was happy to get back to work.

      My biggest issue at the moment wasn’t more troops, supplies, or a ship, it was figuring out how to get from A to B quickly in this realm. 

      “I’m here to look into anything that can move me quicker than a horse,” I said with a pleasant smile. 

      “Phew, I… I’m Pamora,” she said with a big sigh. “Most nobles who come in here want pleasure fey and I have to send them one warehouse over.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should be offended by that, but I let it slide. “And do you have what I actually need?”

      “Oh, yes. In excess. Every duke has a breeding program of eagle fey. We actually facilitate a lot of their breeding programs because they… tend to hate each other,” Pamora said with a fake smile. 

      I frowned. “Um, okay. Excellent. How far and fast can an eagle fey fly?” I asked.

      “Your ideal destination?” 

      “Trimi,” I said and she tapped her chin. After a second she left the counter for a back room. I turned to the group who followed me in. “I don’t get it.”

      Siofra pulled out a piece of parchment and stuck it on the counter. I saw a map of Lornia, far more detailed than any other I’d seen so far.

      “This is my father’s map. We’re here, obviously. This is the Goddess River. The mother of all life it is said, and obviously not true, but it is vital to the realm. 

      “Eight of the twelve dukedoms are located on this river. Another in Huran Port for nine. This is Tarn Harbor for ten. You got Branfield for eleven, and Nevo that connects to the Goddess River. Are you seeing a pattern yet?” Siofra asked.

      Pamora came out with a big map. She grew flustered, huffing when she saw we already had a map out, and back she went to return her parchment. 

      “There is a corridor of cities tied to the Goddess River. Why?” I asked. 

      The reality was, almost all of Lornia was densely populated along a strip of land. 

      “The river brings life. Sure there are other rivers and healthy lakes. But… when humanity is besieged the tight knit cities form a defensive backbone. Cracking these cities requires an army to focus on multiple targets,” Siofra said proudly.

      “And the outliers?” I asked. “Like the south?”

      “Uh, so Trimi was not defended by the crown because that is left to the south. If there are raids by the northern dryads it is the same thing,” Siofra said sadly while Susanna grunted.

      Pamora came back, clapping her hands together. “Yes, sorry… Lord –”

      “Trevor,” I told Pamora. 

      Siofra showed her Trimi. “Oh, that is less than Zing Port.”

      “Is that good or bad?” I asked. 

      “A day with a few hours of rest. They’d have to follow a road or risk getting lost, but the process is basic. Start flying south, keep flying south along a road until you reach Trimi. When you reach there, give your fey a few days of extra food and rest and you’re good for a flight back. Or take a few and have spares,” Pamora said with an uncaring shrug.

      She was a terrible salesperson. A fact noticed by others. 

      “What she is failing to mention is that if there is a half-eagle fey leading the pack they can fly directly to your destination. Here to Trimi in less than a day, you go home. The pack waits at your entry point and then you fly to where you need to go next,” Siofra said with a raised brow. 

      “You know this how?” Pamora said with a frown.

      “One of my step-mothers is half eagle fey. I assume you have a few pack leaders for hire?” Siofra asked and she grumbled. 

      “The dukes tend to keep that knowledge isolated. Last thing they want is counts shifting armies quickly or assassins landing in their keeps,” Pamora said and I rolled my eyes. We waited for her to keep going. “Yes. We have three for hire but you’d need a duke’s permission to –”

      I flashed my new signet, and she scoffed as if it were fake. Varin came to the desk and flashed his ring. That was enough for her. 

      “A new hand. How… odd… That means crown pricing too. Could this winter get any worse,” she grumbled. “How many do you want?”

      I twisted my jaw in confusion. “How big can a pack get and all I need to do is keep the sexes separate, right?”

      “Yes, and if you have a male guide a dozen or so. Can only take ladies with the females and gents with the male feys,” she said and I huffed. 

      Even though Lidia would hate to separate from Pete, she and Harmony may want to travel instantly while he roughed it across the land. 

      Siofra cleared his throat. “Two packs. Six each sex and we understand they will be problems if not caged properly.”

      “What are you thinkin’?” Pamora asked.

      “We depart a few hours ahead of her. The males are bigger, and will fly the roads fine. We arrive and stable our flight to the Trimi female keep. Master arrives shortly after in a different wing,” Siofra said and the woman bobbed her head. 

      “Is that what you wish? A male guide and half dozen of each sex?” Pamora asked and I nodded. “I’ll tell ya, we have hundreds. The bigger ones go for more but –”

      “At the crown rate. I hear you. I can get the biggest?” I asked and she nodded. “Sold.”

      I handed over the ring with my bank voucher. “You’re flipping kidding me, did you rob all the dukes?”

      “Don’t give her that bank note…” Siofra grumbled. She reached into my robes, blushing as she reached around trying to find my document. “This one. It has no coin amount beside what you qualify for.”

      “So how much are the eagle-kin?” I asked. 

      “Combined and a year’s service with the guide. Six hundred and twelve gold,” Pamora said with a shrug. “Expensive but not exceedingly rare. These have been in breeding rotations for ages. Almost getting to the point you can fly opposite sexes. Almost.” There was a finger wagging of warning. 

      “Where to next?” Varin asked.

      “I don’t get to see the creatures or have to imprint blood?” I asked. No answers were telling enough. “Arenia’s temple then to pray.”

      An eerie silence settled over the group. 

      “Are you certain, Master?” Libby asked from the back of the group. 

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I replied and they all suddenly found the ground very interesting. All except Varin. 

      “Your potential suitors are going to be waiting there,” he said with a gruff tone. 

      “I need to go. Be the hero and part the sea of those who wish to taste the divinity of my seed,” I said in the straightest face I could.

      The laughter of my audacious statement resulted in lightening the mood. It was time to face some pestering nobles and hopefully visit a goddess.
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      “Slow down, Norlan,” I said to my captain.

      The man had run to catch up to us before we could reach the church of Arenia. His arrival was unexpected because I’d sent him to look at both hiring markets while I sent Juniper to go shopping for trinkets for home. 

      After purchasing a flying way to Trimi, my plan was to go back to Earth tomorrow. I wanted to haul back a lot of goods, rake in a bunch of money, and buy a thousand draft horses. 

      Pretty much the one thing I heard over and over was a good cavalry won wars when mages were rendered inert.

      Which, yea, apparently there were rare spells and trinkets that could limit or restrict magic. For hours me and my advisors debated how the King concealed his power. Our discussion eventually devolved into not focusing only on magic to win. 

      After a long conversation was summarized, my advisor had a solid piece of information. Buy big horses, have happy warriors feeling invincible. I could respect, and understand that. 

      While buying big horses was neat, I promised Ming I’d take her home and I should let Lidia at least visit Montana. Or at the very least see if Lidia even wanted to stay. Just another reason for me to leave my forces here while I hurried home.

      In theory I could be back in three days with a day on Earth. I may not even stay a day and instead be back in two. 

      Varin said I would be moving my forces to Loon Harbor down river, and then along the coast. After I went to the church my next stop was the docks to find a boat… Except.

      “Master. You’ve been fined,” Norlan said and I raised a curious eyebrow. 

      Even Varin stepped forward to see the summons he carried. There was laughter, and that increased into knee slapping as the other guards saw the notice.

      I stuck my hands on my hips with a frown.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You were given a ship, and its docking fee of five gold a day is due every morning. Your late fee is three silvers,” Varin said. 

      Norlan scoffed. “The messenger at Madames said you could have the ship repossessed.”

      “In full moon rotation,” Varin said, jabbing the parchment at the bottom. “Stick your signet here, Prince.” I did as Varin asked and he handed the document to a younger mage, giving him orders to settle the debts.

      “A ship? What ship and from whom?”

      Varin smiled. “Who do you think would give you a damn ship? The squire settling debts likely. And it’s a rental to get you to Loon and back. They actually have the nicest shipyard in the realm besides in Veno.”

      “Loon does?” I asked as he nodded. 

      “The Kirben family are known traders and Viscount Kirben built that harbor from scratch as an investment venture,” Varin said and I sighed. 

      I was not looking forward to that standoff.  Deciding to change the subject I turned to Norlan.

      “How was the market?” I asked Norlan.  

      “Uh, great. I was able to bring a few of our original recruits to tour those looking for bindings. They took oath contracts and talked about your leadership –”

      Varin interjected, holding up a hand. He groaned with displeasure. “You flipping baby your peasants. They’re supposed to hate life and do as they’re told. Giving them hope will –”

      “Mean the world to me. I’m the Prince of the South after all,” I said, irritating the man. “How many can my ship hold?”

      “Hold? Thousands and thousands. It’s the biggest ship of our trading fleet and meant to haul horse exports to Veno and fish imports from Veno. It never loaded horses about –” Varin paused, his eyes lighting up. “He knew weeks ago.”

      Siofra snickered, “He’s that good.”

      Varin nodded, telling me a lot of my adventure had been preplanned with me stumbling through it. The king had predicted I’d need to move a whole lot of people.

      “So… the markets?”

      “Oh, um… five thousand give or take,” Norlan said and my jaw dropped. 

      “How many were there?” I asked.

      “Five thousand give or take,” Varin scoffed, folding his arms. “And now I know why we diverted food meant for Trimi to the docks. I hated that mission and was ecstatic it got canceled.”

      I snapped my fingers and said, “Shit, I forgot to ask about securing Viscount Nathanael to –” Varin shook his head in dismay. “What?”

      “That one will take some time. There are processes in play even for a man who doesn’t defend his realm,” Varin said, gesturing for us to keep walking. 

      I found no sense in pouting about the matter so I walked back down the hill. The churches were all outside the upper city. The guards at the second wall didn’t give us more than a cursory glance as my entourage headed into the lower city. 

      While we walked into the lower city I could tell there was a distinction from here and the slums. A big one. These were shorter homes of the middlemen of Crimm: traders, bakers, farm managers, and more. 

      There was pride in their moderate sized houses and the children held fat on their bones. I saw decent garb thick enough to help keep the cold at bay and smiles on most faces.

      I actually thought this section would be worse, but it was not. There were a few panhandlers that darted out of the way the moment a small army of mages neared. While I ingested the sights of a living city, I couldn’t help but wonder what was drawing me here. 

      With many things in my life, such as having multiple lovers, torching men instead of giving them mercy, and being an asshole at times – I knew I’d be judged. 

      Growing up, my religion was always penned in as none, so why was I visiting some church instead of riling up potential warriors?

      Answers.

      I wanted so many flipping answers.

      Like most humans, I sought an explanation for this… new realm and how I could travel between planets.

      While I didn’t expect answers, I did expect a massive mob in front of the church. That one proved true twofold. We rounded a street with extra clean churches and hundreds of statues in front of small buildings. 

      “I’m confused,” I blurted at seeing all the different worshiping temples. “Do any of these gods… exist? Like in texts or at least history?” 

      “Yes and no,” Susanna said, leaning against a spear. The weapon was exceedingly nice, a gift she bought herself from me. “Lornia has thousands of gods, with even more religions without gods. There are some who worship shadows for instance.”

      “Hard to make a shadow statue,” I muttered only to have a covered statue with two walls and a roof be pointed out. “Praise the roof god.”

      “Careful, Master,” Libby warned. If she was saying this much, it means that I should indeed keep comments regarding gods I thought silly to myself. 

      At the end of the road a big statue stood with a god holding a flame in her palm. Behind her rested a large church, but not the largest. In front of the building were a few hundred people chanting and even closer to us were the nobles. 

      I sighed at the sight. Movement from my peripheral caught my attention. 

      A fairy flapped down from a rooftop and was frozen instantly by my Crimm protectors. She crashed into the ground, her leg snapping from the impact. The spell broke for a fraction of second and was reapplied instantly. 

      “Is that Audry?” Legi asked. He was normally silent since we met outside the city.

      Varin flipped her over with his foot. He pointed at her with contempt. “If you dare to unlock that spell I’ll turn you to cinders.”

      “And who is Audry?” I asked, gazing upon the trapped fairy.

      Legi and Varin rolled eyes at each other, neither wanting to explain. A woman in the back said, “A devout Arenia follower who was kicked out for saying a demigod was coming.” 

      I kneeled down besides the woman locked in magic. She grimaced from the spell. Her eyes were not filled with lust or longing… more like she finally saw what she’d been seeking for a long time.

      “You want to talk?” I asked and she smiled with clenched teeth. “You’re going to stay frozen for now, and put in my temporary dungeon. I’ll talk to you later if you behave.”

      Norlan was standing nearby. I pointed at him, then the fairy mage. He scooped her up. “Take her to the Madames dungeon,” I commanded.

      “Yes, Master,” Norlan said, taking off for the upper part of the city. 

      “That was dumb of her,” I grunted.

      Varin and Legi sighed loudly. “She… is a bit obsessed. There is a prophecy that says a demigod will arrive on Lornia to help burn the filthy invaders. That prophecy says a burning mage will make himself known.”

      “Ah, makes sense why all these people are praying at her temple then. They think the prophecy is now,” I muttered.

      There were nods all the way around.

      Legi folded his arms and said, “If you can control her craziness, then you may have added a nice mage to your side. Audry was a good student at the mage academy. Better than me. Or so my instructors told me.” 

      “And if she vanishes in a dungeon?” I asked. 

      “You’re a flipping Prince. Torch anyone you feel like besides the nobility,” Varin said with a grunt. 

      I snickered, knowing Lornia was twisted.

      Instead of getting into the morality of the statement I walked for Arenia’s temple at the end of the road. 

      Varin double pumped his fist, triggering the guards and mages behind us to swarm ahead. The sight of the soldiers barreling at the crowds had them clearing a path. 

      The nobles parted willingly while those worshiping their goddess were shoved violently out of the way. It didn’t take long for the mob to realize I was to be given space. 

      I halted a few feet outside the church, staring up at the image of Arenia chiseled out of stone. 

      The statue of the plain woman that was etched into a drab stone shimmered.

      What was that?

      I watched her morph into –

      She… Well…  She looked a lot like me. Maybe a cross between Lidia and me. Not enough like Hanna. Um…

      “Master,” Susanna said, pulling me from my revelations. My eyes viewed the statue again and this time it was a plain woman with flame. “Master.”

      “She changed,” I muttered, biting my fingernail in frustration. 

      I scratched my arm, feeling a burning sensation. My hair felt like it was full of lice suddenly. My grunts of irritation transitioned into me digging at my scalp.  There was shrieking when I smelt fire.

      What the hell was happening? So itchy. Why am I –

      The smell outside was oppressive, causing me to head into the church where I burst into flames.

      There was an irony here.

      Humans on Earth always said the wicked would burn for their sins.

      I sighed at the saying and the fact that I was awash in flames. The robes that were supposed to be fireproof were gone, sucked out the door with the wind. All that remained were my staff and my necklace. 

      If my clothes keep going poof, being seen nude is probably going to be a normal thing I guess.

      I spun on Siofra. “Your mom is full of shit, Siofra,” I said, wiping the soot off my naked form. 

      “She can’t hear you,” a calm voice said from deeper within the church. 

      I didn’t spin.

      Instead, I inspected the others who were outside the church. They were frozen, and not in ice magic, just paused. Birds still flew, and the clouds above were whisked by upper winds, and yet, humanity had come to a standstill. 

      I turned slowly to see a replica of me. The female goddess had just assumed a male body. Things became complicated.

      This version of me was wearing some badass combat armor that reminded me of those fierce archers in the fantasy movies. 

      “I like your outfit,” I said, inspecting the fine leather, and metal studs. 

      “Glad you do. It’s meant to inspire you. There will be a gift awaiting you in Trimi I had my dwarven church build. Something similar and yet unique,” the replica said. 

      I never imagined talking to myself. Even if I did, I doubted I’d be this calm. There was a central pedestal that a poorly sculpted statue rested on. My image knocked it over before hopping onto the platform to sit. The statue clanged against the church floor, sending an echo but not breaking. 

      “Arenia?” I asked, taking a seat in a pew of stone while still on fire. He nodded. “Where were you when I first arrived on Lornia, or the gateway?”

      The doppelganger shook their head. “You see me now because this is where I’m allowed to be seen.”

      “Confined to materializing at your church. Will you be available if I make a church to you in Loon Harbor?” I asked. 

      “Arenia Harbor you mean?” he said with a flippant gesture. “Perks of being a noble is you can draw lines on a map and name things what you want. The king told you to take over a city linked to the water for a reason. The coming foe will not chase you into the depths if you do lose. Stay next to the water. Now, time is short. What can I help you with?”

      “I have a million questions. Why do I arrive outside Riverten?” I asked. 

      “Let me set a precedence first. I’m a god, and still a living being. My time is valuable to me and I will answer some questions, just not a million of them. Some I cannot answer. For today, I’ll give you a half hour of my time assuming I’m not called away by my boss.

      “Your entry point to Lornia is based on where the last exit point was. An explorer named Fredricks left Lornia for Earth after a close encounter with a dragon. He retired and never returned. You arrived at the exact point he fled from. No I cannot change it, and neither can you,” Arenia said.

      I huffed in frustration. Changing my arrival point would change so much of my fortunes in Lornia.  

      “May I know how the two planets are connected?” I asked.

       My replica shook their head while holding up a finger. “There are more than two, and while I cannot divulge the why, I can say a few things that might help you. 

      “Earth and… Lornia are linked. That link allows certain convergent anomalies. When you kill a magical entity on this planet, the power it could potentially unlock seeps down. That down continues until it goes up on Earth.”

      I wagged my finger, figuring it out. “The ruby stones I found in Montana… they were filled by deaths here transitioning their power onto Earth.”

      A quick finger wag of me figuring it out had the goddess smirking. “Trevor, it’s as if others intervene. We saw this coming though.”

      “Saw what coming?” I asked. 

      The goddess huffed. “I’m not an almighty god, and you’re not some invincible champion. We both have limits and imagine the shock on my face that the moment I start talking to you, I’m being summoned. Ask a final question and the moment you get to Arenia Harbor build my church.”

      I rubbed my temples and asked, “Why am I here?”

      “Ah, an obvious answer. You’re my chosen champion who will save my power I collect from this planet. You will help me by saving the people of this planet. 

      “The greatest gray skinned shaman from a different realm has amassed enough power to open a thousand gateways onto this planet and others. Those who journey to Earth will likely be defeated by technology. Even if they struggle, Earth holds no sway to me.”

      “Uh,” I interrupted. “I’m partial to my family and well, most of Earth too,” I said.

      “You will be killed there for being a witch. The moment those portals open, your welcome to Earth will be removed. They will be able to figure out you’re moving too. Do you understand?” Arenia asked and I gulped.

      “Go home for good, and never come back to Lornia. Or go home and say goodbye so I can save Lornia,” I said with a deep sigh. 

      “Those that journey to Lornia will be much harder to defeat, and who knows. Maybe when the right American ruler is in charge you will be seen as a hero. Right now, you’d be imprisoned in a dark dungeon… while here you’re literally a Prince. I may have a devout follower whose ear I whisper into when he visits,” Arenia said and I bunched my eyebrows in confusion.

      “You lost me,” I admitted.

      They shook their head. “The boy king. He… There, I see your eyes registering. Good. Anyway, monsters are coming, led by trolls, ogres, and beasts of legend.”

      “Ah,” I said instinctively as if that statement made total sense. “Go to my new home, build a base, and be ready for the invasion. How long do I have?”

      “Summer, maybe sooner,” the divine being said sadly with a soft sigh. “I can’t stay any longer than to fulfill the prophecy that spurs this realm to react. If only Veno was free with their religions.”

      “Huh?” I said, being ignored.

      They walked me to the door, heading outside and beyond the guards. The goddess leveled a hand, aiming her palm at her worshipers.

      I jolted when every single one of those people who had been praying to her combusted into flames. 

      Tendrils from the hundreds of deaths filled the goddess and were sent to me, diving into my chest. I was already on fire and at my maximum power. A wave of nausea roiled over me.

      The goddess didn’t care as my stomach died. She didn’t show an ounce of empathy while I beaded sweat from the increasing heat, feeling like death himself. 

      The goddess walked to my side while I groaned in agony. “Trust Audry,” they said, tapping my chest before they vanished. 

      Their touch caused my back to arch, allowing my body to crackle with untold power. 

      My body adjusted to the point my eye stared straight up into the sky. 

      A volcano of fire magic erupted out of my mouth. 

      The incredible torrent of red and orange magic reached a point in the sky where it coalesced into a shape that continued to form. 

      When the last of the magic ejected out of my mouth I staggered. 

      Time resumed for the others and they too staggered in confusion. There was screaming from the nobles, and then… 

      The magic I unleashed became a horse. Not a phoenix, or a giant bird. A stupid horse. 

      Hands pointed to the sky and all necks craned up. The horse nickered before delivering an ear piercing neigh. 

      The flaming horse shot west across the skyline in a blazing display, leaving a trail of fire in the sky as it ran for Ling Port.

      I walked over to Siofra who stood shocked from the turn of events. A few hard pokes into her shoulder and she realized I was wanting her attention. 

      “Your robes,” I commanded.

      “You’re – you’re – a demigod?” Siofra stuttered. 

      I stole her robes that she slowly released. The poor woman was star struck. I did see she was at least in shorts with a simple shirt. 

      “I need to go to Trimi to get armor apparently. Hey Varin!” I said snapping by his ear. His eyes left the trailing fire horse that truly was amazing to focus on the dead bodies. 

      “Prince… I wasn’t serious. You can’t go burning hundreds of –”

      I shook my head. “Arenia claimed their souls as a sacrifice. Have the king take it up with the goddess. Merely step in there…” I giggled, pointing at the church and he shook his head with fear. “Really though, I’d block that door. Arenia didn’t mind one big reaping of her faithful.”

      “What- what – what did she tell you?” Legi asked.

      “An army from another planet is coming to both your world and mine. I’m her… son in a way. Make sure others know to not get in my way. Now, I need to get to Trimi, and then bring ill tidings to humanity and buy every large horse I can,” I said, leaving my guards to head to Madames.

      I had a lot to do and a short time to do it in.
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      “What are we doing here, Master?” Libby said.

      We sat facing a prison cell. Inside the sexual dungeon room was Toval of Nexia beside Audry of Crimm. They were both cast in ice. My ice. A spell Siofra had been focusing on with me and I was pretty proud I could cast it. 

      “I need to talk to them, but to you first,” I said, resting my staff against a wall so I could stick her in my lap. “We’ve been together for over three months now. Yeah, about that. You asked for time and space when I asked about your past.”

      “I’m a grumpy old woman who talks very little,” Libby said, attempting to dodge the discussion with her joking banter.

      I playfully pinched her leg. “You’re beautiful, young, witty, always a pleasure to be around, and you love to talk... when you feel secure.”

      “I didn’t know my father,” she said sadly. 

      When she started to braid her hair I shifted to make it easier for her.

      “That’s it?”

      She kissed me. “I miss my momma. I do. I learned from a young age to be grateful for what you have.”

      “Are you happy?” I asked.

      “Of course. I’m the envy of Lornia,” she said, making me blush. 

      I huffed. “Did Rivinia talk with you?” 

      “Yeah, she wants a baby. Said you approved and had zero desire to take the baby for a reward,” Libby said.

      “Reward?”

      “Elves breed slowly unless mixed. An elven child can be traded to the elves for all sorts of valuable trinkets... You aren’t that kind of noble to take a baby from a mother to have more wealth. I knew you were different when you tried to convince those old folks in Riverten to come with us. Even let Harmony join a war party and…” she said, pausing to sigh. 

      “She will have a child in our family that will brighten everyone. You’ve never talked about being a mother yourself,” I said.

      She switched from sitting in my lap to straddling me on the bench.

      She hugged me, nestling me in her boobs. The gesture hit the perfect spot. Of all the women I’d ever been with, Libby was the one who knew emotions the best. 

      “I can wait,” she said. “I’ll be a good mom regardless of what chaos ensues in our lives.”

      For a man with three other ladies in his life, this was the perfect thing to say. 

      “Quickie?” I asked and she beamed. 

      We went a few rooms over from my prisoners. I had to admit, bending her over a torture chair was oddly erotic. Ten minutes of her squeezing on my big cock with her little tight pussy had me ready. While I didn’t finish inside her, we enjoyed every moment of the soft loving. 

      The best part was when I shot out my load. She aimed my dick for the floor drain, that was priceless. The inner deviant in her loved seeing the jizz shoot out from my dick.

      We shared a tender giggle at the silly moment. This was Lornia in a nutshell. One moment things are deep and drastic, and the next you’re having a wee bit of fun.

      After a quick cleanup, we returned to face my healer and the crazy lady I was told to trust. 

      I reached out with my gem to fiddle with their spell. Encasing them in ice was akin to projecting my Zen onto them. Magic was frustrating to unlock and simpler when learned. This spell was a bit of a pride point for me. 

      After a month of teaching I had figured it out, and was on my way to mastering it. I proudly progressed but knew there was still a long way to go.

      I unlocked their magical prison and Audry raced to the bars of her shared cell, even with a broken leg. I knelt down to her level, seeing her eyes filled with devotion. A finger to my lip had her nodding. 

      The healer had been down here without me visiting. While I’d been busy it was also a power move. 

      “What do you desire, Toval?” I asked him. 

      He scooted to the edge of the wooden slat bed to try to get comfy against the wall. “Anything besides slavery.”

      “I need a healer. I… struggle morally with your situation. If you’re let go, I’ll never see a healer again from your brother,” I said.

      The healer said, “The King is my cousin, but yea. You won’t. So make my life the best you can while I try to flee and we can reach an understanding. It’ll never be how it was, but it is what it is.”

      “So, why the dock’s bar?” I asked, gesturing for Libby to sit. I kinda felt like having her massage my shoulders while I talked. I was a Prince after all. 

      “I… like the atmosphere and I’m not a commitment type of man,” Toval said and I nodded. 

      “Look, if I build you a fortress bar called Toval’s Mates and let you run the place would you try to flee?” I asked. 

      “I don’t understand,” he said. 

      The sound of feet coming down the stairs surprised me. I was told to not be disturbed. When I saw the King, I understood that my guards hadn’t failed me. 

      “Toval, she unleashed the sky fire,” the King said and Toval grunted. “Do you understand?”

      “I… I do. Toval’s Mates sounds fantastic,” Toval said, heading over to Audry. “I’m an Arenia believer. We… we were raised in her church and it is what kept us oddly close over the years. When the war is over I’ll try to escape again. You were warned.”

      “I was warned,” I affirmed.

      We watched Toval place a hand on Audry’s head. Green magic coursed from him to her in bright tendrils. A few specks darted off into nothing, while most of the magic went to her leg. If I had to guess, he was rusty with his magic.

      Watching the bone return into her body and the skin knit together was some of the best sorcery I’d ever seen. Audry let out a moan of happiness when he finished. I paused to watch her run a hand over her smooth skin in joy.

      My eyes flickered to notice his aura was significantly darkened.

      “A few days and he’ll be able to heal again. You overtax him and he dies, don’t do that,” the King said. He walked to a key ring, plucking it off the wall, and opening the cell door. I wanted to protest but doubted it would help. “He won’t run now. Give him a nice room and a pleasure toy, please. I owe him that.”

      “Thank you, cousin,” Toval said, exiting the room with a nod. “I mean it. After the war…” 

      “Got it,” I said, spinning to Libby. “See it done, and send Siofra down.”

      Libby left with Toval and Audry was still silent. 

      “Did you spell her?” the King asked and I shook my head. “Tell me everything Arenia said please.”

      Ten minutes later I finished retelling the tale to the best of my ability when the King sighed heavily. 

      “I’ll draft a proclamation immediately to have Loon Harbor’s name changed to Arenia Harbor. As for the coming war… I hope we can win this. Audry was expelled for her devotion to our cause. Now, she is your arcane mage. A skill tree that others struggle with,” the King said.

      Siofra came down the stairs with a crate of items. “Juniper organized your items for taking to Pangea, Master. I may have overheard something about arcane magic.” We nodded and she continued, “My father has a few small guides he lets out at the academy. It’s a tough set of spells to learn, let alone master.”

      The King nodded. “Audry is a top tier arcanist mage. While her raw power doesn’t compare to a master mage her execution is superb. Most importantly, she was sent by our mutual friend to be at your side.”

      “Arenia. I doubt she cares if you use her name,” I said in a stubborn tone. “Also, she used a male form in her church… it was confusing.”

      He shrugged, as if he wasn’t bothered. I saw fear in his eyes though. The goddess he worshipped, frightened him. Understandable after her sacrifice without even batting an eye or giving a pout.

      “This will be the last time we see each other. Alexander will need you, and you him as allies. Friends will be hard to find among the nobles. I understand you think this one is amazing.” The King thumbed Siofra. “She is a great mage and yet, not a champion of men on the field of battle. Bind Alexander to you or else I fear the south will fall. Speaking of which, if Crimm falls expect me to fly to you,” the King said with a sad sigh. 

      “I’ll heed your words. If nothing else a bribe to Alexander can be arranged. The power he will bring from that will help my cause,” I said and Siofra nodded in approval. 

      “Good. I… I’m concerned too. Arenia has given you a gift, and I’ve done all I can to aid you from behind the dukes’ backs. You’re on your own from here on out. I wish you the best, and expect the worst,” the King said in an ominous tone. 

      I frowned but said nothing as he left. When the echo of his boots faded I plopped onto the bench, feeling a tad overwhelmed. I certainly was ready to get my own place and build up my own home.

      My attention went to Audry who stank and was desperate to talk. “Apparently, I need you.” She nodded. “You may talk.”

      “I’m sworn to protect your life. Please bind me to you as a sacrificial guard,” Audry said and I furled my eyebrows.

      “Why add sacrificial to your title?” I asked.

      “Arenia said my role was to protect you with my life,” Audry said.

      I massaged my temples. “Go to the bathhouse. We leave for Trimi in a few hours via eagle-fey.”

      “God, that is –”

      “Master, not god. Continue,” I told her.

      “I’m a fairy. Eagle-fey flights mean I have to wear a stink bag.”

      Siofra grumbled. “She has a point. Have her bathe later.”

      “That settles it. We got everything we need anyway. Time to go to Trimi and you both get to see my other home. Should be tedious and boring,” I said. 

      When Siofra chuckled I eyed her questioningly. “Master, nothing is boring with you. I will tell Norlan to set sail with your army.”

      I smiled in approval. It was time to leave Crimm. How long I spent on Earth would depend on if I met the ship in Zing Port or at Arenia Harbor.
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      “Uncle!” Harmony said, fleeing from her mother’s side.

      The little girl was dressed in a lovely blue and white gown that matched Lidia’s outfit. I was a bit surprised by this ‘Uncle greeting’, but Lidia was full of smiles, and that meant she’d put her adopted daughter up to a leg hug.

      Rivinia came out for the eagle-fey stables hauling a box filled with small vials of samples from Crimm. 

      Flying under a fey in a harness was shit. Feathers poked me. I froze my dick off figuratively, and I was just glad our flight was shorter than what the women had to deal with. 

      “You’re glowing, Lidia!” I said, embracing her. 

      “I know and perfect timing too,” Lidia said, kissing my cheeks.

      Pete waved and behind him was Susanna, Siofra, Libby, Sir Nathanael, Ming, and her guard Lars. I waved them all forward.

      “Perfect timing for what?” I asked. 

      Oh, crap. I forgot Audry. 

      Lidia went to answer but I stuck a finger up, racing into the female stables. 

      Audry had to wear a scented bag with a hood to fly under an eagle. And… I may have forgotten about her. Super not my fault, okay, maybe a little. 

      “Master,” Audry said with concern. 

      I huffed. “I’m here. I’m here. My sister was just about to tell me –”

      “I’m pregnant. Want help?” Lidia said as if I wouldn’t notice.

      I huffed in shock. There may have been a light squeal of excitement for her. “Really? That’s great.”

      She nodded and said, “Yup.”

      I grumbled. “I got bad news,” I said, freeing Audry. “Out with you.”

      “Bad news?” Sir Nathanael said from the gate to the stables. Lidia carried Harmony when we left. 

      “I need a moment,” I shouted. I hugged Lidia. “I’m proud of you.”

      She eyed me speculatively. “You actually mean that.”

      “Yeah, you’re almost thirty, and you’re happy,” I told her with a tightening squeeze. “Now, do you want to go home or stay here?”

      “Depends on this bad news,” Lidia said and I rolled my eyes.

      I raised my voice loud enough for Viscount Nathanael to hear, “There are going to be dual invasions. Here and on Pangea. We have three to five months to prepare, rough estimate.”

      There was cursing in the background.

      “What do you recommend?” Lidia asked.

      “That you come see our parents and Hanna. Tell them the truth and think about what is safer. A gated Kansas City home, or a castle with mages,” I said with a shrug. “You’re a big girl. I’ve never treated you as anything other than an adult. I… I was warned the US Government was not going to welcome me as a savior even if I could help.”

      Lidia broke our embrace to sling an arm around me. “I’ll think about it. Main thing for me is,” she pointed at Pete and Harmony, “those two,” and then her belly, “and this one. Staying seems safer and I can’t bring Pete to… Lornia is home now.”

      “Well, if I wasn’t sold on helping Lornia, I am now. Maybe Dad will change his stance on guns,” I said and we shared a laugh, knowing he’d buy a hunting rifle at most. 

      Ming stepped forward to hug me. I halted her to pat her on the shoulder. “You ready to go home?” I asked and she nodded.

      “Short trip?” Nathanael asked. 

      “Yes. Wanna come?” I asked.

      Pela, who’d been hiding from the side of the barn, showed up carrying a bundle.

      “We were trying to surprise ya with the dwarven crafted battle armor,” Pela said with a regal pose. I could tell she was trying to be fitting for her temporary station. Speaking of which, I could legally fix that. “Should I present these later?”

      “Countess Pela, that would delight me,” I said. 

      She and Nathanael shared a gaze before handing off the bundle to a servant.  I bet they’d been plotting to ask to visit my home for a while now. I honestly didn’t mind. Once the gateway increased it didn’t consume more magic. 

      I clapped my hands. “Come on. Gather around. Time to see the magic of a portal mage. I need to deliver some goods, return Ming, and buy some big stallions. If we get in trouble, sacrifice yourselves for me. K. Thanks.”

      “Huh?” Just about everyone was confused by that statement. 

      “I have no idea what is going to be on the other side. Be ready for anything and grab onto someone,” I said. “Leaving in ten, nine, eight.”

      The countdown reached zero and I willed the spell with a trickle of euphoric feelings to take us to the gateway. 

      The normally calm and joyful situation of arriving in the big hallway was anything but that. 

      “To arms!” Nathanael called out, unsheathing his sword.

      Shouts of anger reverberated through my bones. 

      A trio of gray skinned humanoids with tusks and lanky limbs were caught resting around a game of dice… 

      They tried to rise to their feet but Nathanael and Susanna were on them in an instant. 

      I heard Siofra shout over the sound of fighting, “My magic is gone.”

      “Use your sword,” I said, casually walking past her to swing my staff like a bat.

      The gem tip connected to the back of a monster’s head.

      Crack!   

      The being toppled with the legs completely giving out. There was some twitching before the dying creature shit itself. I groaned at the smell and the sight of brains oozing out of its skull. 

      I heard a grunting shriek from my left. 

      A body hit the floor beside me, clutching at a stab wound in its chest. 

      The gray tusked being gurgled blood for a few breaths before repeated stabbing ended its life. 

      “What the hell!?” Lidia shouted at me.

      How is this my fault!? Wait. She used her mom’s voice. Best to calm her. 

      I smiled and applied a gentle tone. “Calm, Lidia. Please, be calm. They’re dead, we’re not,” I said, batting a hand down. 

      Pete hugged her while holding Harmony. I raised an eyebrow at Siofra who still had her sword in its sheath. 

      Susanna came over, kissed my cheek, and winked at her. Blood dripped from her sword, splattering onto the floor. 

      Siofra wasn’t mad at Susanna; her face radiated disappointment in herself. Even I had a kill while she tried to cope with no magic. 

      Nathanael cleared his throat. “These… are classified as trolls-kin and this species is grogi. They’re a species known to appear underground randomly. The dwarven armies have slain these creatures for generations. They come in many variations, and this is one of the smarter ones, hence the bone dice.”

      When he tried to hand me the dice I shook my head.

      “The question is,” I said with an ominous pause. “How did they get here?”

      There was no clear answer. I checked for a third door and found none. When I glared at the big opening for Earth, it appeared as it always had – cavernous.

      Without holding a debate I prepared a freezing spell with my internal energy. The power coursed through my body as I stepped into the opening, hoping that I’d arrive in Montana.
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      I arrived in Montana to a warm summer’s breeze. The sound of children playing resulted in me swiveling to look at the bottom of the hill. 

      Where the upgrades for a riding field, a barn, and a training field were supposed to be… was an honest to goddess, renaissance fair. My jaw dropped in shock.

      My entourage arrived behind me with weapons at the ready. “Sheathe your weapons, everyone,” I ordered. 

      A family walking a dog in cowboy outfits waved at us. I saw we blended in with the massive crowd down the hill and were probably mistaken as a random wandering group. 

      Giving them a wave back, I watched the fairgrounds some more. I saw hundreds of horses, tents, wagons, and… I thought I’d gone back in time for a minute. 

      “Oh no,” Ming blurted. 

      She had taken her phone and was reading texts. Instead of pestering her, I hurried inside. 

      The sound of feet running to keep up with me told me my guards were following. I bolted through the foyer to find Krissy cooking with some of the servants I’d left behind. I deviated left to immediately ask her what was going on.

      “What they hell is going on?” I asked.

      Krissy squealed, running into my arms in a massive hug. “Welcome home! And Lidia too. Oh thank the lord you’re both alive. I was so worried. So. So. Worried.”

      I pushed her out to arm’s length, fingers digging into her shoulders. “Focus, Krissy, what the hell is going on?” 

      “Oh, you mean all the people seeking refuge in Lornia?” she asked in a snide tone while pointing out the window. “Your friends spread the word you could take people off this planet that is fighting an invasion.”

      “What?” Lidia said, greeting her friend with a hug. “What invasion?” It dawned on me. “Wait! Why would they want to leave? We should be winning.”

      “Huh? We sort of are. And they want to leave because portals spawned and unleashed an endless tide of gray skinned monsters,” Krissy said. 

      I raced upstairs to get to a device to see the news. 

      I arrived in my room to see Susanna giving a tour. A jerk of my hand had me thumbing them out. 

      They could see I was furious and knew better than to prod me right now. With a deep exhale I let go of the spell I held this whole time in concern. I needed to think. 

      Arenia said I had months. Was Earth ahead by months? I just figured Lornia was like in Australia on the other planet and there were reverse weather patterns.

      Leaving the thoughts behind, I jerked the tablet off the wall and it told me I had satellite internet. I flipped to the news and what I saw horrified me. 

      Goblins or something close to them were running to buildings and literally exploding in a green gory mess. Whatever they were filled with was corrosive. Half of Syracuse, New York had crumbled in a pitched battle. 

      Soldiers set up perimeters trying to contain the creatures. Armored trucks rested behind barricades with heavy weapon infantry. Live on the screen, a section of ten goblins raced for the defenders. Tracer fire knocked down nine out of ten gray-skinned, acidic beings.

      That tenth one though, it ran into an apartment building and blew up, tearing a gaping hole into the structure. 

      The camera panned out to an ogre type creature the size of a small house. It stood atop a tall pile of rubble that the news identified as a former hospital. A line of aliens were walking up to the hulking brute.

      It flung the explosive little gray gremlins at every standing structure. The craziest thing was the victims were smiling in line and even cheering as they flew to their demise. 

      I groaned when the news feed swapped to portals around empty farm fields of Ohio. Tanks sat idle with helicopters whirling around the outskirts of the armies’ formations. This was different. The dead littered the fields in the thousands and there was a quiet on the screen. 

      Whatever enemy general there was had decided to stick to cities where there was cover and abandoned these entries. I huffed, wishing there were more bodies sprawled in death.

      Lidia arrived to view over my shoulder. 

      A quick glance showed everyone from Lornia waiting on me for news.  I stuck the display onto the wall where it enlarged so they could see.  

      The feed flickered to life, occupying the wall, and causing gasps of shock. 

      “Your scrying spells are amazing here,” Siofra said.

      I was about to quibble when I realized that assessment actually wasn’t too far off. The screen flipped to a section of Canada. An image showed the beleaguered military fighting a losing battle. Enemy shamans wearing tattered robes cast blue shields against small arms fire. 

      A giant monster that stood at least thirty feet tall leaped from a ten story rooftop, slamming into police cars. The police and soldiers tried to take down the big behemoth in their midst and failed. One by one they were squished, smashed, or thrown. The camera panned to another point on Earth.

      There was another set of quiet fields with about a dozen portals spread out in a cluster area. Nothing moved with heavy defenses trapping those who exited with clear lines of sight. 

      “Mr. Berns,” a gruff voice said from my doorway. 

      I saw a man in jeans and a polo, his sunglasses on his head. He looked casual and yet, deadly. This was probably a CIA guy or something. 

      “I’m Darnel, with the Secret Service. I…” He paused, sticking up his hands defensively when my defenders repositioned. Good, they saw this Earthman as a threat. “I come in peace and merely need some answers.”

      “So…” I said, moving to the front of my group. He pulled out his phone, likely starting to record. “This is the part where I extort you, you plead for our nation, and yada yada. Short answer, which is all I got. There are a bunch of planets bound together. More than two, and no I don’t know how many. These gray beings are classified as troll-kin and have portals created by a super shaman on their home. Colonization is their goal and you… you should have already defeated them.”

      “Nothing else?” he asked into the recorder.

      “They’re so numerous there are other planets being sieged too,” I said.

      “Are the troll-kin as you call them from this Lornia?” he asked and I shook my head no. “Are they currently on Lornia?”

      “Not in invasion numbers and not known. It’s not like here. Well more like medieval times. Information takes a while to move,” I said. “They could be around and we just don’t know it yet.”

      “Can you win here or change the tide for us?” he asked and I shook my head.

      “Based on what I saw, not a chance. The cities seem to be great cover,” I said with a sad shake of my head. “They seem to have intelligence, and this invasion is on an epic scale.”

      He grunted with a nod. “They’re burying under the rubble and setting up homes. We cleared a few out but new ones show up and we lose too many troops to traps. What would you recommend?”

      “Tall thick walls of stone with men atop them and as many arrows as you can get,” Nathanael said and the man nodded. 

      “They burn through simple walls,” he objected.

      Nathanael and Siofra shook their heads. “Our walls are thick, and we use moat slime to deflect the –”

      The recording was put in their face. “Moat slime? As in algae?”

      “Moat slime,” Nathanael said with a shrug. “Green, stinky, and thick. It grows somewhat naturally on our walls.”

      “Thank the heavens. That may win us the war. What can I do for you?” he asked.

      “Did you bring all these people here?” I asked.

      “Heavens no. They’re the family members of the teams who cured Alzheimer’s, developed the flu vaccine, and reduced autism rates.,” he said looking up in thought. I wanted to tell him that wasn’t a word when he continued. “Anyway. They led me to you, because yeah, a few thousand people flocking to a random spot in Montana raises flags, and surprise… here you are. I’ll let the suits know you were cooperative and can’t help.”

      “And these people?” I asked.

      He shrugged, leaving the doorway to my room. When I saw my dad coming up the stairs I wasn’t surprised. 

      “Out, all of you,” I said, buzzing them out with shooing motions. I went to my bed, grabbing another tablet from my end table. 

      I sat at my eating table, waiting for my father. A few taps revealed that due to an act of god my accounts were frozen. Everyone’s banking was frozen. So much for buying horses. 

      A quick check showed I had emails from Yukio, about a thousand of them. Then a few ex-lovers, and even fellow students checked on me. I closed the device as my dad took the seat across from me. 

      “Wait, where’d Lidia go?” I said, seeing it was just us.

      “Hi, T. She’s after your mom. So… Um… Hey, crazy times,” Dad said, resting his elbows on the table. 

      “Yeah, how’s the house?” I asked. 

      He shook his head. “Hanna is madder than a bull in a china shop. We took her from all her friends. Well, you remember what it was like to be sixteen.”

      I folded my arms, leaning back in my chair. “Sure do. Look, sorry about the house. I’m sure the military will clean this up in no time.”

      “You were gone for a month and a half,” he said, scratching the back of his neck. “They’ve been here for weeks and… well, they’re winning in the cities.”

      “And?” 

      “No ‘and’ to it, T. Just… have you seen those folks down there? At least a few thousand city slickers are playing at being cowboys. They’re all thinkin’ you’ll take em to a promised land,” Dad said, getting to the big issue.

      I grunted before saying, “Let me guess. They’re all packing gold, gems, and rare metals?” He nodded. “Shoulda brought big horses.”

      “They did. There are so many people complaining about having to shovel horse shit. Whoever monitored what you were taking or buying, paid attention.”

      I scoffed. “Well that’s great, because I need to buy about five thousand big horses.”

      He shook his head. “You can’t buy a draft horse right now even with most of the interior doing fine. It’s not just these folks. People realize there will be less gas going to pumps. Main sections of America are cut off from transportation. Electrical grids are failing. You know what relies on none of that besides grass and water. A horse.”

      “How bad is it really? The news tends to blow things up,” I mentioned.

      He sighed, running his hands through his hair. “We… We’re not built to fight a losing war of attrition. There is only so much fighting spirit in –”

      “They’ll toughen up. Humanity will bleed off the weak and the strong will crush the spirit of these invaders. They have to. Dad, look. I… I… I don’t have any good news for you.

      “I’m not going to save the day here. Also, those people out there are probably not getting a trip to Lornia,” I said and he frowned, tapping the table in frustration.

      “Why would you not take them to Lornia?” His eyes squinted as they looked for my tells. The problem was I wasn’t his teenager lying about drinking booze or kissing girls. 

      “So let’s say I did take them to a realm where there is zero automation. Then what? No chance in hell a bunch of whiny entitled Americans can tough it out without causing problems. If they were rugged ranchers… sure.” 

      I paused, stealing a water bottle from my fridge and gulping it down. 

      “I understand that this is a hard thing to say but this is not a game. If they come to Lornia they will die in the snow, or get robbed with slit throats, or anger a lord and become a servant.”

      He shook his head. “How have you done so well?”

      I pointed to the ruby in my staff that he could see. “I’m your adventuring partner, Dad. Always will be. I’m not your young son anymore though. I had to prove my worth through trials of flame. I’ve taken lives, and quite a few of them.”

      “T. Take these folks please. They have no hope here anymore. Even if these cities are reclaimed, they won’t be rebuilt right away. The country folk already are declining bank transfers to buy land and… there is infighting over disputes.

      “Their fancy tower homes are gone and we’re all learning the hard way that cash means nothing to a farmer with a basement full of food and closet full of guns,” Dad said.

      I snickered. “Damn straight.” While I was a free thinking voter, Dad was a big leftie. You could tell it hurt him to say those words. “I always said it shouldn’t be a crime to be prepared.”

      “I don’t want to get into a gun debate, T. As you can see they are working in the rural areas and not slowing the tide enough in the cities,” he said with a huff.

      “Yeah. In Lornia, I’m a badass, Dad. Grade A certified killer. Even I’d struggle to stop that. Then again, I’m not alone. Look. I need to prepare. Are you coming?” I asked. 

      He walked over to the closet that glowed dimly with the shine of a few charged gems. “Can you teach me?”

      “To go to Lornia?” 

      He nodded and grumbled. “Ya, Dad. I guess I can.” 

      “Grab a ruby,” I said, retrieving a bin with a sparkling ruby in it. “Ensure it is connected to you in some way. Think of a super joyous occasion and connect that feeling to the –”

      Poof. My father vanished.

      Hmm...   

      He appeared a minute later gasping for breath and in a panic. “I was in some castle courtyard and there were archers everywhere.”

      I furled my brows… Then it hit me like a ton of bricks. He went to where I left last. Nathanael had a full wagon crew and my fey were heading south to pick us up from the other exit point. The goddess’ words crashed over me as I connected the dots.

      Neither she nor I could change the entry point. But my father or another ruby mage could. 

      “Wait here,” I told him. 

      I went to the gateway, realizing the dead troll warrior bodies were missing. Also missing was the bloodstains that should be here. 

      There was no use dwelling on the fact that the gateway had changed. I exited for Lornia and sure as rain on a stormy day, I arrived in Trimi. 

      I looked up to an archer. “Tell the eagle-fey to cancel the wagons and to not head south,” I said and the archer pointed to her chest. “Just see that it is done.” I waited. 

      Eventually a sergeant came out and the nervous archer breathed in relief when I said my orders again. I headed back to Earth and a minute later was standing by my father. 

      “Good news!” I said with a giant grin. “I can steal all their wealth and horses and help defend my kingdom.”

      My father’s eyes went wide.

      “I told you, Father. I’m not the good guy who takes on charity cases that don’t deserve charity. This is your chance to return to Kansas and be the good guy,” I said.

      He scoffed. “I raised you to be better than that.”

      “I expected you to fight for your home, and you fled to mine,” I said with a leveled stare.

      “I have Hanna, T. And we both know I’m not a fighter.”

      “Dad, then what can you do in Lornia, it’s all fighting. You’re not understanding your situation. You have to fight. Here or on Lornia,” I said earnestly.

      “I’ll fight by ferrying people back and forth,” he replied. 

      “Okay. Okay. I’ll make you a deal. Every cent of gold, every gem, and every horse is given a fifty percent tax per family to Prince Trevor’s Treasury of Arenia Harbor. Every family gets taxed half,” I said and he grumbled. “The fair part is, if they have nothing, they’re taxed nothing. Trust me, the majority of them will be dead in a few months even if there weren’t looming wars.”

      “You want me to negotiate with the camp?” he asked. 

      “Yeah, you’re the one taking them. I’ll have some chickens set up at your exit point so you can kill them and recharge your stones,” I said.

      He shook his head in confusion. “You’re not going to move them?” 

      I ignored his question. “Listen up, Dad. Here is your crash course. Traveling burns energy from the stones. Go to Trimi and you’ll need to recharge them. You do that by killing living things. 

      “The magic you see dancing in these gems will hover over the dead. Ask it to go into the ruby, and it will. Easy, peasy. You’re going to arrive in a city controlled by Sir Nathanael called Trimi.

      “Tell those you transport it will be considered neutral, not friendly. Anyone failing to pay my tax will be killed on sight,” I said, leaning on my staff with a smile. 

      “You… You’ve changed,” he said.

      “Did you miss the part where they made me a noble of a ruthless fantasy realm?” I asked, smirking at him with a chuckle. “These aren’t desperate farmers seeking shelter. They’re boardroom executives leaving their homes instead of fighting for them. 

      “I get it. I’m leaving this home too. Still. Those arriving in a city I control indirectly is a burden. They’ll stir the society and will be a problem. Alternatively I could just say no and take your ruby away,” I said.

      He shook his head no. “I’ll do it. They’ll be pissed, but the waiting is over and they finally have a hard choice to make. They won’t love you for this.”

      “Who cares,” I said with a chuckle. “Honestly, I don’t need their wealth. I just need them to realize it’s going to suck and that they’ll likely hate Lornia.”

      There was a knock on my door. “Enter.”

      Siofra strode in with a gaggle of people hounding for my attention. One of them was Yukio himself. 

      “Siofra, please prepare our party upstairs to be waiting for me. Include Krissy and the rest of the staff. No one is staying behind. I got one more meeting real quick,” I said to Siofra, who left. Susanna and Sir Nathanael flanked my sides. “You may go, Father. Spread the word. Oh, and grab a few rubies in case you get squeamish killing chickens.”

      He frowned but did as I said. 

      Yukio stepped forward with some important looking folks who still wore business suits. 

      “Thank you for the samples,” Yukio said with a slight bow. 

      I returned the gesture. “Are you staying or going?” 

      “There is much work to do here. Those wishing to leave are the lower members of our order and their families. I ask that you try to keep them alive,” Yukio said politely.

      “I can try, and it won’t be cheap,” I said, giving a white lie. 

      They cared enough to get them here and help them adapt at least. I was handed a list and frowned. 

      I wagged a finger, leaving his presence. “I have all this already. Well, most of it.”

      I walked into my vault and pulled out the books on magic. My new collection was far better. The next thing I grabbed was all the rest of the charged gems.

      “We have found others who can see the gems,” Yukio said and for a fraction of a second I worried. 

      Then I realized… Earth was no longer my home and I didn’t need to exploit it for riches if they were bringing riches to me. 

      I went to my end table grabbing a pen and a notepad. Rapid scribbling had me jotting notes about internal casting and how to be careful about casting on Earth. 

      “This will help. Honestly, if you’re hoping for magic to save Earth, I wouldn’t hold your breath,” I said and he nodded. “Anything else?”

      “The samples should help. If… if things go bad here. Expect more refugees,” Yukio said cautiously. 

      “Yukio, I need to make this very, very clear. I can maybe help a few people, and yeah I know I owe you. But… there are a thousand plus people down there. I can’t make you all nobles with lavish homes. There is no tractor to harvest the fields or automated warehouse –”

      He held up a hand. “I heard your conversation with your father.” I spun, looking for a camera. “Of course I have the room bugged. That is not what matters. Surviving does. 

      “This is Kim, Derek, Theodore, and Rey. These are the ones who you owe and realize life will be drastically different. We also want to win on Earth. We do wish to continue to use your home we bought you as a sanctuary.”

      “Got it, your faces are engrained here,” I tapped my noggin, “and have the home. You’re right, it was never mine anyway. Good luck in your war,” I said sternly. 

      He offered a forearm that I clasped. “And you in yours. I will send word if we need items from our other mages.”

      When they left I sighed.

      That had gone better than I thought.

      He probably knew I’d be leaving when I found out Earth was in trouble. I mainly came back for the horses. Which… yeah. Those were going to be hard to get with the world in chaos at the moment.

      Nathanael and Siofra followed me closely to the third floor. I found Krissy decided to stay, including a small staff to help run the transitioning estate. While this upset me I understood and let them be adults. 

      Lidia was the last to arrive with Mom and Hanna. I was given mean mugs from both of them. My grimace at them coming had to be let go because it wouldn’t help and I could always take them home. Lidia assured me they would be staying in her care.

      I left Montana with a heavy heart and yet, I knew I was going home to Lornia, where I could hopefully save the realm.
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      My cold shriveled heart was not actually that bad.

      Over the next week, I helped my father transport all the refugees. They arrived into a city that was low on food, in a deep winter, and had very little spare space.

      The good news was everyone paid their taxes. The best news was about a quarter of the families said screw this and went back to America. Yup, and I let them go with their gold but without their horses. 

      Trimi was packed with new residents trying their best to blend in. There was a big group who were eager to set out in spring and build a new home in the abandoned Riverten area. My brutal honesty told them spring likely meant war and these were not warriors. Even though I helped them, I tried to ensure their coming plight was not my problem. 

      The half eagle-fey I’d hired as a guide had been sent to Norlan in Crimm. She returned back yesterday while I concluded moving refugees. The Dauntless, the name of the ship we were renting, left port already and would make Arenia Harbor in three weeks with good winds, four without. 

      I received sweet letters from Libby telling me the amount of folks aboard the ship swelled to seven thousand. There were issues aboard the ship: a rape, a death, and a few fights.

      The problem was, there were a few thousand without my bindings. I could fly out there, but I had all these problems here and decided to let the crew settle it. 

      Each evening Libby penned me a lovely letter and surprisingly… I adored them. I never would have figured I’d be a sap for handwritten notes, but I was.

      Who said romance was dead? Not me.

      Aside from knowing my ship was moving, Norlan said training had been initiated. Every cook, cleaner, and well everyone, was taught the bow. After seeing the war on Earth, I felt better knowing he was at least preparing my new arrivals. 

      The sound of a giggling little girl playing with her grandmother almost pulled me from my thoughts. Part of the reason I stayed behind was to secure the best horses from the refugees, and the other part was winter’s festival. 

      Lornia had a birthday, and it was the only holiday the entire realm embraced.

      The best comparison was to celebrating New Year’s. Everyone, including the realm and newborn babies, gained a plus one to their age. Today was that day and tomorrow I would adopt the native ways and turn twenty-seven.  

      I lounged in a gathering room in Count Nathanael’s castle near a blazing fire and my most cherished people. Susanna massaged my feet from the floor while I leaned against Siofra on the couch. Hanna chased Harmony around while Mom and Lidia chatted. 

      Across from me Nathanael and Pela shared a couch with Teri and Belma, his other wives. Rivinia was sitting on the bed cross legged chatting with Audry. Those two had become friends and were helping manage my growing load of administrative work.

      There were a few dozen important people in the room enjoying the mid-day fun. Servants carried food to the other nobles who stopped vying for attention after Nathanael told them to leave me alone.

      I was sipping on a brandy wearing a comfy set of gifted robes that felt marvelous. My leg bounced in joy at the moment, when two messengers arrived bringing notes to Nathanael. 

      There was laughter from Nathanael and then a big smile. He personally brought over the notes, causing Siofra to shift behind me so the Viscount could sit at my side.

      “There is bad news and good news,” Nathanael said with a big smile. He cleared his throat, putting a fake pout on his face. “My father was hung for failing in his sworn duty to defend the realm. The other bad news is Duke Lacroy declined my provisional promotion, and instead wanted to nominate a…”

      He paused, reading the document. Siofra jabbed a finger down. “A Baron Issa. Hmm… wonder why?” Siofra said. 

      “Politics. He nominates the Baron, the King is forced to instate me because of my successful defense, and he wins favor with Issa while knowing I’ll know this. It is a smart and common move. That is where his smart moves end though,” Nathanael said.

      “Wait, I thought I sent documents elevating you to a –” Nathanael nodded, handing me a paper. I read it quickly and said, “This says you’re a Count. Hurray!”

      “Yes, thank you, and that is good news. The bad news is Duke Lacroy is now Count Lacroy. He decided to not be part of the south in this new restructuring. He will answer to Duke Oswald going forward and not be under your jurisdiction,” Nathanael said and I furled my brows. 

      “Politics suck. They’re doing this for a reason. What is it?” I asked in an agitated tone.

      “This guy the King wanted you to lead your armies. Well, provisional Count Alexander is now Duke Alexander of Harun Port, making him the twelfth and final Duke,” Nathanael said.

      I gave a long. “Ah…”

      “They’re going to try to control your promotion through him,” Siofra muttered. “The fact he let them do this means they more than likely control Duke Alexander.”

      “Let them?”

      Nathanael nodded. “You can decline promotions. Though, no one declines a dukedom. Honestly, if you win him to your side, perfect. If not burn him, make me a duke and pick one of these fine folks to be a Count.”

      “You would be a fine general, Nathanael,” I said.

      He smiled. “Thanks. Like you I work hard on earning the respect of my troops and keeping my battle skills honed.”

      “Look, we’re friends and I trust you. The king wants Alexander… not you. But I’m open to the idea,” I said.

      He held up his hands defensively. “Alexander is a renowned champion. He has a harem already. Most nobles do, you included.”

      “Okay. Okay. I concede your point that finding a general that I give power to is going to be difficult. I bet word will get to me about how to react to this development soon enough. For now, we have to take this one day at a time. 

      “The important thing is not the politics, it’s that the wheels of war are gearing up. Ravens have been sent to every southern city and the populace is not sitting idle,” I said with a sip of my drink. “The northern dukes will have to deal with me after the invasion. Assuming they survive. Anything else?”

      He handed me a second note. I frowned when I read this. “There are three hundred dwarven cavalry, a few hundred tinkers, and their families about a day’s ride north of Trimi.”

      “Doesn’t sound like an invasion, but then it does. That is what? A thousand dwarves?” I asked.

      “A little over by the scouts’ guess. And here is the why,” Nathanael said, but paused when there was a knock on the entry door. 

      Two guards flanked a happy looking dwarf. This newcomer had a beard that was so orange it looked dyed. There were golden rings that braided the long facial hairs. He wore a robe in my colors of black and red. A staff rested in his hands, and a long dagger on his hip. 

      I waved him in and the guards escorting him scoffed as if he were a threat. His robe even had my gem on the chest. No, this was not an assassin.

      His magical power was about half of what Siofra held. We exchanged friendly smiles as he approached. 

      “I’ve been warned ta call ya Master over other titles. I’m Jarron, of Jamas, and an Arenia preacher,” he said with a bow. 

      “Have a seat,” I said, pointing to the spot in front of Susanna. Susanna hurried to get the dwarf a pillow that he sat on. “I hear you are leading a force into the lands of humans during a fierce winter.”

      “Aye, I certainly am. Arenia had us rush out a gear set fer ya that ya should be a wearin’,” he said.

      I smiled, adjusting my robes. “I happen to like these for celebratory occasions but thank you for your concern. Though this new version is a tad itchy.” I scratched at my forearm. “So… why are you here and have you seen any troll-kin?”

      “No troll-kins an we’re ta follow ya to yer defense an improve it,” Jarron said with a grunt.

      “Uh,” I turned to Nathanael. “Is this common? Do the other races help humans?”

      “Yes and no. Recently in history no. Siofra would know more. Her father frequently aids the other races for a fee. With that said, during trying times the dwarves tend to pick a side they favor and then swear to it. 

      “There are dwarves here in Trimi, and even in your army, so it shouldn’t matter much to you,” Nathanael said. “This is a gift to your defenses, should you decide to secure Arenia Harbor over Harun Port.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “You think Harun is more defensible?” 

      Siofra cleared her throat. “Harun has thick walls, and has withstood sieges from numerous forces over the years, and also has fallen. It is very exposed to the sea and there are old tunnels under the city. Loon Harbor… I don’t know, never been.”

      Nathanael shook his head. “Never been.”

      “Well the plan was to leave tomorrow to inspect both,” I said with a huff. I turned my attention back to Jarron. “What do you need from me at the moment?” 

      “Merely orders, Master,” Jarron said and tapped my foot in thought. 

      “Harun Port. Go there and await me or a message with this signet on it.” I showed him my ring. “Do you have gold to trade?” I asked and he nodded.  “Very well, I want you to have more in case you need anything. Rivinia, escort Jarron to get a few more sacks of gold then return to the festivities. It was nice meeting you, Jarron, and thank you for the armor.”

      “May Arenia keep us warm and the dark at bay,” he said.

      “Yes, that does sound lovely. Safe journeys, Jarron,” I said.

      Nathanael cleared his throat and said, “One moment, Jarron. Master, I was going to convince you tomorrow but now works. All these new horses need a home, and well, so do your residents. I can send a hundred knights to join the dwarven forces for the march west.”

      “Ah, you want to consolidate already?” I asked. 

      He bobbed his head left and right as he mulled over how to respond. “A hundred knights is a lot for Trimi to lose and they will be missed. But… I can raise up worthy veteran soldiers. Making a knight revolves around land and horses. Land gifting is free, and you have plenty of horses.”

      “Sure, that works for me and will help free up some space here. I assume their families will go with the dwarven caravan?” I asked and he nodded. 

      “And expect a natural migration of others, and same when that caravan passes through Jasmine Shire. A new Hand of the King setting up defenses normally means work, and there are those who will risk the snows in a big camp to get to you,” Nathanael said in a positive manner. 

      Siofra tapped my shoulder. “We should visit my father if he is at home. Or, at the very least, Arabel. There will need to be another war discussion and there should be some students available to hire or steal that were supposed to go to the northern dukes. You can divert resources now with your title.”

      “Sparingly. If you start stripping the north of fine bows, furniture, fey, and bovine… expect armies to march. However, even that would take time to muster those armies,” Nathanael said.

      “Okay, change of plans, Jarron. Take your caravan to the north side of town to allow others to join your march. Wait until the third day of the new year to continue marching west,” I said and turned to Nathanael. “I guess tonight the announcement goes out that an official envoy is leaving for Harun Port.”

      “Whatcha plannin’ once we git there?” Jarron asked. 

      “No plan yet. I got… work to do at both locations. Right now, it is easier for you to walk to Harun Port. From there we can adjust by ship or land,” I said. 

      After a bit more small talk the celebration went from a serious nature back to casual.

      I played a game of pick up sticks, dice, and even hop scotch versus Harmony. The day was filled with light drinking, lots of laughter, and endless smiles.

      When dusk arrived I had the shits and that damn robe was driving me crazy. Not feeling well, I retired to my balcony.

      By night the entire city was alive in celebration and I watched them while worsening. Day drinking unfortunately led to me being sick. At least that was what I thought. 

      That night Siofra saved my life. Realizing I was sicker than I should be, she drank some of my blood to see if I’d been poisoned. Indeed I had. 

      The robes were the delivery mechanism and the pain was brutal when the poison finally set in. I roiled in agony. Siofra taught me how to boil my blood to sweat out the poison. 

      My first assassination attempt left me in bed for two days after we applied slime to coat my burnt skin. I cursed myself for not bringing Toval to Trimi with me.

      We never found the culprit after careful searches and binding everyone to telling the truth that was near me. Even the dwarven camp was bound while I knew it wasn’t them. It didn’t matter if we found the actual woman who delivered my robes.

      The message they came with was clear. A fine set of silk for the newest spider in our fold. I read the note a thousand times, unable to find an easy rest. Whoever managed to deliver the poison was good, and that scared me.

      To make matters worse, I wasn’t sure if this was the dukes, or someone wanting to blame the dukes. I did survive, barely, but that may have been the point. These thoughts consumed me for days and then I let them go. 

      It was time to meet this Alexander and figure out what I’d do with him.
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      For four agonizing days I had to wait for Toval. I suffered and endured as he was whisked off The Dauntless to be brought to Trimi. 

      I… found that I darkened during this period due to my festering wounds. The poison had been slow, horrific, and incredibly painful. To say my mood was sour would be an understatement.

      Now Toval was under heavy guard with my only trusted ally, Count Nathanael. Yeah, I bound Nathanael to me by making him an eastern general of the south. Nathanael certainly was capable enough. A natural leader and now a trusted ally. And... 

      “Master, are you ready?” Siofra asked sternly, breaking my drifting thoughts. After my assassination attempt she became more… gruff. Serious might be a better way to define her tone and demeanor.

      I could tell she wanted to shed the feeling of guilt but struggled. 

      We were a mile outside the city with the intent of approaching on foot. My gems were fully charged, and I was in my armor that felt like a second skin. The dwarven forged gear was near a robe, but with a bit of a jerkin leather appearance. 

      Strips of red contrasted the black garb and a golden ruby was stitched over my heart. The lining of this outfit was supposed to be filled with an un-melt-able metal. Time would tell if it could withstand my heat. 

      “I’m ready,” I said, shaking off the cold of the flight. My teams of eagle-fey departed to go hunting. 

      “I don’t like this plan,” Susanna grumbled, stepping in front of me as we walked for the road. 

      Rivinia snickered, “What’s not to like? You're with three powerful mages and me.” She toyed with her bow string, ever so slightly letting it twang.

      We had a full dozen of us. A few veteran soldiers, Siofra, Audry, Rivinia, Susanna, and me. I needed to see this Alexander more than I needed to visit Farlake or Arenia Harbor.

      Changing his loyalties to mine would mean a secure southern province. If it wasn’t for the King being so persistent I’d just remove him from the equation and forget about needing a field commander.

      “We’re nobles on a quest to petition the local lord,” Siofra said, waving us to the left through the trees. We ended up on the thick snow covered road that led to the port city. “Rather common actually.

      “Look, we talked this to death while I lay there in that bed a helpless wreck,” I said with a shiver of the memory and a shivering from the cold air. “Certainly miss that Montana summer.”

      “We’re fine,” Audry said confidently. 

      I wasn’t worried about myself. Agitated, definitely. Susanna was furious though, she was always a bit overprotective of me, and this latest brush with death left her jaded. 

      A quick snatch of her hand jolted the female warrior that I adored. I pulled her to my side, startling her when I hoisted her into my arms. 

      There was an awkward staggering walk as I shifted her frame. Her gaze locked onto me with love in her eyes. She nestled into me, letting me carry her like a princess. 

      Twenty minutes later and my muscles strained with me refusing to give into their complaints. Susanna’s eyes told me my devotion would be aptly rewarded.

      Also, everyone’s concerns about us getting in Harun Port were unjustified.

      The walls were abandoned, the sentry towers empty, and the gates wide open. Townspeople strolled on the main road, going about their day. I saw my first goat just wandering around without a care. That seemed to be the common theme here, no one cared about us one bit. 

      My theory they must be under a spell was dashed when people waved to me. Numerous smokestacks billowing blackness told me the citizens worked to beat back the cold. Heck, the first thing we were greeted by was vendors hawking wood chunks. 

      I was mystified that there was not a guard in sight. Every city had some sort of military presence to maintain order. Instead this was… it felt off. 

      Deciding to let it go I studied my surroundings. The buildings were a mix of wood, stone, and I even saw a mud home built on a stone foundation. The people and partial fey here were in ragged clothing with none being fat, telling me a lot about the area. 

      A closer inspection of the hovels revealed doors were missing, roofs in need of repair, and holes in walls. I just knew an HOA manager was rolling in their grave at the lack of any uniformity. The layout was also a giant mess with oddly shaped side roads. 

      “I don’t like this.” Susanna and I shifted so I could set her down. 

      The commoners continued to ignore us. The fact that they were at ease put me at ease. That didn’t change that I was still miffed there was no military present. 

      Siofra flashed a tin coin to a street child whose eyes lit up. 

      “Where’s the guards?” Siofra asked.

      “Fightin’ ta pirates beyond ta docks,” the little boy said.

      I huffed. “Why is no one concerned?” 

      “Been fightin’ for weeks,” he said in a sassy tone. He rudely snatched the coin, biting it. Siofra went to rap him upside the head, finding only air as the kid scampered into an alleyway.

      I gestured to keep going and Siofra led us west through the city. When the big road stopped curving and I could see down into the main town, I was pleasantly surprised.

      That section we traveled through was the city slums. This town thrived on the docks. The nicest homes between the docks and the wall we entered through. A few big buildings rested on the left, with the warehouse section on our right. In the middle it was a fight of owning the largest stone home with balcony rooftops and terraces. 

      Residents walked casually without panic in the streets and I spied no pitched battle on the docks. The entire city was calm, clearly already adjusted to what I viewed at the harbor entrance. 

      Two natural peninsulas built a half circular left and right barrier to the sea. Thirty foot towers at the entrance were hurling rocks at an enemy fleet. Those rocks were falling short and wasting time.

      Neither side fired anything else. The Lornian fleet was small with a few dozen ships guarding the entrance point. The pirate fleet was larger, appearing only set on performing a blockade instead of charging the defenses. 

      “Your orders, Master?” Siofra asked, noticing my pause.

      “Let’s see who is running the city, shall we?” I said, underhand waving them to head for the big manor not far off the docks.  

      The stalled battle in the distance was going to be a problem. My guess was that the enemy fleet had cut off Alexander and would also be an eventual bane to The Dauntless. Of course, it was just my luck that there had to be a Veno pirate fleet blocking my city right before a planetary war. 

      One thing at a time, Trevor, one thing at a time. 

      After seeing the port town from above, I began to understand why the slums were so chaotic. The main city had expanded well beyond its original exterior wall. The roads inside the inner city were well defined and laid out with proper planning. 

      Here we saw guards for the first time at a checkpoint to get to the main fortress. A middle-aged veteran in green livery waved us through as if we needed permission. The walk to the estate of the ruling lord was along nicer roads with horses nickering, carts rattling, and vendors selling all sorts of items.

      It was abundantly clear that the exterior port skirmish mattered little to these folks at the moment. I tossed a coin to a begging child that looked like he barely survived the night. After getting a feel for one of the larger cities in my region I knew there was work to do here, a lot of work.

      With the intense forests not far away, there was no reason for the poor to freeze to death. I frowned at the shit in the alleys that thankfully froze quickly, and the defenses against land attack were obviously lacking. 

      Hell, even the guards at the estate let us walk right in. A curious man in fancy armor came out of a guard shack by the time we were almost up the stairs. 

      “Excuse me. The lord has yet to arrive,” the man said.

      “And his steward?” Siofra asked.

      The guard flustered, glancing into the estate. Siofra flashed a viscount ring I’d given her. The guard led the way for us into the moldy building that stood two stories tall. A cat chased a mouse and Rivinia groaned when she stepped in something that went squish. 

      I sighed, trying to stay positive about this… rustic city. 

      “I’m Heb, welcome to Harun Port, Viscount. Steward York will be happy to see you,” Heb said, leading us up a large set of stairs. 

      We shifted by paintings of the sea with a few statues of water fey and leviathans. A big single door held a sign over it at the end of the hall. Count - a blank plank - Court. A single guard raised amused brows at our approach.

      The door was opened for Heb, allowing me to view the room.

      Finally, I found the chaos I expected. A dozen nobles in winter clothing were shouting at a man behind a table on a dais. The young man was not idly taking the screaming either, shouting in return at the nobles. 

      Our arrival stirred their attention with a settling silence. The room had pillars dividing it, a small dance floor in the middle, a large balcony in the back, seating tables on the sides, and then the lord’s seat at the raised podium. 

      Siofra parted the nobles, confidently heading for this York fellow. I followed in her wake, stealing the warm seat Siofra lifted the man from. 

      All at once they went to talk. 

      Whoosh!

      Ice magic encased the whole lot. I unfroze them a moment later. “I’m the Hand of the King. You will call me Master or Master Trevor. Failure to do so will lead to your death. Is that understood?” I asked, seeing bobbing heads. 

      There was one man who seethed, speaking his mind. “My taxes aren’t paying for the fleet ta do nothin’!”

      “So… I really want to burn you alive and give you a slow death. Except, I actually agree with that sentiment. A lord should defend his home, and there was a horrendous lack of defenses here,” I said, folding my fingers under my chin to rest my head.

      “Sorry for my outburst, Master. The city relies on the sea for its productivity,” the noble said and I smiled.

      “Of course, I’ll make you fine folks a deal. Bind to me and I’ll remove the enemy fleet today,” I said confidently. 

      York cleared his throat. “Master, they’ve been at the breach for over a week now. I’ve tried to draw them in for a fight but they are content with holding a blockade.”

      “I saw the city and it looks prosperous and intact. For that, you get my gratitude. For the lack of defenses at the exterior wall you get ten lashes,” I said and the pleading started. 

      Siofra didn’t need to freeze him, mostly because Heb and his guards dragged him off. To get lashes I supposed. So nice when others worked for you. 

      “Rivinia, bind them. Siofra, Audry, Susanna, and I will go remove this threat. Rivinia is the Master in my absence, don’t like it - I’ll burn you,” I said, leaving my seat that Rivinia quickly occupied.

      Without wasting any time I headed out of the courtroom finding the answers I wanted. Alexander wasn’t here and there was a power vacuum that York failed to fill. 

      “I have a great plan,” Siofra said and Susanna smiled. I found them agreeing amusing. Once outside the estate Siofra continued with, “Yes it’s something you’d like.”

      “Delightful,” I chuckled. “Always wanted to be in a sea battle.”

      They both eyed me with half smiles. “Alright what’s the plan that has you both mischievous.”

      “Pleasuring for reward?” Susanna asked and Audry snickered from over my shoulder.

      “They’re always just wanting sex,” she commented.

      I shrugged. “I kinda was out of service lately and just ready to have fun again, so yeah. I’m a bit remiss on pleasuring my toys. We’ll fix that when I dominate these sexy ladies of mine into telling me the plan.”

      “Nope, gotta wait,” Siofra said and Susanna chuckled. “And yes, Master, I realize I’m playing with fire.”

      “And ice, he is quite fond of using ice now that he learned it,” Susanna said, keeping the banter going. 

      “Fine, fine. I was going to finish inside both of you… but -”

      They halted and spun to face each other. After giving cute nods, they both said at once, “The plan is…”
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      The bitterly cold wind whipped at my face. I was completely lost, shivering, and pissed off. There was nothing on the horizon to tell me where we were, only the black void of darkness. Even the clouds above kept the moonlight away.

      Thankfully the eagle-fey carrying me could see in the dark and was following Ciyin for the enemy fleet.

      Ciyin was the pack leader who was half eagle-fey, half human. She was leading this brazenly foolish plan and I hated the idea.

      She didn’t even assure me this would work either. Ciyin figured it was a folly idea as much as I did. If it weren’t easy to call off I’d be far more concerned. 

      A flickering light in the distance shimmered, at first it was merely a tiny dot on the horizon. This gave me hope the winter winds would be over soon.

      Ciyin honed in on that location, speeding our flight. The single light became a dozen and then a hundred torches burned below us. 

      As we neared, I was finally able to make out the silhouettes of the enemy ships bobbing up and down in the water. Our approach went straight over the mighty behemoth flagship.

      With a slow spiraling we descended for the creaking ship. Ciyin exited her turns, diving swiftly with a sword glinting in the night. 

      The sleeping soldier in the crow’s nest should have stayed awake. I watched his head bob with the boat’s rocking. I could even hear his snoring as Ciyin neared her prey.

      Her dive allowed the tip of the blade to slice into his neck, alerting him with widening eyes that his time in this world was over.

      He tried to give out a scream. His cries never escaped his lips, severing his fingers in desperation to free the blade lodged in his throat. 

      I watched with mild amusement as his eyes glazed over and blood oozed down his body. The fey carrying me timed the sway to land into the nest. I exited the six point harness, feeling free and chilly as my back lost the heat of my carrier. 

      With a cautious step I shifted to stand over the dead man. The big sway up high was giving me queasy sensations. Audry landed in the spot I was, quickly getting out of the harness. 

      Ciyin sheathed her sword, wishing me luck before lifting off. A minute later it was just Audry and I in the crow’s nest in the middle of the night. 

      “Master, which plan?” she asked as our flight of fey took to the sky. They’d be waiting above us if we needed them.

      “You mean do we set the fleet ablaze from here or do we go for the glory and capture the big prize?” I asked and she nodded with a smirk. “I have no idea if the others are in position.”

      “I think we should secure the ship first,” Audry said, liking the idea of adding the ship to our defenses.

      Honestly, those numbskulls created this plan with one thing in mind. Capturing a massive ship to add to our side. I could resonate with that idea… if they did it. But no. It was my cold ass up in a crow’s nest feeling like I was about to get flung to the deck from the sway.

      “If there is a mage, he or she will be on this boat,” I said with determination. “So… we climb down a swaying ladder in the dark… I hate this plan.”

      Audry chuckled. “We’ll be fine, Master. I’ll go first.”  

      I watched her take the shoulder wide ladder one step at a time. Accepting my fate, I headed down into the dark night, clinging tightly with each step down. 

      My fixated grimace was warranted because the mast was over a hundred feet tall with no light. 

      The sway of the ship was not hypnotic; it was jarring. The tug of the anchor from the rocking wave had a jerk to the motion and the entire time I headed down I tried to keep from falling.

      The worst flipping part was you could only go down safely when rocking forward. Every time the ship tilted back I clung tightly to the ladder.

      During the discussion phase of the plan, landing on the deck would be instantly noticed. Landing in the nest would not. The sway ebbed as we neared the creaking deck, allowing for a quicker descent near the end. 

      No sailors patrolled the main deck for us to avoid. The fore, aft, bow, and stern lookouts never noticed two cloaked figures diving into the depths of the ship. 

      A steep stairwell near the mast allowed us into the belly of the ship. A single candle illuminated a dark hallway. Audry led the way, extracting a thin sword meant for precision. I pulled out the two halves of my staff that were draped across my back like a badass ninja.

      After thinking about it, yeah, I was doing an epic assassin type mission. The two metallic halves screwed together, locking into place. When I was ready I nodded to Audry.

      We went deeper into the ship, looking for the main hold. The elite guards, other key personnel, and important people, like the mages, would be near the top. We wanted to handle them after we secured the mass of sailors a vessel this large required. 

      Also… The first proposed plan had been to slit their throats, feeding them to the sea. Instead, I wanted the sailors to become prisoners of war with hard labor. We had a siege to prepare for and Harun Port was anything but ready. 

      The sound of grumbling men was drowned out by intense snoring that echoed up to our stairwell. I pulled power from my gem, readying a freezing spell that would last hours. We left the confined stairs for a dimly lit hallway.

      A single guard sat on a barrel reading a book by candlelight. Our footfalls were so silent he never looked up when I froze him with a precise casting. I noticed his feet had webbed flippers for toes and there were slight gills on his neck. 

      I lifted the book out of his frozen hands, causing Audry to roll her eyes. How to raise chickens. I neared where his ear was frozen and said, “I can help you fulfill all your dreams. I’m from the city and can offer you sanctuary. I need some help though.”

      He couldn’t answer me but his eyes showed curiosity more than fright or anger. Audry pulled lookout while I used the combination to unlock the spell that encased him. 

      “A Master Mage!” he whispered in excitement. “The Admiral is so screwed. Please save them.”

      “Save whom?” I asked. 

      He pointed to the ceiling. “A floor up is the… the… pleasure slaves. I don’t take part, but I hear them crying every day with my enhanced ears. It… makes me sad.”

      “I will. I promise. Right now I need to know. How many enemy mages are on board?” I asked. While I knew there would be slaves and people in horrid conditions they were a distant priority. 

      “None. Veno is low on mages and they don’t tell us peasants why. Our only mage is back in Zing Port for some reason,” the merman said. 

      I didn’t have a book of fey anatomy on me but that species was the guess. While I digested this news I gave him a longer inspection.

      He was dirty with long greasy black hair. His dark eyes showed compassion not hate. He had soft skin that appeared moist. He was my height or shorter with a small frame. He seemed friendly and sincere. Even though I was here to conquer a ship, adding good workers was an option. 

      “Anything else we should know before I refreeze you?” I asked. 

      “We never get to mingle with the Admiral’s Elite. There should be a dozen or so and rumor has it, no mage can defeat them… Oh, and careful of the Admiral’s boys, they’re devoted beyond reason. One of em stabbed Marti in the thigh for saying he didn’t like the Admiral’s choice of food,” the water fey said.

      “Your name?” I asked. 

      “Rickon,” he said with a genuine smile.

      I froze him with a sigh. Hopefully he didn’t die in the ensuing battle that was becoming more and more likely. I’d feel bad if he did after helping me.  

      “The main bay is through any of these doors,” Audry said, gesturing to both sides.

      “Time to secure them then. You open I’ll channel. A full day freeze will work, I should think,” I said and she nodded.

      While I could have frozen the entire fleet the goal was to capture this vessel and its admiral quietly. Audry opened the door and I realized instantly how we could get to the main hold from both sides. 

      Stairs led us down to a bottom deck. Bunks were stacked there high and men snored or rotated everywhere I looked. Most were strapped into their bunks to prevent from spilling out, making my job easier. 

      I walked the hold that stank of sour men. My trip through the unwashed bodies made me nauseous. My magic encased bodies in a short distance. 

      A few men woke to notice the change in temperature or quieting noise of reduced snoring. Audry was on the lookout, stunning those sailors into a paralysis while I hurried along. Less than five minutes later and only a few shouts broke out. 

      The hold was secured with even the stray animals frozen. 

      What I saw next turned my stomach. We went a floor up to the whoring rooms. Women… they were locked in stockades of a sort. Their asses hung free where men could use them. Their front halves were on another side of a wall so they could eat. They had to piss or shit while locked up. I literally walked into a man plowing a woman with feces squished between his toes. 

      I froze every room, knowing that was a mess for another day. My hope was that with time these slaves would heal. At the very least, I’d try to grant them something better. 

      Now it was time to deal with the other portions of the ship. I patted Rickon’s frozen shoulder on the way back through, and I swore his eyes smiled. 

      Once we were a floor below the main deck there were echoing creaks, the sound of our feet thumping, and snoring from closed doors. This floor held the elite guards, the captain, and the crew managers. 

      These were on our bypass list to let others deal with later. Getting the Admiral was our priority now. 

      We arrived at another stairwell further toward the back of the ship without seeing another soul. The Admiral should be above us with elite guards at the very least. This was the big moment and I felt my palms sweating along with my stomach tightening. 

      I followed Audry up the stairs, letting her greet the guards first. There were two thuds, a sizzling, and then the wafting smell of fried flesh. 

      “Careful, don’t touch them, they’re radiating arcane magic,” Audry said, bypassing the two men on the ground. “They have anti-magic warding. Simple thing to bypass, just don’t cast fire or ice magic.” 

      My planned smartass retort of ‘that’s all I know’ was held in. Instead, I watched the guards convulse with shudders. I saw no orbs coming off their bodies so they were likely suffering in pain at the moment.

      Audry encased her hand in a spell, reaching down to grab a ring of keys. The door cracked open, revealing a young boy poking his face out. His eyes widened at the dead guards.

      “Uh,” Audry said, not having anything prepared. 

      “Are they okay?” he asked and I frowned.

      I cued in. “Yes, we found them lying here. We need to tell the Admiral immediately what happened.” 

      He grew concerned that he should help, waving us in, and opening the door wider. Audry followed the boy into the captain’s quarters with me right behind her. We passed a dozen small cots, leaving me perplexed. 

      A few of the spots were vacant with most of them having eyes fixated on us. They were all boys between ten and fifteen or so. Young men by Lornia standards. These must be the ones Rickon warned me about. 

      The staging room went into a meeting room where a single candle in a glass case illuminated a meeting desk. Two additional guards waited at a door to what was likely the Admiral’s quarters. 

      “Harkin, yer dead, boy,” the guard said upon seeing us. 

      True to his words the guard whipped his sword out, burying it into the boy’s chest. It happened so quickly, I was stunned and transfixed.

      He died instantly. These guards were good. The other guard lifted a crossbow. 

      I cast ice magic, expecting it to wash over both my targets to encase them. Instead, a shimmer of white magic blocked my spell. Audry’s sword went into the crossbow man's neck before he could properly aim the weapon. 

      The crossbow snapped as it fired. The bolt cracked into my shin, deflecting as the armor kept it from burying into my body. 

      Both Audry and the other guard hurried to extract their weapons from their foes. While I hobbled in pain, I pulled out my long dagger from my hip, flinging it at the guard. 

      He reflectively flinched, putting an arm up to block the blade. It saved his life, only to have Audry bury her blade into his neck.

      The man gurgled before falling to the deck. My fixation on the two guards was dumb because one of the boys from a cot tried to jab a knife into my leg. 

      I only felt the pressure; the armor held against the stab of the dull jagged blade. I poured energy from my gem into a fire spell, searing the stunned boy. 

      His charred body converted into ash, refusing to give me energy like the two dead guards did. I consumed their orbs of magic, letting the power fill me. 

      “What deflected my magic?” I asked.

      “Like I said, these ones had deflectors. Even casting a block around them will be blocked. We have much to teach you,” she said.

      “Yeah, I figured I could freeze the area.”

      “They’re mere trinkets from Farlake that sell for bundles of gold. That is the thing, they’ll stop common magic but not arcane or unique spells. Also, you can just overwhelm them with a barrage, but things got dicey there,” Audry said, unlocking the door to the Admiral's room. 

      The moment the door creaked open a bolt from a crossbow soared for us. A shielding spell cracked under the impact, causing a blast of bright light.

      There were panicked shrieks from inside the room.  

      Audry rushed in coating the room in yellow static. The spell outlined six boys around a single man in the bed. The revelation of what I was seeing dawned on me. 

      He raised his hands and just like that we captured the Admiral.

      There was no cheer of victory; this was merely a phase in the plan. I froze the room, unlocking Audry from my spell.

      A warding necklace on an end table told me the nude Admiral relied on his guards a little too much. I walked to the balcony, setting the ten torches afire to give the signal. 

      With the increased light, I waited. My neck craned up with my palm aimed at the night sky. Sure enough, the rear guard peered down onto the lower balcony where I waited with a spell.

      A fireball raced up, consuming the man’s face. His body toppled over the railing, dropping to the sea and only gave a faint splash.     

      Audry helped me unspool the emergency exit ladder. The sound of the rope creaking was deafening to my ears but no alarms were going off even after we captured the key room. I heard the bottom of the rope splash into the water below.

      A moment later strain on the ladder caused the rope to groan. Siofra’s beautiful face crested the edge of the balcony and Susanna was right behind her. I inhaled deeply at their sight, ready for them to take over. My back was sore from figuratively carrying them so far. 

      Additional soldiers continued to come up the ladder, preparing for a fight. 

      “Waiting in that dinghy was the worst,” Susanna said with a green face. 

      Ah, she got seasick. Poor thing. 

      Siofra kissed my cheeks and grabbed a handful of my ass. She beamed proudly at what we had accomplished. I ran a hand over her smooth belly, around her belt line, and grabbed her juicy booty. I was in the mood even if the time was not right.

      “Go forth and secure the ship, and get a worthy reward,” I told her and then nibbled on her ear. After she left Susanna went to kiss my cheeks. I shook my head due to the fact she reeked of vomit. “No… Just… No. You’ll get a shower and pleasuring after. Sorry you got sick.”

      Additional men continued to come into the room to the point Siofra led them forward. My phase of the plan was over, well mostly. I had time to kill so I went to the Admiral’s bed and unfroze the man.

      We stared daggers at each other as screams erupted throughout the ship. There was no raging battle, only the sound of men dying or pleading for death. That would be the demise of the crew’s leaders. A few minutes later, a bell chimed, and the ship lurched. 

      “That would be the sails unfurling. Apparently your flagship was easier to capture than anticipated,” I said, taunting the Admiral. “Why are there no mages aboard?”

      “I decline to answer,” he said between clenched teeth. 

      I sighed. “Who will pay your ransom?”

      “No one?” he said defiantly.

      “Any last words?” I asked. 

      He nodded, looking to the boys frozen in his bed beside him. “Kill him or die trying, that is my final -”

      Fire laced from my fingertips, erupting forth to cover the man. He lunged, desperately trying to get to me from where he sat. 

      I yanked power from the ruby, increasing the fire into the spell. The Admiral knew this was his end. The burning outer layers of flesh peeled off his muscles until he collapsed onto the sheets. 

      My flames flickered over the bed, bursting the ice shields the boys had rested in. Their deathly screams shook me internally. Yet, I wasn’t leaving six loose ends with orders to kill me. 

      I watched the admiral’s loyalists die with him; their final moments were indeed haunting. At the end of the demise, I pulled the flames off the ruined bed and into my palms. I balled the fire, condensing the flames, and when the bed was void of fire I flung the ball into the dark night.

      Susanna placed a hand on my shoulder as I stared at the ash with remorse. 

      “They need you on the top deck. We’re being pursued,” Susanna said sternly. 

      I left the room, finding dozens of orbs below deck wanting to sink into the planet. I summoned the power that tried to fade down. The top deck whipped cool air as Siofra cast magic to inflate the sails. The ship was smashing into the waves, heading for Harun Port’s defenses in the distance. 

      When the energy from the dead elites overfilled my reserves, I burst into flames. Each step left a burning footprint trail that Audry extinguished for me.

      “Master, we have three ships trying to catch us,” Siofra said, pointing into the night.

      I walked to the port side railing, being careful not to touch the finely carved wood. “I can’t see anything?”

      “Shoot there, Master,” Siofra said while pointing down into the dark. “A single shot should -”

      I unleashed the energy that consumed me. The excess magic desired to go forth and I let it achieve its wishes. A ball the size of a house swirled forth, illuminating the gloomy night to a brightness that caused most to avert their eyes.

      When I could finally see, there were three small ships gaining on us with oars in the water. These were the interdiction vessels. Their decks were filled with boarding parties eager to fight us for our prize. We had to be concerned about these ships for their boarding potential.

       Instead of letting others pull off after an example was made I asked for power from my gems. 

      A second massive flaming ball swirled eagerly for the rightmost ship. I pulled enough flame into the third ball to stop being on fire. 

      When that fireball released I reveled in the magical power I displayed. The night had literally become day from the power of the dead. Somehow I knew Arenia was watching with glee.

      The first shot smashed into the lead ship with precision. Siofra had pointed out perfectly where the vessel would be. 

      There was no mage to combat the flames and the deck was packed with boarding sailors who had nowhere to run. Only a few managed to dive overboard in time. 

      The impact blurred the sight of the ship. A second later I heard the anguished cries of the dying. This was a precursor to what the other ships would experience. As anticipated the next two twirling bundles of magic slammed into the other fast moving vessels. 

      The oars that produced their rapid speeds were turned to husks. The ships themselves were bonfires, billowing thick smoke as they slowed to halt. I watched the vessels become beacons of warning to the rest of the pirate fleet.

      As they grew smaller on the horizon the first ship sank, quickly followed by the other two. There was cheering on the deck now as the lowered chain to the port was passed. After a harrowing ordeal, we conquered a massive ship to add to our fleet.

      Finally it was time to relax and celebrate.
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      “Gentle,” Rivinia said over her shoulder. 

      Rivinia’s small butthole barely allowed my cock to ease into her heavily lubed butt. She opened herself up to let me slowly glide in. Siofra was suckling on her left breast, underneath the elf. She was strumming her clit while we tried the back door.

      A void of rocking or moving was about where I was out. I… I wasn’t huge into anal. My dick was big, and this was normally the result: limited to no sex.

      It was Rivinia, Susanna, and Siofra, having a mini orgy in a lavish room tied to the main court chambers for the city. The day was won, the city in a celebration, and I was wanting to sate my desire for some great sex.

      “It’s not going to fit,” I told her.

      “If you keep giving up impatiently, yeah, it never will,” my sassy elven lover said.

      I chuckled with a head shake. “Susanna wants you to lick more and talk less,” I said.

      “Right,” Susanna said, pulling Rivinia back down to eat her pussy.

      I extracted my dick slowly, replacing it with a thumb. With my free hand I cleaned my cock off with a nearby towel.

      After lining myself up with her dripping pink, I slid right in.

      “See, fucking amazing,” I exclaimed from the euphoric feeling. “Plus you wanted a baby right?”

      Rivinia immediately halted what she was doing to eye me intently from over her shoulder. “Not the time to joke.”

      “I’ll finish in you all if that is what you ladies want,” I said.

      “Yes Master,” the three ladies said one by one.

      I drove my cock hard into Rivinia. Her tight little pink pussy stretched against my girth. She moaned out while diving back into licking Susanna’s clit.

      Siofra strummed her clit while I slid in and out a slow, controlled, and wonderful rate. I was in no hurry to cum, wanting to enjoy the sensations the ladies were apt to offer.

      I stroked my cock against her squeezing walls with glee. When I increased the tempo, I let my desires grab hold of me. My soft thrusts went aggressive, to the point she had to stop eating Susanna’s pussy.

      She cried out for me to fuck her harder and gushed onto my cock with a quick climax. That was the wonders of having one of the ladies on clit strumming detail. Siofra shifted to tickling my balls after Rivinia cried in her orgasm.

      A few minutes of ass smacking action from my hips crashing into her booty and I too finished the first round quickly. My pent up cum burst into her and filled her little pussy until I could feel the excess seeping out around my shaft.

      Rivinia scooted off, grabbed a pillow, and left.

      “Where’s she off to?” I asked, seeing the door to the other bedroom chamber close.

      Siofra giggled and said, “She’s off to prop her butt up high in the air so your seed has to go down. She will be uncomfortable and likely doesn’t want you worrying.”

      I stared down at Susanna and Siofra, leering at their naked forms.

      “Who’s next?” I asked.

      Siofra nudge Susanna. My cock was still hard and I mounted her missionary style. We entwined… sensually. Besides with Rivinia in the middle of the night, most of my sex was something I expected from a drunken night culminating into debauchery.

      This, this was emotionally powerful. We locked lips, she bound her legs around my hips, and we made love. The thrusts were soothing in a delightful way. We didn’t race or rush the experience and after a blur of time, we climaxed in unison.

      “That was so fucking hot,” Siofra said.

      Savannah bit her lip and nodded in agreement. She gave out a long pleasured moan before saying, “That was amazing Trevor. I… I… I’m lost for words.” 

      “Go shower, Susanna, and then await us in the courtroom,” I ordered, planting a deep kiss to her lips. She spurred me on for another round, but left with a final kiss on my cheek.

      When she departed it was just me and my foxy fey.

      I rolled onto my back and Siofra rushed onto my dick. Within seconds she had me completely inside her and I was in heaven. 

      Siofra was on a mission. She ground my dick until I hit something hard inside her body. She didn’t care, increasing the power of her down and back hip thrusts. She was riding my dick rough and we both loved it.

      I swapped my hand from clutching her hips to squeezing her tits, clamping her nipples. She arched her back sitting up more. She glided her hands up and down my muscly arms. We found our pattern with her calling out, thanking her Master. 

      I was thrilled by Siofra’s words, working myself toward a climax. She certainly wanted my cum and was going to do everything it took to earn it.

      “Fill your toy’s little pussy with your big cock,” she said in a sultry tone.

      She eyed me intently, biting her lip, and using her hands to increase my nipple squeeze I was applying.

      She pushed against my cock in increasing swivels. I was loving my big cock filling her small vagina. My girthy shaft was so damn perfect for her squeezing walls. Each back thrust of her grinding hips seemed to fit him in deeper with me biting my lip.

      “You’ll end up making me pregnant, Master,” she managed between moans. 

      I squeezed tighter, hearing her grunt from enjoying the sensation. “Silly darling, that is how it works. I made the offer, you merely have to do the fun part. Now shhh…” I said, edging up for a long lusty kiss. 

      Five minutes later she orgasmed so loud she likely woke the dead and we didn’t give one shit. I saw her toes were curled, could feel her pussy pulsing, and the squeeze on her tits had her wanting another round while she tried to finish me. 

      She hopped off my cock, going to the edge of the bed, and bending over. When she danced her pert ass for me, I grinned, rushing to get behind her. This was a rare treat from Siofra, who was more into one of us being on top. 

      When my cock slid into her from behind it glided against the best pressure spot and she moaned out loudly. Siofra wanted my cum badly. Her pussy was dripping from the climax earlier, letting her take it rough. I could feel her sex dripping down my balls as she increased her moans while clenching the pillow extra tight again.

      “Fuck me, Trevor. My handsome lord, fuck me deeper,” she cried out, yelling, “More!” 

      “Your pussy is so damn tight,” I grunted. “Oh, yes!”

      “That’s it, pull my hair, and slam that big thick cock into me until I squirt,” she commanded.

      She certainly could squirt, but… never from this position. Like the obedient man I was I fucked her so hard that she orgasmed from behind.

      Siofra screamed so loud during her climax that there was an echo and a ringing in my ears. Her cries of pleasure only drove me deeper and harder into her. Her clenching vagina was begging for my seed and my ability to climax for a third time was nearing.

      I could feel her squeezing vagina pulsing and it was euphoric. With my own loud shout of pleasure I released. I felt my seed jutting into her. The warmth of her juices dripping down my balls was oddly amazing. My thrusts slowed with my final pumps. 

      I may have lost control near the end of our sex there. There was no healer here and the rough sexy might leave us both walking funny this time tomorrow. Super worth it. 

      When I pulled out there was a splash onto the bed that we both giggled over. 

      “Carry me to these archaic showers, my sweet Trevor,” Siofra said, flopping onto the bed in a spot I could easily hoist her from. 

      There was a soft tap at the door, Rivinia poked her head in. “He just arrived by fey flight,” Rivinia said. 

      I let out a long sigh before asking, “Oh really, Alexander right?”

      “Yes, Master. He… he has disappointing news,” Rivinia said. 

      I left my spot on the bed to head for my travel bag. I pulled out a towel and a change of comfy clothes. “Tell him to wait. I need to shower first,” I ordered. I spun a bit more over my shoulder. “Hurry in to the showers, Siofra, and then get in something comfy.”

      “Yes, Prince,” she said with a bow before jetting out of my temporary room. 

      Rivinia went to help me get ready for officially greeting a new duke. She kissed my cheek and said, “That sounded fun.”

      We headed into a shower that was simply a big roof bucket that servants had to fill by hand. Yeah. My actual home would have pumps for a water tower and aqueducts.

      I rushed into the shower, washing off the intense sex.

      “Gods and goddesses, it was the best, and my plans for rounds four to twenty were just dashed,” I said and we shared a nice laugh. “I do wish Libby was with us.” I said and saw her smile from the mirror. “You okay?”

      “So which is going to be a sister wife that is pregnant with me? Susanna or Siofra?” Rivinia asked and I rolled my eyes. 

      “Always the baby talk. Who knows? I… I tried in both though,” I said. “I figured it’s what you girls want and we’re rich with guards. Just need a home. I… There is impending doom and maybe battles I cannot win. I don’t want to live with regrets.”

      “Well, thank you. From all of us.” The shine in her sparkling eyes matched her happy smile. “Oh. Alexander is an eighth elven,” Rivinia said and I grew confused. “Yeah, I know. It's really, really, hard to tell, but for whatever reason I see the elven spirit in him. I rushed away fairly quickly, but that would explain how he won so many tournaments.” 

      “That does make a certain amount of sense.” I said. “Wouldn’t others see that?”

      “Um…Not certain.” Rivinia paused. “Want some of the bad news first?”

      “Sure,” I said with a smile. “Not much can get me down.”

      “He is here with his seven wives who gave me evil glares,” Rivinia said with contempt, telling me there was a reason behind the tone. “He seems like a skilled warrior but there’s drama. The rest I’ll let him explain, but he is going to be a handful, and maybe not in the kind you pump cum out of.”

      I snickered. “I want you to be happy, Rivinia.”

      “Susanna would make a fine mother, and big stout children. I do know she was your -”

      “First?” I said and she nodded. “She is for Lornia, and I cherish her. I agree and think you’ll all be fantastic mothers.”

      “That will never change, Master,” Rivinia said, humming a tune while dusting off my outfit. “Done. Are you ready to meet a duke?”

      “No. I’m ready for a relaxing bath and a foot rub. Also, by the gods, Siofra wore me out,” I said, feeling sore. 

      “She does that on purpose. Again, Master. Your lovers are very devoted to pleasing you,” Rivinia said.

      I snorted joyfully. “Pleasuring, it's pleasuring my sweet, Rivinia. Okay, let us see how much of a disappointment a tournament champion is to me,” I said, adjusting my armor with a final tug. 

      I grabbed my staff and headed to hold court.
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      Excited children chased a dog who hid behind a man on the dance floor. A close inspection of the animal told me it was a puppy wolf. I wasn’t huge on pets, but the creature and the children were cute. I decided to take this meeting with an open mind.

      “The Hand of the King, Prince Trevor,” Heb called out as I entered the room. 

      Mothers raced to calm children, fearful I might anger.

      “Let them play,” I commanded. “The time for the young to cower in corners as death is at their doorstep is not this day. So I say again, be joyous.”

      I walked to the dais to sit at the throne like chair, finding a table with food not far below it on the dance floor. I diverted to get a snack when I was blocked by Siofra. 

      My audible sigh was ignored as she tasted everything for me. Eating second hand plates was going to be a pain in the ass but my anti-poison training had just started. 

      The last two days since capturing the pirate flagship had been working to bring this rat infested shitty port town back into working order. The slaves… correction, the prisoners of war pirates who were treated like slaves, were chopping wood to improve the mud homes in the slums. 

      Well, that and to create heated night fires in street intersections for the poor. I needed the people strong, able, and certainly not dead from winter. While that transpired we improved the estate the best we could, but I still hated this city. 

      Even the chair I sat in lacked comfort. I could make this place work but I’d need to import a whole lot of luxury items from Clruss, Trimi, and Farlake. Also, both the dwarves and The Dauntless were due in the next few days. 

      My fate hinged on what kind of man Alexander was. When I saw him wrestling on the ground after being swarmed by his children, I had a decent idea. He was sleek with toned muscles, taller than Susanna, and graceful in his motions.

      He also was not about raw power, opting for grace. His blond hair and blue eyes sparkled with love for his youngins. His wives wanted him to stop as I watched but he ignored them to sate the children’s desires. 

      I finger waved over the wives, gesturing for them to approach. 

      “Who is the head wife?” I asked. 

      They looked to the oldest for a brief moment then they collectively pointed to the youngest. 

      “I’m Duchess Liqua of Rond, and newest wife of Duke Alexander of Harun. It is a pleasure to meet you, Prince,” Liqua said with a perfect curtsy. 

      If she resented me, there was no telling it by her tone. “Where are your men at arms, your guards, your supplies, your children’s items, and the list goes on…” I said, looking around rudely. 

      “That’s my fault,” Alexander said, getting in a tickle fight. He dodged the wolf pup’s kisses with fluid movements, only to be ambushed by another child.

      If it wasn’t so flipping cute I’d scream at him. Even my devotees were being wooed by his charms. 

      “And what fault did you cause?” I asked.

      “I declined to swear to the Council of Dukes, instead of you,” he said.

      “They made you a duke without securing your oaths first?” I asked in dismay.

      Siofra tensed at this, and was skeptical as was I.

      Liqua raised a hand. “I was… gifted to Alexander as his Duchess. He had to swear to me and indirectly my father, the Duke of Rand. After we were married, a festive celebration ran through the night.

      “My father got drunk, too drunk. He gifted his son in law his title way before he should have.”

      “Ha,” Siofra snorted. “What an idiot.”

      Liqua frowned but continued, “The council approved it and… well… Father presented it early. That was three days ago. We were supposed to attend a council meeting tomorrow where oaths would be given and the title properly bestowed. Except when an agent came by to fix the issue, and ensure Alex was going to swear to the council, placing his loyalties to them, ahead of you, there was an issue.” Liqua paused.

      Alexander realized it was his cue to talk and said, “Except I told them that was not how the realm works. I said I’d swear to the king, the hand, and then to the council in that order.”

      “My father died last night and Alex killed seven, yes seven, assassins. The last four disappeared before they died and the attempt was a very clear signal. We fled immediately and in a hurry,” Liqua said and I winced.

      With a shake of my head I said, “I take it that was the short version. Your father made a mistake, costing him his life. Who rules Rand now?”

      “My eldest sister. Marith is slated to marry Duke Linshire’s third son, a nice enough fellow who is devoted to the council,” Liqua told me. 

      “So… you arrived without riches, servants, or anything,” I said with a flustered sigh. 

      Alexander handed me a tiny baby from a carrier that the eldest woman had against her chest. 

      “This is Marco, and Prince, I may not have much, but I have my sword and dignity. I gladly give both to your cause,” he said earnestly.

      The baby tucked in my arms, not even waking from the adjustment. 

      “They’ll strip his title, probably already have,” Siofra said, heading to sit on the ground to see if any kids would attack her. They did and the fun began anew with Siofra as the target. 

      “Well, maybe there needs to be a northern and southern council of dukes. Also, it is kinda irrelevant. By summer, there will be troll-kin swarming this planet,” I said.

      “As prophecy foretells. The question is, why should I side with you?” Alexander asked directly.

      “Uh, good question. Arenia seemed to think me worthy. What have you heard of me?” I asked. 

      He filled a plate of food, plopping in a seat at my side. Susanna moved to position herself between us, earning a glare from Alexander.

      “I… I heard you burst into flame, claim the dead, and sex your help. Including choosing to love your fey openly. Not judging, Charice has bunny ears under her braids,” Alexander said, pointing out her ears that were cleverly disguised. “You hired the largest ship in the fleet to bring out the largest migration in years. All to establish a southern realm that the dukes laugh at.”

      “That is true,” I said, rocking Marco. “And your thoughts?”

      “You have horses that the soldiers of the realm dream about. Trimi is in your pocket. Everyone is attached to Farlake but you have his favored daughter in your bed, and the rest of the south knows no one is coming if the troll-kin invade,” Alexander said. 

      “Arenia expressed a similar sentiment, as did the King. I’m in the southern part of the isolated realm as a last ditch effort to build a semblance of a defense. I saw the troll-kin as did the others, invading my planet,” I said, eyeing the baby with regret. “He… he will not enjoy being alive during the war.”

      “What was it like?” Alexander asked, gulping some of my fine brandy.

      “Monsters flinging smaller monsters that exploded. By the tens of thousands. Wizards cast spells and massive ogres crashed defenses with ease… We have a lot of work to do and that starts with keeping everyone alive. Even the poor and the fey,” I said sternly. 

      “I’d rather not rule here?” Alexander said and his wives gasped. Hell, even I was thrown for a loop. 

      “And your intended occupation?” I asked. 

      “At your side, helping lead the consolidated army,” he replied with… a range of longing and sadness. “I just know if I’m here micromanaging this poorly run city then I won’t be organizing formations, teaching drills, and preparing defenses.”

      “And who would lead the city?” I asked. He pointed to Liqua and then his eldest wife, Charice. “You want me to instill two female Duchesses, or is it Duchessessesss… Ugh, Lornia.”

      The ladies went to talk but I held out a hand. “Your husband is likely about to sing your praises. I’d let him if I were you,” I said with only a hint of a scolding and more of an amused tone.     

      “Charice is a gifted bookkeeper. She… was not a dowry or a bride thrust upon me by another noble. I married her out of love and for her brilliance. Liqua was trained from birth to be a noble’s wife and understands city management. Combined they can return this city to a semblance of excellence,” he said with a pause. “I… I’d have to have them run it anyway. All I’ve ever longed for is battle.”

      “This will anger the council,” Liqua said, grabbing Marco gently out of my arms. Charice stuffed him back into the carrier. “They’ll resent you. Not that they don’t already but, we’ll need more guards and…”

      “Let me think about it. For now draft up plans to improve the port and I’ll review them. After you rest and recover. Since there is no urgent need here, I’ll be flying south to rename Loon Harbor to Arenia Harbor as ordered by the king. Also to inspect the city,” I said, eating off a new tray Siofra brought me. 

      “You’ll take us in? Even with assassins?” Charice said and I nodded. “Thank you, my Lord.”

      “Think nothing of it. We need good people to defeat the coming threats. As for assassins, well, we all have those who wish us harm. My stage teacher had a saying. ‘The brighter the spotlight the sharper the daggers,’” I said with a deep sigh. 

      The heavy talk subsided and I was asked why there was a winter by a little girl at least ten times. I gave ten different answers while I ate a full meal. 

      After I was stuffed and feeling relaxed I offered bindings, and used the terms to verify their story. Everything checked out to some extent.

      While I didn’t have a spy network, I was certain Juniper or the King would send a raven if my life were in danger from a single man, his seven wives, and four young children. 

      We shared a few drinks and when that finished, I excused myself to my private room. I packed a travel bag so I could visit Arenia Harbor. I was interested to see what state that port town was in before I made a choice on where to set up my capital.

      Honestly, I still liked Trimi. Arenia said to defend by the water, the troll-kin won’t follow us into the depths. I had to trust her judgement and deep down, I sure wished Arenia Harbor was the better city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            52

          

          

      

    

    







            Lornia – Arenia Port

          

          

      

    

    






17TH DAY OF THE 2ND YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      Ten days later I was feeling confident as I rode atop Tsar. I was at the head of a long procession like a conquering King. The trip to the majestic castle at the peak of the city was slow, giving me plenty of time to reflect on the recent past.

      After meeting Alexander and his ready-made family, I rushed off to find out if Arenia was as much of a dump as Harun was. I wanted to kiss the god and goddesses that it was a newer sand-colored granite city with a proper layout.

      A massive quarry rested to the east. Boats hauled the stone in through Mist Lake that transitioned to Arenia Harbor. I never stopped in to bother the residents after a cursory overflight. I figured it would be best to announce myself with massive ships and an army at my back. 

      The city itself was clean, using the wide river properly. A stream of waste washed out to sea with gulls in an overabundance. I knew very little about docks, warehouses, and city infrastructure. What I saw left me happy.

      Out of the hundreds if not thousands of buildings only a few were dilapidated. A majority were even built in fine granite. The elite homes were towering, majestic, and had room to expand. Then again they weren’t all fancy stone, and there were slums, but they were wooden, and organized. 

      The quick inspection left me understanding that defending a well laid out city would have benefits. The southern half was a river, the western half was ocean. Meaning the city at least had two barriers. 

      I remember feeling much better about my decision to stay in Lornia after seeing my proposed home. After the inspection I flew to see Libby and Norlan on the Dauntless. 

      When The Dauntless pulled into Harun Port about a thousand of my latest subjects exited the ship, kissing dry land. They were assigned to Duchess Liqua who was already fixing the city, raising its workforce, and preparing defenses. 

      Yes, she was poor with nothing to her name. I swear it made the proud woman work harder. I gave her a budget to start with, and had my flying fey ferry additional funds from Trimi. She immediately started with cleaning up the city and unclogging the sewer system.

      There was a request for a sewer mage. Yeah… I sent a letter to Farlake to say the western cities were hiring. Siofra said we would get some of the new graduates and older instructors who were looking to break the monotony of academy life.

      All this meant Harun Port was busy when the dwarven delegation arrived. Before we left they helped fix both walls’ portcullis. Most of the delegation and migration turned south to travel for Arenia by foot. A few of the trained warriors wanted to set up a royal guard, securing my big suite.  

      I went onto The Dauntless while I had to hire a captain to sail the Montana – what I named the captured ship – south with us. For the next week we sailed without squall or storm. The voyage was fairly bland beside me getting some time to improve as a person, mage, and warrior. 

      Each day I worked on my poison spells with Siofra and my arcane with Audry. There was a difference between electrical spells and arcane spells. 

      Arcane was a spell grouping that was emotionless in nature and instead sensation based. The thought of tingling was pulled to mind. Focusing on that was what finally allowed me to be able to produce a small zap. Unlocking even that trickle of an ability was praised. 

      Seeing Libby again had me spending my free time with her for two full days. I had her read aloud the letters she wrote to me – shirtless of course. She always lost her pants shortly after she’d tell me how much she loved me.

      I cycled in Siofra, Susanna, and Rivinia to aid in the fun. Which left me feeling a bit down. I actually still missed Gabriella and Ryleigh. I only told Libby and Rivinia about my internal struggles of missing them. The reality was, they were on my list of things to do when I could. Maybe I would find them in the north one day.

      Rivinia was there with me for more than a few fun occasions. We continued to be sleeping partners and closer than ever. Audry stuck to being a meticulous guard. She refused to join in on the group sex, or even explore a private relationship. The woman was completely devoted to her cause of protecting and training me. 

      By day three of sailing I slowed down on the sex and invested my free time to training in fighting. I threw daggers and crossed wooden swords. While I sucked at swords, I never pouted or cried about it. 

      I tried to shoot a bow but my aim was always off. In the end, it had me just wanting to throw daggers instead. 

      Which, spoiler, don’t get near me when I’m recklessly flinging sharp knives. I could land them in the right area; getting them to stick was the trick.

      I learned melee combat, and close hand dagger fighting up to a point. Everything taught on the ship was the basics of the basics. I had to start somewhere, and I enjoyed improving my abilities.

      Rickon, the bookworm guard on the ship I had spared, survived. I eventually found out he had joined us and assigned him to Audry as a helper. He had no magical talents, unfortunately. For now he was writing down everything Audry told him to about Arcane magic. This left him with only a few opportunities to teach me Lornian history regarding the sea.

      There was a real chance we might be fleeing land and knowing the water was something I desired. As time progressed, Rickon fit in naturally as a lower team member.

      Alexander, who preferred to be called Alexi, was a mixed bag. He brought his wives, and was cordial with me. Much like Nathanael, he never hid that he was using me to help out his own status. We were… business partners in a way. Based on his abilities and the fact it was me also using his skills I was fine with the exchange. 

      He asked to sit in on meetings and be nearby in case of an attack. His wives he won in tournaments became attendants, offending Susanna when they would serve me too. 

      “Master,” Rivinia hissed, tugging on my boots. 

      I’d forgotten I was leading an army.

      Arranged before me was an old man that was so ancient he sat strapped into a small hand cart. He seemed... lost. No, he was here, but not here. His outfit was crisp and neat with a cane for him to zone out on. 

      His family surrounded him in varying ages from tiny babies, to children, to young parents, to grandparents, and finally his spouse who was just as wrinkled as he was. They all smiled proudly and yet, I could sense their concern. 

      I had a lot of time to reflect on this Count and his family. The King only cared that I ruled them and so it shall be.

      I stuck out my ring, walking to press the back of my hand against the ancient man’s lips. 

      He gave a senile smile, quickly returning to zoning out on his cane. 

      “Okay formality is completed. Who rules in his stead?” I asked the group of greeters. 

      An elderly man with a grandchild on his hip smiled at me. “I’m the last son of Count Kirt, Sir Lind. We welcome you to Arenia Harbor,” Lind said tensely. 

      “You’re all on edge.” I paused, ensuring I had their attention. 

      This was the point where I could exile them, imprison them for some tax crime, or just be a power tripping noble. I saw a happy family in front of a city I wanted to live in, leaving me to want to play nice for now. 

      “Fret not. You all keep your status and privilege…” I mentioned. A collective sigh of relief escaped the group. “Assuming we stay cordial and work together. However, as you can see behind me,” I said, spinning over my shoulder to gesture at the two big ships unloading people and supplies.

      “You brought an army and we have no housing for an army,” Lind said. 

      “Ah, but we brought big ships. Ships with mages that can sail them up and downriver quickly. I expect Farlake to be sending a hundred mages to help move, break, and bind stone,” I said with a pleasant smile.  

      “Let me give you a tour, Prince,” Lind said, handing off a grandchild.

      He quickly mounted a horse and the entourage that was the nobility of Arenia Harbor dispersed so we could follow him. I waved back at the little ones who stared at Tsar in awe.

      They seemed relieved. Very relieved. Yet again reminding me Lornia was a harsh place. 

      “Lovely family you have,” I said.

      He hungrily eyed Tsar. “So… I hear there are more of them.”

      Siofra snickered, sticking her horse on my left while Susanna flanked my right. “A few hundred are on the way with the dwarven caravan that should be here tomorrow.”

      “Are we invading the north or something?” he asked skeptically. 

      I wanted to point out that I just brought a purchased army from the north, but bit my tongue. 

      “This town is so clean,” I said happily. 

      Hell, I even went so far as to sniff in the mid-morning air that the southern breeze blew in. Of all the cities, this was the one that smelt like civilization.

      Sure the people needed baths, and the horses were dirty, but there was no sewage or rubbish in the streets. A few older children were scrubbing a street off to my left. Maybe they had taken extra steps to make it cleaner for me. Either way, I was impressed.

      Our horses clomped along a mostly flat road. We passed homes that were granite with a clay roofing. The exteriors were in need of a cleaning while doors were hung properly, shutters worked, and there was snow cleared off doorsteps. 

      Piles of wood rested at almost every corner with small fires burning to keep the vendors warm. Teenagers hauled wood and servants disposed of sewages in waterfall cisterns. The clothing was less tattered here and I had no idea why.

      “We employ a lot of our less fortunate residents to manage the city’s upkeep. Using the tax garnered by trade. The city is allowed to tax all goods that move along the river. Yeah, some skirt it and haul over land, but the small fee adds up for us and you move more by water. That money goes into roads, cleaning, and improvements,” Lind said with a proud tone.

      “How do you stay wealthy if you invest the funds?” I asked.

      It might seem like a silly question, but there were prime examples of other nobles lacking the coin to keep their cities nice. That or they were cheap. 

      “Easy. Investments, immigration, and trading with the elves. We’re the only city Yirendale trades with. We move all the elven bows and fine wool you see on the citizens. They in turn wish for ocean fish, news on their kin like that one following behind us, and spices,” Lind said, thumbing Rivinia.

      “So you spend in the hopes of that fueling the isolated economy here,” I said and he nodded. “Why do the elves want spices?” 

      I left out asking about Rivinia, she made it very clear that her kind wished her back. 

      “They like food, like a lot. Not in excess, but in its uniqueness,” he told me with a shrug. “We get other requests but those are the main three. Then the quarry crews pay for dragon protection. That silver and gold cycles back to us for…”

      “Food, spices, and news. Interesting. Glad you don’t hoard the wealth,” I said.

      “So does the King. Our dues go straight to Crimm. Rather nice to be treated like a Viscount tax wise, and a Count for ruling,” Lind said and I was starting to understand. 

      “You liked your autonomy.”

      Lind chuckled, “Who wouldn’t? There is a lot of history here. My father transformed this port city. We’re walking horses through what used to be mud huts, rat infested streets, and a city filled with those wanting to kill themselves.”

      “I… respect what you’ve created. I’m here to defend this place, not turn it to ruin. However, I can’t repel the troll-kin if I don’t make changes,” I said, ensuring he understood my position too.

      “We have a harbor full of boats, Prince. We have the largest shipyard outside of Ling Port. Our ability to flee, if you allow, is easy,” he said, leading us outside a ten foot, thin wall. 

      “Do you wish to stay or go?” I asked.

      “If the prophecy is true… then stay. I do not wish to build a new home on Pirate Island,” Lind said. 

      That was the island in the middle of the sea, and for all we knew it could get portals all on its own. When we discussed fallback options that was one of them. 

      Exiting the city revealed something new. Something that was not here ten days ago when I did a fly over. 

      Farm fields had been converted into rows of debarked trees sticking out of the ground every five feet or so until they created a box formation. Lind diverted for the first open framed pen. 

      It dawned on me then. They knew we were coming and this was the most they got done to help house my arrivals. These would need work, but what I saw was the start of framing. In time, these would be barracks for my new residents. 

      “I was just going to have them sleep on the dock and ships,” I muttered.

      “Well, you need those ships to collect trees by water. That way they can help build new walls,” Lind said with a finger wave and a very valid point.

      Susanna, who’d been quiet up to this point, grunted. “You want to expand the city?”

      “Kinda have to,” Lind said and I agreed. 

      “Alright, I’ll send Norlan with most of the army up here. If we start pushing back the forest will the elves go to war with us?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “Lornia is a very big place, my Prince. The elves never meddle in human affairs. Even if the troll-king does spawn his vile kind into our realm, I expect them to win in their forests and leave the rest to us.”

      I bobbed my head. “If we expand this right, another wall, then a kill zone, and a big wall even further out.”

      “Master, even if Farlake sends help… A mage can only do so much earth and stone magic before becoming depleted,” Siofra said, trying to sound positive.

      She failed to convince me, but I appreciated the effort. “Then we need to focus on me learning how to connect stone here, and break it at the quarry. Make all the fish that get caught kept alive until they reach the docks. I’ll be run ragged but… I… this is why I’m here. This is my purpose.”

      “And you’re not alone,” Rivinia said loudly from behind us.

      “Yeah, we’ll help how we can,” Libby mentioned. 

      I ingested the sight of my loyal friends and lovers. They too saw what I did. Empty fields and trees that would one day become something to rival Crimm. With magic, teamwork, and tireless effort we were going to build a southern capital.
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      “I feel like I should hiss,” I said, craning my neck to see the sun crashing in through the open balcony doors. 

      “T, are you even listening to me?” my Dad asked.

      Forty days… It had been the longest stretch of peace in Lornia yet. Even assassins were quiet. My father though… he was raising a ruckus at the moment. 

      “I hear you, and I’m not ignoring you,” I told him.

      He huffed, pacing the audience chamber in my throne room. After what felt like endless gloomy weather I was fixated by the sun crashing through. That and his prattle was boring me. If he wasn’t my father I’d have already tossed him out. 

      I could see him biting the inside of his cheek in frustration, expecting something more from me. When I huffed it was clear he was bothered that I wasn’t jolted into sudden action by his news. He repeated himself. 

      “The troll-kin are embedded in many places around the world, but they are contained… At least in America. People drive again, planes are flying, and there’s a… a new… way of living that is working,” he said in a pleading tone. 

      “Dad… you flew all the way out here from Trimi. I appreciate you coming to say goodbye,” I said from my perch. I honestly meant that too. I still loved my father even if he didn’t love Lornia.  

      “You’re supposed to come home with me,” he said, and behind him, near the door my mother fidgeted. 

      Mom was a control freak. It wasn’t uncommon for her to use my father as her speaking tool. 

      “Bring her to me,” I said, pointing to my mother. 

      Her eyes widened and she walked forward before the guards could snatch her. “Trevor Berns. I’m ashamed of you,” my mother said. 

      “If you keep talking that way it’s going to make an awkward Christmas. I take it the fact Lidia and Hanna are not with you that you failed to convince them too?” I asked.

      My father winced. “Hanna is at home on Earth. Like you should be.”

      “Really?” I was surprised. Hanna loved Lornia. 

      “Yes you fool,” Mom said in a scolding tone. “She got mixed up with these alien boys and is pregnant. Your sixteen year old sister!”

      Okay, things were adding up now. They tricked her home. On Earth she was still a minor and honestly, it was best if she was safe there. “And Lidia?”

      “Do you not care!?” Mom exclaimed.

      Her anger told me what I needed to know. Lidia was in Trimi as expected. She’d have rubbed it in if she wasn’t. 

      “Out! Both of you. This instant,” I said with a flippant wave of my hand. 

      My mom went ballistic, and honestly, I didn’t care. Yes, I was worried for Hanna, but she was safe. Screaming at our mother wouldn’t help. She came here for ammunition against me in her coming battle to control her last daughter. 

      Father wrapped her up, and teleported a moment later for Earth. Watching people vanish to go to another world always was fascinating. The swirl of purple then a bright blast of light and… gone. 

      I’d been reading the reports that my father had been sending. The vast majority of the refugees were going back to Earth now that slime was helping win the war. Based on the intel I’d received, America indeed was winning. 

      Soldiers in synthetic suits that could counter gremlin acid were pushing back the invaders. They had new laser weapons to deal with the big monsters and victory was going to happen in due time. 

      While the news was fascinating, I’d been too busy here to care much. Earth was no longer my home. Lornia was. 

      “Next,” I said.

      The doors burst open and a crier smacked a cane against the floor. “I present Ambassador Leafin of the Yirendale Den.”

      A male elf walked in with long flowing white hair. He wore silk robes with a cinched waist point. The coloration was a striking white and blue. His eyes shone orange, and his long ears were barely poking out of his hair. 

      “Family troubles?” he asked, showing off that he could hear through closed doors. 

      “Indeed. Ambassador Leafin, what can I do for you?” I asked the man who frequented my court to ask for Rivinia to come home. 

      Every ten days, I forced myself to come sit in this chair, and let my body recharge from the magical exertions. I needed to hold court anyway, and as evident by the long list of problems I’d fixed today, it was needed. Also, that meant a visit for Rivinia, each time. 

      “I’m not here to pester you about Rivinia. I actually bring a private message. Come, daughter of the forest. Deliver this to your Lord,” Leafin said, waving Rivinia to him. 

      Elves were pretentious. Well, this one was anyway. I watched Rivinia head over to grab a roll of parchment. The message concerned me, because so far, there had been no secrets from the elves. 

      

      Dear King Trevor,

      I write to inform you that your aid will be required in a personal matter. Our elven kin, the wood elves of Veno, are sailing into your waters. They will arrive tomorrow and require passage up the Mist River. 

      If you obstruct them, which you have no reason to, our relationship will be strained. Severely. My spies of the forest tell me the invasion has started in Veno already, and even a den of the southern elves has fallen in the Yiren Range. 

      The war is here. I ask, with great trepidation, for you to keep an open door if my kind are cut off from our fortifications. The elves endure. We always have. Not all survive or can safely arrive. Please take those in need of a temporary shelter in. 

      Rivinia has written to me, explaining that you’re truly Arenia’s son. We too worship the flame even as residents of the forest. It is my everlasting hope that as the war intensifies, you remain strong. We value our human partners in life even if we are reclusive and quiet in our natural nature.

      Our prophecies are based on history. This is not the first time a Troll-King has unleashed an invasion on Lornia. The records we have, state that they are here to colonize. 

      There are brief wars in the mountains even to this day. Those are remnants of ancient invasions that still linger upon the land. 

      In this coming war, expect for the foe to have champions, just like we do. The only advantage Lornia has, is its harsh winters. The troll-kin hate snow and water. Use those facts to your advantage as we will certainly do so. 

      As the seasons change to warmer weather, expect additional portals to spawn. Humanity is better with you at its helm. Even with a steward as powerful as you to herd the south, there will be many deaths. 

      My informants tell me you’re not building big enough. If we weren’t in such need of stone ourselves I’d send you more. Unfortunately we are fearing this invasion will be the worst yet. 

      Especially since the off-worlders are returning to your prior home. That means all those invaders turned back will seek Lornia now instead of the other planet. 

      In exchange for your help, I’ll divulge a few secrets, but you must burn this letter the moment you finish reading it. 

      There are six planets bound together. Each with different stages of evolutions of humanity. Each variation is unique, and not all are interchangeable. 

      There is Earth, and yes, I know the proper name. Technology savvy with freedoms. Earth was what we term the semi-easy mode for humanity. They were given a few minor challenges but rule the planet completely. 

      Lornia is different. There is a lack of scientific advancement due to constant warfare and magic. The humans here are on an even ruling field with other species and the fey. Humans can thrive here, but it is much harder. 

      Organar is a place where humans are a protein source for mighty creatures. They are akin to what a rabbit is on Earth or Lornia. Organar is the hardest of all the planets for humanity.

      Harkin is the troll-kin planet and the humans there have it worse than those who are farmed as food. While their lives are the hardest there, they do prosper as slaves with a purpose.

      Gearnix is a place where man, machine, and magic combine. That planet is mostly untamed like Lornia and the wilds are something even the Troll-King fears. That planet hides more secrets than even Lornia does. 

      Lastly is Blessona, a planet of harmony and tranquility. If Earth was set to easy, Blessona was set to no challenge. The gods have managed to keep it hidden, until now. It will fall and those we sent there to achieve near perfection, will be defeated. 

      All six of these planets are linked by magic. When you become more attuned with your magic you can gateway any of them, just like the Troll-King can. The gods… their power fades and most retreat for new projects. 

      When I write that, it brings great pain to my heart. The gods and goddesses used to visit, blending in with their creations. Now… They are interested in the next shiny project like a child with a new toy. 

      In a sense, I don’t blame them. The six planets have been finished for eons. Our fate is truly entering our own hands now. If Arenia visited you, as it was said she did, then consider yourself blessed. 

      When the war stabilizes, and assuming you remain a friend of Yirendale, I will welcome you into our trees for your efforts. A rare treat. Oh, and Siofra is the daughter of a fey-dragon and a mage. 

      She was born without a black heart… Channel your dark magic through her heart to convert her by fixing what birth could not. 

      Ha! You owe me big time for that one. Please burn this now.

      

      Den Mother Petal    

      

      “What the fuck!?” I said, burning the note. 

      “I take it the southern King is not happy with recent developments,” Leafin asked in a condescending tone.

      I spent the next minute trying to quickly pry my boot off. He was ready when I flung it at him, easily dodging the stinky object. 

      “Fetch me that,” I said to Susanna. I was quickly breathing to calm my sudden anxiety. “I’m not a King, and not really a Prince. I’m a mage. A mage that has a lot of work to do apparently. That… That letter, gave me a lot of answers I’ve been desperate for and just as many questions.”

      “Everything alright, Master?” Siofra asked and I shook my head. 

      “Go to the barns with the ducks in them. Our breeding stock can handle a few sacrifices. Empty a single large barn besides a few ducks, and wait for me in it,” I said and she grew confused. I pointed for the doors. “Go, Siofra.”

      “Yes, Master,” she said hesitantly. 

      “Norlan,” I said, waving him closer. “Remove the chain to the port. We will have friends heading up the river. Ensure no one, and I mean no one bothers the wood elves or their ships. Is that clear?”

      “Extremely,” Norlan replied with a proper bow. 

      Alexi’s keen hearing had him looking at me for directions. “Lord Trevor, is there war?”

      “Yup, the enemy has arrived in Lornia,” I said sadly. “No need to double the guards yet, but drill your troops harder. Um, phrasing. Keep up the hard work and no more days off on training. Go spread the word that as winter ceases, portals will open.”

      “Yes, my Lord,” he said. 

      “Rivinia, get the ravens out to every city. Let them know we are going to likely be the last bastion of the south and to plan accordingly. The invasion has started and will ramp up as winter fades,” I said with a sigh. 

      “And us, Master of the Flame?” Jarron the dwarf asked.

      “Coating cloth in mud… I need something better,” I said. 

      “Mud has served ta dwarves against troll acid fer generations. It’ll serve us here too.”

      I grumbled, conceding the point even if I didn’t like his answer. The dwarves had been essential in our expansions. The new wall was progressing faster than even I could hope for. They had set up pulley systems, special roller carts to move stone, and speed lined the construction. 

      “I… you’re doing all that you can. I think it's time we started digging down to house refugees,” I said… 

      “Or take them through the gateway?” Libby suggested. She was so good at being unseen even in plain sight that I was surprised when she spoke.

      “That… That can work. With my dad leaving here, I should be locked here. I simply can’t test it. I should have imprisoned him to help with the coming war,” I said, biting a fingernail in frustration. “Maybe he comes back on his own.”

      Ciyin was on the edge of the room. The half eagle fey raised her hand. “And Lady Lidia?”

      “Yes, and no. Let her decide but pull additional gold out of Trimi. I -”

      “Are we summoning the banners?” Alexi asked and I shook my head.

      “The banners no, but all the small villages and outposts should avoid a spring planting this year. The people will hate constantly eating fish, but they’ll be alive,” I said with a grunt. “I worry for the smallest towns like Jasmine Shire. It’s just a fact we can’t take in all those people at this time.”

      I left my seat, feeling like my orders were sufficient for the moment. I was still very overwhelmed by the letter I had received. I always wanted answers.

      When I got them… I felt violated.

      Gods created six worlds together, grew bored of their creations, and were moving on while some of those beings were massacring others. It was vile and despicable. Clearly not all the gods were good. Hell, even Arenia reaped souls without a care.

      Then there was the fact I finally learned what the hell the black hearts in the Farlake City meant. Dragons. Humans who could shift into dragons. Unreal that Siofra’s father was breeding women to become a dragon lord. 

      Then my eyes widened. I’d only been finishing inside Siofra and she missed her period.

      I was going to have a dragon’s baby! No that stupid letter had to be wrong. But I did see her heart have black marks during a harvesting. Holly knew. She had to know. Arggggg…

      “Master, you okay?” Susanna asked and I nodded. “Should I send the dock worker leader in?”

      “No, he wants a raise. Derek, get in here!” I shouted and he entered from the waiting room. The man was made of stern enough stuff that a yelling lord only mildly spooked him. 

      “Yes, Prince. We were -”

      “There are spiraling events happening in Lornia that I do not control. The workers on the docks… I do control their fates. Tell the workers they get a raise!” My words had him smiling but I leveled a finger that caused him to frown. “Derek, the hours will grow longer. There’ll be no more raises and so help me, if you come into here asking for another raise,” I said, not finishing my sentence to let him figure out the logical conclusion. 

      I stomped off heading to go see Siofra. Dwarven guards mixed with human guards boxed me in. I’d grown used to being escorted everywhere I went. Even Leafin followed me, causing me to pause. 

      “Why are you following me?” I asked rudely. 

      “You’ll need my help,” the elf replied in a dry, bored tone.

      I soothed my frustration by pulling my sleeves. After a few deep breaths I replied, “Fine. But it better be for a good reason.” 

      I exited the sandstone granite estate for the main road. Tsar waited for me, tied down against a hitching post. 

      The big horse was eager for an adventure that was not happening. He sensed my sour mood and nickered in disappointment at our slow walk so the group around me could keep up. 

      My guards cleared the way with me heading into the recently built warehouse section. The progress was amazing, leaving me sad we had to cover so many farm fields. 

      A crack drew my attention to a team splitting a big stone block. The sounds of construction were loud as the city was expanded. 

      Dwarves called out heaves on a thick rope that raised a slab of stone for the new wall. Horses neighed as they pulled heavily laden carts across the stone road. There was the snap of a chisel being hammered. 

      In the distance, a tree toppled with an echoing crack. As we built over old farm fields space was being cleared for future farms. We processed the downed lumber to keep folks alive, thatch roofs, and construct defenses. 

      The progress was indeed inspiring and might not be enough. For once I felt I could let the angst of the looming invasion slip away. Not that I wanted a more urgent reason to fret.

      Diverting my darkening thoughts, I glanced up at the gem in my staff, seeing it only half full. Another trip to the docks was needed. Hopefully the ships were still catching plenty of fish for me to cull for magic. 

      So much to do, so little time. And now this.

      I let my anxiety fade as I found the barn Siofra was set up in. There was worry. Yes, worry worked.

      Was my lover a secret dragon? How did that work anyway?

      I honestly doubted she was, but it was a very odd lie to include in the letter if it was one. 

      Stepping into the barn, I was nervous. Seeing my lovely lady working to clean the interior put me at ease. Her fine jawline led to a welcoming grin. Her charm always had that special effect on me. 

      “I take it I’m not in this barn for a pleasuring,” she said, eyeing Leafin and my guards. “Did the elves say I was a spy or something?”

      “Secure the building, and plug your ears. Out, the lot of you,” I said to my guards. When it was Leafin, Susanna, and I facing Siofra I asked, “Are you a spy?”

      “Yes and no. I write home often. Nothing beyond what you send the King or your allies. It has been made very clear my loyalty is to you when they ask questions I choose not to answer,” Siofra admitted. 

      “Ha! That is not why you’re here. I’ve kept no secrets from you but this one is about your family and I want you to know this is me merely sharing the news that they,” I pointed to Leafin. “Provided.”

      “I’m an adult and a war mage, Trevor. I can handle whatever revelation you have to reveal. Gods and goddess, it’s such a pain in Farlake with all the hush hush drama stuff,” Siofra said.

      I shrugged and said, “Good enough for me. Don’t blame me for telling you that your father is a fey dragon.” 

      She scoffed, snickered, and then burst into a laugh. I did not join her in chuckling, and neither did Leafin. Susanna… she looked terrified.   

      “Dragons are hybrids. The elves know that when humans, and yes only partial or full humans can be dragons, reach maturity they have a chance of transforming into a more powerful dragon with every child. A one in one hundred chance. 

      “Your father is a Farlake breeder because every time he produces a dragon he gains more magic reserves. You're not a dragon,” Leafin said and Siofra sat cross legged in the duck pen. 

      “Let’s say I believe you. Father does have lots of children. But wouldn’t there be dragons swarming Farlake,” she said with a scoff. “Kinda hard to hide a dragon.”

      “Sure, Siofra. True. I imagine that your father struggled to identify the -”

      “The black hearts. Your sister, and half-brother had the same thing your father did,” I told him when it made sense. 

      “Wait, you’re saying you knew he was a dragon?” Siofra asked in dismay.

      I shook my head. “Just that he was powerful and different. I also saw the same thing in you on that winter road. After that battle with that idiot mage. When I pulled all the magic through you, just your heart was… different, as if it needed more blackness to it.”

      “Sounds ominous,” she retorted. “Can we go back to how there are no dragons in this dragon den.”

      Leafin dragged a chair from the side of the room for me, and then one for himself. 

      “Fully matured, Siofra. That term varies greatly. Even you have about three more years of growing left. Minimal, but still. The average is actually around twenty-five winters. How many of your father’s children stick around to twenty-five?” Leafin asked.

      “Um, like none do. Most are gone by marrying age of sixteen winters or so. He tries to keep us longer to finish academy, but most petition to leave early. Surely he’d know this and trap us there longer if he was trying to find out who was who,” Siofra said.

      Leafin tisked her, wagging his finger in a no manner. “Your father’s mother... was not his mother. She found your father at a young age. We take great interest in the dragons of the realm. She lied about his birth and he matured early. He believed he transformed at eighteen, not twenty-five,” Leafin said and Siofra’s jaw dropped.

      “So that’s why our schooling goes for nineteen winters. He simply got the transformation age wrong?” Siofra asked, stupefied. 

      “He has many children flee away before then. As you said, the young are wanting freedom and venture to build their own lives. His desire to rear other dragons is not put ahead of his quest for power. The dragon seeks power over all else,” Leafin said and Siofra bobbed her head in agreement. 

      “So Sapphire is a dragon?” Siofra asked and I nodded. “Wow.”

      “I can make you one. I think,” I said, questioning my own statement. 

      “Why would I want to be one?” she asked the elf.

      “Power. You’ll be a stronger mage. There are downsides. Such as it takes time to convert between bodies. The conversion is also painful, you lose a day between forms. Honestly, now is not a good time. Unfortunately, there likely will never be a good time. 

      “When dragons experience their first change, it's… odd for them. They unlock their beast side and stay a beast forever in most cases. Realizing that is important. If the King unlocks your power, he will be at your side after you transform. 

      “Most dragons wander into the woods, awake as a dragon, and lose their human connection. Without any person trying to lure them back into a human form they fly away. Many of those who leave, are counted as dead by the very dragon they become. That dragon will be wild unless someone pulls them back to humanity. 

      “For your father that was Arabel…”

      Siofra groaned. “She’s so loyal to him. So is my mother. He does -”

      “Diabolical things, yes. Irrelevant really. You can be a good dragon. You’re still you, Siofra,” Leafin said in a stern tone. 

      I cleared my throat. “How long to transition, how big will she get, and how powerful?”

      “That is up for debate, especially since she will be a partial dragon. She has the dragon aspect dormant. It is not the dominant gene, hence her being human. My guess, maybe a fifty percent boost. The real reason to become a dragon is for battle prowess. That and she can fly you to safety. 

      “Not in an emergency since she needs to swap forms, but still. Also converting her will not help her father become stronger, so the secret should be safe. Finally, we… We have knowledge on this process. It is safe in this kind of setting. Her power will grow with time and unlocking children who mature into dragons on her own will increase her power.”

      I opened my mouth, then promptly closed it.

      “It will help with the coming war?” Siofra asked and Leafin gave a terse nod.

      Susanna crossed the room, patted her friend's shoulder and whispered in Siofra’s ear. They shared a tender moment between friends. 

      “Ha! He had no idea,” Siofra said with a big smile. Susanna whispered more into her ear. “Thanks for believing in me,” Siofra said and I savored the moment.

      “Is that a yes?” I asked Siofra.

      “It is a lot to take in. Can I die from trying?” Siofra asked and Leafin shook his head. “Then I’ll give it a try.”

      “Large human. Walk behind Siofra, then kill a duck.” After pointing at Susanna he turned to me. “When it dies, pause the intake of the energy. Do not let it travel into the gem, and do not let it fade into the ground,” he said.

      I positioned myself in front of Siofra as Susanna corralled the ducks to snatch one. I set my staff behind me and decided to use the gem necklace as the trap. 

      Susanna caught a quacking duck who was agitated by being held. There were some bites that Susanna grunted from, but a moment later… the snap of a neck echoed in the barn. 

      A small orb of energy rose off the body. I pulled on the raw energy, asking it to come into the gem on my neck. 

      When it neared I squinted my eyes, willing the tendrils of purple magic to stop. The energy slurped right into the stone, only briefly illuminating the tattoos on Siofra’s heart. 

      “Don’t try to stop it. Reject it. You can pull on power until you’re full and then reject the rest,” he said and I frowned.

      “I - I - didn’t know that. I kinda burst into flames instead,” I said and he giggled. “Why is that humorous?”

      “Just means Arenia favors you. Elves use a similar magic system. If we pull in too much power our soul rots,” he said as if that was common knowledge. 

      A push of air from a spell he cast sent the ducks flying into Susanna. She snatched another, followed by another snap. 

      “Wait…” Leafin warned. “See the orb seeking a home, it is a faded memory of the magic power that creature once held. It doesn’t want to be forgotten. The magic yearns for a new purpose.”

      “I could have used this lesson months ago,” I grumbled. 

      He tisked. “That is not how the world works. Summon the spirit.”

      I did as directed. 

      “Forget about it.”

      I cleared my mind, thinking of kittens. Why kittens? Eh, not sure. 

      The purple energy froze, a tendril of energy that floated through her body. The power glowed brightly with Siofra running her fingers through the magic. 

      I saw numerous defined lines of black magic in a garbled mess over her heart. 

      “You have about a minute to piece them to -”

      I reached forward, sliding my hands into her body. We gasped and my hands… felt slimy. 

      With my hands magically in my lover's chest, I focused. 

      The tattoos were akin to a ‘fit this piece to create an object’ game. The object was a heart. Due to the outline of her heart and the shapes presented, the process was fairly easy. 

      When the last piece locked into place, I smiled after safely extracting my hands. 

      Siofra crashed to the ground in convulsions. Susanna jumped on her to help control the seizure. Leafin edged me back and I heeded his warning. 

      “Are they friends?” he asked.

      “Uh… yeah,” I said, mystified by -

      There was a whoosh of magic and a second later Susanna and Siofra were cocooned in a big red dragon egg. The exterior was jagged with ridges of darkness. The shell itself expanded by the second and I was thoroughly confused. 

      “Um, what the hell is that?” I asked. 

      “That is the process. By this time tomorrow, you will have a confused big human and a red dragon wanting to eat her. Ensure you’re here to avoid that. It should be you in there, but I understand,” Leafin said.

      “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Leafin shook his head. “Nothing. Siofra will become a dragon. Coax her into becoming a human. Eventually build a private location for her to swap. She will become a cagey ass if you don’t let her transform on occasion.”

      “So I just wait?” I asked. 

      “No, you go to work building your wall for the next twelve hours and then you wait. Oh, and probably set this place to off-limits for now,” Leafin said with a shrug. 

      “Thanks,” I muttered

      “Don’t thank me. Reds are powerful and fiercely loyal. If her father finds out you can convert… Just don’t let him. That means even if you want an army of his children to become your dragons, I’d avoid it. Of all the threats, Telfi of Farlake is a foe to avoid,” Leafin said in warning. 

      “Wait, before you go. Are there texts about the origins of the six or any more information you can divulge?” I asked.

      He sighed, shaking his head. “We have secure vaults in our capital. If you visit, ask to see them. Other than that, I’d avoid mentioning how much was revealed to you. Then again, Arenia favors you for her own reasons.”

      “Thank you for your help,” I said and the moody elf finally smiled.

      He gave an over the shoulder wave as he exited the barn, leaving me along with a growing red egg. 

      I was… indifferent to the moment until I heard a faint knock coming from the egg. 

      “Master, I love you,” Susanna’s scream leaked out of the egg as a whisper. 

      I went to where her voice tried to shout to me. Ugh… people were going to think me crazy. I cupped my hands against the egg and to my mouth before shouting, “I love you both, be safe, see you soon.”

      She said something back I couldn’t understand and then the egg went quiet. 

      When I exited, I sealed the barn in ice, and headed for the wall. Arenia City wasn’t going to build itself, and with the invasion starting, the mission was clearer than ever. Hard work might save thousands of lives that relied on me.
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58TH DAY OF THE 2ND YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      A small dragon head nuzzled into my chest. In actuality, the head covered half my torso. I just thought she would be… bigger. Yes I could ride her, but she was the size of a big truck. Those dragons I saw when I first arrived in Lornia were massive compared to her.  

      There was a loving rub for attention. Siofra had calmed from her feral side the moment she transformed. 

      “Susanna told me stories of the northern lands while I transitioned… the painful process was reduced by her constant talk,” Siofra said. 

      Her voice had stayed the same even though she had changed. I rubbed my hand gently over her glistening scales, letting Siofra know I adored her. 

      “You okay, Master?” she asked and I nodded. 

      I glanced down at a sleeping Susanna. When Siofra finished transforming it wasn’t a hatching. The shell merely vanished into her body with magic. 

      My attention returned to the beautiful dragon Siofra had become. She was sleek in a fiery red with an orange sheen. Her body was smooth beside the spikes that raised along the ridge of her back. 

      I saw her aura had increased by almost double, telling me she was a lot more powerful. Still not what her mother held and I was more than okay with that. 

      “I… I’m in shock,” I admitted. 

      Her snorting chuckle blew a gust of air into my face. “I feel the need to fly, Trevor. Please.”

      I softened from Siofra’s plea. “If you really want to leave this barn it’ll probably cause issues, but I’ll support you,” I said without hesitation. 

      “Master, how about I stay in here, and then we go out at night?” she asked.

      I tossed my head around while thinking about it. There was a reality here. I didn’t have some epic base nestled against a mountain like her father had.

      There was no private exit. If Siofra was a dragon, I’d be seen with a dragon at some point. 

      “Works for me, you rest. I’ll get Susanna to a bed and get back to work. See you at dark,” I said excitedly.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      I pried open the big barn doors as quietly as I could. 

      So… the dwarves and human guards scoffed when I told them I had a pet dragon. They were warned to not let out a peep of noise when my red beauty left the barn.

      One of them lost his shit, screaming in fright. Another guard tackled him, silencing the dwarf.

      They all wore anti-magic charms to help protect me, preventing me from freezing him in magic. Another item on the list of production materials we were rapidly building.  

      Not letting the commotion halt us, I raced for Siofra. She lowered herself flat, tilting just enough so I could pull myself onto her back. Her spikes had the closest thing to a seat slot that I could ask for. I tied myself onto her back with a rope that wrapped between her legs. 

      It wasn’t perfect but it was enough to make me feel secure. 

      “Alright… I’m on.”

      She burst into a run. Siofra’s steps rumbled the area from her clawed feet impacting the hard ground. Her form exited the barn, leaped onto the nearby barn’s roof, and spread her wings wide.

      A massive gust of wind washed over me with her wings snapping the air. Her body burst off the roof and a moment later we were high in the sky. 

      The feeling was wondrous and amazing. She flapped hard, taking us higher with each beat, leaving me breathless. 

      Siofra took to the sky like a natural. After the initial thrill I had to admit I was concerned she’d struggle with flight. No, she excelled in his dragon form. Maybe a little too well as we increased to a speed that was well beyond what an eagle-fey could achieve.

      The late winter’s chill bit at my travel robe, freezing my cheeks and nose. My shivering on her back caused her to slow. When we were high in the sky and the fires below were mere dots, I figured I could talk. 

      “How does it feel?” I asked and she craned her neck like a snake to look back at me. “Uh… that is different.”

      “One word, natural,” she said delightfully. “Also yes, my head can turn like a snake. Odd, but natural.”

      I was freezing. I’d worked so hard today I was covered in grime that was not helping with the cold. Next time a thick bundling would be required for certain. 

      “I’m glad you’re enjoying this but we need to get me back, and you back into a human form,” I said, wishing for a warm bath. 

      “How about I drop you off? Then I’ll fly for a few hours to do a scouting of the area and then have a guard lock me in the barn when I return?” she countered. 

      “Works for me,” I said, crouching low against her body. “Can you see in the dark?”

      “Clearly, and better than my human eyes can see in the day. I can hear your heart beating, and your teeth clattering. My smell is incredible too. There are more than a few advantages in this form. I see the wood elves’ fleet. Borr Village in the distance has a big fire blazing and there is a troll-kin yellow portal up river in the woods,” Siofra said and I groaned.

      “Lead with the bad guys are establishing a foothold in our territory next time, you lovely war mage,” I told her. “Take us over it, but not low.”

      “I’d rather not. They have the big ones there. It’s a small army and the last thing we need is a night vision troll-kin downing us both. I will stay super high after I drop you off to recon the area better,” she said, lowering her flight to take us back already. 

      The flight was not what I expected or really wanted. I wanted to be the King atop the dragon’s back, soaring into battle while flinging diabolical spells to wreck my foes. Instead I was concerned. 

      There was an army on our doorstep and it wasn’t even spring yet. Troll-kin could see in the dark. Meaning I’d need to rally my troops for an attack during the day. 

      “I need you to stay in dragon form,” I said. 

      She halted our descent to hover above the new city portion. 

      I peered down to view the large wall that was nearly finished. Even during the night I saw the new housing being done one building at a time. Outside the city big swaths of trees were being cleared for future farms. 

      The city really did shine bright from the illuminating fires to stave off the cold. There was a large night shift moving below like ants constructing a city. 

      “You're confusing me, Master. Why do I need to stay in dragon form?”

      “Siofra, I… I need you to scout. Then when the sun rises, if your report is positive, we’re marching an army to crush this portal. I can shut it down right?” I said.

      “The texts mention that a mage can touch a portal and will it away. Getting close enough to touch one is tough though. I think I understand your desire. You wish me in this form during battle. How about I scout and head back, later you let Alexi scout, and then we go from there?” she asked. 

      I gave a humphf sigh. “You sure you’d rather not be in dragon form?”

      “Yeah, I feel natural in this body. That doesn’t mean I want to take it into battle tomorrow,” she said and I listened. 

      “Alright sounds like a plan. I’ll bathe, get scouts out, and we’ll hold a proper war council. Just for you,” I said. 

      She turned his neck in a one-eighty so I could see her roll her eyes. 

      When she landed on the ground near the barn we departed from, curious onlookers gawked at the sight of a nearby dragon. There would be no hiding her in a city. One thing was certain, the rumors of the southern Prince and the red dragon were born on this night.
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        60th day of the 2nd year of King Partel’s Reign

      

      

      

      A gush of warm air on the chilly day told me spring was nearing. The first thawing of frozen wild grass transpired as the sun rose to its zenith, producing a dewy shine on the vegetation. 

      I sat atop Tsar’s back, a single human among thousands amassed in formations. 

      My gear was covered in mud, my staff was fully charged, and I was ready for battle. To my left was Susanna. To my right was Siofra. Behind me, Audry rode atop an all-white mare. Tsar wanted to mount her mare to the point I wished I had spurs on.

      I had to keep the stallion focused every few minutes at first. A quick zap of magic straightened him out. My arcane skills were certainly improving as I found time to train since arriving in Arenia Port. 

      Our horses stomped impatiently behind lines of archers. Ahead of the bowmen were shield bearing infantry, and off on the left and right were cavalry. This was an overwhelming force of troops meant to greet the initial invasion with a swift victory.

      The enemy had set up a base in the woods not even a thousand feet in front of us. After a half day of preparation and a half hour’s march to this point outside the woods, this was the proverbial go time. 

      A cry from within the forest drew the attention of my army. 

      “That’ll do it,” Alexi said from in front of me. He listened to a second cry and then a third. His eyes fixated at an angle from where the shouts of a skirmish were coming from. “Spin formation to the left!” 

      His bellowed cry was echoed by unit commanders. 

      The army turned for the noise, marching in formation to orient to where the enemy was coming from. 

      We were in a big open field that had mostly lost its snow cover. Behind us was lengthy fields with sporadic trees. If you looked closely, you could see the black smoke of fires from Arenia Port.

      Ahead of us was about seven or eight hundred feet of cleared space that rested before a thick evergreen forest. The trees were fifty feet here with gnarled roots and minor undergrowth. 

      A half dozen archers on mounts poured out of the dense woods. Hot on their heels were an army of lanky trolls with spears. 

      In a desperation move the enemy launched their weapons at the horses that were gaining speed now that they were in the open. A wooden stake arced for the retreating archers, smashing into the hindquarters of the trailing horse. 

      The running horse tumbled in the field, breaking the spear that had knocked it down. I watched the horse hobble away while the rider remained on the ground, motionless. 

      “Ready!” Alexi cried out. 

      Susanna leaned closer. “Nothing suicidal, okay,” she said with a smirk, kissing my cheek. 

      “I get it, I get it. That rider is alive,” I said, noticing there was no release of power from a death. “Toval will be busy after today.”

      “Not with you,” Siofra said in a stubborn tone. 

      Yeah, my ladies were teaming up on me about safety. While they were being sweet, I adored that they cared. They both wanted me to avoid charging in. Tried and true battle tactics were discussed and agreed upon. 

      “I hear you clearly. No taking an arrow to the guts this time as I heroically save everyone,” I said, tapping my cheek for Siofra to kiss the other side. 

      “I promise he’ll be fine,” Audry said from behind me. “Nothing will get past me, by Arenia’s will herself.”

      That sounded ominous. I was going to bug her but our conversation was put on hold when additional troll-kin exited the woods in the hundreds. That was enough for Alexi who was macro managing the battle. 

      I could override him, or take his spot, but he knew the troops the best besides Norlan. I trusted Alexi, I really did. Just not as much as I trusted Norlan. I had left my captain of the guard behind to protect Toval, Libby, and Rivinia. 

      Our city had to hold if we lost here. 

      Hell, there had to be someone to blunt the invasion so the populace could load the ships to flee too. There was a lot of risk marching out of our walls. The hope was we could earn a quick win and all the reports said we would. 

      I decisively picked this option after hearing the facts. I wanted to send an early message in the coming war. 

      Southern Lornia was going to defend its lands. 

      “Fire!” Alexi shouted.

      Trumpets blared three short toots. 

      Archers nocked arrows, aimed them high into the sky, and released a volley of a thousand darkening arrows as one. 

      The flood of gray skinned beasts continued to emerge from the woods. So far, it was only the exploding gremlin types and the lanky spear holders. 

      Trees in the background swayed. A loud crack erupted, sending distant birds into flight as a tree toppled. I frowned at the sight, pausing to watch the forest. 

      Something big was coming to the front and this was unexpected. 

      Based on Siofra’s dragon scouting we vastly outnumbered our foes as of a day ago. There should only be infantry trolls and the gremlins who helped them survive and sustain. No ogres, shaman, or crag riders were seen at all. 

      Apparently that changed, because there already were more troops exiting the forest than anticipated. 

      “Another volley!” Alexi shouted, taking a hand from straight in the air to slicing it down. 

      I watched the first set of arrows blanket the sky as they fell down. A few of the troll-kin panicked but most were curious as to why there was a human army outside the trees.

      The arrows dove into the enemy. Orbs shot out of bodies as hundreds died from our thousands of projectiles. There were shrieks and roars of agony. 

      Twang!

      A second set of arrows rushed out to greet the enemy that continued to increase in numbers. I frowned at all the energy I couldn’t steal. 

      When a massive ogre the size of a small house exited the trees, I grimaced. This new arrival didn’t hesitate. The ogre took charge, bellowed a war cry, and pointed at our forces. 

      Arrows landed among the growing mass of enemy troops, killing trolls by the dozens. 

      I saw the power of the dead floating into the blood soaked dirt, sighing at seeing the power vanish. I’d get my turn here soon enough.

      “Seems the warm air welcomed more of them to come,” Siofra said in a grumble. “I swear there weren’t this many when I scouted.”

      “Fret not, my scouts didn’t see the ogres either,” Alexi said in a friendly tone. The man yelled over his shoulder, “Free fire!”

      He spun his stallion to talk with me. A gremlin troll was hurled into our lines, exploding on impact against the infantry. Loud shrieking cries reverberated the land and two orbs rose from the dead that I ingested. 

      “This could get much worse,” Alexi warned. 

      I nodded, watching the enemy forces take serious losses as our archer lines fired countless arrows into the ranks. 

      I bit my nail in frustration. “What are you recommending?” I asked.

      We both paused to watch another half dozen ogres exit with even more trolls. “This is a battle we should be fighting on our walls,” he said with a tight jaw. 

      “I can save the day,” I said and he nodded while both Susanna and Siofra grimaced. “I’m the key here. I need to be in the fight.”

      “We can fall back to the walls,” Siofra protested. 

      Alexi shook his head. “It's too late to turn. We would have to backpedal as we fight with losses or face massive losses without magic.”

      Siofra cast an air spell when a half dozen gremlins soared for our infantry. A massive gust of wind had them halting their flight, falling suddenly to the ground to explode away from our troops. 

      “I can cast that and recast, and recast it. That is the whole point of why Arenia sent me to Lornia,” I said, nudging Tsar forward.

      Audry spurred her mare forward to keep pace with me as I advanced.  

      “I’ll pull back the infantry in short steps. When you hear the heave, step back with them. Seceding ground here is to our benefit. I fear it is already too late to close the portal,” Alexi said and I wanted to complain. 

      “There will be plenty of time to close the portal.” Audry smirked.

      I nodded. “Been learning arcane magic. Just watch and see what a mage can do with near limitless power. These foes are pitiful before my might.”

      However, two dozen more ogres exited the forest, smashing down trees as they revealed themselves. Another thousand trolls of various types reinforced those that were rapidly dying in their dash to reach us. 

      The battlefield went from my forces in a firm victory to teetering on the edge in mere minutes. 

      Without waiting for the tide to turn against me I walked Tsar through the archers for the front line. The twang of bows firing was only heard because of my proximity. The real noise of the fight was both sides screaming at each other. 

      As the enemy infantry neared our shield walls I wanted to plug my ears. 

      Instead, I ingested the power of the dead within my range. I consumed energy with abandon until I was full, forgetting about the excess magic that would cause me to go over the edge. 

      Magic coursed through every fiber of my being as I called upon the tingling sensation. 

      There was a crash of trolls smashing into shields, vying for my attention as I bathed in the power of the magic. 

      I halted Tsar near the shield wall. He froze so I could stand in his saddle, a balancing act that only his pose helped me achieve. 

      Arcane magic flowed along my exterior, crackling with sudden pops as I increased the size of my spell. 

      My stomach roiled, telling me that even with the sheer amount of power I held, I was destined to burst into flames if I did not release.

      Bright white magic lanced forth from my left hand. I cast the sparkling magic from left to right, coating the enemy spear wielding trolls in chain lightning. 

      The spell zipped from my palm, seeking to burn the hearts of the enemy. The impacts created a boom of energy that sizzled with power. 

      As one foe died, the magic left the body, trying to find a new heart. I saw hundreds perish as arcane magic spread through hearts, like a wildfire against bushels of dry hay.

      The trolls fell where the magic cratered their chests and a loud cheering erupted as the tide once again favored us.

      A wafting stench of burnt flesh wrinkled my nose. 

      The devastation I unleashed stalled the back line trolls. Even the ogres halted their flinging of gremlin sized trolls. I shimmied down to leave Tsar behind.

      My army flanked me as I walked forward, sparing my horse what was coming next. 

      Above the hundreds if not a thousand dead trolls rested purple orbs of delicious energy. 

      With a widening smirk etching across my face, I ingested all that sweet, sweet power the dead left behind. I moaned in pleasure before bursting into flames from the sheer excess. 

      Carefully placed steps had me walking over the smoking corpses I had created. My arcane magic left black rotting scorch marks where the lightning had bounced between the troll bodies. 

      As one the ogres turned to retreat into the forest. 

      Flames licked my body. My left hand danced with incredible power as my body felt the internal heat rising. I raised my palm, and paused. 

      I felt something. Something like a scratch at the back of my brain that let me piece together a puzzle. 

      With a cackling laugh I summoned forth a running horse of flame much like I did for Arenia in Crimm. Except this time I saw hollow eyes looking to me for orders as the flaming beast stood in the field. 

      I whispered to my creation, “Find the big ones, and consume their flesh.”

      Over and over I spawned the magical creatures of fire. They bolted forward, lighting the frozen ground afire as they ran. 

      The archers never ceased firing at the little gremlins, and infantry I hadn’t killed yet were mowed down. When I expelled every last bit of energy, a dizziness washed over me. 

      A rapid pulling of the freshly dead, stabilized my over-use of magic. 

      “The elves will probably be pissed,” Siofra said in dismay. 

      The fire horses hit the forest of evergreens, bursting the lightly snow covered trees into flames. I watched in fascination at how the trees became kindling. A spreading fire crackled with the power of the flames. 

      My horse creations only grew stronger as the further ones back fed on the destruction the front ones created.

      “See, I said I was needed here,” I said in a sassy tone. Massive orbs hovered after deathly screams. “The ogres are -”

      Loud bellowing roars of despair cut my words off. My magical creations killed and killed until there was an eerie silence that hung over the battle. 

      Behind me I was cheered on, the great hero of magical slaughter. Except my skin crawled, giving me that feeling you get when everything should be wonderful, but it's not… I had that feeling in spades. 

      The air felt dryer suddenly. Whispering winds of power staggered our formations and increased the power of the flames consuming the fire. 

      That is not my magic. 

      I spun to see none of my mages were casting whatever spell had just occurred. 

      A massive creature poked its five dragon heads out of the evergreens, towering above the forest. Magic of an unknown kind burst forth from the heads in unison. 

      As if a god snapped, the forest fires halted when coated in a teal spell. The mythical creature ingested the flames, sucking in the tendrils of power. 

      I saw my magical horses rise into the air, fighting the sucking power that lifted them that had to be a wind spell. 

      Savage mouths clamped down onto my creations, killing the magic I gave them. While it was disturbing to see my fire horses being consumed, they were only magic. 

      “Well how do we kill this… five headed dragon thing?” I asked those around me.

      Their jaws hung open, none of them having a clear answer. 

      The hydra dragon belched flames after it finished its morsel. There was an agonizing cry of pain and the beast toppled into the ground. The impact was so great when the beast fell that we all jolted as the earth shook.

      Additional cheering erupted behind me. The exuberant celebration over the mysterious demise of the massive beast was contagious. Even I peeled back a smile. 

      “That is odd,” Alexi said with a puzzled expression. He stayed a good distance away since I continued to be covered in flames. “Still not one to turn down luck. It has been said the gods grant Arenia’s son infinite luck.”

      “Maybe it choked on the flames?” Siofra said, questioning her own statement. 

      “Do not get your hopes up,” Audry said with disdain.

      “I’m with Alexi,” Susanna grumbled. “A gift is a gift.”

      “Do we shut down the portal or leave it up like they did on Earth to show this area is deadly?” I asked, extinguishing my flaming aura. 

      I poured magic into my ruby to recharge the staff. I leaned against the weapon in a confident manner, happy my clothes didn’t turn to ash for once.

      “Well, I -” Siofra was in the process of saying when a roar erupted that was so loud my ears rang. 

      The five headed beast rose taller than before, towering over the trees. It snapped at the air and roared in anger.

      I was left transfixed; there was no guide on how to defeat a land hydra. 

      Clearly my magic was trivial to the legendary creature because it flipping ate my fire horses and grew bigger. I glanced over my shoulder, deflating at the thought of the defenders trying to defeat this monstrosity, and failing. 

      I… I had no good answer. 

      Each lumbering step of the beast bounced the dirt below my feet. As it neared there was such a violent action from its mass that I popped up with each of its steps.

      “We need to get you out of here,” Alexi said with an urgency. 

      “No,” I said in a dry, serious tone. “Best to send a runner to tell the citizens to start preparing to flee Arenia Port. I’ll hold it for as long as I can.”

      “We talked about this, Master, no sacrifices.”

      “It’s… it’s not that, Siofra. This magic is unique. I can beat it. I just need to figure out how it works,” I said defiantly. 

      My foot tapped the exposed grit beneath my feet while I thought. 

      I turned to Alexi. “Get me horse archers on harassment, pull the infantry back, spread out the archers, and for all that is holy get scouts on the rest of the enemy forces.”

      “Yes, Master,” Alexi said, running for his trumpeter. 

      Blaring toots triggered the army into motion. Even though we were all shocked by the fact that the slow moving monster was still alive, and heading our direction, we adjusted. 

      I charged up an ice spell, a small orb about the size of my fist. I hurled it at the leviathan in the distance. 

      The magic twirled, leaving an icy tail like a comet as it soared for the land hydra. My bated breath became a disappointed sigh when the monster ate the spell. 

      “Maybe overload it and then we kill it when it grows?” Siofra recommended. 

      I opened my mouth to comment and realized I didn’t have a better plan. 

      Audry patted my head. “Arenia has said this is my moment. Remember me fondly,” Audry said and I furled my brows. 

      She snapped her heels into that mare's ribs before I realized what she was doing. The duo burst into a charge heading directly for the towering five heads that eyed us like the little snacks we likely were.

      Audry’s body burned brightly with arcane power as she neared the mighty beast. The five heads laughed at the suicidal human. The middle head snapped at the two closest maws, claiming the prize of my guardian. 

      Audry shone brighter, and brighter, and… she never released her spell. 

      I stared in abject horror as the middle head jerked down with lightning quickness. The teeth snapped tight, consuming rider and most of the horse in a single bite. The head tilted back to ease the passing clog of the duo. 

      Where they once charged, horse legs stood vertical before toppling seconds later.

      Just like that.

      Audry was swallowed and dead. 

      There was no spell to remove the head or even slowing of the beast. It ate my friend in a single bite and that was it. 

      “Die!” I screamed, unleashing an arcane bolt that sizzled forth.

      The spell built up until it consumed the last of my energy, and it soared true. My hatred for the beast guided the bristling white magic with precision. 

      I watched in smug satisfaction as the tip of the arcane white slithered into a head, bouncing around. There was an eruption of chain magic until each of the five heads were webbed in static white. 

      There were gasps from those around me at the power of the spell. The heads flexed in pain as they were completely coated in my magic. 

      I relished in the power, proudly showing the beast what a mage of my magnitude could do. 

      BOOM!     

      Each head exploded in a chain reaction. 

      There was but a brief cheer from my forces and myself included. 

      Instead of toppling over in death, each of the necks shook violently. Magical tendrils of green built the exposed neck piece by piece. I was astonished as the beast shrank in size to complete new heads. 

      I saw an opening to defeating the beast. Blow enough of it up, and it’d run out of body to rebuild from. But… I was out of power. 

      “Blast you, Audry. We could have defeated it together!” I exclaimed.

      The five heads roared in defiance of my abilities as they finished re-growing. Archers flung arrows that embedded ineffectively into the beast’s skin. 

      A mustard colored spell laced forward, coating my troops in a foam of sorts. Those horse archers who were hit, froze and died as the billowing magic enclosed them.  

      Hope faded from me. Depression washed over my emotions like a tide leaving the beach. I was beyond stunned.

      When the belly ballooned I figured the monster was growing again. 

      Cracks in its skin turned to seams. The seams blared white with radiant arcane power. Suddenly I figured it out. 

      Audry was unleashing her spell from inside the guts of the hydra. 

      The monster groaned, eliciting a moan of agony that was akin to crying. Each one of the new heads turned to view its blossoming body. 

      BOOM!

      This explosion of magical power was ten times greater than what I had achieved. The body rippled as it brimmed with power. Suddenly the sky was a shower filled explosion of blue gore. 

      Bits of hydra covered our army in a rain of blue blood. I stood there stunned at the transpiring event. 

      Five minutes went by in an odd silence. The troops, myself included, were on edge. There was no cheering this time. 

      We waited in trepidation for the next horrific event. And yet, nothing else came. 

      Scouts returned to report that the surviving enemy was retreating into their portals for now. This included a second land hydra that was only the size of a horse. The witness said it was fleeing with all haste. 

      Hearing that news, I knew we had to close these nearest portals. 

      Our forces charged across the field, into the forest, and beyond the smoldering remains of the hydra. When we reached the exploding defenders they rushed home, frightened of my forces. 

      The portals, for there were six here now, shimmered and winked out of existence when touched by one of us with magic. 

      “They fear that which can defeat their champions,” Siofra said, stating what I was thinking. 

      “The question becomes, what do they bring next and will we be ready for it?” I said in an ominous tone.

      “We’ll do our best to prepare, it is the way of Lornia,” Susanna said stoically.

      “I… I’d be lost without this world. So yes,” I said in a pleasant tone. “We must honor Audry, and do our best to defeat the next coming waves.”
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      Spring was in full effect with birds chirping, flowers blooming, and the days growing longer. Over two full months had transpired since Audry sacrificed herself to win the first battle in what became an expanding war. 

      I stood on my balcony looking at the massive city that continued to expand under my watch. I had a rare moment alone to reflect while I inspected my growing southern capital. 

      Where farms once stood, structures towered, and defenses bristled with siege engines. Banners and pennants snapped in the wind, showing my gold ruby over black with red trim. 

      The warm air wrapped me in a lovely sensation. I didn’t miss winter at all and welcomed the glow of the sun on the cloudless day. 

      After closing my eyes to take in spring air I shifted to view more of the city. The scene was as chaotic as the interior of my home was. Children chased each other. A dog hid from the children, and parents had a midday drink. 

      While everything was smooth and calm here… the rest of Lornia fought for their survival. I chuckled, recalling that the dukes had sent an army south to instate their new southern duke. 

      Who was he? Not a clue because he was soundly cut off and then defeated by a troll army. 

      Farlake marched out, joined forces with Trimi, and then shut the portals down that army had originated from. Imagine my lack of any surprise when a massive silver dragon helped torch what remained of that enemy force. 

      After two early defeats, this section of Lornia went into a lull of sorts. No more portals spawned in the south as the Troll-King shifted his focus. 

      Even if there was a lack of fighting, there was never a dull day. We rushed to build ships, sailed to Veno to rescue folks, and moved more stone than ever before. The mission never changed, saving as many people while improving our chances at surviving. 

      I even travelled into the elven realms to smash the back side of a troll-kin army that cratered under my magic. I literally opened the earth and closed it around them. Learning Earth magic had been a central focus of mine after my arcane spells hit a peak. 

      Since those three defining wins we were the city of refuge that opened our doors to all races.

      After great consideration, well, I formed my own realm. Even stuck blockades on sections that refused to recognize my rule. The only ones who grumbled about the change of leadership were the nobles and the taxes. 

      There was no shock when they all wanted to pay less than before. Since I figured if the troll-king shifted his focus they would get swept aside I let them get a reduced rate and the grumbles converted into celebrations.  

      I did get a private message from the King himself. About a week ago he arrived in my court as a squire. I welcomed him in and he didn’t seem mad.

      His request was simple: please reform the realm when the invasion was over. I actually agreed and returned the ring that gave me so much power. I also thanked him. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that the King could try to kill me. Appeasing him for now seemed wise and his reunification had merit since the Council of the Dukes would have far less power after the war. 

      My fame and power grew as the mass of refugees from all corners of the world were welcomed. A full belly, a warm bed, and a decent hut were provided to all. 

      There were a few rules though. Everyone worked, everyone paid taxes, and everyone followed the laws. One of which was military training. Even kids were taught to fire crossbows. 

      We started an academy and the progress was slow. None of that changed the fact our early victories bought us a reprieve. 

      We heard Rand fell to a tunnel invasion. Of all the mighty Lornian cities, its fall was complete. Apparently, they never shored up old sewers and cemeteries which allowed the enemy easy access. 

      Tens of thousands of Lornians perished, and only a few hundred made it to our docks. There was a common theme here in Arenia Harbor. 

      Hope. 

      Everyone had hope, including me. 

      Siofra joined me on the balcony and I wrapped my arms around her swelling belly. Siofra’s kisses tickled as she tenderly turned to tease my neck. Her hot lips landed delightfully.

      “Your sister is wondering why you’re out here on your lonesome,” Siofra said, nibbling on my ear just the way I liked it. 

      “I’m brooding, plotting, and I may be a wee gassy,” I said and she giggled heartily.

      She snorted a laugh and a squeak told me I wasn’t the only one that the spices were effecting. Siofra said, “What!? I’m pregnant, I can have my faults.”

      I held her tighter. “What’s next?”

      “You feel things are getting too good to be true?” She asked and I nodded. 

      “I - I - I want us to be happy like this forever,” I said.

      Such notions were romantic. Loving our embrace, I ran my palms over her soft hands that rested above our growing baby. 

      “Siofra, I do. Somehow I don’t think I was brought here to only win a few battles and restore power to a downtrodden south.”

      “You think it's not over like most are claiming?” he asked. 

      Susanna, Libby, and Rivinia joined us on the balcony. 

      “Everything okay?” Rivinia asked.

      “Peachy, we’re grumbling that things have to be worse,” I said with a snicker.

      Libby smiled, kissed my cheek, and said, “Positivity is a powerful weapon, wield it often.”

      I went to give a smart ass quip but I decided the line was well suited for the moment. 

      “I want to be grateful,” Susanna said, kissing my lips. “This family is the best, and I’ve heard from a reliable source that if the invasion tampers down, we may be marching an army to free humans from the dryads.”

      “Allegedly. There is a lot of planning for such a feat, but yes. That is also assuming no emergency comes from Earth.”

      “Pangea, what a place. I kinda miss it?” Rivinia said with a longing sigh. 

      I shook my head. “Maybe we can go back later. For now we have a lot to do here. We need to build housing, learn magic, improve our armies, construct weapons, build catapults, and try to prepare to survive a siege. Even if the siege never comes, I don’t like the idea of the poor freezing to death, the fey being persecuted, and the dukes ruling in place of the king.”

      “That is a lot to accomplish, Master,” Siofra said in a teasing tone.

      “Well, it's a good thing I have a harem of epic ladies to help me change the world. Enough of this heavy talk. Let’s go visit with the others, shall we,” I said to happy muttering.

      A final glance over my shoulder left me smiling. I could and would change Lornia for the better. 
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      “You are doing great. Just a little bit longer and then you will be able to push.” Dr. Darcy Abbot spoke in a calm voice as she pulled the covers back over Siofra’s legs.

      I stood in the corner of the room feeling every bit as useless as I was in this situation. Another wave of pain crossed Siofra’s sweat covered face, her instincts telling her to push while the doctor told her to wait. Biting my nail, I paced in my little corner, wanting to be close to her, but again, doctor’s orders.

      “Okay. It’s time. You got this. You can start to push with the next contraction,” Darcy instructed, her head between Siofra’s opened legs as she waved me over with a flick of her wrist.

      I rushed over to Darcy’s side, waiting for her to tell me what I needed to do. She glared up at me from her wooden stool.

      “Hold her hand, you idiot,” she breathed out the words, rolling her eyes before turning her attention back on Siofra.

      I’ve never done this before! I screamed internally, but kept those thoughts to myself, not wanting to add any more stress to the moment. A harsh grunt of pain and release left Siofra’s clenched teeth, sending my heart into overdrive, my hand clasping hers to try and provide some comfort. Not long ago, I watched my sister push out an eight pounder of a baby after twelve straight hours of wailing and I knew that this day was going to be one hell of a ride.

      In preparation, I had our healer, Toval, standing by just outside the room and I had all but kidnapped my best friend from high school off of Earth, promising her wealth beyond her wildest dreams if things went smoothly. I wasn’t sure what I would do in the event something went wrong, but I chose to keep those worries to myself.

      Luckily for me, Darcy was always one for adventure, so she jumped at the chance to visit Lornia for herself–with enough of a monetary incentive that is. After all of the chaos that transpired on Earth, I didn’t have to worry about her not believing me, so that made convincing her to come a little easier. Sure, they had midwives on Lornia, but even with Toval standing by I wanted a little extra insurance that the delivery would be smooth.

      “Good, good. You are doing so great. I can see the head now.”

      A brief smile flashed across Siofra’s face before another wave of pain hit and she began squeezing my hand harder than ever. I wondered if I’d have any feeling left after this night, but again I didn’t say anything, choosing to ignore the growing pain in my limbs.

      “I–I can’t,” Siofra cried, her words turning to sobs.

      “You are one of the strongest mages I know. A frickin’ dragon! You can do this,” I whispered in her ear, wiping back the sweat-soaked strands of hair that stuck to her face. “Just a few more pushes and the baby will be out,” I told her, not knowing if my words were anywhere close to the truth.

      Her head nodded frantically, agreeing to continue and when another contraction hit, she pushed with all her might. Five minutes later, Darcy held up a crying baby girl, placing her on Siofra’s chest before handing me a dagger to cut the umbilical cord with.

      “Uh..?” I looked at the bluish cord and the sharp weapon in my hand before turning my confused stare on Darcy.

      “You cut it. The surgical scissors didn’t make the trip.” Darcy shrugged, looking at me with anticipation.

      I winced as I cut through the flesh, but then I was staring at our new baby girl, resting comfortably on her mother’s chest, her cries having stopped.

      “Do you have a name for her?” Darcy questioned, wiping her hands on a nearby cloth.

      “Cienna,” Siofra spoke softly, out of breath.

      Darcy smiled at the way Siofra started down at the little bundle. “She’s beautiful. You did good, Trevor.” Her tone turned into a teasing one when she slugged me on the arm. “Now we just need to deliver the placenta and get little Cienna all cleaned up.” She waved over the Lornian medical assistant who took the baby from Siofra’s arms promising to return her shortly.

      While Darcy finished the procedure, I left the room to find Toval, because what good was having a healer if you couldn’t utilize him in situations like this? I found him close to the medical room, squatting on the floor in complete silence.

      “You’re up,” I told him, causing him to jump to his feet.

      Ten minutes later, Darcy deemed the birth a complete success, going on and on about how much easier birth would be back on Earth if a healer could just fix up a woman’s lady parts right after like it was nothing.

      “I’m not sure why you even needed me here with that guy around, but I’m glad you trusted me enough for the task.”

      “Yeah, about that...” I smiled wide, causing her eyebrows to raise in question.

      “Is the baby here?!” Susanna burst into the room, disrupting the flow of the conversation.

      Following close behind were Libby and Rivinia, whose baby bump was just starting to show, her tight-fitting thermal accentuating her stomach.

      Darcy’s eyes widened, shifting from Rivinia back to me. She had come to Lornia just as Siofra went into labor, so I hadn’t had the chance to introduce everyone to her just yet, not wanting to overwhelm her as she did her job.

      “Yeah, that’s mine too.” I said with a confident smirk. “So, think you’ll be able to make the trip again in say six months or so?”

      She stared for a minute before laughing jovially. “Same rate as this time and you got yourself a deal.”

      Thankfully, she was money motivated. The medical assistant returned with Cienna in her arms, clean and wrapped in a cotton blanket. She handed her to Siofra who waited with outstretched arms, the other girls watching in awe with misty eyes.

      “I’ll let the happy family have some time alone.” She chuckled, heading for the door.

      The Lornian medical assistant, taking the hint, followed her out of the room, closing the door silently behind her. The girls crowded around the small medical cot to see the newest member of the team while I stood behind them soaking in their expressions. Huge smiles all around accompanied mass amounts of baby talk as Cienna gripped each of their offered fingers. Usually babies weren’t my thing, but she already felt special, and I knew I would do everything in my power to protect the little life.

      Heck, finding out about her already made me change my mindset, wanting to focus on creating the perfect home to welcome her into the world with. The past months leading up to her birth had been a time of expansion in our little port home. The castle was almost completely constructed, all the important rooms having been completed several months ago. Each of my women received their own room, each having a side nursery, so they could take care of the little ones. My master bedroom, complete with full walk out balcony, was in a central location to these rooms, meaning I could visit wherever I felt the desire. I still felt it necessary to have separate rooms, knowing that I was unwilling to compromise my sleep.

      What can I say? I’ve been taking it easy after defeating the troll invasion that appeared outside our doors, the lack of portals in this part of Lornia making it easier to forget the struggles happening beyond our borders. With refugees from other parts of the realm fleeing to my port, I didn’t even have to leave the city to find people willing to pledge their loyalty to me. Instead, I accepted those willing to fight for peace on our land and obey me unconditionally–after the king, anyway.

      In return for their loyalty, taxes, hard work and agreement to train for any potential threats, they were given a home, food, and the promise that they would not freeze during the winter. With all of the additional refugees pitching in as a means to prove their worth to the city, we were ahead of schedule on the rest of the expansions, including the housing for my troops that spread out beyond my castle walls. Unfortunately, the progress had stalled a bit with the changing of the seasons, so many are left sharing their future homes with some of the refugees during the winter to ensure no life is lost to the cold. I promised them that siding with me would lead them to one day having their own space to call home.

      This promise was one I intend to keep, realizing that happy citizens mean obedient ones. So far, this winter was proving to be a cold one, the snow covering the port city like a woolen blanket, making my promises that much more enticing. In the midst of everything, I took a step back, delving into my studies of magic while developing the city I now ruled. With Siofra’s pregnancy, I didn’t want to take any chances by traveling to other parts of the realm–another reason to focus on my new kingdom. When I spirited Darcy away from her practice in New York City, I learned the state of Earth and how they fared over the past months.

      It seems the Troll-kins had lost–in a big way. Once the technology caught up to the threat, no new portals opened, the majority of them being forcefully shut from the other side. Those beings unlucky enough to be caught by the Earth scientists were being studied in labs where even more counter measures could be developed against future potential invasions. Structures were built around any remaining portals across the globe, turning the sites into off-limits scientific bases.

      While Earth seemed to have handled the invasion in a timely manner, the same couldn’t be said about Lornia. News of numerous attacks reached our ears, the cities doing their best to stave off the invaders, but no loss had been reported that outmatched that of Rand. With the cold creeping in, the number of portals decreased significantly, giving the races of Lornia time to regroup before the next thaw. Whatever the new season brings, we will be ready–there is no other choice.

      I stoked the fluff of hair on my little girl’s head before bending over to kiss Siofra on the lips. “You did great,” I told her with a smile, placing my forehead on hers.

      Tears filled her eyes as she snuggled the baby close. “Thank you, Master.”

      “Alright, everyone out. Siofra needs to rest.” I shooed the girls away, figuring that even if she was physically healed, she would still be exhausted after laboring for so long.

      When we exited the room, I found Darcy waiting against the wall just outside the door. The giant grin on her face told me she wanted to talk.

      “How about a drink?” I asked her, gesturing for her to walk with me. “You girls should get some rest as well.” I directed my command to Libby, Rivinia and Susanna who were continuing to follow us down the hallway.

      Their faces dropped, clearly disappointed by my words, but I needed some time alone to catch up with my old friend. They turned in the opposite directions, heading toward the bedrooms while I led Darcy to the study. Opening a large set of double doors, I stepped into a room that's walls were covered with shelves. They were meant to be filled with books and grimoires, all things magical and Lornian, but I overestimated the amount of diverse literature in the realm when constructing the room. Instead, a lone bookshelf had been filled with reading material, the rest left empty and underwhelming.

      I figured I would one day fill them with things brought back from Earth, but that was a project for another day. Walking straight to the back of the room, I lit a candle on a small table, sitting down on one of the chairs situated next to it. Darcy sat across from me, and I poured us each a glass of the brandy I had become so fond of in this world.

      “Thank you. Really,” I told her, taking a swig of the dark liquid.

      “Don’t even worry about it—It is my job after all,” she said with confidence. “I must say, this is not what I envisioned for your future when we were back in high school together.” She chuckled, brushing a strand of auburn hair that had escaped from her bun behind her ear.

      Damn, she was gorgeous. Even in high school, she had been the center of attention. The one all the boys wanted to take to prom. Success really looked good on her.

      “And what exactly did you see for my future?” I asked lightheartedly, taking another drink.

      “I always knew you would do something great, I just thought it would be a little more…conventional.” She took a swig of the brandy as she eyed the spacious, yet eerily empty, study.

      “Well, I can’t say this is what I saw for myself either, but I’m happy. I really am.”

      “That’s great, Trev. I was surprised when you–you know?”

      “Appeared suddenly at your apartment door, begging you to come to some mystical land to save my half fey lover.”

      She giggled at this. “Yes, that. But, I’m glad you did. It’s nice seeing you again. It’s bringing up old feelings.” She looked at me with longing in her deep grey eyes. “Ones from a simpler time.”

      My crotch reacted before I did, but I didn’t want to complicate things–not with her. If she held feelings for me, she certainly never showed them in high school. We were always just friends and that’s what made the relationship work so well.

      “So does that mean I don’t need to give you the million dollars?” I raised an eyebrow in question, breaking where I thought the conversation was headed.

      She downed the rest of her drink. “Ha! Not a chance.”

      The mood lightened after that and we spent the rest of the night chatting about old, once forgotten, times. The night ended with me promising to return her to Earth the following day, not wanting her trip here to affect her real life too drastically. After all, she wasn’t given much notice to inform those in her life that she was taking the trip, so disappearing for more than a day or two would be sure to raise suspicions.

      I slunk back to my bedroom, having drank too much brandy, and plopped down, face first, on the wide king size bed as soon as the door shut behind me. My consciousness already starting to fade, I heard a soft voice coming from outside my door.

      “Permission to enter, Master?” They repeated when I didn’t answer.

      I rolled over, sitting up on the side of the bed. “Enter,” I grumbled, rubbing my eyes awake.

      Susanna swung the door open, stepping into the room before closing it behind her. Walking to where I sat on the bed, she knelt on the floor, shifting closer until she looked up at me from between my legs.

      “What is it, Susanna?” I asked, watching her fingers trace little circles over the comforter beside my crotch.

      “The baby–she’s beautiful. It made me so happy seeing her today—seeing you with her.”

      I stroked her cheek, worried by the subtle sadness in her voice and too tired to care about maintaining my domineering attitude.

      “What is it you’re trying to say?”

      “I miss my family, Master. I am so happy with you and with Rivinia, Siofra and Libby, but with all the new life, I can’t stop thinking about what happened with my family. If we were to have a baby…” She stopped to rub her stomach, looking at it with hope. “I would want them to know their grandparents–their aunts and uncles. At the very least I need to know what happened to them–even if they aren’t in this world anymore.”

      I sighed, flopping back on the bed with my arms outstretched. I understood her desires, but it was a lot to drop on an inebriated man, especially one who just became a father.

      “Master?” She moved onto the bed, her hand lightly brushing up my leg as she repositioned herself to talk with me.

      I pulled her in close, cutting off her attempt to get me in the mood, her head resting on my chest. As much as I loved sex, tonight was not the night for it.

      “I understand,” I told her, not releasing her from my embrace. “If it is that important to you, it is important to me. We will see what we can find out about your family. Just not tonight.” I yawned, letting my eyes close, giving in to the pull of exhaustion. That night, I broke my own rule, falling into a deep sleep with Susanna wrapped in my arms.
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      “Good morning, Master,” Susanna greeted me as soon as I opened my eyes.

      “Good morning,” I grumbled, freeing myself from her determined grip.

      “Would you like a pleasuring this morning?”

      My morning wood said yes, but the sun told me I had already slept in longer than intended and there was a lot on the agenda for the day.

      “Not right now, Susanna,” I said, stretching out my tired limbs.

      Slipping on my day robes, I headed to the door, finding the rest of my harem, minus Siofra, waiting behind it.

      “Are we taking turns warming your bed now Master?” Libby asked, a hint of jealousy coming through.

      I didn’t have the patience to deal with their misunderstanding, my head ringing from the late-night drinks. I pushed past them, heading to the medical room to see how Siofra and Cienna were doing. Darcy was already inside examining the new mom.

      She dropped the sheets back over Siofra’s exposed body when she saw me enter the room. “She is completely healed, but should take it easy for the next few days. The baby is healthy and thriving. I don’t think my assistance is required here any longer.” She informed us, her eyes shifting between Siofra and I as she spoke.

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Siofra said, standing up from the table to retrieve Cienna, who was resting in the bassinet by the bed.

      “We will help her get situated in the nursery,” Rivinia said, heading over to Siofra.

      The girls flanked Siofra on three sides, making sure she was stable enough to walk with the new baby as they all headed back to the prepared room. When they turned the corner, I focused my attention back on Darcy.

      “So, are you ready to go back to your life on Earth?” I asked with a smile, grateful for the outcome her assistance had provided.

      “Let me pack up my things and I will be ready to leave.”

      Thanks to my father’s help and the unofficial rules of ruby mages, the entrance point back into Lornia had been adjusted to my own courtyard. I no longer had to worry about a long drawn-out trip whenever I needed to return back to Earth. Not that I was doing much of that nowadays anyway–not after the FBI seized a good portion of my assets, claiming it was for the good of Earth. While some had been released after the threat of the invasion decreased–my accounts being unfrozen being the main one–the mansion was still missing half of its furniture and almost all of the technology we had accumulated.

      “All set,” she said, throwing a brown leather duffle over her shoulder.

      I placed my hand on her arm, filling the gem around my neck with thoughts of the hallway in order to transport us into the gateway. A few seconds later we arrived in the hallway, the minimal amount of people returning created a simple door rather than a cavernous pathway.

      “Shall we?” I gestured toward the door, Darcy leading the way.

      Back in Montana, we found the ATV I had set up at the exit location, needing a faster mode of transportation to reach the estate. I didn’t have a real reason to be back on Earth other than escorting Darcy, so going back to the mansion would only make me lose more time.

      “I can make it from here,” Darcy said, hitching her leg over one side of the vehicle.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, taking her bag from her to secure it to the back, happy she was the one who brought it up first.

      “Don’t worry, I have a really good sense of direction.” She looked back at me from on top of the ATV before turning the key to start the engine.

      “Thanks again, Darcy.”

      “Don’t mention it. I’ll see you in a few months?” She smirked, still finding it hard to believe I had another baby on the way.

      “Yes. I’ll keep you in the loop.”

      I waved as she headed toward the estate, watching until she was too far for me to make out her silhouette. Wasting no more time, I transported myself back into the hallway. The process went smoothly as it always had, but when I appeared in the hall, something had changed.

      The two doors on either side of the hall appeared as usual, but in between the two stood a new door, the wood humming with a gray-blue glow. Intrigued by the sudden appearance of a new entrance, I approached the oddity, the hue seeming to brighten the closer I stepped toward the door.

      When I reached my hand out to touch the handle, the door vanished, no traces left in the spot it once appeared in. I stepped back, examining the hall, searching for any more changes within the space. While strange, nothing else seemed out of the ordinary and with the new doorway having vanished, I returned to my original goal, heading back toward the portal that led to Lornia.

      Snow covered the central courtyard when I stepped into the familiar land, the exposed area quiet and secluded. I knew I would need a secure place to materialize, so I had designated a central location for the task. Benches lined the perimeter of the courtyard, the wood piled high with layers of snow. In the warmer seasons, this place came alive with greenery and flowers–a proper, flourishing, garden–but in the colder months the grass and flowers died, leaving the ground barren and frozen.

      I wanted to hurry inside, the cold seeping through my robes, but a sharp caw overhead had me looking toward the skies. A jet black raven flew circles over the courtyard before swooping down to land on a leafless tree. The note tied to the bird's leg told me it was there for me, its eyes looking at me with anticipation. I still found it fascinating that ravens were used to carry messages in this world, their ominous appearance leaving me to approach with undue caution.

      Pulling the securely tied parchment from the raven’s leg, I unrolled it, immediately seeing the King’s seal at the bottom. I wiped a corner of a bench to clear the snow, taking a seat as I read the short missive.

      “Your presence is requested at my castle. There is much to discuss.”

      I sighed, lighting the small paper on fire as the raven shot back into the skies–no need to wait for a reply. Receiving the note meant I couldn’t ignore it, but at the same time, I wished the man would just write what he wanted to say instead of making a mystery out of it. I, of course, knew the reason behind his vagueness–the threat of an enemy intercepting the note, a prevalent occurrence–but now I would need to fly to Crimm, a trip much more uncomfortable during winter.

      I walked inside my castle walls, my ass cold from having decided to sit on the wet bench. The warmer temperature engulfed my body as soon as I entered, the purposely placed fireplaces proving their worth. Passing servants greeted me as I made my way to the sleeping quarters, wanting to see how the girls were even though I had only been gone for about an hour.

      “Welcome home, Master,” Siofra greeted me when I entered the room.

      Rivinia, Libby and Susanna surrounded her, Cienna suckling on her breast.

      Susanna held my gaze, clearly wanting to discuss her request from the night prior. Before she could speak I said, “I need to head to Crimm for a bit. King Partel has something he needs to discuss with me.”

      “Do you need me to take you there?” Siofra asked, her eyes on Cienna’s small head.

      Even though her dragon form was the fastest and most comfortable way to travel, it was too much to ask of someone who had just given birth and I didn’t think Cienna should be separated from both of her parents so early in life.

      “No, you will stay here. Ciyin will take me.”

      “And me?” Susanna’s big dark-blue eyes looked at me from her place on the bed.

      “I’ll allow it. We leave first thing in the morning.”

      Her expression gave away her excitement, her smile filling her face as she clapped her hands together. Before I needed to tell her, she headed out of the room to prepare enough things for a short trip. Depending on what the king had to say, I didn’t expect us to be away for very long, so bringing less people seemed to be the best option. Plus, since establishing my own castle, there hadn’t been much time alone with Susanna, so I figured it might be a good change of pace.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to bring anyone else with you?” Rivinia questioned, her hands resting on her belly.

      “We won’t be gone long,” I assured her, taking a seat in the spot Susanna had vacated.

      “It’s not the length we worry about,” Libby said softly, her concern shining through.

      “It’s fine. Routine. Don’t worry so much.”

      Cienna finished feeding and Siofra placed her in my arms, the realization that she was mine slowly sinking in. Her bold brown eyes looked as though they could see into my soul, and I found myself feeling vulnerable by her mere existence.

      I didn’t want to leave the castle, but it needed to be done.

      “We will be back in a few days,” I told them, kissing Cienna on the forehead before handing her back to Siofra, needing to head back to my own room to prepare.

      Once my travel bag was packed, the rest of the day was spent delving out orders, reminding those that reside in the house who was in charge when I was away. The girls remained in control of the castle affairs, while Alexi and Norlan handled the military aspects. Even without my presence, I expected things to run smoothly and for life to persist unimpeded. I didn’t think of it as them not needing me, but more of a reflection of my superior leadership abilities.

      By the end of the day, I had convinced myself that some time away from the castle was just what I needed—that I was becoming too attached to a singular location when there was so much of the world left to explore, especially if new doors would be popping up at random, leading to who knows where.

      Yes, I was ready for the trip, even if it meant leaving my newly formed family. As I laid in bed thinking about how my powers might be expanding, a soft knock on the door broke my concentration.

      “Enter,” I responded, not bothering to check who it was.

      The door opened a bit, then closed a bit more, the visitor unsure in their determination to enter my bedroom.

      “Out or in, pick a side,” I commanded, the swinging door becoming a source of irritation.

      The door opened quickly, Libby stepping inside, her form illuminated by the soft glow of the candle she held. She took a step forward, but remembering the door, turned back to shut it gently.

      “Master Trevor,” she said, her voice barely audible as she approached my bedside.

      Lifting the covers off of my body, I sat up in bed, wondering which of her worries needed to be quelled this time. She placed the candle on the night table, dropping to her knees in front of me. With impatient hands, she reached for the waist of my night pants, trying to remove them without much help from me.

      “Eager, aren’t we?” I chuckled, not sure how to respond to her sudden, bold invitation.

      Her upcast eyes glimmered in the soft lighting, her hands determined in their mission to undress me. Her change in character excited me, my member reacting without any physical stimulation needed. Helping the process along, I stood, allowing her to slip my pants down, my half erect manhood escaping its prison.

      Her eyes reacted first, widening in delight. Then her hands gripped the base of my penis, teasing me as she stroked upwards with both hands in sync, my length hardening in response. A mischievous smile crossed her lips before she kissed the tip of my member, slowly opening her mouth until I was inside her.

      Her tongue came alive, twirling circles over the head, her hands still stroking the base in rhythm with her mouth. In ecstasy, I reached for her bear ears, massaging them with my thumbs, feeling the soft fur between my fingers. They seemed to be a sensitive spot for her, muffled moans escaping her covered mouth with each touch. Adding additional pressure to the tips, her hips raised in the air letting me know she was feeling the effects of the stimulation.

      Her tempo increased, her entire body moving to please me, the intensity rising in my loins. I grunted, not wanting to release too soon, but her determination was making it a difficult task.

      With a final kiss to the tip, she looked up at me and asked, “Are you close?” Her hands still softly teasing my length.

      “I am.” I had to admit, a flash of pride crossing her face before she switched positions.

      With another unexpected move, she dropped her robe to the floor, revealing her bare and enticing body underneath. She pushed me back onto the bed, straddling me where I fell. My penis brushed the curve of her ass before she repositioned herself over my manhood, ready to take it all in.

      “I want you to release inside me,” she said, her request confident, but her voice revealing uncertainty for how I would respond.

      So that’s what this is about, I found myself trying to hide my smirk, knowing that her sudden boldness was brought out by her desire to carry my offspring. While I knew having three kids would bring its own set of problems, I somehow knew this was an inevitable outcome.

      When her shaky hands had lined up my member with her warmth, I gripped her hips helping to ease her down onto my length.

      “If that is what you truly want,” I whispered, feeling in control despite being the one under her alluring curves.

      When she had taken me in, I increased the pace, my hands controlling the speed of each thrust, eliciting cries of pleasure from her soft lips as we built toward climax. She leaned backwards, her hand on my thighs for support, giving me the perfect view of her full breasts as they bounced in rhythm with our thrusts. When she began to move at the pace I had set, I removed one of my hands from her waist, focusing my attention on her clit to add to the stimulation.

      She seemed to appreciate the effort, her walls tightening around my shaft in response. I could tell she was close, her moans increasing with every twirl and thrust. Right before she reached climax, I rolled us over, her back plopping onto the soft mattress, the angle allowing me to reach even greater depths inside her. We orgasmed almost in unison, hers coming slightly after mine, the thought of my seed spilling inside of her taking her over the edge.

      I let my member throb inside of her, my face buried in her bosom, until I knew the last drops had been released.

      “Thank you, Master,” she said breathlessly.

      I smiled, kissing her on the lips before she slipped from my embrace, honoring the rule I had set about sleeping in our designated rooms.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The following morning, I found Norlan waiting outside my bedroom door, his eyes serious as he clasped my forearm.

      “We will protect your home in your absence, Master Trevor. Don’t you worry.”

      I clasped his forearm back. “I’m counting on you.”

      After the brief, yet intense exchange, I headed to the training grounds, the place where the eagle-kin were waiting to take both myself and Susanna to Crimm. Even in the cold, the trip was relatively short, at least when compared to the trip's length on land and by sea. Susanna was already strapping herself into the harness, our bags secured to a third eagle-kin that was waiting for the venture.

      Walking to Ciyin, I threaded my arms through the harness holes, Rivinia coming over to help with the remaining straps. All of my lovers, the military leaders and a few other servants came to see us off, the rest of the soldiers having been told to continue their training as usual. When we were set for flight, I received a kiss from each of my women, Susanna left watching on the sidelines, her own harness keeping her from moving closer to me.

      “Alright. Let's get this show on the road,” I said to Ciyin, signaling for her to begin her accent.

      The onlookers stepped back a few paces, giving the eagle-kin room to take off and in the next moments we were flying through the air at a pace where even our thick winter gear let the chill in. I braced myself for the journey, thinking warm thoughts to keep my body from succumbing to the cold, my fire magic helping to warm the air around our transport.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Three and half days and several stops later and we landed in front of King Partel’s castle, the guards rushing to see what the commotion was about. I definitely wasn’t thinking about the proper etiquette on how to respond to a king’s summons, but it turns out appearing in front of their home base without significant warning was not the way to do it. I learned this when every archer’s bow was trained on my small team of five–including the transport team–guards with spears at the ready rushing to block my way into the building.

      “I’ve been summoned here by the King. I’m sure he would appreciate the way you are treating his honored guest,” I bellowed, trying to get my voice to carry, hoping it was more intimidating than my stance as I fought to release myself from the eagle’s harness.

      The guards glanced at one another unsure if they should believe the tangled intruder. Had it really been that long since I showed my face in Crimm that the king’s men had forgotten who I was? Creating a fire orb in my palm, I burnt through the strap that held me to Ciyin, knowing I would regret it later, but not caring in the moment.

      “I am Master Mage Trevor.” My whole hand was ablaze now, growing hotter from my increasing frustration. “Tell King Partel that I have arrived.”

      A few of the soldiers at the back scrambled to send the message, the rest holding their ground in front of what they perceived to be an enemy. Seeing that they were at least listening to my words, I let the fire fade, choosing to ignore their wary gazes as I moved to help Susanna from her constraints.

      Five minutes later, a guard came clambering back and whispered something into the commander's ear.

      “Let them pass,” the heavily armored man said, the gates dropping down in response.

      When Susanna and I stepped forward, more men convened behind us, taking control of the Eagle-kin. This was nothing new, so I let it happen, knowing they would be returned once our visit concluded.

      We followed the guard to the courtroom where he knocked twice on the sturdy door before moving to the side. They opened for us to pass through, the king waiting on the other side, an audience of officials already present.

      Stepping into the room, I forgot all manners regarding royalty, but bowed when I got close enough to the raised table, hoping it was respectful enough. I noticed too late that Susanna had slipped away from my side, choosing to stand by the wall instead of coming to greet the king.

      “Trevor!” King Partel exclaimed with a massive grin, his arms raised high as if greeting an old friend.

      “Your Grace,” I responded, holding the bow.

      “Enough of that, get over here. There is much to discuss.”

      I walked closer to the central table where a chair awaited me, close enough to the king, but still on the opposite side of the table.

      “The first order of business is the continued Troll-kin invasions. I’ll be frank, our forces are run thin trying to regain control of our lands. Things have leveled out now that the snows have set in, but it’s only a matter of time before the enemy forces regain strength with the coming thaw.”

      “So, what are you suggesting?” I took the offered pause to ask the question, wanting to know why I was a part of this conversation.

      “That’s what I like about you, very straight to the point. The portals. Despite very few trolls passing through due to the intensity of the weather, they remain open in some lands. I propose we take the fight to them!”

      His bold statement started conversations between the present officials, their murmurs filling the courtroom in a hushed capacity. Despite the serious atmosphere, a small chuckle escaped my mouth, earning me glares from the rest of the officials.

      “Your thoughts?” The king looked at me, clearly having heard the same sound as the others.

      I sighed, knowing my opinion would differ from what he wanted to hear, but also knew sugar coating it would only get people killed.

      “That’s a terrible plan,” I told him bluntly, garnering gasps this time in addition to the continuous stares.

      His eyes narrowed at my unapologetic words. When he didn’t say anything, I continued.

      “I understand your desire to see the end to the invasions that have spread across Lornia, but taking the fight to them? It’s too rash of a decision. Hundreds of thousands of trolls have invaded our borders and it has taken everything in our power to knock them back. Hell, some places have been overrun by the damn things. Do you really think we would stand a chance in their lands? We have no idea the size of the planet, the terrain and how many creatures reside in this unknown place. Sending an army in blind might as well be a death sentence. The disadvantage is too great.”

      More murmurs from the officials followed my speech, giving King Partel a lot to think over. While my words were direct, I figured they weren’t anything he hadn’t heard before. Still, he chose to present the plan, meaning he must have viewed it as the best option available.

      “What would you propose we do instead?” He asked when the room quieted.

      “Proceed as we have been. The snow is our chance to close the remaining portals with less threat of enemies coming through. Defeat the stragglers, reclaim the lost territories, and break their connection to our world. Hopefully creating the portals is a difficult process–meaning it would take a while before they reappear during the spring. The hope is to overwhelm them on our grounds, forcing them to surrender.” I hit the table for emphasis as I spoke the last word.

      “I still believe we can do more.” The king rose from his seat, looking out to all his officials. “I agree that going into an unknown situation without preparation is foolish, but we also don’t want to appear afraid when facing the enemy. This is our land! We should be the ones to stand up to our foes and let them know that they don’t scare us!” Now he was the one hitting the table, riling up the others in the room. “If we don’t stand up for our city, who will? We will start small…with scouts. Yes, that’s what we will do. Send in a team to explore the land and report back with the information we will need to defeat the Troll-kins within their own boundaries.” His words played out like a conversation–with him as the only speaker.

      “Excellent idea, Your Grace.” The man seated closest to the king–after me–stood up, small claps accompanying his praise.

      The others joined in now, appearing to whole-heartedly agree with his statements. I on the other hand did not.

      “Problem solved. Trevor, what do you think?” He turned his smile on me, awaiting my agreement to his plan.

      “I don’t share your people’s enthusiasm, Your Grace,” I said, trying the polite route.

      The officials were once again shocked by my bluntness, becoming quiet as they took their seats, the time for clapping having passed.

      “It seems you’re the minority in this regard.” King Partel smirked, knowing his words would become law.

      “I don’t think you will like what you find…if your scouts even return in the first place,” I told him, remembering the missive about the six connected planets.

      Harkin, the Troll-kins home world, was said to be worse than the planet Organar where humans are raised as livestock. How anything could be worse than that, I struggle to understand, but it doesn’t bode well from those that wander into their world. Being a slave is the best life one can hope to have on that planet, but even that is a far cry from Lornia’s poorest civilian.

      “How will we know if we never venture into the unknown? Lester, write this down.” He turned his attention to the older man in the back corner, a roll of parchment spread across his small table and a pre-inked quill in his hand. “Preparations to explore the troll's home planet will begin immediately. We will start by forming our scouting unit. Trevor..” His head shot to his left so that he was facing me. “Who can you spare for our cause? Norlan would be a good leader. Or even her.” He nodded in Susanna’s direction, acknowledging her presence for the first time as she stood silently beside the wall near the door.

      No fucking way.

      “That’s not gonna happen,” I snapped, forgetting to mind my manners.

      Murmurs and gasps arose at my rejection, the officials trying to stay on the king’s good side. I couldn’t care less about how I appeared, the bridge that was our relationship seeming to crumble with the look on the king's face.

      “As a king’s order, I hope you will reconsider,” King Partel said with a calm and even yet authoritative tone.

      “And as a Master Mage, I must decline your order. I will not volunteer my people for what I suspect is no more than a suicide mission. Send all the people you want, but they won’t be from Arenia Harbor and certainly not from my personal guard.” I could feel my temperature rising, the request leaving me seething.

      Having said my piece, I headed for the door, needing to cool my head about the whole situation. The guards that stood beside the closed doorway blocked my path as I approached, their spears locked in an ‘x’ formation.

      “I would reconsider your next actions if I were you. I like you, Trevor, and while I will overlook some of the more minor flaws of your character, I will not stand for insubordination. Come sit back down, let us discuss a more fitting solution.” King Partel gestured to my vacant seat, all eyes on me, awaiting my decision.

      I turned from the king, glaring at the guards with growing annoyance–I just wanted them to move.

      “Step aside,” I growled, glowering at their stiff forms.

      They banged their spears together, wordlessly saying they were there to stay. Their refusal fueled my growing rage, the atmosphere in the court turning heavy. I remained in place, holding my ground, Susanna’s fists clenching in response to the change in the air, ready for a fight even without a weapon, her weapons having been stripped from her person before we were allowed entry into the castle.

      I didn’t realize the effects of my building hatred until the man in front of me gripped his chest, air eluding him as he began gasping. A few seconds later and the second guard reacted in the same way, his face taking on a purple hue.

      Confused, I turned to face the officials, wondering if anyone would alert the medics of the mysterious illness. Instead, I found more gasping faces, even the king seeming to have trouble breathing. A surge of energy pulsed through my body when the first man dropped to his knees, the ruby reacting to his weakened state. I gripped the gem around my neck, the power charging, creating an ominous glow as it stole the life force of those in the room.

      A hand gripping my robe pulled me back from my indifference, my eyes meeting Susanna’s pleading ones as she felt the life draining from her hunched form. I dropped the ruby, letting it fall back to my chest and breathed deeply, trying to quell my rising emotions. The task was difficult, the King’s demands still fresh, but closing my eyes helped and I finally felt the power recede, returning me to a more normal state.

      “Let’s go,” I told Susanna whose face revealed her relief, finally able to catch her breath.

      Pushing past the downed guards, I left while the rest of the room recuperated, not wanting to find out what happened to someone who almost took the lives of everyone in the royal courtroom—unintentional though it was. As we walked at a hurried pace, I examined the ruby, finding that it’s power had been restored, the living souls having fueled its recharge. And here I thought only the dead could restore the gem, I thought to myself, a bit excited by the controversial power. Just what other secrets was it hiding?

      Seeing a familiar guard as we passed the training ground, I halted our walk, stopping the man before he could pass us by.

      “I need my eagle-kin,” I demanded, figuring he would remember our earlier exchange.

      He looked down the hall to see if there was anyone escorting us before asking, “Leaving so soon?”

      “Yes, so I’ll need my transport.” When he didn’t move right away, I shouted, “Today!”, while another wave of power surged through my body.

      The guard jumped, startled by my demand, and finally seeming to understand his role in our exchange, he rushed off to where I could only assume they were keeping my eagle-kin.

      “Now what?” Susanna questioned, her eyes trained on the hallway we had just sped walked through, expecting a horde of people to appear any minute.

      “Let’s head outside, we want to be ready for take off as soon as that guard comes back with Ciyin and the others.

      She nodded and just as we turned to head toward the front of the castle, the sound of feet on the tiled floor echoed through the hall. In a matter of seconds, guards were upon us, their spears pointed at our throats. I don’t want to make an enemy of Crimm, but if I have to I will, I found myself thinking, the heat flowing from the gem and into my body, spreading to the tips of my fingers, ready to ignite at my will. King Partel brought up the rear, signaling for the guards to step aside so that he could reach us in the center of the crowd.

      “Stand down,” he commanded the guards, their weapons slowly lowering, unsure they really wanted to follow his order.

      Taking a few steps backward, the guards gave us room to breathe, our lives no longer threatened in the moment.

      “Let’s try again,” King Partel said, his tone lighter, trying to regain control of the situation. “Say we don’t need any of your soldiers for the scouting mission, will you instead help reclaim our lost territories? We also need mages to help close the remaining portals that we won’t be sending our men through. The more we eliminate, the better off we will be when the spring hits.”

      Finally, he was beginning to make sense. “That, I can do,” I told him matter-of-factly, grateful he didn’t seem to dwell on what happened in the courtroom, no deaths having occurred from my newfound power.

      “Great!” he exclaimed, clapping his hands together as much of a show of excitement as it was a command for his guards to break it up and return to their posts.

      When the mass of armored men dispersed, we were left with the king and two of his personal guards.

      “Let’s discuss this somewhere more private,” the king said, leading us down an alternate hallway to one of the rooms in the back.

      The guards took their posts beside the door frame when the king led us into a large office space, a sturdy wooden desk engraved with intricate carvings set in the middle of the room. King Partel sat behind the desk, waving Susanna and I to join him by taking the two available chairs across from him.

      “First order of business, Rand. Thousands perished in the massive invasion led by the Troll-kin. Not only did they wipe out the military personnel, but the civilians as well. As you know, few were spared from their destructive cause, most of which ended up in your port city. Wiping out the Lornians wasn’t enough for the monsters—they decided to claim the territory as their own and began immigrating to our planet. As far as we can tell, communication with them is not a possibility and any mediators sent to discuss their terms have been killed on sight.”

      “Why bother trying to talk with them? We should just blow them away.” I flipped my palm toward the ceiling creating a small, controlled, orb of fire in my hand for emphasis.

      “Now that we have exhausted all other options, we plan to wipe them out entirely–even if it means losing the entire city structure. That’s where you come in. I can provide a team if needed, but you will be the main force against the enemy. We must wipe them out before word spreads and more appear thinking they can claim the land for their own use.”

      “You should have led with that,” I told him with a smirk.

      “If you can spare any mages, we could definitely use their help in closing the portals.”

      “As long as none of them are ordered to enter them, I’m sure they would be willing to help,” I answered, thinking of Tiffe and Mist.

      “Wonderful! I’m glad we could reach an understanding. A beacon of flame that will defeat the darkness–I expect great things for you,” he said with a hint of sarcasm veiled in overconfidence. “My decoy is currently advising the civilians of our plans, trying to quell the unrest that is building from the incoming news of the invasions. It is important for a king to appear before his subjects, especially in times of war.”

      I stifled a laugh, finding irony in his statement. I almost forgot that the young looking king was practically a prisoner in his own home, his court officials being the only ones to revere him as the king while the people of Crimm looked upon an aged stand-in for their hope of a brighter future.

      “What are your plans for the dryads?” Susanna interjected, her mind still on my promise to help find out what happened to her family.

      The king paused for a moment, choosing his next words carefully. “While we have plans to attack, our goal being the release of the enslaved humans, unfortunately now is not the time. There are matters of a much greater importance.”

      Her face soured, clearly not happy with his response.

      “Say I needed to find someone that was taken by the dryads….what would be the best way to do that?” I presented our future plan as a question, not really understanding what we would be up against if we were to wander into the dryad territory.

      “Without declaring an all out war?”

      “If that can be avoided, yes,” I answered, knowing it would probably be Susanna and I alone on the mission.

      He put his thumb and index finger to his chin, thinking about a plausible solution to my question.

      “If it's a few people you are trying to help, I think your best bet would be to blend in. Play the part of a dryad in the market for some slaves, find the holder of those you seek and buy them from their original owners. In and out without drawing much attention to yourselves…that is if you can manage to not draw attention to yourselves.” He squinted. “You definitely can’t use your magic once you cross the border into dryad territory.”

      “Is blending in even a possibility?” I asked, figuring a couple of humans would stand out in a land filled with dryads.

      “A good majority of dryads are of mixed blood–even with the prejudices they hold against humans, so most appear human on the outside. It’s their aura that separates a true dryad from a human in those cases,” he said thoughtfully.

      “And how would we fake a dryad aura?” I huffed, thinking it was an impossible task.

      “You can find a potion that will give you the desired results, although not every potion shop will have what you seek. It’s hit or miss really.” The king shrugged, feeling like he had provided enough answers to my question.

      “Is there one in Crimm?” I ignored his obvious desire to be finished with the conversation and prodded further, needing to know what my next step would be.

      I knew of Crazy Lim’s Magical Emporium, but I would rather avoid going to Trimi if I could.

      “Of course we do. Marty’s Magical Makin’s is one of a few in this city. Clruss also has a few if you are interested in heading that way instead. I can’t guarantee they will have what you need though–it’s not every day that a human chooses to waltz into dryad territory, after all.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. If there is nothing else, we’ll go check out the magic shops around your kingdom. Thank you for the information. After that we should head back to Arenia Harbor and make the necessary preparations for our army to move on Rand.” I told the king, ready to leave the stuffy atmosphere of his office.

      “Do you need a guide?” He offered as I turned to leave.

      I wanted to refuse, but the task would take twice as long since I had no idea where things were located in the city.

      “I’ll take you up on that, thank you.”

      “Get Ginny,” he said to no one in particular, the guard to the right of the door silently slipping from the room.

      Five minutes of awkward silence later and a girl of about my younger sister’s age walked into the room, her green eyes wide as she awaited the king’s orders.

      “My guests need a guide for the city. They want to visit the magic shops. Make sure to take them to the best spots in town.” His eyebrows raised with his final statement as if implying something that only the girl would understand.

      “Yes, Yer Grace,” the girl responded, her hand resting on her chest as she curtsied slightly.

      “Have fun.” The king smiled, freeing us from his audience.

      Susanna and I followed Ginny as she led us through the castle halls and finally out of the front door.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      Lucky for us the upper city where the castle was located also held the majority of the businesses, so we were able to walk to the three magic shops that existed in Crimm. The first was a massive stone building with giant windows in the front displaying all of the magical items the store had to offer. Ginny waited by the front door while we walked into the crowded shop, the scent of lavender heavy in the air. Customers dressed in fine attire browsed the stocked shelves, the prices reflecting the wealth of the clientele. All of the items radiated a small amount of energy, telling me that there was some legitimacy to the claims the display signs made.

      I picked up a small vile of a bright pink liquid, swirling it in the glass jar as I inspected the glittering aura.

      “Love potion,” a shop attendee appeared beside me, dressed in a button up shirt and a pair of nice pants.

      “Interesting,” I said, my tone revealing the sarcasm of my words.

      “Trust me this stuff works. A few drops and the person will confess their love to you.” He continued, clearly not recognizing my disinterest.

      “I didn’t ask, but good to know.” I put the bottle down, hoping he would take the hint.

      When he didn’t move away, I decided to accept the help. “I’m looking for a potion that can mimic the energy signature of a dryad.”

      The young man bit his lip, going through the vast collection of potion bottles that lined the walls in his mind.

      “I don’t think we carry that one, sir. But, let me ask my master.” He raised his hands telling me to stay where I was before running toward the back of the shop, presumably where the potion maker resided.

      I turned back toward the shelves, interested in what else could be bottled and sold for a profit in this world.

      “Master Trevor!” Susanna said excitedly, rushing to my side with an incredibly small bottle of some sticky blue liquid.

      I accepted the outstretched item, reading the label. “Heat of the night. What is this?” I asked her, unsure what she was trying to show me.

      “The description said it helps heat things up in the bedroom,” she responded with a seductive stare.

      I’ve got all the heat we need, I thought to myself, but still found myself interested in what the words implied.

      “It’s an aphrodisiac,” the young man murmured from behind me, having failed to announce his presence once again.

      I nearly jumped away from the man, turning as I waved for Susanna to put the potion away while waiting for the answer to my question.

      “I’m sorry, but we don’t carry what you seek in our store. My master said I should show you some other great potions that we do carry, if you are interested.”

      “I’m not.” I cut him off, not wanting to be stuck placating the young man as he waltzed us around the crowded store.

      Pushing through the store door, I signaled to Ginny, ready for her to lead us to store number two. The second store was slightly smaller in scale, a more rustic feel to the building. From the small windows at the front of the shop, we could see a few other customers within the store, the atmosphere a lot less hectic. The wooden door creaked when we pushed it open, a small bell alerting the owner of our presence.

      “Welcome. I’m Marty. If ya need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” An older man with a thick brown beard said from behind the counter, his smile inviting despite his massive size.

      I nodded, taking a minute to inspect the merchandise before I would take him up on his offer. Tables filled the room, each laden with potions and gems all holding a decent magical aura. The items seemed to be of better quality despite the smaller scale of the store and the lack of customers. This must be why the king recommended his shop first, I realized, seeing that Marty himself held a decent amount of magic.

      When I didn’t find what I was looking for after a few laps around the store, I went over to the counter to address the burly man who tended it.

      “I need a potion that will give me the aura of a dryad,” I told him, still unsure if it really existed or if the king was getting his revenge for what happened in his courtroom.

      “I’m sorry, it’s not something I can make,” he said immediately, quite familiar with the merchandise he carried in the store. “Not sure many would be able to do that for ya. Have ya tried Milnard’s a few blocks over?” He questioned, referring to the popular magic store we had already visited.

      “Yeah, they didn’t have it either,” I told him with a shrug.

      At least he didn’t look at me like I was insane, meaning the item most likely existed.

      “Thanks anyway,” I said, preparing to leave the store. “Susanna,” I called out in an even tone, seeing her across the room gazing at some of the higher-spec gems.

      “Yes, Master!” She perked up when she heard my voice, eagerly rushing to my side.

      I led her out of the store to where Ginny stood quietly.

      “You said there was another shop?” I asked her, having little hope for this one as well.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied meekly, avoiding eye contact.

      “Master Mage Trevor,” I corrected her.

      “Yes, Master Mage Trevor,” Ginny replied obediently. “It’s a bit off the beaten path though….if ya still want to go.” She wrung her hands together, unsure she should even bring up the topic.

      “If there is a chance they have what I’m looking for, then yes, I want to go.” When she didn’t point out the direction we should head in after I agreed to follow, I added, “What are you waiting for? Lead the way.”

      “Yes, of course. ‘Em sorry, Master Mage Trevor.” Her eyes hit the ground when she finally started to lead the way.

      She wasn’t lying when she said it was off the beaten path. Not only was the place past the wall of the business section, it was in a cramped alley, garbage lining the pathway leading up to a hovel of a building. I remembered my own words—if they have what we need, it doesn’t matter what the place looks like—while trying not to judge too harshly by the putrid smell alone.

      “Ginny, you will come in with us this time,” I told her, afraid she’d be carted off by the rough looking figures that seemed to prowl around in the dim lighting.

      She nodded, getting in line behind Susanna as we walked through the small doorway in single file. The candles in the crude chandelier flickered when we entered, the store dark and dank from the lack of appropriately sized windows, the only two being long and thin, barely any light shining in from the outside.

      No one was in the shop, making me believe the place was abandoned, the few items displayed taking on a disheveled appearance, laying haphazardly on the shelves and tables within the space.

      “Anyone home?” I called out, not expecting an answer.

      “They were open as of last week,” Ginny said quietly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it was like this,” she apologized, her hand covering her nose, trying to muffle the strong smell of urine and mold.

      “Here! I’m in here!” A desperate voice called out from the back room, and loud crash and the sound of breaking glass following the shouts. “Whew!” A rat-looking man burst through the back door, struggling to pull himself from the vortex of a mess that was the back room.

      The man was short and stocky, a few stubbles of hair gracing his forehead. His front teeth were longer than the rest of his teeth, protruding from his mouth. If he wasn’t a half-fey, he definitely had me fooled.

      “Greetings customers. Welcome to my humble shop,” the man said, taking in our attire and deciding we were well-off. “What can I do for ya?” He folded his hands on the counter in front of him, trying to appear professional despite the squalor surrounding him.

      A shelf fell from the wall behind him, the bottles shattering when they hit the ground, but he didn’t flinch, his smile unwavering as he awaited our response.

      “I need a potion that will give me the aura of a dryad. Two if you have them,” I repeated my needs while side-eying the shop, my expectations lowering with each new discovery in the room.

      “Of course, valued customers. Here at Lumiere’s we have all yer potion needs. One sec, if ya please,” he said, rushing off toward the back room. He stuck his head back out of the doorway and added, “Don’t be going nowhere now, ya hear?” He smiled, the facial movement looking more sinister than friendly.

      I feigned a smile back, my skin crawling. When he left, I examined the goods with a more discerning eye, all of the vials showing no signs of holding magic. Picking up a small container from the table behind me, I swirled the yellow-green liquid around, seeing if any spark of magic was revealed. Nothing. Reaching for another, I felt disgust building in me, knowing the place was nothing but a scam.

      “Found them. Yes-siree.” The man reappeared holding two vials of slightly different colored liquids. “Just drink this baby down and voila! Dryad? Human? Who knows, right? A perfect solution for ya needs.”

      “Is that so?” I held out my hand, taking the potion from him.

      Tipping the jar, the green sludge sloshed in the container, somehow looking even more unappetizing than when it was stationary. The top half of the glass container was dyed a faded green, the liquid seeming to have evaporated over time. Still no traces of magic appeared from the potions.

      “How much are you asking for this?” I was curious how much money he would try to steal from us for this concoction that would probably leave us hurling for hours.

      The man paused, mulling it over as he judged how much money he thought we might carry on our person.

      “One gold coin…each,” he said confidently, trying to persuade us of the rareness of the item we held.

      “A gold coin? That much… really?” Susanna couldn’t contain her shock at the exorbitant amount of money the man sought.

      “I mean it is a rare commodity. Not gonna find this one in any other shop in this city, let me tell ya. Just here. And only two of ‘em too. Supply and demand and all that, right? This be a business after all.”

      I felt my anger rising, but I tried to contain it, wanting to give the man the opportunity to confess his lies.

      “Are you sure this actually works? I don’t want to be killed or sent into servitude because I entered dryad territory without a disguise,” I told him, letting him know that the potions validity was a matter of life or death for us.

      “One hundred percent. Just drink it before the border and stroll through the streets with ease.” He smiled, rubbing his hand together thinking about the money he would make if he sold us his lies.

      I narrowed my eyes, leaning in closer to him before asking, “and what if I told you I’m aware there is no magic in these potions? That they’re nothing more than goop in a jar. Would you still try to sell them to me for a gold coin each?”

      “Good, sir. I don’t know who told you that, but my products are the real deal. I make ‘em myself. You won’t find this nowhere and if I sell out, the next time I make them the price will be doubled!” He retorted, starting to get defensive

      “Alright, then you drink it.” I held the container still in my possession out to him. “If I can sense a dryad’s aura in you, then I will pay not only for the remaining one, but also the one that you drank—no questions asked.”

      His grimy face paled, eying the jarred food poisoning.

      “D-don’t you need two? I wouldn’t want to drink up the stock, ya know.” He tried his best to talk his way out of it, only further grating on my nerves.

      Reaching my breaking point, I threw the vial to the ground, the green sludge staining the floor when the glass broke. I couldn’t stand the thought of this man scamming his customers without an ounce of remorse.

      “You’re gonna have ta–” he began to say, his face distorted in anger.

      I lit my hand on fire, holding the flame inches from his face, cutting off his words.

      “I’ll ask again. Are you selling legitimate potions in your store?”

      The flame reflected in his eyes, his attempt to make words failing him as they came out in mere stutters.

      “Do any of these do anything you claim they do?” While he leaned closer to the wall behind him, wishing he could phase through to the other side, I turned to the stocked table beside me, grabbing the closest bottle. “Tears of a puffin fly–smooth out your wrinkles with just one sip.” I read out the label, looking to him for confirmation.

      He shook his head repeatedly, confirming what I already knew. I let the glass bottle drop to the floor, picking up the one next to it.

      “Essence of the horned rabbit–increases your energy ten-fold.” Again, I raised an eyebrow in his direction, his head movements reflecting the truth. Another bottle hit the floor and finished with the charade, I swiped my arm across the table, sending all of his merchandise to the floor. The glass shattered on impact, the liquid inside being absorbed by the thick layer of dust that coated the worn, wooden floorboards.

      “Stop! I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” He held his hands out in front of him, his palms facing me, trying to calm my fury at his schemes. “I shouldn’t have tried to con you like that. They aren’t real, it’s all fake. Okay? Okay? Are we good?”

      As I glared at him, the door to the shop swung open, a man in his twenties entering. He paused when he saw the mess on the floor, his eyes shifting from the shop owner to myself, unsure what to make of the situation.

      “I’m sorry. Excuse me,” he said, slowly backing out of the shop.

      I didn’t care and let him go, not bothering to explain myself to the bystander. His presence made me realize just how much of a disservice this man was doing to the city of Crimm. As shitty as his shop appeared and as obscure of a location, people still came to him with legitimate needs and this man swindled them—giving them dirty water in exchange for their hard-earned money.

      “Get out,” I growled, pointing at the door behind me.

      The man looked confused, wondering if he had heard me wrong.

      “You no longer have a business here in Crimm. Get out, or go down with your ‘ship,’” I repeated the demand in different words, expecting him to respond or at least move at my suggestion.

      When he made no effort to obey, I shot a fire orb at the side wall, the wood and glass cracking on impact. He protected his head, cowering in fear, but still refused to leave the shop.

      “I’d get out if I were you,” Susanna said with a giggle, enjoying the show.

      Ginny slunk away from me, retreating to the corner, fear reflecting in her eyes.

      “Get her out of here.” I pointed to the guide and Susanna rushed to her side, pulling her arm as she led her out of the smoke-filled space.

      With the girls safely out of the way, I let my rage run wild, lighting every last table of merchandise on fire. I went into the room behind the checkout desk, the office space littered with paperwork and important documents, and I lit those on fire too. When I moved from the shop owner’s view, he screamed, taking it as his opportunity to flee from the shop. That was always an option, so I didn’t bother chasing him, the flames continuing to flow freely from my hands, devouring every inch of the building.

      I turned to leave the office, when a bright light coming from the broken desk caught my attention. I pushed back the flames that threatened to consume the object, pulling an emerald gem from the rubble. Hmph, so there is something that contains real magic in this crummy shop, I thought to myself, slipping the gem into my pocket.

      Walking through the flames, I made my way outside, finding Susanna standing with her foot on the downed shop owner, keeping him from escaping.

      “I suggest you find a new line of work,” I said, crouching down closer so that he could hear my words. Standing back up, I admired my handy work, the flames eating through the sorry excuse for windows at the front of the store.

      “Let’s go,” I waved the girls to follow me, leaving the man to wallow in the collapse of his potions shop.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      The eagle-kin were ready and waiting when we returned to the castle, the king having no complaints about us leaving as soon as possible. I thanked Ginny for being our guide, the poor girl barely able to utter a response before scurrying away–I guess I could have handled that better, but oh well. When we were alone with the eagle-kin, I figured that meant we were safe to leave, so I had Susanna strap herself in, ready to get home and prepare for our next mission. Before I could get in the harness myself, the king showed up with his entourage of guards.

      Waving an authoritative hand my way, he called me over, needing to speak with me again. I sighed inwardly, just ready to be on my way.

      “I’m sorry that you didn’t find what you were looking for,” he said, nodding his head apologetically. “Oh, and thank you for cleaning up a bit of the scum in Crimm.” He laughed heartily, having already heard about the shop we destroyed before we even made it back to his castle.

      I got the feeling he made sure Ginny led us to that hovel. There was no way he would whole-heartily recommend it to a Master Mage knowing the quality of the merchandise the owner peddled. I remained quiet, not wanting to go into details about the destroyed shop, but also figuring the king had heard enough about it without the need for me to explain myself.

      Pulling out a small, rolled up parchment from his pocket, King Partel held it out to me as he said, “this came for you while you were out.”

      Accepting the missive, I unrolled it eagerly, wondering what was so important that it couldn’t wait for my return.

      Master Mage Trevor,

      Your father arrived in Arenia Harbor shortly after your departure. He came with news of your niece’s birth back in Pangea. He wishes for you to pass this message along to Lidia and to bring her to the mansion as soon as possible to meet the baby. He offered to do it himself, but I advised him against it, not wanting to mess up the entry and exit points after you had just figured them out. After much grumbling, he returned to his home world, but promised to be back in one week’s time if he received no word from you. I apologize I was unable to do more.

      
        
        Norlan

      

      

      I sighed in an overexaggerated manner, already changing my plans in my head. Although a bit of a hiccup to the original travel schedule, I was at least grateful that Norlan was able to get my father to leave from the same place he appeared, my entry place into Lornia remaining unchanged.

      “Everything alright?” The king asked, still standing by.

      “Yep, just need to take a slight detour before I head back to Arenia Harbor is all. My sister had her baby.” I smiled, letting him know it was a happy occasion.

      “Congratulations to her. A joyous occasion indeed.” He responded sincerely, his smile reaching his eyes.

      “I promise to assemble my soldiers as soon as I return from Trimi,” I assured him, knowing that his congratulations were nothing more than platitudes.

      “Thank you for your cooperation. I look forward to seeing you again soon,” the king said, turning to leave with his guards in tow.

      Feeling that things had concluded in Crimm, I headed back to where the eagle-kin and Susanna waited, quickly telling them of our plan changes. In a way, the detour benefited us, since we’d be able to check out Lim’s shop while we were in Trimi. Although night was nearing, we decided to leave anyway, Ciyin ensuring that flying in the dark would be fine. Strapped into the harness, I reached for the gem’s power, heating the space around us so that we wouldn’t freeze on the flight to Trimi.
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      “Your Grace, are you sure it was the best idea to just let him go?” Lester approached the king, his finished scroll from the official gathering earlier that day in hand.

      The sun had long set, the torches lighting up the study where the king continued to sift through the mountain of important documents that graced the corner of his desk. The king’s quill paused, and he lifted his head to look at his scribe.

      “What other choice did we have?” He asked in confidence, not needing an answer, knowing that the scribe would never repeat his candid words. “I would rather let it slide and keep that man our ally than to attempt to control him and face his wrath. Besides, getting rid of Lumiere’s place did us a service. It’s not as easy as you would think to shut down a business the legal way. ”

      “That’s not it–H-he nearly killed you, Your Grace. Nearly killed us all.” Lester felt the need to warn his king. “I just don’t see in him what you do. He’s dangerous–”

      “Enough!” King Partel held his hand up toward the scribe, his eyes glaring daggers in the man’s direction.

      Realizing he had overstepped his authority, Lester’s hands shot up to his mouth. Before the man could apologize and beg for the king’s forgiveness, King Partel’s features softened, his hand lowering back to the paperwork in front of him.

      “Trust me, your concerns are noted. I’ve already put a team on him to watch his movements. If I think him dangerous, he will be dealt with. Heaven help us if that time comes, for I fear we will be the ones left begging for mercy.” King Partel softly murmured the last sentence, knowing the old scribe didn’t need any more stress on his shoulders. “That’s enough for tonight, Lester. Tomorrow we will hold the first strategy meeting for the exploration of the portal realm. Mage Trevor is a topic for another day.”

      “Of course, Your Grace.” Lester bowed to the king before slipping out of the office door.

      When alone, the guards all posted outside of the study, the king put his head in his hands, letting himself remember and feel the weight of what happened during his meeting earlier in the day. The way it felt to have the very life being stolen from his body—to be brought right to the edge of death and then spared. Even Trevor didn’t realize just how powerful he was, so what did that mean for his enemies? For the people of Lornia? He’d already witnessed what happened if someone pissed him off–the back alley shop having been reduced to ash and charred metal. King Partel could only hope that Trevor remained in control of his emotions and his powers, and that Crimm remained in his good graces.
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      The flock touched ground in Trimi the following day after a whole day of flying. I didn’t want to waste any time, so again, the only breaks we took were for short meals or to relieve ourselves. When we reached the city, we landed outside of my sister’s home, the eagle-kin exhausted and eager to follow the groundskeeper to the holding barn after setting down their cargo.

      “Trevor! Susanna!” Lidia rushed out of the stone cottage, a newborn swaddled against her chest.

      Her growing family decided to put some roots down in Lornia, so of course I helped fund the house they now lived in. A much smaller dwelling than my own, but it has its own charms. The white stone contrasted the dark thatched roof, and the property housed a barn, storage shed and enough space for a small garden.

      “I wasn’t sure if you would come to see your nephew,” she said breathlessly, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “Why wouldn’t we?” I asked, failing to mention we weren’t exactly there for her as I reciprocated the hug, trying not to put any pressure on the sleeping baby.

      Susanna moved in closer trying to sneak a peek at the newborn, excited by all of the new family members.

      Lidia pushed back from my hug, narrowing her eyes as if trying to read my thoughts. “Wait a minute…there’s no way you were able to make it here that fast…the raven only left two days ago.” She slapped my shoulder playfully, figuring it out for herself. “So, what are you really doing here?” Her eyes shifted from me to Susanna.

      “Hannah had her baby too.” I gave her an unapologetic smile and a shrug. “Mom and Dad want us to drop by. This works out though, now I don’t have to make two trips.” I said the last part to myself, knowing it wouldn’t go over well with my sister.

      “I’m an auntie!” She exclaimed excitedly, holding her baby close as she spun in a small circle. “Well, whether or not you came here for it, you still have to meet your nephew.” She pouted, suddenly remembering her own bundle of joy was pretty new to the world and I had yet to acknowledge him.

      Unwrapping the tiny human from the sling across her chest, she placed the sleeping baby in my arms. Soft wisps of blonde hair covered his head, two tiny brown stubs protruding from his forehead, the beginnings of his antlers. The movement caused him to stir, his rainbow colored eyes opening from the disturbance.

      “He’s beautiful,” I told her, missing Cienna and Siofra even more.

      “Graham,” she said softly, her eyes full of love. “You will have one of your own soon and then I will be an auntie to another little one.” She looked up at me with a gentle smile.

      “Her name is Cienna.” I met her smile with my own.

      Her face shifted expressions quickly, going from confusion to happiness to one of hurt.

      “And you didn’t tell me? You dolt!” She slapped my arm, realizing my baby was already out in the world.

      I pivoted, protecting Graham from his mother’s outburst. I really did mess that one up, I thought, wondering if my father was able to meet Cienna when he was there. Guess I’ll hear about that when we head to the mansion back on earth.

      “Are you bringing him with you to visit Hannah?” I continued to rock the baby as I spoke, happy to see his eyes had closed again and he was sleeping soundly in my arms.

      “I want to…but do you think it’s safe?”

      I thought about it for a moment, not wanting to give her a hasty reply. “The trip there is safe, but when we come back, we will be in Arenia Harbor. The flight would be a few days at full speed—which probably isn’t the best for a newborn, especially in this weather. I don’t mind if you stay with us until the spring if you still want to bring him along, but I’ll leave that up to you.”

      Her eye twitched, making it obvious that she hadn’t thought about how she would make it back to Trimi once we were in Lornia again.

      “Mommy!” A small voice from behind us broke the flow of our conversation.

      I turned to see a little girl running through the snow before she plowed into Lidia’s legs, hugging them tightly. Pete walked slowly behind her, a huge grin on his face and a brown bag filled with food supplies in his hands.

      “Say hello, Harmony,” Lidia told the little girl, stroking her hair.

      She looked up at me, her gray eyes wide. Burying her face in her mother’s pant leg she said, “Hi,” her voice a mere whisper.

      Pete joined us at the front of the house, kissing Lidia on the cheek before he turned his attention to me.

      “Master Mage Trevor, it’s good to see you again.”

      “You too. I trust you have been treating Lady Lidia well,” I said with a bit of an intimidating tone, speaking to him as the brother of his girl and not as a master mage.

      “Trevor!” Lidia exclaimed playfully, letting me know to back off.

      “Of course. Only the best for her,” he responded to my question, not minding that I asked. “So, what brings you to Trimi? You can’t have got our message yet. Did another portal show up in the harbor?”

      “No, no. Nothing like that. I’m here for Lidia.” I filled him in on the baby situation, extending an invitation if he wished to join us, knowing my mom and dad would want to see Graham as well.

      “We would probably have to stay over there or with Trevor in his castle until the warmer weather hits. I don’t think Graham or even Harmony would be able to tolerate the flight and we definitely couldn’t travel on the ground right now.” Lidia added, making sure Pete had all of the information before making a decision.

      “I’m fine either way, but that would mean leaving our house unattended for the harsh winter,” he said thoughtfully, glancing over at their moderately sized home.

      While Trimi was one of the more established cities I had seen in Lornia, that didn’t mean there weren’t any homeless people roaming the streets. Many vacant houses end up as dwellings for squatters during winter, the patrollers turning a blind eye in most cases, preferring to overlook the crime than to find the frozen bodies of the less fortunate in the streets. If Lidia and Pete chose to leave their house for the duration of winter, the chance of someone else moving in while they were away was almost one hundred percent.

      “Can’t your servants look after the place for you?” I asked, wondering if their staff would really just let someone into their master’s home while they were away.

      “Other than the groundskeeper, we haven’t hired anyone to care for our home. We didn’t really see the need. Maybe in the spring we’ll look for a gardener, but I think we can handle the chores for a home this size,” Pete responded, glancing at Lidia for her agreement.

      Even with a smaller home, I couldn’t imagine going back to life without servants, but it was their choice, not mine, so I didn’t argue.

      “The groundskeeper doesn’t stay on the property–he leaves when his duties are completed for the day.” Lidia added, answering my next question before I could ask it. “Maybe it would be best to wait it out. Would you be willing to take us to see them again once spring comes?” She directed her question to me.

      “No problem. I’m sure by then I’ll have to make my own trip again anyway, so there shouldn’t be any issues,” I responded confidently.

      I didn’t know what our lives would look like in the springtime, but I couldn’t imagine not having a little time to spare to visit Earth.

      “Alright, then that decides it. I’ll go with Trevor now to see our parents and then in the spring we can all go. Will you be alright alone with the two of them?” Lidia looked at Pete with questioning eyes.

      “I can have Susanna stay behind if you need an extra hand,” I offered, immediately noticing the shift in Susanna’s expression.

      I knew she wanted to come with us, but she would never object to my order, so I left the decision up to Pete.

      “No worries, I got this,” Pete responded without needing to think about it. “Besides, it’s only going to be for a little while. I have to learn to care for the littles myself if we plan to have a bunch more in the future.” He smiled mischievously at Lidia, her expression revealing that she shared his thoughts.

      “That settles it then. Lidia pack your things, we’ll leave straight away,” I told her, ignoring the flirtatious mood between the couple.

      “What about Lim’s, Master Trevor,” Susanna whispered, reminding me of our original goal.

      “Come on, little brother. You can at least stay the night. We’ll leave first thing in the morning. Don’t you wanna see the nice house you had built for us? You never visit and you both look exhausted.” She placed her hand on Susanna’s shoulder leading her into the quaint building.

      It was true that while I took care of the arrangements for their home to be built, I left before the project had been finished and was so wrapped up in developing Arenia Harbor that I never came back to see how things turned out. Plus, as much as I hated to admit it, the days of straight flying, first to Crimm and then to Trimi, were taking their toll on me and I still needed to visit Trimi’s potion shop.

      “Alright, one night. I have a shop I want to check out anyway.” I pretended to be swayed by her insistence, letting myself be led into the warm house.

      The front door of the stone cottage led into an open living area, a roaring fireplace heating the interior of the home. The space was furnished and well decorated, the dark stone floors contrasting the white of the fireplace brick. Beyond the living area was a kitchen space and a dining table, the set up similar to an Earth-styled kitchen, but lacked the modern appliances that required electricity to run. Steam billowed from a pot that sat on the open flame, a nice smell coming from whatever they were cooking. Large windows were featured over the open fire pit. They were left opened slightly, minimizing the amount of smoke that accumulated indoors.

      “The bedrooms are upstairs,” Lidia said as I looked around the home.

      “You have ta see my room!” Harmony bounced around me excitedly, her shyness suddenly overpowered by the desire to show off her personal space.

      “Well, what do you say, Uncle Trevor?” Lidia teased.

      “Lead the way,” I answered, trying to muster some enthusiasm for the little girl who waited anxiously.

      A squeal of excitement left her mouth and the next thing I knew I was being led by the finger to the second story of the home. Four bedrooms had been built upstairs, one of which remained empty. I glanced briefly at each before being dragged into Harmony’s room, her smile wide as she showed off every piece of furniture and toy that she owned.

      After twenty minutes of pretending to be surprised at every new thing Harmony showed me, Lidia appeared in the doorway, Susanna right behind her, both wearing expressions of warmth.

      “Parenthood looks good on you, little brother,” she chuckled, leaning against the door frame. “Which is good because you’ll probably end up with an army of kids.” She raised an eyebrow in Susanna’s direction, gaining a wide smile and blush from my companion.

      “I hope so.” I heard her whisper under her breath.

      “Dinner is ready if you’re hungry. Oh, and I would wait to go to town until the morning, you never know when the shops close around here once the sun starts to set,” Lidia advised, turning from the doorway.

      I nodded, following her to the dining room where a modest meal of meat stew and hard rolls waited for us. Harmony ran ahead, being the first to take her usual seat at the table. We talked all through dinner, my sister gushing over her new life with her little family in Trimi. I was happy for her and just as eager to brag about my own situation. Halfway through the conversation, she had to light the candles in the room, the darkness starting to set in. Harmony and Graham were put to bed, leaving the adults to discuss the less savory topics like the ongoing invasions in Lornia.

      Pete disclosed his desire to help out with the portal closures, but I shut him down, letting him know it was more important for him to be with his family right now. If the time came where we needed more help, I would let him know. When we had covered all of the conversation topics, we decided to turn in for the night, ready to catch up on some sleep.

      “We don’t have much of a guest space, but you are welcome to sleep on the couch or in the spare room—-although there is no furniture in there yet,” Lidia said, giving us our choice in where to stay.

      “You can take the couch,” I told Susanna, resigning myself to the floor for the night.

      Luckily, the floor was covered by a wool rug, the plush material making it at least somewhat comfortable. Lidia handed me a blanket before heading to her own room with Pete. As I situated myself on the floor, Susanna crept into the room, her own blanket in her hand.

      “I’d like to sleep beside you master…if that’s okay.”

      “I’ll allow it,” I responded, hoping I wouldn’t regret it later when the snoring started.

      She quickly laid down beside me snuggling in close, her blanket wrapped around us both.

      “Would you like a pleasuring, Master?” She asked, her hand starting to brush across my body, heading toward my manhood.

      “Not tonight, Susanna,” I told her, the location killing any chance of creating an intimate mood.

      “Goodnight, Master Trevor,” she said with a sigh of acceptance, her eyes slowly closing.

      “Goodnight, Susanna,” I whispered back, letting the sleep take me.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The following morning, we awoke at what had to be the crack of dawn to the sound of little feet running through the halls accompanied by a mixture of screaming and giggling. Harmony found our room, not hesitating to throw her little body on top of ours.

      “Sorry!” Pete apologized, rushing into the room a moment later to remove the little girl. “You can’t just jump on people when they’re sleeping.” I heard him telling her as he led her back out of the room.

      Already awake and figuring I should get an early start anyway, I untangled myself from the blankets, making my way to the upstairs bathroom to wash my face. The bathrooms in the cottage took inspiration from Earth, the same as the kitchen did, but again the appliances were replaced with less advanced technology using the things available in Lornia.

      Where a flushing toilet would be, instead sat a relatively large chamber pot with a lid to keep down the smells and on top of the small bathroom cabinet where a sink would usually go was a wide bowl filled with water. Extra water was stored inside the cabinet, ready so it could be refilled as needed.

      I rinsed my face with the available water, and scrubbed my teeth with a scrap of linen and a bit of the sage toothpaste my sister had in a small jar on the sink. When I finished relieving myself, Susanna went in next, and I went down to join the others.

      “Guess you got the morning wake-up call,” Lidia said when she noticed me coming down the stairs.

      She was working at the stove, frying up some eggs for our breakfast, while Pete sat at the table feeding Graham a bottle. I rubbed my eyes, taking a seat beside Pete, trying to not feel like I needed a few more hours of sleep. By the time Susanna joined us downstairs, Lidia had breakfast ready, and we all ate together.

      When the meal ended, I reminded Lidia of my need to visit a shop in town.

      “Do you want to come with us, or will you wait here?” I asked her, wondering if there was anything she needed before we headed off to Earth.

      “I’ll stay here. I need to make sure Harmony understands I’ll be away for a little bit, and I want to spend just a little more time with all of them.”

      I nodded, not sure why she made it seem like she would be gone for weeks.

      “Alright, let’s go Susanna.” I turned to my guard ready to check out Crazy Lim’s Magical Emporium.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Reaching the bottom of the wizard tower, the potion shop looked just as filthy as I remembered it. I opened the door, preparing my eyes for another uncensored display of animalistic sex. To my surprise, Lim sat behind the counter, the foxy fey woman sitting on his lap. It was an improvement at least.

      He perked up a bit seeing a customer enter the shop, but as recognition crossed his face, his shoulders slumped, an audible sigh leaving his lips.

      “Ugh. It’s you again,” he said with clear disgust, his hand stroking the coat of the fey on his lap.

      I glared at him. “Good to see you too,” I replied sarcastically, the feeling mutual.

      Eying the potions on display, I assessed their worth, wondering how many of the containers would actually contain magic this time. Luckily for him, he had acquired new stock, the glow of actual magic coming from a good majority unlike the last time I came to his store.

      “Glad to see your stock isn’t so shitty this time,” I told him, finished with the appraisal.

      “Look, all of the items I sell are genuine. Always have been, always will be. Can’t help it if you ain’t got the ability to see that.” He sneered, purposely trying to start a fight.

      As much as I wanted to put him in his place, there were more important things to focus on today and I didn’t feel the need to burn down a shop that at least sold some legitimate potions.

      “Do you want my business or not?” I raised an eyebrow, ready to leave on principle, the smell of the musk in the shop already starting to seep into my clothing.

      “What can I help ya find, dear customer?” he said in the fakest customer service tone he could muster.

      “I need a potion that can replicate a dryad’s aura,” I told him, figuring I had nothing to lose, even if I didn’t appreciate the man or his condescending attitude.

      “Ha! I got it alright!” He said cheerfully, laughing in a way that made me doubt the sincerity of his words.

      “Just tell me the truth.” My blood started to boil, enraged by the portly man’s mocking tone. “You don’t want to know what happened to the last guy that tried to sell me piss in a jar.”

      “Lucky for you, I’m serious this time,” he said, pushing the fox-fey from his lap to go into the back room. He came out a few moments later with a crate in his hand. “Got this in just a few days ago. Thought I’d have to toss it. Never thought anyone would be lookin’ for such a thing.” He stopped himself from revealing any more information about the product.

      Opening the lid of the crate, he pulled out one of the jars, holding it out for me to see. A bright green liquid inside glowed softly. Analyzing the jar, I checked for magic and found that it held a good amount.

      “The effects last about three days and is supposta make you indistinguishable from a half-dryad. Well, aura way. Can’t help ya if they have magic.” He shrugged, not caring about the intended use of the potion. “So how many ya want?”

      “How much?” I asked, knowing he would try to upsell on a product I knew he didn't even want.

      “Two gold coins per bottle.” The words left his mouth immediately, having no remorse in trying to scam the money from us.

      “I thought you said they were useless?” Susanna spoke up, unable to hold back her disgust at another con man.

      It seemed all shady potion shop merchants were the same—out to scam their customers for all they are worth. I touched her wrist gently, wordlessly telling her to let me handle it.

      “I thought my suppliers might have sent me some junk, but now that I know they are worth sumthin to you, they are worth so much more to me.” He smiled, revealing crooked teeth stained from years of poor dental hygiene and bad decisions.

      “I guess you won’t mind if I point out every potion in here that is nothing more than putrid tasting liquid? Maybe I should break them all…that would be better than you trying to sell them for a profit." I walked to the nearest shelf, knocking off a vial that didn't have even a drop of magic in it.

      “Hey! You’re gonna have to pay for that!” Lim cried, slamming his hands on the counter in front of him.

      “Really? And who is going to make me? You?” I created an orb of fire in my hand, effortlessly passing it from one hand to the other as if playing with a ball. “Since you don’t seem to want to have an honest business transaction, maybe I’ll just drop this and walk away.”

      He mumbled something under his breath, the words inaudible.

      “What was that?” I questioned, a cupped hand to my ear, taunting the man.

      “One silver! Are ya happy now?”

      “Now that sounds like a reasonable price,” I said, extinguishing the flame and pulling out my sack of coins.

      I placed a handful of silvers on the counter, figuring I should buy the whole crate. I probably wouldn’t need that many dryad potions, but I didn’t know for sure, and it was better to have too many than not enough.

      “Good. Happy? Now could you get out of my shop?” Lim said, waving a dismissive hand, sounding defeated.

      As I put my money pouch away, I found the emerald gem I had rescued from the burning potions shop back in Crimm.

      “Before I go, could you tell me what this is?” I held the gem between my thumb and index finger, holding it out for Lim to see.

      He went to grab it, but I snatched it back, concealing it in my closed fist. “No lies this time. You’ve been warned. There won’t be a second chance.”

      When I made my demands clear, I offered the gem to him once more, letting him grab it from my palm.

      “Ho ho,” Lim exclaimed with excitement, holding the gem toward the sunlight.

      He ducked down scrambling to find something on the shelves beneath the counter, coming up with a circular lens. Holding the lens close to the emerald, he further examined the stone, his smile growing with each passing second.

      “So, what can you tell me about it?” I asked, tired of waiting.

      His face dropped, the smile fading as he placed the gem on the counter and looked me dead in the face. “It’s crap,” he said seriously.

      Rage built quickly and I slammed my open hand onto the counter beside him. When I picked it back up a burn mark in the shape of my hand remained. Did he not realize I could turn him to ashes in a matter of seconds?

      His eyes stared down at his scarred counter, a slight tremble in his voice as he tried to backtrack his words. “A joke, Master Mage. It was merely a joke.”

      I glared in response, destroying a group of containers behind me with a quick fireball, not bothering to turn around to pick a target. The flames dispersed on impact, the only damage being to the few pieces of merchandise I managed to hit.

      “You are testing my patience, Lim,” I growled, refusing to address him with the word mage in front of his name.

      “My apologies,” he cowered, handing the gem back to me. “It appears to be a life stone. If I had to guess it would be made from a healer of the dryad race you seem to be so hung up on. As it is, it can help heal small wounds, but with the proper spell you can bind it to one person and protect their life.”

      “Protect their life?” I questioned, wanting a clearer explanation.

      “Ya know, like resurrection. If ya die, this thing will bring ya back to the living. Just once though… then ya gotta get a new one.”

      “And the spell?”

      “Hell if I know,” he responded nonchalantly, shrugging his shoulders. “I mean, it's out of my area of expertise.” He adjusted his tone. “You’d need someone with the same magic type or at least more knowledge of earth magic than I have.”

      “Thanks,” I said, showing him that I could be cordial if he treated me with respect.

      Just as I put my hand on the crate of potions, sliding them to my side of the counter, a loud boom shook the shop, screams following what sounded like an explosion.

      “What the–?” My eyes immediately narrowed on the shop owner, expecting some kind of foul play, but the look on his face told me he had nothing to do with it before I even had the chance to ask.

      “Ready your weapon,” I ordered Susanna, whose hand immediately shot to the sword on her waist.

      “I’ll be back for this,” I told Lim, who nodded, eager to flee from the shop.

      The man slunk backwards, hiding away in his office, three fox-feys already inside. I rolled my eyes when he slammed the door shut tight. Before Susanna and I could make it to the front door, it burst open, a crowd of people rushing inside.

      “Get in quick! They are coming!” An older man shouted, the incoming crowd seemingly endless.

      Shit! I gritted my teeth as more and more people crammed into the small shop, pushing me and Susanna back until we were pressed against the check-out counter. When it seemed like no more people could fit inside the small building, a large man in the front shut the door, denying entry to those still outside.

      “Go find somewhere else to hide!” The man said in an intimidating tone, the people on the other side pleading for entry.

      Their pleas were followed by screams, and then everything went quiet.

      “Move aside! I need to get outside!” I yelled from my position in the back, the sound of my voice muffled by the sheer number of bodies crammed into one room. “Let me through,” I shouted again, trying to push the people off of me to give me space to walk.

      “You can’t go out there. You’ll alert them that we’re here.” The middle-aged woman on my right finally addressed my demands, her voice trembling in fear.

      “Alert who?” I needed to know what we were up against.

      “The trolls are here,” she said in an ominous tone.

      All the more reason to get the hell out of this sardine can. “While I’m still asking nicely, move to one side,” I demanded, my voice carrying farther this time.

      Still, no one listened to my words. Whether they were refusing to listen and obey, or their fears were keeping them tethered in place, it didn’t matter. My objective remained the same. The gem on my neck reacted to my desire, slowly filling my body with magic, raising the temperature of my skin. Soon it was no longer a matter of whether they wanted to move aside, it became a necessity or else they would be burned from the contact with my body.

      “Ouch! What the?” The remarks were similar as each person I came in contact with felt the heat of my skin, their own starting to blister from a mere touch.

      As the people started to recognize what was happening, they finally began to move on their own, a path opening up in front of me, leading to the door.

      “Let’s go Susanna,” I commanded before walking the path to the doorway.

      Things seemed quiet outside the shop, but when I opened the door, the remnants of chaos remained. Chunks of buildings littered the square in front of me, the ground floor glass windows of the magic tower shattered into tiny pieces. In the distance was the portal, still open and glowing in a sickly yellow hue.

      “Where are the Troll-kin?” I asked, spinning to see if I had missed them.

      Before Susanna could raise her own question, we got our answer in the form of more broken glass coming from higher up the tower. Streaks of gold and blue magic collided with the glass, sending it raining down to the street below. Luckily, we were far enough from the building now to avoid the debris, but the screams that followed told us where we would find the enemy.

      “You go ahead. I have to close the portal,” I shouted to Susanna, my body already moving toward the middle of the square.

      Mages were the only ones capable of closing the portals, so I had to be the one to run toward the portal, leaving Susanna to head up the tower on her own. While I didn’t like sending Susanna off alone, our fight would be useless if more enemies were allowed to enter Trimi while we focused on the ones in the tower. This shouldn’t take long, I assured myself, knowing I would be able to help defeat the enemy shortly.

      I focused on running, reaching the shimmering doorway just as a meaty fist burst through into our realm. Magic poured into my body, the gem around my neck fueling my power. Looking down at the gem, I realized it had been a while since I was able to recharge, the last being the little bit of energy I siphoned from the officials back at Crimm.

      I cursed myself for leaving my staff back at Lidia’s, not expecting to run into any enemies that Susanna’s sword couldn’t handle. It was too late to dwell on it, so I didn’t, hoping I would somehow have enough power to defeat the Troll-kin. Holding my two palms together, I gathered the spell in my hands, thrusting a medium sized fire orb into the arm of the body that was just visible on Trimi’s side of the portal.

      The Troll-kin never saw it coming, the blast colliding with its body, sending it back into Harkin—the trolls’ home world. Before it could regain its bearings, trying once again to pass through the portal, I touched the outside of the glowing pathway, sending waves of magic into the doorway until it began to destabilize. The introduction of the foreign magic destroyed the foundation of the spell, closing the portal completely.

      I didn’t wait long after the doorway snapped shut before rushing back toward the magic tower and those that were fighting within the confined space. The doors leading into the tower were shattered, so I stepped through the destruction, heading up the spiral staircase that sat in the middle of the building. Screams led me to where the fighting was taking place, the civilians cowering in corners while the few mages present brandished their staffs against the trolls.

      Five trolls were visible on the floor, two mages and at least ten civilians. Susanna faced off against one of the trolls herself, her sword arching toward the beast's grayish skinned body as she jumped toward it, trying to make up for what she lacked in height compared to the trolls.

      The glow of ice and lightning magic lit up the room, the trolls being pushed toward the center of the space. I didn’t hesitate and threw my own fire magic into the fray. Angry snarls accompanied the resistance, the trolls doing their best to deflect the continuous attacks.

      Things were looking good for us, having gathered four of the five trolls in the center of the room, when one of the mages got too close—too cocky. The man with amber colored hair let out a chuckle, his staff pointed at the monster's throat, goading it for having fallen into his trap, when the beast raised its arm with frightening speed and grabbed hold of the man’s staff.

      Instead of releasing the magical tool, he held firm, resulting in a short tug of war that ended with the man trapped between the Troll-kin’s forearm and its chest. The woman mage noticed her comrade struggling and pointed her own staff at the monster that held him captive, creating a standoff between herself and the troll.

      Unfortunately for her, there was more than one troll, and they didn’t have the courtesy to stay out of the fight that seemed to be raging between the three of them. Another of the trolls moved toward her causing her to shift her footing, her staff shifting from each of the trolls as she tried to hold some semblance of control over the situation. Ignoring the plight of the others, I shot a condensed fireball at the troll the farthest from the one that held a hostage, hoping to dwindle the numbers a bit.

      “What are you doing!” The woman shouted at me, her eyebrows furrowed when she turned her blue-gray eyes toward me.

      “What?” I shrugged. “I’m trying to eliminate the enemy.”

      “Stand down! Everett is in the line of fire,” she raged, turning her attention back on the troll that seemed to be even more pissed off than before.

      I held up my hands, feigning surrender, interested in what her next move would be. There was no way to communicate with the beasts and while there were technically more humans in the room than monsters, we were outnumbered.

      “What’s the plan, Master?” Susanna joined me by my side, a quick survey of the room and the blood spatter on her clothing telling me that she had finished off her opponent.

      “Not much of a plan now since that idiot went and got himself captured,” I responded, loud enough that the woman mage could overhear.

      Everett started screaming, the troll’s grip starting to tighten, crushing him slowly.

      “Release him!” The woman shouted, getting closer to the troll as she waved her staff around.

      I rolled my eyes, knowing there was no way the troll would understand or comply with her demand. The other three trolls started to get antsy, their focus shifting to the other humans in the room, grunts leaving their mouths as they stared at the prey. I couldn’t sit idle any longer, knowing where the battle would be headed if we did.

      “On three,” I whispered to Susanna, already pulling magic from the gem and into my palms.

      “One….two…three!”

      On three I released my condensed ice attack, the bullet sized projectile zipping across the room and into the head of the troll. While I released my magic, Susanna pounced on the troll closest to her, her sword coming down on the troll's shoulder blade, the weight of her body forcing the blade deep into its skin.

      The two beasts cried out in unison, the one dropping Everett as his hands shot to his face. I seemed to have misjudged my aim, the bullet of ice passing through his cheek and out the other side, leaving a hole, but missing his brain. Everett hit the floor, scrambling to the sidelines to get out of the line of fire. Our attack enraged the others, all four coming for us at once.

      Susanna had her target down in a matter of seconds, the second strike slicing straight through the enemies neck, blood spurting from the wound. Everett was useless after his near-death encounter, curling up in a ball in the corner with his hands guarding his head.

      “Look alive!” I shouted to the woman mage, sending out a ball of fire straight into the troll that aimed for her distracted form.

      She spun around, seeming to remember that we were in the middle of something, and deciding to focus on the fight instead of her companion. With a thrust of her staff, an ice lance flew toward the body of the wounded troll, the weapon plunging deep into its chest. Now that’s more like it, I thought to myself, refocusing on the two remaining trolls.

      With no more hostages blocking the monsters, I unleashed a barrage of icicles in their direction, followed by a wall of fire. The sharp pieces of ice broke through their thick hides, screams of discomfort filling the air. The fire wall that followed scorched their skin, further wounding not only their bodies but their confidence.

      One of the trolls began searching for an exit, the shattered windows being the easiest escape route. It took off toward the open window, but Susanna was quicker, her arms outstretched—sword in hand—as she blocked the beast's path. Enraged and with no desire to be trapped in the building any longer, the Troll-kin continued to charge, plowing into Susanna’s body.

      The troll and Susanna—who the troll held onto tightly—flew out of the building, their bodies careening toward the pavement below. My stomach dropped, that fear for Susanna’s life quickly turning to rage as my gemstone reacted, siphoning power from the defeated foes.

      I felt a surge of power when the gem consumed the dead’s life force, but it wasn’t enough, and soon the lives of the living became fodder for my magic. I hit the maximum threshold, my body igniting in flames just as another wave of trolls entered the room.

      They must have been on another floor, I scoffed, walking toward the original enemy. The troll linked his fingers together to form one fist, aiming for my head as he brought down a powerful blow. Without much effort, I stopped the attack, the troll's skin acting like kindling when my flame covered hand touched its flesh. The fire trialed up its arm, consuming the beast in a deadly blaze.

      I laughed inwardly at how easy it was to defeat an enemy when my gem was fully charged—the downside being the fact that the life force would be consumed by the flames as well, meaning I couldn’t use it to restore my own power. I turned toward the female mage, wondering what the hell she was doing in all of this chaos. She flinched from the intensity of the heat my body exuded, afraid she might be next.

      I pointed to the three trolls that had entered the floor and she nodded, remembering that we were on the same side even if my appearance terrified her. She gripped her staff, running for the closest troll as she prepared to attack once again. With the trolls somewhat distracted, I took the reprieve to glance out the window, needing to know if Susanna survived the fall.

      I sighed in relief when I saw her struggling to pull her sword from the troll’s belly, the beast seeming to have taken the brunt of the free fall, saving her from any serious injury. More civilians flooded the square, the people on the other floors of the tower evacuating when they got the chance. Knowing that Susanna was okay calmed my rage a bit, the fire subsiding and my mind clearing.

      The civilians hidden around the room grunted, showing that they were alive despite having some of their energy drained to refill my magic stores. My conscience clear, I rushed to the mage’s side, throwing up an ice barrier that stopped an incoming attack aimed at her open backside.

      “You really need to take better note of your surroundings,” I advised, my tone a bit harsh, after all this had been the second time I had saved her ass.

      “Thanks,” she said between blasts of her own magic, the ice proving quite effective against the enemy.

      Her breathing was starting to sound heavy, her energy waning from the continuous use of her powers. We didn’t have much time before she would be completely useless in battle. I needed to end the fight.

      Without a sword, I could only rely on my magic—not that I was great with a weapon to begin with. Knowing my faults in battle, I had focused most of my time and energy on expanding my knowledge of magic. The past months of training in my own personal training ground had allowed me to expand on the techniques I could use.

      Reaching for the power of the gem, I created a line of fire arrows in front of me, the arrowheads as sharp as the real things. Before the trolls could react, I thrust my hand forward, controlling the momentum of the fire weapons. The enemies raised their arms in response to the incoming arrows, trying to block the attack, but the flames dug into their forearms, bursting on contact with their skin and erupting in a mini explosion.

      With the monsters off balance from my fire attack, I launched spears of ice at them next, the remnants of my fire explosion preventing them from reacting effectively to the new projectile. The spears hit the intended targets, lodging into the vulnerable points of the trolls. The last few fell with an intense thud, rocking the very foundation of the building.

      Metal shrieked as the rumbling pulsed through the building, the glassless window frames beneath us caving from the pressure of the monster’s weight.

      “Everybody out!” I shouted to the cowering civilians, figuring we had a matter of minutes before the whole building came down around us.

      Few listened to my demands, the majority feeling more secure staying in their hiding spots, not understanding the severity of the situation.

      “If you don’t want to die in a pile of rubble, move now!” I tried again, the mage seeming to be the only one who understood my warning.

      She rushed to Everett’s side, trying to push him to his feet, but the man had lost his will as a soldier, fear etched into his features. This must have been his first real fight, I reasoned with myself, the only logical explanation in my mind. Still, now wasn’t the time to curl up in a ball and accept defeat—he could choose to die on his own later, but not on my watch.

      I yanked him up by the arm, pushing him toward the door that led to the stairwell. “Out!” I yelled before turning back to do the same to the rest of the people in the room.

      Finally, they started to react to the situation, realizing that their life would be forfeited if they refused to move. As the civilians filed toward the stairs, the building rocked, the whole structure seeming to teeter in place, the faulty construction leaving the building compromised once the windows were removed. Another shriek of metal assaulted our ears, the first level buckling under the weight of the rest of the tower's floors.

      I stared down at the town square below, watching smoke escape from the lower levels, debris littering the vicinity.

      The female mage rushed through the doors of the room, panic written on her face. “The exit is gone,” she cried, still holding the door for the rest of the civilians to enter back into the room.

      If we can’t go through the proper exit, we will just have to use the one the trolls made for us, I told myself, trying to come up with a plan to get everyone to ground safely from the sixth story window. Another creak of the building structure told me I didn’t have much time left to find the solution.

      “Over here,” I shouted to the small crowd, waving them toward the broken windows.

      They hesitantly obeyed, acting as though I would push them from the window if they were to get too close.

      “You!” I pointed to the female mage, ready to give her instructions.

      “Marta,” She responded instinctively, rushing to my side.

      “Marta—can you create a sort of..” I racked my brain for the right wording, “...ice slide using your magic?” I asked, remembering the escape mechanisms used on airplanes back on Earth and deciding it would be a great way to accommodate the number of people in the room.

      “I can try,” She answered, sweat beading on her forehead.

      I hoped she had enough magic left to accomplish the task. While she worked on her side of the window, I created my own ice slide, figuring with two we could get the people out twice as fast. Unfortunately for us, her magic ran out halfway to the ground, the slide becoming more of a death trap than a means of survival.

      “I’m sorry,” she huffed, wiping her forehead as her body swayed in small circles.

      Shit. I mouthed the words moments before she collapsed to the ground, the result of her pushing her mana usage to its brink. Seeing that there was a way to escape the building without needing to jump from the sixth story window, the people in the room began to rush toward the windows. I yelled for them to stop, pushing back those I could, but one still managed to slip through, jumping onto the slide that Marta had failed to finish.

      “Wait,” I yelled, but it was too late.

      The man’s body hit the ice, his momentum building from the slope of the slide until he was barreling toward the pavement below. Without the soft dip of the slide to slow his ascent toward the ground, he flew off the end of the ramp, gravity taking over from that point on. He hit the pavement with increased force, dying in an instant.

      The others in the room witnessed his death, coming back to their senses and finally listened when I told them to stay away from the window. I placed my hands on the start of the slide, melting the entrance with my fire magic before signaling for the civilians to approach the finished ice slide.

      “Form a line if no one else wants to die,” I grumbled, pointing to where the line should start.

      Of course they were skeptical now, having just seen one of their own turned into a pancake, but I didn’t have time to slowly help them get over their fears. Waving to Susanna down below, she got into position to help the people who would be coming off of the slide. I picked up Marta’s unconscious form, placing her on the ice first.

      “Wait!” Everett cried, finally starting to care about someone other than himself.

      I didn’t listen of course, releasing my grip on the female mage, letting gravity take her down the decline. Everett rushed over, trying to grab her before she could fall, but it was too late. He hung out the window, his arms outstretched, cursing his inability to stop my actions.

      I rolled my eyes, pulling the man back from the brink.

      “She’s fine—-look,” I jerked his head toward the bottom of the slide where Susanna was moving Marta out of the way so the others wouldn’t hit her on the way down.

      His body finally relaxed, realizing I hadn’t just murdered his colleague.

      “Alright, you’re next,” I said, pushing him to get on the ice slide.

      His eyes went wide, still refusing to fully trust my judgment. Another creak of the tower resulted in gasps from the civilians, the room shaking as dust rained down on our heads. This is taking too long, I mumbled.

      “Show these people it is safe, or we will all die!” I pushed a little harder this time.

      I knew my life wasn’t in any real danger, having already accepted the fact that I may need to jump out of the window if it really came down to it, but I thought it sounded better if I included myself in the dire situation.

      “Okay,” he responded meekly, lifting his leg onto the slide.

      I had to rip his death grip from the window ledge, but soon he too was out the window and waiting at the bottom of the building with the rest of the civilians that were lucky enough to escape already.

      “Who’s next!” I shouted, the people scurrying to form a line.

      One by one they escaped the tower, until finally the last person slid down the ice to safety. As if the tower knew of our time line, the metal began to screech, the room caving in behind me. I jumped onto the ice just as the window frame caved in, the impact of the blast destroying the foundation of the slide.

      The momentum pushed me down the slope, the ice cracking behind me. I readied my magic just in case the destruction of the ice caught up to me, sending me flying to the ground, but luckily I was faster. When my feet touched the pavement, I kept running, signaling for the rest of the people to get the hell out of there. That’s when I remembered Lim’s store and all of the people hiding in his shop. Shit.

      “Lead them as far away as you can!” I yelled to Susanna, turning back toward the tower to warn the others.

      I reached the door in a matter of seconds and began pounding on the wood for those inside to listen. “You have to get out now! The tower is coming down!” I yelled, hoping they would move fast.

      “There’s no more room in here—-go find another hiding spot!” A voice from inside responded in a harsh tone.

      “The trolls are dead, you need to get out now!” I tried again, but like the others, this group didn’t want to believe me.

      “Find somewhere else!” Was their response.

      With no time to talk some sense into the masses, I reached for the gem's power, letting the fire build around my fist. With my knuckles covered in flames, I punched a hole through the door, big enough for me to see inside and those inside to see me.

      “Out! Now! Or I burn this whole place to the ground,” I ordered, using fear to control their actions.

      They hesitated for a moment, but when I stuck my flaming fist back through the hole, they finally started to obey. It didn’t take long after they exited the building for them to see why they needed to evacuate.

      “The tower is coming down!” The man who once blocked the door shouted, encouraging the rest to pick up the pace.

      The crowd scrambled away from the destruction, and I watched to be sure each person left the small potions shop. When the stream of people stopped rushing through the door, I realized I hadn’t seen Lim among the faces.

      “Damn bastard,” I grumbled audibly, running inside with the intent to drag his ass out.

      I didn’t bother announcing myself before I busted down the back door with a swift kick. Growls met my entrance, the fox fey ladies reacting to my sudden arrival. Their teeth were bared, drool spilling from their mouths as they eyed me up and down. I nearly gagged when I saw the sight of Lim naked underneath them, a gaping wound in his neck where one of them decided to bite a little too hard.

      I grabbed for the handle, closing the door quickly before backing up as slowly as I could manage, thinking my footsteps would have an effect on the fox-fey. I couldn’t say what caused them to turn on their master, but one thing was sure—if the fey got the chance, they certainly took it.

      Picking up the carton of already paid for potions, I exited the shop, rushing to where the rest of the civilians waited in anticipation, their eyes glued on the tower. The bottom floors gave out first, causing the windows higher up to shatter—-creating a domino effect of floors caving in and more broken glass. The whole thing collapsed on itself, the debris expanding out into the square destroying anything in its path—Lim’s shop included.

      At least we shouldn’t have to worry about the fey seeking a new target, I thought to myself, figuring they would be considered a casualty of the Troll-kin invasion. That did mean Lornia was down another potions shop—a disappointing development, but, with Lim dead, the shop would have met the same fate.

      The guards of Trimi finally showed up, acting as though they had been there the whole time. They guided the people away from the site of the tower collapse, setting up boundaries so that no one could explore the rubble.

      “By order of the viscount!” One guard shouted with every order, directing people to where he wanted them to go.

      I made my way to Susanna who was limping from the scene in her effort to follow the guard’s orders.

      “Master Trevor! I’m glad to see you’re safe,” she said when I approached her side.

      “What happened?” I tried to inspect her leg as we walked from the square.

      “The troll grabbed me and jumped out the window. I managed to turn us so he was on the bottom when we fell. After that the tower started to come down. It was quick thinking you were able to get everyone off that floor safely. Those on other floors didn’t have to fight the trolls, so they evacuated at the first rumble of danger.”

      While I appreciated the debriefing, it wasn’t what I meant.

      “I meant your leg. Are you okay?” I changed the question.

      “Oh.” She giggled at her mistake. “I hit some glass on the way out, nothing major.”

      The bleeding seemed to have stopped, meaning the cut could only be so deep, but the wound still trailed from around her knee to her ankle. A bench on the side of the pathway caught my attention, so I led Susanna to the spot by her hand, making her sit on the wooden seat.

      “I’m not sure if this will work, but Lim assured me this gem could heal small wounds. Should we try it out?” I presented my suggestion as a question, but I was going to try it out whether she wanted me to or not.

      “It’s a small scratch—it will heal,” she protested, but I already had the gem out of my pocket, holding it close to her skin.

      “Let’s see,” I mumbled, searching for the right method on how to use the gem.

      Reaching for my own power, the ruby around my neck reacted, fueling my magic. Harnessing the power of my gem, I filtered my earth-type magic into the emerald. The small stone started to glow, absorbing the offered mana.

      I shifted the stones position, placing it on Susanna’s skin, my own palm on top and continued filtering my magic into it. As I moved the gem along the wound, it began to heal before our eyes, as though it was never there in the first place.

      “Ha! So the old shop-keep was honest about something after all!” I had to laugh, half expecting that the gem was nothing more than a decorative piece.

      When the last of the wound healed, I withdrew my power, taking my hand off of Susanna’s leg in order to retrieve the gem. Unexpectedly, the gem was gone, leaving no traces that it was even there in the first place.

      “Where did it go?” Susanna asked, just as confused as I was.

      I searched the ground nearby, wondering if I had somehow dropped it, but still found nothing.

      “Maybe it was a one and done?” I shrugged, choosing not to dwell on its loss.

      As much as the thought of being resurrected after death intrigued me, there was no guarantee I’d have found the right type of mage who would be able to perform the needed spell ceremony anyway—if Lim’s information was correct in the first place.

      “One and done?” Susanna looked at me with a questioning gaze.

      “Like you can either heal small wounds or save yourself from death. Not both. Apparently only once as well. Cheap piece of junk. At least it did heal your leg. How do you feel?” I changed the subject.

      “Good as new. Thank you, Master Trevor.” She smiled and I helped her to her feet before making our way toward Lidia’s home.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Although the city was in chaos after the collapse of the magic tower, the effects hadn’t reached Lidia’s house and things seemed peaceful when we arrived back at her residence.

      “Welcome back!” Lidia said when we entered the cottage.

      “Is everyone okay here?” I asked first, not fully believing things could be so calm.

      “Of course! I heard about the attack, but no loose Troll-kin came this way. We stayed indoors just in case.”

      “Well, the air quality might be a bit poor around here for a little while, so try to stay in as much as you can.” I informed Pete, thinking of all the debris the destruction of the tower kicked up.

      “You’re a worrier aren’t ya? Don’t worry, we will be just fine here. Now off with ya, the sooner ya leave the sooner you’ll be back,” Pete clapped me on the back, his expression revealing that he was second guessing his action.

      I didn’t reprimand him for acting overly familiar, he was family now, after all, and I found the gesture to be a friendly one.

      “Come back sooner!” Harmony chimed in, a soft smile on her face as she hugged her father’s leg.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Lidia responded, kissing the little girl’s forehead before kissing Pete on the lips. “Formula is in the cupboard, diapers in the drawer,” she reminded Pete, “and don’t stay up too late.” She directed her last instruction to Harmony. “I love you guys. Alright, little brother, lead the way.” She turned to me with determination, throwing her packed bag on her shoulder.

      “You got it,” I nodded, grabbing for my own stuff and both the girls’ hands. “Oh, and whenever the eagle-kin are rested, you can send them home. Ciyin will be able to command the team.” I gave Pete one last instruction before pouring my emotions into the gem, reaching for the power to create the portal back to Earth.
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      Stepping out into the cold Montana air, my foot sunk into the deep snow.

      “Guess things haven’t changed much here,” Lidia said, her hands rubbing her arms for warmth.

      I headed over to where the vehicles waited, thanking whoever had switched out the four wheelers for snow mobiles. Loading our bags on the back, I secured them with the available bungee cords before helping Lidia and Susanna into the seat.

      We made the trip to my mansion, the cold air whipping at our cheeks, making the ride seem that much longer. I hadn’t seen the mansion in months, but things seemed quiet when we arrived. The quarantine posts and medical huts that once lined the gates were gone, and there were no people to be seen outside of the house. Most of the servants chose to come with me to Lornia, only a few staying behind with Krissy to take care of the estate in case we decided to return.

      With the war that happened on Earth, a lot of my assets had been seized in the name of the greater good, but after the government got what they wanted, they finally left the estate alone. Since I chose to stay in Lornia, the state of the mansion suffered a bit, the place looking a little deserted. I reached the door’s pin lock without any interference, typing in the numbers that spelled out ruby mage. The pleasant chime informed me that the code remained the same and the doors mechanics clicked open.

      The foyer looked the same, the familiar slate tiles still appearing to be intact, although the benches that once sat by the walls were missing. I removed my heavy coat, placing it on a nearby hook before gesturing for Lidia to do the same. The sound of feet on tile could be heard in the distance, the occupants of the house finally coming to greet us.

      “Lady Lydia! Master Mage Trevor! Susanna!” Krissy rushed down the right curved staircase, her smile wide, clearly happy to see us. “It’s been so long!”

      Lidia met the girl halfway, the two hugging affectionately while I waved my greeting from the sidelines.

      “How are things in Lornia? Is the war over yet? Do you have a house?” Krissy asked a bunch of questions in succession, not giving Lidia the chance to answer any of them.

      Before we could address her questions one by one, the sounds of shouting interrupted us.

      “I hate you! I hate it here! You don’t understand anything!” Hanna screamed, running across the hall of the second floor, so focused on her route that she didn’t notice us standing in the foyer.

      Lidia made a strained face, acknowledging the fight. She always hated conflict, preferring not to take sides in an argument. My mother and father rushed across the hall next, chasing after Hanna, my father being the only one to notice our presence.

      He stopped mid-stride and started moving in our direction instead.

      “T! Dia! You made it!” He exclaimed excitedly, rushing to give us both a hug.

      “What was that all about?” I asked when he released us from the bear hug.

      “Oh–that. It's an ongoing thing. Your sister has it in her head that she wants to move to Lornia,” he said thoughtfully, his eyes on the empty hall. “Your mother, of course, is against it–says it's no place for a girl and that she needs to finish high school. She never wanted to come to the mansion in the first place, but you know?” He shrugged.

      “So why did you? Trevor never said you all had to live here if you would rather be somewhere else.” Lidia responded for me.

      “That’s right! You haven’t met your niece yet. Follow me.” He avoided her question, waving us up the stairs and into one of the bedrooms.

      The room was one of the more furnished places in the mansion, the nursery decked out in baby gear. A small mobile rotated above a pure white crib, soft baby coos coming from inside. Lidia rushed forward first, having forgotten her initial question, her excitement evident, wanting to see the new family member.

      “Woah,” she said when she looked down at the little girl.

      “She’s beautiful,” Susanna exclaimed, squeezing in next to Lidia.

      Intrigued, I walked over to the crib as well, meeting my niece for the first time. In the bed was a perfect little girl with soft brown curls, pale blue eyes and sheer fairy wings protruding from her back. It suddenly made sense why Hanna had been brought to the estate to have her baby and why leaving wasn’t exactly an option–not if she wanted to keep her little girl safe.

      “The doctor?” I asked, wondering if he or she would present a problem in the future.

      “Taken care of. Your friend actually delivered her–Darcy. She came to the mansion unannounced right when we needed her the most. I guess we have you to thank for that?”

      “I brought her to Lornia to deliver Siofra’s baby,” I answered, having forgotten Hanna was due around the same time.

      “Well it worked out. She stuck around and we just recently got her a flight back to New York. She seemed honest enough, so I don’t think she’ll alert the authorities of Alina’s birth.”

      “Aw! Alina–that’s perfect!” Lidia squealed, already rocking the little girl gently in her arms.

      “You can trust her. I certainly paid her enough for that.” I chuckled. “Money aside, she cares about her patients and takes the doctor’s oath seriously. Heck, she’s coming back to Lornia to deliver Rivinia’s baby in a few months, so quarter-feys are nothing new to her.” I assured him, having faith in my old friend.

      “Well, that’s a relief,” my father said, a silent sigh leaving his mouth.

      I’m sure the whole not human birth was weighing heavily on his mind.

      “Ugh—will you talk some sense into your daughter!” My mom entered the room, her eyes widening when she saw us in the nursery with my dad. “Lidia, Trevor, you’re home.”

      While I wouldn’t call Earth my home anymore, having decided to make a place for myself in Lornia, it wasn’t an argument I felt the need to start.

      “We’re here,” Lidia said with excitement, going to hug our mother, also choosing not to correct her choice of words.

      “Your sister wants to move to that—other planet.” She waved her hand as if she was trying to shoo away something disgusting. “Please can you talk some sense into her. She will listen to you.” She stared at Lidia with pleading eyes.

      “I’m not sure I’m the best person for that,” Lidia answered softly, her time in Lornia affecting her positive perception of the world.

      “Trevor?” She turned her eyes on me. “She’s only sixteen. I told her having a baby from some….thing was a bad idea. Now look at her.” Her hand shot in the direction of the crib. “How are we supposed to explain that to society? We can’t! It’s not possible! Especially after the invasion we just went through. Humanity is not ready to accept that not all outside life is evil. We can only keep her here, locked away from the rest of the world. What kind of existence is that?” She started sobbing now, her stress levels seeming to have reached their max as well.

      “Isn’t that more of a reason for Hanna and Alina to move to Lornia?” I offered, knowing that wasn’t what she wanted to hear.

      “She’s still in high school! What kind of a life will she lead if she doesn’t even graduate?” She wailed, all of her emotions overwhelming her.

      “If she lives in Lornia, she will have a higher education than nearly one hundred percent of the population,” I told her seriously, but my tone made it seem more like a joke.

      “I’m old enough to make my own decisions!” Hanna appeared in the doorway, her light brown hair in a messy bun on the top of her head. “Please tell mom that I will be fine. Lornia is not that bad. You live there. Lidia lives there. It’s fine!”

      As much as I wanted to support my little sister, I knew that my mother’s fears weren’t unjustified. While Lornia could be safe, I needed her to realize what leaving Earth behind would mean for her.

      “Hanna—have you thought about what you would be leaving behind if you chose to live in Lornia? Yes, I can keep you safe if you choose to live in my castle—in my territory, but not all of Lornia is kind to women. The struggles and inequalities women had to face and overcome here haven’t even been brought up yet in Lornia. Figure out what you want to do with your life before making your decision. Yes, I won’t stop you if you choose that life for yourself, but I also don’t want you to blame me for not telling you the truth about what you would be signing up for.”

      She scrunched up her nose, my words not helping her make the decision.

      “Lidia, you tell her. You live there too,” she pleaded to Lidia next, hoping to have better luck.

      “Trevor is right. Lornia is nowhere near Earth when it comes to social equality and even in regard to other things—like technology—the difference is major. I decided that being a wife, a mother and taking care of the house is what makes me happy. That is something I can do in Lornia—something that is expected really. I found Pete and Harmony and now can’t imagine my life without them. They are my happiness and in order for them to thrive they need to be in Lornia. I don’t need a corporate job or the fancy amenities on Earth—-I chose this for myself and I stand by my decision,” Lidia told Hanna, giving her even more to think about. “Like Trevor said, if you choose that for yourself, we will support you, just be sure you’ve thought it through.”

      Hanna’s phone went off, the cheery jingle alerting her of a text message.

      “No phones on Lornia,” our mother said sarcastically when she saw Hanna instinctively check her message.

      She looked up at me, an expression that said ‘really?’ clearly displayed on her face.

      “They turn into wood if you try to bring them through the portal,” I answered the question I knew she wanted to ask.

      Hanna let out a long and frustrated sounding sigh before walking over to Alina’s crib. She put her index finger in the baby’s tiny fist, letting her grip it tightly.

      “Wouldn’t moving to Lornia be the best for her though?” She asked thoughtfully, feeling torn between what is best for her daughter and what she wanted for herself.

      “Are you even ready to be a mother? Are you ready to put your daughter’s needs above your own? Can you handle that kind of responsibility?” Our mother’s tone was softer now, trying not to trigger an even bigger argument with her words—an attempt that failed miserably.

      “I knew it! You never wanted me to keep her! You think I’m such a screw up and that my kid will turn out the same way!” Hanna screamed, running from the room.

      My mother moved to run after her.

      “Jess, wait. We should give her some space,” my father said before my mother could make it out the door.

      “I just can’t say anything right,” our mother moaned, scrubbing her face with her hand.

      “She knows we love her and only want the best for her, but this is a big decision. One we don’t want her to regret in the future. We can guide her, but we can’t make it for her,” my father said, embracing my mother in a comforting hug.

      While my parents consoled each other and Susanna and Lidia cooed over the newborn, I slipped from the room heading toward the loud music that blared down the hallway. The sound led me to a door that had been painted hot pink with a sign hanging on the outside that said ‘do not enter.’ I tried the handle, but the door was locked, so I knocked instead, hoping to be let inside.

      “It’s Trevor,” I said loud enough that she would hear over the deafening music.

      A few moments later, the music inside the room softened and I heard the click of the mechanism unlocking, but the door remained closed. When she didn’t open it after another few seconds, I turned the knob, letting myself into the room.

      She laid on her stomach on the bed inside, facing away from the door, her feet up in the air as she flipped through a magazine. I walked over, sitting beside her, close enough to see the baby toys featured on the pages.

      “Do they really not have phones in Lornia?” She asked softly, her eyes never leaving the print.

      “No phones, tv, internet—heck no running water in most places.” I had to chuckle at the last part, knowing how she would react.

      “How do you live there?” She scoffed, her reaction purposefully exaggerated.

      She popped up, shifting her position from her stomach to her butt.

      “You find things more important than the advancements here on Earth. At least I did.” I shrugged, thinking about my castle that waited and all of the family bonds I had created in the other world.

      “What should I do? I love her so much…but I…I don’t know.” She stopped herself from saying any more.

      “I can’t make the decision for you, but whatever you decide we will stand by you. If you want to live in Lornia, just say the word. I will make it happen. If you decide you aren’t ready for motherhood or Lornia, we can take Alina with us. She’s about the same age as Cienna, my first born, and I have plenty of women by my side that would love another little one to care for. Even Lidia, I’m sure, would be willing to step in—if that’s what you want.”

      She was silent for a minute, her eyes staring at the bedspread. “Does that make me a bad person?”

      I sighed, scooting closer to Hanna as her eyes filled with tears. Putting my arm around her, I rocked her softly.

      “Of course not. My little sister could never be a bad person.” I smiled at her, influencing her own expression.

      Wiping a tear from her cheek she whispered, “Thank you, Trev.” She sniffled, and then deciding she was done with the conversation, she switched gears and said, “So when were you going to tell me your baby was born?” She glared playfully.

      “Her name is Cienna. You will have to come and meet her one day.”

      “A girl?” She smiled and I knew she was thinking of Alina.

      “I’m sure she and Alina will be great friends in the future.” I returned her smile. “Now how about we go and see that baby of yours.”

      She nodded, sliding off the edge of her bed. I led the way back to the nursery, finding the others right where we left them. My mother didn’t say anything when we entered the room, but she gave me a thankful look, happy I was able to get Hanna to leave her room. Susanna was rocking little Alina, her arms a bit awkward around the small child, but her face full of love.

      “I’ve decided what I want to do…for now,” Hanna said, her voice soft, but quickly garnered everyone’s attention. “I want to finish high school here on Earth. I only have a year and half left before I graduate. It seems like a waste to drop out now. Especially since I managed to keep going even with an invasion going on and through pregnancy.”

      This made my dad chuckle, thinking of everything that they had been through over the past year.

      “That’s wonderful, sweetheart. We can transfer you to a school here in Montana and your father and I will take care of Alina while you are in school.” My mom was quick to start making plans, already looking toward the future.

      “No.” Hanna shook her head. “I want to finish school in Kansas. I know it’s selfish, but my friends are there. My life is there.” She paused, turning to look our mother in the eyes, knowing she would be the one to react the most to her decision. “Alina will be going to Lornia.”

      She held up her hand, stopping our mom from protesting the decision. “Before you say anything, just listen to me. I know you want to take care of her and despite how you feel about her being part fairy, I know you would be a great caretaker. But her features are too rare for her to be safe here on Earth and I don’t want her to only know the inside of this mansion growing up. She can’t stay here. We knew that the moment she was born.”

      Hanna’s voice nearly broke as she continued, “While I want to say that we could make it work on Earth, I know that's probably not the case. I know that I can trust Trevor to take good care of her. When I’m done with school—I’ll think about what to do next…whether that means moving to Lornia myself or…” She couldn’t finish her sentence, still feeling guilty about potentially giving up her parental responsibilities.

      Our mother’s face dropped, her features revealing exactly how she felt about Hanna’s decision.

      “I’ll decide then if I’m ready to be a parent.” Her voice went low, her internal struggle apparent.

      Everyone had their own opinion on the situation, but we chose to respect her decision, knowing that she was trying her best to come to terms with what was right for her daughter. I thought about the boy who put her in this position, but she made it clear when she first found out about the pregnancy that I wasn’t allowed to beat some sense into him—no matter how much I wanted to. She owned up to her actions that led to the pregnancy and chose to keep the baby, now it was her choice how to raise her.

      “We will take good care of Alina,” Susanna cooed, rocking the little girl. “You have nothing to worry about.

      “Thank you,” Hanna responded, a sad smile on her face.

      Our mother looked at me with a strained expression, but she held her tongue, realizing her little girl was growing up and the decision was hers to make, even if it wasn’t exactly what she wanted.

      “You don’t have to leave right away, do you?” Hanna asked, a hopeful look on her face.

      Susanna directed her gaze toward me, knowing I would be the one to make the decision.

      “We can stay for a few more days, but that’s it. Lornia needs us now, so we don’t have much time to spare.”

      “Oh, thank you!” Hanna threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tightly.

      “Two days!” I reiterated, knowing she would try to sucker us into staying even longer.

      “Well, alright! How’s about a nice family dinner?” My dad said cheerfully, trying to move past the serious mood from the previous conversation.

      “I’m starving!” Susanna responded, her tone matching his as she moved to place Alina back in her crib, the baby having fallen asleep in her arms.

      As a family, we moved to the dining room, Krissy waiting there with a table full of food.

      “I informed the staff as soon as you arrived. Figured you’d be hungry.” She smirked, taking a seat in one of the chairs.

      The dining room set was different from the original one that came with the house, another casualty of the military search and seizure I wagered, although I wasn’t quite sure how a table and chairs could have helped with the war effort. I decided not to question it, just happy to have a place to sit. Together we sat and ate the prepared food, the mood lighter as we discussed what went on in our lives over the past months when we were apart.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The next two days flew by quickly, the majority of the time spent packing up little Alina’s things while Hanna and my parents spent some time with her. I wasn’t sure how much of it would actually make the trip, but the fact that we were bringing it along seemed to calm Hanna’s worries, so we decided to bring everything she had prepared for the little girl.

      The evening of the second day, we gathered in the foyer, ready to say our goodbyes.

      “I didn’t think it would be this hard,” Hanna moaned, tears streaking down her face.

      “You are doing right by your daughter, which is what is important,” our mother said, trying to console her.

      Hanna looked like she wanted to say something to her, but thought better of it, not wanting to start anything when she was trying to say goodbye.

      “I will see you again soon,” she whispered to the little girl, kissing her on the forehead before placing her in Lidia’s arms.

      “Don’t worry sis, we will take good care of her. I promise,” Lidia told her, tears in her eyes.

      “This was fun, T, Lidia. Don’t be a stranger. And don’t think we’ve forgotten about our other grandchildren. Once your mother is up for it, we are going to be coming there for a visit,” our father insisted.

      “Or we could meet you back here sometime. Maybe when the weather is warmer and the babies are able to travel,” our mother said, quickly presenting another option, her desire to not visit the other world evident in her tone.

      “Of course. We want all of our children to know their family. We will keep in touch. We love you all,” Lidia answered, kissing my mother and father on the cheek before letting them and Hanna say their final farewells to Alina.

      When the pleasantries had concluded, Lidia swaddled Alina to her chest, preparing for the portal jump. I grabbed Lidia’s and Susanna’s hands, making sure their free ones were touching the supplies we were to bring through the portal.

      With a final goodbye, I closed my eyes, letting my feelings flow into the gem, invoking its magic, transporting us to the doorway that would lead us to Lornia. When I opened my eyes, I found the same familiar hallway, the space slightly bigger to accommodate for the extra luggage.

      “Ah–Master Mage Trevor,” Susanna said, staring at the side wall.

      I followed her gaze to another unfamiliar door, this one glowing with a deep green light.

      “Again?” I mumbled to myself, dropping the girls’ hands to race to the doorway.

      The light grew brighter as I approached, and once again when I reached out to touch the handle, the whole thing vanished. This time I could hear the faint sound of someone laughing, the voice starting low and fading with the disappearance of the door.

      “Please tell me you heard that,” I looked at the girls for confirmation that I wasn’t going insane.

      “Saw–yes. I didn’t hear anything,” Lidia answered. “What was that door? That’s new…right?” Lidia asked, her face looking as confused as I felt.

      “I don’t know. It’s happened once before, but both times the door has disappeared before giving me the chance to open it.”

      “I don’t think you should try to open them, Master. Something doesn’t feel right,” Susanna pleaded with a worried expression.

      I brushed off her concerns, walking back toward the pile of toys, clothes and furniture we had brought for Alina. I looked over at where the door once was one more time before I returned my focus to getting back to Lornia.

      “I told her most of this would be a waste.” I mumbled, digging through the mountain of scraps to see if anything retained its original shape.

      The plastic toys that lit up and made sound had turned to wooden shapes, some of them still usable, but others nothing more than a block of wood. The clothes retained their form for the most part, some of the images and rhinestones that once decorated the front having disappeared and the material changed to those more accessible in Lornia.

      “This should be enough,” I said to the girls, pointing to the small pile I separated from the rest. “If we need more later it’s not like we can’t find things in Lornia.

      They nodded their agreement, each grabbing a handful of items, Lidia being extra careful not to hold the wooden toys too close to the baby. I put a few more things in the crib and carried it to the door on the other side of the hallway.  Opening it, I led the way into my castle's courtyard, the place still quiet and covered in snow.

      Once we entered, the guards that stood by the doors came out to greet us, recognizing our presence pretty quickly.

      “Welcome back, Master Mage Trevor,” The first to reach us said, bowing his head slightly.

      “Did Ciyin and the others make it back here safely?” I questioned, making sure the eagle-kin didn’t take a detour after being given their orders.

      “Yes, Master. They are in the barn.” He responded, his eyes drifting to Lidia and Susanna and all the baby stuff we carried.

      “Take these things to Cienna’s nursery,” I told the two guards that stood behind the first.

      They scrambled to relieve the ladies of their luggage and hurried back inside with the crib and other baby items.

      “Send word to Norlan—I need to see him in the study in twenty,” I commanded, shooing the remaining guard away.

      He rushed to follow orders, placing his fist to his chest as he bowed slightly before heading in the same direction as the other two soldiers.

      “So have you decided how long you will be staying?” I asked Lidia, knowing she would probably want to get back to her family as soon as possible.

      “I can spare a few days for my little brother.” She smirked, taking in the scenery of the courtyard. “Besides, I still have to meet my niece and I want to help make sure Alina gets settled.” She paused for a minute, coming to stand a little closer to me. “Are you sure you are alright looking after her? This could be a permanent thing…if you aren’t up for it, I will gladly bring her to Trimi.”

      I met her gaze, understanding her worry. After all, I never thought I wanted kids, but now here I was with one of my own, another on the way and a third in my care.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this. I will raise her like one of my own whether it is for two years or the rest of her life.”

      “Look at you, acting all grown up,” she joked, but I could tell she was trying to cover up her tears.

      “Susanna, you take Lidia to see Cienna. I’ll join you after I meet with Norlan,” I told her, heading toward the inside of the castle to get out of the cold.

      When I reached my office, Norlan was already inside—the man must have run over here as soon as he was given the request. Not that I minded in the slightest.

      “Good, you are here,” I said, making my way over to the desk. “I’ll get straight to the point. The king has requested our help with the invasions. The temperature has decreased the number of portals across the land, but that doesn’t mean they have disappeared entirely. We have been lucky here in Arenia Harbor—the rest of Lornia…not so much. While I refused the recon mission to Harkin, I did agree to assist with recovering Rand. I need you to work with Alexi and form a team for the mission. Don’t take this lightly. The city has been completely overrun from what we heard at the last report, but even those numbers may have changed. While I give my permission to use as many soldiers as you see fit for this mission, don’t leave my harbor unprotected. Do you understand what I need from you?”

      “Yes, Master Trevor. We will start planning for an attack on the monsters that invaded Rand. I won’t let you down.”

      “Good. I know you won’t,” I said confidently, believing him to be the best man for the job.

      “And what about you, Master Mage? Will you be joining the fight?” He questioned, wondering what role I would take if he was to be put in charge of the fighting force.

      “I will, but I have something to take care of first. I trust you will be able to manage the troops march to Rand alone?”

      “Of course. Thank you for the honor, Master.” He bowed forward slightly, a sign of respect.

      “You may leave. I will call a meeting in the next few days to hear about your plans.”

      Norlan nodded, exiting the room, leaving me alone in the study. I knew the man had questions he wanted to ask, pleasantries one would share after a quick trip, but I felt like I needed to stick to business—that there wasn’t enough time for everything that needed to be done. I inhaled deeply, trying to get rid of the sinking feeling in my chest, willing myself to believe that I was making the right choices that would lead to the best outcome for my people and the whole of Lornia.

      Having relayed the king’s message to Norlan, I decided to go and see my harem. I knew Susanna and I would be leaving again shortly for the dryad territory, so I wanted to be sure I spent enough time with the others so that they wouldn’t feel left out. I nodded to the guards who stood beside the study door as I made my way past them—-they were pretty quick in realizing my return, always feeling the need to stand by for my protection.

      “I’ll be fine alone, thank you,” I said when I noticed them turn to follow me, the two men stopping in their tracks at my words.

      I left them looking unsure of what to do with themselves, but I figured my castle would be the last place I would need protection and I had been without it for days already. As I neared the door of the nursery, I heard excited voices inside, the sound of soft giggling coming through the wooden door.

      Opening the door, all eyes shot toward me, smiles forming on the girls’ faces when they realized who was entering.

      “Master Trevor!” Siofra was the first to call my name, leaping from her seat beside one of the cribs to run toward me.

      “Master Trevor,” the other girls joined in, crowding around me.

      Lidia was already in the room, the crib set up and baby Alina laying inside. Beside her crib was Cienna’s, the two already looking like they were siblings.

      “I’m sure Lidia has introduced you already, but this is my niece, Alina. We are going to be taking care of her for the foreseeable future.”

      Squeals of delight filled the room, the girls obviously having nothing against the new addition. I walked over to the cribs and gazed down at both the little girls, their small faces looking up at me. Yep, we can do this, I thought to myself, ready to give my all to providing a good future for the little ones.

      I felt fingers stroking the back of my arm and I turned to find Rivinia, a seductive look on her face. “If I wasn’t already carrying your offspring, I would have wanted your seed in me this very second,” she cooed, glancing at the babies then at her growing stomach.

      My eyebrows raised at her invitation, but as much as I wanted to act on it, my sister was still present, and we had other things to discuss.

      “Are you back to stay?” Libby asked, hopeful, a look on her face that told me she also wanted to continue where we had left off before I left for Crimm.

      “Unfortunately, I have to leave shortly on another mission. While I’m away, the soldiers of Arenia will be preparing to travel from our ports to Rand to fight off the Troll-kin infestation.”

      “I want to come with you!” Both Rivinia and Siofra spoke at once, desperation clear in their tone.

      “No,” I said shortly, cutting off the conversation.

      I understood why they would want to be involved, and knew we would be weaker without them, but they weren’t in the right condition to fight, especially Rivinia-who was carrying my second biological child. Rivinia’s determined red eyes stared at me for a moment, her mouth begging to protest my refusal of her help.

      “Especially you…and you know exactly why.” I returned her stare, gaining a pout in response.

      “Even being pregnant, I can still shoot a bow.” She couldn’t help herself from saying, her face returning to the pout.

      “I know you can, but you're not taking part in this mission. That’s an order.” I didn’t want her getting any ideas, so I turned my request into a demand, being sure she understood not to go against my wishes.

      “Yes, Master Trevor,” she responded, dropping the issue even though I knew she still wanted to defend her side.

      “So, are you staying for two days? Three?” I switched topics, addressing my sister, who I could tell felt a little out of place in the nursery.

      While I was discussing my future plans with the women in my castle, she had made her way to Cienna, choosing to focus on the baby instead of our conversation. She rocked her gently as she thought about how to answer my question.

      “I’ll stay the rest of today and tomorrow, but then I should probably head back. That should be enough time to get Alina settled and to spend a bit of time with all of you, but then I would like to get back to Pete, Harmony, and Graham as soon as I can. I’m a little worried since the city wasn’t in the best state when we left, so I just want to make sure they are safe. Will that be a problem?” She turned from the crib when she asked the question.

      “Of course not. Whatever you want. If you are that worried, I am not forcing you to stay. There will be plenty of time for you to spend with your nieces later. We will understand no matter what you decide.”

      Lidia looked at the ground for a moment, biting her lip. “You really won’t mind if I head out first thing in the morning?”

      I chuckled, my gut feeling having been right. I couldn’t blame her, I would want to get back to my family as soon as I could, especially with Trimi being in the process of rebuilding after the attack.

      “It’s early, we will just have to get in as much quality time today as we can,” I joked, flashing a carefree smile.

      In truth, her leaving earlier would speed up my own plans since I wouldn’t be able to make a move with her here.

      “Thank you, Trevor…for getting it.”

      “I’ll send a few of my guards to escort you back to Trimi.” I started making a mental note on who I would ask to accompany her, making sure she would reach her destination safely.

      “I should be fine by myself, I just need transportation,” she responded, not wanting to inconvenience anyone.

      “If it were a straight shot to Trimi, I would be fine with that, but you will need to land more than a few times, so you will need the protection. Ciyin is great at directions and the best flier we have, but she can only do so much. I couldn’t guarantee that she would put your life above her own if it came down to it. Don’t worry, I will assign someone that will.”

      “Trevor…” she started, and I could tell she wanted to tell me that wasn’t what she wanted, but she stopped. “Thank you,” she said instead.

      She went back to bonding with the babies, and I left the room to talk with the people who would be in charge of protecting Lidia’s life. Did I think they would run into any trouble on the way back to Trimi? No, but I also wasn’t willing to take any chances. I gathered Mist, Tiffe, Kiel and Joel in my study since all four of them were mages and loyal to me as their master.

      When they entered the room, they stood in a line in front of my desk awaiting my orders. I waved to the guard who insisted on following me and he exited the room, closing the door behind him. I remained silent for a minute, letting their tension build, none of them wanting to be the first to speak.

      In front of me stood a fairy, a fox-fey and two twin leopard men. While they weren’t the most powerful mages, they did hold the gift, which made them an asset for the task I would assign to them. They were also put through the training I deemed necessary in order to defend Arenia Harbor in a potential future attack, meaning they had some practice in hand-to-hand combat and a weapon that suited them.

      “I’ve gathered each of you here for an important mission—-two actually. One that is mandatory and something I am asking of you, the other voluntary and a plea from the king.”

      “Yes, master. Whatever you need,” Kiel said sternly, ready to accept whatever challenge I demanded of him.

      His brother turned to look at him when he spoke, but then nodded his agreement, trying to stand a little taller to prove he was the right man for the job. I first explained how they would be traveling with my sister to ensure her safety, before switching to the king’s request.

      “Ciyin and a few of the other eagle-kin will take you to Trimi while you escort Lady Lidia home. When that mission is successfully completed, you will then fly to Crimm. I’ll send word to the king so he will be expecting you. From there you will be under his orders. The invasion has slowed thanks to the snow, but not all of the portals have closed. Mages are needed for this task. That’s where you come in. You will travel with his army and close as many of the portals as you can.”

      “Will we be fighting?” Mist asked, her transparent wings fluttering quickly when she spoke.

      “Be prepared for battle. The portals have been mostly quiet, but I can’t rule out the possibility of the Troll-kin appearing. Once the portals are closed you can choose to either head to Rand to assist in the take-back or here to protect our base. The choice is yours and I won’t think any less of you no matter what you choose. We need people in both locations.”

      “We understand,” the four said in unison, accepting the intel.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” I said sternly, rising from my chair. “You are not to enter the portals. I don’t care if it’s an order from the king. You have my permission to deny him—I will handle any consequences refusing his order may lead to. Do not pass through the portals. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Master!” Again, they answered together.

      “Alright, you are dismissed. Be ready to leave with Lidia first thing in the morning.”

      They nodded before heading out of the room and I once again was left in silence. Plopping back down in my chair, I scribbled out a quick missive to the king, letting him know the mages he requested would be enroute in the next few days. I also added a sidebar reminding him about our conversation in his throne room and my stance on the exploration mission to Harkin. I just wanted to be sure I didn’t have to learn of my team's disappearance due to his negligence in the coming weeks.

      When the message was finished, I rolled the paper tightly before placing it in one of the transport tubes. Walking over to the hanging cage that sat by my study window, I opened the door, letting the raven that waited inside out. It immediately perched on the windowsill, ready to fly to its destination. I approached it with the note in hand and the bird offered its leg, revealing its well-trained nature.

      A moment later and the note was attached, the bird bouncing eagerly on the ledge, waiting for the moment when I would open the window. I explained the destination to the bird using a map that was fastened to the wall. It squawked in response as though it understood my command. Feeling as though it would carry out my wishes, I opened the window, releasing the bird into the world. It soared high, letting out a satisfied ‘caw’ before disappearing over the building.

      One less thing to worry about, I thought as I shut the window, returning to my desk. Pulling out an ink quill and some paper, I wrote a few notes, planning out how I saw the days to come. Ciyin would be busy for the next week transporting Lidia and then returning home, meaning I could either begin my own mission with a different eagle-kin leader or wait for her return. As much as I wanted to get started right away, I also knew that traveling with her at the lead was the safest way to ensure the others didn’t lose control of their desires and take it out on their passengers.

      That meant I had a week to help Norlan and Alexi prepare. Granted, I had given him full control over the fighting force, so I would be more of a bystander in the meetings. I also needed to make sure the route that Susanna and I would take would be safe and that we would be able to infiltrate the dryad’s territory discreetly.

      I remembered her telling me that where her parents were taken would take months to reach, but she wasn’t thinking about the possibility of utilizing eagle-kin to reach the destination faster, which meant it would be a much shorter journey. A drop of ink fell to the paper, my quill hovering above the note as I thought about how we would soon be exploring new parts of Lornia. Traveling the world had always intrigued me, but somewhere between gathering allies and building my own home front, I had forgotten that the world was more than just the few cities I had seen.

      This will be interesting, I chuckled at the thought, walking over to the framed map once more. Placing my hand on the worn parchment, I slid it northeast until it laid on top of the dryad capital Foliatus. I felt the urge for adventure well up, the gem around my neck glowing brightly, reacting to my increased emotions. Just what kind of city waited for us in dryad territory? I was ready to find out.
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      I ran my hands roughly up her thighs, gripping at her supple skin. The bouncing movement increased in speed, her body accepting my length inside her over and over again.

      “Master!” Libby cried out on top of me, her own hands cupping her breasts, her body rocking in a set rhythm. “I want your seed, Master. Please, give it to me,” she moaned, her words coming out between breaths.

      I could feel I was close, my dick throbbing for release. Holding onto her hips, I pressed her against my body, stopping the continuous thrusts. I grunted in ecstasy, releasing my essence inside of her. Her head tilted back, her eyes fixated on the ceiling as she moaned in pleasure, my own climax pushing her to reach hers.

      When the orgasm stopped, she collapsed on my chest, her breathing heavy, her lips leaving kisses on my neck. We stayed like that for a moment, reveling in the feeling of pleasure. She wasn’t the first to visit my room that night, or the nights before for that matter. Sometimes they came as a group, others, like tonight, one after the other.

      Each of the girls said they wanted to spend as much time with me as they could before I set off for who knows how long. Not that I minded being rung dry by the beautiful girls in my estate, it was definitely one of the perks of being in Lornia.

      “Maybe this one will stick,” Libby whispered in my ear, before kissing me on the lips.

      I pulled her closer, deepening the kiss. Thrusting my tongue inside, I explored her mouth, eliciting another muffled moan from her. Libby had gotten even bolder after I returned from Trimi, but she was transparent with her motives—She still wanted a baby. Sliding my hands down her back, I reached her bottom, giving her cheeks a nice squeeze.

      She smiled, lifting her leg up over my body and onto the floor. Picking up her clothes from the pile at the end of the bed, she put the shirt on and walked to the bedroom door without any pants, her fluff ball of a tail out in full view. She turned back just long enough to give me one of her sweet smiles, before reaching for the doorknob. I willed my lower half not to react, after all, I had already been with the four women that night, there was no way my dick wasn’t satisfied at that point.

      When Libby left the room, I plopped down on my bed, letting myself surrender to the comfort. Not sure what the next months would bring, I knew I needed to get as much rest as I could before starting our journey in the morning.

      Ciyin had returned the day before, a note in hand from my sister, thanking me for the excessive guard. I smiled when I read it, relieved she had made it home safely. Ciyin let me know that she and her team had safely dropped off the mages in Crimm before their return and that they were eager to get started with the new mission.

      Norlan and Alexi had divided our fighting force, two-thirds being sent off to Rand while the rest protected the port in case of any unexpected attacks. Although he would have preferred to travel to Rand, Alexi agreed to stay with the team remaining in the port, choosing to focus on training since the threat of an attack was minimal.

      The soldiers were packed and ready to leave at the same time that Susanna and I would depart, although their method of travel would be by sea and land, our supply of eagle-kin being nowhere near enough to fly everyone to the destination. During the time we had to prepare, I discussed the route Susanna and I would take into dryad territory with some of the dryad hybrids that served my castle.

      Jolie, Ceram, Beth, and Charlie provided wonderful insights on how to get into the land without arousing suspicion. Charlie had the most knowledge of the layout, the other three having grown-up outside of the territory. He informed us that the best course would be to travel by eagle-kin to the nearest city and then walk or catch a ride by carriage after that point. Apparently using fey as a form of transportation isn’t something a dryad—full or half—would consider, so we would be outed as humans almost immediately.

      With the help of the dryad hybrids, I was also able to test the potion that I had bought off of Lim, ensuring that it truly did what the old fool said it would. It was a good thing I ended up buying more than I thought I needed. Once I swallowed the concoction, all four confirmed that they could sense dryad magic in me, meaning it was successful. At least I didn’t have to worry about looking like an idiot human that just waltzed into hostile territory.

      I met the girls in the nursery to say our goodbyes. Rivinia had Alina in her arms, while Libby rocked Cienna. I could tell they still weren’t happy with my order for them to stay out of battle, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to worry about others when focused on a mission.

      “Try not to do anything too dangerous. Please, Master,” Libby said softly, taking her eyes off of the baby for a second to look up at me.

      “I won’t do anything more than necessary,” I responded, knowing that my idea of necessary would be very different from theirs. “I’m counting on you all to keep things running smoothly while I’m gone. I better not come back to this place in shambles,” I said in a joking tone, but meant every word.

      “You can count on us, Master Trevor.” Siofra answered for all of them, coming over to kiss me on the cheek.

      I left them after that, figuring we had said our goodbyes enough in the previous days. Walking together, Susanna and I entered into the courtyard, our rides already waiting for us along with Alexi and Norlan. They quickly relayed their plans for what was probably the seven hundredth time, saying that they were honored to fight for Arenia Harbor, the king of Lornia and myself. I thanked them, knowing the missions to secure Rand and protect our base were in good hands.

      “If we don’t meet up with you in a month, then we are probably dead or dryad slaves. The castle will need a new leader. Lidia and my girls can help decide that.” I added as I strapped myself into the harness.

      “Master!” Susanna exclaimed, shocked I would say such a thing.

      Yes, it was an unlikely outcome, but if we were overpowered in another territory, then life needed to continue here without us.

      “It’s just a precaution.” I shrugged.

      An awkward silence hung in the air, the eagle-kin beside me shifting uncomfortably, our luggage strapped to its chest.

      “In the unlikely event that you fall to the dryads, rest assured your castle and its people will be taken care of,” Norlan said at last, disrupting the unsettling moment.

      “Thank you,” I said simply. “Then, until we meet again.” I gave my final goodbye, signaling to Ciyin that it was time to start the flight.

      She ordered the others with a series of caws, the last of which was high pitched, the sound carrying far past the courtyard. As we lifted high above the castle, I saw the soldiers waiting outside the castle walls. Rows and rows of properly equipped men and women, looking relatively intimidating if I said so myself. I trusted that they would be able to deal some damage on their own, even if we ended up being a bit late to Rand.

      The chill of the wind slapped against my face, reminding me to use my magic. Reaching for the power of the gem, I heated up the air around us, making the flight less uncomfortable. While I was grateful we wouldn’t be traveling for four months by air, I still found myself wishing we could be there quicker. Settling into the harness, I accepted our fate, hoping the ride would be as smooth as possible.
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      After six days of flying, our only stops for meals and to make camp, we reached Croux, a medium-sized human dominant city just past Branfield. Ciyin landed in the woods outside of the town, not wanting to scare any of the locals.

      “Where should we wait for you, Master Trevor?” She asked as she watched me unhook myself from the harness.

      “I will get you a place to stay in town...they should have somewhere suitable in a place of this size. It might be a week or so before we make it back here, but I don’t want you to be too far away since we will need to travel to Rand once we finish up here,” I responded, thinking about travel time and the fact that we had no idea who even had Susanna’s family.

      “Yes, Master,’ she agreed before moving to help the others unload our baggage.

      “Wait here with the others. I will come back for you once I secure the lodging. Let’s go, Susanna.” I waved to her, heading toward the opening in the forest.

      After passing through the tree line, the town’s walls came into view. Two armed guards stood outside of a wooden gate, guarding the entrance while archers stood on the stone wall overhead keeping an eye on their surroundings. The added security measures made me believe the city would be a bit more on the advanced side, unlike some of the other places of squalor we had visited in Lornia so far.

      “State your identity and your purpose for coming to Croux.” The guard on the left spoke first, banging his spear against the ground as he puffed up his armored chest in an attempt to appear intimidating.

      “Trevor Berns and my companion Susanna. We are here for purposes you don’t need to know about.” This raised a few eyebrows, the man looking like he wanted to beat some sense into me. “By order of the king.” I held out the parting gift from the king—a letter of introduction granting me access to any city under his influence, Croux included.

      The guard narrowed his eyes as he read the note, then signaled for the man above to open the gates. Slowly the door slid open, the mechanical wheel requiring multiple people to maneuver it.

      “I also have my eagle-kin with me. Can you point me in the direction of the livery yard.”

      “That’s Killigan’s place. About two blocks past the market square. You can’t miss it.” The guard on the right answered this time, pointing a thumb back toward the entrance of the town.

      Very helpful. I didn’t bother pushing for more detailed instructions, figuring we’d get there eventually.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” I said as we crossed the threshold into the town.

      The first thing I noticed upon entering was the fact that I wasn’t smacked in the face by the smell of urine and feces. Croux at the very least had some form of sanitation measures in place, allowing us to breathe easily as we walked. The buildings were on the smaller side, built of either stone or wood. A path led directly through the town, the shops lining either side.

      I figured this must be what the guard meant when he said the market square, the path expanding to a more circular shape with sellers calling out to passersby to purchase their goods. The area was crowded, the townspeople hustling to wherever they were headed, all bundled up for the colder weather. I felt Susanna on my heels, the crowd making her a bit uncomfortable.

      “We’ll head straight and hopefully run into the livery,” I nearly had to shout so that Susanna could hear me over the hum of the crowd.

      I felt her grip my winter robe, not wanting to be lost in the shuffle. Five minutes of squeezing past the shoppers and we were out of the bustling part of the town. The buildings we encountered past the square still appeared to be storefronts, but looked abandoned compared to those at the forefront of the town.

      “Fresh flowers for sale!” A shopkeeper must have noticed us passing by as he opened his door right as we reached his store.

      In his hand he held a basket of cut flowers, offering them up for us to see. I waved my hand to tell him we weren’t interested and kept walking in a straight line, hoping to reach our destination. Another ten minutes of walking and the ascetic of the houses shifted again. The once abandoned looking buildings were now rich in color and even better maintained than those in the square. The sizes of a few also increased, those buildings looking out of place when compared to the size of everything else—this must be where the higher ups live, I thought to myself.

      As I wondered about the leaders of this town, a giant wooden barn came into view with a sign on the front of the building that read ‘Animal Boarding House’ in big bold letters. Well, there certainly was no missing that one. I pointed it out, knowing Susanna had probably already seen the place, turning my body in the building's direction.

      Just as we began heading toward the barn, an entitled voice called out to us. “Well, I’ll be damned. It can’t be.”

      I was fully prepared to ignore whoever it was, not believing I would know anyone from Croux, but the man persisted, rushing to block our path.

      “How the hell are you free and walking around?” I noticed his eyes were focused on Susanna who shrunk back a bit behind me.

      Stepping toward the man, I gave him a look that asked what his intentions were with my companion.

      “I see you found yourself a bodyguard. Ha! And here I was getting off to the thought of you being a slave to the kingdom for the rest of your days.” He reached his hand out, wanting to brush his slimy fingers across Susanna’s face, but I didn’t let him, grabbing his wrist before he could reach her.

      Feeling empowered by my actions, Susanna found her strength, addressing the man. “Baron Wilabee, I never expected to see your sorry ass here. What happened? Did they kick you out of Brickenshire?”

      I dropped his wrist roughly, beginning to connect the dots. The Baron of Brickenshire was the pathetic excuse for a man who once held her contract. The one she had disobeyed because of his heinous demands which ended her up in trouble with the law. The way I saw it, her actions in the past were just that, ancient history. I freed her from the harsh conditions of her slave agreement legally,  meaning this man could do nothing to her now.

      “Kick out? Please. I was promoted. I’m no longer a mere Baron, but a Viscount of this fine land you find yourselves in. The way I see it you are breaking the law just by being here Anna. How about I give you an opportunity? I won’t report you or your guard dog here if you just come back with me and serve me in my new estate. Heck, I’ll even take in this one too.” His eyes ran over my body, a look of lust on his pompous face.

      Shivers ran across my skin as I fought the urge to clock him in the face. I didn’t think getting into a fight with the Viscount of Croux would help us in our mission.

      “There’s no need to bargain for her freedom. She belongs to me and reporting us won’t change that.” I glared at the man, unblinking. I needed him to know I was serious. “Have a good day, Viscount Wilabee.”

      I bumped shoulders with the viscount as we passed, leaving him dumbfounded, a pissed off expression on his face as he watched us leave. I ignored it, hoping to never see him again. When he didn’t follow us, we focused on the barn to our front, wanting to get the eagle-kin situated as soon as possible so we could find transportation to Foliatus.

      To the side of the huge stable was a smaller building, a sign on the front that said ‘come on in.’ Pushing open the door, a little bell chimed, a woman in the back answering the ring.

      “Just a moment. We’ll be with ya in just a moment.” She called out, her voice sounding a bit frantic as though she were pleading with us not to leave.

      We stood in the entrance, waiting for the shop owner to appear. While we waited, I examined the goods on the shelves, most of them jarred food items like preserves and jams.

      “Whew, thank you for waiting.” A woman, who looked to be in her thirties, entered from the back room, an apron tied around her waist. “My husband is tending to the horses, so I hope it’s alright if I help you folks out. What can I do for ya?”

      “I need a place to board my eagle-kin. I have three and it would be for about a week…maybe more,” I responded, not caring who helped me as long as I got the help I needed.

      “Eagle-kin? That’s pretty rare around here. Most folks use the overflow of horses from the bigger cities, and we get the occasional ox. Anyway…that wasn’t the question. Yes, of course we have space for your eagle-kin. A week’s stay will be twenty silver. How does that sound?”

      “Perfect.” I rummaged through my robe until I found my sack of coins, pulling out one gold one.

      I plopped it in her hand, and she stared for a minute before calculating the amount.

      “One moment and I’ll get ya some change.”

      “Keep it for now.” I stopped her from returning to the back. “I don’t know exactly how long we will be gone, so in case we are unable to return, this will cover the cost of a few more days. In the event we come back sooner, you can keep the rest.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied meekly, holding the coin tightly to her chest.

      “Mary—Did I hear right that some customers came to the shop?” A gruff voice carried from the back room, the husband of the woman coming back from the stables.

      An old guy of about fifty barreled in through the back, his white undershirt stained with sweat. He wiped his clammy hand over his hair, trying to flatten the few pieces he still had on his head before he offered his arm for me to clasp. I looked down at him, giving him a forced smile as I ignored the gesture. His arm hung in the air awkwardly for a minute before he took the hint and retracted it.

      “So are ya folks here to board your horses?” He filled the silence with a question.

      “Eagle-kin. But yes. Your wife has already taken care of us. We will return shortly with our transport. Ciyin is the leader of the eagle-kin who will be reporting back to me, so I expect to hear a good report at the end of the week.” I said purposefully, making sure the owners of the livery wouldn’t mistreat my property.

      “Of course, sir.” The wife spoke calmly, still gripping the gold coin.

      With her agreement confirmed, I turned to leave, but then remembered my other need—transportation to the next town over.

      “Oh—are any carriages leaving for Foliatus today?” I questioned, my gaze shifting from the man to the woman, not caring who answered.

      “Why in the hell are you tryin’ to get to dryad territory?” The man looked appalled, his gaze narrowing. “Yer not some of them human pretenders are ya? Eagle-kin we’re fine housing in our stables, but we can’t be doing business with yer kind.”

      Human-fey hybrids must not be popular in this town, I realized, being sure to watch my words.

      “We’re just heading that way.” I tried to make light of the mission.

      “Well, you best rethink yer plans unless you want to be turned into slaves. Those rotten dryads. Lost one too many good townsfolk to their kind.” He spit, his eyes revealing the hatred he held for the dryads.

      “No right-minded driver would head in that direction, but there are carriages for rent. Usually pretty small, but they get the job done. Hamilton’s shop is about a block over. He can set you up with a ride,” Mary said, as her husband continued to mumble incoherently.

      “Thank you.” I smiled, ignoring the man’s outburst, and led Susanna from the barn, heading back the way we came. Luckily, we didn’t run into Wilabee in the spot we had left him, meaning we managed to avoid another unpleasant confrontation.

      “I think the shop she mentioned is just over there, Master.” Susanna pointed down an alleyway, the corner of another barn just visible from our vantage point. “I can ask about getting a carriage for today if you want to get the eagle-kin situated.” She offered with a look of pride on her face.

      I wanted to tell her we should stick together, but I could tell how much she wanted to help, so I didn’t want her to think I didn’t trust her with the task.

      “Alright, thank you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” I gave in, accepting the offer.

      “Yes, Master!” Her tone was giddy as she headed toward the alley.

      I had to chuckle at how such a small thing could improve her mood so much. With the acquisition of the carriage being left to Susanna, I rushed back toward the market square, wanting to meet back with her quickly. Yes, I trusted her, it was everyone else I didn’t trust. Squishing past the townspeople as they browsed the various wares being sold in the square was just as unpleasant the second time around as it was the first.

      The guards luckily recognized me when I reached the exit, barely giving me any attention as I passed through the gate. I told them I would be back shortly so they wouldn’t be too surprised when I returned minutes later. The gate remained open for me when I came back with the eagle-kin in tow, and while I could tell they were a bit surprised, they maintained a calm expression, letting us pass by without trouble.

      The walk back to the livery was easier with Ciyin and the others, the mob of townspeople moving out of the way when they spotted the large eagle fey in the square. I guess they did look a little intimidating, I found myself thinking as I looked at their massive wings and sharp beaks. Ciyin looked more human than the rest, but even she appeared dangerous to the average human.

      I pointed out the barn and Ciyin signaled for the others to head in its direction. Mary and her husband, Tom, were outside and when they saw us coming, they came over, eager to help. Tom led us inside the stables, pointing to the few stalls the eagle-kin would be occupying. The place was cleaner than I imagined, the wood new and the hay fresh. I was concerned whether or not Ciyin would be comfortable for the week, but she immediately headed for one of the rooms, plopping herself in a pile of hay.

      “I’ll be back in a week,” I told the couple who nodded that they understood their responsibilities in that time.

      With the eagle-kin situated, I rushed over to the alleyway where Susanna and I had parted, turning down the corridor to Hamilton’s carriage company. The shop front was expansive, the place having their own stable to house the horses they used to draw the carriages. Opening the wooden door, I entered the establishment, finding a man sitting behind a counter, whittling away at a piece of wood.

      “A customer?” He asked when I entered, and I wasn’t sure if he was asking me or if he was confused by the fact that someone was entering his store.

      I eyed the place, the walls bare except for a few paintings of horse drawn carriages, but the most concerning thing was that I didn’t find Susanna.

      “Did a woman come in here a little bit ago? She would have been asking about renting a small carriage.” I tried, hoping she was being shown the available carts or something already.

      “Nope. You’re the only customer we’ve had all morning.” He stood up, putting his half-carved wooden statue on the counter in front of him. “So, what can I help you with?”

      Getting a carriage was no longer my priority, the thought that something happened to Susanna weighing heavily on my mind. I ignored the man’s attempt to make a sale, rushing back outside to scan the area. I thought about the possibility of her simply being lost, but the trip from the place we had parted ways to the carriage company was less than five minutes and a straight shot no less—there was no way that was the case.

      “Wilabee.” I said out loud, the only explanation I could think of for her disappearance. “Dammit, I should have known that slimy fucker would try something.” I was angry at myself for not thinking about the possibility.

      The meeting had been so brief, I didn’t think he would have the chance to plan a whole abduction—I gave him the perfect opportunity. I cursed my stupidity for leaving her alone. Well, nothing I could do to change it now, so instead, I focused on how to get her back. I began to walk back through the alleyway—toward the fancy houses—thinking of how I would figure out which one belonged to the Viscount and even more important, how to get into his estate.

      As I was lost in my planning, two figures dressed in dark clothing emerged from the shadows of the alleyway. I froze in place, staring down what I could only assume were my enemies.

      “Is this the one?” I heard one of the figures whisper to the other.

      Great, they were incompetent too. A confirming nod sent them both creeping toward me, their arms open wide like they were trying to catch some wild animal. I almost laughed at their pathetic attempt to corner me, but then I realized, this was my chance. Why waste time trying to plan a way into the viscount’s mansion when these two wanted to personally escort me inside?

      My arms had stiffened in reaction to the threat, ready to fight at a moment's notice, but with the change in plans, I relaxed them, switching my focus to observing instead, needing to know if they were there for my capture or my kill. The man on the left pulled out a baton from his waist holster, telling me all I needed to know. This will hurt, I mentally prepared myself, trying to force my instincts not to react.

      “What do you want from me?” I played the victim, wondering if they would spill any information before my capture.

      They didn’t respond, the two backing me into a corner against the building wall. One reached out, grabbing me by the forearm before yanking me towards him forcefully. I didn’t fight him, my body moving where he wanted me to go. As I stumbled, the other brought the baton down on the back of my neck. I cursed inwardly, the blow hurting, but the hit was not strong enough to knock me unconscious. They didn’t need to know that.

      I dropped to the ground as realistically as I could make it, shutting my eyes so they would think I’d lost consciousness.

      “See, piece of cake.” I heard one snicker to the other and the next thing I knew I was being thrown in a bag and hoisted over the two men’s shoulders.

      Strange that no one questioned two shadowed guards carrying a human around in a sack, I thought to myself, trying my best not to tense my body as we walked. The ploy grew increasingly harder the longer the walk became, but finally we reached our destination. I knew we were wherever they were trying to take me when my body hit a stone floor, the men thinking nothing of dropping me like the sack of potatoes I was pretending to be.

      The sack came off and I could feel their eyes on me, but I remained still, my face calm, knowing I would probably be hit again if I woke up too soon.

      “Put him with the others,” an unfamiliar voice bellowed from across the room.

      I felt the cool metal of shackles close on my wrists, my body upright against a rough stone wall. When I heard the squeak of a cell door closing and footsteps fading in the distance, I opened my eyes, taking in my surroundings for the first time. I was indeed in a dungeon cell, the stone floor covered in dirt and the bars of the door a rusted copper color. My wrists were chained to the wall, two others in a row beside me. Susanna was not among them.

      “Welcome, newbie,” the man to my left spoke, eying me from his place on the wall. “My name’s Eden.”

      He was quite friendly for a prisoner, I thought, turning to glance in his direction. Although covered in dirt with slashes down his arms, he was beautiful for a man. A half-elf maybe? I couldn’t help but wonder, his ears not the typical shape for the elf race. Further down was a woman, her state similar to Eden’s, but she didn’t speak, her eyes fixated on the two of us.

      “That one doesn’t talk. I’ve just been calling her Lilly,” the man said when he noticed me looking her way.

      “Have you seen them bring in a woman today? It wouldn’t have been that long before me. She’s about 5’6” with dark blue eyes and brown hair,” I questioned, hoping to have been brought to the right place.

      Before he answered, I looked out past our cell bars at all of the other cells in the room. Full fey, half fey and even some humans were being housed as prisoners, some chained to the walls others free to roam within the confines of their room.

      “Nope, you are the only newbie they brought in today. I’m surprised you were chained to the wall right away. You must be a special case.”

      “Special case?” I wondered what he meant.

      “You know, like a flight risk or maybe a little insane.” He gave me an unsettling smile.

      “I’m just here to find my lover,” I told him honestly, taking a closer look at the shackles around my wrist.

      Thinking it was about time to move ahead with my plan, I reached for the gem’s magic, the ruby still sitting securely around my neck. Before I could activate the magic, I heard the sound of footsteps heading back in our direction. I let go of the magic, deciding to observe a little bit more.

      A muscular guard dressed in the same black clothing as the ones who captured me, stopped in front of our cell, a fresh slash wound across his face as he glared daggers at the three of us chained to the wall.

      “Hey Neo, what happened to your face?” Eden called out, his question ending in a chuckle.

      “You think this is funny, elf boy?” Neo growled, walking over to a fire pit on the side of the room.

      From the coals, he pulled out an iron bar, the metal glowing red from the heat.

      “How’s about I show you something really funny?” He reached for the keys on his waist, unlocking the cell door and stepping inside.

      Once inside, he closed the bars behind him, spinning the metal bar intimidatingly. Lilly growled at the man, her teeth bared in frustration.

      “And who are you?” He asked, getting really close to my face.

      Lilly continued her auditory show of displeasure at his appearance, distracting him from his interrogation. He hit the wall beside her head with the iron bar, sparks flying from the impact, causing her to flinch.

      “Shut yer trap,” he screamed in her face, the woman trying to shrink away from his outburst. “Now where was I?” He turned his focus back on me. “That’s right. You must be new, those arms of yours have barely a scratch on them. I think I can fix that.” He grinned, clearly taking pleasure in other people’s pain.

      “Susanna. Brown hair, blue eyes. Would have been brought in earlier today. Have you seen her?”

      His eyebrows furrowed at my question—that would be a yes.

      “That bitch.” He turned his head to spit on the ground as if the very thought of her made him sick.

      I started to see a clearer picture of how he knew her. While different from the two men who carried out my capture, he still wore the same clothing as them, meaning his role in the estate must be the same. The wound across his face was received fairly recently, the freshly dried blood and angry red skin telling me that much at least.

      “Did she give you that?” I tried not to laugh when I asked the question, pointing a finger in the direction of his face.

      His nose scrunched as he snarled in response, confirming my suspicions. Susanna didn’t go down without a fight and, at the very least, she managed to permanently scar her captor. He clearly saw through my attempt at hiding the fact that I found his situation funny, the rage displayed on his face growing by the minute. Not wanting to chance being struck by a blazing hot metal bar while strapped to the wall, I reached for the power of the gem, feeling the magic as it flowed into my body.

      “Do you think that’s funny? Eh, boy? Do ya?” He growled, striking the wall above my head this time. “Why don’t I give you a present to match the one that bitch gave me?”

      He brought the bar in close to my face—close enough to feel the heat coming off of it. While he was distracted by his attempt to make me fear him, the shackles around my wrists started to melt, the heat of my magic weakening their integrity.

      “You can certainly try it,” I goaded him, hoping for a reaction.

      He huffed, his mouth raising into a sickening smirk, ready to answer my obvious provocation. With a great show of power, he lifted the sharpened bar high above his head with the intention to strike me across the face, needing to prove he was the one in control. When he brought the weapon down, I caught it, the heat of the metal nothing against my magically charged skin.

      “Ho-ho! Can’t say I saw that one coming. Whatcha going to do now Neo? He looks tough.” Eden chimed excitedly, getting a thrill out of the encounter.

      He struggled against his chains, trying to get closer to the action, the sound of metal clanging against the stone wall, adding to the tension in the air. Neo looked shocked, it was obvious he’d never expected this outcome. I smirked, thrusting his arm away from my face, his body moving a few steps backward in response. Neo eyed the exit, remembering there was no where I could escape to and the fact that it was his job to keep me contained.

      “You little...” he huffed under his breath, gripping the weapon tighter.

      By now the heated metal had cooled, the sharpness of the iron bar the only real threat in the fight. While I managed to keep my necklace in the capture, my weapons had been removed, meaning I would be fighting him with magic alone. I wasn’t worried, after all I could burn him to cinders if I really needed to.

      With all the rage he was building up, Neo jerked the bar free of my grasp before waving the bar wildly in my direction, arching both in overhand and underhand motions. The cell wasn’t very big, so I found it difficult to dodge every chaotic swing, but I still managed to block the attacks. Eden was hollering like a maniac, enjoying every moment of the struggle. The next thrusting motion he sent my way, I grabbed the bar, yanking it from his grip. He clearly didn’t expect that, his body moving forward with the bar until his brain reminded him to let go.

      Throwing the bar to the cell floor, I reached for the man’s throat, slamming him against the stone wall behind us. The more he struggled, the harder I squeezed, my tight grip making breathing more difficult. Finally, he took the hint and remained still, his hardened gaze unblinking as he accepted his defeat.

      “Do you know where she is?” I asked, letting up momentarily so I could slam him back into the wall when he took the opportunity to move.

      “No.” He managed to say, his voice hoarse and strained.

      “You sure?” I asked again, reaching for the power of the gem, heating my fingertips as they pressed into his exposed skin.

      “We—,” he tried to speak, but the pressure on his neck wouldn’t let the words escape his mouth.

      I softened my hold, giving him another chance.

      “We were ordered to drop her off directly to the master’s chambers.”

      I raised my eyebrows, tilting my head toward him, figuring he could imply my next question.

      “Second floor, first door on the right,” he groaned.

      “Thank you. For that I will spare your life,” I told him before strengthening my grip, just long enough for him to lose consciousness. “Although I can’t say the same about them,” I whispered to his unconscious body as I ripped the keys from his waistband.

      Taking the stolen keys, I unlocked Eden’s shackles and then Lilly’s, the girl softly  growling the whole time I was near her.

      “You’re free to do what you want,” I told him, throwing him the keys once Lilly was free.

      A sinister grin overtook his features, but then they softened just long enough to mouth the words thank you as he bowed in my direction. I nodded my acceptance of his thanks as I passed through the barred doorway. Now to hope I wasn’t too late. With this thought on my mind, I rushed toward the stairway that led up to the main floor of the house, not bothering to check for any more guards.

      To my surprise, I didn’t run into anyone, Neo having been the only one in the area. When I reached the door to the main living area, I pushed it open slowly, expecting to find a crowd of people waiting just on the other side. Again, luck was on my side, and I found that the door led to an empty room, the decorations making it look like something you’d find in an art museum. I walked past the vases and miniature statues encased in glass and out into the hall.

      A woman stood dusting the windowsills, her clothing letting me know she was a servant of the Viscount. She looked over at me when I exited the room, but didn’t say a word. She simply resumed her task of making sure all the windows were completely free of dust, choosing to ignore my presence. One less thing to worry about, I told myself, trying to decide which direction would lead me to the main foyer—to the stairs. I chose to go left and started my sprint, noticing that the servant looked my way again when I began my run, but again she chose not to do anything about my actions.

      The long hall with doors lining the side on my left did eventually lead out to the foyer, but I assumed the right would have been the same, the hall gently arching toward the front of the house. The place was massive, the foyer featuring double staircases on either side. Again, I chose the one closest to me, and barreled up the stairs, my footsteps echoing when my feet hit the tile floor. A couple men dressed in servant suits stood by watching, their posture precise and stiff, but again I received no reaction.

      This man must be a real piece of work if not one person had called to the attention of the guards at the sight of my intrusion, I found myself thinking. Still their apathy worked in my favor, and I soon found myself outside of the door Neo had declared to be his master’s chambers. Before I could open the door, the handle started to turn and a maid exited, her clothes soaking wet and her hair disheveled. In her arms she carried a bundle of sheets, the once white color stained and grungy.

      “I am sorry, my lord!” She said with a gasp, nearly running into me. “The master is quite busy and does not wish to see guests at the moment.”

      Her eyes shifted over my robes, my clothing leading her to assume I was a guest of the house.

      “I think now is the perfect time to visit him,” I replied, smiling at the redhead as I tried to reach around her and grab the door handle.

      “He—he will be angry with me,” she stuttered.

      Looking closer, I saw the faint bruising around her neck, just barely covered by the collar of her dress.

      “Why would he be mad at you? I am the one who is about to disturb whatever your master is doing. Don’t worry, I will be sure he doesn’t blame you.” I gestured for her to continue with her task and while she looked uneasy, she obeyed, moving past me with a slight nod.

      “He really will be angry,” she said softly, her eyes fixated on the floor, her body trembling slightly.

      I placed my hood on my head before resuming my reach for the door handle. The door easily opened, the strong smell of incense smacking me in the face as I entered, the room inside dark and surprisingly quiet. I shut the door softly behind me, cutting off any residual light. As my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, I could see the shape of a bed in the distance, two windows covered with heavy curtains behind it. I made a beeline for the curtains, needing the light of the outside if I was going to make any sense of the situation.

      A few paces from my destination, I heard the sound of metal shifting on the floor, catching my attention just as a figure jumped at me from on top of the bed. Caught off guard, I fell to the ground with the person on top of me, their nails digging into the skin on my arm. I grabbed their wrist, stopping the attack and rolled us both over until my body was on top of theirs, my hands pinning them to the ground by their wrists.

      “What the hell,” I mumbled, reaching up to yank the curtain open, the sunlight streaming in immediately.

      “Master?” Susanna asked breathlessly, her blue eyes staring up at me.

      I exhaled, relieved both to have found her and that my attacker stopped struggling under my weight.

      “Are you okay? Did that bastard do anything to you?” I asked, helping her to her feet.

      She stumbled into my arms, answering one of my questions. She had clearly been drugged.

      “I think it’s the incense,” she half moaned, the smell in the room affecting her body.

      Setting her down gently on the bed, I went to open the other window before searching for the source of the smoke. I found it on a shelf high above the ornate bed, the smoke billowing down from overhead. Climbing up onto the plush mattress, I reached up, extinguishing the stick of incense with my finger and a bit of spit.

      “Where is he?” I asked, hopping back down to the ground.

      Susanna shrugged, her arms wrapped around her body.

      I took a good look at her now, sitting on the edge of the bed. She was dressed in skimpy lingerie, the cream-colored material sheer and showing off all of her assets. I felt my body temperature rise with my increasing anger.

      “He told me he’d be back after ‘preparing.’ I thought you were him. I’m so sorry, Master Trevor. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” She glanced at the shallow red marks along my arms.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. This,” I pointed to the marks, “is nothing. If anything, I am glad you fought back, especially in this state.” I said referring to the fact that she seemed to be a million miles away.

      As I held her hand, trying to reassure her that she was safe now, I heard the door on the right wall of the room click open.

      “What kind of trouble are you getting up to in here?” Viscount Wilabee snickered as he entered the room dressed in nothing but a small towel wrapped around his waist. “Oh, you’re here too. Guess my guys had no trouble finding you. Although, I don’t remember telling them to bring you up here just yet. No matter.” He grinned lustfully, moving toward the bed where we sat.

      I rose from the bed, the magic of the gem already coursing through my body.

      “I wanted to ignore your existence. When I heard who you were to Susanna, I needed to use every ounce of restraint to not kill you where you stood. I thought, as a Viscount, you would conduct yourself with a little more decorum…it seems I was mistaken.”

      None of my words seemed to make it to the Viscount’s brain, his body still moving toward us, a tent rising from the towel.

      “I think it’s you who are mistaken—for thinking I care about your opinion. You don’t seem to understand the position you are both in. I run this town, and whatever I want becomes mine.” He brushed an escaped strand of brown hair behind Susanna’s ear before placing his meaty hand on my shoulder. “And right now, it’s both of you that I want.”

      I couldn’t hold it in anymore and just started laughing out loud. He blinked in surprise at my sudden outburst, but refused to move his hand from my shoulder. I decided to help him, gripping his wrist as I stood from the bed. He struggled, realizing immediately that even with me having breathed in the incense, I was stronger than him, my grip tightening around his limb the more he struggled.

      “Guard!” He yelled, needing help to subdue his captor, but I knew no one would come, the only one in the area having been the servant girl.

      I chuckled again at the absurdity of it all, realizing that the man was a nuisance, the people of his estate not even caring about his well-being. I thought about the guards who never left my study door even at my insistence—they truly wanted to protect my life, but this man had no one. Would the town even care if he just happened to disappear. Doubtful. In fact, the place would probably be better off without him.

      As my thoughts grew darker, I remembered the words of the Viscount, ‘Whatever I want becomes mine,’. The prisoners in the basement were probably victims of that whim as well. After all, few can refuse a viscount and live to tell the tale. Wilabee groaned in front of me, garnering my focus and I noticed the color fading from his face. The gem around my neck began to glow, absorbing the man’s life force through my touch.

      I saw the moment as the perfect opportunity to test the limits of the gem’s power, so I didn’t release my hold, letting the ruby feed on the raw energy.

      “Sto—p,” The viscount pleaded through gasps, falling to his knees as his energy was sucked from him. “I’m so—rr—y. I’ll let—-y—ou go.”

      “Oh, but Viscount Wilabee, it is much too late for that.” I leaned in close as I said the words, letting him know he would die by my hands.

      Glancing over at Susanna, I found her glaring daggers at the Viscount’s crumpling form, no sense of pity or remorse to be found in her expression. Whatever he did to her, whether now or in the past, it seems she found death the appropriate punishment. The Viscount tried one final desperate attempt to stop the attack, his free hand clawing at my own before he started grabbing at his neck trying to get air. His cheeks sunk inward, his skin becoming a dull gray color as the last of his life force was pulled into the gem.

      The husk that remained was unidentifiable, looking more like an ancient, mummified corpse than a man that was alive just two seconds ago. I eyed the heap with disgust, wondering if I was too lenient in giving him a rather quick demise. Unfastening the cloak from my body, I placed it around Susanna’s shoulders, her attire much too revealing for the cold outside air. We would have to find her something to wear. I looked around for an appropriate option, but I knew it wouldn’t be one of the viscount’s garments.

      “Let’s go Susanna.” I gestured for her to come, and received a small moan in response.

      She fiddled a little from her place on the edge of the bed.

      “Um, Master.” Her response sounded strained as she pointed to the shackle around her ankle.

      “Right.” I nodded, making easy work of the chain with a little help of my fire magic.

      My hand brushed her skin lightly as I removed the shackle and she moaned more intensely.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, glancing up from my crouched position.

      “I’m fine, Master,” she responded, her words muffled through her hands that she held them against her mouth, her head nodding exaggeratedly.

      “You sure?” I raised an eyebrow, sliding a finger up her leg.

      Her whole body reacted to my touch, another moan escaping her lips.

      ‘I’m sorry…I don’t know what is wrong with me. Now is definitely not the time for pleasuring,” She murmured more to herself than to me.

      It had to be the smoke, I realized, the incense doing more than just weakening her body so that she couldn’t fight back. My rage for the man welled up again and I couldn’t stop myself from stomping his corpse into dust, the ashes scattering on his obnoxiously shiny floors.

      “It hurts, Master Trevor,” Susanna mumbled with pleading eyes.

      She reached for my hand, the cloak falling from her shoulders, revealing her scarcely covered body once more. I felt my manhood react, but I tried to ignore it, not wanting to take advantage of her in her weakened state.

      “Please, help me,” she pleaded again, and all my rationality went out the window.

      Lightly grabbing the back of her neck, I pulled her close, kissing her deeply. She moaned with satisfaction, the urge that continued to scream at her finally being met. Our tongues danced together, her arms wrapped around my neck, trying to pull me in even closer, the kiss just not enough. In the next moments, her legs were wrapped around my torso, her hips grinding on me impatiently.

      She released my neck, plopping back on to the bed, her hands searching for my waist band. I didn’t need to be told twice, helping her remove me from my clothing. She eyed my length hungrily, the tip of her tongue swiping over her lips. She smiled seductively before placing her lips on the tip of my penis, teasing it with soft kisses. Her right hand stroked my length and then I was inside her mouth, her tongue swirling circles around my shaft.

      With her free hand, Susanna began stroking her clit, muffled moans leaving her mouth as she continued to suck my lower half. Wanting to be the reason for her moans, I switched our positions so that I could return the favor. The first lick had her body trembling with pleasure, and it didn’t take long before she reached climax, her wetness overflowing with desire. When the orgasm stopped, her body relaxed, having felt some relief from the effects of the smoke, but after a short pause, her need returned.

      “It’s not enough, Master Trevor,” she pleaded, turning her body to face me.

      My member was still fully erect, having yet to reach my own climax and she saw that as a means to appease herself. Her hips hovered over my length, her fingers spreading her opening, readying herself for penetration. She lowered herself on top of me, inviting me inside. With every inch she accepted, she released moans of pleasure, rousing up my desire to thrust.

      Grabbing her hips, I helped her along, pulling her toward me, the sensation causing her to climax for a second time. She bounced on top of me, my hands directing her motion as she pleaded for more. The more she asked for, the faster I went, the pleasure building until I came inside her. The release sent her into her third orgasm, this time our bodies trembling together in ecstasy. I grunted, feeling satisfied, rolling her over so that I could kiss her deeply.

      I felt her tongue in my mouth, her hands pulling roughly on my back, and I knew that she was nowhere near satisfied-her body demanding more. Her desperation roused my lower half, my dick ready for round two. It didn’t matter how many times she needed to release for her to feel satisfied, I was ready to fulfill them all. We spent the rest of the afternoon wrapped in each other’s arms, each climax bringing her closer to expelling the toxins from her body—closer to satisfaction and relief.
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      I’m not sure when I began to doze, but a soft rap on the bedroom door roused me from my sleep. Shit! I hurriedly pushed the covers off of us, picking up the clothing we had thrown to the floor. Susanna was still left with only the lingerie, so I threw my cloak in her direction, knowing she still needed something to cover up with. The knock sounded on the door again, this time a little louder. My eyes shot to Susanna, the cloak already around her shoulders as she tried to smooth her hair back into place.

      Opening the door a crack, I found the same maid I had met at the door earlier that day. She was dressed in fresh clothing, a piece of cloth tied around her neck in a pretty bow, hiding the bruises.

      “My lord, is the master available? I wish to know if he will be having supper in the room.” She tried to glance past me, but I closed the door a little more.

      “He’s a little tied up at the moment, so don’t worry about dinner.” I winked at her and she blushed a deep shade of pink. I looked back into the room, pretending all was well within, then turned back toward the servant girl. “We do require some clothing though. Something that will fit the lady. Don’t forget a winter cloak as well.”

      “Right away, sir.” She bowed slightly, turning away from the door.

      While we waited, I debated whether we should try to hide the evidence or just leave the pile of ashes on the floor for the servants to find. I decided on the latter, after all there wasn’t much to be done now that the man was dead. The town would need a new Viscount, but that wasn’t my problem.

      I was sure the people of the estate would have more than the death of their master to deal with once they realized what was happening in the basement. A minute later, the same soft knock sounded on the door, and I found the maid standing in the hall with a nice dress and warm cloak in her arms. A bit bulky for a swordswoman, I thought to myself, but it would have to do.

      “Thank you,” I said, snatching the dress and immediately closing the door.

      Susanna dressed quickly and we left the Viscount's bedroom, heading back to the small museum-like room I had entered from. I wanted to leave the same way, hoping to find our weapons on the way out. Again, we were met with no resistance, leading me to believe the Viscount didn’t have as much power or money as he claimed to have.

      “What’s down here?” Susanna asked as we walked down the stone stairs toward the basement of the estate.

      “The dungeon,” I answered, feeling a bit relieved that this would be her first time seeing it.

      Torches on the wall lit up the space, but the room was still quite dim despite the effort. Loud shouting could be heard from below and the sound of clanging metal rang in the air. Reaching the landing, we found the dungeon in chaos. All of the prisoners had been released, the few guards that had shown up to subdue the chaos were neutralized, all but one shackled to the same wall that I once hung from. I found the two that had captured me among them and the one remaining on the floor was Neo, but it was unclear whether or not the man was still alive.

      “Back so soon? Did you miss me?” Eden rushed to my side, blood splatter staining his face. “This must be the lady you were looking for.” He turned his attention to Susanna. “My lady.” He grinned, taking her hand and kissing the back of it. “I can see why you were searching so frantically for her.” He winked at me.

      “Everything alright down here?” I asked with a raised eyebrow, ignoring his previous words.

      “Just peachy! We are just taking care of some…business—as you can see. Nice and slow ya know…no sense rushing here.” He said, leading me to believe this had been going on for the last few hours Susanna and I had spent in bed. “Once things are settled here, we will move onto the main reason we were falsely imprisoned.”

      “If you are talking about the Viscount, don’t bother. He’s already dead.”

      “What? No. How sad.” Eden’s face dropped momentarily. Then he shrugged, “Oh well.” Turning toward the rest of the prisoners, he shouted as loud as he could, “The devil has been slain! We are free!”

      Cheers erupted at his announcement, the payback of the guards momentarily forgotten.

      “We’ll be leaving now,” I said, trying to move past him.

      “Leaving so soon? Don’t you want to enact your own revenge?” He pointed to the two men who had carried me in, a crafty look on his face.

      “Nah. If anything they did me a huge favor bringing me here. Even if it wasn’t the most comfortable.” I rubbed the back of my neck remembering the pain. “I got what I came here for, and I know you all will see they get the punishment they deserve.”

      “Suit yourself. It woulda been nice to meet you under better circumstances.” He held out his arm and I clasped it.

      “Hopefully, the next time we meet things will be different,” I said, sharing his sentiment.

      When the goodbyes were said, I led Susanna through the crowd of rampaging prisoners, the place completely destroyed. Near the doorway sat a weapon’s rack where I easily found my staff and her sword housed in the individual slots. On an end table beside the rack were our daggers, the metal bent in at an unnatural angle. I picked up one, examining the damage, but in the end decided they weren’t worth salvaging and left them on the small table.

      We passed through an archway, the stairs leading out behind the viscount’s estate. The sun was already setting, and I knew we wouldn’t be able to drive a carriage through the dark, so instead of trying to find the carriage company, we searched for an inn.

      The Viscount’s estate was on the nicer side of the street, the buildings around it built higher and more luxurious than the rest, but despite that, it was located pretty close to the rest of the business section of town. I wondered if it was simply due to the scale of the town itself being too small to space out the districts or if everything was purposefully built so close together.

      It only took twenty minutes before we passed by the livery where my eagle-kin were resting, a journey that felt much longer when I was pretending to be unconscious. Passing by the abandoned-looking part of town, we headed back to the square, easily finding an inn amongst all of the now closed storefronts. Lanterns flickered outside of the small wooden building, inviting people to come in and stay for the night. I didn’t bother searching for any other places to sleep for the night and simply entered the first inn we found.

      The inside was quaint, a roaring fire warming up the smaller front room. A desk sat off to the side when we walked in, the chair behind it empty. I rang the small bell that was on the counter, waiting to see if anyone would answer the chime. The sound of footsteps could be heard immediately after the first chime filled the air, a small child running full speed down the stairs in the back of the room.

      “Hello, good sir and madam. Would you like a room for tha night?” She said in her most professional voice as she brushed off the front of her light blue nightgown.

      Her head barely reached the counter, but she was determined to appear in charge, peering up at us from behind the desk.

      “Yes, one room for two,” I answered.

      She turned around grabbing a small key off of the wall before pulling herself up onto the chair that sat in front of the desk. From the corner of my eye, I noticed a man, her father I presumed, watching from the back room, making sure the transaction was going smoothly.

      “You will be in room 206 for tonight. Breakfast is served at 7:30 am. Checkout is at 11 am. For one night your total is 6 tins.” She smiled her brightest smile as she awaited payment.

      Pulling out my pouch from inside my cloak, I handed the little girl a silver coin. She stared wide eyed, already trying to calculate my change in her head. She looked toward the back room briefly, wondering if her father would come out to help her so she wouldn’t make a mistake with the money, but he remained hidden, trusting the girl to figure it out.

      “Keep the change,” I told her at last. “For the excellent customer service.” I smiled, taking the key from the counter.

      “Really?” She said, reverting back to the child she was, the excitement clear on her face.

      Now her father really did appear, a look of concern on his face.

      “We couldn’t accept that much extra for one room,” he started, reaching for the register box.

      “I insist,” I said simply, already walking from the counter to find the room I’d rented for the night.

      “Thank you!” I heard the little girl shout as Susanna and I walked down the corridor as we headed to the guest stairs.

      Our accommodations were easy to find once we reached the second story,  unlocking the door to find a clean and modestly decorated room. I nodded my approval before stripping down to the bare minimum and laying down in the bed. Susanna joined me and soon we drifted off to sleep.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The sun streamed into the small room, letting me know it was finally time to get up for the day. More times than I’d like to admit, I was woken up during the night to the sound of Susanna snoring in my ear. I found myself regretting not getting us separate bedrooms, but I knew it was too late to make the change during the late-night hours, so I simply nudged Susanna until the snoring stopped. Then it was a race to fall back to sleep before she did and hope I slept a little through the sound.

      Susanna stretched beside me, the sunlight shining into her eyes, rousing her from her sleep. “Good morning, Master Trevor,” she said with a warm smile.

      If I weren’t so sleep deprived, I’d have probably returned it, but I just got out of bed and headed to the wash bucket instead. After dressing in my winter attire once more, we left the room with our belongings in tow, hoping it was time for breakfast. Reaching the small lobby area, we found a sign that wasn’t there the night before—a big arrow pointing toward a closed door, breakfast foods drawn within the outline.

      We followed the sign into the adjacent room, finding a table set up with a variety of items. Muffins, bread with butter, eggs and even ham were served. Susanna and I helped ourselves to the delicious meal, sitting down at one of the few tables in the dining hall. Twenty minutes after we began eating, the owner of the inn and his wife came over to our table with a smile on their faces.

      “It’s thanks to you we were able to serve meat with this meal, so thank you. You, our valued customer, are welcome any time,” he said, his arm wrapped around his wife’s waist.

      “Thank you for the wonderful meal. You have a nice place here,” I responded after swallowing a bite of eggs.

      “I am Brody by the way, and this is my lovely wife, Josephine. You already met my daughter Liv. We just wanted to personally thank you. Will you be staying in town long?”

      “I’m Trevor, this is Susanna and no, we are leaving today.”

      “That’s too bad. We were hoping to see more of you around here.” Brody said with a chuckle, and I figured he was thinking about the money.

      After all this was the second time I’d overpaid for services, so it wouldn’t be surprising if word got around the square.

      “We wish you safe travels.” Josephine said, effectively ending the conversation.

      She smiled as she led her husband back toward the lobby, leaving Susanna and I to finish eating without disturbance. Other than us there were only three other groups that showed up for breakfast, two solo older gentlemen and a family of three. We each sat at separate tables, everyone choosing to keep to themselves. When Susanna and I finished our plates, we left the inn, but I kept their location in mind in case we needed a place to stay on the return trip.

      Our next stop was the Hamilton’s Carriage Company. This time we made it through the alleyway without being abducted, finding the nice sized stable and connected office space. I went inside, finding a different person manning the desk than I had seen previously.

      “Good day ta ya,” the bearded man said standing when we entered.

      After explaining our need for a carriage, the man took us out back and readied a small, two horse carriage. The set up was just big enough for two people to sit up front, the back having enough space for all of our meager belongings and at least three people. Hopefully it would be big enough, I thought as I handed over the ten silver coins—the fee plus a bit extra for a week’s rental.

      “Cost ten gold if we don’t get that carriage or them horses back, ya got it? Oh, and something for collateral. Ya know, ta make sure you come back here and don’t just run off without payin,” he said, scrutinizing our belongings. “How about that—looks like it’s worth a pretty penny.” He nodded with satisfaction as he eyed my staff.

      I sighed, knowing that we weren’t really carrying much else that would be of value to an outsider.

      “Fine, but this better be in the same condition when I get it back as well or there will be a much heartier price to pay than a mere ten gold coins,” I told the man, the aggravation clear in my voice.

      “Very good, sir,” he responded, his hands outstretched, waiting for me to hand over the staff.

      Reluctantly, I gave it to him, figuring the gem around my neck would hold enough power to protect us in dryad territory.

      “Have ‘er back in a week or else I’ll start charging double per day,” he quipped, holding the gem up to light for a better look.

      “I understand,” I said, climbing into the passenger’s seat.

      Susanna took the reins, leading the horse drawn carriage through a wider path on the way out of the city. As we passed through the streets, we overheard some of the civilians talking about the viscount’s disappearance, the news already beginning to circulate the town. I chuckled at the term disappearance, the state we left him in making it hard for the servants of his estate to even identify the body.

      Once we passed the majority of the buildings in the town, we reached open space, the wide plain stretching out in front of us. For now, the roads were paved, but I figured the further we got from human territory, the rougher the terrain would become. The carriage company didn’t ask many details regarding our trip, not really caring what we did with the carriage, just what state we brought it back in which meant I would probably be out ten gold coins by the end of this trip, I reasoned with myself, accepting the loss. We settled in for a long trip, expecting to be traveling at least three days by carriage.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      Breaking our expectations, the sight of the city, Foliatus, came into view after two and a half days of nearly straight travel. My prediction about the roads had been nearly correct, the paved streets switching to roughed out paths about a day from the human territories. It seemed the two cities were connected, but the lack of travel didn’t warrant the extra construction work that would be required to completely connect the two.

      The travel had been fairly easy, most of the path remaining wide open and away from the habitats of any monsters or feral fey we might run into. A few times, a wandering creature would chance upon our carriage looking to make a quick meal out of our horses, but Susanna was quick to react, handing me the reins as she drew her sword to eliminate the problem. I offered my support, but every time she would insist she had it handled, so I focused on learning how to drive the carriage in her absence.

      Now, we rested about two hours from the dryad civilization, needing to prepare ourselves before we entered the town. Jumping from the carriage, I headed to the back where we kept our supplies. Hopping inside, I found the crate of potions we’d hidden under a sheet in the back, and I grabbed two before heading back to where Susanna waited.

      “Lim said the effects of one potion should last for three days. Hopefully, the man was truthful about at least that,” I told her as I scrutinized the vials of liquid in my hand.

      Both were the bright green colored liquid I’d remembered, but one had a mix of blue in the center. Would that change the effects of the potion? I wondered to myself, swirling the vials to see if the colors would blend. When they didn’t, I rechecked to see if they both contained magic. Both revealed a good amount of magic, so I decided not to overthink things, handing Susanna the vial of pure green liquid.

      She popped the cork out, downing the whole thing in a single swig. She stuck her tongue out when she finished swallowing, a noise of dissatisfaction accompanying the expression. I followed suit, the flat, sour taste filling my tastebuds, the potion just as gross as it had been during our trial run. I felt the subtle change as we did before, but this time there were no dryad allies around to tell us if the potion was doing its job. I shrugged to Susanna, assuming the magic was working, and we settled back into the carriage.

      As we rode for the gate that laid ahead, another carriage filed in behind us, coming from further to the right. Instead of the covered back that matched our own carriage, theirs was a cage, people in tattered clothing sitting inside. The drivers were muscular men, their skin and hair a deep green color, little leaves growing off of their limbs sporadically.

      My eyes met the man in the passenger seat, so I quickly turned back around, not wanting to draw attention to ourselves. Another half hour of being followed by the slave cart and we reached the front of the town, two soldiers guarding the wooden gate covered with vines and ivy.

      “Welcome to Foliatus.” The man on the left stepped forward, his voice apathetic as he headed toward the back of our cart.

      Lifting the tarp that enclosed the space, he briefly inspected the items we carried, his search not finding anything suspicious. Luckily for us, he didn’t bother lifting the blanket we had used to cover the potions, so we didn’t need to explain what they were.

      “They are clear,” he said, making his way back to the front, his voice the same indifferent tone.

      The guard on the right nudged him, his eyes shifting toward me ever so slightly. The man on the left looked at me for the first time, his stance becoming a little straighter after his eyes met mine. I was confused by their reaction, my doubts in the potion starting to resurface, but the men simply stepped out of the way, the gate lowering to allow us entrance into the town.

      “Have a good stay, Sir.” The man tried to muster a bit of enthusiasm into his words, his head bowing as we passed.

      “What was that about?” I asked Susanna as our horses made their way under the archway.

      “No idea, Master,” she replied, looking back to see if the guards were still bowing.

      Every shade of green met us as we walked through the gates, the plant life thriving despite the cold temperatures. Flowers that I’d never seen before grew up the sides of the buildings, the colors vibrant and eye-catching. Despite everything I’d heard about avoiding dryad territory, the place was beautiful with all of its fairytale-like features.

      Compared to the previous city, Foliatus was more rural, the houses small, resembling huts with their domed roofs. The wooden exteriors were covered with ivy, the buildings built around a central tree, adding to the sea of green we found ourselves in. Stalls seemed to be the way most of the vendors conducted business, only a few stores having a permanent place in the town.

      In addition to the buildings, the streets, and the walls of the town, even the people were green and covered with foliage. The full fey were particularly plant-like, some even having body parts that resembled wood, but the half-fey resembled humans more or less, some having distinct features that marked them as a hybrid of the race. A woman passed by our carriage, her appearance mostly human, but her hair looked like leaves, the deep auburn color resembling the changes they go through in the fall.

      Luckily, even at a glance there were more than enough people who completely resembled the human race that I didn’t think our appearance would expose us to the town’s people.

      “Where to first, master?” Susanna asked, her eyes scanning the surroundings as she maneuvered the cart along the pathway.

      “I guess we should find a place to stay first–Settle in the horses before we start searching for your family.”

      As the words left my mouth, the cart that followed us into the town sped around us, seeming to be in a hurry to their destination.

      “On second thought—follow that carriage,” I told her, pointing to the speeding transport.

      She nodded her understanding, tightening her grip on the reins, directing the horses toward the carriage before it could disappear from our view. The further we followed it through the town, the closer together the houses started to get. People sat on the side of the streets, looking more like stumps than actual living beings.

      “I don’t like this, Master Trevor,” Susanna whispered, her eyes glued to the carriage in the distance.

      The slave wagon turned a corner, the branches of two buildings intersecting above it to create a shady and rather unsettling alleyway. We pulled ahead of the space, noticing that the carriage stopped in front of one of the bigger buildings, the carriage driver hopping out to head inside.

      “Alright, remember this place,” I told Susanna, signaling for her to head back.

      If her family had been captured as slaves, the first place to look would be the slave market, so it would help if we knew where it was.

      “Yes, Master.” She pulled on the reins, doing her best to turn the cart around.

      The horses were confused as to why we were suddenly going in a different direction, but after a minute and a bit of a struggle, the carriage was turned around and we headed back to the more populated part of town. As we passed the alleyway again, I saw a dryad dressed in a dark robe inspecting the humans trapped in the cage of the carriage, and I knew we had found the right place.

      A little bit later and we were back in the front of the town, ready to look for a place to stay while we were here. I couldn’t find any obvious inns like I did in Croux, so I decided it would be best to ask one of the locals for directions.

      “Stop here for a minute,” I said aloud, Susanna quickly pulling off to the side so we could stall the carriage. “I’ll be right back.”

      Hopping down from the carriage, I walked toward one of the stalls where a customer was browsing through the wares. Vases with intricate flowers painted on the sides were being sold, the vendor keeping a close eye on his merchandise as the customer looked over the products.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the woman browsing.

      At first, she didn’t react, her back facing me, clearly not wanting to be bothered. I tried again, taping her bark covered shoulder lightly to let her know I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “What do ya—“ She turned around to glare at me, but froze when she looked at my face, her crimson eyes widening.

      She dropped to her knees, “Forgive me. What can I help you with?”

      Her tone suddenly changed, the leaves sprouting from her arms trembling slightly as she kept her face firmly planted in the dirt. I raised my eyebrows, turning to the vendor with a questioning expression.

      “Good day, Sir,” he said, bowing his head.

      Just what in the heck is happening, I wondered, everyone’s reactions seeming to be the same. Did something go wrong with the potion? …Or perhaps something went right.

      “No need to bow like that. I am just looking for an inn or somewhere to keep my horses and sleep for the night. Can either of you help me with that?”

      “Of course, of course. I would be happy to!” The lady sprung up from her crouched position, a wide, but extremely forced smile on her face.

      When she didn’t offer any further information, I said, “Well, out with it then?”

      “Oh right, of course. So, we don’t really get many travelers here in Foliatus. Usually only those with family come by and they…you know…stay with family.” She stuttered at the end, realizing her answer was not what I was looking for.

      “So, you’re telling me there are no places for an outsider to stay here in town?” My mind was already thinking of making camp somewhere—either outside the city walls or somewhere within it.

      “Oh no, I didn’t mean to insult you, sir.” She started rubbing her palms together in a pleading motion.

      Strange. Very strange.

      “You didn’t…” I didn’t even know how to respond.

      “The houses on the outskirts of town are used in the event we get visitors,” the man behind the stall said, easing some of the unneeded tension that hung in the air.

      “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to not tell you about it…It was an honest mistake.” The pleading began once again, the woman acting as though I would cut her down in the middle of the square.

      Not like I hadn’t done it before, but I didn’t see our interaction as a negative one, so I still couldn’t figure out why she seemed so scared for her life.

      “Ok. It’s fine. How will I know which houses are available?” I didn’t want to set up camp only for the owner to come home later to a stranger in their house.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll know,” the man said with an affirming nod.

      I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “I will?” I nodded along, hoping my lack of understanding didn’t give me away.

      “One as powerful as you will certainly be able to feel the connection of someone’s bonded tree—half-fey though you may be.” The man reassured me, his voice sounding a bit more relaxed the longer he spent in my presence.

      Could they sense the power of the gem? I wondered, subtly glancing down at the ruby around my neck. I didn’t think the power would be recognized by non-mages.

      “Are you a mage?” I decided to just come out and ask, needing to know if I had something to worry about.

      “I’m not, but I’ve never felt an aura as pure as yours, sir. Are you perhaps a descendent of royal blood? Forgive my rudeness in asking.” He backtracked a bit when I didn’t say anything, my default stare making him uneasy once again.

      “Let’s not worry about that. Thank you for the information. I will take my leave now.”

      I wasn’t sure how I should respond, so I simply ignored the question, hoping he would come to his own conclusions about the matter. I left the stall with both the customer and the vendor bowing to me as I tried my best not to glance back at them, my pace naturally increasing toward the carriage.

      “Any luck, Master?” Susanna asked when I plopped back down beside her.

      “Well, turns out the potions were a little stronger than we intended.” I started going into the reason behind everyone’s odd behavior toward me.

      Susanna seemed excited by the news that everyone now believed me to be dryad royalty, but I could only worry about how it would affect our search for her family. Once she calmed down about my newly found status, I then told her about the vacant houses on the outskirts of the town, still questioning how we would know they were really vacant since there was no way for us to feel the connection between another dryad and their bonded tree.

      Luckily, once we reached the area the vendor had mentioned, finding the vacant homes was easier than we anticipated. Each house, like those in the center of the village, was built around a tree, leading me to believe those were the bonded trees the man had spoken of.

      Some of the trees were healthy and robust, others, not so much. I quickly decided that those that had an occupant were lush and flourishing, while those without one ended up withering away as a result. With this in mind, we picked out a more isolated house, the bark of the tree that grew within it was black and brittle—surely that meant the dryad that once lived there had either moved on or perished.

      Another reason I chose the small house, aside from its more isolated location, was the small barn that sat beside it, perfect for storing our horses while we scoured the town in search of Susanna’s family. Susanna offered to settle the horses while I carried our things into the building. Expecting the state of the inside to mirror the outside, I skeptically pushed open the door, ready for a cloud of dust to emerge from within.

      To my surprise, the inside looked relatively clean. I looked around for any signs that someone still lived there, but I didn’t find anything, the shelves empty and the furniture scarce. Inside the front room sat a small couch, a stump beside it for the end table. There was no kitchen table, and only a small fire pot to use for cooking within what would be considered a kitchen.

      Off to the left were two doors. I opened the first slowly, finding a bucket behind it and a larger wash tin in the closet sized room. The small space still smelled of rotting waste, the stench driving me to close the door almost immediately. Moving on to the final door, I found a bedroom, the size just big enough to fit the double bed and single wooden night table that sat within it. The bed had been stripped of all of its bedding, but the mattress remained, so we would have to make do. It was better than sleeping outside I had to admit, so I put down our belongings, ready to figure out a plan for our next steps.

      Susanna joined me inside once the horses were taken care of, the stable having been better equipped for visitors than the small house. I plopped down on the couch, the cushions crunching as I sat, the fabric having been stuffed with dried hay. Susanna stood by the doorway, her eyes scanning the surroundings of the little hut. I motioned for her to sit down beside me and she happily obeyed.

      “Now, I need you to tell me about your family.”

      She clammed up really fast, the subject still a touchy one, much like the day I’d first met her.

      “Of course, Master,” she replied softly, a big step up from the first time when I had to demand for her to speak about her past. “The whole of my family was captured by the dryads back in the invasion. Many of my aunts and uncles perished that day, but I know that the dryads took both my mother and my father as well as my little sisters with them as prisoners of war. The most that I could find out was that they were brought to the dryad homeland, but then…as you know, I wasn’t able to go after them.”

      Her eyes focused on her hands as she spoke, the shame of not being able to save her family still so fresh on her mind.

      “If only I was stronger, this would have never happened. I could have defended our home…kept us together.”

      I placed my hand on top of hers, tipping her chin so she would look me in the eyes. “You need to stop blaming yourself. You fought like hell to protect your people, but the enemy was stronger—there is no shame in that. If they are here, we will find them.” I assured her, ready to tear the village apart in our search if necessary.

      She nodded, holding back the tears, a vulnerable side of her she rarely showed.

      “Well, what are we waiting for? We know the first place we should go.” I smiled, trying to break the somber mood.

      She stood up quickly, her fists clenched, trying to brace herself for what we might uncover as we began our search. I prayed to whatever god or deity existed in Lornia that we would find her family alive and in a state that allowed them to be rescued, but I also knew that our search might end in more heartache for her. I only hoped that she was prepared—whatever the outcome.
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      Our first stop in our search was the slave marketplace. We left the carriage behind, deciding that walking would be less conspicuous. Did I think we would find her family at the marketplace after all this time? No, but perhaps those that ran the place would have some idea of where they ended up.

      The sun was starting to set when we reached the alleyway, the street workers just starting to light the torches around the town. I could tell Susanna was nervous by the death grip she had on the sword at her waist, ready for any potential ambush, but I didn’t feel the same fear she did. I placed a comforting hand on hers, her grip relaxing naturally.

      “Don’t worry. We are just two dryads searching for some help around our estate,” I whispered, making sure she wouldn’t reveal us before we thoroughly searched the town.

      We turned down the dark alleyway we had seen the caged carriage stop at earlier in the day and I knocked on the sturdy wooden door, the exterior covered in ivy. A slot near the top slid open, the green eyes of a dryad scrutinizing us from within.

      “What do ya want?” He said in a gruff voice.

      “We are here to do business,” I responded, shaking the coin purse I had prepared specifically for this part of the mission.

      I wanted to appear loaded, but I also didn’t want to reveal all of my wealth, so I kept most of my coins in a separate pouch strapped under my robes. The man eyed the bag in my hand before sliding the slot shut with a sharp squeal. I heard the clattering of locks being removed before the door was opened for us.

      “This way.” He pointed down a hallway, the place resembling an underground tunnel, the air damp and the lighting severely lacking.

      As we moved, I realized we actually were heading underground, the shop much bigger than it appeared on the outside.

      “Wait here.” He opened a door at the end of the hall. A finely decorated waiting area behind the industrial looking door, the fancy decor of the space looking out of place compared to the rest of the ascetic of the building.

      When we were inside, he closed the door behind us, locking it before he left. Susanna rushed to grab the handle, testing it to see if what we heard had been correct, finding that the door had been locked from the outside.

      “We are trapped in here, Master. They must have seen through our disguise—it’s over—I’m so sorry, Master Trevor.” She started blubbering, her mind a million miles away.

      “Susanna!” I tried to stop her spiral.

      When she didn’t answer me, I walked over to her, shaking her back to her senses. “Do you really think I would let that happen to you?—to us? Relax for now, we don’t know their intentions, but freaking yourself out isn’t going to do any good. Sit down for now. If things look off, I’ll handle it. Okay?” My eyebrows were raised as I waited for her response.

      Finally, she inhaled deeply, letting the breath out slowly. Her body looked calmer, her shoulders starting to relax.

      “You’re right. There is nothing to be afraid of. This is not Brickenshire and I am not alone in this. Thank you, Master Trevor.” She spoke slowly, her words more a means to reassure herself than directed at me.

      I sat on the overly ornate couch, the cushions still crunching from the cheap material inside the fabric despite their efforts to appear luxurious. A minute later a small knock sounded on a door behind us, one I hadn’t realized was there. Not waiting for an answer, the door swung open, a cart filled with tea and cookies being pushed in by a small woman, bunny ears protruding from the top of her head.

      “Would you like some tea while you wait?” She asked with a smile, her dark eyes glancing up at us.

      “Thank you,” I responded, then watched as she poured the tea into the fancy teacups.

      When the refreshments were set up in front of us, she took her leave, not saying another word as she slipped from the room. Although I didn’t want to be rude, I also didn’t trust the offerings, so I left them sitting where she placed them on the coffee table. Susanna looked like she wanted some, but she wouldn’t eat before me, so the food and drink remained untouched.

      Another ten minutes and we heard the familiar screech of the door unlocking, this time it was the same door we had entered from. A big man with a dark robe appeared, the same figure that we had seen briefly just hours before.

      “Welcome customers. I am Grant, the owner of this fine establishment,” he said as he walked into the room, closing the door behind him.

      We stood as he entered, not really sure of the customs of the dryads. When he turned toward us, he froze momentarily, his body tensing up, but then he proceeded normally, trying not to draw attention to his actions. Did he sense the aura as well?

      “What can I do for someone such as yourself?” He chose his words carefully, his tone sounding a little bit more formal than before.

      He gestured for us to sit down as he took a seat on the couch directly in front of ours.

      “I am looking for information.”

      “I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place if information is what you be needin.” He smirked looking ready to be done with the conversation already.

      “I’m not so sure that is the case.” I glared and he returned it in kind. “I’m looking for particular slaves. Human ones. They would have come to you from Brickenshire about when the ratkin-dryad invasion happened.”

      “All those slaves have been sold, good sir. Even if they hadn’t been, there ain’t no way I’d have kept them around that long if they weren’t getting any interest—-Ya know what I’m saying.” He paused letting the statement sink in.

      I knew exactly what he was insinuating, but I still didn’t believe that someone from Susanna’s family wouldn’t have sold for a good price.

      “You must keep records of all the slaves that you’ve sold. An establishment such as this must have all of their assets in order, right?” I asked in a haughty tone, banking on the fact that he probably thought I was some important dryad figure—hopefully, my assumption wasn’t wrong. “What? Is this not a business?” I asked like it was completely ridiculous not to have a paper trail.

      If slave trade were illegal in Lornia I could see why they would keep these things off the record, but here, despite how shady the place looked, their operations were legal. How they procured their products, now that was another issue entirely. The dryad dressed in dark clothing eyed me from under his hood, deciding whether or not he wanted to do business with me. I jingled the pouch of prepared coins in my hand, trying to tempt him into revealing his records.

      “Let me see what I can find,” he grumbled at last, giving in to his greed. “Wait for a minute.” He left the room, coming back a few minutes later with a hefty stack of folders in his hand.

      “There were quite a few slaves brought in around the time of the invasion—one hundred and seventy-six to be exact.”

      I kept my expression neutral, hoping they had a way to identify the slaves, or this mission would take a lot longer than we anticipate.

      “Thirty-five were human,” he said, throwing the files onto the coffee table in front of him. “You are welcome to sift through them.”

      Reminding us he wasn’t a charity, the man coughed, his hand held out as he awaited his payment. I placed two gold coins in his palm, receiving a satisfied smile from the man.

      “Knock twice when you are finished, my staff will escort you out.”

      “And if we need to speak with you again?” I asked, knowing there would probably be questions that came up.

      “Knock four times.”

      Without another word Grant left us with the files, the door locking behind him. I grabbed the file at the top of the pile and opened it, finding a page of information inside. The page included a classifying number, race, and short description of the slave. Included in the description was the date and location of the capture. Of the thirty-five human slaves captured around the time of the invasion, fifteen were brought from Brickenshire.

      “What does your family look like?” I asked Susanna, putting the fifteen files in a stack ready to start looking at the personal details.

      “One of my sisters and my father have brown hair. My other sister and my mom have blonde hair.”

      Down to ten, the others had either red or black hair.

      “Around 20. Female human. 5’6” with brown hair, deep green eyes. Thin, but with child-bearing hips.” I read the description aloud.

      “No, my sisters are younger than me. Diana has brown eyes and Lianna’s are dark blue—almost grey.”

      I eliminated everyone in their twenties, figuring her mother would be at least in her late thirties at the time of the capture. Only seven remained.

      “Around 15. Female human. 5’5 with brown hair and brown eyes. Frail—not one for hard labor.” I started reading the next file.

      “That sounds like Diana,” Susanna interrupted, not needing to hear any more of the file.

      I put it to the side and continued on with the next file. Five minutes later and we had successfully found the four files related to Susanna’s family. Listed at the bottom of the page was a box titled purchaser. Two of the boxes were empty, while the other two files had names and addresses written inside of them. Both her sisters had been bought, but according to the documents, her parents did not have owners.

      Susanna didn’t know how to feel—torn between the relief of finding information about her family and the bad feeling the empty box was giving her.

      “So, what does that mean? They weren’t sold? Or maybe they were bought by someone who wanted to remain anonymous.” She tried to convince herself that they could still be okay.

      I flipped the paper over, looking for any more information and found an ‘x’ on the back of her mother’s thick parchment. My stomach dropped. I checked her sister’s just to be sure and there was no ‘x’.

      “Susanna,” I said quietly. “Flip over your father’s paper.”

      She obeyed and sure enough her father’s sheet had a giant ‘x’ on the back of it. Dammit.

      “What? What does that mean?”

      She already knew what it meant. I sat her back down on the couch as she let the news sink in. As frantic as she was, she didn’t cry this time. Instead, I saw her anger at the situation rising, her thoughts switching from rescue to revenge.

      “Master.” She spoke evenly, her eyes staring at a spot on the floor in the distance. “Please allow me to kill him.” Him being Grant, the owner of the slave house.

      “Fine,” I answered immediately, not caring if the man lived or died. Hell, I would do it for her if she wanted me to. “But not yet.”

      “Why not!” She turned to look me in the eyes, her face flushed with fury.

      “If you kill him now, we lose the chance to find your sisters. They might still be alive.” I reminded her, knowing we wouldn’t be able to stay in Foliatus if we killed the dryad and burnt down the auction house.

      Walking over to the door, I knocked four times, wanting to confirm a few things with Grant. The man took his sweet time in responding, but finally he joined us again in the parlor.

      “I am a very busy man,” he grumbled just low enough that I didn’t think he actually wanted us to hear him.

      Clearly, he was frustrated, but not knowing exactly who I was and with the aura I seemed to possess, he didn’t want to make any unnecessary enemies. Too late for that—much too late.

      “Some of the papers have an ‘x’ drawn on the back. Why’s that?” I asked when he plopped down on the couch across from us.

      “They didn’t sell fast enough and weren’t worth the resources to keep alive…’specially when winter hit.”

      I noticed Susanna grip the cushion beside her, doing her best to remain calm despite the dryad’s indifferent attitude to the murder of her parents.

      “So, anyone you’re lookin’ for in there? Why’re you searching for humans anyway? What are they to ya?” He squinted, leaning forward to look closely at the files, finally becoming suspicious of our motives.

      “Don’t worry about the details,” I told him, sliding another gold coin across the coffee table.

      He shrugged, happy to be paid to keep his questions to himself.

      “These two,” I dropped Diana and Lianna’s files on the table, “what can you tell me about the ones who bought them.

      “Hmm.” He mumbled to himself as he flipped open the files looking at the address box on each. “Lockhaven is a very rich man. He’s in here nearly every week trying to see what newbies we’ve obtained. In fact, he was here just two days ago—bought three new slaves. Don’t know what he does with them all, but he pays up front. The chief on the other hand comes in every few months, but he’s particular. Only bought a few slaves over the years since his rise to chieftain.”

      “They both live around here?” I figured they did, but thought he might be able to point us in the right direction—I didn’t need to be stared at again trying to ask for directions.

      “I’m not quite sure…the memory—it’s pretty fuzzy,” he feigned, holding his hand out.

      I rolled my eyes, but didn’t argue, placing a fourth coin into his palm.

      “Ah yes, now I remember,” he said with a sly grin. “Lockhaven lives in the hollowed-out tree on the outskirts of town and the Chief is the big mansion up on the hill—can’t miss that one. Surprised you didn’t know that. You must be pretty high up the food chain not to give a rat’s ass about our leader.” He raised his eyebrows at the last part, the lines in his face giving his green skin the appearance of bark.

      “Thank you for the information.” I ignored his antagonizing statement, already seeing the man’s death in my mind.

      “So, we done here?” He asked, nearly jumping to his feet.

      I nodded that our business was finished, and he escorted us back to the street. The outside world was dark when we re-emerged from the tunnel, the torches the only source of light, the moon covered behind thick clouds. Susanna and I walked back to our borrowed shelter in silence, the gathered information having a chance to sink in.

      When we entered the little hut, I lit the lanterns that were hung around the walls, lighting up Susanna’s face to reveal tear-stained cheeks.

      “I’m sorry about your parents,” I offered, never one who knew what to say in such situations.

      “It’s not your fault, Master.”

      “And it’s not yours.” I finished her sentiment for her, wiping the newly fallen tears from her face.

      “No. It’s not my fault. It’s the fault of the soldiers from the invasion—they took them to the slave house. But more than them—it’s Grant’s fault. After everything they went through...everything they had survived to make it there, he killed them…and for what? To save a few coins during winter. That place must not be allowed to stay standing.” She clenched her teeth, ready to rip the dryad limb from limb and destroy the entire business he stood for.

      “You’ll have your chance. Just don’t do anything reckless.” I told her, more as a warning for her to watch her temper.

      If she went on a rampage now, we would no longer be able to hide in plain sight. We  would especially have a hard time reaching the chief, as I’m sure there would be plenty of townspeople ready to throw away their lives to protect him.

      “We should get some sleep, we have a big day tomorrow,” I said, heading toward the small bedroom.

      “I’ll join you soon.” She smiled softly, sinking into the couch a little more.

      I didn’t demand anything of her, letting her be alone with her thoughts for as long as she needed. Laying out the meager blankets we had brought with us onto the mattress of the bed, I blew out the candle I carried into the room, letting the darkness lull me to sleep.
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      I’m not sure what time Susanna joined me in the night, but I awoke to her legs wrapped around my waist and her head buried in my chest. Surprised I hadn’t been woken up earlier due to her snoring, I laid in bed a little longer, not wanting to wake her just yet. Another twenty minutes passed before I finally tried to wriggle myself out of her grip. She moaned in her sleep, turning over to face the other wall, giving me the freedom to flee from the bed.

      Shutting the door quietly, I exited, figuring there was no need to rush and that it would be better to let her sleep. My stomach growled, reminding me of our skipped dinner, so I rummaged through our belongings for the last of our travel rations. I downed my half of the food, and knowing the dried meat wouldn’t last for long, I made a mental note to go shopping for supplies before things got too heated in the town.

      Since Susanna had yet to wake up, I headed to the adjacent barn to take care of the horses. I cleaned their pins, refreshed their water and food, brushed them down and took them for a short stroll around the woods before placing them back in the small stable. By the time I went back inside, the sun was high in the sky and Susanna was awake and sitting on the couch inside the hut.

      “Good morning, Master!” She greeted me when I walked inside.

      I returned the greeting, surprised to see her in such a chipper mood.

      “Which house are we heading to first?” she asked, keeping her tone light.

      “I figured we’d check out Lockhaven’s place first. Grant said he lived in a hollowed-out tree on the outskirts of town, so it should be close to us and less guarded seeing as he is not a leader in the dryad community.” I answered her after weighing which house would be easier to steal a person from if it came down to it.

      “Good. That sounds perfect.” Susanna’s voice remained cheerful, but her white knuckled grip gave away her intentions.

      If her sisters weren’t found in anything but perfect condition, there would be deaths. I was okay with that.

      “Did you eat?” I gestured to the food that remained untouched on the counter, already knowing the answer. When she shook her head no, I said, “Eat first, then we’ll go.”

      “Yes, Master Trevor,” she replied, reluctantly heading toward the food.

      I needed to tell her to slow down as she immediately stuffed the whole piece of jerky in her mouth, the idea of finding her sisters making her impatient. Three minutes later and we were out the door, exploring the woods around us and all of the dryad housing. A little girl ran past us on our walk, her pinned up hair resembling the petals of a flower.

      “Amalie, be careful!” Her mother shouted from the door of her small hut as she watched the little girl almost run right into us.

      On her second lap around, her face slammed against Susanna’s shins, sending Amalie backwards onto her butt.

      “Now what did I just say!” Her mother made her way over to us, helping the little girl to her feet. “I am so sorry. She thinks she owns these woods,” she chuckled, still focused on her daughter.

      When she finished brushing off Amalie’s dress she turned her eyes toward us, her pale green face turning a shade lighter when her eyes met mine. That potion must still be going strong, I thought when I saw her familiar expression and the actions that followed.

      “Please forgive her, my lord.” She bowed, pushing the little girl’s head down until she too was bowing.

      “It’s fine, raise your heads.” She looked up again, unsure if my words were genuine. “We are looking for Lockhaven’s place. Do you know where it is?” I used the chance to ask for directions.

      “If you follow the natural curve of this path, you will run into it. It’s a couple miles down further through the woods. The largest tree in the area. His is built inside the tree rather than the home being built around it.” She found her voice, able to answer me coherently.

      For that, I was thankful. I didn’t want to scare her further, so we headed on our way, finding the house just as she described. A giant tree with massive branches reaching toward the sky came into view as the path curved. Unlike the magically bonded trees around it, the branches were bare, the tree being affected by the climate of the town. When we reached the trunk of the tree, we found a wooden door that looked as though it had been soldered into the bark.

      “Do you want to do the honors?” I asked Susanna, knowing what this moment meant to her.

      I watched her grip the iron door knocker, hoping for her sister’s safety. Three strong knocks later and Susanna took a step back, waiting for the door to open. After some time had passed and no one came to greet us, Susanna tried again, and then a third time minutes later. As Susanna reached for the knocker a fourth time, the door finally cracked, then swung wide open, revealing a mouse-fey standing in the doorway wearing a thin shift dress.

      “Hello. My master has commanded me to tell you to leave. So…could you please leave.” Her eyes remained at our feet, the ears on the top of her head curling forward slightly, highlighting her unease at the situation.

      “And if we don’t?” I tested her, not expecting her to hold her ground if I pressed the issue.

      “I—you must,” she stammered.

      “We need to see your master,” I insisted, giving her the chance to let us in before we barged in ourselves.

      “He does not wish to entertain guests.” She tried again, her voice even smaller than before.

      “Trust me, we are not his guests.” I started into the doorway, giving her no choice but to move out of the way.

      “W-wait here. I’ll let him know,” she mumbled before turning to scurry down the hallway behind her.

      Blood seeped through the back of her dress, the beginning of lines forming on the light-colored fabric. Glancing at Susanna, her face told me she saw the same thing, her hand moving to rest at the sword on her hip.

      “I told you to get rid of whoever was trying to disturb me in my home!”

      We heard his screams from the room down the hall, the sound of a whip cracking following the verbal scolding. We didn’t bother waiting in the front room any longer. I marched down the hall, following the footsteps the mouse-fey had taken, easily finding the source of the noise. I tried the handle first, but the man inside had somehow remembered to lock it before he began his rampage. I thrust my boot into the wooden door, the wood easily cracking under the pressure of my kick.

      Lockhaven’s face was priceless. His eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets at the intrusion, his hand still raised above the small mouse-fey whose bareback was riddled with fresh wounds.

      “And who the hell are you?” He growled, the grip on his weapon tightening.

      “Your guests,” I answered, stomping into the room over the busted door.

      “I don’t know you! You need to leave right now! Marcy, how could you let these people into my home?” He aimed his whip at the helpless mouse-fey again, her back still exposed as she laid over a wooden table.

      I grabbed the whip before it reached her flesh, tearing the weapon from the man’s hand. All my patience had slipped away, and it took everything in me not to burn the man where he stood.

      “Sir Lockhaven, we are here to ask you a few simple questions. Answer them to our liking and we will leave. It’s as simple as that.” I tried being civil with the brute, giving him no other options but to concede to my words.

      “Who even are you?” He retorted, finally giving me a good look.

      Perhaps the aura I seemed to exude finally influenced him, his shoulders slumping forward in defeat.

      “Marcy, go make tea for our guests,” he grumbled, throwing the soiled dress to the wounded fey. “We can talk in the parlor,” he said to us this time, gesturing to leave what I would describe as a punishment room.

      Despite the man’s haughty attitude and the claim from Grant that he was loaded, his place screamed haunted manor, the fact that it was inside a barren tree only adding to the creepiness of the atmosphere. The walls were all dark bark, the floors covered in a layer of soil. The room he led us to was no different, the lighting dim and furnishings old and worn.

      Running a hand over the arm of the chair, a layer of soil rolled off and onto the floor, revealing an ornate fabric under all of the dirt. It looked as though the furniture had been nice at some point, but the lack of care led to a steep decline in the state of the decorations. Something I found surprising considering the number of slaves this man supposedly possessed.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that before. I take teaching my slaves very seriously. Don’t want them thinking they can pull one over on me—you understand.” He assumed, a gross smile stretching across his face.

      “I can’t say I do.” I glared at the man, knowing that with the slave contract, physical punishment was never the answer. “That’s not why we’re here.” I dropped the issue, knowing it wouldn’t matter what I said to the man, he was already set in his ways.

      If I had to guess, he found pleasure in others' pain—a guess founded by the boner he was trying to cover as he sat awkwardly with his legs crossed on the dark colored couch.

      “Of course. Why did you need to see me?” He asked, suddenly willing to be helpful.

      “How many slaves do you have currently in your household? I asked, having yet to see anyone other than Marcy.

      His eyes narrowed, clearly questioning my motives. “Three—Marcy, Olive, and Emma. But what of it?”

      “Liar!” Susanna shouted as she rose from her seat on the soil coated sofa, no longer able to maintain her composure in front of the man who might have her sister.

      “Excuse me?” He retorted, offended by her sudden outburst and the accusation against his character.

      “What my companion meant to ask was how it is possible for you to only have three slaves when you purchase them so frequently from Grant.” I spoke evenly, trying to regain control of the situation.

      I didn’t want him to refuse to talk to us now.

      “It’s none of your business what I do with my slaves, and I don’t appreciate you coming into my home and asking all these questions. You can leave now. Marcy!” He shouted for the mouse-fey who came running in at his call, a tray with hot tea in her hands. “Show the guests the door.”

      That’s it—I was done trying to be nice.

      “We’re not quite done here, Marcy. I’m going to need a few more minutes with your master,” I said, stopping her in her tracks.

      I gestured to Susanna to take the fey somewhere else and she quickly understood my intentions, placing the tray of refreshments on the side table before leading the girl out of the room by the arm. Lockhaven got to his feet, ready to follow the two out into the hall. I stood to block his path.

      “I said you haven’t answered my questions yet,” I reiterated in an intimidating tone as I glared down at the shorter man.

      He visibly gulped, still determined to avoid the question. I stepped forward, causing him to take a step back—a motion we repeated until I had him backed against a wall.

      “I-I don’t have to explain anything to yo—!”

      I cut off his outburst, my hand around his throat pinning him to the wall behind him.

      “It would be in your best interest if you do,” I told him, lighting my hand on fire.

      I needed to be careful with my magic—the whole place was like a tinderbox, one small spark and the dilapidated manor would go up in flames.

      “You—‘re not a dryad, are you?” He swallowed hard against the pressure of my hand.

      “No, I’m not. Now should we try this again?”

      He nodded aggressively, making sure I knew he was ready to talk. I released my grip, the man’s feet sliding back down to touch the floor. He rubbed his flabby neck, taking a moment to catch his breath.

      “While it’s still none of your business what I do with my slaves—they are my property after all,” he mumbled the last part, trying to make it so I wouldn’t here his defiance.

      One glare from me, shut him right back up.

      “I needed to replace the ones I’d lost.”

      Shit.

      “Do you mean you resold them or—“

      “Not all of the slaves can handle the training. Well…none of them have been able to withstand it for more than three months. Pity too, I really liked some of them. Why do you care anyway?”

      “I’m looking for someone. Brown hair, brown eyes. Her name is Diana. She would be around seventeen now.”

      “Diana…Diana.” He stroked his chin, saying the name repeatedly until his face showed that he remembered something. “Ah—yes, I remember her. Pretty little thing. Shame really. The blood poisoning looked pretty painful.” He chuckled, his words holding no remorse, his face even less.

      Finding out the fate of Susanna’s sister had sealed the man’s own fate. I felt my body instinctively reaching for the power of the gem, my rage pulling out its magic. Before I could unleash the fury building in my body, I heard Susanna’s strained voice from behind me.

      “Master, please move aside.”

      Hearing the desperation in her voice, I obeyed, stepping out of her path. A battle cry full of emotion filled the air as Susanna pulled out her sword and rushed at the stunned man. He was so confused by her reaction, he didn’t have time to move out of the way, his brain telling him to move right or left, leaving him cowering in place. Her sword pierced his chest, his body slamming into the wall as the blade lodged into the darkened bark.

      “That’s for my sister, you piece of shit.” Susanna spit out the words, her eyes full of hatred.

      Lockhaven’s eyes pleaded for mercy, but when he went to speak, he could only sputter, blood of a deep orange color spilling from his mouth. With a swift show of strength, Susanna twisted the sword before pulling it free, the man’s hands immediately reaching for the wound as his body slid to the floor.

      “D-don’t,” he cried, still trying to stop the bleeding.

      He was as good as dead either way, but Susanna couldn’t allow him to live for even a second longer, needing to witness his life leaving his body with her own eyes.

      “Even death is too good for you,” she growled, taking a step back before slashing the man’s throat.

      Blood gushed from the new wound, escaping down his throat. A strained cry left his mouth, his hands gripping his throat before he toppled forward, the soil coating the floor displaced by his sudden drop. From the doorway, Marcy watched the scene unfold, her wide-eyes frozen in fear.

      Killing the man wasn’t enough, the loss of her sister too great, leaving Susanna full of rage. She stabbed his lifeless body a few more times with her sword all while mumbling curses about his family and his soul. Leaving her to vent her frustrations on the lump of flesh, I walked over to Marcy, the small mouse-fey shaking like a leaf in the hallway.

      “You have three choices now.” I spoke softly, trying not to scare her more than necessary.

      “Huh? Oh—what do you mean?” She jumped at the introduction of my voice, not even realizing when I moved to stand beside her.

      She wrung her hands together, staring at the body in the parlor, her eyes unblinking.

      “Your master is dead. You have three options now. One: you can alert the dryad guards. We will become wanted in the city and you and anyone else in the manor will return to Grant as slaves to be resold to a new master.”

      She shuddered at the thought of going through the process all over again—of potentially finding a master just as sick and twister as old Lockhaven.

      “And the other two?” She asked, looking at my face for the first time.

      “Run away. Before Lockhaven’s death is discovered, you can leave this place. Either by yourselves or you can come with us.” I gestured to Susanna who was still stabbing the dead body of the dryad, her actions doing us no favors in trying to get the girl to trust us.

      “But—what happens after?” Her gaze fell to the ground, clearly questioning my motives.

      “If you decide to come with us, you can either hitch a ride and leave once we reach the human city of Croux or if you have no other place to go, you’re welcome to come to my harbor city.”

      “Just like that? What would you want in return?”

      “We are not asking for anything in return. Go gather the others—you have a decision to make.”

      She nodded her understanding, rushing off to where the other slaves were kept in the house. With Marcy no longer in the area, I focused my attention on Susanna, walking over to her aggressive form.

      “Susanna,” I said in a commanding tone.

      “She’s dead. She’s dead and he laughed—Bastard!” She wailed, stabbing him again.

      The body had so many stab wounds by now, it would be hard for an outsider to determine the wound that led to his death. When she pulled the blade free from his flesh, I grabbed her clenched fists. Her teeth were bared when she flung her head toward me, angry I had stopped her rampage.

      “I’m sorry about your sister,” I said as I helped ease the sword to the ground.

      Her shoulders slumped, the rage being replaced with guilt and sadness.

      “I really thought we would find her.” Her voice was barely audible.

      “I know, I’m sorry.”

      I hugged her, stroking her hair until she calmed her emotions.

      “Can you burn this place to the ground? Please master…I want to watch it burn.”

      I sighed, knowing I couldn’t give her what she wanted.

      “I want to—trust me I do, but I can’t.” Knowing what her next question would be, I explained my decision. “If this place catches fire, it will draw attention to the manor–to the slaves that have chosen to escape and to us. We still need to see the chief and find out if your other sister is still alive. To do that we need to avoid the attention of the guard.”

      “I understand, Master Trevor.” She accepted my explanation, her tone a bit defeated.

      “For now, no one can know Lockhaven has died.” I reached for the power of the gem, this time channeling the earth, the floor beneath the body my intended target.

      The ground beneath it opened up, swallowing the corpse, a fresh layer of earth filling in the gap. With the state of the soil covered floor being what it was, it would take a very long time for anyone to locate the body—-if they even cared to find it in the first place.

      “Sir—“ Marcy’s small voice stopped me from admiring my handiwork. I turned to find her and two other half-fey servants standing in the doorway to the parlor. One was a tall, black-haired beauty, her tanned skin riddled with slash wounds. A furry black and white tail was tucked between her legs and a set of fluffy ears protruded from her head leading me to believe she was some kind of a cat-fey.

      The other was shorter and stockier with auburn colored hair. Her large black eyes held a sadness to them, and she had two small horns on the sides of her forehead. A deer-fey I could only assume, her matching shift dress surely covering the small puff of a tail the race typically had.

      “This is Olive,” Marcy said pointing to the cat-fey. “And that’s Emma.” She then pointed to the deer-fey.

      After explaining the situation to the three, they all agreed that riding with us to the next city over would be the best option to ensure their continued freedom. None of them seemed to entertain the idea of following us back to the port, so I didn’t press the issue, respecting their decision. Before we left the manor, I had them gather Lockhaven’s valuables and any money they knew of in the house.

      They were reluctant at first, but when I asked them how they planned to live outside on their own with no funds, they quickly got over the idea of stealing from their former master. As Susanna and I waited in the parlor, I noticed a crack on the wall that wasn’t there before. Walking toward the wall for further inspection, I lightly grazed the new fissure with my finger, the crack expanding up the wall in a hurry.

      “Master?” Susanna’s voice was laced with concern as she watched the crack speed up the wall before heading onto the ceiling.

      Luckily, it stopped halfway through the ceiling, a small amount of dust raining down from the open space. He must have been bonded to the house itself, I suspected, having originally thought its barren leaves meant it was just a natural tree.

      “Let’s get out of here before the whole place comes down,” I told Susanna who nodded, rushing off to find the girls.

      I hoped that the tree would remain standing once we were gone, my original concern of drawing attention to our escape resurfacing. Susanna met me in the parlor with Olive, Emma and Marcy, each girl carrying a suitcase with what I suspected wasn’t clothes.

      “Are you ready?” I asked them and they nodded, their expressions telling me they were still afraid of us.

      We walked them back to our borrowed house, telling them to get some rest while we finished the rest of our business here in Foliatus.

      “Don’t get too comfortable—we will probably be heading out as soon as Susanna and I get back. So don’t unpack anything. Other than that, you are free to do what you want while we are out.”

      “Thank you…Sir,” Olive said, unsure how to address me.

      “Master Mage Trevor or simply Master Trevor.” I corrected her.

      “Thank you, Master Trevor,” all three said in unison, holding their belongings to their chests.

      After I ushered them into the hut, Susanna and I readied the horses for our trip up to the Chief’s manor. When the carriage was set and ready to go, all of our belongings inside for a quick escape, we headed back toward the town, our destination the large manor on the top of hill across town.
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      Two hours later and we finally reached the path leading to the front door of the Chief's manor, the town being larger than we had originally thought. We parked the carriage under a nearby tree, tied the horses to a thick branch, and Susanna quickly made her way up the cobblestone pathway. Large wooden double doors greeted us, the doorknobs made from shiny green emeralds. Unlike the rest of the housing in Foliatus, this house was made up of multiple bonded trees, the branches weaving together to form the roof of the building.

      Susanna rushed to grab the knocker, eager to get answers about what happened to her other sister. A minute after the knocks sounded through the house, the door opened, a lanky man in servant attire greeting us.

      “Good evening. How may I assist you?” He asked directly, his eyes judging us sternly.

      He didn’t have any prominent fey or dryad features, but I couldn’t be sure if he was a human or not just by appearance. If anything, he didn’t seem to notice our aura, his demeanor remaining unchanged despite analyzing us at first glance.

      “We would like to see the Chief,” I told him, hoping to end our visit quickly.

      “Do you have an appointment?” He followed up, making extra effort to stare down at us from the higher step he stood on.

      “We don’t, but trust me, he will want to see us.”

      The man thought over what I said, deciding it would be best to ask the chief himself before leading us into the front room of the manor. The place was a stark contrast from Lockhaven’s home, the lighting and furnishings bright and clean. The floors were made of wood with not a speck of dirt in sight.

      “Wait here,” the man said, shuffling down the hall.

      A few minutes later he reappeared, directing us to a sitting room where he told us to wait once again. The room had ornate couches with red and gold fabric placed in the middle of the space, the two seats faced each other with a coffee table in the middle. Plants filled the corners of the room, the windows shrouded by curtains made of leaves. Susanna and I sat on one of the couches, patiently waiting for the chief of the city.

      Ten minutes later, a short older man with skin the color of the grass and dark gray hair entered the room, a line of servants following behind him. The man moved to stand in front of the sofa, the servants standing behind the couch, their hands folded in front of them awaiting any orders. Susanna and I stood when he took his place, showing respect to the leader of the town.

      “I see why Viron insisted I meet with you,” the man spoke, his voice calm and even. “Are you perhaps from our sister city?” He asked, gesturing for us to sit.

      We joined him in sitting down, and he motioned to the woman that stood directly behind him. She leaned in close as he whispered his directions, sending her out the door moments later.

      “We are,” I lied, not even sure of the name of the second dryad city he was referring to.

      “Well, it is an honor to have you in my home. To what do I owe the pleasure?” He refocused on us, leaning a bit forward in anticipation of our answer.

      I glanced at the servants behind him. They all looked clean, well-fed, and if I had to guess, they were all human—finding Lianna in this household was starting to look promising. Before I could tell him about our search, the door to the sitting room opened, a silver pushcart full of desserts and sandwiches entering first. The servant entered silently, her eyes focused on her task as she laid out all of the refreshments on the table. I felt Susanna grab my hand, and when I looked up at her, her eyes were filled with tears.

      I gave the servant another, more deliberate look. Her long blonde hair was tied in a ponytail, her downcast eyes a deep shade of blue making them appear gray. There was no mistaking it, she was Susanna’s sister. When Lianna finished placing the food on the table, she moved the cart to the side, taking a place behind the sofa with the other servants. For the first time since she entered the room, her eyes shifted to the guests her master was entertaining, a look of shock immediately overtaking her features.

      I could tell she wanted to call out to her sister, her name on the tip of her tongue, but I stopped her with a hard stare and a finger placed discreetly on my lips. She swallowed her words, settling back into her place in line, but her eyes never left Susanna. While I was happy to find her alive and in good health, now was not the time to reveal ourselves as humans. Even Susanna knew better than to blow our cover by rushing to her sister.

      “Thank you, Lianna!” The chief acknowledged her, with a slight glance before offering the food on the table for us to enjoy. “She really is one of my best chefs here at the manor,” he boasted, grabbing a cookie off the plate directly in front of him.

      Unlike the refreshments served at the slave house, I helped myself to those offered by the chief, a plan already forming in my mind to get Lianna out of the house without much fuss. I wasn’t against brute force, but if there was an easier way—one that wouldn’t lead to us becoming wanted humans in a dryad town—I just had to try it first.

      Now that we knew Lianna was still in the chief's residence, the question I had wanted to ask him regarding how many slaves he owned and who they were no longer applied. Knowing I couldn’t just simply take her and leave, I instead decided to stick with the idea that we were visiting from the other dryad territory, merely stopping by as a show of respect.

      The chief bought every vague lie that came out of my mouth, kindly thanking us for visiting Foliatus and wishing us the best during our stay. The dryad even invited us to come back for dinner another day, but, of course, we declined, feigning a busy schedule.

      After sampling the food, I raved about the quality, whether I liked the snack or not. I made sure to include the fact that I could never find such skill back in “my city” being sure not to give away the fact that I had no idea what the other city was even called. By the end of the meeting, I flat out asked to buy Lianna, claiming I wanted to use her as my own personal chef back in my manor.

      The chief tensed for a second, clearly not liking the idea of giving away one of his slaves, but when I threw the coins I had prepared onto the coffee table as the price for giving her to me, his tune quickly changed.

      “As long as she is alright moving so far away,” he said hesitantly, trying to keep a level head despite his growing want. “Lianna, would you be alright with that?” He asked, his hand already around the sack of coins.

      “Of course, Master. Whatever you want.” She responded, the tips of her mouth curling slightly as she tried to hold back her smile.

      “Then you have yourself a deal—“ He paused, realizing he had never asked for my name.

      “Trevor.” I filled in the blank.

      “Sir Trevor. You may call me Kris. Take good care of her, you understand?” He sounded like he really did care for her despite their difference in status.

      “Of course. Thank you. She will fit in well at my manor,” I responded matter-of-factly. “If you have anything to pack, be sure to do it now.” I addressed her directly this time, making sure she understood she would be leaving with us for good.

      She shook her head. “No, Sir Trevor. Everything I use in this manor belongs to my master,” she responded, her slave mentality coming out strong.

      “Don’t be silly, Lianna. Take anything you want. I will have no use for it once you are gone. Now, run along.” He shooed her out the door, making sure she didn’t refuse his offer.

      “Thank you, Master,” she said quietly, heading for the door.

      While she left the room to collect her things, we filled the time with small talk. I could tell he wanted to be done with the visit and I wanted to avoid saying anything more that would give us away. Luckily, he didn’t ask for any specifics about the people living in the other dryad city or any of the places I would have been expected to know the names of. Lianna returned ten minutes later, a small bag in her hand. It was obvious she collected very few items from the dryad’s house, but it didn’t matter much since she would be well taken care of in my own manor.

      “Well, if there is nothing else, we will be taking our leave,” I said as I stood to leave.

      Chief Kris stood as well, the same servant that let us in the house moving to lead us to the front door. I sighed when the lanky man shut the manor door, the three of us quiet as we made our way to the tree where the horses were hitched. It wasn’t until the manor was much smaller in our rear view that the girls let their emotions take over, Susanna basically jumping into her sister's arms in the back carriage when she went to give her a long-awaited hug.

      During the ride back to the house we were staying at, Lianna and Susanna exchanged stories of what happened once they parted ways on the battlefield. I drove the carriage—I was getting much better at it—while they sat in the back filling in the blanks of their lives. Lianna spoke of Grant’s house, the terrible conditions the slaves were put through and relived the horrid day when her parents died.

      “One morning, in the dead of winter, one of the workers rounded up some of the slaves from the keep. I tried to hold mom’s hand…pulled her back into our cell—tried pleading with the worker—but he slapped my hand away with his switch.” She showed off her wrist, a long scar clearly visible on the backside. “I can’t say exactly what happened after they left the room, but the screams gave me nightmares for months.”

      Tears were shed as they empathized with each other’s stories, Susanna breaking the news of what happened to Diana. Her eyes grew wide with shock and grief, tears rolling down her cheeks once again.

      “I…was lucky, I guess…to be bought by the chief. If only he had bought Lianna instead.” She sniffled, feeling survivors' guilt. “Lockhaven…that bastard…he doesn’t deserve to live.” She growled, her penchant for revenge reminding me of Susanna.

      “Don’t worry, I took care of him,” Susanna assured her, pulling her back into a hug.

      “He wanted us both, actually, but I was already promised to the chief and despite the money Lockhaven threw at Grant, the chief remained the priority.”

      “I’m glad. If not, I would have lost you both…lost you all,” Susanna whispered, suddenly thankful to the dryad who kept her sister as a slave.

      I didn’t want to interrupt the reunion, so I remained quiet during the ride, letting the two focus solely on each other. When we reached the house, I reintroduced myself to Lianna, and she thanked me for helping her sister find her.

      “I’m sorry, Master Trevor,” Susanna said, apologizing for momentarily forgetting about my existence as we drove the long stretch back to the house.

      I didn’t blame her, she did just find her sister after years of separation. Lianna seemed nice, her appearance and demeanor softer than Susanna’s. I knew right away she wouldn’t be added to my guard, but figured she would have plenty to do within the manor if she chose to stay. I didn’t bring up her position just yet, focusing instead on leaving Foliatus and taking care of Grant and the slave house on the way out. When we reached the hut, I explained the plan and our next steps, letting them know it would be a long night. I didn’t see any reason to prolong our stay, not wanting to chance our mission by letting our guard down right at the end.

      Olive, Emma, and Marcy joined us on the carriage with their belongings, the contents seeming to be more than what they started with. When I questioned what else they were bringing along, they said they took the initiative to buy things from the town, acting as though their master had given them the order. Enough food to feed everyone was loaded in the back and each girl wore their own cloak, the hoods covering their prominent fey features.

      I thanked them for their forward thinking, saving me from having to figure out our provisions later down the line. I slipped a gold coin to Marcy, repaying them for spending their own money for the trip. She nodded her appreciation, gratefully accepting the large sum, knowing they would need it if they were determined to start fresh alone. When the luggage and all of the passengers were settled in the cart, we headed back to the slave house and the source of Lianna’s trauma. She shivered when we turned the corner into the alleyway, stopping at the wooden door.

      “Are you sure you are alright leading us to where the slaves are kept?” I asked her again when we pulled to a stop in front of the building.

      She was visibly shaken, but nodded her agreement, understanding the importance of her role in saving everyone inside. I didn’t have a plan on what to do with the slaves once we freed them, but at the very least they wouldn’t burn down with the building. After telling Marcy and the others to watch the carriage, Susanna, Lianna and I walked to the door of the building. I knocked, the slot sliding open in response.

      “What do ya want?” A familiar set of green eyes peered down at us. “Hmph, you again?”

      Whether he was going to let us in again or not, I didn’t bother waiting to find out. I reached for the power of the gem, strengthening my lower half just before I slammed my boot into the door. The locks and hinges gave way with ease, both the sturdy wooden door and the dryad who guarded it flying backwards from the force.

      “Which way?” I asked Lianna who’s expression revealed her surprise at my actions.

      “T-this way,” she stammered, leading us down the hall.

      We passed right by the room we were first taken to, heading deeper underground. Another muscled dryad appeared before us, a question forming on his lips as he moved to block our path. I shot a bolt of fire at the man, proving that dryads were especially flammable, the leaves that grew on his forearms going up like timber. We reached the lowest floor of the building, the set up looking more like a bunker than a place of business.

      The room was filled with oversized cages, each one containing two or three slaves each. My lip curled automatically in disgust, the conditions worse off than I imagined, the air damp and smelling of mold. It’s a wonder his slaves just don’t die off on their own in the winter, I found myself thinking as another guard came to ask us what we were doing in the holding room.

      “Grant won’t like you being here,” the dryad with mostly human features said, his only discerning trait being the green color of his hair. “Customers aren’t supposed to see this place,” he mumbled, starting to shoo us from the space.

      “You should probably go get Grant,” I told the man, holding my position firmly.

      He sighed—he clearly wasn’t the most dedicated worker. With a shrug he left the room, figuring we had already seen what ‘laid beyond the curtain.’ Hundreds of eyes watched our every move, wondering about the strange new faces in the slave house. On the wall to my right hung a set of keys, purposefully set just out of reach of all of those trapped inside the cages.

      I reached for the keys, gaunt and lifeless faces suddenly alert with anticipation. Amongst the captured slaves, most looked to be half-feys of varying races with a few humans mixed in. I didn’t see any full fey in the lot, the owner probably assuming they were more trouble than they were worth. With the keys in hand, I bent the key ring, handing the single keys to both Susanna and Lianna, telling them to start unlocking the cages.

      With the few keys I left for myself, I began doing the same, a game of which key belongs to which lock taking up more time than I would have liked. Three cages in and I realized we needed an escape route for the freed slaves. A door off to the back of the bunker looked promising, but when I opened it I only found a supply closet filled with food and water to maintain the prisoners. I quickly realized they would have to exit the same way they came in—through the front door.

      “Be ready to move,” I told the slaves standing around as well as those still in the cages, hoping they all understood my words.

      Most wore expressions of confusion, and I didn’t blame them for not trusting us. Again, I couldn’t be responsible for all of their lives, viewing my part as ending once they were freed from their cages.

      “Grant—this whole operation—has wronged one of my own. For that, they will pay.” I spoke loudly, addressing all that desired to listen while the girls continued to unlock the remaining cages. “It’s going to get hot in here.” I smirked. “I hope you take this chance to escape this hell hole, but that choice is yours. You are your own responsibility now. Good luck out there.” I gestured to the exit tunnel, hoping they would take the hint and leave, but nobody moved.

      “Master, they are scared.” Susanna paused, looking up at me from a crouched position, a lock in her hand, her expression showing that she clearly expected something from me.

      “Alright, Alright!” I clapped my hands, startling the group. “Everybody out. You don’t want to be here, and I don’t want you here.” I started ushering the prisoners into the hall we had entered from.

      Finally, they left the room, the only ones remaining were those still trapped in the cages. While the girls worked on the last of the locks, I looked around the room some more, hoping to find some sort of hidden exit along the brick walls. My search yielded no results, and I made a mental note not to seal off our only exit point as we laid waste to Grant’s slave house. A few minutes later, the last of the cages were opened, the slaves eager to leave the small space, but as they moved to leave, a good majority of the slaves started filtering back in the room.

      I let out an audible grunt, expecting that they somehow got lost on the straight shot to the front of the building and were coming back to us for more orders.

      “Valued customer!” Grant’s voice echoed through the space as he made his way through the crowd of escaped slaves. “Just what the fuck do you think you’re doin?”

      A dark robe continued to cast a shadow on his face, his build still intimidating. Lianna caught his eye from her place in the corner of the room.

      “Ha-haha!” He started laughing, a twisted maniacal sound. “Is that what this is all about?” He made a beeline for the girl, grabbing her by the wrist. “Did you miss this place so much you just had to come back?” He mocked her, shaking her roughly.

      Susanna was on the offense, her hand immediately shooting to her sword as she pulled it from its sheath, making a mad dash to save her sister.

      “I should have known this wouldn’t end with information,” Grant growled, deflecting Susanna’s sword with his bare hand. “Everyone’s always tryin’ to play the hero.”

      When his limb left the cover of his cloak, I noticed the thick bark that replaced his skin, the man’s arm hardened to the point that a metal sword couldn’t penetrate his flesh.

      “Get out, now!” I ordered the slaves that were standing around, garnering a glare from Grant who still held Lianna by the arm.

      I was going to tell him all the reasons he didn’t deserve to live. That he didn’t stand a chance of survival whether we found what we were looking for or not in this dryad town, but my words would be wasted on him. After all, he found no fault with buying people captured from battle, or of selling them into even worse conditions than his piss-poor establishment.

      “Let her go!” I said instead, letting the power of the gem flow into my body.

      I manifested the fire magic into orbs that hovered in the palms of my hands, hoping to intimidate the dryad into releasing his hostage.

      “Ha! I should have known you weren’t one of us. What’s with that aura—guess you can buy anything these days.” He scoffed, my magic affinity immediately disproving my claim of being a dryad.

      It didn’t matter anymore. I let the flames grow higher, the blaze engulfing my hands as they grew in strength. I aimed for Grant, his body wide enough that I believed I could hit him even as he held Lianna’s wrist. Anticipating my attack, Grant moved his hand to Lianna’s neck, holding her in front of his body as a human shield. He smirked, thinking he had outsmarted me, leaving me with no option but to surrender to him.

      I continued my attack, Lianna shrinking back in fear, believing she would be the one to take the brunt of the fire magic, but at the last moment I turned my body, the fireball hitting the corner of the room instead.

      “A bloody imposter and a shit shot,” Grant boasted, feeling superior in the moment.

      Another blast left my hand, this one aimed for the second corner in the back of the room. Having missed a second time, Grant began to question my sanity, his eyes shifting to where my shots had landed. Smoke rose from the pile of straw that decorated the corners of the room, the fire feeding on the dried kindling.

      Next, I aimed for the cages, much of the straw that lined the floor catching immediately, the fire starting to spread in the room. Grant’s eyes darted around the space, knowing there was only one way out.

      “Let her go,” I repeated the words, the air in the room turning hotter by the second.

      Grant gave no response to my demand, so I approached him, ready for a battle. His grip on Lianna strengthened, but other than that he showed little awareness that I was even approaching him, his mind so focused on the burning flames. I signaled to Susanna who had kept her position on the ground a few feet away and she thrust her sword toward Grant’s leg, piercing him in the lower leg–Turns out the hardened bark was limited to his arms.

      The dryad screamed in pain, the agony bringing him back to his senses as he dropped his hostage to take care of his wound.

      “Go to the carriage,” I told Susanna, helping her to her feet.

      She nodded, grabbing Lianna’s hand before moving toward the exit. Smoke lined the ceiling of the cramped holding room, limiting the time I had to defeat Grant. The dryad reached for something at his waist, pulling a braided vine from its holster. I wasn’t prepared when his arm flew back, his first attack hitting me in the shoulder, my robes ripping from the force, an angry red line visible on my skin.

      His same cocky smile graced his face, somehow believing he still had the upper hand. I was ready when the next crack of his whip aimed for my chest and I reached out, catching it in my hand, the hardened vine wrapping around my hand when it made contact. It hurt like hell, yes, but it was worth it to see the expression on the dryad’s face, his eyebrows furrowing in anger.

      As he pulled back on the whip, trying to rip it from my hands, I sent out a blast of magic, the fire spreading from my hand and up the vine. Grant didn’t let go, refusing to concede to my power, but the fire didn’t stop, the magically fueled flames engulfing his arm, consuming both clothing and flesh. He tried to stop the spread of the fire, but it was too late for that, his relentless patting proving useless. The only thing that could stop them now was me or time—something he didn’t have.

      With Grant preoccupied, I considered the fight won, moving on to the next step of the plan. As I exited the building, I went through each room, burning everything inside it until the whole thing was awash in flames. By the time I exited the building, a crowd had gathered, the dryads scrambling to find a way to extinguish the magical flames. With the town busy keeping the fire from spreading, I bypassed the line of people, heading to where Susanna and Lianna had moved the cart.

      With everyone accounted for, I flicked the reins, sending the horses in the direction to leave the dryad town. While not what Susanna was hoping for, I found our mission to be successful nonetheless. We were able to rescue one of her family members, lay waste to the villains behind her parents’ and her sister's death all while escaping the town without much interference. We even managed to save a few others along the way, I reminded myself, looking at the three girls huddled in the back of the cart and a few stragglers that were running in the same direction as they escaped on foot.

      As we put the town behind us, I could still see the red glow in the darkening night, the rising smoke blending with the dark clouds that filled the evening sky. We settled in for the long road back to Croux, thankful that no one seemed to be following us.
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      The return trip to Croux required an additional day and a half, the extra people crammed in the back of the wagon making it harder to skip the rest breaks. It didn’t help that Olive suffered from motion sickness, spending the entirety of the trip on her back in the carriage—at least when she wasn’t throwing up over the side. We stopped for longer periods of time because of this, making camp at appropriate intervals. By the end of the fourth day, we finally reached our destination, the human city coming into view after days of wide-open spaces.

      During the trip, the three slaves freed from Lockhaven’s manor had opened up to us, no longer fearing us for having killed their retched master in cold blood. They held an understanding for our actions, but when I asked again if they wanted to come with us and live in Arenia Harbor, they denied for the second time, having made up their minds to make a place for themselves on their own.

      The human city of Croux had very little fey, the negative opinion the townsfolk held of them contributing to this fact. To not be targeted by the humans in the town, the three ladies wore their cloaks when we entered, being sure not to reveal themselves to any passing townspeople. The letter I received from the king helped us enter without any difficulty once again and I explained away the increased number of people our carriage carried as simply a necessity, the guards choosing not to think too deeply about the situation. Our first stop once inside was the carriage company since I needed to return the cart and retrieve my staff from Hamilton.

      The owner came to greet us when we pulled up, his hand stroking his beard as he scrutinized the carriage, searching for any sort of damage to his property. Despite the unpaved roads we traveled on, I thought we managed to bring it back in pretty good shape. He did not agree. In addition to the fine we were subjected to for being late in returning the wagon, he pointed out a few flaws in the wheels and a small tear in the carriage cover.

      I didn’t argue with the man, already sure he was going to pull this from the start. Luckily, he didn’t demand the ten gold coins that destroying or losing the carriage would have incurred, settling on a solid three gold coins instead. When I handed over the money, he returned my staff. I scrutinized my property in the same way he had and, luckily for him, I found no damage to the item.

      When I finished my transaction with the man, I turned to leave, but stopped in the doorway, watching as Olive, Marcy and Emma unloaded their things from the borrowed wagon. Their cloaks were pulled tight around their bodies to stop the wind from pulling back their hoods and revealing their fey features. I sighed, scrubbing my hand across my face, knowing I couldn’t just leave them to walk wherever it was they would be heading.

      “I want to buy that carriage after all,” I said as I turned back to Hamilton. “And the two horses as well.”

      The man grinned, holding up his two hands, all ten fingers splayed for me to see. He wanted another ten gold on top of the three I had already paid for the supposed damages. His eyebrows were raised, his fingers wiggling, awaiting my response. Reaching into the pouch in my robe, I pulled out seven more coins, figuring the man had screwed me over enough today.

      “According to your assessment, the carriage is damaged—ten in total should cover everything,” I told him, scooting the coins toward him on the counter.

      “You’re short three coins for the extended journey.” He changed his story, expecting me to cave regardless of the already overreaching price.

      “Ten in total should cover everything, right?” I repeated my words, my hand gripping the counter.

      When I pulled my hand back, the counter was scarred, a blackened handprint remaining on the wood.

      “Yes, that is correct, good sir. Pleasure doin’ business with ya.” His tune changed fast when he noticed the burn mark.

      I didn’t bother saying anything more, leaving to tell the girls that the carriage now belonged to them. 

      “We couldn’t accept such a gift,” Marcy said, trying her best to maintain eye contact. 

      “Let us pay you something at least,” Olive offered, reaching for where they kept their money, but I continued to decline. 

      “Why don’t you all ride with us a bit longer…how else are you getting back to Arenia Harbor?” Emma questioned, sliding their belongings over in the carriage to make room for another person. 

      “Don’t worry, we are well taken care of. This is the fastest way for you to get out of the town, so it’s the least I can do. Don’t think too much about it.” I assured them, giving them no room to refuse the offer.

      They thanked me, their gratitude genuine, before climbing back into the wagon. Olive drove, hoping the change of seating would help her motion sickness even if it was only by a little bit. They waved as they headed toward the town gate, eager to start their journey.

      “So how are we getting to the harbor?” Lianna questioned, her eyes glancing around to see if I had another carriage hidden somewhere. 

      “Eagle-kin!” Susanna said excitedly as she explained the concept and how we had flown all the way here. 

      “Not quite,” I interrupted, Susanna giving me a questioning look, forgetting about my other power. 

      While it was true the eagle-kin would be a great way to head to where our army was marching, I wasn’t quite ready to go that way yet. Lianna didn’t look like she would be much help in a fight, so putting her in that danger didn’t sit well with me, especially since we had only just found her. We would need to drop her off at my castle first. We picked up our belongings, heading back to the Animal Boarding House to retrieve the eagle-kin from Killigan and his wife Mary. 

      When we reached the huge wooden barn, the girls opted to stay outside, so I walked into the reception building alone. Garland decorated the outside of the front door, the white and blue trim making the shop appear a little festive. This time Killigan greeted me when the little bell chimed to signal a customer entering the store. He was working on fixing additional shelves to the wall, a box of jams to his right that would be placed on the finished unit. 

      “Welcome back,” he said when he realized I wasn’t a new customer. “How was your trip?” He questioned, filling the silence with more small talk. 

      I told him everything went fine, choosing not to delve into any details about what we did. Not really caring about my business, the man didn’t press for more information, choosing to move the conversation along. 

      “Are you here to pick up your eagle-kin?” He wiped his hands on a rag, stepping off the step stool he was using to reach higher up the wall.

      I nodded, confirming his suspicion and he led the way out the front door. We passed the girls again, heading back to the holding barn. Ciyin perked up when she saw us, whispering to her fellow eagle-kin who stood up after receiving the order. 

      “Ready to go?” I asked her and she nodded. “Anything I should know about before we leave?” I questioned with a firm gaze, making sure she would tell me the truth. 

      “Our stay was quite satisfactory,” she responded promptly, Killigan smiling proudly at her response. 

      “She’s got some stories, this one.” He chuckled, pulling open the gate. “I think I’ll actually miss having you in the barn—good company when I cleaned the stalls. If you want to come back inside, I can give you your change for the week.”

      “Keep it,” I said matter-of-factly, the man’s eyebrows raising in response. 

      “Thank you for your patronage.” He smiled wide at the unexpected tip.

      Truthfully, I just couldn’t be bothered to go back inside with the man. He waved as he headed inside alone, our business completed. I introduced Lianna to Ciyin, explaining the importance of pairing a half-fey leader with a full-fey eagle-kin crew, even in such a small group. She nodded along, but I’m not sure she paid much attention, her eyes fixated on Ciyin’s wings. 

      “Shall we?” I gestured away from the barn, leading the group toward the alleyway between Killigan’s and Hamilton’s shops. 

      When we were out of sight of any prying eyes, I stopped, asking if everyone had everything they wanted to bring with them. With affirming nods from both girls, I grabbed Susanna’s hand. 

      “Hold on to each other’s hands,” I told them, Susanna grabbing Lianna’s hand. “Make sure you are touching your belongings.” 

      I checked to make sure the circle was complete before extending my hand to Ciyin who laid her own on her crew member. With everyone accounted for, I fueled the gem, transporting us to the familiar hallway as we left Croux behind.
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358TH DAY OF THE 2ND YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      The portal to Harkin glimmered brilliantly, the white landscape contrasting the bright purple color, making it appear even more luminous. A mass of civilians crowded the area, all having gathered after hearing the king’s declaration to explore the portal world. The most well-known portal left open was near Rand—the human town that remained overthrown by the troll-kin. Despite the dangers that lurked just miles away, the people were excited to know what lay beyond the shimmering door and if the king’s soldiers could conquer the new land. 

      Atop a palanquin amongst the people, sat the phony King, King Partel making sure his stand-in was a part of the historical moment. He had chosen a team of five soldiers, each one specializing in a different field, that would enter the new world and record their findings. An archer, a swordsman, a spear wielder, an inventor, and medicine man stood in a line facing the wash of color, awaiting their orders. 

      Tension and excitement were thick in the air, each person in attendance wondering what advances this exploration would bring for Lornia. Some were even hoping for the soldiers to conquer the new land so that they could migrate there themselves. All of the hopes and dreams hung on what these five people found beyond the barrier. The king stood up in his place, the crowd quieting to hear what he had to say. 

      “Today is a glorious day. We take a step that no Lornian has ever done before—into a new world. Together we see what wonders lie beyond this gate and how Lornia might benefit from this new land. Go forth and bring back good news.” He waved his hands forward, sending the five men into the portal, before plopping back down in his seat.

      The civilians watched in awe as the colors shifted when each person stepped through the doorway. They stared at their limbs being enveloped in light, before each one had disappeared entirely. When the last was through the door, the crowd cheered, a loud and jubilant sound. After a few minutes, the onlookers settled down, the cheers turning to chatter as the people turned toward one another to entertain themselves as they waited for the return of who they were already calling ‘The Champions.’

      While the group was prepared to camp out for however long it was needed to learn news of the unknown world, tents among their belongings and bags packed with non-perishable food, the results reached their eyes only minutes later. The crowd went dead silent when the first of the champions reappeared, gripping what remained of his shoulder before flopping down on the ground in front of him. The dirt was dyed a crimson color, the blood leaving his body from the gushing wound. The first scream was from the front, the audience backing up, appalled by the corpse in front of them. 

      “What is the meaning of this?!” The king screamed from his place above the crowd, wondering why he was being pushed back by the sway of the mob. 

      He squinted at the mass of flesh, realizing why everyone had reacted the way they had. Before everyone could comprehend what was happening, hands burst forth from the portal, grabbing at the grass as another of the champions tried to claw his way back into the world. When his head emerged, his eyes pleaded to the nearest bystander. 

      “Help—me.” He managed to say before he was roughly pulled back into the unknown. 

      This time there was no mistaking the dangers that lay beyond the portal. The mass of people turned from the glowing bridge between the worlds, running full speed away from the area. From the entrance, the man’s body was thrust back into the world with so much force that it flew over rows of fleeing civilians. The mangled mass of flesh touched ground with an audible thump, further fueling the panic that had already spread throughout the onlookers. 

      “Stop! What are you doing? I command you to halt!” The king cried from his place on top of the palanquin, his bearers trying not to drop the heavy load in their own panic.

      No one heard the orders of the king, and even if they did, no one obeyed, too concerned with reaching a safer location. The palanquin bearers ran away from the portal, then toward it, the chaos disrupting their thinking, leaving them unsure how to best protect the king. 

      The king stood, trying once again to regain the order of the crowd. He waved his arms wildly, hoping to catch their attention, but no one paid him any mind, so focused on their own escape. The men holding his transport swerved, testing the king’s balance. Curses left the king’s mouth as he desperately tried to remain on the palanquin. When he finally regained his balance, he stood tall, ready to berate his servants, but instead his eyes were suddenly drawn toward the portal, an extra glow emanating from within. 

      Before he could ask if anyone else noticed the blinding light, the blast burst through the portal, the beam of light engulfing the king’s head entirely before spreading out into the distance. The attack was so condensed and powerful that it disintegrated the king’s head on impact, his lifeless body teetering before finally falling over the edge of the transport. 

      When the four bearers realized their charge was dead, they ditched the palanquin, running in the same direction the rest of the civilians were headed. Even as the people ran from the area, the portal remained open, inviting other-worlders into Lornia. The champions entering Harkin had drawn interest to the once idle portal, and now a new troll entered into the land. The first massive leg plunged through the gateway, rocking the earth as it stepped on solid ground. 

      The soldiers that were stationed sporadically throughout the crowd remembered their mission and converged, needing a plan to stop any trolls that sought to destroy the land. Arrows flew toward the beast as it fully emerged from the portal, none of the bystanders sure if it was the one that killed the king. When the arrows bounced off the skin of the oversized troll-kin, the soldiers tried their spears and swords. Five men made up the front line, running full force at the beast with their weapons ready. 

      The spears snapped on impact, making the wooden weapons appear as weak as toothpicks. The swordsmen followed up, the blades lodging into the hardened skin of the beast, but a twist of its leg sent the men flying, the swords bending in odd directions from the force. Seeing the humans on the ground as nothing but ants, the troll-kin lifted his heavy foot, crushing them before they could run to safety. The lines of soldiers died in a matter of minutes, leaving the troll-kin to wander free in Lornia. 

      No others exited the portal, the remaining three champions not even making it back to Lornia before their deaths. The lone troll that emerged from the chaos headed toward Rand, its interest piqued about this human world, ready to make a home for itself among the small inhabitants.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      A soft tap on his study door alerted King Partel of a visitor, his attention momentarily broken from the paperwork that sat in a pile on the edge of his desk. 

      “Enter,” he commanded, pinching the bridge of his nose to ease the start of a headache. 

       The guards that were posted in front of the door, pulled them open before stepping to the side, allowing the man entry. Lester, the king’s scribe, scurried inside, his hands folded in front of him, his eyes downcast.

      “Your Majesty,” he said with a bow. 

      “Speak,” the king responded, knowing there would only be one reason the man would visit at such a late hour. 

      “There has been an incident.” Lester wrung his hands, trying to find the right words.

      King Partel lifted his eyes from his paperwork for the first time since the old scribe entered the room, his gaze telling him to continue. 

      “It’s about the portal mission.”

      “Well—out with it already!” He couldn’t stand the stall tactic, knowing the outcome wouldn’t change no matter how the message was delivered. 

      He preferred to just be told things straight, no matter how dire they may be. 

      “They are all dead, Your Majesty. Not just the champions, but the entire company you sent to guard the civilians.” Lester straightened up, relaying the information the informants had told him. 

      “Damn,” the king breathed out the words, the news certainly not what he was hoping for. 

      “That’s not all…Your Majesty.” Lester’s gaze hit the floor once again. 

      He glanced up to see the irate expression on the king’s face as he prepared to break the news. “Your stand-in sir…the people’s ‘king’ was also killed in the attack that took place near the portal. There were many witnesses and news has already begun to spread. I fear it will result in chaos.”

      As the announcement sunk in, the king’s face twisted in anger, the emotion growing until the king swiped his hand across the desk, the papers piled on top along with the inkwell went toppling to the floor. The glass container shattered on contact with the floor, the black liquid splattering in front of the king’s desk. 

      “Get me a blank missive,” the king growled, sending Lester scrambling to the pile of papers to find the small parchment among the mess. 

      “What will you do, Your Majesty?” He asked in a small voice, handing him the square of paper. 

      “It seems we need a new king.” He sat back down at his desk, looking to Lester for a new bottle of ink and a quill, annoyed that the man hadn’t figured out what he wanted without his insistence.

      Understanding the silent glare, Lester rushed to the side cabinet, pulling out the fresh supplies and quickly handing them to King Partel. He stood beside him as the king scribbled something onto the small paper. 

      “You can’t actually be considering…” The words slipped from his mouth, and he immediately regretted them. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. I misspoke,” He pleaded, fearing the worst. 

      “Get out.” King Partel said simply, his focus remaining on the parchment. 

      “Yes, sire.” Lester’s voice quivered as he shuffled toward the exit. 

      The king sighed, rolling the missive up before heading over to his carrier raven. The bird squawked excitedly, ready for a new mission. When the note was securely strapped to the bird's leg, King Partel opened the window, the bird flying high into the sky. Its destination: Arenia Harbor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Lornia-Arenia Harbor

          

          

      

    

    






365TH DAY OF THE 2ND YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      “Wow! What happened? Where are we?” Lianna questioned, her eyes searching the magical hallway. 

      Susanna smiled triumphantly as if she had transported us into the doorway herself. 

      “Don’t worry, we will be at my castle soon,” I told her, waving them forward. “It’s this way.” 

      The additional people and luggage had once again expanded the space, the door having transformed into a cavernous entry. I glanced around the space, searching for the other doorways that had appeared in the past, but this time there were none. I led the group through the cave, our re-entry point being in my castle courtyard. Once my passengers were securely in the yard, I went back into the portal briefly before rejoining them at the castle, resetting the entry point for my father. I didn’t want him to come to Lornia one day and end up over in Croux—it would throw off everything. 

      “Welcome to my estate.” I showed off the cold and mostly barren courtyard in the center of the building. “Let’s head inside and warm up.”

      I led the way, guards immediately rushing toward us when they noticed our presence. 

      “Welcome back, Master Trevor!" The younger of the two guards exclaimed, a spear in his hand. 

      “I trust things have been good here while I was away?” I didn’t stop as I spoke, forcing the guards to keep up with my fast pace. 

      “Of course. Everything has been running smoothly.” He responded without missing a beat. 

      I stopped momentarily, looking at the small group that was following me down the hall. 

      “You,” I pointed to the other guard who had yet to say a word. “Lead these two back to the eagle-kin wing.” The man nodded his understanding before waving Ciyin to follow him. 

      She whispered something to the other eagle-kin before they both followed the guard down the hall. When they were away from the group, I restarted our walk toward the residential side of the estate, wanting to find a room for Lianna right away. Seeing Siofra, Libby, Rivinia and the babies was also a priority, one I realized was higher on the list when I turned toward the nursery in favor of the hall that led to the bedrooms. 

      I opened the nursery expecting to find the group behind the doors, but instead I found no one. 

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, suddenly aware of how empty the estate was, the only people we had seen being the two guards.

      “Most went to the winter festival in town. The ladies of the house had a hand in planning the event, so they were, of course,  the guests of honor. It’s still happening if you wish to join. I think it will continue through the night this year. Howard and I were going to go ourselves, once the third shift came back from the festivities.” The man went off on a tangent, talking about what he planned to do at the festival, excited by the prospect of it all. 

      Amidst all of the chaos, I had forgotten about the winter festival, the birthday of Lornia. The time where every inhabitant gains a year regardless of their actual birthdate. 

      “I guess we have a festival to attend….or would you prefer to rest here and sit this year out?” I asked the girls, not sure if they would be up to the festivities. 

      “We only celebrate once a year, we can’t miss this one.” Lianna smiled, looking at Susanna with a hopeful gaze. 

      “I agree. We should definitely go.” Susanna responded to her sister’s gaze. 

      “Go get changed and we will head to town. Something of yours should fit Lianna until I can get her some clothes of her own. We will also sort out your room when we get back.”

      “Thank you, Master Trevor.” Lianna said before being pulled away by her sister. 

      Having a moment to myself, I took the time to return to my own room. I washed up, wiping away the grime of the journey then changed into a nice, clean mage robe. My bed called out to me, but I walked around it, knowing that if I laid down I would be out for the rest of the day. I waited for the girls in the entryway and when they arrived fifteen minutes later, we headed to the port side where the crowds were gathered. 

      The entire party venue had been shoveled free of snow, booths set up alongside the water’s edge. Torches decorated the area, ready for when the sun would inevitably set on the day, allowing the festivities to continue well into the night. The smells of the food stalls mingled, setting off my stomach as it let its wants be known. I glanced around the space, trying to locate my harem among the townspeople, the whole of town seeming to have joined in the fun.

      I learned pretty quickly that finding them would not be an easy task, so I figured letting it happen organically would be my best bet. 

      “Go enjoy yourselves,” I told Susanna and Lianna, figuring they would want some time to themselves. 

      I could tell Susanna was a bit hesitant at first, wanting to stay with me a little longer, but when she saw the excited expression on her sister’s face, she conceded, nodding her thanks. Left alone, I walked to the nearest food stall, finding skewers of roasted fish. 

      “Master Trevor!” The young man tending the stall exclaimed as I browsed the items for sale. “Glad to see you back in the port!” He smiled, handing me a skewer. 

      I reached for the pouch I had in my pocket, but he waved it away.

      “It’s the least I can do after you accepted me and my sisters into your territory. There’s plenty more if one’s not enough to fill your stomach.” He grinned, subtly bragging about his catch of the day. 

      I didn’t remember ever seeing the young man in my life, but it was the same for most of the refugees I had accepted after the troll-kin attacks displaced a good portion of Lornians, especially those from Rand. Regardless, I raised the skewered fish in thanks before taking a big bite. The crunchy skin and soft meat filled my taste buds and I walked from the stall very satisfied with the snack.  

      Walking along the harbor, I couldn’t help but be in awe of all the preparation that must have gone into the winter festival. I hadn’t been away for that long, but the girls really took their positions seriously and worked hard to make this a memorable event for the entire town. I’m not sure the outcome would have been half as nice if I were left in charge, I reasoned with myself, glad I gave the girls decision making power before I left for Croux. 

      In addition to the food stalls, games were also set up, most of which seemed similar to some I’d seen on Earth, the materials being used the only difference. One game utilized empty cans, the player’s goal was to knock them down with a sand filled sack. At another, a man sat ready to arm wrestle any willing participants, a sack of coins prepared for whoever could win the game of strength. I watched as he easily won against a half-fey, the man’s furry arm hitting the small table with a thunk. He laughed, standing in victory as the player rubbed his shoulder, the prize growing by another tin coin. 

      I didn’t stop to play any of the games, never having much interest in them, but I did choose a few more food stalls to try, each offering me a free snack and words of thanks when they recognized who I was. Honestly, I was surprised so many people did recognize me, our interactions having been pretty limited after their arrival, but I suppose it would be easier to remember one face rather than all the faces in the whole port city. I made a note to interact more with the people of Arenia Harbor…right after I finished my obligation to help out Rand. 

      When the sun started to set, those involved in the setup of the event went around lighting the torches, making sure the fun would continue. I found Siofra, Libby and Rivinia as the last of the torches were lit, the three enjoying a stroll by the water, baby Cienna and Alina strapped to Siofra’s and Libby’s chests. I made a beeline for the girls, Rivinia spotting me before I said anything.

      “Master Trevor!” She exclaimed, steering the group’s walk in my direction. “We didn’t expect to see you here. Was your mission successful?” She questioned with a head tilt, making me feel like I shouldn’t have come back before the end of the battle. 

      “Not quite. We did manage to find Susanna’s sister though. I needed to drop her off before I can join the rest of our soldiers in Rand.”

      “A sister! How exciting!” Siofra clapped her hands together, her excitement genuine. 

      “Yes. Her name is Lianna. She was working as a chef at the chief’s mansion back in Foliatus. I’ll leave her in your care, so make sure she is comfortable. I’ll set her up in the estate later tonight, but I plan to leave in the morning for Rand.” 

      I filled the three in with what happened on our journey, the girls nodding along to my story. I could tell how interested they were by the way their bodies leaned in closer, drawn in by my words. Occasionally, Siofra or Rivinia would express their disappointment at not being there, but overall, they were happy with the outcome. 

      “Are you sure I can’t come with you to Rand? I can at least get you there faster than even Ciyin can,” Siofra pleaded, wanting to be part of the action. 

      “No—you are still on baby duty.” I smiled, brushing Cienna's head softly as she slept cradled against Siofra’s chest. 

      She puffed up her cheeks, pouting, but she quickly gave up, knowing I wouldn’t change my mind. 

      “Fine, but can we at least spend the night with you while you are here?” Her hand trailed up my arm, a seductive expression replacing her pout. 

      I wasn’t going to say no to that. Tucking my hand behind her head, I pulled her lips to mine, kissing her deeply in the middle of the pier. When I released her, her gaze was one of longing, and I could tell she was ready for more. 

      “We can all enjoy each other’s company after the festival,” I told her, walking back toward the festivities, leaving her in a state of desire. 

      Confident they would follow me, I led the way, not really sure what they had already done at the festival. For the rest of the time that we spent at the event, I did whatever the girls wanted, enjoying the winter party to the fullest. We even met up with Susanna and Lianna and were able to introduce everyone to each other. We left late at night, having tried the majority of the foods and after spending a small fortune trying to win little toys the girls thought would be perfect to decorate the nursery with. 

      Once we were home, I showed Lianna to her new room, the one right beside her sister’s, before retiring to my own, three of the four girls following me back. We spent hours wrapped in each other’s arms as they showed me just how much they missed me. Late into the night, they returned to their own rooms, giving me the chance to get some real sleep in my own bed. 

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The following morning, I woke early despite my efforts to sleep in. I packed a bag of fresh clothing and supplies, ready to leave after breakfast. When I opened the door to head to the dining room, I found Libby standing in the hall, her hand raised ready to knock on the wood. 

      “Good morning.” I smiled, finding amusement in the timing. 

      She blushed slightly, fiddling with a small rolled up piece of paper. 

      “This came for you a few days ago...we weren’t sure where you were exactly, or we would have sent it to you earlier. We forgot about it last night…for…reasons.” She blushed again, placing the roll in my waiting palm. “Do you really have to leave so soon?” She questioned, noticing the packed duffle placed against the wall. 

      “Once Rand has been reclaimed, I will return. Don’t worry, I will be quick,” I told her confidently, kissing her cheek as I folded my hand around the missive. “I’ll meet you in the dining room for breakfast in a bit,” I said, wanting to open the note alone, unsure about the sender. 

      “Yes, Master,” she responded obediently, then turned to head toward the stairs. 

      I backed up into my room, shutting the door so that I would be alone with the note. I had my suspicions about who it was from, but for once I hoped to be wrong. Unrolling the small paper, I immediately spotted the mark of the king at the bottom, and I sighed, my assumptions being proven correct. Again, he was vague in his message, keeping the information to a minimum just in case the note were to fall into the wrong hands. 

      Trevor,

      We need to talk. It is of the utmost urgency.

                  Regards,

                K.P

      I had to laugh—the note sounded like a jilted lover demanding to talk about our relationship. Just what could the man possibly want now? I questioned, burning the note in my hand. It hadn’t even been that long since my last visit, so he couldn’t be expecting results already. My mind started to imagine the worst. I did almost kill him and his advisors…could this be a trap? Trap or not, it didn’t matter, I would have to respond to the king. Besides, the king was a smart man—smart enough to know I wouldn’t go down without a fight. 

      I decided to forget the possibility of being set up by the royalty of Lornia and started readjusting my plans in my head. I would no longer be traveling straight to Rand, but to Crimm instead before finally meeting up with my soldiers. I figured I could still make it to them before they reached the troll-kin city, the journey being much longer on land than by eagle-kin. With my decision made, I grabbed my bag and exited my room once again, heading to the dining room where the ladies of the house were waiting. 

      Over breakfast, I explained my plan, most of them nodding along. Siofra was still a little upset about being left out of the plans, but she held it in, knowing arguing would do her no good. 

      “I’ll just grab my things and we can head out,” Susanna said, pushing her chair from the table. 

      “Not this time.” I raised my hand to stop her.

      She plopped back down in her seat, visually confused by my statement.

      “What do you mean, Master?” Her eyes pleaded with me. 

      “I want you to stay here this time.”

      “Master Trevor…you can’t be serious?” Her eyebrows furrowed as she clenched the wood of the table. “I’m your guard…I need to protect you. You can’t just go into battle alone! Please reconsider.”

      She wasn’t wrong about being an important guard, but I knew I wouldn’t be alone even without her help. Maybe it was selfish of me, but I didn’t want to see the sisters split up again so soon after being reunited. I knew the battle would be a dangerous one and that if anything went wrong, Susanna wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice herself to protect me. I had already lost one guard that way, I didn’t need to lose another. 

      “You will stay here, Susanna. That is an order.”

      She looked as though she wanted to speak, to argue her point, but my words had silenced her. 

      “I’ll see you all soon. Take care of my city,” I said before leaving the table. 

      No one moved from their seats, but I could feel their eyes on me as I left. I didn’t look back as I headed to the courtyard where Ciyin waited, ready to start our journey once again. 

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The flight to Crimm was as pleasant as it could be in the winter. I felt a bit guilty leaving Susanna behind, but I would have felt worse if something did happen to her during the battle with the troll-kin. Since when did I become so soft? I found myself asking as we landed in front of the king’s castle. I had learned nothing from my previous visit to the castle, having sent no missive ahead of me to announce my intention to heed the king's request. Despite my lack of etiquette, the archers did not lock onto me as their target when I landed. 

      “Are you Master Mage Trevor?” An armored guard ran to me as soon as I’d unhooked myself from the flight harness, his spear kept pointed toward the sky.

      “I am,” I responded, the guard visibly relieved. 

      “Please follow me. The king has been awaiting your arrival,” he whispered before leading me toward the opening gate. 

      I glanced around, the city feeling strangely empty, the streets leading to the castle looking a bit more run down than I remembered. The man leading me seemed desperate, so I followed him, expecting to be led to the same courtroom as before. Instead, the man turned sharply, stopping in front of a different door. He knocked a few times, awaiting the response from inside the chamber. When a voice inside allowed him entry, he quickly opened the door, hurried me inside and then shut it behind him, leaving me alone in the room with King Partel and his scribe. 

      “Your Grace.” I bowed respectfully, still half expecting a mob of soldiers to appear and arrest me. 

      “Well, it's about time you arrived.” The king stood from his desk chair, waving a finger for me to approach him. “Just how long do you think I have been waiting?” The man looked genuinely angry for something that was out of my control. 

      “I wasn’t at my estate to receive your request. I only just returned and came straight here.” I gritted my teeth for the apology I knew he was expecting. “I’m sorry I did not come sooner, Your Grace.”

      “It’s too late to change now anyway.” He waved his hand to dismiss my words.

      “So, what did you need to see me for?” I changed course, the formality of it all already becoming tedious. 

      “The situation is dire.”

      “Sir!” The old scribe rose from his seat in the corner, protesting the king’s attempt to fill me in on the situation. 

      This earned him a hard glare from King Partel. The elderly scribe sunk back down into his chair, but I could tell he wanted to say more.

      “And what situation would that be?” I honestly had no clue. 

      “So, word has not yet spread to Arenia Harbor. I suppose that can be considered a good thing,” He mumbled, stroking his chin in thought. 

      “Are you going to fill me in or what?” I was tired of being left out of the loop while he talked in circles to himself. 

      “In summation….you were right. The mission to explore the portal world ended in failure—one more catastrophic than I had even imagined.”

      It took everything in me not to say ‘I told you so’ to the man’s face, but I managed to hold it in, waiting for him to elaborate on the situation. 

      “I saw the new world as a chance to unite the people and garner support for the kingdom of Crimm. Stories of the champion's success would spread across the land and the king would have been standing with his people during this historical moment. Instead, the world was just as unforgiving as you had said. The champions lasted minutes and my puppet king perished in the attack.”

      “So…what you’re saying is the ‘king’ is dead? Don’t you have backups for this kind of thing?”

      “Yes, of course, but you don’t understand. There were witnesses…are witnesses. I can no longer replace the man with a body double like I have in the past. Assassination attempts or deaths outside of the public eye, those I can take care of. But this…there were too many eyes present for them to have misread the situation.” King Partel stared ahead as he spoke, the words coming out monotone as if he couldn’t believe they were reality. 

      “Can’t you just say he was healed by a fairy healer? Hell, I have one you can use for cover if you need to—only to make the story believable, of course…he is not for sale.” I backtracked my offer, not wanting the king to get any ideas about Toval. 

      “Thank you for the generous offer, but that won’t work either. The idiot went and had his head blown off, so no amount of healing magic will fix that.” The king smiled at the stupidity of the whole thing, his grin a bit eerie and certainly not one of humor or happiness.     

      The circumstances of my visit were starting to become clear, but there was still something I didn’t understand. 

      “Ok…That is a terrible situation, but what does it have to do with me?” 

      Why he felt the need to personally tell me about the loss of the Lornian figurehead was beyond me and I wasn’t one to make assumptions. The king went silent for a moment, the pause only triggering my impatience. 

      Finally, he said, “I need to introduce a new king—and he must be powerful enough to quell the riots that have already begun to take place in the city.”

      “Let me stop you right there,” I interrupted–probably not my smartest decision. 

      The king’s scribe, Lester, glared in my direction, the want to berate me written all over his face. It was too late to take my words back now. 

      “If you are asking what I think you are asking, the answer is no. I have no desire to become the king of your land.” I figured I should soften my refusal a bit so I added, “Thank you for thinking of me so highly, Your Grace, but I’m afraid I must –humbly– refuse.” I bowed just to add to the formality of it all, but as I did, I knew it was the wrong choice, the action more condescending than proper. 

       “Trevor.” The king cleared his throat. “I am not asking you to become the true king of this land. You would merely be the stand-in to replace what was lost. I will remain in power as I always have, and the people will calm down once a new king is announced.”

      “Yes, the stand-in that will not only calm the masses but also be subjected to countless assassination attempts by what seems like more than a few enemies. Again, thanks, but I will have to pass. I have more than just myself to worry about and I have only just begun with the progress I plan to make in Arenia Harbor. You can’t tell me I was your only choice for the position—shouldn’t you have some kind of succession line?” I asked, feeling our few meetings couldn’t have left such a deep impression on him.

      “There is none,” he replied somberly, almost making me feel bad for him—almost.

      “Well…I’m sorry, but it’s still a no.”

      “You don’t understand—Crimm is on the verge of collapse. The city cannot be without a king for much longer or it really will fall—Either by internal ruin or when the nearby cities learn of the vacancy and their own leaders let their greed control their actions. I am asking you to prevent that from happening—to be the leader the people need. To protect this land.” He urged me, trying to change how I viewed his request.

      I couldn’t tell how much of what the king said was true. Would Crimm really fall so quickly after learning of the death of their monarch? Regardless of the truth behind his words, I still didn’t see how any of it was my responsibility. 

      “I’ve been watching you, Trevor. You are strong enough to not only reassure the people in the capital and the rest of Lornia, but to do something about it if we were to come under attack. While your methods are harsh, there is reason behind your reactions, something that would make for a compassionate, yet fearless, leader.” 

      While he was praising me, all I could focus on was the fact that he admitted to putting a tail on me. I chose to let it slide, knowing if I were in his position, I would have probably done the same—I could worry about that later. For now, the main issue was the empty throne. 

      “I would hate to see the city fall, but I am not the man for the job. No matter how you try to spin it, my answer is still no. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to join my troops before they head into battle. Or do you no longer need my help with Rand?” I didn’t expect him to answer my provocation as I turned for the door, ready to be done with the ridiculous conversation.

      Before I could reach the exit, Lester ran to block the way, his arms outstretched as he forbade me from leaving. I sighed audibly, glancing back at King Partel to see if he would call off his guard dog. While the king did walk toward me, he didn’t say anything to Lester, meaning he approved of the man’s desperate actions. 

      “I’m asking you as the King of Lornia to play the part of royalty. You will live a life of luxury—one where you will want for nothing. Are you really so willing to pass that chance up?” 

      He made one final desperate attempt to appeal to me, but it was to no avail. I almost laughed—did he forget who he was talking to? What life of luxury could he possibly provide that would surpass the life I was already living in Lornia? Desperation did not suit the half-fey king.

      “I have an idea on how you can solve your problem.” I faced King Partel, determined not to become tangled up in his mess.

      The king remained silent, waiting for me to continue. 

      “How about you reveal yourself to your people as their new king—or even their old king, whatever you want. It’s your position, so why not take ownership of it. Sure, there will be more people after your life, but you’ll live in luxury, right? For the last time, I will not be a part of this game you're playing with the people of Crimm and the rest of Lornia.” My words came out a bit sour, the mood of the room changing with my continued refusal.

      “Who do you think you are? You are speaking to the king—You should show some respect!” Lester finally snapped, yelling at me with the attitude that only a man of his years could muster. “Your Grace, he has wronged you. He needs to be punished…guards, I should get the guards!” Lester squawked, reaching for the door handle. 

      My patience finally snapped, the man’s infuriating accusations pushing me over the edge. When the king made no move to stop the insignificant scribe, I did it for myself, grabbing the man by the throat. Instead of focusing my rage on Lester, I glowered at the king, his face revealing no emotions, making me question if he would care if I snapped the neck of the man who was struggling to breathe under my grip. I released him, figuring he would be smart enough not to call for the guards again. He cowered in my presence, rubbing his now bruised neck. The king used the opportunity to approach me again, choosing to change his methods. 

      “If you will not heed my request, you will obey my orders. As King of Crimm, I command you to act as the puppet king and stand before the people as their leader. You WILL become the new face of the capital.” The king spoke with conviction, but his words were not the ones I wanted to hear.  

      I breathed deeply, trying to control the rage that was building along with the desire to see everything awash in flames. I reminded myself of the position this man found himself in, and why he would be so quick to rely on his ‘authority,’ but still there was no reason for me to accept the heavy burden he planned to hoist onto my shoulders. 

      Looking the king in the eyes, I spoke evenly as I said, “As ‘King’ of Crimm? Really? Is that all you’ve got? I’m sorry, but I was under the impression that the king was dead. At least that's what the rest of Crimm believes—am I right? Would anyone really notice if another scribe or two were to show up dead…or perhaps just disappear entirely?” 

      I lit my hands on fire, releasing some of the pent-up fury. While a controlled action, it was enough to show them I was pissed. 

      “You are the ones who do not understand. I hold the power here, not you. You can’t murder what is already dead. So no, I will not become your puppet. Say what you want about me, but if you had listened to me in the first place, we wouldn’t be having this discussion right now. It’s not my responsibility to fix your mistakes. You are the King of Crimm, so start acting like it.” With the last word I broke eye contact with the king, turning to get the hell out of there.

      I found Lester trembling in front of the door, the old scribe finally seeing me for more than just a pawn of the king. 

      “Move!” I growled, swiping my hand in front of me, Lester scurrying to the side to obey my command.

      I threw the doors open, the metal handles blackening when the flames surrounded them. The guard outside the doors nearly jumped out of the way when he saw me exit, the flames starting to slither up my arms as I walked with purpose toward the exit of the castle. I tried to calm my emotions, but I felt like shit, the fire feeding on the intense feelings that continued to circulate through my mind. 

      Needing a release, I spotted an oversized, ridiculously ornate vase decorating the hallway and figured it would be the perfect target. Thrusting my arms to the side, I released a medium-sized fire orb, the flames careening toward the receptacle until the whole thing exploded in a loud blast of shattering glass. When the glass scattered on the floor, the flames engulfing my body receded and I felt like I could breathe easily once more. 

      Knowing the guards would be drawn to my location by the noise, I rushed out the door, finding Ciyin exactly where I told her to wait. 

      “Master Trevor,” she greeted me as I hurried to her side, slipping my arms quickly through the harness. “Is everything alright?” She questioned, making sure both I and my luggage bag were secure. 

      “Everything’s fine, we just need to not be here anymore. Take me to Rand,” I told her. “No–to my troops,” I changed the destination, knowing that Norlan and the others would not have reached the city yet. 

      “Of course, Master Trevor,” she responded obediently, not prying about the details of our quick departure.    

      As we flew over the castle, I watched the guards convene at the front, their fingers pointed toward us in the sky. I knew I would need to be careful the next time I came to Crimm, but for now, there was nothing the king’s men could do except watch us fly away. 

      I paid closer attention to the city below as we left, recognizing the signs of riot for what they were in the disheveled looking streets. On a podium in the center of the city, hung the bodies of three men, another testament to the state of the capital. Were they truly guilty? Or were the people of Crimm beginning to find fault in more than just criminals? I couldn’t be sure, but the words of the king kept replaying over in my mind, forcing me to believe that things would only get worse without the introduction of a leader. 

       For now, at least, despite the destruction and death, things seem to have quieted down, and I could only hope the people would be willing to accept a new king–whoever King Partel chose to play the part in the end. It’s none of my concern, I repeated to myself, warming the air around us as I settled in for the flight toward Rand—the one fight I was willing to play a part in.
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      After a few more days of flying, I finally caught a glimpse of my soldiers marching in the distance. They looked like little dots from our vantage point, but I knew immediately that they were mine by the gold, red and black pennants they flew as they strode forward as a group. Ciyin let out a celebratory caw, the sound distinctly that of an eagle-kin. It was her way to announce our presence, plus I think she was happy she would finally be given a break since I had pushed her to keep flying, wanting to regroup with the others as fast as possible. 

      “Land there, in front of the soldiers,” I told her, pointing to the gap in front of the lines of men and women marching, figuring I would find Norlan and Alexi leading the progression.  

      She nodded, beginning her descent toward the spot I had pointed out. When our feet touched down on the hard ground, the few horses leading the line whinnied, confused by our sudden presence. Quickly unstrapping myself from the harness, I greeted the men on the horses, trying to calm the animals they rode so that they wouldn’t attempt to bolt. I petted the muzzle of the horse closest to me, whispering calming words until it was no longer fearful of me. 

      “Master Trevor!” Norlan approached from a few rows behind the front riders, having seen my landing. “We didn’t expect to see you so soon.” He smiled, sounding a bit out of breath. 

      He dismounted from his horse, coming over to clasp my arm. I returned the gesture, noticing the dark circles under the man’s eyes and the pallor of his skin.

      “Captain! How are things progressing?” I asked, a bit worried as I searched the faces of the nearby soldiers, their own state resembling Norlan’s. 

      “We are on pace to make it to Rand within the week. I am sorry we are not further along. There have been…unforeseen complications.” Norlan’s gaze hit the dirt, an expression crossing his features that I never expected to see on the big man’s face. 

      “Tell me-–what happened?” There was no use pretending nothing was wrong when the state of the troops screamed otherwise. 

      “For the past week, we have been stalked by a pack of bear-kin. Their hunting habits seem to have been disrupted…maybe from the chaos with the portals…who knows, but now they’re trying to get their fill of both meat and sex. We caught their eye with the size of our unit and are having a hell of a time trying to keep them at bay. The first night, two men and one woman just disappeared. We noticed, sure, but it wasn’t strange for some folks to get cold feet and flee in the night, you know how it is, so we kept going. The next night…two more were gone. Once we figured out what was happening, we tried making the lookout groups larger to defend the camp, but even that didn’t work. I don’t think anyone has had a good night's rest in at least four days. Truthfully, I’m not sure how much longer they will last like this.”

      With the mention of the bear-kin, I immediately thought back to my first encounter with the creature when I had first arrived in Lornia with Ming. It was hard to forget their mixture of both human and bear features, an unholy combination of bear on top and well-endowed man on the bottom. Animalistic impulses controlled their actions, their size making it hard to defend against their attacks—and I only fought against one of them at the time. While a fearsome foe, I wasn’t the same person now as when I fought off the bear-kin in the past, so if anything, I viewed their pack as the perfect opportunity to refuel my gem before we reached our destination. 

      “How many are we talking about?” I needed more information before I could determine the best course of action for the troops. 

      “They hunt at night, trying to catch us off guard, so I can’t say for sure. They usually come with at least five when they grab their prey, but there are usually dozens of glowing eyes waiting in the distance. Our weapons have done little to deter them, and it’s taken a toll on the morale of the group.”

      Of course it would. How do they expect to fight against a troll-kin army if bear-kin are giving them this much trouble?

      “And Alexi?” I searched the faces close by, trying to find the other Captain in the group, but wasn’t able to locate him in the front. 

      “He’s at the back of the line. In case the pack tries to pick off those at the rear.” Norlan explained their tactics, all the while looking like he could keel over from exhaustion at any moment. 

      “I’m here, Master Trevor.” Alexi announced, his galloping horse coming to a stop in front of me. “I thought it was you and your eagle-kin.”

      He dismounted gracefully, trying his best to appear energetic in my presence, his blonde hair falling into his face. Pushing his locks aside, he revealed equally tired eyes and sunken cheeks, rendering his attempt to appear in good spirits futile. His arm was wrapped in white bandages, meaning he had suffered at least a small injury, so I could guess that more soldiers were likely wounded. Things weren’t looking great for the battle we were supposed to wage within the next week. 

      “Norlan was just telling me about the bear-kin problem.” I started, gauging his reaction on the matter. 

      “They are relentless. I thought they would ease off after a while, but it has been days and their attacks are only getting worse. We’ve managed not to lose anyone over the past two nights, but as a result no one has really slept. They can sense that we are weakening…it won’t be long before they attack us with everything they’ve got.”

      “I guess I came at the right time then.” I smirked, letting them know I was confident the issue would be handled soon.  

      “You certainly did!” Norlan chuckled, finding relief with my words.

      The rest of the afternoon was spent walking while Norlan and Alexi filled me in on their travels. The weather had been relatively mild for the middle of winter, so they were able to stave off the cold quite well. Aside from the recent bear-kin attacks, everything was going as well as it could over the long journey. When night fell, I stood watch along with the two Captains and a handful of other volunteers. I had wanted to control the situation on my own, but the size of the troops didn’t give me a good enough vantage point and I couldn’t be sure what direction the bear-kin would attack from. 

      With a small fire crackling beside me, I prepared for a long night, a younger soldier chatting away at my side. 

      “I’m so grateful to Captain Norlan—he really is the best when it comes to training. I mean I am grateful to you as well…if you hadn't accepted my family as refugees, we’d all have frozen by now. I can’t wait to finally take back our home from the troll-kin.” He said with stars in his eyes, glorifying the mission to defeat the troll-kin. 

      As the boy rambled on, the night continued to pass until I heard a faint growl in the distance. 

      “Alan–shh,” I hushed the young soldier, needing silence to listen for the bear-kin. 

      Alan covered his mouth, his eyes searching the distance for any movement. Stomping out the small fire that burned beside us, I let my eyes adjust to the darkness, tracing the tree line for any signs of life. 

      Finally, I saw it—one single bear-kin running toward us on all fours, its speed impressive as it covered the open space leading to our campsite.

      “There.” I pointed out the beast, reaching for my staff. 

      Alan drew his sword beside me, his awkward stance not making me feel any better about having him on the team. Not wanting the beast to know we were ready for it, I didn’t call out to the others, the bear-kin’s trajectory heading right for me and Alan anyway. Let’s get this started, I thought to myself, letting the gem feed on my eagerness. The power coursed through my body, the cool night air warming as the energy radiated from my skin.   

      Alan looked stunned beside me, and I wondered how I appeared to him, having yet to release the full extent of my power. It had been a while since I wielded my staff, the increased size of the gem making the energy that much stronger, meaning the bear-kin would be no match for my attacks. Thrusting my arm forward, a fireball exploded from the staff, the size bigger than I anticipated as the ball of molten heat headed straight for the bear-kin. 

      I winced a little when the flames collided with the monster, leaving only its paws firmly planted on the ground before the burning ball of fire hurtled toward the forest in the distance. Reaching the tree line, the orb exploded on the first tree it hit, catching the surrounding leaves on fire. Luckily, a good majority of the foliage nearby was wet from the melting snow, or I would have been responsible for one hell of a forest fire. 

      Knowing the fight was nowhere near over, I rushed to grab a horse that had been tethered nearby and headed toward the smoldering tree line. I wouldn’t let the enemy hide because of a little fire—If I did this would never end. Realizing what I was doing, Norlan and Alexi mounted their own horses, followed by the others on the night watch as they followed me into battle. 

      The branches crackled as they burned, the wet leaves sizzling when the fire tried to spread further. I left my horse at the entrance of the woods and entered the dark forest, my gem acting as a torch as it illuminated the area around me in a soft glow. I was immediately met by dozens of shining yellow eyes hiding in the distance. The lights of the bear-kin eyes started to extinguish one by one as the creatures turned to flee deeper into the forest, recognizing the fight was one they would not win. 

      I smirked, feeling superior and sent another, more controlled, blast deeper into the woods, successfully cutting off their escape route. Now they would have no choice but to come closer to me. Waiting to see their next move, I inhaled deeply, needing to contain my energy if I wanted to collect their soul magic to fuel my gem. Completely obliterating them would only deplete my power.  

      “How should we help?” Alexi asked, dismounting from his horse. 

      I glanced at the other men that were starting to gather in a group—six in total. 

      “How good are you at dodging?” I questioned, receiving a few furrowed brows in response. “I need you all to attack the bear-kin. Let them think they have the upper hand, but as you distract them, I will land the killing blow. Be ready to get out of my way.” 

      I explained the plan as the others nodded along, accepting it without much fuss. Knowing that the bear-kin were wary of me, I could only rely on distraction techniques to get the upper hand, the men around me the ones that would be putting themselves in danger. The strategy meeting didn’t last long, the bear-kin surrounding us when we failed to make a move. I signaled to the others to begin the attack and all six rushed fearlessly into battle, their weapons ready. 

      I watched Alan a little closer than the others, the boy feeling like a liability with a bit of a god complex after having survived the attack on his hometown. He went in strong, his sword nicking the fur covered chest of the bear-kin, sending it into a rage.

      “Now, Alan!” I called out, expecting the boy to move from my firing range, but instead he lifted his sword again to swing, wanting to be the one to cut down the beast.

       The creature met his blade with its sturdy claw, sending both the sword and the boy flying through the air. Fuck. I aimed for the bear-kin, firing three solid icicles toward its vitals. Its attention was so focused on the downed Alan that it didn’t even see the incoming attack, all three of my mana charged projectiles finding their targets, killing the beast in one shot. I rushed over to where Alan laid slumped against a tree, his muffled groans letting me know he was still alive.

      “Don’t move,” I said for good measure, figuring he probably couldn’t even if he wanted to.  

      Rejoining the fight, I aimed for each bear-kin one after another, the soldiers quick to move when I gave them the order. In the span of a few minutes, the twelve bear-kin had fallen, purple orbs hovering above their life-less bodies. With the lull in activity, I took the opportunity to collect the power into my gem, refilling it to capacity. We waited a bit longer in the forest, but no other creatures came to attack us—any remaining bear-kin likely fleeing once their comrades were defeated. I hoped this would be the last we saw of them on our trip to Rand.

      When I felt the fight was over, I told everyone to head back to camp, a couple of the men helping Alan to his feet before shouldering his weight for the return journey. The kid had a few broken ribs no doubt, but his breathing was steady, and it seemed he would survive the injury. I overheard Norlan giving him a speech about the importance of listening to those in higher command, so I figured he was in good hands and there was no need for me to intervene any further. After we switched off the watch for the night, I settled in on a borrowed bedroll, everyone sleeping in close proximity to stave off the cold night.
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      With the enemy defeated and no new enemies appearing throughout the night, the soldiers were able to sleep peacefully for the first time in a while. The following morning, I woke to the sounds of the troops breaking down camp as they prepared to restart the journey. Faces already looked brighter and I knew they were in a better mindset to finish the rest of the mission, their spirits restored after the victory. After a quick breakfast of bear-kin, the men not wanting their kills to go to waste, we marched forward, our sights set for Rand. 

      Seven days after I rejoined the troops and began the slow walk toward Rand with them, we came upon the scene of a battle, an open portal shimmering in the middle of it all. Soldiers laid in heaps, their bodies crushed and mangled, the cold the only reason they weren’t rotting and covered in flies. The armor they wore was obviously from Crimm and I quickly realized the scene we had stumbled upon was from the naive mission to explore the portal realm. 

      Walking the battlefield, I found a broken palanquin, the headless body of what the people once revered as the king was still inside. While it was obvious the scene had been bloody, the bodies were mostly soldiers, the civilian casualties kept to a minimum. No wonder he couldn’t just cover this up, I said to myself as I nudged the puppet king’s lifeless body with my boot.

      “Master Trevor,” Norlan called out, running over to meet me. “What in god’s name happened here?” he questioned, the soldier’s prolonged journey meaning they were out of touch with what was happening in the rest of the world. 

      “The king didn’t listen when I told him going to Harkin was a suicide mission. Turns out I was right.” I sighed, glancing over the scene filled with unnecessary sacrifices. 

      “Is that….?” He nodded in the direction of the headless corpse, his garb clearly indicating his high position.

      “It is. Even the king fell victim to this attack.” I responded in a monotone voice, perpetuating the belief that the king was dead. 

      After all, if King Partel wasn’t going to step up into the position, then the king really was dead—no sense trying to explain the secrets of the Lornian royalty.

      “What do we do now?” He questioned, realizing the king was the one who had ordered our cooperation to defeat the troll-kin that had taken over Rand. 

      “This changes nothing,” I told him matter-of-factly as I headed toward the opened portal. 

      I shook my head as I touched the shimmering doorway, letting my magic flow into the portal, disrupting its magical structure. Even after all that happened here, they didn’t think to close the portal? I was livid, the thought of countless more troll-kin entering the world weighing heavy on my mind. Just as the portal began to waver, my magic just starting to close the gateway, a loud desperate cry reverberated through the air.

      My initial thought was that more troll-kin were trying to invade Lornia, my head shooting in the direction of the still open portal. The glow of the doorway remained consistent, showing no signs of something trying to enter from the other world, meaning the sound was coming from somewhere in Lornia. In the distance, a giant figure rose, the beast having been laying on the ground, his outline looking more like a mountain range from our position. 

      As the portal wavered again, the troll-kin cried out loudly, clearly not a fan of my actions. Norlan was quick on his feet, sending the troops into their battle positions as everyone readied their weapons against the towering beast. If they were all this big, we really had our work cut out for us, I found myself thinking as I stared at the massive monster of a troll that headed straight toward us at an impressive pace. My hands never wavered as I continued to pour my magic into the portal, the doorway to the other world fighting to stay open. 

      “Get ready everyone! This is what we‘ve been training for!” Alexi shouted from atop his steed, ready to lead the troops into the fray. “Don’t let your guard down!” 

      Five men came to stand around me, their bodies blocking me as they held a fighting stance, protecting me as I finished closing the portal. It was cute that they wanted to protect me, but I didn’t really see it as necessary. Even still I didn’t object, knowing it would only be a useless back and forth conversation. As I poured even more mana into the portal, it finally snapped shut, successfully cutting off the connection between Lornia and Harkin. 

      The troll-kin actually seemed upset by the fact that the portal was now gone, but I could only suspect he was disappointed that no more troll-kins would be joining him on our planet. With the threat of additional incoming forces neutralized, I focused on the battle in front of me. The first line of soldiers nocked their arrows, aiming high in order to reach the beast’s towering frame. On Alexi’s orders, the arrows were released, each one colliding with its intended target. Despite the soldiers’ impeccable aim, the arrows merely bounced off the skin of the troll, falling uselessly to the ground. 

      The archers had proven to be ineffective against the creature, so Alexi signaled for them to fall back, the troll-kin closing in on our front line. As they moved toward the back to regroup, the next line of soldiers stepped up to battle, their swords and spears ready to attack. Pushing through the troops that surrounded me, I took my place at the front line, deciding to try an ice attack on the troll-kin first. 

      As I launched the first line of icicles, the soldiers rushed in, their blades slashing at the beast’s skin, leaving lines of red on its lower limbs. My icicles hit the monster's meaty abdomen, shattering into hundreds of small pieces upon impact, leaving no discernable damage. The troll-kin groaned, annoyed by the continuous attacks, and kicked out its leg in an effort to knock off some of its attackers. The soldiers managed to dodge the blow, continuing their efforts on its stationary leg.

      Ice and arrows were useless, but a blade seemed to have some results, even if the scratches only just breached the surface of the troll-kins skin—I made a mental note, trying to figure out the best way to defeat our enemy. With all of the soldiers circling beneath the troll-kin, I could tell it was becoming irate, the continued slashes starting to show some effect as blood dripped down the back of the beast's leg. With the troll-kin riled up, I couldn’t be sure what its next move would be, but I knew being so close to it would only put the troops in danger.

      Norlan seemed to recognize this fact as well, his horse circling the troll-kin as he gave the order to fall back. Despite the effort to move to safer ground, the troll only needed to take a single step to cover the distance the soldiers could run, its sights already set on the nuisances on the ground. With a determined step, a handful of our men were crushed under its mighty weight, those that witnessed their deaths at close proximity scrambling out of the way so that they wouldn’t be next. 

      When the troll-kin raised its leg to aim for more of our troops, it began to pant, bringing its leg down with more enthusiasm despite missing its target. Hunched over, the troll-kin inhaled roughly, its breathing labored and irregular. Taking advantage of the opportunity, I reached for the power of the gem, needing to end things quickly before the troll-kin managed to kill any more of my men. 

      With my focus on fire, I held my staff out in front of me, no longer concerned about holding back on my attacks. A fireball the size of the troll’s head formed in front of me and with a forward thrust of my hands, I sent it hurtling toward the still staggering troll-kin. The beast looked up just in time to raise its arms, blocking the brunt of the attack before it could hit the troll-kin straight in the face. 

      When the smoke settled, the beast was still standing, the skin on the back of its arms scorched and red. It screamed, its head tilted toward the sky as anger overtook it. I readied the next fire orbs, a combo of three smaller ones that I immediately sent in the troll-kins direction. Its attention back on the fight, its head snapped in my direction, a glare engrained on its face. The beast thrust out its arm, sending the first of the three orbs careening into the dirt, narrowly missing my soldiers as it rebounded off the troll's weighty arm, the movement determining its new direction. 

      The exposed skin sizzled further, a cry escaping the beast's mouth, a sound that was quickly cut off when the two remaining orbs made impact with the troll-kins chest. More skin peeled away in the spot the fire made contact with, building my confidence that we could defeat this thing—I just needed a stronger, more condensed attack. That–or I needed to get closer. Placing my index and pinky finger in my mouth, I whistled for Ciyin, the high-pitched sound easily reaching her keen ears. 

      As she circled above me, I pointed toward the massive figure, hoping she would understand my intentions. I drove my staff into the dirt, leaving it upright in the ground as I prepared for a more physical attack. Unsheathing my sword, I solidified my stance, waiting for my ride to swoop in from above. Ciyin dove toward me, lifting me into the air with her strong talons before heading straight for the troll-kin.

      “There!” I pointed at the shoulder of the troll, hoping to wound the beast with my weapon.

      Ciyin looked down at me as she flew, her face questioning my sanity, but I only nodded in response, letting her know I was sure of what I was doing. She focused again in front of her, heading toward the troll-kin while avoiding the beast’s arms that attempted to swat us from the air. When she was close enough that she felt I would survive the landing, she released her grip on my shoulders, my body gaining momentum as it headed for the troll-kins broad shoulder. 

      My stomach turned as I plummeted toward the sturdy limb, but despite the uneasy feeling, I forced myself to focus on the plan. Turning my body in the air, I pointed the tip of my sword at the area between the troll-kin’s neck and shoulder, letting gravity handle the rest. When I collided with the beast, the strength behind my sword forced the blade deep into the troll-kin’s neck. Of course, I also smashed into the monster's solid neck, releasing the hilt of the sword upon impact, my body rolling onto the troll-kin’s shoulder. 

      I rubbed my head, trying to regain my senses as the beast cried out in pain, the attack having its intended effect. A massive hand closed in on my location, aiming for the sword, leaving me no choice but to jump. I had no plan when I leapt from the shoulder of the troll-kin, but I knew staying would mean certain death, the hand coming down hard on the monster's shoulder just as I vacated the location. As I plummeted toward earth, my life replaying in my mind, Ciyin swooped in, grabbing my ankles before I could become a pancake on the field below. 

      I smiled up at her from my upside-down position, letting her think it was all a part of my plan. We headed back toward the soldiers who were already cheering for the small victory, their eyes following Ciyin as she circled the area searching for a place to land. Just when things were starting to look up for us, the soldiers preparing to attack again, the air around us changed, feeling as though it held an electric charge. I struggled in Ciyin’s grip, trying to turn myself enough to look at the troll-kin, its eyes glowing with an ominous light. 

      Before I could do anything, Ciyin having yet to land, the troll-kin released a massive beam of light, the single shot spreading out over a third of my soldiers, leaving a solid line of burnt earth in its path. When the light subsided, the soldiers hit with the immense power were gone, purple orbs floating close to the ground, ready to disappear into the ether. Close enough to the ground by now, I forced Ciyin to drop me, my feet finally back on solid earth. My soldiers looked just as confused as I did, unsure what had happened in such a short span of time. 

      The troll-kin looked visibly rocked, the strong attack depleting a lot of power, leaving it in a weakened state. I picked up my staff from the dirt before walking toward the line of scorched earth. The dirt was black, any traces of snow or grass completely erased and there were no signs of bodies, only the presence of the floating purple orbs, meaning that the soldiers were truly gone. I felt anger, both at myself for failing to stop the attack and the troll-kin for extinguishing the lives of so many, the desire to completely destroy the monster welling up inside of me. As I let the rage overtake me, the gem in my staff responded to my emotions, pulling in the life orbs that floated aimlessly above the dirt. 

      Orb after orb accumulated in the gem, the power building to its peak. Even then the gem didn’t stop, its hunger insatiable. I was overwhelmed by the feeling of needing to throw up, but that quickly subsided when my body burst into flames, the power manifesting all around me. With each life the gem absorbed, the flames rose higher until the manifested energy rose to the height of the troll-kin. I walked the few feet toward the enemy, the flames following my movements, giving me an intimidating presence. 

      The troll-kin swung out at its new opponent, the fire unaffected by its attack, the flames bending with the movement while burning the attacker. Realizing its opponent was one it could not even touch without receiving damage, the troll-kin backed up, shifting its attention to the small humans on the ground—the enemy it was sure to win against. Despite its attempts to ignore my presence, I wouldn’t let it get away. The gem hummed loudly in my staff, and I reached for its power, the silhouette of flames that surrounded me answering my call. 

        I gathered the flames, picturing the sharpness of a sword as I thrust the raging fire toward the troll-kin, the energy shifting as it propelled forward, becoming a spear of flames that collided with the beast’s body. The force too much, the troll-kin toppled over, its body engulfed in flames. When the waves of fire subsided, the beast was left scorched and smoking, a hole the size of a basketball in its chest where I assumed its heart should be. Analyzing the monster for signs of life, I found its face contorted in pain, its eyes rolled back, revealing only the whites, affirming its defeat. 

      Relieved at the enemy’s demise, I exhaled, the fire that surrounded me dispersing into the air. I turned around to find my troops staring in awe, their mouths agape, not sure what to think about the scene they had witnessed. When the crowd registered that the danger had passed, cheers erupted, a celebration of our victory. Norlan and Alexi approached from within the crowd, each one waiting their turn to clasp my arm in appreciation. 

      “Excellent attack, Master Trevor,” Alexi congratulated, releasing his grip on my forearm. 

      “Now only a hundred or so more to defeat,” I mumbled, not having it in me to celebrate the small victory. 

      We had yet to arrive in the city of Rand and we were already down a third of our soldiers—I couldn’t allow myself to get cocky over defeating one oversized enemy. Despite my realistic thinking, I didn’t stop the soldiers as they celebrated, knowing that it was better than drowning in the loss of their comrades. Once we had collected ourselves after the fight, we spent the rest of the day walking at an easy pace, trying to regain our strength and prepare for the battle that awaited us in Rand. 

      Staying in the place where so many had perished would have been a mistake, so instead we walked, letting our minds focus on the task at hand. An hour outside of Rand we set up camp for the night, wanting to let our bodies and minds rest for the following fight, unsure what we would be facing in the morning. Staring up at the night sky, I found it difficult to fall asleep, the events of the day replaying on a loop. If only—a phrase that can make a man go crazy. Pushing these doubts aside, I finally succumbed to the darkness, letting sleep claim me.
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14TH DAY OF THE 3RD YEAR OF KING PARTEL’S REIGN (?)

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, we prepared for the final leg of the trip, Rand just within our reach. Not wanting to be caught off guard this time, I called for Ciyin, deciding I would scout ahead myself before the rest of the army arrived in the city. Norlan insisted I not make any moves without the troops support, and I agreed to his terms, but knew that I couldn’t be sure how I would react until I was actually in the situation. 

      After the exchange of empty promises with the Captains, I strapped myself into Ciyin’s harness, watching the soldiers shrink as we ascended into the air. It seemed as though we had just taken off when the outline of the city came into view. The walls that surrounded the city were mainly untouched, the gate the only portion having been completely destroyed during the troll-kin invasion.

      “Should we land?” Ciyin questioned, flying toward the stone wall. 

      “Circle the city first, but try not to draw attention to our location,” I responded, not wanting to tip off the troll-kins to the incoming attack. 

      She nodded, taking us up higher into the sky, being sure we wouldn’t be spotted as we surveyed the city. From our vantage point high above the city, I realized that something wasn’t quite right within the walls of Rand. 

      “Take us down,” I told Ciyin, needing a better view of the scene. 

      “Yes, Master,” Ciyin said obediently, starting our descent. 

      The closer we got, the more dire things looked on the ground below. Bodies of troll-kin littered the area, some showing obvious wounds while the others remained intact, their already grey-colored lips taking on a brighter shade of blue. Piles of white bile decorated the city, the putrid smell permeating the air despite the cold weather. Instinctively, I covered my mouth and nose with the sleeve of my robe, assuming some kind of disease must have spread through the small city. 

      I unhooked myself from the harness, investigating Rand for any signs of life. After scanning dozens of bodies, I found one still alive, its stature smaller than the others, albeit not by much. Flat on its back it struggled to breathe, its blue lips sucking in gulp after gulp of air, but it didn’t seem to be enough. When it noticed my presence, it attempted to move, its body denying its command, sending it into a coughing fit. More white fluid escaped its mouth, pooling on the ground beside it. Despite knowing an enemy was near, the troll-kin was too exhausted to move, its lack of energy forcing the creature to give up and lie helplessly on the ground.

      It glared at me in a final attempt to stave off the potential threat, revealing that the whites of eyes had also turned blue. What the hell happened here? I thought as I continued to assess the city. It was obvious that the invaders from Harkin had made plans to rebuild the city to fit their own needs, the houses and shops having been reduced to rubble. Tunnels were apparent throughout the city, and they had even begun construction on a few larger buildings. 

      It was obvious something had gone very wrong in the city, some of the dead showing signs of a struggle as if they had turned against each other for some unknown reason. While not all of the corpses had battle wounds, each body had the same blue tint of their lips, eyes and fingernails, looking as though their bodies were suffering from oxygen deprivation.

      “What happened here?” Ciyin asked, her feathered arm close to her mouth as she copied my safety measure. 

      “I can’t say for sure,” I responded, but I was starting to form my own ideas for the reason behind the mass deaths. 

      Just as the pieces were coming together, I heard the sounds of the soldiers entering through the shattered gate. Swords and spears were ready, bows aimed in the frontline, ready to attack the Harkin invaders, but the soldiers quickly realized that none of it was necessary as soon as they saw their enemies lying dead on the ground. Norlan approached me on his horse, dismounting so that he could ask the question that everyone was thinking. 

      “Did you do all of this, Master Trevor?” His eyebrows were raised as he awaited my response, the troops going silent so that they could hear as well. 

      “No. I had nothing to do with this.” I answered truthfully, hitting a nearby corpse with my foot to prove that it really was dead.

      Those at the front heard my response, quickly spreading it toward the back of the line until all of the soldiers were on the same page. 

      “What happened then?” Alexi asked as he joined Norlan and I at the front of the troops.

       “It seems that Lornia righted things all on her own.” I kept my response vague, still not sure if my theory was correct or not. 

      All I knew for sure was that the majority of the troll-kin were dead and fighting them to reclaim Rand was no longer our responsibility. As for the cause, I couldn’t completely rule out disease, but altitude sickness was another strong contender. The amount of oxygen in the air was too little to sustain the larger bodies of the creatures-–after all, Lornia didn’t naturally have beasts of that size, so it was likely they felt the effects of that, slowly suffocating as their lungs or brains filled with fluid. Even the massive troll-kin seemed to exhibit some symptoms, I thought, remembering how out of breath it had seemed even at the beginning of our fight.

      “What are your orders, Master?” Norlan stood tall, awaiting my command. 

      “We must do a complete cleanse of the area. Make sure everything is dead then destroy the bodies and sterilize the land. If this was a disease, we don’t want it spreading to other parts of Lornia.” When I had finished laying out the plan, I turned to address the soldiers. “The troll-kin that invaded Rand have been defeated! Our mission, although not what we expected, is successful! Our final task is to cleanse the land of the intruders making it safe to rebuild should the people who once lived here choose to do so. After that, we start our journey home. Good work everyone!” 

      Cheers followed the end of my speech, everyone fired up and ready to finish the hard work so that we could prepare for the return journey. While Alexi and Norlan began delving out the group tasks, I started collecting materials to burn, gathering them in a pile at the front of the city. When the pile was high enough, I lit the flammable items on fire, creating a collection point so the other soldiers would have use of the resource. After all, there was a lot that needed to be burned, and not a lot of fire mages. 

      While the group got to work, I started thinking about a way to use my gem to speed up the process, toying with the idea of sending a massive flame wall throughout the city. When I had decided that it would be best to run the idea by the Captains first, a glowing orb appeared in front of me, stopping my stride to find Norlan and Alexi. What the–I tilted my head to examine the orb, the glow resembling the life force orbs, but the color was all wrong. 

      The once small orb expanded quickly to the size of my body, a hand jutting out of the shimmering hole, grabbing my wrist. With a forceful pull, I was yanked inside what I now knew was a portal, leaving the city of Rand behind me. Ciyin, who was at my side, reacted to the sudden appearance of the portal, her agile movements allowing her to jump inside before the doorway snapped shut, following me to wherever the portal was leading us. 

      When we reached the other side, I found myself in a dim and dank dungeon, the walls made of stone with iron bars keeping us locked inside a cell. The hand that grabbed me belonged to King Partel, his body covered in grime and his once beautiful face marred with bruises and blood. 

      “What the hell happened to you?” Was the first thing to leave my mouth, quite used to being dragged around by the king—although the portal was new…I didn't know he was capable of that. 

      “The capital is under siege.” A voice answered, but it wasn’t the king’s. 

      Turning toward the sound, I found Lester huddled in the corner behind the cot, his ankles shackled together. Ciyin, no longer able to remain still, pulled my arm from the king’s death grip, her eyes filled with worry at the situation we found ourselves in.

      “I thought we talked about this. Why didn’t you appoint a new king already?” I shook my head, the seriousness in his voice having no effect on me. 

      Reaching for the power of the gem that sat around my neck, I froze the metal shackles, freeing the scribe from his restraints. 

      “I’m sure if you talk to your people they will calm down. Should we use the door or go out the back?” I asked, ready to blow a hole in the back wall if needed. 

      “You don’t understand,” Lester answered again, pulling himself up with the help of the bed, the man looking to have aged another twenty years since the last time I’d seen him.  

      “Then tell me so I can understand!” I practically yelled at the king, fed up by how he and his lackey always spoke in circles. When the king didn’t respond, my annoyance only grew, and I got right up in his face, an action that under different circumstances probably would have cost me my head. “King Partel….Leon. Why am I here?” 

      Leon looked at the ceiling first, before his gaze found mine, simply opening his mouth in response. I sighed at first, figuring he was dodging the question, until I saw what he intended for me to see. The king’s tongue had been severed, rendering him mute. Whoever was after Crimm meant business. Before I could ask any follow up questions, the sound of slow clapping echoed through the chamber, footsteps drawing closer to our cell. 

      “Well, well. I didn’t think you still had it in you, King Partel. Oops, I guess it's just Partel now.” The man smirked, the smile feeling sinister, as he approached the bars of the cell. “With your final lifeline, you chose this man. Trevor, was it?” 

      I could feel the power radiating off of him immediately, my ability to sense magic highlighting his black heart. 

      “That’s right, Master Mage Telfi…it has been a while,” I responded, trying to keep my cool. 

      Not only was the man a dragon, but who knows how long he had lived, his countless children building his power throughout the years. Did the king really expect me to win against this man? I glanced at King Partel, hoping for some kind of signal, but he was too focused on glaring at Telfi, his fists clenched in defiance. 

      “It’s cute how you haven’t given up, but it's time to do just that. I was quite content with the way things were, but ever since learning of the open position of the king, I couldn’t help but to dream a little bit bigger. After all, it didn’t seem like you ever really appreciated it.” The man spoke in a flippant tone, one that showed his lack of respect for the king. “Trevor, for the sake of my daughter, I will give you a chance to leave—so don’t make a fuss and just go.” He pulled the keys to the cell out of his pocket, making me believe he was sincere with his offer. 

       As much as I wanted to deny the whole situation, I couldn’t find it in me to accept his terms. 

      “No,” I answered sternly. 

      He sighed in an overdramatic way. “Trever, Trevor, Trevor. And here I thought you were smarter than that. Really, what is it with people not accepting change? I even offered your poor king here the chance to be my right-hand man. A pity really…I finally had enough of all his righteous speeches.” He made a gesture that showed me he was the one responsible for the state the king was in. “So, final chance. Are you sure you won’t just leave Crimm to me and be on your merry way?”

      The king’s eyes pleaded with me, and I could imagine all of the ways he would try to convince me to help him if given the chance, but none of it was necessary—there was no way leaving Crimm in Telfi’s hands was a good idea for Lornia.

      “No,” I repeated.  

      “Wrong answer,” He responded immediately, dropping the keys to the dungeon floor, his hand raising toward me as a burst of flames ignited from his palm, heading directly toward me and King Partel. 

      As a ruby mage myself, fire was one thing I didn’t fear, knowing that my gem would protect me from the scorching heat. Confident I would be fine, I pushed the king from the path of the flames as I reached for my own power, ready to neutralize Telfi’s attack. While the fire reacted as I had anticipated, the two magics canceling each other out, I didn’t plan for the thick metal spear that was hidden inside those flames, nor did I see it until the sharp blade pierced my body, the force of the impact blasting a hole in the wall of the dungeon behind me. I flew out onto the streets of Crimm, the spear protruding from my chest.

      “Master Trevor!” Ciyin exclaimed, rushing to my side outside of the dungeon wall.

      Pain erupted from the wound, my breath stolen from me. I tried to talk, but blood replaced my words, the excess amount letting me know he had hit somewhere vital. Telfi shook his head as though he were looking at an insignificant bug and withdrew his spear, the blade hurting just as much on the exit as it did on the entrance. I fell to my knees, no longer held up by the weapon and felt the blood leaving my body with every beat of my heart. Ciyin’s hands pressed firmly against my wounds, but I was too far gone for her efforts to have any effect, my blood continuing to flow freely.

      I suddenly felt cold, the desire to sleep becoming overwhelming, my brain screaming that it was over. It was laughable really, to be killed in such a way—after everything…that it would be a spear that ended it all. As my consciousness faded in and out, I felt Ciyin desperately strap me into the harness before taking off, the wind whipping over my face as we departed Crimm, leaving both the King and Telfi behind us. 

      Finally, the darkness consumed my vision and for a moment, I felt nothing. The relief lasted seconds before a burning sensation washed over my entire body. I tried to hold back my voice, but the torment was too much, and I found myself screaming in agony as the pain wracked my body, a green glow emanating from my skin. 

      “Master…are you okay? Please be okay.” I heard Ciyin say, but I couldn’t respond, my body so focused on the pain that I couldn’t do anything else.

      I pulled at my clothing, the wound on my chest feeling as though it were on fire. What I saw when I pulled back the fabric was both unsettling and miraculous, the skin looking as though it were fusing itself back together. As the burning agony threatened to steal my consciousness again, the words of old Lim resurfaced from my memories. If ya die, this thing will bring ya back to the living. Just once though… then ya gotta get a new one. 

      The emerald! That had to be it—it was the only explanation. Whether my sudden healing ability was the work of the emerald or not, one thing was certain, resurrection was not a painless process. I felt a little relief knowing that the pain meant my body was healing, so I tried my best not to fight the mysterious energy. With the sensation slowly lessening, my breathing becoming easier, I realized the extent of what my confrontation with Telfi meant moving forward. 

      It seemed that when one enemy was defeated, another would pop up in its place—the work of a leader never ending. I had a new mission now—to reclaim Crimm from Telfi’s greedy claws, the man already proving to be a tyrant who covets the throne. While I knew he needed to be stopped, I was in no condition to do anything about it now, my focus instead on returning to my estate and regaining my strength. Taking on an enemy of his caliber would require careful planning and I certainly wouldn’t be able to pull it off alone. 

      Exhaustion pulled at my eyelids, and keeping them open requiring all of my willpower. With the final burst of energy I could muster, I cursed Telfi’s name under my breath, swearing to dethrone him. Crimm will be peaceful again…I guarantee it.
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      “Master Trevor, can you hear me? I need you to open your eyes!”

      The voice sounded distant, fading in and out of my consciousness.

      A desperate cry rang out next, pleading to the other person in the room. “Why isn’t he waking up?”

      Heat radiated from my body, and as much as I tried to focus on the voices, to open my eyes, I couldn’t. I felt the cool grip of someone by my side, begging for me to come back to them.

      “I don’t know why this is happening! I’ve never seen anything like this before. His body is fine—he should be waking up. My healing magic doesn’t help…so it can’t be an injury. I—I don’t know,” Toval mumbled the last part to himself, the healer feeling helpless in the moment.

      Pain bloomed in my chest, and I recalled the moment I’d been struck by a hidden spear. Telfi—that bastard! A vivid scene of the man standing outside the grungy cell flashed through my mind, his satisfied grin sending shivers through my body. I recalled the bricks crumbling around me, the force of the blade thrusting me through the back wall of the dungeon.

      King Partel was still in danger. All of Crimm would suffer at the hands of the mad, power-hungry dragon if I didn’t wake up. I needed to stop him. My eyes flicked back and forth under my closed eyelids, but still, I couldn’t will myself to wake up. I felt my heart rate rise as the images in my head turned red, more blood leaving my body with every passing moment. I had died. Despite being a powerful ruby mage, Telfi had gotten the best of me. If it wasn’t for the emerald that I had accidentally absorbed into my body, I would have been nothing but a glowing purple orb hovering above the earth, waiting for the universe to absorb my spirit back into the cycle of life. Never again.

      Now that I knew he was willing to resort to underhanded tactics to win, I would never underestimate him again. I would get stronger—no matter what that meant—and reclaim Crimm. I just needed to wake up.

      WAKE UP! I shouted to myself, the frustration building in my mind. As if in reaction to my inward screams, the scene playing in my mind shifted once again. This time, I found myself in the hallway between Earth and Lornia.

      Walking around the room, I wondered if I had woken up from the sleep I had been trapped in—everything felt so real. I touched the doorknob that led to Earth, the metal cool against my palm, but I had no desire to go there. I considered Lornia my home now, and I knew everyone I cared about would be waiting for my return. I released the handle, heading back toward the Lornia entrance, but the doorway was missing. I closed my eyes, willing the doorway to appear, but when I opened them, nothing had changed. The hall remained the same, the Lornia door still absent from the room.

      I turned back toward the Earth doorway but found that it had vanished as well. What the hell? I wondered aloud, fearing I would be trapped in the hallway between worlds forever. I tried my best to remain composed—panicking would only make the situation worse—but as time passed, the situation only seemed more hopeless. I must still be asleep, I told myself, pinching the skin on the back of my hand. A minimally painful sensation shot up my arm, making the room feel even more real.

      I paced the hall, having little else to do, trying to evoke emotions in the ruby that still sat around my neck. It brought me here, I reasoned to myself, it should be able to get me out—even without an actual doorway. I considered alternative ways to exit the portal space. As my mind reeled at the potential of being stuck in the passageway between worlds, a bright light engulfed the space, momentarily stealing my vision.

      Blinking to rid myself of the white spots that suddenly clouded my vision, the hallway finally came back into focus. With my vision restored, I found the source of the light—four new doorways that appeared along the wall that had once connected the doors to Earth and Lornia. Each new door seemed to hum with an intense power, a soft light emanating from around the cracks. Was I curious about these different worlds? Yes, but now was not the time to go exploring. There was too much to do in Lornia—too much at stake.

      Besides, if my sources were correct, most of the other worlds were trash and definitely not human friendly. I couldn’t just open one and walk in, considering that in half of the other worlds I’d likely die as soon as I stepped foot on the planet. Organar, Harkin, Gearnix, Blessona—I was sure I would find one behind each of the corresponding doors, but knowing which doorway led where was another feat entirely.

      I tried to remember what I’d learned about the other worlds as I sat in the middle of the hall, the shimmering doors lined up in front of me. In Organar, humans were at the bottom of the food chain. A position similar to rabbits—they were seen as a source of protein for the bigger, stronger creatures that resided on the planet. Even with my powers, could I really go against an entire planet of over-buffed creatures? I’d rather not find out.

      Harkin I was the most familiar with, even if I hadn’t stepped foot on the world myself. The troll-kin planet certainly didn’t seem like a safer choice. The Lornia champions had already figured out for themselves what happened when you strolled into the troll-kin’s territory. I had seen enough of their kind to know that the creatures residing on that world were formidable, and being in their own element would only increase the effectiveness of their strength.

      On the other side, there were the less deadly worlds of Gearnix and Blessona. Gearnix was said to be a planet of many secrets. Man, magic and machine had combined to uphold the balance of power in this world, the inhabitants living in designated and developed parts of the realm. Tread outside those boundaries—into the wilds—and you might as well be on one of the more formidable worlds.

      Lastly, there was Blessona. If I had to pick a world to end up on, this would be the one. A planet of harmony and tranquility where conflict was said to be nonexistent. This world was said to have been hidden by the gods, and yet four doorways stood in front of me. Regardless of what lay beyond, it didn’t matter—I had no intention of opening any of them.

      Stubborn though it may be, I remained seated in front of the doors, hoping the pathway to Lornia would reappear—I’d even take Earth at this point. The minutes ticked by slowly, time passing as I waited, but soon I couldn’t tell how long I had been in that space—how long I’d been trapped in the void between the worlds. Frustration started to take over—I just wanted to go home. Then, as I pushed myself up from the ground, one of the doors creaked open. A bright light enveloped my body, sucking me—involuntarily—into the new world.

      The first sensation I felt was my feet touching solid ground. My stomach turned—a reaction to the sensation of being pulled in by the unknown force, but finding my footing helped ease the nausea that followed. The space I found myself in was bright, large white pillars of marble lining either side of the path. A dome roof of the same stone connected the opposing sides.

      I followed the path outlined by the pillars, the marble floor cold against my bare feet. At the end of the path was a platform, its surface covered with overly ornate couches and throw pillows, a marble table in the middle of the furnishings. In the midst of the soft accents sat three people laughing together over tea and pastries.

      If I had to guess, I would say I’d wound up in Blessona. How lucky can I get?

      Noticing my presence, the being closest to me stood and turned to stare at me.

      “It would seem we have a guest,” a man with long white hair said. An ethereal beauty spoke to another who also stood to get a look at the visitor.

      Now that they were facing me, I could see them more clearly, and their beauty was plainly apparent. A woman with lavender colored locks spoke next, her hair almost floating around her as she gestured toward me.

      “Come, join us,” she said, and I had no reason to refuse.

      I approached the platform, my senses remaining on high alert. My instincts told me not to get too comfortable.

      “Welcome to Blessona—a wonderful world of peace and unity. I am Agate. They are Zircon and Amethyst. I figured we would be seeing you here at some point.” The last of three chuckled, running her fingers through her ruby colored hair.

      “You know me?” I asked in confusion, unsure how Lornia was connected to Blessona.

      “You could say that,” the white-haired man, Zircon, responded. He opened his hand quickly in front of him, and at his will, an emerald appeared out of thin air.

      The emerald hovered above his palm for a moment before the man closed his fist around it, the gem disappearing just as quickly as it had appeared.

      I recognized it immediately as the one that had saved my life. “That was yours?” I questioned, my confusion only growing.

      “Yes. The life stone is a product of Blessona, and we were tasked to carry out its intended effects. For you see, the product is…flawed.”

      “Not by much—I still think it’s a good item,” the redhead interjected, not appreciating the disparagement of the life stone.

      “What race are you, visitor?” Agate approached suddenly, her deep crimson eyes shining as she shifted the topic of conversation.

      “H-human…like you?” Things were getting weirder.

      “Human…I see?” Agate held her arms out beside her, as if inspecting her limbs. “Fascinating. How do I look for a human? Am I pretty?” She sounded genuinely excited by the news.

      “You must forgive my sister. She can be a bit…excitable,” Amethyst said calmly, brushing off Agate’s behavior.

      “Aw, come on, you’re no fun.” Agate scrunched up her nose before plopping back onto the overstuffed couch, her arms crossed in defiance.

      “You’re probably confused, so let me explain.” Zircon silenced the other two with a wave of his hand, letting them know he had the floor. “In Blessona, one does not possess a physical form. In fact, it is impossible to enter into this great world while still tethered to your worldly body. That is why, for us, we do not normally wear a meat suit. Instead, we see the colors of our respective souls.”

      Right…my soul. I stared down at my hands, opening and closing them a few times to make sure they were still there. Seemed pretty real to me.

      “Being in your world for so long, you are most comfortable having your soul connected to a body. That is why you can still see it, even though it is not truly there. That is also why we appear to be human right now, so that you will feel comfortable in your new environment. It certainly is a new experience.” He smiled, checking out his human hands.

      I wasn’t sure if I believed a single word coming out of the shiny guy’s mouth, but I still didn’t like where the conversation was headed.

      “If it is only my soul that is roaming around in this world…does that mean I’m dead? Is that why the gem is flawed?” I braced myself for the answer, fearing that the gem had failed in the end and only prolonged the inevitable outcome of my fatal wound.

      The gods—or whatever they were—went silent for a moment, dragging out the anticipation before Agate finally started laughing. “Of course not, silly,” she said gleefully, her movements so animated it was hard to believe having a physical form was anything new to her.

      “Well, good. Then I need to get out of here.” I remembered my mission, my need to return home, and I couldn’t believe I had forgotten about it for even a second.

      I channeled my emotions into the ruby around my neck, envisioning the hallway that connected the worlds. When nothing happened, I turned back toward where I’d came, hoping I would somehow find the door I’d entered through. I felt as though I needed to escape. Agate rushed to stand in front of me.

      “You can’t leave with your soul like that—it’s the whole reason you’re here in the first place.”

      “My soul like what?” I humored her.

      “You know…injured.”

      “It’s an effect of the stone,” Zircon clarified. “While it may have healed your physical body in no time at all, the death of your body—and the wounds it sustained—injured your soul in the process. It’s an injury that takes longer to heal and even more so in the other worlds. In order to remedy the situation, we brought you here—a place that promotes your natural healing ability and stabilizes the fractured parts of your soul so they don’t get worse. Don’t worry, in a day or so you will be completely healed and back in your world, no problem.” Zircon added to Agate’s vague words, telling me that I would be held in the realm until they deemed my soul healed.

      “And if I refuse?” I questioned, not wanting to be away from Lornia any longer than necessary.

      “I’m afraid there is nothing you could say that would make us release you early. It’s for your own good,” Amethyst responded this time, shrugging her shoulders as if to say it was out of her control.

      I felt the weight of the gem around my neck, and I wondered if they would change their minds if I showed them my power.

      “Don’t bother with that trinket. Your powers won’t work here,” Zircon said confidently as if he could read my thoughts. “I’m sorry, but there really is no faster way to heal your soul. If you want to help those you care for, then you should just relax and let the atmosphere of Blessona work its magic.”

      While he tried to reassure me that I would be fine, the fact that he knew so much about my situation only made me doubt his words even more. How much could they tell about a person from their soul? Were they watching me before I even used the gem? I wasn’t sure they could be trusted, and I decided that removing myself from the situation would be the best option for now.

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll take my chances,” I told the trio, stepping down from the platform and back onto the pathway.

      “Why is it that no one ever accepts our help gratefully?” Zircon mumbled, shaking his head. “Here we are, going out of our way to help—and this is the thanks we get? Running away as if we are going to bite his head off.”

      “It’s your fault no one ever trusts us, brother,” Agate huffed, “you mentioned his world…again. It’s creepy. I told you to stop that.”

      “What? Creepy? I thought I seemed all-knowing,” Zircon retorted, sounding defeated.

      “Stop it you two! Now is not the time,” Amethyst reprimanded the others. “He’s getting away.”

      Hearing the end of their conversation, I quickened my pace until I was sprinting toward a doorway I wasn’t sure even existed. Just as I reached the end of the marbled path, a fancy double door outlined in gold appearing within my reach, I felt something grab my ankle. A strong grip wrapped itself tightly against my exposed flesh. Vines that seemed to have a life of their own coiled up my body, stopping me in my tracks. I struggled against the plant life, but could not free myself from its grip. Slowly, my body was pulled back toward the platform, my heels sliding across the smooth surface of the floor.

      “Good catch, Amethyst!” Agate cheered, her eyes focused on my form wrapped in vines.

      “Just relax—we are not trying to hurt you. Two days. That’s it. The healing has already begun, so it’s best not to break the cycle. You don’t want to know what happens when you do,” Zircon said ominously.

      “See! Creepy!” Agate cried with an overdramatic shiver.

      “What? It’s true,” Zircon retorted defensively.

      Having had enough of the siblings’ petty arguments, I struggled harder against the vines that trapped me. My emotions surged, the ruby around my neck feeding on the heightened stress, and I felt its power fueling my body once more. This will work, I reassured myself, reaching for the power. From my palms, fire appeared, the flames spreading down my forearms. The vines around them caught fire and fell apart, allowing me to free the rest of my body from the living cage.

      The god-like beings were surprisingly quiet when I made my escape, but I didn’t risk turning to face them and instead sprinted toward the door at the end of the path, hoping it would lead to the hallway between the realms. My breath hitched in my throat when I grabbed the door handles, pushing through without pause as I envisioned the hallway in my mind.

      A cool breeze washed over my face as I pushed my way into the space, my vision darkening. Forcing my eyes open, I found myself staring up at a familiar gray ceiling. I fought with the blankets that covered my body until I was able to sit up in bed, realizing I was home—back in my castle in Lornia.

      The room was dimly lit, the curtains that led to an outside balcony completely shut, so I couldn’t tell what time of day I had awoken. Was it all a dream? I wondered to myself, swinging my feet over the edge of the bed and onto the cool floor. Scanning the room, I found no one inside, but I figured there would be at least one guard posted outside my room.

      Heading toward the door, the room started to spin, my body suddenly sluggish and out of my control. I grabbed the door handles to steady myself, wondering if the extended stay in bed was the cause of my vertigo. When the room steadied around me, I turned the handle, letting the door swing open. I expected a gasp from the person on the other side, but there was nothing—no one waited outside the room.

      The fact that no one guarded the door didn’t matter much, so I didn’t dwell on it. Instead, I exited the room to search for Susanna and the others, hoping the walk would help me recover some of my lost strength. Entering the corridor, I froze, the landscape before me riddled with debris and remnants of a battle. Half of the hall was gone, the path leading to my room completely destroyed on one side. The rooms where Susanna and her sister stayed were completely erased from the structure of the castle.

      I ran in the direction opposite the destruction, following the path on the side that remained intact as I searched the area for any signs of life. What in the world happened here? I gritted my teeth, but I already knew the answer. Telfi—I couldn’t think of any other force that had the power to lay waste to my home. I cursed myself for not being prepared for the attack—for doing nothing to protect my people.

      Holding little hope, I pushed through the door to the nursery, but found no one inside. The cribs were untouched, the room exactly how I remembered it before I’d left to defeat the troll-kin in Rand. With few options left, I headed to the first floor, desperate to find even one person still alive. The front door had been ripped from its hinges, exposing my home to the outside world. Beyond my castle, the state of Arenia Harbor looked just as dire. I rushed out into the humid air, the full extent of the damage hitting me like a truck.

      The port I reigned over looked as though a tornado—or twelve—had passed through. The docks were sinking into the ocean, the once beautiful seaside disheveled and broken. Smoke rose from the homes that remained standing, the rest of the buildings reduced to rubble. My mind immediately focused on the worst of the destruction, the stress of everything bringing me to my knees. It’s over. I’ve lost everything. He won. That bastard succeeded in destroying everything I’ve built in this world.

      “Master Trevor?” A small voice broke my downward spiral.

      My eyes shot to the source, finding Libby, her form looking a bit frail under the rags she had bundled around her body. My reaction to her voice confirmed her suspicions, and she rushed to me, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “Master Trevor, it really is you.” She hugged me tighter, then, placing her index and middle finger in her mouth, she whistled—a loud, shrill sound echoing in the warm air.

      At her signal, people started to approach the castle, my eyes immediately finding Susanna and Siofra in the bunch, each with a baby in their arms. Lianna caught my eye next, a little bundle strapped to her chest. The girls separated from the rest of the refugees that had appeared, all three of them coming over to greet me. They wore expressions of shock and disbelief on their faces.

      “Is it really you, Master Trevor?” Susanna all but jumped into my arms, an uncontainable smile on her face as tears pooled in her eyes.

      The baby she held started to cry, not liking the close contact with another person. She pulled away, bouncing the little one softly to try and quell her tantrum. I found myself staring at the small child, the features familiar, but I couldn’t bring myself to accept what I was seeing.

      “It’s okay, Alina. You’re okay,” Susanna cooed, confirming my suspicions.

      The bright-eyed little girl with transparent, iridescent fairy wings, was my sister’s child, except she wasn’t a newborn anymore.

      “How old is she?” I managed to ask, my gaze shifting to who I could only assume was Cienna, the brown-haired little girl sitting quietly on her mother’s hip.

      “Uh, probably around six months or so by now. Right, Siofra?”

      Siofra agreed with a nod, a simple gesture that sent me swirling back into my own confusion and turmoil. Six months? I was asleep for that long? How is that possible? It felt like the universe was pranking me—how could so many things go wrong after losing one fight?

      “Master, are you okay?” Libby asked, her words laced with concern.

      “No—I’m not. How did this happen? Wasn’t there any way to wake me up?” I grasped for any kind of reason at this point.

      “Wake you up? But Master, you disappeared.” Siofra’s tone held a sadness that spoke to all of the sorrows from the events I had missed.

      “No? I was in my room—I remember hearing Toval’s voice and Susanna’s.”

      “When Ciyin brought you back to us, yes, but then your body disappeared. We—we thought you had abandoned us. That you returned to your homeworld.” Siofra’s eyes were on the ground, finding it hard to share her thoughts on my disappearance.

      “Never. I don’t know why this happened, but there is no way I would leave you—any of you—not if I had the choice. I promise I’m not going anywhere—not anymore.” I tried to assure them that I hadn’t made the decision to leave, feeling like I was to blame for all that had happened in my absence.

      The baby strapped to Lianna started to cry, so she took him out of the sling, attempting to soothe him with a soft voice.

      “Ashton’s probably hungry,” Siofra offered, digging into the bag at her side for a bottle.

      I watched the girls take care of the infant, the small bundle looking to be only a few weeks old, my mind racing to place the little one.

      “Ashton? Who—?” I started, but then remembered that Rivinia would have been due around this time. I switched my question. “Where is Rivinia?” I asked instead, a tense silence falling over the group.

      Siofra finally broke the silence. “I’m so sorry, Master.”

      This couldn’t be happening.

      “Just tell me.” I couldn’t stand being in the dark any longer.

      Siofra’s body tensed at my command, her inclination to obey me conflicting with her desire to spare my feelings. “She—she didn’t make it.”

      “What do you mean didn’t make it? Was it Telfi—that bastard!” I heard my heartbeat in my ears, my blood boiling with the desire for revenge.

      “The baby. Something wasn’t right—he wouldn’t come out. The midwife did all she could, but there was too much blood. I’m sorry…I’m so sorry.” The pain in Siofra’s voice was raw, and I knew she must’ve witnessed the whole thing.

      More questions kept popping up in my mind. “Where was Toval during all of this? Why didn’t he save her?”

      “When the dragon’s army struck, Toval was one of the first to be captured.”

      Of course he was. After all, healers were a rare and invaluable resource. Not only did my castle sustain a massive attack in my absence, but Toval’s kidnapping had led to Rivinia’s death. The news kept getting worse, and all I could focus on was ridding Lornia of Telfi for good. The man had to pay—but even then, I knew the painful feeling in my chest would never go away. I had failed them—my people, my home, and especially my lovers.

      The pain in my chest grew stronger, the once throbbing ache becoming an overwhelming heat. I gripped my chest, feeling as if my heart would explode. Siofra, Libby and Susanna rushed to my side with worried faces. Their concerned looks were the last thing I saw before the darkness consumed me.
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      “Oh, look he’s waking up!” an excited voice chimed, the throbbing in my head making the sound almost unbearable.

      I opened my eyes, the surroundings slowly coming into focus, and I found myself staring at the three gods—Agate, Amethyst and Zircon, their faces too close for comfort.

      “What the hell? Why am I back here?” I questioned, rubbing my temples to try and alleviate the pain.

      “What do you mean? You never left,” Agate responded in her singsong tone.

      I felt the sinking feeling of dread, knowing I had left my castle and its people undefended once again.

      “I need to go back,” I demanded, reaching for the magic of the gem.

      Trying to draw out its powers, I directed my emotions into the stone, waiting for the flames to appear in my palms—but nothing happened.

      “Didn’t I tell you before? Your powers don’t work in this realm,” Zircon said coolly, recognizing my attempt.

      “I know that’s a lie. I’ve used them once already, I can do it again.” I focused harder.

      “But you didn’t?” Amethyst presented the statement as a question, sounding unsure about it herself. “Look, I’m sorry I had to get so rough with you yesterday, but your soul was in a fragile state. It was all I could do to keep you from breaking it beyond repair. A soul in disrepair can unleash unspeakable power into the world—unspeakable evil. Not to mention it would eventually destroy its host.” She held her hand toward me, her palm glowing softly with a pale pink light. “Looks like it did the trick though. You seem to be healing quite nicely. Another few hours, and you will be good to return to your world.”

      My mind reeled once again, multiple questions trying to escape at once. “Are you sure I didn’t go back to Lornia? It felt so real.” Please say it wasn’t real.

      “Did you see something in your unconscious state?” Zircon asked, looking genuinely interested.

      “I did, but it would only be possible if I left this place and returned to Lornia. So, tell me—are you sure I was here the whole time?” I pleaded, my nails biting into the skin of my palms.

      “Positive. We are the only exit out of this place once you have entered—and I certainly didn’t release your soul,” Amethyst answered my desperate question, her eyebrows raised to the others, waiting for them to answer as well.

      “Nope—wasn’t me,” Agate added with an assertive nod.

      “Of course I wouldn’t do that.” Zircon was the last to answer, all three assuring me that whatever it was I saw, it was only in my head.

      “It varies what a soul will see when they are in a comatose state. Your biggest fear—your weakest moment—or perhaps pieces of a potential future. Your injured soul is to blame for what you saw, but only you know what was inside of your vision, and only you have the power to change it.” As Amethyst calmly explained the situation, I suddenly felt like I could breathe again.

      I sighed heavily, releasing some of my built-up stress. “So, I’m all healed up, right? Which way is the exit?” I stood to leave, hoping they would actually help me this time.

      Amethyst moved from her seat on the couch, her arm raised as vines slithered around her forearm. “Not so fast. As I said, you still have a few hours to go. Let’s not make this a repeat of what happened yesterday, okay?”

      I plopped back on the couch, unwilling to fall into the dream world again, afraid of the visions I might see. Saving Lornia could wait a few more hours, I reasoned with myself, hopeful that I would be able to set things right once I finally returned home.

      The two hours that followed Amethyst’s warning passed painfully slowly, the Gods of Blessona discussing things I couldn’t comprehend as they sipped tea and ate food that appeared at their will.

      I sank into the cushions of the couch, their words serving as background noise to the thoughts running through my head. A plan was already forming in my mind—one of training and building allies with the neighboring cities. We would need more power to stop Telfi and his army of overpowered offspring. I only hoped we would have time to prepare before he decided that ruling over Crimm wasn’t enough, setting his sights on Arenia Harbor.

      A hand in front of my face pulled me from my thoughts, a soft pink light emanating from the palm. Amethyst concentrated on something in front of me, nodding softly as her eyes looked past my human form.

      “You have made a complete recovery.” She smiled, knowing those were the words I had been waiting to hear.

      “Finally,” I sighed, feeling a wave of relief. “I mean…thank you.” I knew I should be grateful that they hadn’t just let my soul explode or die—or whatever it was destined to do back in Lornia. “So, I can leave now, right?” I didn’t pretend that I wanted to stick around for even a moment longer.

      “Yeah, yeah. We will send you back to Gearnix. Right now, ungrateful human,” Zircon scoffed at my impatience, his hand already rising to comply with my demands.

      “Wait, I’m not—”

      I tried to stop the man, but he had already snapped his fingers, my vision turning black around me.
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      My whole body shuddered, a wave of nausea washing over me. I sat up and wretched, stomach acid making its way up my throat. When the desire to expel the contents of my gut had passed, I laid back down on the cool stone ground, cursing the gods for their mistake.

      I definitely remember talking about Lornia, I reasoned with myself, trying to find an explanation for why I found myself staring at a pink sky, a clear dome encapsulating the entire area. There is no way they didn’t know—they picked my soul up from Lornia after all. Zircon did this on purpose—that ass, I realized, finally settling on an answer. The nearby sound of whirling gears caught my attention, and I sat up once more to find a small robot making its way toward me.

      Digital eyes on the front of the bot squinted in my direction before it hovered over my vomit, cleaning it from the polished stone street.

      “Ugh,” I groaned, wiping my face roughly with my hands.

      The little robot paid me no attention, several beeps signaling once it was finished cleaning the spot. It quickly moved to my other side, beeping once more before heading directly behind me.

      “Gearnix,” I mumbled as I opened my eyes, figuring I should at least get a good look before heading back to Lornia. Afterall, I wasn’t sure I’d ever get the opportunity to visit this world again in the future.

      The area I found myself in was vastly different from anything on Lornia, and even Earth for that matter. The domed city surrounding me appeared highly advanced. Skyscrapers were the building of choice, with transportation tracks running throughout and service bots stationed at the corners of every street. While the city inside the dome looked developed, the areas I could see outside the transparent structure appeared to be the exact opposite, nature ruling in its most unrestricted form.

      The term ‘the wilds’ resurfaced in my mind, and I found it to be quite fitting for what I could see from my viewpoint. Trees and foliage grew unrestrained, dark colored vines with spikes twisting through their branches. The world outside seemed darker, more ominous, and certainly not a place I wanted to venture. I focused my attention back on the advanced civilization, finding it odd that I was the only person on the street, the strange cleaning robot my only companion. For a city, it lacked life.

      I shrugged it off, not even sure if humans were the main race on this planet. The work-focused bot could be an inhabitant for all I knew. Feeling like I had seen enough of the mysterious world, I inhaled deeply, preparing to filter my emotions into the gem around my neck. It should work now that I was no longer in Blessona.

      As I had always done, I pictured the ruby feeding on my emotions, opening up the hallway between the worlds—but this time, nothing happened. I hit the stone ground in frustration, infuriated that this was happening to me once again. Reaching for the gem around my neck, I wondered if I had run out of power. I came up empty-handed. The ruby was missing.

      What the—? I searched my pockets first, even when I knew the necklace wouldn’t be there. Panicked when I still found nothing, I searched the area around me, knowing that I’d worn the jewel when facing off against Telfi—the last time I was conscious in Lornia. A glimmer of red caught my eye in the distance, and I spied the cleaner bot push my pendant over the ground with its built-in broom. That must’ve been why it beeped when it turned to my other side, I realized, but it was too late.

      “Wait!” I called out, my hand gesturing in the machine’s direction, unsure if the robot could even comprehend human speech.

      The machine stopped for a moment, its digital eyes staring at me across the stretch of road. It worked! I felt my body relax a little as I stood up, preparing to retrieve my lost item.

      “I need that necklace,” I told the bot, certain it would understand my intentions if machines were sentient in this world.

      Its body shifted toward the gem, its eyes taking in the item before it turned back toward me, almost as if weighing its options. I took a tentative step toward the cleaning machine, and it reacted by moving back slightly.

      “Just give me my ruby,” I all but shouted at the bot.

      It responded to my demand with a beep, the bot moving backward a final step. A loud swoosh followed before it sped forward, taking a sharp right before disappearing out of sight. I rushed to follow the robot around the corner, only to find a raised circle in the ground, a metal door sealing the hole shut. The damned thing had pushed my ruby into the trash chute, sending it who-knows-where within the city.

      An enraged grunt left my lips as I dropped to my knees, inspecting the trash chute for a way to open it. The metal door was secure, showing no method of unlocking it without the proper equipment or the command of the bot. Frustrated, I slammed my fist into the ground repeatedly, half to relieve the stress, the other half of me hoping I would do some damage to the ground and open up an alternative way to access the trash tube.

      A handful of strikes later, a crack finally appeared in one of the stones beside the metal slate, a measure of how much power I had even without the ruby. Knowing that hitting the ground probably wouldn’t create an opening wide enough to explore the trash chute, I struck it a few more times—just to release my built-up anger at the situation—before I would need to find another way to retrieve my gem.

      “Whatcha doin’?” A voice from above startled me from my mission of stress release.

      My head whipped in the direction of the sound. A girl stood above me, her jet-black hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her eyes caught on the stone with the crack in it.

      “Did ya drop something down there? Even if you manage to get the vent to open again…you won’t find it in there. It’s probably at the fill by now.” She shrugged, a look that said ‘nothing you can do about it now’ on her face.

      “The fill? How can I get there?” I questioned her as I stood up. I needed the ruby if I ever wanted to return home.

      “I’m Zara.” She stuck out her hand with a bit of force.

      “Trevor,” I responded instinctively, shaking her hand despite the random introduction. “So…the fill?”

      “It’s at the center of the city. But shouldn’t you already know that, Trevor?” Her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized me from top to bottom.

      Before I could answer her, a loud siren boomed through a loudspeaker, the sound echoing across the entire dome.

      “A conversation for another day, perhaps?” Zara smiled, starting to walk away.

      “Wait, can you show me to the fill…something I need is there.”

      “That was the alert for curfew.” She was analyzing me again. “You’re weird. You got amnesia or something? Doesn’t matter where you go, but you can’t be in the streets twenty minutes after that alarm goes off. Best be getting home or…you know.”

      You know? I have no idea what she is talking about. She continued to walk away, and I quickened my pace to catch up with her.

      “Let’s say I don’t know.”

      She stopped in her tracks to look directly at me.

      “Just trust me…you don’t want to find out. I gotta go.” Even as she hustled away, I followed, having no place to go in the city and not wanting to find out what happened once the alarm died out. “What are ya, a leech? Be gone.” She tried to wave me away.

      “Look…you might not believe me, but I’m not from around here. I have no place to go, and your warning makes me believe I shouldn’t just camp out in the streets tonight. I need your help.”

      “Your funny clothes make that almost believable.” She said after a short pause. “Fine, but don’t make me regret this. And don’t try anything funny.” She opened her cropped jacket slightly, just enough for me to see a flash of metal inside. So, guns exist in this world. I made a mental note.

      Now that she understood my intentions, she led the way without question, her path taking us down a narrow alleyway.

      “Here we are,” she announced, standing before our destination—a brick wall.

      I wanted to ask if she was serious, but before I got the chance, she grabbed my wrist and pulled me into the wall. We moved through easily, the hologram sealing off the small space from the rest of the world. Inside the hidden area was a cramped room with a twin bed in one corner, a small kitchen area complete with a mini fridge and a microwave in the opposite corner, and a beat-up couch right in the middle.

      “Home, sweet home,” she said gleefully, slipping off her shoes and throwing them by the wall we entered from. “You can take the couch tonight.” She gestured toward the patched-up piece of furniture.

      “Thank you.” I sat down, accepting the invitation. “So how serious would it be if I were to leave this room?” I realized the alarm outside could no longer be heard, and I assumed the grace period had ended.

      “Well, the security bots are roaming the streets now, making sure everyone abides by the curfew. Get caught and you end up in a cell…usually for a few days until you can be sent for a trial. From there you are either released with a warning or sent to carry out your punishment, which can range from manual labor to being exiled to the wilds. I guess you are lucky I found you when I did, or you would have been in for it. So where are you from anyway? I’ve never heard of areas outside of the Domeland.” She seemed genuinely interested as she sat down on the couch next to me, giving me her undivided attention.

      I struggled with whether or not to tell her the truth, knowing it would be difficult to get her to believe me, especially since I had no proof. On the other hand, I didn’t even know how to pretend I was a normal inhabitant of Gearnix, the world so different from anything I had seen on Lornia or even Earth. Heck, only with her appearance had I confirmed that there was actual human life on this planet.

      “I’m from another world.” I decided the truth would be easier to tell, and I hoped she’d still let me stay despite how crazy I was about to sound.

      “Right. Okay…that’s cool,” she said after a bit of mental processing. “So, otherworlder, why have you come to my humble planet? To stage a complete take-over? To spread wanton destruction? I can get behind a new leader, but I quite like living, so I hope it’s not the second one.” She smiled as she awaited my answer, clearly not taking my words seriously.

      “I’m serious,” I said, her smile only growing wider. “Whether you believe me or not, it’s the truth. And I am here for none of the above. In fact, I want to leave as soon as possible—which is why I need to get my gem back. Help me find it, and you won’t have to deal with me any longer.”

      “A gem, huh. Well, the fill is pretty massive, but the more valuable items tend to be filtered out. Although, if the mayor gets a hold of it, you probably won’t be getting it back.” Again, she shrugged. With nothing personal at stake, the possibility of me losing my way home had no effect on her in the slightest.

      I groaned again, running my fingers through my hair until I could grab a fistful. Things had really gone to shit after my one-sided fight with Telfi, and I was beginning to think I had been cursed.

      “And you’re sure I can’t just go and look for it now?” I asked, thinking it would be best to start my search sooner rather than later. I wasn’t sure how quickly the mayor of this city might get his hands on my ruby.

      “I mean…you can, but I don’t think you’d get far. I wasn’t exaggerating when I told you about the night watch. It would take longer to wait in a cell than just waiting until morning. So, why not try to relax a little, Trevor? Tell me more about your home world.” Her light blue eyes shined with anticipation.

      “Why should I when you don’t believe me anyway?” I tilted my head back until it rested on the back of the couch, my eyes directed toward the grungy ceiling.

      “I don’t know? It’s fun? It’s not like you have anything better to do, right?”

      As much as I hated to admit it, she was right.

      “Fine, but only if you tell me more about yourself and this world.”

      “Sure thing!” She grinned, readjusting herself on the couch as she prepared for our story exchange.

      A half hour later, I had spilled almost everything about Lornia. How I had found the gem at first, the castle I had built, the women living with me in my castle, and even about my power as a ruby mage. Her eyes—that remained focused the entire time—seemed to sparkle. She reminded me of a child who had just listened to their favorite fairytale. I could tell she still didn’t accept my words as the truth.

      “So, you are a…ruby mage, right? I want to see! Set something on fire.” Her words sounded sarcastic, and my inability to use my powers without the gem only solidified her belief that I was full of shit.

      “Sure. As soon as I get my gem back, I will show you,” I responded, hoping she would let it go.

      “Boo, that’s no fun.” She crossed her arms, plopping into the back cushion of the couch.

      “A deal is a deal, so tell me more about Gearnix and yourself.”

      “Not much to tell really. Unlike the world you claim to be from, we rely on technology here. Almost everything in this city is run by a machine. Hell, even the mayor is a machine. The AI advances of the last decade have made humans and machines almost indistinguishable. But if you ask me,” she leaned in close, as if she wanted only me to hear the last part of her sentence.

      I leaned in a bit more, and she grabbed the nape of my neck, pulling me forward until I was lying face-first on the couch. She moved to sit on top of me, her hands fondling the back of my neck and hair.

      “Uh—Zara?” I questioned, the cushions muffling my words.

      I didn’t quite comprehend her actions, but I didn’t feel like I was in danger either. I didn’t put up any resistance, letting her satisfy her curiosity.

      “Sorry, I had to be sure,” she responded as she climbed off of my back, waiting for me to sit upright on the couch. “As I was saying…the machines may look human, but they can’t be trusted.”

      I rubbed the back of my head, wondering if that was where you would find a port—or something else identifiable on a machine—that allowed you to tell a human from an AI.

      “No worries. So, what about you?” I looked around the cramped room as I asked, finding it hard to believe she lived in such a small space when the city was so advanced.

      “It’s…complicated.”

      “Aw, come on. I gave you more than that,” I pressed a little, hoping to gain more information about the only person I could depend on in Gearnix. “Any family? What do you do for work? How long have you lived here?” Again, my eyes shifted around the room.

      “I get it, okay? I live in a dump. It…wasn’t always like this.” She sighed, then, realizing I was still staring at her, her face flushed. “I think that’s enough for tonight. If you’re lucky, maybe I’ll tell you more tomorrow, Mr. Otherworlder.” She chuckled, an awkward sound, as she tried to shift the attention away from herself.

      Before I could respond, a loud siren sounded, the screeching alarm forcing us to cover our ears.

      “What the hell is that?” I shouted over the siren, looking to Zara for a response.

      “Someone must have been found outside past curfew,” she said, her voice nearly drowned out by the noise.

      “Why is it so loud?” My hands still gripped my ears, feeling as though my ear drums would burst from the vibrations.

      Finally, the sound subsided, allowing me to release the death grip I held on my head.

      My ears were still ringing when Zara said, “I guess they found the person.”

      As soon as the words left her mouth, a giant metal arm slipped through the hologram-covered doorway, encroaching on her living space.

      “An anomaly has been detected at this location. All life forms please exit the building. I repeat—exit the building now or you will be forcefully detained.”

      The arm continued to sweep the room, searching for anything living, all the while claiming to want the inhabitants to exit on their own. I rolled from the couch to the floor when the arm got close, Zara lying flat on the couch to avoid detection.

      “Shit! What do they want now?” she mumbled frustratedly. “Head to the back—there is another way out. Just feel around until you find the door,” she told me as she stuck her arm under the couch.

      Staying low to the ground, I made my way to the back of the room before feeling along the brick wall for what I assumed would be another holographic space. I knew I found the right spot when my hand sunk into the brick. I pushed through, my body slipping into the disguised exit. Before I was completely out of the main room, I watched Zara pull a long silver weapon from under her couch.

      In a matter of seconds, she aimed the gun at the robot intruder, sending a blast of light in its direction. Just as the ray blast hit its target, I slipped into the other room entirely and found myself in a workshop. The space was slightly smaller than the other room. On the tables were scraps of metal, a few fully completed weapons displayed on a shelf attached to the wall. In the corner was the bathroom—complete with a toilet, shower and a small sink—a shower curtain separating it from the rest of the place.

      Ignoring the conditions she lived in, I headed toward the finished weapons. I was pretty weak in this world without my powers, so I grabbed one of the small guns, slipping it into my pocket. If I don’t need it, I will return it to Zara before I head home, I told myself, feeling a bit guilty about stealing from the person who was trying to save me. I didn’t have time to fully examine the space before Zara rushed through the wall, her eyes going wide when she saw me.

      “Why are you still here?” she yelled, grabbing my hand as she hurried toward the wall beside the bathroom.

      Without stopping for a moment, she pulled me through the doorway, and we once again found ourselves in a narrow alleyway of the city.

      “An anomaly has been detected. Halt so that a biometric scan can be performed,” the machine announced again, trying to get us to cease our escape.

      From above the buildings, I could see a robot pursuing us, its height mirroring one of the smaller skyscrapers in the city. Its eyes seemed to zoom in on us, watching as we ran, its body too big to enter the small alleyway.

      “Are you really from another world?” she asked as she continued to pull me in the direction opposite of the massive machine.

      “Yes,” I replied simply, letting myself be dragged along at her pace.

      She glanced back at me with a stern gaze, before accepting my words as the truth. “Then we can’t let that thing catch you.”

      “Okay, but how are we supposed to hide from a security bot?” I still wasn’t sure how worried I should be, not really understanding what being labeled as an anomaly would mean for me. All I knew was that Zara did not trust those things and was doing everything in her power to protect me at that moment. That was reason enough for me to trust her. Another siren rang out, this one originating in front of us, growing louder the farther we ran.

      “An anomaly has been detected in the area,” a different security bot announced, meaning a second one was now on our tail.

      “Shit. Just what we need right now!” Zara gripped my wrist a little harder, turning in another direction to avoid the bot that had appeared in front of us. “Almost there...just a little longer,” she mumbled to herself, seeming to spot her goal in the distance.

      The footsteps of the robots could be heard as they continued to pursue us, both still aware of my presence in the city, but Zara didn’t bother checking behind us anymore, apparently sure we would be safe wherever she was leading us. She stopped in front of a six-story building, checking for prying eyes before she headed toward the back through another side street. Instead of going in through the back door, she opened up a trash chute connected to the building, ushering me inside.

      When I didn’t blindly follow her gestures, she grew impatient. “Hurry up!” she said, readjusting the flap on the chute so I would have more space to climb inside.

      Her eyes scanned the tops of the buildings, waiting to see when the security robots would hone in on our location, all the while waiting for me to crawl into the tube. I didn’t enjoy the thought of climbing into a trash heap, but Zara looked so serious as she held the lid open. I followed her lead, jumping feet first into the open chute. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I soon found myself sliding downward toward the unknown, the dark, cramped tube making it impossible to see where I was headed.

      When I reached the bottom of the slide, I rolled out of the tube from the force and found myself in a dimly lit underground bar. Music blared loudly, the people inside barely taking note of the newcomer that had just appeared on the floor. A long bar counter was situated on the far end of the room, smaller tables dotting the perimeter of the room with a dance floor directly in the middle. The whole place had a grungy feeling, similar to Zara’s home and very different from the pristine city above us. Zara soon joined me, her arrival a lot more graceful as she entered the space, landing softly on her feet.

      “Welcome to the resistance,” she said as she helped me up.

      “Those security bots can’t find us down here?” I questioned, wondering what would make this place safer than her own house.

      “The city was built on a layer of iron; the signal of the bots can’t detect anything under the surface of the city. That’s what makes this place so safe—and perfect for those trying to escape the eyes of the bots. Come with me.”

      She waved for me to follow her before leading me through the crowd of dancing rebels. The bartender glanced up from the glass he was wiping, noticed Zara and quietly resumed his task, not bothering to say a word as we walked behind the counter. We opened the door behind the bar—a real door for once, not a holographic cover—and left the noise of the bar behind.

      Through the doors was a meeting room. A makeshift table made from two doors ripped from their hinges sat in the middle of the room, with chairs on all sides. People were sitting in all but three of the chairs, all eyes on us as we entered the room.

      “Zara! We didn’t think you were coming today!” a muscular man with an overgrown beard exclaimed when he noticed who just walked in, immediately standing to welcome her.

      The people, like the rest of the underground space, seemed out of place compared to the advanced state of the upper city. Their clothing looked more apocalyptic or grungy than anything resembling the futuristic nature of Gearnix.

      “Richard!” Zara matched his excitement, reaching out her hand to clasp his, the exchange ending in a side hug. “What’s on the agenda today?” She moved to sit at the table and I joined her, feeling out of place by all the gazes directed toward me.

      No one answered Zara’s question, unwilling to offer up any information with an unknown face among the listeners. As the silence persisted, Zara finally got the hint.

      “Oh—right. This is Trevor. Don’t worry, he is on our side.”

      Being from another world, I didn’t have a clue what ‘sides’ she was talking about, but I didn’t bother refuting her claim. I figured I’d be expelled from the secret base and left to deal with the bots alone if I said the wrong thing.

      “Nice to meet you all,” I said, trying to be friendly, but their shifty gazes just left me thinking I shouldn’t have bothered putting in the effort. “Look, I’m not really trying to join your secret club or anything,” I whispered to Zara. “I just need to get to the fill or wherever my ruby ended up.” I preferred to lay low until the morning instead of mingling with people I couldn’t care less about.

      “Don’t worry, that’s why we are here,” she whispered back before turning her focus back to the group. “Trevor is from another world.”

      I smacked my forehead with the palm of my hand—she just had to say that. I thought the looks I was getting were harsh enough, but after Zara mentioned another world, they got ten times worse, the stares quickly shifting to glares. Having had enough of their quiet hostility, I decided it didn’t matter what these people thought of me. Well, as long as they didn’t try to attack me or throw me to the security bots.

      “I’m sorry to intrude on whatever it is you do in this underground space, but I assure you, I am not your enemy. I just need to find what I lost, and then I will never bother you again.”

      “Zara—are you sure you can trust this guy? He could be working for them,” a woman with white blonde hair and dark gray eyes spoke from across the table, her posture formal despite the unkempt environment.

      “I brought him here because the security bots were after him. They called him an anomaly and probably wanted to erase him from this planet. So yes, I trust him when he says he is not from Gearnix—he’s certainly not from the Domeland anyway.” She mumbled the last part, clearly still grappling with the idea that I’d come from another world entirely.

      “So what, you just want us to spill our plans to this outsider?” A tall slender woman with deep red hair slammed the table as she stood, appalled by the idea of revealing their secrets so easily.

      “Look—like I said. Trust me…don’t trust me. I don’t really care what you are doing here, and I am not planning to stick around long enough for it to matter anyway,” I addressed the group as a whole, the entire situation becoming increasingly tense. “Zara…I think I should wait for you in the bar area,” I told her, standing to leave.

      “No, Trevor—wait!” Zara rushed to block my path, her eyes shifting from me to the onlookers behind me. “If you talk to them a bit more, they will come around.” She was on the cusp of pleading, so determined for me to mingle with her friends.

      “I don’t need them to come around. I just need a place to stay until morning,” I groaned, reaching for the doorknob behind her outstretched arms.

      “Guys, please. Listen for a little longer before you judge him. I think he is our missing piece.”

      Grumbles filled the meeting room, the other members of the secret organization conceding to Zara’s demands. Despite not wanting to be involved, their sudden willingness to listen piqued my interest, along with the nonsense about being a missing piece. Sitting back down at the table, I remained silent, refusing to campaign for the trust of the people in the room. I still felt ambivalent about whether I cared to get along with these people, but I would listen all the same.

      “Back on Trevor’s planet, he is what is called a ruby mage. A powerful being that wields magic and fire power we can only dream of here on Gearnix. While our weapons are limited by the resources we have available, he can create fire out of thin air. His powers are the answer we’ve been waiting for. He is how we take down the mayor and dismantle the AI initiative once and for all.”

      I smirked as I listened to Zara explain my powers, finding it quite amusing how invested she was despite having never seen them for herself.

      “If he is as powerful as you claim, let’s see this so-called magic,” the redhead scoffed, finding the notion of magic absurd in a realm that relied solely on technology.

      “Yeah. Shouldn’t be too hard to do that, right Mr. Mage?” A thin man with slicked back black hair and goggles on the top of his head added, an air of superiority lacing his words. He sounded so confident despite the fact that I could probably beat him in a fight—whether I had my powers or not.

      “Not yet.” Zara stood, trying to add more emphasis to her words. “If he is going to help us—for him to show us his great powers—we have to help him first.”

      My eyebrows raised a bit. I could see where the conversation was headed. She was betting everything on me, trying to recruit the others to help locate my ruby. And in the same breath, she forced me into helping her mission. If I turned out to be a fraud, I’d face the wrath of the angry mob that had helped me achieve my goal—she couldn’t lose.

      The group remained quiet as Zara explained how my ruby had been swept up by the cleaner bot, and that I needed help in order to retrieve it, all the while making promises about how I would easily defeat the oppressors of Gearnix. I didn’t really mind that she was making plans for me. After all, once I had the ruby in my hands I could travel back to Lornia whenever I wanted to, leaving this futuristic city behind me.

      “I still don’t trust him,” Richard said, his narrowed eyes fixed on me.

      “He hasn’t been turned. I already checked. You can check him too if you don’t believe me.” Zara waved a hand in my direction, the big man scooting his chair out from under the table, happy to accept the invitation. “You don’t mind, do you Trevor?” Zara asked before Richard could reach me, suddenly remembering that she needed my consent.

      The eager expressions on the faces of the onlookers gave me no choice but to accept.

      “Fine,” I sighed, turning around so that Richard could see the back of my head.

      His hand briefly brushed the hair around the back of my neck, his scan coming up clean.

      “Well, if nothing else, he appears to be human,” Richard announced when his search ended.

      Appears to be…sure, I groaned internally. I just wanted to be done with this planet and these people. Knowing what might be happening back in Lornia kept me detached from what was happening around me. I couldn’t continue this way—if I wanted to get home, the best way would be to accept the help of these people…even if it meant I would need to repay them in kind. How hard could taking out one robotic mayor be?

      I guess I will find out, I decided, forcing myself back into the present moment.

      “Are you satisfied now?” I asked the group. “Yes, I am human—and yes, on my planet, I am a master mage. If you help me, I will destroy this mayor or whatever it is you claim has taken over your city.”

      Once I finished my speech—one that sounded as sincere as I could make it—the people around the table moved to the back of the room to discuss my fate. While I had decided that accepting Zara’s deal would be the fastest method for retrieving my lost item, I wasn’t too concerned about their little huddle session. If they decided not to take my word for it, I would just go back to my original plan of searching for the ruby on my own.

      “We have decided to accept you at your word,” the tall blonde spoke for the group. “Zara, if he turns out to be the enemy, the blame falls on you.” Her tone was foreboding, sending chills down my spine.

      “I am prepared to take the fall if things go south,” Zara responded, her gaze fixed on me, an expression on her face that read ‘don’t make me regret this.’

      “Good. We will start the search as soon as the morning signal chimes.” With the blonde’s final statement, the rest of the crew filtered out of the room, eager to break the tension my presence had caused.

      “Sorry about that. They are all nice people—it’s just been rough around here lately.”

      I moved to the back of the room, plopping down on the sofa that sat in the corner, figuring we’d make the room our sleeping quarters for the night.

      “I think now’s the time for you to fill me in on exactly what it is that you’ve volunteered me for,” I told her, patting the available space next to me on the couch.

      She looked reluctant, but she had no choice but to comply if she wanted my help.

      “Alright, you win. I’ll tell you everything.” She sunk into the sofa, bringing her knees up to her chest. “Gearnix has always been a place of technological advancement. Our people strive for the newest, fastest models of everything from weapons to cars to household appliances. Growing up, it was easy to take everything for granted—to just accept that the robots would do whatever they were programmed for without thinking much about it. When I was about ten, a new kind of robot was created—one with artificial intelligence and the capacity to be more than just a helping hand in our daily lives. It took a few years, almost a decade, but soon those robots had the ability to express their own emotions. They had their own feelings, wants and needs. With these new abilities they were no longer happy with the roles us humans had assigned for them. The developers missed the signs—or maybe they ignored them—but things went downhill fast.”

      “Signs?”

      “Like the first time a robot told a human no—that it didn’t want to cook dinner that night or do the shopping for the week. You know…the first time they went against their programmed duties and started to do what they wanted instead. It should have been a warning, but the concerns were brushed off as progress and many enjoyed seeing their toys have a mind of their own—at least at first. Things only got worse from there, and the robots started to demand things from the humans. They wanted to be free from their creators and live their own lives. It was weird, but eventually society accepted them as their own race. Humans and robots living side by side—the differences so subtle that the two started to blend together.”

      “If you get along so well, then what do you need me for?”

      She held a finger up at me. “Be patient, I’m getting to that part.” She readjusted her position on the couch, settling in to tell the rest of the story. “So yes, we were all able to live peacefully with the AI for a while. When it was just assimilating with society, things ran smoothly. It would have been hard to spot the differences in day-to-day life from before their invention. But that all changed when one ran for mayor of the city—and won. At first, no one knew if he was AI or human, but his policies quickly revealed his intentions. To him, AI are the superior lifeforms. Humans are substandard, something that needs to be enhanced or erased. Programs to reeducate the human population emerged and upgrades were developed. Small ones at first—like contacts that double as a camera, or a recording device or phone chip being implanted into your arm.”

      The changes she described made Gearnix sound more and more like a sci-fi movie that probably existed back on Earth, the technology both exciting and controversial. The thought of having my cellphone under my skin both intrigued me and grossed me out, but I could see how it fit into this realm.

      Zara smirked, reading my expressions. “It was pretty cool at first—like a natural progression of our technology. But like in the past, the warning signs were either missed or ignored. For too long, we avoided the problem that was staring us in the face. When the curfew was put in place—that’s when things reached their breaking point. People who were caught on the streets after hours were held for days, and when they returned to their families…they had changed. The mayor tried to deny that he was the one behind their ‘upgrades,’ but there wasn’t any other explanation.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “The people who were imprisoned became AI. Their bodies still looked the same, but the port that’s on the back of an AI’s head…they all came back with one. The mayor plans to eventually replace all of the humans with robots, effectively wiping humanity out of existence. All of the people in this underground bar have lost someone. They know first-hand what it’s like for a loved one to disappear, only to return with a port on the back of their head. Richard lost his wife; Amalie, her sister; Jared, his son…” She sniffled, roughly wiping her nose with the back of her hand as she avoided eye contact, suddenly feeling self-conscious about getting emotional.

      “And you?” I asked, willing her to continue.

      “They got my little brother first. Soren was at a friend’s house one night and ended up staying after curfew. Instead of staying put, he thought he could make it home since they only lived a block away from our place. The little boy that came home from the security hold was not my little brother. The look in his eyes, his laugh—it all changed. At first, I thought I might just be paranoid…maybe it was only puberty, ya know? That’s what I told myself until I hugged him one day and found the port. I confronted him—of course—but he played innocent, telling me it was nothing and that I worry too much. When my parents found out, they lost it. I think that is my biggest regret—I should have kept it to myself, tried to find a solution on my own. But like the good parents they are—were—they went searching for answers. When they couldn’t find anything by searching around the city, they decided to take their complaints straight to the mayor.”

      “That was brave of them,” I had to admit as I imagined her parents standing up to the robot mayor, even when I already knew the outcome.

      “Or stupid,” Zara finished my statement with her own thoughts. “The mayor didn’t take kindly to the accusations, and my parents were deemed a security threat. They were thrown in the hold, and three days later they finally came home. I made sure to check them as soon as they walked through the door.”

      Zara’s fist was clenched tightly as she recalled the events that led up to her family’s disappearance.

      “I didn’t know what else to do, so I ran away from them. It’s been a year since then, and even though I found all these people that share the same conviction, we are still so far from our goal. With you, that changes. We don’t need to wait until we can steal enough weapons to stand a chance against the mayor. We could challenge him tomorrow—and win. That is, if what you told me is true.”

      There it was again. An expression that carried so much hope, but an equal amount of suspicion. With so much at stake if her trust was misplaced, she was afraid to believe me.

      “I swear, everything I told you is the truth,” I whispered as I leaned in close, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as I held her gaze.

      “I hope so,” she responded, her voice barely audible as she closed the distance between us, her lips finding mine.

      My hand still by her face, I stroked her cheek with my thumb as I deepened the kiss. A little moan escaped her mouth, feeding my desire. Pushing her down on the sofa, I pressed my body against hers, Zara’s arms wrapping around my neck. She buried her fingers in my hair, tracing the back of my head, so desperate to be sure I wasn’t one of them.

      “I’m human,” I said breathlessly, as I moved down her body with my lips, kissing her as I went.

      I stopped at her neck, playfully biting her until another, more enticing, moan escaped her mouth. Just as my hands started to reach under her shirt, a loud banging on the meeting room door had me nearly jumping off of her. She sat up quickly, blushing slightly as she smoothed her hair back into its high ponytail, her eyes darting toward the door. Before anything could be said, the door swung open, Richard entering with Amalie on his heels.

      Richard stood by the doorway, Amalie closing it quietly before they both stared in our direction. “I’m sorry,” the big man said, a grimace on his face that made the words look like they were painful to say aloud. “I know you have as much at stake in this mission as I do—we do—maybe more. I should have trusted that…trusted you. So, I’m sorry, Zara,” he repeated, seeming to genuinely feel bad for the fuss they’d made earlier.

      “I’m sorry too,” Amalie said when Richard finished, her white blonde hair falling into her face as she gazed at the floor.

      “Don’t worry,” Zara said, “I understand where you are coming from. Even I thought this guy’s story was ridiculous at first. I can’t explain it, but I believe him. I think this will work.”

      Feeling as though they had made amends with Zara, the two rushed over to our side of the room, taking a seat on the floor in front of us. Trying to quell any ill feelings I might hold against them, they reintroduced themselves before apologizing to me as well. I didn’t really hold a grudge for their previous reactions, in fact, I expected them. It would have been weirder if they accepted the idea of magic and the existence of other worlds right from the start. That they came around so fast was still hard to believe, but even if they didn’t truly believe in me, they at least trusted Zara. For now, that was enough.

      For the next hours, the two disclosed their own tales about the people they’d lost and their experiences leading up to the takeover. I listened attentively, not wanting to miss any vital information that might help me defeat the ruler of the city. From their accounts, it was hard to know what defeating the AI would mean for all the humans that had supposedly been turned. I didn’t want to say it out loud, but it didn’t look good. If as many humans as they claimed were already transformed into robots, how much of the population would even be left after this was all over?

      After they each had their turn, I told my own story once again. I hoped that hearing it in my own words would help them to trust me even just a little more. They were wide-eyed as I explained the first time I used magic, about my journey between worlds, and the castle I had built in the port. Again, I couldn’t tell if they accepted anything I said as the truth, or if they were just enjoying the fantastical story. Whether they believe it or not, they will know for sure once we find my gem, I told myself as I laid down on the floor, Zara on the couch to my left, Richard and Amalie on my right. I closed my eyes, willing the morning to come just a little faster.
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      The muffled siren sounded early the next morning, rousing me from my sleep. My arm tingled, sending shots of pain up my body. I looked down to find Zara sleeping next to me, her head resting on my bicep and the couch left empty. She moaned, her ears picking up the muted alarm and glanced up at me with sleep still clouding her vision. Finally, she registered where she was, her face turning red as she sprung up to a seated position.

      “Sorry, I…” Even she didn’t know what she was trying to say.

      “It’s fine. I appreciated the extra warmth,” I told her with a smirk on my face. She was fun to tease.

      “Good morning, you two.” Richard walked into the meeting room, looking as though he’d been up for hours. “Curfew has officially ended, so get up, splash some water on your faces and let’s get searching for your ruby.” He sounded very chipper for someone who’d likely been awake since dawn.

      Being underground, it was hard to know what time of day it was, but if the curfew had just ended then it had to be early. I pushed myself off the ground, groaning every step of the way. I looked at Zara, waiting for her to lead the way to the bathrooms. Without needing to say anything, she headed back out into the bar area, the large room now almost completely deserted of people. Only a few that I had seen in the meeting room the day before were present.

      They stared as we walked past, and I could tell they still didn’t trust me. On the opposite side of the space were the doors to the bathrooms, the small room just as worn-out as the rest of the bar. Luckily, the water worked fine, so I did as Richard suggested, letting the cold water wake me up. Returning to the main room, the crew of rebels stood in a circle, waiting to discuss the plan for the day.

      “Let’s do introductions first since I think we got off on the wrong foot last night. I’ll start. Name’s Richard and I’m sorta the leader of our little group.” He nodded to the next person, letting them know it was their turn to speak.

      “Uh, Jared. Computer programmer,” said the thin man with black hair, the goggles still strapped on his head.

      “Amalie,” the lady with the white blonde hair said with a little giggle, knowing that I already knew quite enough about her and Richard already.

      “I’m Sara”—the redhead’s gaze narrowed slightly—“I’m a reporter.”

      “And you of course know Zara, our weapons engineer.” Richard finished then looked at me for my introduction. I was sure they already knew my name by now, but I humored the man.

      “Trevor. Nice to meet you all.”

      “Great, now with that out of the way, can we get to the main point of business here?” Sara said impatiently, her foot tapping as though that would hurry things along. “Don’t make me regret not leaving with the others,” she mumbled under her breath, referring to the faces in the meeting room last night that weren’t present this morning.

      “First thing, we need to go to the fill. Trevor lost his gem around curfew yesterday, so there is still a chance it hasn’t yet been sent through the filtration system. If we hurry, we may be able to find it without any difficult confrontations with the onsite personnel,” Zara said, choosing to ignore Sara’s outburst. She’d clearly planned to get straight to the point.

      It seemed everyone was on board with the plan, so Richard led the way as we made our way back up to the surface. While getting into the underground bar was a simple slide through a trash chute, the way out was a much more complicated route. The path led through a series of tunnels until we finally climbed up a ladder and emerged out of a manhole in a side street. When everyone was accounted for, Richard continued to lead the way to our destination in the center of the city.

      Upon hearing the name ‘the fill’, I’d expected a place designated for the city’s waste collection—but that was about the only thing my imagination got right. Instead of a high-tech facility equipped with sorting machines and a method of disposal for non-reusable items—like I expected such an advanced city to have—it was instead a giant hole in the middle of the city, the crevasse mounded with trash. My mouth nearly fell open when more trash fell into the chasm from holes in the sides of the crater. All of the trash chutes in the city led to this one central location. This would not be an easy task.

      “How are we supposed to find anything in that mess?” I nearly gave up there, my shoulders slumping in defeat as I pictured endless days of rooting through trash, hoping to find such a small item among it.

      “See that machine there?” Zara pointed into the landfill, my eyes following her line of sight until I saw the golf cart-sized machine. “We just need to…borrow one of those, and that will make the sorting much more manageable.”

      “Okay, so how do we get in there?” I scanned the perimeter of the crater, trying to find an entrance point that didn’t involve scaling the side of the massive hole.

      “Follow me,” Richard said, waving to the group so we all moved as a unit.

      He stopped next to a metal pole that stuck out a few feet from the ground, the only distinguishable landmark around the entire crater. I was the only one who seemed to find the whole thing weird, but I stayed silent, figuring his plan would be revealed soon enough. Richard hit the pole with his right hand, a panel popping open to reveal a keypad. After entering a short code, the ground started to shake, and I noticed a metal platform had begun to scale the wall toward us. When the sheet of metal stopped flush with the ground where we stood, we all stepped on board. Another keypad entry and we all headed down toward the wasteland known as the fill.

      The closer we got to the bottom, the stronger the scent became, the putrid smell of rotten garbage filling my lungs. How the whole city doesn’t stink is the real question, I found myself thinking, my hand covering my mouth and nose for a bit of a reprieve.

      “Don’t worry, you will get used to it soon.” Jared smirked, but I found that to be another problem entirely.

      “Great.” I forced a chuckle, loathing every second of the experience.

      The platform came to a rocky stop at the base of the crater, and Richard waved an arm letting us know that it was time to disembark.

      “Let’s hit that one first.” Richard pointed to the closest machine before heading in its direction.

      “So, did you steal the key codes for this place in advance?” I asked Zara as we walked, wondering if the fill had anything to do with their original plan.

      “No, Richard is on the staff. He makes sure the place is running smoothly so the trash doesn’t reach a certain point. If it gets too high, it would be too much for even the machines to manage, and then the whole city would become a trash heap.” She looked at me as she said the last bit, reading my distasteful expression. “Before you say anything, we would never do that to our city. As much as we want the robots out of power, we still have to live here. Being in the fill is bad enough, I wouldn’t want our home to become like this place.”

      I guessed they had considered backing up the fill at some point, but decided it would be a bad idea. Approaching the machine, Amalie pulled out a screwdriver, unscrewing a panel on the dashboard. After rearranging a few wires, she scooted from the driver’s seat, letting Jared work on the hard drive. He pulled a keyboard from his bag, connecting it to the machine before inputting a few commands.

      I had no idea what they were doing, so I just watched them as they worked, looking around occasionally to make sure no one suspicious showed up. About two minutes passed before Jared unhooked his device, stepping out of the machine to allow Amalie to close things back up.

      “She’s all ours,” Jared said with a smile and a thumbs up, his computer takeover apparently successful.

      “Good going!” Richard said with excitement in his voice, patting Jared on the back. “Zara, Trevor, you two take this one. We will go find another. Two is better than one when dealing with this much trash.”

      Zara nodded in understanding and headed over to the machine. I eyed it, curious about its function, before climbing into the passenger seat. Close up I could see the machine was larger than a golf cart, the front resembling a truck’s grille grate, but there was an opening right in the middle. That opening connected to a conveyor belt that spanned the entire length of the machine. The belt flowed under the seating unit, so I couldn’t be sure what went on under there, but I assumed it would sort through the trash as we drove over it.

      “Ready to find your gem?” Zara asked, her hand resting on a long lever.

      “Hell yes!” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster. The thought that my own world could be crumbling as we spoke kept me from fully enjoying my time on Gearnix.

      The engine came to life with one pull, and then we were moving forward at a snail’s pace.

      “That’s it?” I couldn’t stop myself from saying, slightly disappointed after all the buildup.

      “Well…yeah.” Zara shrugged, clearly already knowing what we were in for.

      From the other side of the crater, we heard the second trash sorter come to life and the image of it chugging along almost made me laugh out loud. I slumped a bit in my seat, deciding I should get comfortable since we’d probably be here all day, even with the help of the machines. A minute after the vehicle started moving toward the heap of trash in front of us, we reached it and plowed straight into the mound. Like a vacuum, the trash was sucked inside, the whole process a noisy display as the items moved through the filtration system and came out the other side.

      I adjusted my position, watching as the trash shot out the back of the cart, wondering what the purpose of it all was. Twenty minutes later, the question was answered when a ding sounded, a button turning red on the dashboard. Along with the two alerts, the machine also shut down, the vehicle refusing to move until the operator fixed the problem.

      “That means the collection tray is full,” Zara told me, hopping out of the driver’s seat and making her way toward the back of the cart.

      Curious, I followed, wanting to get a closer look inside the trash sorter for myself. Under the bottom of the conveyor belt was a door, the collections deemed worth keeping held within. Zara twisted the lock and pulled the door open, revealing the array of items accumulated inside, a few falling out as she opened the metal door.

      “Nope, nope…not that,” Zara mumbled to herself, digging through the jumble of items, letting what she thought was useless fall back to the crater floor.

      I watched her as she quickly sorted the items, the door only having space for one to see inside at a time. I took stock of the items as they tumbled out. Wallets, jewelry, coins that resembled money—all of this was found within the mound of trash after only twenty minutes of sorting. That being said, my ruby wasn’t among them, meaning we’d repeat the process over and over again until we found what we were looking for. That or it had already been picked up and all of this is pointless. My mind went to a dark place, my streak of bad luck increasing my pessimism.

      “Nothing.” Zara pouted a bit, resealing the panel before heading back to the driver’s seat to resume the sorting.

      I hesitated for a moment, staring at the treasures we’d found within the trash, wondering how long it would take to find my ruby.

      “Hurry up, Trevor,” Zara shouted from the front seat of the sorter, breaking the trance I had found myself in.

      Telling myself this was all we could do for now, I jogged back to the front of the cart, Zara turning the machine back on as soon as I sat down. The machine chugged along, sifting through what seemed like an infinite pile of trash, stopping every so often for us to unload the collection chamber. Five hours after we started our search, we were still no closer to locating our goal. I looked back at the trail we’d left through the garbage—the piles of useless scraps and priceless finds—and couldn’t help but feel discouraged.

      My gut twisted at the thought of spending another hour searching through the mounds of garbage that only seemed to be growing. As we worked, new trash from the city mixed with the old until we weren’t sure what we’d already sorted. Even so, I couldn’t bring myself to give up—not when everyone was working so hard to help me, and not when this was my only chance of returning to where I belonged. I heard the machines of the other two groups across the crater as they made their own trails in the trash, our paths converging as we moved toward the middle of the heap.

      “Don’t worry—If it is here, we will find it,” Zara tried to assure me over the roar of the machine.

      If it is here—my brain stuck on those words, knowing there was no way to know if we were even looking in the right place. As the machine continued to suck in the trash in front of us, I noticed Sara from the corner of my eye, her red hair hard to miss even with the piles of debris that surrounded us. Zara spotted her soon after, quickly turning off the sorter so that we could hear what she had to say.

      “Guys, we have a problem,” she gasped, climbing through the small piles of trash as quickly as she could.

      She was out of breath when she reached us, unable to speak. Instead, she raised her finger toward a balcony protruding from the side of the crater. My head shot in the direction her finger pointed, only to see three robots careening down the ramp that connected the balcony to the base of the crater.

      “And what are those?” I asked, already guessing they couldn’t be anything good.

      “I guess the bots finally caught on to the fact that their machines were no longer listening to their commands,” Sara explained, finding her voice.  “They are likely coming out here to fix the problem. Richard already warned Amalie and Jared.”

      While she spoke, the three of them came into view, their pace fast as they tried to make their way to us as quickly as they could manage through the garbage.

      “This isn’t good! They will be on us any minute now,” Richard said as he approached.

      “What should we do now?” Zara asked. “Did you guys have any luck finding the ruby?” Her own adrenaline was kicking in, making her words come out in a panic.

      “I say we face them head on,” Jared nudged Amalie’s arm. “How hard can it be to commandeer a few fixer bots?”

      Amalie whipped out her screwdriver, a smirk on her face, ready to take on the challenge.

      “Okay, but you can’t take them all at once. We need to avoid drawing the attention of the other bots for as long as we can. At least until the first one is under our control.” Richard looked around the space, trying to come up with a plan. “Alright. Trevor, you’re with me. Zara, you stay with Sara and don’t come out unless things go bad. No, maybe just stay hidden even then—escape when you get the chance if things go bad.” Richard back-tracked on his original idea, wanting the girls to do whatever was safest in the moment.

      Zara rolled her eyes at the man’s orders, her expression saying that she would never run, even if the situation went south. Still, she remained quiet, knowing this wasn’t the time to argue.

      “When a bot arrives to inspect the sorter, Trevor and I will immobilize it. Then, Jared and Amalie, that is where you’ll step in. Got it?” He looked from me to Jared and Amalie, getting nods of agreement all around. “Perfect! Let’s do this thing. Won’t be long now,” he told the group, patting me on the shoulder before heading toward a mound of trash.

      I should have guessed how the situation would play out when Richard talked about staying hidden in a landfill. Even so, I wasn’t prepared to be thrust into a pile of garbage, letting the heaps of collected trash hide our presence in the crater. I held my breath, trying to focus on the mission, though the sticky substance that I felt squish between my fingers as we crouched down made that task more difficult. I suppressed the urge to jump out of the pile and decontaminate myself, determined for our plan to work.

      The whirl of mechanical parts could be heard as the bot approached, their rubber tracks easily maneuvering over the trash. We kept a patch clear so we could see the moment the bot approached, its back facing us as it inspected the sorter—not that its positioning mattered, we realized quickly.

      As we sprang from the trash, the bot reacted, already sensing us despite its attention being on another task entirely. We didn’t let that deter us, both our bodies slamming into the metal robot, our combined body weight toppling the machine until it hit the dirt with a low thud. The tire tracks whirled as the machine tried to right itself, but we held firm. Next, Jared and Amalie emerged from the trash heap to fulfill their part of the mission. The back panel of the robot came off easily, Amalie messing with a few wires as she’d done with the sorters before handing one to Jared to input his own commands.

      Despite the process being the same—and, for all I knew—going as smoothly as before, a siren rang out just as Jared removed his keyboard, seemingly finished with his part of the plan. Jared flinched when the sound started, immediately reattaching his device to try and regain control of the situation. A few seconds later and the siren was shut off, but the damage had already been done—the other bots in the area were alerted and on their way.

      Two additional robots showed up just as Jared set his keyboard aside, while Richard and I released the other one from our hold. The two new bots remained still, but they were no longer on a mission to repair a broken object. They were here for us.

      “Unidentified humans in the trash containment unit,” the first of the robots spoke as it scanned all six of us, likely alerting another unit of our presence. “Identify yourselves.”

      When no one moved, the other bot announced, “You are trespassing. The authorities have been alerted. Please step to the side and wait for security to arrive.” Its eyes flashed red in warning.

      I glanced at the others, wondering if this was a fight or flight situation, and noticed Richard pull something from his pocket.

      “Here, my identification. I work here—no need to get security involved.” He moved toward the bot, offering it his ID.

      Before the robot could grab and scan the card, Zara pulled a weapon from inside her coat, shooting a single beam of light at the mechanical being’s outstretched arm. The blast ricocheted into the garbage, another alarm signaling in response to the attack.

      “Are you crazy?” Zara shouted, the smoke still fresh on her weapon. “You are not going down for this alone!” she said through gritted teeth, scanning the area for her next move.

      “We should get out of here before the security bots arrive,” Jared said, diverting his attention back to the downed robot. “I tried to call them off, but it looks like one is still on its way. It’d be better if we weren’t here when it got here.”

      “That’s great and all, but what should we do about them,” Amalie asked, her eyes darting from one fixer bot to the other, her fist tight around her screwdriver as she gripped the tool like a weapon.

      The bots stood on either side of us, intending to keep us in the fill until their backup arrived as they repeated their warnings like a broken record. Hoping they were all talk, we made a break for the elevator, all of us rushing in its direction once. The speed of the robots was no joke, as the one behind us sped to the front, joining up with the other to form a small blockade. Zara broke through, sliding under the robotic arms at full speed.

      Before she could make it a safe distance away, the bot’s arm stretched out, grabbing hold of her jacket before it whipped back and launched her into a pile of trash. Amalie immediately rushed to Zara’s side, helping her out from the mound she landed in but dropping her screwdriver in her haste. In my anger, I picked it up and rushed the bots, tired of feeling useless in this world. Metal clashed against metal, the force enough to pierce the front plate of the bot. But in the grand scheme of things, I accomplished nothing.

      A metal hand grabbed the back of my shirt, and then I was the one flying through the air, lucky the trash was there to break my fall. Despite the landing being softer than it could have been, the impact still stole my breath, and it took a minute for me to find my bearings. I laid there in the pile of garbage, sucking in stale air as I stared at the pink sky through the plexiglass dome. A flashing light caught my attention, and I forced myself up. My eyes followed the slightly oversized security bot as it descended into the crater.

      “You are trespassing on private property,” the security android announced. “Your presence will not be tolerated. Surrender now, peacefully, or the situation will escalate and the use of force will be deemed necessary.” It slowly approached Richard, Sara and Jared. The machine, although smaller than the previous security force, still towered over the group.

      I attempted to make my way back to the team, kicking trash out of the way to escape the mound I found myself in. From my spot, I could hear Sara’s words when she told the metal authority figure to go to hell. The bot repeated itself one last time, but as soon as the recorded message finished playing, its chest plate opened up and released dozens of drones into the air.

      The drones circled around the group, red lasers tracing over their bodies, looking as if they would shoot them where they stood at any moment. I rushed to make my way back, but the distance was still too far and the trash too deep. Zara and Amalie joined them, but their movements caused the drones to train their lasers on them, a couple firing in the girls’ direction. Instead of bullets or lasers, netting shot out of the drones, trapping Zara and Amalie together.

      Their capture opened the floodgates, and soon all of the drones were firing at the remaining rebels, each being captured one after the other. I waded through the trash, hurrying to the point that I felt as though I was swimming in the debris, until my hand brushed something that sent a spark through my limbs. My body temperature rose. I froze from the sensation, digging through garbage where I felt the heat, and that’s where I found it—my ruby. And it couldn’t have come at a better time.

      I snatched up the gem, placing it around my neck as a surge of power washed over me. I let the ruby feed on my emotions, reaching for the familiar feeling of warmth. Fire came alive on my fingertips, reassuring me that everything would be okay—that I would make it out of this world.

      I looked around at the piles of flammable material and decided fire wasn’t my best option. So instead, I launched a flurry of icicles toward the battle scene, each finding their targets as they sunk into the metal of the drones. Their wiring compromised, the devices sparked and teetered in the air before their circuitry failed them. The security bot was my next target, its focus already shifting to scan the trash heaps in an attempt to locate the enemy.

      Before it discovered my location, I attacked once again, making sure to hit the body of the robot with multiple ice spears. One after the other, the ice tore into its target. The machine repeated its words of warning, the message slowly fading away as the mechanisms inside it gave out. The two handymen were the only robots remaining, but I quickly handled those as well, rushing to release my team as the neutralized bots hit the ground.

      Lighting a flame on the tip of my index finger, I brushed it over the ropes that bound Zara and Amalie. The material easily peeled away, releasing the prisoners.

      “Holy crap! It’s true!” Zara shouted, grabbing my proffered hand as I helped her to her feet.

      “Of course it is,” I responded coolly, feeling a bit relieved by the undeniable proof of my claims.

      After helping Amalie, I moved to release Richard from the netting while Zara attempted to free Jared.

      “She said you could summon fire, but this is the first I’ve heard of ice,” the big man chuckled, watching the ropes as they broke away with a satisfying snap.

      “I’m just full of surprises,” I answered, returning his smile.

      Once everyone was free, we sprinted for the elevator, half expecting it to be disabled from the attack. Richard entered his key code, everyone relaxing a bit as the metal platform started to move toward the surface. Reaching the city level, we all scrambled back toward the base, afraid there might be more security bots headed to the fill.

      Turning down the alleyway where the trash chute entrance waited, we were thankful that no one seemed to follow us. One at a time, we slid down the chute, reconvening in the rebel bar. Knowing what to expect this time, my landing was cleaner, and I moved out of the way quickly so that the next person could enter the space.

      We all took our seats at the bar. The underground bunker was still empty for the day, the curfew not yet in effect. All eyes were on me as if they were contemplating whether or not they believed what they had just witnessed.

      “Believe me now?” I asked, fire engulfing my hand for a few seconds.

      They all nodded enthusiastically, my claims validated.

      “See! I told you we could trust him,” Zara added excitedly, taking full credit for introducing me to the rebel forces.

      “I will admit that your ice projectiles were more effective than our ray guns.” Richard nodded, more as a confirmation to himself than to me. “So, what else can you do?” he asked with a smirk, the thought of wielding so much power igniting his fighting spirit.

      I knew that wasting too much power would be irresponsible, especially in a city where the majority of the lifeforms were made of metal. So I kept it simple, forming a small orb of fire over my open palm.

      “Fascinating,” he responded thoughtfully, analyzing the orb at eye level.

      I closed my hand and extinguished the blaze, not wanting to go overboard with power consumption. An awkward silence followed my display of power, everyone in their own heads about what to do next.

      “What’s the next step of the plan?” I asked when no one else started the conversation.

      “Tonight after curfew, we should see how many people are willing to fight with us when we make our stand. We can use the weapons we’ve collected so far, and with Trevor’s support we will have a fighting chance to reclaim our city,” Richard said with a fierce determination. “Zara, how many weapons are ready?”

      “There are six here and another three at my place—plus mine.” She flashed her weapon, reminding me of the one I had borrowed from her place. A guilty feeling emerged, both for taking it in the first place and for not remembering to use it in the junkyard.

      “Sorry.” I held up my hands, deciding that starting with an apology would be the best way to mitigate any suspicions. “I may have borrowed this on my way out of your…apartment.” If her tiny room could even be considered as such.

      I carefully removed the gun from my robe, sliding it onto the bar top where they could all see the weapon clearly. Immediate shock crossed Zara’s face, but then it settled into a look of understanding.

      “So there are two left at my place,” she stated, not bothering to address the stolen weapon.

      “Alright. This is good!” Richard exclaimed, his fist clenched from the anticipation of a fight.

      I didn’t know in what world ten weapons was enough to host an insurrection, but they seemed confident that things would go their way. If the androids we faced in the future were anything like the ones in the landfill, there wouldn’t be a problem. My powers more than made up for the lack of weaponry. Even the skyscraper-sized security bots didn’t seem as daunting when you could wield the elements.

      With the talks of our forces and firepower concluded, Richard sent Zara back to her home to collect the remaining ray guns. I offered to go along, but was quickly told to stay put, so I did what was asked of me. Amalie disappeared into the back room for a bit while Richard, Sara and Jared reminisced about the times before the rise of the AI, and how things would change when the mayor was overthrown.

      Ten minutes later, Amalie returned with sandwiches for everyone, and my stomach growled impatiently at the sight, suddenly reminded of how hungry I was.

      “Can’t fight on an empty stomach,” she quipped, her attitude toward me lightening since I proved my ability to the group. “Sorry it’s not better quality—never been much of a cook.” She shrugged, downplaying her effort.

      I thanked her for the meal, happy to have something to fill my stomach and quickly went to work on the sandwich. An easy silence overtook the group, everyone too busy eating to make small talk. Zara returned just as the rest of us finished our lunch, but with her reappearance, Amalie headed to the back to prepare her share.

      “Alright. I got the rest of the weapons I was working on,” Zara announced as soon as her feet hit the floor, completely unphased by the slide down the trash chute.

      She placed the guns on the counter, along with an additional unfinished weapon and a handful of spare parts.

      “This one I am close to finishing,” she said, pointing to the half-finished gun, “so I thought I would bring it along and see if I can have it in working order by the time we do this thing.” She fiddled with the spare parts as she spoke, a plan to finish the weapon already forming in her head.

      “We can certainly use all the help we can get,” Richard agreed. “While you work on that, we will babysit the otherworlder for a bit.” He smirked, throwing a loose arm around my shoulder.

      Zara nodded, glancing quickly in my direction before she scooped up her materials and headed toward the meeting room. Amalie returned from the kitchen just in time to see Zara entering the meeting room, so she followed behind her with lunch in hand, ready to help in any way she could.

      “Do you really think we are ready for this?” Jared said, stating his thoughts aloud. The sparse collection of weapons was making him rethink the coming battle.

      “Now, why would you go and ask that?” Sara huffed, but her stern expression revealed that she held the same worries.

      “If not now, then when? How long has it been since we first started this mission? How long have we collected weapons and gathered people that share the same beliefs as we do? Too long—that’s how long. If we don’t do something now—when we have the help of this guy’s crazy gift—then I don’t believe we ever will.” Richard spoke calmly, giving the duo a lot to think about.

      Both Sara and Jared’s eyes glanced down at the bar top, ashamed of their misgivings now that the moment they had been building toward was finally upon them.

      “I still don’t know about this. What if we fail?” Sara couldn’t help but ask, her hands gripping the side of the counter. Her eyes still focused on a knot in the wood.

      “Then at least we tried. I don’t know about you, but for me that will be enough. I would rather try and fail, than sit back and watch as the rest of our community is destroyed. I know you’ve seen it—how many people have gone missing since we first established this safe haven? I just can’t watch the whole city burn—not when I can do something about it.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry, I’m just—”

      “—afraid.” Richard and Sara finished the thought in unison, Richard’s expression shifting to a soft smile of understanding.

      “It’s alright to be afraid. It’s pretty normal, actually. But just ask yourself, are you more afraid of fighting or doing nothing while the world crumbles around you?” The big man’s eyes shone with determination, his mind clear about what needed to be done, and I knew at that moment he wouldn’t hesitate to give up his life for this cause.

      Sara nodded, absorbing Richard’s words as she found her own resolve. Whoever she’d lost in this AI takeover lent her strength, giving her clarity on what needed to be done. I still wasn’t sure how big of a fight I was getting myself into, but I was already too deep to back out now, even if my way out was already in my grasp. I settled into the bar stool as the group discussed how they thought they should initiate the battle, and how they would present the decision to expedite the plan to the rest of the rebels that night.
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      Our talks continued through the afternoon, the conversation flowing easily, and soon we heard the muffled sounds of the curfew siren bellowing above ground.

      “Won’t be long now,” Richard said just before the first person slid down the trash chute, greeting everyone as he landed. “Let’s wait in the back,” the big man suggested, rising to move our chat to the meeting room.

      As we walked through the door, both Zara and Amalie turned in our direction. Both had soot smeared on their faces.

      I guessed something went wrong with Zara’s weapon, but I decided it would be better not to ask about it directly. Instead I asked, “How’s it going in here?” The two girls sighed heavily in response. “That bad, huh?” I chuckled, knowing that one weapon wouldn’t be the deciding factor in this battle.

      “If I could just get the gun to discharge when the trigger is pulled and not…” Zara mumbled to herself, turning her focus back to the weapon on the table.

      “Curfew just sounded. We need to approach those in the underground with a timeline of our plans,” Richard told them, trying to grab their attention again.

      “What exactly is our timeline?” I asked. I’d assumed we would be attacking in the morning.

      “A couple days? A week at the most, but dependin’ on how many people are up to help, we may need more or less time.” Richard spoke only after a short pause, knowing it wasn’t the answer the group expected.

      “Days?” Zara and I exclaimed in unison.

      She voiced her concerns first. “We have all the pieces—we should do it tomorrow. Strike before the mayor knows what hit him. What use is there in waiting?” Zara was clearly on the same wavelength as I—just ready to get this thing over with.

      The way Richard had spoken earlier, I was sure he planned for an immediate battle. The likelihood of a few days of preparation changing the outcome was very slim.

      “I don’t want to be hasty about this. With Trevor joining the team, we can move up the attack date, sure, but we need to be ready for anything,” Richard said resolutely, leaving little room for the others to argue.

      The news hit me like a ton of bricks. I wanted to return the favor, to repay them for helping me find my gem, but waiting around wasn’t a part of the plan.

      “I’m sorry,” I began, knowing it would be better not to hide anything from the group. “I can’t stay here that long. I don’t know how things are in my world—I disappeared pretty suddenly, so I can’t just agree to stick around until you decide it’s the right time. If you are set on holding back for a while, I’ll go home for a bit—check in with my world and then come back.”

      A look of confusion crossed Richard’s face, but my words weren’t up for debate, and he knew that. Instead of berating my choice, he stormed out of the meeting room, apparently needing a moment to clear his head. I understood that he wanted to feel more prepared before attacking the AI, but looking around at what they had accomplished since their group had formed, the scant progress didn’t convince me that they would be ready any time soon. At least with my help, they would stand a chance. But now that the time to strike was fast approaching, it seemed like Richard was getting cold feet.

      “Please, don’t go anywhere. I’ll talk to him.” Zara rushed after the man, leaving her weapon in Amalie’s hands.

      Holding the ruby between my fingers, I glanced down at the stone. I thought about how easy it would be to just disappear from Gearnix—to go home. A part of me begged to do just that, but the other part knew that once I left Gearnix, I might never be able to return. The doorways could disappear from the hallway once things went back to normal. Knowing I had to try to speed up their plans, I left the meeting room, searching for Zara and Richard in the now crowded bar space.

      I found them at one of the standing tables, Zara shouting over the noise of the crowd and music in order to make her case.

      “It’s now or never! If you are not on board, we will do it without you!” I heard Zara shout as I approached.

      “Guys—let’s talk this out in the meeting room,” I said loud enough to be heard over the roaring bass of the music.

      Before either one could respond, the music cut out. A deafening silence overtook the room. I scanned the area, expecting the problem to be a short in the audio system, but the loud alarm that soon broadcasted over the speakers made it clear that this wasn’t an electrical issue. The people in the room started to panic. Everyone rushed toward the tunnels to evacuate, but security bots quickly entered from the exit, blocking off the path.

      Some of the rebels headed toward the trash chute, prepared to climb up the slide, but that escape route was soon blocked too, more bots sliding down into the underground space. With all the exits cut off, the security bots had us surrounded, squeezing the crowd into the middle of the room. Once the bots were in position, the alarm stopped and the silence resumed, increasing the tension in the room. The security machines turned in the direction of the trash chute as if they were waiting for something—or someone.

      The slide rattled with the weight of a rider, and we all waited to see who would appear as the last intruder. An older man appeared, brushing off his suit as he picked himself up off the floor of the bar. With his dark brown hair slicked to the side, he adjusted his tie, eyeing the underground area before turning his attention to the people in the room.

      He pointed to the crowd, spotting someone within it and then waved his hands, as if urging the rest of the group to move aside. The crowd parted at his command, and he easily made his way through the people until he stood in front of Richard, Zara and I, his face twisted in disgust.

      Zara paled next to me. Her stance told me she wanted to run away, even as her hand drifted toward the weapon hidden in her jacket. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the man in front of us was the mayor, his aura intense even if his outward appearance resembled that of a normal human. He smiled smugly, his gaze settling on Zara.

      “Let’s not do anything stupid, okay? I just want to…talk.” He raised his eyebrows, watching Zara’s every move intently, analyzing her reaction.

      She rested her hands on the table, knowing there were too many lives at risk to make a rash decision.

      “Mayor Clayborne, to what do we owe the pleasure?” Zara found her voice, her posture straightening slightly as she addressed the AI.

      He chuckled in response, seeming to find her efforts to remain calm endearing.

      “What? Can’t a mayor visit the resistance in his own city? Zara, Richard, how have you been?” He spoke as if he knew them personally. “Oh, is this a new face I see? Recruitment must be going pretty well. I’m Dean Clayborne, mayor of this fine city—and you are?” He stared at me when he asked the question, a look so stern it was like he wanted to burn a hole through my head.

      He was an intimidating presence, that much was true, and he looked so human it was hard to imagine him being a robot. The robots I’d interacted with so far had typical robot features, with metal exteriors and digital eyes—even their voices held the cadence of a mechanical being. He was different, and I understood why the human race would fear such a creation.

      “Trevor Berns,” I responded, deciding to test the man—machine—in front of me.

      Reaching for the gem’s power, I concentrated the heat in my hand as I held it out for the mayor to shake. He accepted the handshake, his grip firm and unflinching even as the heat bit into his artificial flesh.

      “Ouch,” he said with a hint of sarcasm, retracting his hand. “Guess, I should know not to underestimate you, Trevor.” He looked down at his hand, the skin unaffected by the heat even if he could feel the sensation. Then he looked back up and glared daggers in my direction, letting me know he understood my intention.

      “You didn’t answer the question, Mayor Clayborne. Why are you here?” Zara asked again, trying to shift the mayor’s attention off of me.

      “Yesterday, I received word of an abnormality appearing on our scanners. Then it disappeared. Today, it reappeared at the fill where I found several of my security bots and drones destroyed. It made me curious. As mayor, it is my job to make sure things in this city run smoothly, and to do that I need to be aware of everything that goes on within its walls.” Zara went to speak, but he raised a hand, silencing her before a sound escaped her mouth. “Before you ask, yes, I knew all about this underground hideout. You see, I always found this little group of yours to be…cute. All the planning and conspiring…it was all so…human. Until yesterday, you posed no threat to me or my plans for the city, so I let this place exist.”

      Zara bit her lip next to me, and Richard’s fists clenched as they listened to the AI belittle everything they had worked so hard to build up—to keep a secret.

      “What? Are you surprised to know I was aware of your plans?” He laughed out loud, his whole body shaking from the effort. “How naive. Haven’t you figured it out by now? I own this city. There is not a part of the city that I am not monitoring—nothing is overlooked.” He snapped his fingers together, the crowd stirring as people pushed their way toward the mayor to stand beside him.

      “I have eyes everywhere,” he smirked, the eyes of his moles glowing red momentarily. “I know everything—knew everything.” He corrected himself. His gaze shifted to look at me once again. “At least—until that—appeared,” he scoffed when he addressed my presence. “Hand him over, and we can pretend none of this happened. You can continue your plans to destroy me, and I will continue my plans to make this city a better place for all.”

      “All machines, you mean,” Zara retorted, a scowl on her face even as her hands trembled slightly.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. My changes help humanity as well—even if you can’t see it yet. Once you accept the changes for yourself, your world will transform for the better.”

      “If they are so great, why was no one offered a choice?” Richard berated the Mayor, his pent-up resentment breaking free. “My wife wouldn’t have chosen to be like you—to be artificial, yet look at her now. If that even is my wife! She’s probably locked up somewhere right now, cursing your name. Bastard! You are not thinking about the people of this world, only the AI.”

      “Believe what you want, I have no need for your trust. Be that as it may, I cannot let an unidentified being roam the city. Your appearance registered as a blip on our radar, so we must run tests to prove that you are not a threat to our world.” He spoke to me again, tired of talking in circles with the others.

      “Sorry, but I’m not going anywhere with you,” I told him sternly, ready to kick off the fight.

      Shooting a wave of fire at the mayor’s feet, I made him aware of my intentions—yes, I was a threat, and I was siding with the rebels. With the burst of fire, the security bots rushed to the mayor’s side to protect their charge, while the rebels unprepared for the battle fled toward the now unobstructed escape route. The underground bar wasn’t the ideal location, but the mayor brought the fight to us. For me, it was now or never.

      Our little group spread out. Amalie, Jared and Sara rushed to collect the weapons and arm the others. Blasts of condensed light flew at the robotic enemies, but the damage was minimal. Most of the shots bounced off of the metal surface of the bots, creating a more dangerous environment for us.

      The fire died out around the Mayor’s feet, his body barely affected by the heat. Only a small portion of his skin melted slightly, leaving the ends of his pants in tatters. If he had pain sensors, he was very good at ignoring them—maybe his lack of a reaction was his way of intimidating us into a surrender. Unfortunately for him, his resistance to fire only made me switch elements. My desire to beat the artificial life threatening us fueled the ruby. Ice proved useful in the past fight, so I aimed for the security bots. A few precise icicle shots quickly rendered them useless.

      Mayor Clayborne looked genuinely surprised, despite claiming to have eyes all over the city. I figured the evidence left at the fill had melted by the time he’d been made aware of the situation. He was only now seeing first-hand what was responsible for the holes left in his service bots. His surprised look turned into a callous stare, his body unmoving.

      When the blank look in his eyes passed, he yelled for the remaining guards to apprehend the rebels. Five security bots swarmed us, but another barrage of icicles quickly put a stop to their pursuit. The robots dropped like flies, their mechanical insides no match for the sharp projectiles, until only the Mayor remained. Now it was our turn to surround the Mayor, all six of us approaching with our weapons locked on his body.

      He backed up until he ran into the garbage chute, leaving him nowhere to go. Zara’s weapon charged up beside me, the high-pitched sound making it clear she wanted this man eliminated. A blade of ice formed in my hand, but I kept the weapon pointed toward the ground, waiting to see if the mayor would admit his faults and surrender. Instead he grinned, raising his arms until they were level with the floor.

      “Well? What are you people waiting for?” he asked. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

      Jared, Amalie and Sara adjusted their own weapons, waiting for the command to fire, but it never came. Zara fidgeted, and I could tell her patience was waning. Soon she would decide for herself whether or not to kill the mayor where he stood.

      “This is what we have been waiting for—just because he looks like a man, doesn’t mean he is one,” Zara said to break the group from their trance-like state, the others suddenly unable to follow through with the plan.

      Her speech concluded, she fired her gun, the ray blast hitting the major’s shin. Unlike the robots and their metallic bodies, the mayor’s body absorbed the blast, a small hole left where he’d been hit.

      “Ow!” He cried out in pain, the sound exaggerated as he made a show of crouching down to nurse his wounded appendage.

      No blood seeped from the wound, the shot leaving a hole, the edges charred from the high temperature. With the skin damage, the hole revealed the metal limb beneath, adding to the proof that this man was an AI.

      “Wait, wait. I take it back, don’t shoot!” He changed his game plan, trying to stall for time. “At least, not yet.” His pleading expression switched to a sinister smile just as the ceiling above him exploded, one of the giant security robots coming to his aide.

      A massive metal arm pulled back a fistful of concrete and dirt, creating an opening for its towering form to enter into the bar. I rushed at the mayor, my ice blade drawn, knowing he would use the bots as a distraction while he attempted to escape. He headed toward the tunnels, but I cut him off. I trusted the others focus on the oversized robot as it tried to enter the building.

      The mayor skidded to a stop, pulling a weapon from a holster under his shirt. He didn’t bother with words this time and shot in my direction, intent on erasing the anomaly—that was me—from the planet. I brought up a wall of fire in an instant, blocking the blast and his escape route.

      When the fire dissipated, I immediately countered with an ice attack, the major unprepared for the second strike. The hard, sharpened ice blade bit into his artificial flesh, piercing through his body, his weapon crashing to the ground beside him. Although he screamed out in pain, he remained functional, his words laced in anger as he spit obscenities at me.

      He pulled the ice shard from his circuitry, using my own weapon against me as he tried to plow through me and escape into the tunnels. I dodged his first strike, simultaneously creating my own blade as I moved, blocking his second swing with the ice weapon. With our ice swords crossed, I chanced a glance behind the mayor to see how the others fared against the giant security bot.

      Drones circled the area, alarms and prerecorded warnings sounding, but the others had yet to be captured, doing their best to hold out with the weapons they had on hand. As I struggled to defend against the mayor's inhuman strength, I noticed as a blast from Zara’s weapon hit the eye of the security bot she faced.

      Instead of ricocheting like before, the blast broke the glass that protected the sensors within its eyes, damaging them and reducing the robot’s overall functionality. With the direct hit, its mechanisms slowed, the robot an easy target for additional strikes. The team got creative on how to deal the most damage to the enemies, even if it meant using their guns to strike at the bots when the rays proved ineffective.

      Knowing that the others were handling the security team just fine, I returned my focus to Mayor Clayborne, ready for the fight to be over. I knew that's what the others wanted as well, so I decided there’d be no more holding back against this artificially intelligent machine. Pushing with as much strength as I could muster, I swiped my ice blade across his own, freeing us from the deadlock.

      Unable to anticipate my movements, the Mayor lost his balance. He took a few steps back in order to regain it, but I didn’t give him the chance. Thrusting my shard of ice through his chest, I found it relatively easy to pierce his skin compared to his metal counterparts. While stunned by the blade protruding from his chest, I put some distance between us, following up the attack with another flurry of icicle projectiles. Each shard of ice pierced his body and disrupted his internal circuitry.

      “I…just wanted to do what was best for my people,” he managed to say even as his voice box started to give out.

      His eyes glazed over as sparks flew from his wounds, and I knew that the fight was over. When Mayor Clayborne’s body hit the floor, I focused my attention on the remaining security bot, knowing that the others would need my help. The five of them had the massive machine surrounded, each being extra precise when aiming their ray guns, making sure to shoot the weaker parts of the robot’s body. The strategy focused on trial and error, the gun still having little effect nine times out of ten.

      Despite the slow learning curve, the rebels dealt some serious damage to the robot. They’d also figured out how to defeat the drones relatively quickly, so they were no longer a threat. I inhaled deeply, pouring my emotions into the gem before reaching for its power. Power surged inside of me and I let it accumulate, knowing I would need a stronger attack to take out such a huge enemy. With my focus on the security bot, I aimed for the ground beneath it. A massive spike of compressed dirt sprouted from the ground at my command. The earth moved quickly, skewering the robot before it even knew what hit it, causing thorough damage.

      The security machine remained tethered in place by the rock, so I knew it wasn’t going anywhere even if its circuit boards were still functional. Everyone cheered, our unplanned battle a success—our mission complete. The mayor was dead, and it seemed that no more security robots had been directed to our location. A piece of the ceiling beside the massive robot crashed to the ground, reminding us that the structure of the underground bar had been compromised. We were no longer safe within its walls. We hurried to leave through the tunnels, preferring not to be buried in the rubble should the whole place decide to cave in.

      We exited onto the city street above ground. The rebels that had fled were waiting nearby, curious how the battle would play out. A few of them peeked out from their hiding places when they saw us exit the underground, their eyes scanning for any drones or AIs that might follow us. Richard was quick to address the growing crowd, letting them know that the mayor was no longer in control of the city, and that things could soon return to normal.

      I wanted to be optimistic, but even with the mayor's destruction, I anticipated a long road of recovery for the city. I kept my concerns to myself, knowing it wasn’t my place to downplay their efforts. Especially since I would be leaving their world very soon. When the speech concluded, Richard addressed our little group and explained that he wanted to get started right away with reclaiming the city for the human inhabitants.

      He proposed the idea of heading to the mayor's office to send out an announcement, letting everyone know that Mayor Clayborne was no more and to cancel the curfew once and for all.

      “You have been a great help, Trevor, but I understand if you want to get back to your world now,” he told me, giving me an out.

      I was a little curious what secrets the mayor's office held, so I decided to stick around for just a little longer. It felt right to see things through to the end.

      “I’ll come with you—just for a bit longer,” I responded. “We can’t be sure there aren’t any more security bots under the mayor’s control.” Then I followed behind the others as they headed toward the office building.
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      The mayor’s office sat in a central location; it was the tallest skyscraper in the whole city with wrap-around windows spanning the entire building. I looked up toward the sky as we approached, so taken by the structure I almost missed when the others pulled open the double doors to enter. I joined them as they entered the building. We faced little resistance from the people around the area—no one seemed concerned about our presence.

      The lady at the front desk spoke to us as soon as we entered the lobby, asking our intentions for being in the building.

      “Yes, we need to get to the mayor’s office,” Zara answered, knowing it wouldn’t be that easy.

      The lady typed something into the computer at her desk, searching for an appointment. When she found nothing, she looked at us with suspicion and asked if he was expecting us.

      “I don't think he'll be expecting anybody, ever again,” I said snarkily, figuring she hadn't heard of his destruction yet.

      “I'm sorry?” She sounded genuinely confused, not catching on to my sarcasm.

      Richard spoke up next. “Mayor Clayborne is dead. We need to see his office. You can either show us the way or we can do it ourselves.” He set his gun down on the counter, letting the lady know that he meant business.

      Her eyes widened when the weapon was revealed and she stood, taking a few steps back, not wanting to be too close to the gun. She froze, staring at us like a deer in the headlights. We just walked around her, deciding we would locate the mayor’s office ourselves. At the back of the lobby was an elevator and once inside, it wasn’t hard to figure out where we needed to go, the top button labeled ‘Mayoral Suite’.

      We pushed the button and took the long, slow ride up to the top floor. The elevator dinged and the doors opened to reveal a fancy hallway, the space devoid of life. Walking through the lobby area, we approached a set of gilded double doors, opening those as well. I expected a traditional—albeit overly fancy—office space waiting for us behind those doors, but the reality was far from it.

      The room was dark, the only light coming from numerous monitors that lined the walls, each one displaying a surveillance scene from somewhere in the city. The pictures changed periodically, more areas being monitored than there were spaces on the wall.

      “What the hell?” Zara gasped, staring at a particular section on the wall.

      I followed her line of sight, finding a cluster of screens featuring the underground bar—-what was left of it anyway.

      “I guess he wasn’t lying when he said he already knew all about us,” Richard said, pointing to the monitor that showed the meeting room where they discussed their plans for defeating the mayor.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. We won. Things will get better,” Amalie comforted him, her hand slipping into his.

      My eyes scanned the surveillance system, noting each time I saw a security bot on the screen. Although some were positioned inside the building we were in, none of them were moving. It was if the mayor’s demise had short-circuited the rest of the robots under his direct control. I figured, for now at least, that it was a good thing. It meant we didn’t have to worry about another fight as we searched for clues about the missing humans.

      “Alright everyone, let’s search this place for any information about the AI turned humans,” Richard instructed the group. “If the mayor kept them imprisoned, we will find out about it.” Everyone went in different directions, ready to sift through any and all data stored in the office.

      I headed to Mayor Clayborne’s desk first, the metal block having three drawers on either side. Luckily, none of them were locked. The mayor must’ve figured there would be more security around his home base that would keep out potential threats. I pulled the first one open, finding a stack of blank papers. The next two drawers on the right side were empty, so I moved on the left.

      In the bottom drawer, I found a stack of files, the manila folders haphazardly placed inside as if they had been recently sifted through. I reached for the top one, and opening it left me staring at a picture of Zara, her name and background information included in the document. My interest piqued, I pulled out the rest of the files, plopping them on the desk and spreading them out so that I could look through each individually.

      Richard, Amalie, Jared, Sara—their pictures were included in the files along with others that I was sure were suspected members of the resistance unit. Not only did the mayor have eyes on the meeting room where their incriminating discussions took place, he had folders with information pertaining to everyone who plotted against him. What he planned to do with this information, or if these files existed before or after their family members went missing or were swapped with AI, I couldn’t be sure—but it was a good thing they never had to find out.

      I set the pile of folders to the side, figuring it was pertinent information and went back to exploring the rest of the drawers. Although full of clutter, the two remaining drawers did not contain any useful information, so I just closed them before continuing my search of the office. I was drawn to the closet next. The closet door was on the side of the room that the others had yet to explore, the many filing cabinets along the wall keeping them plenty busy.

      Opening the door to the closet, I found some shelving units at the back and a handful of coats hung on either side of the small room. Why an AI needed so many jackets, I didn't really understand, but I supposed it had more to do with fitting in with the human population than fulfilling his own needs. Sifting through the jackets, I stuck my hand in the pockets, seeing if I could find anything useful within them. I only found a few crumpled up notes, the short ledgers or random numbers useless to our search.

      On the shelving unit in the back, there were a few books along with a couple storage boxes and knickknacks that looked as though they’d collected dust for many years. I pulled at the corner of one of the books—curious what type of literature was influencing the artificial intelligence of this world—but as I pulled the book, I heard the mechanical whirl of a latch unlocking. The whole back wall slid to reveal a hidden room.

      “Guys, I may have found something,” I called out into the other room, not eager to explore the eerie space alone.

      “What kind of freaky shit?!” Jared exclaimed as he poked his head into the closet, seeing the hidden room beyond the closet space.

      We waited for the others to join us, their paces hurried when they heard Jared’s surprised outburst, and together we headed into the secret room. Walking in, we found what appeared to be a medical lab, the automatic lights switching on at our entrance. The room was white, cold, and appeared to be sterile. An exam table sat smack dab in the middle of the surprisingly large space, equipped with restraints for the wrists, ankles and neck. On shelving units around the room, there were mechanical limbs, circuit boards and other robotic paraphernalia.

      It was immediately clear that this room was where a lot of the artificial “enhancements” were performed on the unwilling human civilians. I looked over at the others, whose faces paled, surely imagining the horrors that had taken place in this very room. They had all lost someone, and I knew that was who they were thinking about at that moment. The discovery of the room not only verified the mayor’s inhumane actions, but made everything more real. It solidified the idea that their loved ones—or at least who they had been—-would never return to them.

      I walked over to a cabinet on the side of the room and pulled open the drawer, finding hundreds of files neatly organized within. I selected a file at random and opened it, reading the name ‘Martha Hewitt’ next to a picture of a redhead with a solemn look on her face. I scanned the information included in the document, finding her date of birth, her living family members, and the reason she was detained by the security bots. On the next page, it listed all of the enhancements she’d received as part of her treatment protocols, each one given a convenient excuse of how it would help her become a better person.

      The plans the mayor held for the city and its future were clearly exposed by these documents, each one holding evidence of how a person was detained and altered in a manner that would benefit the AI living in the city. As much as I wanted to shield the others from the truth, I knew they would need to know exactly what had happened in their city if they were ever going to move forward with their lives. They were still in shock as they examined the different parts within the room, but I grabbed their attention and led them to the cabinet that held all of the evidence. I showed them Martha’s folder first.

      “Damn,” Richard said with a heavy sigh. “I thought that maybe—just maybe—we would find them. That they were being held captive and had just been replaced by robots that looked like them.” He rubbed his face roughly with his hands, letting the information sink in a bit more. “If this information is correct, that means they truly are gone.” He stared straight-ahead when he said the last word, knowing it was the ending they all dreaded.

      Sara held back tears as she stared at the picture of Martha in Richard’s hand. Amalie let the tears fall, soft sobs racking her body. Richard set the file down, putting his arm around Amalie, trying to comfort her as best as he could—even though he felt the same weight, the same devastation of having lost his wife all over again.

      “No! It can't be!” Jared blurted, unable to accept the truth.

      He rushed to the cabinet, combing through the files until he found the one he was searching for—the one with the picture of his little boy staring back at him. His eyes went glassy as he read the contents of the file, the truth sinking in like it had done for the others.

      “So, what are we supposed to do now? I don’t feel like we won anymore.” Sara sniffled, placing a light hand on Jared’s shoulder. She tried to comfort him as he continued to read about fate of his child.

      “Now that we know what happened to our people—that the AI that replaced them are actually them—I think there is only one thing we can do. We should try our best to accept them, to try to reclaim our lives. They didn’t choose for this to happen to them, and as long as they aren’t being controlled by the mayor, maybe things can get back to normal.” Richard spoke through gritted teeth, trying to put himself in his loved ones' situation.

      The others were quick to agree, all but Zara chiming in with hopeful sentiments. I watched Zara visibly take a step back. She wore a stern look on her face as though she couldn’t accept the words she was hearing.

      “So, what do you want to do now?” I asked the group as a whole, knowing my time with them was coming to a close.

      “The mayor is gone, and the city will be looking for a new leader. We need to make sure we have a say in who that person is and the direction they decide to take this city,” Richard said thoughtfully. It sounded as though he had been thinking about his day for a very long time.

      “You should do it. You should be the one to lead us.” Amalie’s eyes sparkled when she looked at Richard, her enthusiasm revealing their relationship—their love—that was never meant to happen.

      “I think you’d make a great leader,” I told him, reaching out to clasp his forearm.

      He shook my hand in response, reminding me once again that I was not in Lornia.

      “Good luck everyone. I wish I could stick around to see the city you rebuild, but I really need to get home.”

      They nodded, understanding my situation and grateful for my help.

      “Can we ask for your help one more time before you go?” Richard spoke with a sincerity in his tone that made his request hard to refuse.

      “Of course,” I responded, hoping the favor was something I could fulfill.

      “Burn it down.” He looked around the surgical suite, his eyes trailing back toward the wall of monitors in the mayor's main office area.

      “Are you sure? What about the—” I started to ask about the documents kept within the hidden room but was cut off by Richard.

      “Burn it all down. We need to start fresh. This will only taint whatever we try to build from this point on. It's better if some things remain a secret,” he said, confirming his decision to destroy the mayor’s office and all of the terrible knowledge it held.

      “If that is what you want?” I asked one more time, receiving nods of agreement all around. “Alright—I will meet you outside,” I told them. I didn’t want anyone getting hurt once the fire started raging.

      They accepted my cue, heading toward the elevator and returning to the ground floor. When they were out of sight, I started lighting everything I could on fire. With the room being mostly made of metal, I used the documents as kindling to spread the blaze, hoping they wouldn’t have second thoughts about the destruction in the future. I reassured myself that a backup probably existed somewhere and focused on the fire.

      The rug in the mayor’s office lit easily, the flames spreading across the room and consuming the furniture as it went. I threw spikes of ice at the monitors, feeling a wave of satisfaction as the screens sparked, the images turning black one by one. When enough of the room was awash in flame, I headed for the elevator, making sure I gave myself time to escape the building.

      Alarms blared, the building alerting anyone inside of the threat. Luckily, the elevator remained functioning, a ding sounding when I reached my destination. On the ground floor, the others waited for me right outside the building, their necks tilted back as they watched for the flames to overtake the floor. A window to their right shattered, the fire blasting through the glass as shards rained down on the stone below.

      I joined them, and we all moved to a safer location, not wanting to be hit by any debris that fell from the top of the tall building.

      “Thank you, Trevor,” Richard said once we put some distance between us and the skyscraper.

      The others joined in expressing their gratitude, and I knew that it was about time for me to return home.

      “Thank you all for your help,” I returned the sentiment, picking up my ruby to gently remind them of our trade. “I really hope things work out for you,” I told them and prepared to leave.

      I reached for the power of the gem, my mind focusing on the doorway between the worlds, when a hand gripping my forearm broke my concentration. I opened my eyes to find Zara clinging to me, a desperate look on her face.

      “Please, take me with you,” she pleaded, the others as surprised as I was by her request. “I can help you, I know I can. Weapons, technology—whatever you need, I can build it for you,” Zara argued her case, not that I needed any convincing.

      “Zara?” Richard questioned, a sadness in his voice.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want? Once you leave here, I can’t promise I’d ever be able to bring you home,” I told her, unsure whether the portal to Gearnix would remain once I returned to Lornia.

      “I don’t want to return,” she mumbled, leaving the others even more confused. “I’m sorry, everyone,” she addressed her comrades. “I know this is what we’ve been fighting for. We finally won, but my family—they are still gone.”

      “If we give the AI a chance—maybe there’s more of our loved ones left in them than we think,” Sara spoke up, trying to remain optimistic.

      “I can’t—I just can’t. I know that is the right thing to do—to love them unconditionally, but for me it will just be a daily reminder of the mistakes that I made. What happened to them is all my fault. I won’t survive if I stay here.”

      “It’s not your fault, Zara,” Amalie cooed. She reached out to comfort her, but Zara pulled away.

      “No, it is. I was supposed to pick up my brother that day. It was my fault he walked home alone—my fault he was captured by the security bots. It’s all my fault, and I feel like I will suffocate under the guilt of what I’ve done if I stay here. If there is some humanity left in my family, I want them to have the chance to live without someone constantly reminding them of what they lost. So, it’s not just for me—it's for them too. So please, let me come with you.” She turned toward me, her eyes focused on mine as she awaited my decision.

      “I have no problem bringing you along,” I said at last, knowing the others wanted me to convince her to stay.

      This was her decision, and I wanted to let her make it, although bringing a weapons engineer back to Lornia wouldn’t be a bad idea either. Still, I didn’t want to sway her in either direction.

      “Are you sure we can’t convince you to stay?” Jared asked, hoping she would change her mind.

      “I just—I just can't,” Zara responded immediately, the constant questions doing nothing to change her mind.

      “If this is what you want, then we understand,” Richard said at last, wrapping his arms around Zara to hug her tightly. “We are here for you—if you ever want to return, and we will miss you—but we understand.”

      The others joined in, showing Zara how much they cared about her.

      “This is what I want,” Zara said when they pulled away.

      I looked into her eyes, searching for any seed of doubt, but her determined gaze convinced me she had likely been thinking about this since I first arrived and told her about the other world.

      “Do you need anything before we leave?” I asked, making sure she was ready for the trip. I knew most of her stuff would probably become useless once we crossed into Lornia anyway.

      “No. I want to make a fresh start,” she answered confidently, ready to leave everything behind.

      I nodded, letting her know it was time to go. Taking her hand, we said one last goodbye to the rest of the group before I shut my eyes, focusing my emotions on the gem as I pictured the doorway between the worlds. I half-expected nothing to happen, but when I opened my eyes again, I found myself right where I wanted to be. The hallway looked just as I remembered—one door on each side, but this time another door sat right in the middle—one which I assumed led back to Gearnix.

      In the second we spent standing in the middle of the hallway, the middle door flickered, the light from behind the cracks blinking rapidly before fading out. Finally, the doorway vanished entirely. I exhaled, knowing that meant we wouldn’t be returning to Gearnix any time soon and hoped that Zara was sure about her choice. Not that I could do anything about it now.

      “Shall we?” I waved my hand in the direction of Lornia, letting her lead the way toward a world she had yet to explore.

      “Thank you,” she replied, her tone chipper as she headed toward the door.

      With a bit of apprehension mixed with her excitement, she turned the doorknob and swung the door open.
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      My feet touched the dirt of the courtyard, and I felt my body relax as all the tension I had built up over the past few days faded away. The courtyard was bleak, cold and nothing like the dream I’d found myself trapped in back in Blessona. If nothing else, it was still winter, and my castle looked to be in one piece. From what I could see anyway—the courtyard at least remained unchanged.

      “Is this where you live?” Zara asked, glancing around at the barren garden.

      “Part of it, yes. But don’t worry, it gets better.” I chuckled, leading the way to the doors that opened into the castle interior. A guard greeted us with a shocked expression, his face revealing that he hadn’t expected anyone to come from the inner courtyard.

      “Master Trevor! You’re back! Sorry I mean—where were you? No, I mean—welcome home!” He jumbled his words, unsure how to address me.

      “You act as though I've been gone for more than a couple days,'' I said with hesitation, the experience in Blessona still weighing heavily on my mind.

      The guard didn’t say anything else, choosing to remain silent, which only made me more nervous. I walked past him, eager to see the ladies of the castle as well as my daughter and niece. With Zara in tow, I headed straight to the nursery, figuring I’d find at least one of the women within the room. Sure enough, Siofra was there, rocking my little girl. Her eyes lit up as soon as I came through the door.

      “Master Trevor! I knew you wouldn't abandon us!” Siofra stood in her excitement, tears welling up in her eyes as she held the baby close to her chest.

      Now I was even more confused. How much time had passed in Lornia? As far as I knew, I had been gone for two days.

      “What do you mean? Of course I would never abandon you.”

      “That’s what I told them, Master Trevor, and we all believed in you—there were just a few that had doubts when you didn’t return for so long.”

      “How much time has passed here?” I questioned, needing to know the truth.

      “It’s been three weeks since you disappeared, Master Trevor. When you returned from Crimm, you were in rough shape. Toval tried everything, but he claimed your body had been healed, and there was nothing more to do until you woke up on your own. It was as if your spirit had left your body. Your body slowed down, and we were terrified when we couldn’t get any reaction out of you. We feared for the worst, and then the next day your body disappeared as well.” Siofra stared down at the sleeping baby as she recounted her side of the story.

      “We didn’t know what happened to you,” Susanna’s voice came from the doorway of the entryway. Libby, Lianna and Rivinia crowded behind her, all waiting to get into the room.

      I started telling them my story. I explained how the emerald life stone had saved my life but left my soul injured, and how the god’s mistake had kept me away from them for longer than was necessary.

      “For me, it’s only been about three days,” I said, feeling a bit ashamed for having left for even that amount of time. “I’m sorry I left you vulnerable for so long.” I felt I had to apologize, thinking of the danger they could have faced while I was away.

      “We knew you would return to us, Master. I am just glad we didn’t have to wait any longer,” Libby interjected, her gaze warm.

      “What happened with Telfi while I was away? Did he try to attack the port?” I started with my questions. The time skip meant that I’d missed more crucial moments than I intended.

      “He hasn’t targeted the port…yet,” Siofra said, placing the sleeping Cienna into the crib next to Alina before signaling for me to follow.

      We moved as a group—the others not ready to let me out of their sight just yet—as we made our way to my office space. In the middle of the desk sat a pile of opened letters, some of which had been crumpled up into tight wads.

      “He is very persistent,” Siofra gestured to the stack, and I understood that all of the letters were addressed from Telfi.

      I picked up a letter from the top of the pile, quickly scanning its contents. In summary, the letter stated Telfi’s desire to control the port and presented an ultimatum to surrender the region to him or be forced to fight. While I was relieved that the fighting hadn’t started, it was only a matter of time before we would face off against him and his army—both humans and dragons fighting on his side.

      “We refused to surrender, but we didn’t know how to respond without inciting a battle, so we just never wrote back,” Libby said meekly from the back of the group. They were all aware of the situation with the Dragon King.

      Zara nudged my arm to remind me of her presence, and I introduced her to the group.

      “Zara has offered to be our weapons specialist here in Lornia. With her help, we will strengthen our army so that Telfi won’t stand a chance. I am glad you didn’t surrender. You put your faith in me—believing that I would return—and I promise to do everything in my power to keep our territory safe. If he comes looking for a fight, we will be ready.”

      With my confidence, I saw each of the girls relax a little. The past weeks had left them on edge, the threat of war always hanging over their heads. As if given permission to breathe, they let their worries subside for a moment and focused on the new arrival.

      The other girls took to Zara instantly, eager to learn more about her trade and the world she came from. A slew of questions came her way as the girls fantasized about a world so different from Lornia and Earth. Zara enjoyed the attention, exaggerating the details of our mission together and pledging to help us in our own coming war. She went to pull her hidden gun from her jacket pocket—wanting to show off her abilities—but a lump of ore had replaced the weapon, since the technology did not yet exist in our world.

      “I guess I will have to start from scratch,” she said, eyeing the remnants of her ray gun. A small smile appeared on her face.

      The girls encouraged her, feeling as though she would be a great addition to the team. They informed her that there were lots of extra rooms in the castle for her to both sleep and build her workshop.

      “You weren’t lying when you said you had a harem of beautiful women waiting for you back home,” she whispered, taking a step back toward me to watch the ladies in the room chat amongst themselves. They were still discussing all of the information she’d disclosed about her home world and the plans they had begun for her.

      “What can I say? I'm a lucky man. In all seriousness though, I appreciate your help. We're going to need every advantage we can muster in the fight against Telfi,” I said, my tone turning serious as I spoke to her about reconquering Crimm.

      “I'm happy to help!” she responded immediately, her determination evident in the way she spoke. “Now, tell me more about this Telfi—and really just about Lornia in general. What kind of materials will I be working with?” she asked, ready to get started on her mission to create weapons that would give us the upper hand against the Dragon King and his supporters.

      I still wasn't sure of the condition Lornia was in at this point, having been MIA for the last three weeks. So, I figured we could learn together. The next thing I did was call a meeting with Norlan and Alexi. I wanted to hear their side of the story and see what information they collected during their journey back from Rand. Three weeks would have been enough time for them to make the return trip home, but before I went searching for them, I asked Susanna about their whereabouts, and she easily verified my assumption as correct.

      With that confirmation, I headed to the training grounds to locate the Captains of my army, wondering if they had questioned my loyalty to Arenia Harbor because of my disappearance. Arriving at the grounds, it was clear that the soldiers hadn't been home for very long. The place looked a little haphazard, the men and women still exhausted from their travels.

      Norlan perked up when he saw me enter the grounds, eager to find out what happened to me in Rand—since I had disappeared into the portal so quickly—and to congratulate me on reconquering the city.  From their greeting, I could immediately tell that Norlan, Alexi and the others that traveled to Rand weren't aware of my absence—at least not in the way the girls were.

      To them, I’d really only been gone from Lornia for a few days, location known or not. They didn’t seem aware that I had vanished for the entire duration of their return trip home, plus a few extra days. I filled them in on what happened that day, describing the King’s capture and my fight with Telfi. Norlan affirmed that rumors had started to spread that Telfi was now leading Crimm as its king—and sought to control Lornia as well. Despite the rumors, they hadn't faced any resistance on their return home, no new enemies emerging to disrupt their travel or blocking them from entering the harbor.

      “I know you all haven’t been home for long, but our next fight could start at any moment. I want you to be ready,” I told them both, having no clue when Telfi would turn his attention to our harbor.

      It was clear he intended to overtake it by the letters he sent in my absence, but it seemed he wanted a more peaceful subjugation, preferring to have the overseers surrender. Since the last time we met ended badly for me, I suspected he still believed I was dead. So, at least for now, I had a bit of an upper hand—the man delivering his letters would only have seen the women of the castle.

      “Don’t worry, Master Trevor. We will be ready to defend Arenia Harbor whether he comes today or next year,” Norlan said, sounding confident; his desire to protect what we had built was admirable.

      “I’m counting on you,” I responded, his confidence spurring my own.

      I briefed the troops on my time away from Lornia and our goals for whatever time left before our fight against Telfi. Training was the main goal, the better the shape of my troops, the higher our chances of succeeding. Zara was also an integral part of the plan; her role was to create weapons that would be easy for the fighters to utilize and deal an increased amount of damage to the enemy. She was eager to get started, as were the troops, even if both outwardly looked exhausted.

      I gave them a reprieve for the day, figuring the time wouldn’t make a huge difference if Telfi chose that specific moment to attack. Besides, I wanted to focus on getting Zara settled into her new home. Leaving Alexi and Norlan to share the news of the day off with the remaining troops, I led Zara back inside, escorting her to the residential side of the manor. There were still many empty rooms available in the hall, but I chose one close to the other girls, not wanting her to feel isolated from the others.

      I opened the door, revealing the decorated room within. “This will be your room,” I told her, ushering her inside. “I hope it's okay,” I added, glancing around at the bed, dresser and nightstands within the room.

      “All of this is for me?” she questioned, as if expecting a couple roommates to be joining her.

      “Yep. This will be your room.” I nodded, feeling satisfied by her reaction.

      I wasn’t sure how she would feel about the space, having lived in such an advanced world before coming to Lornia, but I supposed it was definitely better than the hole in the wall she had lived in during the AI takeover.

      “Now, let me show you to your work space.” I led her back out of the bedroom and to the other side of the house where the service rooms were situated.

      “Are you sure you should be doing so much for someone like me?” She asked as she looked around the offered space.

      “You mean someone who left her home world and plans to help me by creating weapons and joining in a war that isn't her responsibility? Of course I should do this and more for someone like that. I want you to feel like this is your home now, so please don't say anything like that ever again,” I reassured her, letting her know that she had family, even in a brand-new world.

      “Thank you,” she responded with a small smile on her face.

      She walked around the room to get a feel for it, and I could tell by the sparkle in her eye that she was already thinking of how she would set up her workshop, more than ready to improve on what she considered primitive weaponry. I grabbed a guard from out in the hallway, giving him a new assignment.

      He was now responsible for getting Zara whatever she needed for her workshop. I gave her full control, letting her know that no matter how small the request, this guard would take care of it. She nodded, still envisioning her workspace. I left her to her work, feeling as though I would probably just be in the way.

      With everyone up to speed on what happened over the past few weeks, I felt like we could finally move forward. Telfi had yet to attack, meaning the vision I’d experienced in Blessona hadn’t come to fruition. Now that I was here, I would ensure such a future would never exist. Days, weeks, months—no matter how much time we had before he targeted our port, we would be prepared to the best of our abilities. Arenia Harbor—our home—was worth fighting for.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      One month later, and rumors of Telfi’s army hitting Trimi reached Arenia Harbor. Zara had just completed a prototype for a catapult using a crude drawing I’d sketched up, knowing that we’d need to start with the basics before our weaponry could evolve. The long range and high impact of the old school catapult would be beneficial to our fight. The design took a few attempts, but once she finally seemed to get the mechanics down, all that remained was to build it to scale.

      Over the course of the month, several more letters arrived at the castle, each one addressed to Siofra, Telfi attempting to use their relationship to sway her decision on surrendering the port. I didn’t respond to any of them, not wanting Telfi to know I was alive. I figured he would attack much sooner once he learned that little piece of information. When the news of Trimi reached our ears, I knew I couldn’t sit still any longer—not when my sister could be in danger.

      Realizing I couldn’t just pack up the army and head to Trimi, I decided a smaller mission would be necessary. The eagle-kin would be the main force, taking me and the accompanying soldiers to secure Lidia and her family before teleporting back to our borders. That was the easy part. Besides simply reaching my sister, I also had to convince her to come and stay with me, her independent nature making it likely that she would refuse the invitation.

      I could already hear her voice in my mind, telling me not to worry, and that she would prefer to stay in her own home. I didn’t know how long they would need to stay in Arenia Harbor, but I already had a place in mind for her family to live. Plans for a smaller guest house were in the works, to be built as soon as the temperature warmed enough for the construction to begin. The structure would give Lidia the freedom to live her own life.

      I hoped that presenting the alternative option would entice Lidia enough for her to accept my plan, but the problem was it hadn’t been built yet. Until then, there were plenty of empty rooms in my castle, and while I knew Lidia wouldn’t consider it ideal, it was better than abiding by whatever laws the Dragon King enacted over his new territory. I would just have to convince her to see the truth. Sitting down to dinner with the women of my castle—Zara and Lianna included in the bunch—I decided to bring up my plans for the rescue.

      “I am sure you all are aware of the rumor that the takeover has reached Trimi. I don’t know what plans Telfi has for his rule. Perhaps he will maintain King Partel’s legacy, in which case nothing would change for its people. But knowing what kind of a man he is, I don’t think that outcome is likely. Lidia and her family might be in danger. Even if they’re not now, they may be in the future. I need to bring them back here—I need to be able to protect them when the time comes.” Since what I was asking for involved me leaving the port once again, I expected some pushback from the girls.

      “Master, we understand. Family is the most important thing. We will maintain things here until you return. Just please be careful,” Siofra answered for the group, not a hint of objection in her voice.

      “Family is important, Master Trevor, which is why I am coming with you.” Susanna spoke up, biting her lip as she waited for my reply.

      Lianna glanced her sister’s way, eager to insist she stay behind. But after what happened the last time I journeyed out on my own, she knew that nothing she said could change her sister’s mind. I knew that as well, which is why I answered the only way I could.

      “You can come,” I agreed. My goal for the mission was to avoid fighting if possible, but if that wasn’t an option, having her by my side would be beneficial.

      I planned to observe the situation first, picking up my sister, Pete, Harmony and Graham before teleporting them back to my courtyard. While I could teleport a few people back, I knew that plan wouldn't work if I brought an army with me, so I had to keep the people involved to a minimum. Zara offered to join, speaking up right after Susanna let her intentions be known, but I thought her skill set would be more useful in Arenia Harbor where she could continue working on the catapult.

      While I wasn't sure I would need extra people, it couldn’t hurt to bring a few more along. Later that day, I let it be known that if anyone wished to travel to Trimi, their help would be appreciated. When asking the troops for volunteers, nearly everyone raised their hand, eager to be of service. Susanna sounded adamant about going with me, so she was definitely added to the roster. From the troops, I picked a few of the volunteers that Norlan recommended, telling them to be ready by sunrise the next day.

      Among the volunteers were Kiel and Joel, the twin leopard-kins. They were itching for a fight, having returned from closing several of the portals around Lornia, and both having mage and weapon potential made them valuable partners. After securing the members of the team, I took my own advice and prepared to depart the next morning. Since the doorway was capable of returning everyone back to the castle, I focused on the trip there, knowing that the return trip should be quick.

      When things were packed and ready to go, I spoke with Ciyin, who was eager to redeem herself after what happened in Crimm. I assured her that none of those events were her fault and, if anything, I was lucky that she’d been there to aid in my quick escape from Telfi. Still, she felt responsible for my injury and eventual disappearance. Despite holding no ill will toward her, I didn't mention it further, letting her use this mission as a means of healing, if that was what she needed.

      With renewed determination, she confirmed that the additional eagle-kin would be ready for flight first thing in the morning. With the preparations for our mission in order, I spent the rest of the night with my harem. Their passion always heightened just before I took my leave. We spent the night wrapped in each other's arms, fulfilling our every desire, waking the next morning in a tangled mass of bodies.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      When the first rays of the sun hit my face the next morning, I sprung from the bed, feeling as though I was late for something. The girls in my bed stirred from my movement, Susanna opening her eyes to find me standing beside the bed.

      “Is it time to depart, Master Trevor?” she asked as she slipped out from under Siofra’s outstretched leg.

      “Soon,” I responded, heading to the bathroom to wash up for the day.

      When I finished, I headed back into the main room. Susanna had already left for her own room while the other girls remained in bed. I let them sleep in, knowing that saying goodbye would only make the morning that much longer. And besides, we’d said enough goodbyes the night before. Grabbing my bag, I headed for the door, taking one last look into the room before I let the door close behind me.

      The eagle-kin were prepped and ready to go when I exited through the front door, Ciyin standing at attention once she saw my approach.

      “I picked the fastest flyers for the mission,” she said when I was close enough to hear her. “I won’t let you down…this time,” she whispered the last part, the guilt still weighing on her.

      “Thank you, Ciyin.” I patted her on the shoulder before turning my attention to the waiting soldiers.

      Kiel, Joel, the twin leopard-kin; Eve, a racoon hybrid with a unique stealth ability; and Susanna stood before me. Each held a knap-sack of their belongings for the trip, ready to leave when I gave the word.

      “Thank you all for agreeing to be a part of this mission. I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again. The goal is to rescue my sister and her family. I don’t know what state Trimi is in right now, so what that rescue will require is beyond my control. If we can avoid fighting, we will—but be prepared for anything.”

      The four nodded in understanding and I signaled to Ciyin to help everyone get strapped to the eagle-kin. Five minutes later and we ascended into the air, our destination Trimi.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      A few days of flying later and the city came into view. A smoke stack rose from the tallest building in the whole place, letting me know that the rumors weren’t exaggerated. My guess was that the Viscount—one of Sir Nathanael’s brothers who once ruled over Trimi—was either dead, in trouble, or now on Telfi’s side. Flying over the farmland that made up the area right before the city wall, I instructed Ciyin to land, not wanting to draw attention to ourselves in case Telfi was still in the city. We landed beside one of the servant shacks, the small wooden structure serving as a good hiding place.

      I pushed open the plank door, finding the structure sparsely furnished with no inhabitants inside. That certainly made things easier. In the middle of the shack was a small pit for cooking, and against the wall stood a pallet bed, the mattress made of straw with a thin sheet of cloth laid on top.

      “I want you to stay here with the others until the four of us return,” I told Ciyin, despite knowing she would want to stick close to us.

      She bit her lip, holding back her protests before she finally nodded shortly and ushered the rest of the eagle-kin into the small hut.

      “If we haven’t returned by midday tomorrow, then head home.”

      She couldn’t hold back any longer. “We won’t leave without you.”

      “If that happens, it is likely I had to use my powers before we could make it back to you, so I will need you to find your own way home. Can you do that?” I looked her straight in the eyes as I asked the question.

      “I understand, Master. We will wait until then for your return. If you are not back by then, we will head out,” she repeated the order, letting me know she understood.

      While I didn’t want to leave without them, I couldn’t deny the possibility of such an outcome. We still didn’t know the state of the city, so there might not be many options for escape once inside Trimi’s walls. I also knew that bringing the eagle-kin with us would only create more problems when we tried to enter the city, so I didn’t see any other choice but to keep them out of sight.

      With their cooperation confirmed, I started thinking about our own plan to reach my sister’s house within the city. I wasn’t sure we could enter through the front gate, even if we went on foot, and I didn’t want to chance being detained and presented to the Dragon King if my identity was discovered. We would have to sneak in—it was the only way to ensure we remained uninhibited by the guards before we could reach Lidia.

      I led the group on a roundabout way to the city walls, our senses on high alert as we kept watch for anything that might give away our position. While a long walk, the trip was uneventful, and eventually we reached the edge of the city, the wall still blocking our entrance inside.

      I stared up the stone wall, the ledge high above us, thinking of the best way to get everyone over it. A blur of motion caught my attention, and I watched as Eve ran up the stone surface. Her body skittered back and forth, finding the footholds within the stones. In a matter of seconds, she was on top of the wall. She directed her gaze down at us, as if wondering whether we would come.

      Shielding my eyes from the sun, I searched for the cracks that she had used to maneuver herself up the wall but found the path daunting, fully aware I would fall on my ass if I tried to mimic her movements. Instead, I knocked on the stone structure, testing its thickness. I wondered what it would take to make a hole in the wall.

      As I weighed my options, Eve practically jumped back toward us, her fingertips catching the ledge before she fell to the ground.

      “What’s wrong?” Susanna questioned in a whispered shout, her eyes glued to Eve’s form as she held her position firmly on the wall.

      “Guard,” she responded simply, her voice hushed, before peeking her head over the ledge to assess the situation. “It’s clear,” she told us, climbing back onto the wall.

      Kiel was the next person to think of a plan for scaling the wall, his back to the stone as he held his hands out in front of him, his fingers interlocking. He nodded to his brother, who ran in his direction and planted his foot firmly in Kiel’s hands. When Joel's boot met Kiel’s palms, Kiel thrust his arms upward, sending his brother into the air. Eve draped her body over the wall, her arms outstretched so that she could catch Joel as he propelled toward her.

      Joel reached his arms out as he jumped, his foot hitting the stone wall for leverage before his hand grasped Eve’s forearm. Using her full body weight, she pulled him up just enough to get his hand to the edge of the wall, a forceful grunt escaping her mouth from the effort. With his brother now secure at the top of the wall, Kiel pointed to Susanna next, signaling for her to accept the lift.

      She smirked, accepting the challenge before running full speed at the waiting Kiel. Her body flew even higher than Joel’s, both Eve and Joel waiting to catch her arms and lift her onto the wall.

      “Your turn, Master Trevor,” Kiel said when only the two of us remained on the ground.

      “I’ll find my own way up, thanks,” I denied the offer as I eyed the ledge, hoping another plan to scale the wall would come to me. “What about you?” I questioned, not sure I could help the leopard-kin in the same way he had helped the others.

      Although shorter than me, his muscle mass was admirable, so I was sure he had a good fifty pounds on me.

      “Don’t you worry about me.” He grinned, walking in the opposite direction of the wall.

      As he walked away, I decided to try using my fire magic to assist me. Reaching for the ruby’s power, I created a steady stream of fire from my hands, keeping them pointed toward the ground. The denser I made the fire—the stronger the power—the higher I moved into the air. I used the force to ascend to the top of the wall, the maneuver becoming easier to control the longer it was in use.

      Just as I came up to the ledge, Eve alerted us in a hushed tone. “Guard!” she whispered, throwing off my concentration.

      The fire dispersed and I began to fall, but my hand just barely grasped the ledge, stopping my body from free-falling back to the ground. Eve peeked over the wall, subtly watching as the guard left her line of sight and returned to the other side of his designated route. She gave us the all-clear, and everyone pulled themselves up onto the ledge. Kiel, who was quite a distance away by now, watched us resume our positions. He gave a questioning thumbs up, asking if all was clear on our end, ready to resume his attempt to scale the wall.

      Joel returned the gesture and Kiel took to all fours, sprinting directly toward the solid stone structure. He ran at full speed, and just when I thought he would crash into the wall, his trajectory changed, the leopard-kin somehow running up the wall toward our position. His brother reached his hand out to help ease him onto the ledge, but his fast pace made it difficult to stop. Kiel bowled into us, knocking Eve clean off the wall and into the city below.

      “Motherfucker,” Eve hissed, her hands dragging down the wall as she attempted to soften her fall.

      The crash must have alerted the nearby guard because he came running back, his spear at the ready even though his face told a different story.

      “Intruder!” His voice cracked as he tried to sound the alarm, his eyes so fixated on Eve that I don’t even think he noticed the rest of us on the wall. “You—you’re coming with me,” he announced, walking toward Eve.

      I stifled a chuckle at the boy’s expense. His efforts to sound in control made me wonder just how long he’d been on the force—he did seem awfully young.

      I pushed the irrelevant questions aside, realizing that we were about to be caught. I hopped from the wall, landing on the smaller guard. The guard wasn’t expecting an attack to come from the sky—and with no defenses raised—he took the full extent of my attack as well as my body weight. He was knocked out cold.

      “Nice save, Master Trevor,” Eve said with a smile, dusting the dirt off her shorts as she stood.

      “Sorry about that,” Kiel said, landing in between the fallen guard and Eve. His expression revealed no real remorse for his near blunder.

      “Just hide the body,” I told him, not wanting the other guards to be put on alert if they found the boy in his unconscious state.

      He nodded, hoisting the guard over his shoulder before searching for a place to stash the body. I knew killing him was probably the safer option, but I wasn’t entirely sure which side he was on, so I wanted to refrain from making any split-second judgment calls. I only hoped we would reach my sister before he regained his consciousness, escaped his hiding spot, and could alert the other guards around the city.

      “All taken care of, Master Trevor,” Kiel said as he returned to our group, not bothering to disclose where he stashed the guard.

      “Good,” I acknowledged his efforts before returning my focus to the mission. “Remember our goal. Don’t draw too much attention to ourselves. This is an in-and-out mission. If we can make it back to the shack, great. If not, we’ll leave from Lidia’s house. Let’s go.” I made sure everyone was on the same page before we headed toward the center of the city. The alleyways, although a bit cramped, were surprisingly devoid of people.

      Peeking my head around the corner of a building, I gazed out into an open area in the middle of town. A man hung from a noose on the stage in the middle of the square. While I hadn’t met any of Nathanael’s brothers, the man resembled him, looking as if Nathanael had aged a decade or so. The death of the viscount made one thing clear. The rumors surrounding Trimi were true—it was now under Telfi’s control.

      A shadow fell over the square, our party looking up instinctively to see what would cast such a huge presence over the town. We all crouched back into the alleyway when our eyes fell on a medium-sized dragon gliding above the area. Its burnt orange scales quickly passed over the square, continuing its leisurely flight as it patrolled from the skies.

      I waved for the others to follow me back into the narrower part of the streets, not wanting to chance being seen by the flying scout. I led the others toward Lidia’s house, taking a few unnecessary detours along the way, my sense of direction a bit skewed by the alternate route. Finally, I saw Lidia’s little cottage in the distance, the white stone shining like a beacon in the cluster of houses. I wanted to hurry and find my sister, but something kept me from sprinting for the doorway.

      I eyed the brown wooden doorway, waiting for something to happen. Just when I was convinced it was my own paranoia keeping me from reaching our goal, the door swung open, and a finely dressed young man with an overly ornate hat exited into the street. He waited until the door shut behind him, then scribbled something on a piece of rolled up parchment he carried and headed to the next door.

      We waited as he knocked on the door, those inside finally opening up after about the tenth knock. When he was invited inside, I signaled to the others, all five of us rushing for Lidia’s cottage. I struck the door hurriedly, my eyes still on the neighbor’s entry way. When no answer came, my pounding became desperate.

      “Alright, enough already. I heard you the first time. What do you want now?” A familiar voice came from inside the house, Lidia sounding annoyed—if not a little bit angry.

      The door swung open, Lidia’s sour expression immediately softening when she saw me standing outside.

      “Trevor!” she said with surprise. “You shouldn’t be here.” Her excited tone shifted to one of worry as she snuck a peek into the street, eyes searching for the man who had just left her house.

      Even as she tried to sound concerned about our presence in Trimi, her expression didn’t match her words. The smile on her face revealed her true feelings—she was happy to see me.

      “Quick, come inside.” She ushered us in, rushing to close the door once everyone passed the threshold.

      When we were all in the living space, Lidia held a finger to her lips, making sure we were all silent as if the walls had ears.

      When she felt satisfied that no one was listening, she gave me a stern gaze and asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to get you,'' I told her honestly. I wanted to pack up Lidia and her family’s belongings and return to Arenia Harbor as quickly as possible.

      “You came all this way to get me?” she questioned, as if it wasn't the most natural thing in the world.

      “When I heard the rumors about Telfi taking over Trimi, I couldn't just sit still with you on the frontlines. I know you probably don't want to leave your house or your life here in Trimi, but I really do think you will be safer in my harbor. Even if it's just until things calm down—I'm not leaving here without you.” I tried to explain my reasoning in a way she would understand.

      “Trust me, I don't need convincing.” Lidia held up her hands in surrender, already on board with my plan. “It hasn't even been a week, and the Dragon King is already talking about necessary sacrifices for the good of the kingdom. He insists that each household offers up one woman to carry his child. There's no way in hell I'm doing that,” she said with a look of sheer disgust displayed on her face.

      “He’s forcing women to bear his children?” I repeated, thinking I had heard her incorrectly.

      I must have had a similar look on my face when I asked the question, because she immediately responded, “Exactly, he’s insane.” She shook her head in understanding. “Pete’s already making arrangements to sneak us out of the city, so you came at the perfect time. A few days later and we would have been gone, captured—or killed for trying to escape,” she said in a serious tone, fully prepared for whatever the outcome would have been. “Our stuff is already packed.” She pointed to a cluster of bags in the corner of the room.

      I exhaled, feeling like a weight had lifted from my shoulders. Despite the state of Trimi, Lidia was safe, and she’d easily agreed to come back home with me. Now the only thing left to do was to escape the city without getting caught.

      “Where is Pete?'' I asked, realizing the house seemed pretty quiet.

      “He went to meet with the smuggler who had agreed to sneak us past the gate. He should be home soon.”

      “And the kids?”

      “Napping.”

      “Good,” I responded, needing everyone present so we could leave as soon as Pete returned.

      Walking to the window, I peered out from behind the curtain, just in time to see the man leave from the neighbor’s house.

      “Who was the man that left your house before we came?” I questioned, wondering if he would be as much of a problem as he seemed.

      “That was a census tracker. He was preparing the documents on how many people lived in each house—and how many were women of those numbers.”

      “So, essentially he's the one who will tell Telfi how many women he will need to impregnate,'' I said out loud, letting the concept sink in.

      “Pretty much,” she replied without hesitation.

      Knowing the information the man was collecting, I wanted to steal and destroy all of his papers—and him along with them. While burning the list of names would not necessarily stop Telfi’s plans, it would at least slow him down to some degree. As I watched him knock on the next door in the line of houses, I considered whether destroying a house in an attempt to eliminate him and his documents would be overkill. I decided against it, of course. After all, a blaze erupting among the housing district was not a good way to remain inconspicuous.

      “I’m glad you’re safe,” I said, turning back to Lidia. I hadn’t realized how dire her situation was.

      “Thanks for coming,” she responded to my sincerity without making a joke.

      With nothing to do but wait, we all took a seat in her living room as I filled her in on what had happened in the last couple of months. Once my story was complete, she recounted her own, recounting how unexpectedly Telfi had invaded, the viscount not standing a chance against him. An hour later and the front door swung open, three people rushing inside.

      One was Pete, who quickly looked out the window to ensure they weren’t followed, his rainbow eyes shining as they caught the sunlight streaming in. The second was a boy who looked to be around sixteen, his face familiar although I couldn’t remember from where I recognized him. He immediately slunk into the corner of the room, his black hair hanging down over his eyes. The third and final guest was a young woman—probably in her twenties—with rich brown hair disheveled about her head.

      She eyed the people in the room with a look that told me she wanted to run from the house, but something far more fearsome kept her tethered in place.

      “Pete, thank the Lord,” Lidia said in an exhale, rushing over to give him a hug once he assured us it was safe.

      Pete hugged his wife, his eyes meeting mine. “Trevor!” Pete said, acknowledging my presence in the room. “When did you get here?”

      “About an hour ago.” I humored the conversation, clasping his offered forearm. “I don’t think I need to tell you why I’m here.” I cut to the point, wanting to be out of this town as soon as possible.

      “Rumors spread that far already? Well, I guess I should be thankful for that,” he replied, showing his appreciation for my sudden appearance. “I hope you don’t mind if a couple more come with us.” He gestured at the two in the corner, who both stood awkwardly and looked as though they wanted to be anywhere but here.

      I didn’t mind, but that didn’t mean I would let them come along without knowing who they were. “Depends.” I raised an eyebrow in question. “Who do we have here?” I directed my question at the two strangers, but I figured Pete would answer regardless of my intentions. I was right.

      “This is Rudie. He had agreed to smuggle Lidia, me and the kids out of Trimi. You know, before you arrived.” He gestured to the woman next. “And this is Joline. She was in the midst of escaping from her ‘sacrificial duties’ when we found her—I asked her to come with us.”

      “What about your family?” I asked the girl, wondering if she would have any regrets about leaving someone behind.

      When she didn’t say anything, I asked Pete instead, hoping he could fill in the blanks. He shrugged his shoulders, giving me nothing to go on.

      “I can’t help someone if I don’t know if they exist. Do you even want to come with us?” I used a stern tone, knowing that once we left, I wouldn’t be making a second trip.

      “The—there’s no one,” she replied meekly. “My father died before the takeover, and my husband left me long ago—so it’s just me. Please, let me come with you. I…can’t do what the king is asking of me.” She placed a soft hand on her stomach, looking at it longingly.

      “There are plenty of refugees in Arenia Harbor. You’ll be welcome there.” I smiled slightly, trying to reassure her of her choice to flee from the Dragon King.

      “Thank you, kind sir.” She bowed slightly to show her appreciation then took a step back, as if trying to escape the spotlight.

      “So, what about you?” I addressed the boy next, needing to know if he was serious about coming with us. “You were hired to smuggle four people out of the city, or were you just trying to escape yourself?”

      The kid stared at the ground so hard I thought he’d burn a hole through it, his mouth sealed shut.

      “Well? Out with it,” I pressed, needing a response before our plan could continue.

      He mumbled something too low to hear, so I stepped toward him, his body jumping slightly as I approached.

      “I can’t hear you if you mumble like that. Tell me boy, are you looking to escape the city?” I asked again, hoping to press him into answering.

      When he still didn’t speak, I decided that he was hiding something from me and everyone else in the room, so I needed to take a closer look. With my ability to gauge the magical capabilities of others, I examined his body with a more discerning eye. What I discovered was startling, and his silence suddenly made perfect sense. I was finally able to remember where I had seen him before; He was Siofra’s half-brother—Telfi’s son. Reaching for the power of the gem, I created a blade of fire in my hands, pointing the weapon at Rudie’s throat.

      “Woah, Trevor! He’s just a little shy, give him a minute,” Pete said, coming to the boy’s defense. My team reached for their weapons, ready to come to mine if needed.

      “Why is a dragon trying to smuggle humans out of a town now ruled by one of his own?” I asked unflinchingly, the boy’s black heart clearly visible with the use of my magic sight.

      “Please!” Rudie protested. His hair moved aside as he lifted his head, revealing his striking green eyes. “I’m not a dragon—I just want to be free,” he pleaded, avoiding the question.

      “I don’t believe you,” I responded, his black heart discrediting his statement.

      “Okay, I do have dragon blood, but I can’t transform. I didn’t inherit my father’s power. I decided to leave on my own when my father started making ridiculous demands of the women in the city. I thought I could at least do some good and help a few people escape the fate that’s waiting for them in Trimi. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. Please, believe me.”

      That, I did believe. Not the part about him not being a dragon—that was bullshit—but I could hear in his voice how desperate he was to escape from his father’s corrupt ways.

      “You may not have reached maturity yet, but there is no denying that you are a dragon. How can I trust your word?” I didn’t really expect an answer, knowing that the kid probably didn’t even remember who I was, but I wanted to test him a little—to see where his heart truly lay.

      “How are you so sure?” he asked. “I have no markings, no indicators, and even I won’t know if I am a dragon until I’m at least eighteen. So why do you speak as though you know my future?” He clung to my words, demanding I tell him what I knew.

      I let the blade in my hand dissipate and tapped his chest with my finger.

      “Your heart,” I told him. “Believe it or not, it knows long before you if you have the potential to be a dragon. You do. The question is, what will you do with that power?”

      “I…I don’t want to be like my father,” he answered, his eyes shining brightly as he looked me straight in the eyes. “I haven’t thought much about my future, but I know that for sure. I will never become like him. That’s why I’m trying to leave. Nineteen is the age he usually releases us from the academy, but I can’t wait that long. I have seen too many of my friends—my half-siblings—corrupted by his teachings, and I can’t stand to be in that environment any longer. I won’t risk my sanity. I don’t know what answer you want to hear, but that is the truth.”

      I smiled, fluffing his black hair. “Good answer.”

      He looked at me with shock, a small smile appearing on his face. “Does that mean I can come with you?” he asked a bit apprehensively, still afraid I would tell him no.

      “You can come with us. I think Siofra would be happy to see you as well,” I told him, earning a confused stare.

      He thought about my words, and slowly the confusion turned to understanding when he finally remembered my face.

      “You’re the man that was with my sister at the academy.” I nodded to confirm his statement. “Thank you, sir, for agreeing to take me with you. I promise to repay your kindness in the future.” He bowed so low I thought his nose would touch his knees, the boy clearly grateful to no longer be in charge of his own escape.

      “You can call me Master Mage Trevor, or just Master Trevor. I hope you remember the words you spoke today, and do your best to create a future for yourself that you can be proud of,” I said, gesturing for him to stand up.

      “Mommy?” A little voice broke the tension in the air, all eyes turning to see Harmony standing on the stairs, a stuffed animal tucked under her arm.

      “Hello, sweetheart. Did you have a good nap?” Lidia said in a high-pitched tone, heading over to pick up the little girl.

      Safe in her mother’s arms, Harmony inspected the people in the room, a smile spreading across her face when she saw me.

      “Uncle Trevor!” she exclaimed, the excitement in her voice contagious.

      I walked over to give her a hug, my worries about the newcomers forgotten.

      “Are you ready to come and stay with me for a while?” I asked her, hoping her parents had already explained the situation to her in a way she would understand.

      She nodded enthusiastically, no hint of fear over the situation of her hometown in her expression.

      “Good. I can’t wait for you to see my castle. You will have your own room and everything,” I promised, keeping the mood light.

      “Graham too?” she asked, already thinking about her new room.

      “Graham too,” I told her, patting her gently on the head. “Alright.” I clapped my hands together, getting everyone’s attention. “If there’s nothing else, we should be on our way.” I moved to grab the luggage from the corner of the room.

      With the size of the group having increased, the safest bet was to leave straight from Lidia’s living room. I felt a bit guilty leaving Ciyin and the others to get home on their own, but I didn’t want to risk us being spotted returning to the small shack in the farming district. I knew she was capable of leading the rest of the eagle-kin home, so I trusted her to uphold her duties.

      Lidia gave Pete a look, and he headed upstairs, presumably to grab the still sleeping Graham. A few minutes later, Pete returned with a bundle in his arms, Graham looking much bigger than the last time I’d seen him.

      “Everyone must hold hands and touch whatever you’d like to come with us,” I instructed the group, making sure all of their belongings would make the trip with us.

      The affirming nods told me that everyone was ready, so I concentrated on the gem, feeding my emotions through it to channel the magic. The stone shone brightly, the light flickering momentarily before going out, the gem returning to its red hue.

      “What happened? Shouldn’t we be out of this hellhole by now?” Lidia questioned, her tone desperate when she realized my plan had failed.

      I tried once again to invoke the power of the gem, but like the first time, the magic started strong before quickly fizzling out.

      “There must not be enough energy left to transport the whole group,” I said aloud, realizing it had been a while since I’d replenished the gem’s energy stores.

      “What does that mean? Are we stuck here?” Lidia asked as her mind started to spiral.

      I could see her going through alternate plans in her head, refusing to give up on the idea of leaving the city. The plan hadn’t changed--we would still escape from Trimi--I just needed to find a way to replenish the power of the gem, and then we would be back on track.

      Before anyone could say anything—no one wanting to voice their negative outlook on our situation—a loud knock came from the front door, the person pounding as though they wanted to bust the door down. We all froze at the unfriendly sound.

      “Open up—by order of the King!” the man on the other side bellowed.

      Lidia waved us into the kitchen, hiding us from view of the front door. When we were all around the corner, she put her hand on the door knob, double-checking to make sure everyone was hidden.

      “I know you are in there! It is a crime to falsify the number in your household.” Another loud bang vibrated through the wood, the man’s voice irate as he tried to get Lidia to open the door.

      She exhaled deeply, not wanting to comply, but feeling as though she had no choice.

      “How can I help you, good sir?” she asked as the door swung open, the forced pleasantries showing in the tone of her voice.

      “Ahem.” The man with the fancy hat cleared his throat, trying to peek past Lidia into the house. “It has been brought to my attention that several additional people have entered this residence. They must be accounted for on the census. Procure them immediately or your household will be subject to a forced search and seizure.” He spoke in an overly formal manner, holding himself in an upright position as he tried to match Lidia’s height.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lidia shrugged her shoulders, trying to feign ignorance.

      “Even if that is true, I cannot disregard what I was told. I must search your home again,” he demanded, attempting to push past Lidia and into the living space.

      “Wait! Is that really necessary?” she questioned. She tried to stop his forward motion, but he wasn’t having it.

      Finally, Lidia gave in, stepping aside for the man to enter. Her sudden movement caused the man to nearly trip over himself as he walked into the room. He cleared his throat once again, trying to play off the fact that he nearly fell. His eyes searched the room, scrutinizing whether anything seemed out of place from the last time he’d entered the house.

      “Going somewhere?” he questioned, catching sight of the luggage that was now set on the living room couch.

      “Just to visit some friends in the city,” Lidia lied, knowing the truth would get her arrested.

      His eyes narrowed, judging whether he believed her or not.

      “Where do they live in the city? What are their names? I’ve probably been by their house by now.” He prodded her, trying to catch her in a lie.

      I could tell Lidia was fuming, even from my hiding place in the kitchen, the man’s line of questioning clearly revealing his distrust of her.

      “The Kalics from the market district. They recently had a baby, and we were going to give them a hand as they settled into their new life,” Lidia responded so smoothly I almost believed her myself.

      “Mm-hmm,” the man mumbled, considering her words.

      Just when I thought we were clear, he went rogue, making a beeline for the kitchen.

      “I know someone else is hiding in here. I wouldn’t have received that warning otherwise.” He pushed past Lidia. His gaze met Rudie’s when he crossed the threshold into the kitchen, eyes widening in recognition. “Rudie? What are you doing here? This isn’t your section. And why are you hiding like you’ve done something wrong?”

      I couldn’t sit still any longer. Rudie’s presence made the man question everything, and it was only a matter of time before he figured out our plan. As his eyebrows furrowed in realization that something was amiss, I sprung from my position in the corner. My hand covered the man's face as I slammed him into the wall behind him.

      “It’s nothing personal,” I told him before letting the power of the gem flow through me and into him, burning him from the inside out.

      My hand muffled his screams of pain, and in less than a minute, he fell to the kitchen floor, his life orb hovering over him. I pulled the energy into the ruby around my neck, suddenly grateful for the man’s reappearance.

      “Let’s try this again,” I said to the group, stepping over his lifeless body as I moved back to the open space the living room provided.

      Pete shielded Harmony’s eyes as he carried her past the dead body and toward the couch, hoping to spare her from the sight of the boiled corpse. I gestured for everyone to hold hands once again, and the group quickly grabbed the hand of the person next to them, Pete and Lidia making sure their belongings would also make the trip home.

      “Alright. I hope this is enough power,” I mumbled to myself as I glanced down at the gem.

      Letting my emotions fill the ruby, I felt its power course through me, enveloping our group. My eyes closed unconsciously as I concentrated, and when I opened them again, I stared down the long hallway towards the doorway back to Earth. When everyone was present and accounted for, I reopened the door to Lornia, our entry point having changed to my castle courtyard in Arenia Harbor.

      One by one, the escaped inhabitants of Trimi entered into my land, the barren courtyard awaiting them. I led from the front, stepping onto the hard ground first with the rest of the members of our group trailing behind me. When the last person stepped into my territory, the doorway between the worlds disappeared, putting everyone at ease. They had finally escaped Telfi’s grasp.

      As we stood in the open garden area, breathing in the cold evening air, a shiver ran down my spine, the atmosphere suddenly shifting as an ominous feeling overtook us. My eyes scanned the area for any enemies nearby, the heavy feeling in the air leading me to expect an attack at any moment. Despite being ready for an incoming strike, nothing happened, the courtyard appearing empty save for our small group.

      I tried to shake off the uneasy feeling. I wanted to reassure the others that we were safe, but the pressure increased the longer we remained in the enclosed space. Hoping to escape the suffocating atmosphere, I ushered the group toward the door that led to the interior of the castle. Leading the way, I was the first to enter the castle.

      What awaited me behind those doors was a line of soldiers, each staring intently at the courtyard doors, unsure about what would come through them. My eyes met with a soldier’s on the front line, and I saw his body visibly relax, my presence somehow alleviating the tension he had felt moments earlier.

      ’What's going on? Are we under attack?” I questioned the soldiers, immediately fearing the worst as my eyes shifted over the line of men and women, hoping someone had an answer.

      Siofra stepped forward, the crowd parting to allow her passage, her demeanor flustered as she made her way toward me.

      “Master Trevor! You’re back?” she asked, as if slightly bewildered by the question. “I thought for sure I—” Something caught her gaze, making her lose her train of thought. “You!” She pointed past me, her focus now trained on something else.

      With a determined step, she made her way past myself, Joel and Eve, toward one of the new members of our group. I guessed I should have seen it coming.

      “What are you doing here?” she questioned with a stern expression, looking as though a fight might break out at any moment. “Master, he is on their side!” she stated with determination, believing every word she said.

      “Sister, please. I'm not—I just…” Rudie tried to persuade his sister, but he couldn’t find the right words.

      It didn't seem like Siofra wanted to listen to anything he said, even if his pleas had made any sense.

      “No wonder I felt another dragon’s presence so close to the harbor,” Siofra said through gritted teeth, an intensity surrounding her like an aura of rage and fire that radiated from her body.

      Her eyes began to glow red, a heat coming from her small frame, her magic power seeping from her pores.

      “Siofra!” I said in a commanding tone, drawing her attention my way.

      When her eyes met mine, her body relaxed, the power dissipating as quickly as it had come.

      “Master Trevor, this is a—”

      I held up my hand to stop her from explaining.

      “I know, Siofra—he’s your brother and a dragon. I am well aware of that fact, and I still brought him with us. He claims to want nothing to do with his—and your—father’s plans to rule Lornia. When he said he wanted to help, I believed him, so I let him come with us. I hope you can understand that.”

      Her gaze softened, and she turned to look at her brother, searching for the truth in his eyes. With the notion of them being enemies no longer hanging over her head, she addressed her brother properly this time, willing to believe her brother’s words.

      “Is that true?” she questioned, her expression turning hopeful.

      “Yes, Sister. I just want to help.” After a brief moment of silence passed between them, he added, “Please believe me.”

      She smiled softly before wrapping her arms around her little brother. With her mouth muffled by his fluffy black hair, she mumbled, “Don’t make me regret this.” She squeezed him a little tighter before finally releasing him, taking a good look at everyone who had returned from Trimi.

      Now that the tension had faded, she greeted Lidia, Pete, Graham and Harmony. Despite the circumstances, it was a joyful reunion.

      “Are you angry, Master?” Siofra asked in a hushed tone, inching closer to me as the others recounted our trip back from Trimi to some of the soldiers.

      “Angry?” I questioned, unsure what she was referring to.

      “I had all of the soldiers at attention, ready to fight whatever came through those doors. I felt someone with dragon blood near, and I just reacted…I’m sorry.” She sounded upset, but I quickly put an end to her worries.

      “I’m not upset. If anything, I am impressed you managed to assemble the soldiers so quickly. It was if you were waiting for something to happen.”

      As I spoke the words, I realized there hadn’t been enough time for her to organize a line of soldiers stationed outside the courtyard. I was missing something.

      “What are you not telling me?” I pulled her away from the commotion, needing to hear her response clearly.

      She fiddled with her hands a bit—whatever news she’d learned likely not something I wanted to hear—before pulling out a missive from the pocket of her pants.

      “This arrived shortly after you departed for Trimi. This is why the soldiers were ready and waiting. It’s why I was so quick to pick up on Rudie’s presence.”

      I held her gaze as she spoke, then turned my attention to the missive and unfolded the crumpled parchment. It—of course—was from Telfi, but this time it did not ask for Arenia Harbor’s cooperation or surrender. Instead, it informed the reader that an envoy—one of the dragon variety—would be visiting the harbor shortly. While their word choice suggested they sought some kind of treaty or compromise, I knew that Telfi wouldn’t settle for less than total submission.

      Best-case scenario, they planned to subtly threaten Siofra and the other ladies of the castle into accepting Telfi’s rule. In the worst case, they would attack under the guise of a peaceful meeting. No matter what he had planned, we would be ready.

    

  







            Arenia Harbor

          

          

      

    

    






71ST DAY OF THE 1ST YEAR OF KING TELFI’S REIGN

        

      

    

    
      After arriving back in Arenia Harbor, I buckled down on training my soldiers, keeping a group on duty around the clock. No matter when Telfi decided to strike, we wouldn’t be caught off guard. Lidia and Pete settled in quickly, Pete offering to help prepare for the coming war in any way he could.

      While I appreciated his enthusiasm, I knew my sister would never forgive me if I allowed him to risk his life on the front lines and something happened to him. Instead, I relieved the guard that took orders from Zara, letting Pete fill the role. While fighting was off the table, preparing the weapons was still an important job, and one he seemed to excel at. Lidia, on the other hand, decided to help out in the kitchen, looking to Lianna for guidance. Libby offered to play babysitter while the two were busy earning their keep in the castle, the bear-kin happy to make use of her maternal instincts.

      Joline was also put to work, applying her talents in sewing and making clothes. This didn't prove incredibly useful for training, but it certainly kept the soldiers and people of our port well-dressed. Rudie joined the war effort as well, eager to solidify his stance against Telfi’s reign. He held no qualms about fighting against his half-siblings if the situation required it, vowing to remain on our side no matter the outcome.

      Even though he wasn't a fully matured dragon—meaning he wasn’t yet capable of transforming into his dragon form—his strength still outmatched that of a human. At the young age of sixteen, he easily held his own against soldiers much older than him. Once he received training under Norlan and Alexi, he would prove to be a formidable asset to our team.

      Siofra saw the potential in her brother as well and didn’t hesitate to propose using his abilities in the coming war. The night after we arrived back at the castle, she came to see me in my bedroom quarters, a small knock sounding on the door. I called out for her to enter, and she walked into the room, a thick blanket draped over her shoulder. When she stepped into the soft lighting, she dropped the covering, revealing a white negligee, the material so sheer you could see her skin underneath it.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, I beckoned for her to come closer, the sight of her wrapped in the thin fabric already rousing my lower half.

      “Wait,” she said in a hushed tone, driving me mad with desire. “There's something I'd like to discuss first.” She inched a little closer, teasing me until I agreed to her terms.

      How she thought I could concentrate on anything but her curves bewildered me, but I did my best, watching her lips as she spoke.

      “I know I was against my brother being here at the very beginning, but now that Rudie is in the castle—now that we have another person with dragon blood that can stand up against Telfi—we need to utilize both our powers in order to win this war.”

      “I am glad you were able to accept him being here so quickly,” I responded, thankful she didn’t hold a grudge. “Rudie already offered to help us, so he plans to use his power to support our territory,” I told her. Per my understanding, he would take part in our coming battle.

      ’That's not what I meant, Master Trevor. I was hoping that you could help him evolve more quickly—like you did with me, when I first transformed into my dragon form.” She explained her thought process, hoping we would be on the same page.

      “I thought dragons had to reach a certain age to manifest their dragon persona?” I asked, having limited knowledge of the dragon race. “I helped you, yes, but only because I could provide you with something you were lacking. The magic that your heart needed to connect with your dragon blood—I was able to provide that. But for your brother, that magic is already there. From what I can tell, he will reach his potential without any outside help. I don’t know when that will be, but it will definitely happen in the future.”

      “But what if it could happen sooner?” Siofra moved to sit beside me on the bed, her hand resting on my thigh. “What if we didn’t have to wait until he was eighteen or nineteen or twenty—whenever his body and mind deem him ready. If we could have another dragon on our side, that would make a world of difference when Telfi comes with his own dragons, don’t you think?”

      “You’re not wrong. We could certainly use the help, but I think you brought up a point against your argument, even if you didn’t realize it yourself. If we were to force him into his transformation, we don’t know if his body and mind are ready for the change. That could lead to a terrible outcome—one we couldn’t take back.”

      “It was hard, but I managed to come back to you. He’s strong—I have faith that he’d be able to pull it off,” she countered, remembering her own experience.

      “It was different for you. You were older, and your transformation would have never happened naturally. What if we start his transition, and he’s unable to control the power, or he loses himself and flies off to be a wild, uncontrolled beast?”

      “That won’t happen—we won’t let that happen.”

      “We can’t know that for sure. If it did happen, then we would lose the power of a dragon, and we wouldn’t have the help of a human with dragon-blood fueled strength either.”

      Siofra pouted, understanding my point of view, but still hoping I would change my mind. I shook my head, determined for her to see all of the potential risks if I did what she asked of me. Realizing this wasn’t a conversation she would win, her hand trailed up my thigh, gravitating toward my groin. I grabbed her hand with mine, interlocking our fingers before pushing her down on the bed, her arm raised over her head. She looked up at me seductively, her full lips begging to be kissed.

      I leaned in, giving in to the temptation, the conversation forgotten. Pressing her hand into the mattress of the bed, I kissed her deeply, my tongue exploring her mouth. A moan escaped her lips, her free hand gripping at my clothes as she tried to pull me in closer. Releasing her from my hold, I moved off of her just long enough to remove my shirt.

      She reached out for me from her place on the bed, and I moved back into her arms. My hands trailed up her thigh, her legs wrapping around my body as I leaned into her, kissing her neck.

      “Master,” she moaned, my member stiffening in response.

      Her nails raked down my chest, a lustful smirk on her face. She reached my groin, her hands slipping into my pants. Wrapping her small hands around my shaft, she gently teased me, her thumb drawing small circles on the tip. When she saw I was enjoying her efforts, she removed her hands and lightly pushed me back.

      I followed her lead, letting myself fall to the bed as our positions changed. I helped her remove my pants, her intentions clear, and then my length was inside her warm mouth. With one hand wrapped around the base of my penis, she stroked it slowly, her hand and mouth moving in sync. Her tongue danced inside her mouth, sending sparks of pleasure through my body.

      Feeling as though I wouldn’t last much longer, I reached for her hand and stopped her movements. After gaining her attention, I pulled her on top of me before rolling us over. Looking down at her, I stroked her hair, laying light kisses on her forehead, her cheeks, her collarbone—until I reached her hips. I slipped her white panties off her body, her hips lifting to ease the process. And then I returned the favor, my tongue entering her most intimate part.

      She buried her fingers in my hair, encouraging my actions as her hips swayed unconsciously. Sucking on her clit, I brought her to the edge of ecstasy, her moans telling me when I was in the right spot. When she was close I teased her, gently licking her opening. Her hands pulled on my hair as the pleasure washed over her.

      Her body begged for climax, so I focused once again on her sweet spot. I helped her finish, her body trembling in pleasure. She sighed, releasing her hold on my hair, her body savoring the feeling as she relaxed onto the mattress. I moved up her body, burying my face in her neck, gently biting her as I slipped my length into her entrance.

      She moaned as I went inside her, the sensitivity heightened, and I started moving, the rhythm slowly increasing. My hands cupped her breasts, squeezing them gently, while my thrusts kept getting stronger, the pleasure building toward climax. Just as I felt my member twitch in ecstasy, I pulled my length from inside her. Finishing on her stomach, a grunt of pleasure accompanied the act.

      I collapsed beside her, Siofra snuggling in close with her hand resting on my chest. She drew small circles on my skin, both of us bathing in the afterglow. I knew it would be a long night when she leaned in and nibbled on my ear, letting me know she was ready for round two. The small act ignited my desire once again, my lower half rising up to meet the challenge.

      We spent the rest of the night wrapped up in our desires, leaving the hardships we would face for another day. This night was for us—and I wasn’t about to ruin a good thing.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The dragon Telfi’s letter spoke of attacked one week later, confirming our worst fears about the threatening visitor. In the early morning hours, an alarm bell chimed, the night watch spotting something in the distance. We barely had time to throw on our clothes, let alone assemble the soldiers, before the beast was upon us.

      The castle inhabitants gathered in the foyer of the estate, unsure of which direction the attack would come. I headed out the front door and while waiting for the soldiers to convene, spotted the dragon in the distance. Its speed was incredible as it flew toward our location. In less than a minute, the beast closed in on the castle, launching a giant fireball straight for the center of the building.

      I raised my arms, fueling my gem as I released its power and made a fireball of my own. Working as quickly as I could, the orb of fire materialized, and I thrust it in the direction of the dragon’s attack. The ball wasn’t quite big enough to cancel out the attack completely—the monster's natural firepower needed much less time and effort to create such a large attack. Still, my orb struck the blast, altering its trajectory.

      While I managed to save a good portion of the building with the quick counter, the condensed fire still hit the side of the castle, causing extensive damage. The dragon swooped down to the ground, as though preparing to fire again. Instead it landed, a dozen people hopping off its back.

      “We are here to speak to the owner of this castle,” a man dressed in a white robe bellowed, acting as though he didn’t just blow a hole in my house.

      He side-eyed my soldiers as they came rushing to stand at attention behind me, waiting impatiently for my answer.

      “You’re speaking to him,” I seethed, ready to disintegrate every single one of them.

      The only reason I restrained myself was because of the dragon who stared daggers at me. Its head hovered close to the ground as smoke billowed from its nostrils, ready to take out my whole castle if necessary. The man in white hemmed and hawed, pulling a piece of parchment from the wide sleeve of his robe. He eyed the document with a serious expression on his face, his posture surprisingly relaxed for someone who had essentially just declared war on our harbor.

      “Where is Siofra?” he questioned after deliberating to himself.

      “Why should I tell you?” I snapped back, still bitter about the hole in my castle.

      He glared before raising his hand, the dragon following it until it sat at its full height. “This is my brother Nigel. One word from me, and everyone in this puny little port town will perish—you will be no exception. Now, I am looking for Siofra, daughter of Telfi and my half-sister. She is the one controlling this port, and the only person who I will speak to about joining forces.”

      My eyes scaled the dragon, taking in its full height. The ruby hummed on my chest, the arrogance of the man demanding me to put him in his place.

      “It seems your sources were mistaken,” I replied, holding back the desire to burn him to a crisp.

      He snorted, turning his attention to the doors of the castle. “Siofra!” he yelled at the top of his lungs, resembling a child throwing a tantrum. “Show yourself if you wish to avoid a fight.”

      I was done being patient. I turned toward my soldiers, my expression telling them everything they needed to know. Norlan gave me his nod of approval, assuring me the soldiers were ready to defend against the intruders if I gave the word. Rudie stood a little taller in the group—dressed in our uniform colors of gold, black and red—his presence catching my attention.

      Reaching for my magic, I approached the so-called envoy as the fire gained in strength under my skin. “For the last time, I am the ruler of this domain—you will speak to me, or you will speak to no one.”

      I grabbed the neck of his overly ornate robe, giving the man a rough shake. His men rushed to his aid with their weapons drawn, but I released him before they could reach us. His white robe burned black where my hand had grabbed him.

      “So, what will it be? Talk to me, leave, or should we just get this thing started?” I gestured to my soldiers and then to his. “We both know you are not here for a peaceful discussion. Hell, you made that very clear by your welcome present. There is no way we will agree to whatever terms you are here to force down our throats, so you may as well save your breath. That just leaves us with two options. So? Make your choice.”

      The man’s face turned a deep shade of crimson, clearly not prepared for the confrontation. As he glared at me and my subjects, Siofra exited the castle and came to stand beside me.

      “Siofra, there you are at last.” He sounded relieved, taking a step toward her with his arms open in an affectionate way.

      I threw a fireball at his feet, the man toppling backward as he was caught off guard by the blast. Smoke filled the area, the dragon snorting its disapproval of my actions, but not sending another fire attack my way. One thing I learned from the encounter, if nothing else, was that while Telfi had many soldiers with dragon blood on his side—the emissaries here only scratching the surface—there was a lot of young blood among them.

      The oldest of the group appeared to be the man dressed in white, and even he only looked to be in his early twenties. Maybe Nigel was older? I considered the thought, remembering the age of maturity for dragons, but I suspected him to be in his twenties as well. Overall, the group radiated inexperience. The man in white stood up, brushing off the dust from his robe with a sour look on his face. I lit my hand on fire, warning him not to try anything. He seemed to get the message, and kept his feet firmly planted in place.

      “Who is this man, and why are you no longer in charge of the castle?” he asked directly to Siofra, acting as though I couldn’t speak for myself.

      He didn’t want to let it go, refusing to let me have the upper hand, so sure I was lying to him about my position in the castle.

      “You are disrespecting my Master, Blake. Speak to him directly if you wish to fulfill the terms of your meeting. Otherwise, go back to where you came from,” Siofra growled, her temper also being tested by the disrespect of her half-brother.

      The man looked irate, but my earlier show of power kept him from saying anything he might regret. “Fine,” he said at last, turning his body toward me to show I was now the one he was addressing. “If my sister says you are the ruler of this territory, then I will believe her.”

      I nodded, expending all of my effort not to laugh at his attempt at retaining composure.

      “Shall we move to a more appropriate setting to discuss the terms of our treaty?” He didn’t miss a beat, acting as though our earlier exchange never happened.

      “No, here will work fine,” I responded immediately. There was no chance I was inviting them into my home.

      He rolled his eyes. “King Telfi wishes to orchestrate a truce with Arenia Harbor. He will control all laws that exist in the land, as well as all trade routes to the port, but you will maintain your title and seat in the castle. If you wish to keep the people of this territory safe, you will agree to these terms.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I told him shortly.

      “I beg your pardon?” Blake asked, refusing to accept my words.

      “So, what you are saying is that you want me to become a figurehead for my own territory while Telfi goes off using the women in my land—who are under my protection—to increase his power? I refuse. Tell Telfi he can shove his treaty up his ass.”

      “I can’t—“ the man tried to refuse my words, but I cut him off.

      “Enough! You are not welcome in my harbor. You need to leave—right now!” I waved them away, but they refused to move, the failure of their mission driving their reluctance to leave.

      “Surely, you must reconsider. The terms are quite satisfactory when you think of the alternative.” He waved a hand up into the air, showing off the size of his dragon brother.

      “What part of leave don’t you understand?” I was tired of dealing with this man and ready to resort to violence—if that was what it took to make them accept my answer to his father’s demands.

      The man held his ground, his hands fidgeting as he scanned the area as if waiting for something. I followed his gaze, trying to see what he was up to, but nothing seemed out of place. Figuring he was just searching for an escape route, I re-stated my request once again.

      “Get back on your dragon, and get the hell out of Arenia Harbor,” I growled, a row of perfectly thrown icicles adding to my threatening tone.

      Blake stepped back from the shards of ice, finally looking as though he understood that I was serious. But then, something in his demeanor changed, his confidence returning.

      “I didn’t want to do this, but you leave me no choice,” the man all but sang the words, his prideful tone sickening.

      Another handful of soldiers appeared around the corner of the castle, rushing to join his entourage, each holding a hostage by the neck. Toval was among the captured. When the hell did he get into my castle? I cursed myself for not realizing he had been stalling just for this moment.

      With my fists clenched, I stared down Blake and awaited his demands. Siofra pulled at my robe, trying to get my attention. As subtly as I could, I glanced down at her, wondering what she needed. She simply nodded in the direction of the hostages, forcing me to give them another look. I nearly cracked a smile when I realized who they’d captured—their choice of captives couldn’t have been any worse for them.

      I had been so focused on Toval—the vision I experienced in Blessona coloring my idea of what might happen in this world—that I failed to notice that they had grabbed not only Susanna, but also Zara. Knowing the two girls could take care of themselves, that only left the other two servants and Toval in harm's way, if we were to attempt to free them from the enemy soldiers’ grasp.

      I discreetly nudged Siofra’s arm, letting her know to be ready to move at a moment's notice. At my touch, she scooted away from me, ready to attack when she received the signal.

      “You don’t want to do this,” I announced, raising my hands in the air as I approached Blake.

      He chuckled in an attempt to act unphased by the subtle threat behind my words, but the sound came out awkward, revealing his true emotions.

      “Suit yourself.” I shrugged and made eye contact with Zara and Susanna. Both their faces were frozen in concentration as they waited for the chance to retaliate.

      When I knew everyone was on the same page, I gave the signal, starting our counter attack. I shot a wave of fire at the soldiers in the front, knocking them back. While I distracted the rest—Zara, Susanna and Siofra made their moves. From behind the flames, I saw Zara grip the hand that held her by the neck, flipping the man easily over her shoulder. Susanna dropped to her knees, her body becoming deadweight in the arms of the enemy soldier. Caught off guard by her sudden increase in weight, the guard released her neck, allowing her to maneuver freely.

      She spun around, punching him with significant force in the stomach. His lack of armor—the dragon troops’ attempt at not provoking us from the beginning—proved detrimental in this case as he doubled over, the pain too much for him to merely brush off. As Zara and Susanna worked to free themselves, Siofra aimed for Toval’s captor. She rushed him, the man instinctively stepping backwards despite still holding his hostage, but her movements were too fast for him to evade.

      When she was close enough, she clapped her hands in front of the soldier, a smokescreen releasing from her palms. While blinded by the smoke, she aimed for his legs. The man buckled under her perfectly placed jabs, throwing him off balance. Feeling the man's grip around his neck weaken, Toval peeled back the soldier’s fingers and fled from the enemy's side.

      Only two hostages remained, so all four of us focused our attention on those still holding our people. Blake knew he’d made a mistake when in less than a minute, all five hostages had been rescued, and his soldiers' screams echoed throughout the streets in front of the castle. They still had a dragon on their side, but his lack of participation in the fight left me wondering about his actual ability. When the attack began, he had lifted up his wings to shield the other soldiers, only to quickly realize he was obstructing his own team.

      A creature so big was unable to fight back in close combat—at least when he considered the lives of his comrades indispensable. So, while his massive form was great for widespread attacks, he was useless in this case. The dragon also never used his fire breath after the initial shot on my castle, but I couldn’t say if it was because of his ability’s limitations—a need to recharge—or if he just wanted to avoid killing his own people.

      While the truth was unknown, it was also possible that Nigel was a juvenile dragon, meaning he’d just learned to control his dragon form. If that was true, it would be great news for our team as it meant that major attacks would have a cutoff point, and the enemy couldn’t just fire at will. Speculations aside, we quickly recovered our captured allies, leaving Blake frustrated at his own incompetence and realizing that he had decimated any chance of negotiation with Arenia Harbor.

      Feeling as though there was no reason to hold back anymore, I signaled to my soldiers to attack, ready to be done with these invaders. A war cry rang out from among my men and women, weapons hoisted into the air as they confidently marched forward. The fear that washed over Blake’s expression was priceless. Knowing that his small group wouldn't stand a chance against what was only about a third of my army, Blake yelled for his men to retreat.

      They hastily made their way toward Nigel, trying to climb upon the dragon's back. In their desperation to get away, they pushed and shoved at each other, only further showing their inexperience. It didn't seem as though Nigel got the message about the retreat either. The dragon lashed out at my soldiers in front of him, determined to take part in the fight, but he remained unaware of his surroundings. As he jostled forward, the men who scaled his back fell off, cries of pain accompanying their crash to the ground.

      “Nigel!” Blake screamed, spittle flying from his mouth as he tried to catch the dragon’s attention.

      Nigel perked up when he heard his name. His head turned from side to side, searching for the source of the sound. When he didn’t notice Blake right away, he blew smoke from his nostrils, yet another intimidation tactic as he tried to appear in control of the chaos. My soldiers refused to back off, the whole team marching forward, careful to evade the large dragon’s swipes as we closed the distance between ourselves and the enemy. Finding their lack of preparation a bit pathetic, I held back on my magic, throwing only small orbs of fire at the disheveled boys as they fled the scene.

      As we got closer, I saw that most who fell from the dragon’s back had sustained injuries, two or three cradling their limbs as bones protruded from them, crying out in pain. Another lay still on the ground, having died upon impact. Finally, Blake managed to catch Nigel’s attention, the man in white bringing the dragon to a lying position so that his men could hurriedly climb aboard.

      Although I sympathized with the youth and inexperience of Telfi’s seemingly makeshift army, I couldn't let them off scot-free after attacking my castle and holding my people hostage—I wasn’t that nice of a person. With a deep breath, I let my powers build before releasing them with a forward thrust of my arms. A wall of fire sprung forward, the blast sweeping over any of the soldiers left on the ground.

      The handful secured on Nigel’s back were spared from the heat of the flames, his dragon skin barely feeling the fire as it passed by. Those that remained on the ground, both injured and able-bodied alike, felt the full brunt of the attack, their skin melting as their bodies became engulfed in flames. Cries of agony rang out, life leaving their bodies painfully, their screams encouraging their allies to retreat with haste.

      Nigel opened his wings, and my soldiers stepped back to give them space to spread, not wanting to be knocked down in the process. While the soldiers’ weapons would be useless against the fleeing dragon, I tried my hand at magic, starting with fire. In my palm, I created an orb of fire, hurling it toward the dragon just as it flew from the front porch of my castle. The ball hit the dragon's leg, but didn’t seem to do much damage.

      I tried ice next. The sharp projectile shot in the beast's direction with as much force as I could muster, but again, the scales of the dragon deflected the attack. Just when it seemed hopeless, the dragon already too far to reach its shrinking form, I heard a rattle of wheels rolling across the stone ground. From the side of the castle Pete appeared, pulling a fully functional catapult, the device loaded with a massive stone covered in a straw-like material.

      Seeing the weapon, Zara hurried from the soldiers, heading to where Pete readied the device.

      “Master Trevor! We need your fire!” she yelled at me, pointing to the loaded projectile.

      I smirked, summoning my flames. The orb I threw toward the catapult ignited the kindling, the boulder lighting up in a wash of red and orange.

      “Fire!” Zara exclaimed, her excitement clear on her face.

      She pulled the lever, watching her invention spring into action as the fire-engulfed boulder sped through the air toward the dragon. Nigel certainly wasn’t expecting the aerial attack, the dragon not even attempting to dodge. The rock hit his side with enough force to knock him off course, the dragon nearly doing a barrel roll in midair. The soldiers were even more unprepared, three out of the five falling from Nigel’s back when the boulder struck. We watched from the safety of the castle porch as the small black dots fell to the ground, their chance of survival zero percent.

      My soldiers cheered at the success of our new contraption, Zara jumping up and down when she saw the dragon falter. Although the initial strike was successful, Zara had yet to figure out an easy method to reload the catapult, so our attacks stopped at one. Two men and a dragon would be returning to Telfi, eager to share the news of my return. It was anyone’s guess what this meant for our future, but all things considered, I counted the battle as a win.

      I turned to look at my castle as the sentiment crossed my mind, my face twisting into a grimace. Although the damage could have been much worse, it was still hard to look at my home in shambles, the damage likely to take a month to repair. Studying the placement of the hole, I realized my vision of the future had changed. Before, the attack had nearly erased the entire residential hall of the building, Susanna and Lianna’s rooms completely destroyed. But now, the damage was minimal when compared to the castle as a whole. Outside structures were the main concern, the roof needing the most attention.

      Once Nigel and his brothers had disappeared from our sight, I walked back inside the building, checking everyone for injuries. Rivinia and Libby were waiting in the corridor, each with a baby in hand, the rest of the staff surrounding them.

      “Is anyone hurt? Are we missing anyone?” I asked the crowd after hugging the girls.

      “Your study and a few of the staff rooms were affected, but no major injuries have been reported,” Lidia informed me, Harmony clinging to her side.

      “Did you make the dragon leave?” Harmony asked, her gray eyes wide as she gripped her mother’s pant leg.

      “He’s gone,” I reassured her, ruffling her soft brown hair.

      “But for how long?” Lidia followed up, knowing all too well that this wasn’t the end of it.

      “I can’t say for sure,” I whispered, trying to keep Harmony out of the loop. I didn’t want to scare her any more than she already was. “All we can do now is prepare. We will focus on rebuilding, honing our new weaponry and fortifying our defenses. We will win this,” I told her, half for her sake and half for mine.

      There was no way I would lose to a bunch of inexperienced fighters, dragons or not. Arenia will be victorious, that is the only outcome I will accept.
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      Another month passed without so much as a visitor stopping by the port. Despite expecting the war to start soon after our battle with the dragon envoy, everything remained calm, and we heard no word from Telfi. We remained alert, ready for anything. At the same time, we allowed ourselves to focus on other things, wanting to enjoy the time we had left. After all, there was still no inkling of when Telfi would set his sights on the harbor. Unless we wanted to take the fight to him—which I didn’t—our best course of action was to prepare, both with training and by staying alert.

      When the fight didn’t happen the week after his sons left with news of their defeat, we gave up on predicting when he would strike, focusing on bettering ourselves instead. My castle was restored in under three weeks, the people of the harbor eager to rebuild the centerpiece of the territory. Seeing my home as a symbol of strength, they didn’t want it to remain in shambles, and with everyone in our port town pitching in, the job became less daunting.

      Knowing we needed ample time to prepare the soldiers for battle before the next attack, I built watchtowers over the ocean. I hoped we’d be warned early enough to relocate our troops to another part of the town, my castle not the best place for the fight. The task was tough—even with magic—and the final construction was more of a floating tower, the base anchored in one spot to keep it from drifting aimlessly.

      Each tower included a burn barrel, the fire acting as a signal for the other towers nearby. When one tower spotted an enemy, they would light their torch, signaling the others to do the same before the closest one would alert the soldiers of the coming enemy. Ciyin was promoted to watch duty, her fast flight making her the ideal lookout for the last tower. I gave her the responsibility of carrying the message of an impending attack to the castle.

      Barricades were built throughout the town, most centered on the pier, their goal to slow down any intruders that came from the sea. While I imagined Telfi would rely on dragons for transportation, I wasn’t sure he actually had an army of dragons, the most I’d ever seen at once being two. That wasn’t to say that such an army didn’t exist, I’d just started to doubt whether he actually had control over them.

      The catapult had been perfected, Zara building a second one with the same specifications of the first, the weapon proving useful in actual combat. The main limitation we uncovered through our test run was the slow reload time, something we managed to find a work-around for—Ciyin not being the only person to gain a new role. Tiffe, the mage whose abilities had once seemed weak, proved very useful in operating Zara's catapult. She successfully mustered enough energy to reload the device with its projectile boulders. Now, when we finally fought Telfi and his army, there would be very little reload time between each strike. We just had to ensure we had enough ammo to last the entire battle.

      Zara, considering her weapon a success and thus no longer needing her attention, moved on to other endeavors. She experimented with the different types of minerals that existed in Lornia, trying to create an explosive material that could work in more advanced weapons.

      So far, her experiments yielded no usable results, but she continued to work tirelessly to supply our army with other weaponry. In between her research into this flammable exploding powder, she also worked on a prototype for a cannon. I provided her with a design from Earth—thinking the weapon could makes use of the explosive product she was developing.

      One month to the day of Telfi’s unsuccessful negotiation, I woke up to a squawking noise outside the balcony of my bedroom. I opened the double doors to find a raven perched on the railing, cawing at me incessantly. As I approached, it hopped around on the wood, refusing to stay still as if taunting me. I couldn't help but liken the bird to Telfi and his arrogant demeanor.

      I tried to grab the note attached to his leg. When I'd had enough of the bird's fidgeting and constant evasion, I just grabbed the whole bird instead, holding him in my armpit as I detached the letter, his sharp beak still aiming for my hand. When the note came free, I released the bird, a shrill caw accompanying his flight off the balcony.

      I unrolled the missive to find it was from Telfi. The note contained his usual sentiments directed to Siofra, coaxing her into surrender. The letter confused me, our last interaction with his army having gone so poorly—yet this letter spoke nothing of it, nor of the envoy that he’d sent to our doorstep.

      Did he really just want to erase that moment from history, forgetting it ever happened? Or was he not the one behind the attack? My curiosity piqued, I took the missive and went to my office. The piles of letters the girls had received in my absence sat on a table in the corner of the room. One thing was for sure, the frequency of Telfi’s correspondence had thankfully decreased, the mound only growing slightly since I had returned.

      I walked over to the pile, flipping through the top letters and uncrumpling some of the others to compare the handwriting. The penmanship of the note I had just received had a flair similar to the majority of the letters, but when I compared it to the two messages discussing the envoy, it looked as though whoever wrote them was trying to copy the original. In between the purposeful strokes of a quill, I noticed minute differences.

      If I had to guess, Blake had taken it upon himself to subjugate Arenia Harbor in an attempt to win his father's favor—without orders from the King. If this was true, and not just my imagination running wild, there was no way that Blake would reveal the events to his father—not after such a miserable outcome. Telfi likely had no idea of the attack our harbor had sustained under his son’s envoy. So instead of increasing his hostility toward us after the defeat, his tactic remained the same—to encourage Siofra’s compliance or surrender.

      While the continued missives were quite aggravating after everything we’d been through with his army, his lack of awareness worked in our favor. Our original timeline remained the same—although we still didn’t know when Telfi’s patience would wane. As I sorted the letters on the end table, trying to make the space a little more organized, a loud boom sounded through the castle, the floor shaking under my feet.

      Dropping the letters, I rushed outside the office. My first assumption was that today was the day that Telfi chose to attack. Smoke filled the corridor, and I could hear the sound of feet hitting the tile floor as others rushed to find the source of the commotion. I scanned the area, searching for an entry point, sure another blast of fire would shoot through my castle wall. When I didn’t find any evidence of an outside attack, I headed for the front door to clear the smoke from the area.

      Opening the double doors, the fresh, cool air rushed inside and pulled the smoke from the building. As the air cleared, I noticed Zara stumbling toward me, her face covered in soot, her hair and clothes singed black.

      “Zara?” I questioned, moving through the gathered crowd to see what had happened.

      She took one more step, then collapsed into my arms. I caught her, slowly setting her down on the cool floor, the people around me backing up to give her space to breathe.

      “Get Toval!” I ordered to no one in particular, my heart beating loudly in my chest.

      I checked her breathing first, the inhales and exhales looking ragged to my untrained eye. I lifted her tattered shirt to inspect the severity of the injury. The skin was an angry red, but appeared to be dry—only a surface burn. Her arms had sustained the least damage, but some areas on her torso looked worse, the skin swollen, blisters already appearing in a few places.

      “I’m here, Master Trevor!” Toval shouted as he entered the corridor, searching for my location.

      I raised my hand in the air, making sure he could see me crouched down in the crowd. He rushed over, a gasp leaving his mouth when he saw Zara out cold on the floor.

      “What in the world happened?” He dropped to his knees, already starting to remove her clothing. “If you are not needed, get out!” He eyed the onlookers—staff and soldiers alike—ordering them to leave the room, his hand still gripping Zara’s shirt.

      When everyone except myself had cleared the room, Toval continued, carefully removing Zara’s oversized working tunic.

      “She has first- and second-degree burns. They are painful, but nothing life-threatening.” Toval told me after examining her body. “What would you like me to do, Master?” He looked to me for his next move, wondering if he should treat her with his powers or with conventional medicine.

      “Heal her,” I responded without needing to consider the issue.

      It was important that Zara regained her full strength. The innovation of our weaponry depended on her capable hands, and we didn’t have the time for her to heal naturally.

      “Yes, Master Trevor,” he responded, placing his hands on her wounds.

      His face scrunched up as he concentrated, the wounds becoming smaller as a soft light radiated from his body. After a minute, he removed his hands, looking over his work. Sweat beaded on his forehead, the task of healing never an easy one for the healer.

      “She’s okay now,” he said weakly, rising to feet.

      “Thank you, Toval,” I told the fairy and he smiled, accepting my thanks. “Now go get some rest.”

      He nodded, heading off for his quarters. Zara groaned, drawing my attention away from Toval’s form as he exited the corridor.

      “Zara, how are you feeling?” I asked, helping her to a sitting position.

      “For someone who just blew themselves up, I feel pretty good,” she said in disbelief, moving her joints to make sure she still had full range of motion.

      “You really scared me there. I thought someone attacked the castle again. Since the attack came from inside, I knew it couldn’t be Telfi.”

      She blushed, feeling embarrassed about her mistake and then mumbled, “I’m so sorry, Master. I misjudged the amounts—and BOOM!” She opened her arms up wide, trying to explain the event in more detail. “Oh! But I think I finally figured it out! I mean, before that happened,” she said excitedly. Then, remembering her injuries, she patted down her chest searching for signs of burns. When she didn't feel any pain she looked at me, the shock clear on her face. “I definitely thought I had done some damage with that one.'' She smiled with a look of relief on her face.

      “You certainly did,'' I told her, letting her know the extent of the damage she had received. “If it wasn't for Toval, you would be in a lot of pain right now. You scared us with that explosion out of nowhere—so what exactly happened?” I needed to taper down her excitement enough to focus on what caused the blast in the first place.

      “Oh, right. I was just about to tell you—I've done it! I figured out the perfect mineral mixture for creating an explosion.” She looked me in the eyes as she spoke, her head nodding softly, hoping to see that same joy reflected in my face.

      When I didn't mirror her smile, she continued with her explanation. “Okay, fine. That particular explosion was a bit…excessive. I was just trying to find the perfect quantities that would allow some type of gun ammo to be ejected from the cannon, and I may have added a little too much powder to the mixture. When I lit the substance on fire, the explosion was a lot bigger than I anticipated, and I was standing much too close for that type of fire power. Don’t worry, I haven't given up!”

      I wasn’t worried, but at this point she had started mumbling the rest of her explanation, talking more to herself than to me.

      “If I reduce the quantity of soufre and counteract that with a little charbon…then maybe it will have enough of a forward explosion without destroying the entire barrel. I need to figure out how to get the shot out without destroying the weapon each time.”

      She was in her own little world now, discussing with herself how to better improve the design as she worked toward a finished product.

      “Just please be more careful next time, and wear some protective gear when you're testing your theories,” I told her, not wanting to use Toval every time something went wrong.

      “Yes, of course. Again, I'm really sorry, Master Trevor.”

      “It's okay,” I responded with a light chuckle. “I understand how much you want to see this work completed, and I appreciate your efforts, I truly do. I just don’t want to see you hurt.” I squeezed her hand, the image of her unconscious form still fresh in my mind.

      “I’ll be more careful,” she agreed, returning the squeeze.

      With her inventive brain still humming, she picked herself up off the floor and headed back to her workshop, ready to put her new ideas to the test. I only hoped there wouldn't another explosion in the near future.

      With Zara taken care of and feeling confident that the harbor was safe from attacks for the day, I decided to practice some magic on my own. I wanted to be as powerful as possible for my fight with Telfi. Leaving the still smoky corridor, I found a secluded spot a little ways from the training area at the back of the castle, and sat down in the dirt. After the stress of the morning, I decided to meditate, the power of the ruby flowing through me without materializing the energy into any magical abilities. As the gem’s energy flowed through my body, I could feel its power influencing my own—I felt stronger and more in control of the mysterious force.

      I’d discovered this training exercise a few weeks back after a hard day of physical exercises and practice honing my skills with a weapon. That day, I had been so exhausted, but still felt I needed to train more. Instead of pushing my body over its limit, I opted to focus on mental fortification, remembering that meditation could have a strengthening effect on the mind. As I’d sat there—in the same position as today—I let my thoughts wander freely, focusing on mundane things before turning to the gem and its strange powers.

      As my head had filled with thoughts of the ruby, the gem picked up on my emotions, reacting accordingly. Before I knew it, its energy coursed through my body, the feeling quite natural and invigorating. After the session, which only lasted around an hour, I felt more control over the power that coursed through my body, able to conjure stronger spells as a result. I added meditation to my regular exercises, curious how much more powerful my magic could become.

      I focused on my breathing and the energy that flowed through me, trying to relax my mind after everything that happened earlier in the day. As I focused, the temperature of my body started to rise. Fire magic was still my strongest element, meaning it was the power that I unconsciously evoked. After concentrating on the flow of magic, I opened my eyes, choosing a spot in the distance. Without thinking about the materialization of the fireball, I flung my hand forward, wanting to see if anything would manifest in an instant.

      The wooden fence that surrounded the training area splintered as a fireball the size of a golf ball forced its way through, the magic dissipating once it passed the solid object. I got up from the ground, walking over to inspect my work. It was small—yes—but a powerful attack, and one I could use without accumulating power in the gem first. I smirked to myself, appreciating my progress. Now, if only that orb was a bit bigger, I could really do some damage to an enemy by catching them off-guard, I told myself, settling back in for another hour of meditation.

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The rest of the day remained uneventful, everyone off doing their own thing, and with no more random explosions occurring within the castle. I had hardly seen any of the other ladies of the castle that day, but I also didn’t seek them out since my focus for the day was on training. Once the sky darkened, I headed to my bedroom, exhausted from all of the physical and mental activity. Plopping down in my bed, I heard a knock on the door, and I figured one of the girls had shown up for our evening exercises.

      Libby, Susanna, Rivinia and Siofra had made a schedule on their own, each girl choosing which night they wanted to be with me. At the end of the week, we usually spent the night together, the mess of bodies wrapped around one another, a good way to unwind after a hard week. I smiled to myself, thinking about the girl on the other side of the door, my body never too tired for sex.

      “You may enter,” I commanded, sitting up in bed as I waited with anticipation.

      “Master Trevor?” Rudie entered the room, closing the door behind him.

      “Oh—it’s you,” I said, sounding a little too disappointed. “I mean, what's up? Did you need something?” I backtracked on my words, trying to focus on the reason Rudie came to see me—and not the fact that I wasn’t staring at a scantily clad woman.

      “I was actually hoping we could talk for a little bit,” he said, glancing at the door briefly before taking another step toward me.

      He seemed nervous but determined to speak with me.

      “Of course, what's on your mind?” I asked him, standing up from the bed to make things a little less awkward.

      I walked over to him as I waited for his response.

      “Well the truth is, it's about Telfi's army,” he started, unsure exactly what to say. “I'm sorry I didn't tell you this straight away, but I needed to be sure you were someone I could trust.” He looked at the ground when he said the last part, feeling bad for doubting my trustworthiness. “When I first arrived here, I knew my sister had faith in you and sang the praises of this place you’ve built, but I had to see it for myself. After being here and working with you and your people, I feel confident saying that I can trust—I do trust you. Which is why I wanted to tell you this.” He paused and looked to me for feedback, making sure I understood where he was coming from.

      “I understand, and I don't blame you for not trusting us right away—anyone would do the same. Please continue,” I told him intrigued about what he would reveal regarding Telfi’s army.

      “I think I have an estimate as to when he will attack.”

      My eyebrows raised at his disclosure, my interest piqued.

      “You see, my father reached his age of maturity around the age of eighteen. I’m sure Siofra has told you this. He’s under the assumption that dragons mature around this age, and if they haven’t gained a dragon form by the age of nineteen, then they simply won’t.”

      “Siofra has mentioned something like that, yes,” I told him, trying to remember our previous conversation on the transformation age of dragons.

      “Well, a group of my brothers—about twenty or so of them—are turning nineteen within the next six months. Our father was very adamant about needing more dragons before taking over your harbor. He sees you—and what you have built here—as a strong adversary. It’s as much a sign of respect as one of contempt for your existence. He boasted about how he wanted to completely overwhelm the port—that he wished to completely decimate any notion you held that you could save this harbor. In order to do that, he needs time—he’s stalling. The letters, the threats, they are all a part of his plan to push back the actual attack. I believe the battle won't be for at least another six months. By then, he will know how many dragons will join the war effort, and he can present an even stronger enemy against your forces.”

      I nodded along as he spoke, as Telfi’s plan came to light.

      “Wait—what you’re saying makes sense, but one thing is off. The letters were addressed to Siofra, never to me. I was under the impression he thought I had kicked it, and that’s why he was taking his sweet time. I mean, the last time I saw the guy he thrust a spear into my chest and—to be fair—I actually did die,” I told him, waiting for his response.

      “After that fight, when he took over Crimm, he announced that he wounded you, but he never believed you truly died. He had my siblings and I act as though we were preparing to fight against your army, but he never bothered to verify if you survived your injuries.”

      I chuckled at the stupidity of it all. “So, he purposefully ignored my position in the castle, choosing to reach out to Siofra—thinking what? That she would convince me to surrender?”

      “If anything, he wanted you to think he had written you off as dead. He thought it would be funny if you built your plan around the element of surprise, thinking that your re-appearance would somehow weaken him. By thinking that way—even if he was wrong—he would be ready for anything Arenia Harbor threw at him. Writing to Siofra directly was just a part of that plan, and if you actually were dead, the letters would still be read and considered in your absence. Truth is, even though my father was sure you lived, I assumed you were dead. Humans are pretty fragile after all, no offense,” he added with a shrug, “but then I met you in Pete’s house—and now, here we are.” His voice faded out, letting me know he was done filling me in on Telfi’s plans.

      “Thank you for telling me that, and for putting your trust in us,” I responded, happy to have him on our side.

      With so much new information to consider, I started thinking about the implications of Rudie’s words, deciding if I should alter my plans based on these revelations. With so many of his children about to reach what Telfi considered maturation, it made sense for him to delay the attack, placing his hopes in those potential dragons that waited on the sidelines. Twenty was an awfully high number of dragons to face, but that was only if every single one were to manifest a dragon form.

      Based on what Siofra and Rudie had told me, dragons could transform at any point after maturity. Nineteen was just a rough estimate for this process. So, if Telfi was waiting for some grand trump card before starting the war with our harbor, he would more than likely be left disappointed. I remembered Siofra also saying that many of her half siblings left the Academy once they turned nineteen, choosing their own destiny once their father believed they weren't capable of transforming into a dragon.

      This meant that if one of Telfi’s maturing offspring experienced the transformation, they would choose whether to side with their father or to abandon him and his cause altogether. So, while Telfi waited for another twenty dragons to bolster his army, he could very well end up with twenty less soldiers after they matured and choose their own future. That was the outcome I hoped for, anyway.

      “There's one more thing,” Rudie said, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “What is it?” His tone sounded serious, making me worry there was some unfavorable news he had yet to tell me.

      “Siofra talked about what you did for her—about the fact that she can become a dragon. She told me she only learned to transform with your help. You told me I would be a dragon—that I am one. Well, I want you to help me transform sooner.”

      “No,” I cut him off. “If Siofra put you up to this, you can stop now. You don’t understand what you are asking.”

      “It wasn’t Siofra. It’s not about her.” He sounded defensive as he denied any interference. “The truth is, I've come to really like this place and the people who live here. I want to protect it in any way I can.” He sounded desperate as he talked about his love for the harbor that had become his home.

      “That doesn't mean you have to be a dragon to protect it—there are other ways you can help,” I interrupted, wondering if he knew the whole story. “What I did for Siofra—it wouldn't have happened naturally. Do you understand? She needed my help to reach her potential as a dragon, but you—like I told your sister—will make that change on your own one day. It's risky to force the transformation, and I'm not sure you understand how difficult it would be to maintain your humanity if you're not ready.” I put my foot down, hoping he would drop the idea.

      “I know it's a risk, but it's one I'm willing to take.” He was pleading at this point, eager for me to see his side. “All my life I've been told that I must get stronger—I was treated as nothing more than a pawn meant to increase my father’s power. Everything I did, my very existence, was for him and his legacy. But now, living among the people of Arenia Harbor, I've seen how different life can be. I've made friends—real friends—that don't expect anything from me. Friends who don’t try to undermine me in an attempt to look better in the eyes of my father.

      “I’ve built a relationship with my sister, one that goes beyond simply existing on the same path that's drawn out in front of us. So, if it's something I can do—which I know I can—I want to. Please help me, Master Trevor.” He looked at me with hope and desperation in his eyes.

      I paused to consider what he was asking of me. “I'll think about it,” I said at last, still not on board with the idea of forcing his transformation.

      While I couldn't argue that another dragon on our team would be an asset to defeating Telfi, I didn't know if it was worth the risk of losing his help altogether. Seeing that I was done with the conversation, leaving him no more room to plead his case, Rudie bowed his head. He thanked me for listening to his request before he exited the room.

      When the door closed behind him, I plopped back into bed, suddenly feeling more exhausted than I had from the day’s training. I’d told him I would think about it, and I planned to do just that. In the end, I can only hope that whatever decision is made, it will be the right one. Despite my head being filled with ‘what if’ scenarios, I somehow managed to drift off to sleep, my body’s exhaustion stopping me from endlessly contemplating what choice I should make.
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      The next two weeks passed uneventfully, save for the constant reminder that I needed to think about Rudie’s request. He didn't always outright ask me if I'd come to a decision, sometimes I’d just find him staring at me from across the training yard, or peeking out from behind a door or a tree. But I could tell he eagerly awaited my decision.

      At the two-week mark, he came to me early in the morning, dressed in his training gear and ready to practice under Norlan’s command.

      “Good morning, Master Trevor,” he said while twiddling his thumbs.

      “Good morning, Rudie,” I responded, already knowing where the conversation was headed. “Just say it,” I added, knowing he would continue with the small talk before getting to the point.

      “Ahem,” he cleared his throat, preparing the words he thought would convince me to accept his plan. “I was just wondering if you thought about it—you know, about helping me become a dragon.” He pleaded with his eyes, hoping today would be the day I would say yes.

      “I still don't think it's a good idea,” I told him bluntly, “but if you are determined that this is what you want, and truly believe that you will be able to maintain your humanity throughout this process—then fine, you win. I will help you expedite the process of shifting into a dragon.”

      A giant grin grew on the boy’s face, realizing his persistence had finally gotten him what he wanted.

      “Thank you, Master Trevor. Trust me, you won't regret this! This is going to be great! I'm going to go tell Melody!” His voice was full of excitement, the boy practically jumping up and down when I finally conceded, forgetting I was even in the room.

      “Oh, and Rudie—” I stopped him before he rushed away.

      “Yes, Master Trevor?” He turned back, his eyes still shining brightly with excitement.

      “You will need people who can keep you tethered to your human persona when we do this. I'm sure Siofra will want to be there, but if this Melody is someone important to you, she should probably be there too,” I informed him, remembering how vital it had been to have loved ones in the room during Siofra’s transformation. They kept her grounded to her human form even as she became something much greater, keeping her mind clear through the transformation.

      Rudie blushed slightly when I mentioned Melody, and I immediately knew he had a crush on the girl.

      “I will ask her to come,” he mumbled, moving in the opposite direction from me.

      When he was out of sight, heading into town to speak with his friend, Siofra appeared, obviously having a hand in Rudie asking about my decision.

      “I take it you agreed to his request?” she asked as she approached, her eyes lingering in the direction Rudie had left.

      “Was it actually his request?” I grabbed her hands, looking her straight in the eyes so she couldn’t avoid giving me a truthful answer.

      “It was. I may have told him about the role you played in helping me transform, but he is the one who ran with it. I’m grateful he thinks enough of this place to want to protect it to the best of his abilities. He’s a smart kid, and luckily one who thinks for himself. He knows that what our father is doing is wrong and refuses to simply follow his commands.”

      “I understand him wanting to fight back against your father, but I am not stopping him from doing that. Anyway, that’s not important right now. I’m only asking—are you sure he is ready for this? Think back to your transformation, and the pain that you went through. Do you think he is strong enough to resist his primal urges and reemerge as a human at the end of it?”

      “I want to believe he can,” she responded, a slight hint of doubt in her words. “But we won't know the answer until we try.”

      I still held reservations, but if this was going to happen, I needed to get behind it one hundred percent if I wanted the ritual to succeed. Pushing any doubts aside, I made up my mind to believe this would work—and that by the end, we would have a second dragon on our team.

      “All right, I guess we're doing this,'' I told her, feeling at peace with my decision.

      She clapped her hands together excitedly, happy that I was going along with their plan.

      “We’ll need some livestock to properly secure enough magical force during the ceremony,'' I told her, remembering the ducks that were sacrificed during her transition.

      “I can collect those, Master Trevor,” she easily agreed, taking the task upon herself. “I’ll ask Susanna to help me. I’m sure she would be willing. She will probably even come watch and provide support. Either way, Rudie is going to do great—he’ll probably be even stronger than me.” She was speaking a mile a minute at this point, so excited to see another dragon in our city.

      “If Rudie is ready, we can do it tomorrow,'' I added, interrupting her discussion with herself.

      I figured there was no reason to wait with the decision already made. She nodded in agreement, rushing off to find Susanna so they could hunt for the animals that would provide the excess energy I needed to awaken the dragon sleeping inside Rudie. When I was alone again, I exhaled heavily, feeling slightly stressed about the whole situation.

      If this worked, it would be for the best, but there was still a part of me that wasn't sure this would be as easy as Siofra’s transformation—or as easy as Siofra believed it would be—and that worried me.
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      The following day, I awoke bright and early, wanting to prepare before Rudie and Siofra came banging on my door. They were so excited, I knew they wouldn't wait for long after sunrise before inquiring when the process would start. Instead of waiting for them to show up in my bedroom, their eagerness sure to rush my actions, I rose early, heading to the agreed upon location.

      We had decided that the abandoned warehouse about a block from the castle would be a good place to hold the ritual. I didn't foresee a problem in people finding out about the transformation, but at the same time, I didn't want to draw too much attention. Plus, the metal enclosure was a safer place to keep a dragon—just in case we need to stop a rampage from happening. The more isolated location meant less people to potentially attack if things went awry.

      I left my castle just as the sun began to rise, reassuring the guards that there was no need for anyone to accompany me. Walking the short distance toward the edge of the city, I practiced drawing out the magic from my ruby, focusing on remaining completely in control of its power.

      In Siofra’s case, the additional magic I provided had flowed into her heart, almost as if filling in the pieces of a puzzle. Concentration was key, but speed was also necessary, each piece needing to fit together both quickly and perfectly. For Rudie, I imagined the process would be easier considering those pieces were already there; they just required a little push to activate. I entered the large metal shack and examined the space, making sure there was enough room to accommodate Rudie's dragon form.

      Siofra’s dragon persona was around the size of a truck, so I assumed his would be the same. Regardless of the actual outcome, the space was even bigger than necessary. It would have still been suitable even if Rudie’s dragon was larger than anticipated.

      Susanna had dropped off the rabbits she and Siofra caught the day before, placing them in a small pen within the warehouse. In preparation for Rudie's transformation, I slaughtered seven of the fifteen rabbits the girls had captured. I did it quickly, not wanting them to be in pain any longer than necessary. When their purple life orbs appeared over their bodies, I let the gem absorb the magical power, fueling it toward its capacity.

      When all seven orbs had been pulled into the ruby, I could tell there was still space for more. Needing to reach the ruby’s full capacity in order to reduce the likelihood of the gem continuing to pull the available energy from the offered animals, I killed three more rabbits, using their life orbs to reach the stone’s capacity. Now, with the remaining five rabbits, I could focus that energy through Rudie's heart and jump-start his ability, without worrying about fighting against my own ruby for control of the energy source.

      As I continued my preparations, a small knock on the metal door drew my attention. I slid open the heavy, solid door, finding a petite girl waiting on the other side, a knapsack hanging from one shoulder.

      “Lord Trevor! Hello, sir. I am Melody.” She chuckled nervously, her voice high and airy, giving her a friendly demeanor without much effort.

      If I had to guess, I'd say she was around fifteen, her strawberry blonde hair catching the sunlight, giving it a lighter appearance.

      “Is Rudie here yet?'' she asked, poking her head into the warehouse, her blue eyes changing shade within the dark lighting.

      “Not yet, but I suspect he won't be much longer,” I responded, knowing how eagerly he had waited for this day to come. “Do you want to wait inside?” I moved aside, gesturing into the dark building that, I must admit, appeared a little creepy.

      Her hand gripped the strap of her bag tightly, revealing her nervousness, but she nodded and took a step inside. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Call me Master Mage Trevor or simply Master Trevor—you can drop the sir,” I said as she walked further inside. “Did Rudie explain exactly what he wanted you involved in?” I questioned, afraid the young girl was in for more than she’d bargained for.

      “Yes, sir—er, Master Trevor,'' she said brightly, her hands still wrapped around that strap. “Don't worry, I am fully prepared to help Rudie become his dragon self. We’ve not known each other long, but it feels as though he’s been with me for my whole life.” She smiled softly to herself, thinking back on memories that I had no knowledge of. “He's just…really special to me, and I don't wanna lose that—to lose him. So, if you're askin’ if I understand the seriousness of the situation, then yes, Rudie didn’t hide nothin’ from me. Just another reason I like him so much.” She blushed a bit at her confession, glancing around the room to make sure it was still only us within the building.

      “He's lucky to have found someone who cares so much about him,” I told her honestly. The look in her eyes was full of love, her feelings clearly reciprocated by the boy.

      The next ten minutes passed in awkward silence as I went over the plan in my head. Melody sat against the wall in the dirt, scraping the soil around with her foot. Finally, we heard the voices of Siofra, Susanna and Rudie as they approached the building, entering through a crack I had left in the door.

      “See! I told you we'd find him here,” Susanna exclaimed as she entered, her eyes drawn to me immediately. “Good morning, Master Trevor,'' she said, addressing me directly this time.

      “Master Trevor,” Siofra greeted me next, looking a bit relieved to see me ready to perform the ceremony.

      “No backing out once this gets started—are you sure you’re ready for this?” I looked at Siofra first and then to Rudie, knowing the outcome would affect them both the most.

      “I’m ready,” Rudie responded, holding my gaze.

      I nodded, accepting his resolve. While Rudie turned to Melody, assuring her that everything would be okay, I walked over to the remaining rabbits, their energy necessary to awaken the power inside Rudie. Ready to begin, I glanced toward Rudie, his fingers interlocked with Melody’s as he kissed her gently on the lips. I could tell it was their first by the way her face turned a deep shade of crimson.

      “Stand in the middle of the room, and Melody, you beside him. Last time with Siofra, Susanna was sucked into the egg that formed, so that will likely happen to you,” I warned the girl, not wanting her to freak out if a similar situation unfolded.

      “I’m ready,” she responded sternly. Nothing I said would make her to rethink her involvement.

      With everyone in place, Siofra and Susanna stayed close to the side of the warehouse as I slaughtered the remaining rabbits in one stroke, my flame blade making their deaths quick. The purple life orbs appeared immediately, their life force ready for the taking.

      I inhaled, concentrating on the magic in front of me, pulling it toward me without the intention of allowing my ruby to consume it. The purple tendrils of magic reached for my hands, responding to my motion. The dim light of the warehouse made the energy glow brighter, the purple color hard to miss. Rudie watched the magic as it danced around the room, the pure forms likely the first time he had physically seen the intangible force.

      “Beautiful.” I saw him mouth the words, in awe of the mystical light.

      I let the magic hang in the air a little longer than necessary, savoring how fixated everyone was in the moment, the concentrated energy shining so beautifully. When I had gained full control over the power, I pulled it toward Rudie, aiming for the young boy's chest. The purple tendrils of magical energy filtered into his body, his black heart devouring the energy as it filled in the spaces that would have taken years to develop naturally. His body absorbed everything I sent it, so much so that I worried we would run out of power before he reached his full potential, failing to awaken his dragon form.

      Just as the last orb merged with Rudie's heart, a small amount of magic leaked out from the other side of his body, his power reaching its max capacity. Rudie gritted his teeth, feeling the strain of his overflowing power as the transformation began. He clutched his chest, unsure what else to do as he felt an electric shock course through his body, his heart beating in his ears like a drum. Like Siofra during her ceremony, Rudie started to seize, a natural—yet scary—reaction to the excess of outside power.

      Melody rushed to his side, eager to reduce his convulsions, but she could only turn him on his side, holding his body as it shook relentlessly. With her taking the initiative—choosing to rush toward him, instead of running for the door—I knew she would spend the incubation period inside the egg with him. As a hard shell formed around them, we stepped back to stare up at the massive form, both Rudie and Melody encased inside.

      “Master Trevor, what am I supposed to do?” A small voice could be heard inside the egg, Melody frightened by the sudden separation from our group.

      “Just stay with him, talk to him if you can and keep him focused on his goal. Try to help him see past the pain he's in now, and help him concentrate on what he will become when this is all over.” I shouted at the shell of the egg, hoping she could hear me inside.

      “I'll try,'' she answered weakly, her voice sounding so far away.

      We all exchanged glances, knowing there was little the rest of us could do at this point besides wait. It would be up to Rudie how his transformation proceeded, the outcome depending on his mental strength and his determination to sustain his humanity. Just when I was about to usher the girls from the warehouse, leaving Melody to have some time alone with Rudie, a flash of light emerged from the dragon's egg, pictures manifesting in the light.

      “What's happening, Master Trevor?” Siofra questioned, her eyes glued to a projector-like rays of light, the images flowing together like the scenes from a movie. “Is this what it looked like when I transformed?'' she asked, only having seen a dragon's awakening from the inside of the dragon shell.

      “No,” I told her honestly. “Nothing like this happened for you. I don't understand what we're seeing.”

      I focused intently on the images, trying to make sense of the pictures we were seeing. In one frame, a massive dragon spread its wings, the colors of its scales unknown since the pictures appeared in black-and-white. The behemoth of a dragon flew over a small town, raining fire down on the village below, decimating the inhabitants. The people fled for their lives, but it was clear the dragon wouldn’t let them escape.

      In the frame adjacent to that one, villagers equipped with pitchforks, torches and other makeshift weapons rallied together as they attacked a dragon’s nest. It was unclear whether the dragon in this vision was the same one, or even which scene preceded which. As the mob of villagers attacked, I watched a mother dragon try to defend her nest. Despite her efforts, she failed to defend against them all, the angry mass of people making it impossible to protect her babies. Without remorse, the humans stomped on the eggs she guarded, their satisfaction clear as they pumped their weapons in the air after the act.

      I moved around Rudie's giant egg, finding another scene playing on repeat. This one was of the same mother dragon, the markings on her front clearer in this picture. I watched as she morphed into a human, a beautiful woman with long hair and wide hips.

      I was entranced, my eyes following her as she entered a town, unimpeded by the humans that guarded the gate. She smiled and waved flirtatiously to the two men on duty. I took another step around the egg, the next frame showing her with a man different from those at the gate. In this scene, her claws ripped out his throat as she sat naked on top of him.

      I tried to make sense of the images. Everything played in a loop with a different scene in each section, all around the central source—Rudie's egg. On the final screen, the same woman held the hand of a man as she kissed him gently, the frame ending when she looked down at a small child she carried in her arms.

      If I had to guess, the child was probably the first dragon-human hybrid. The mother dragon had somehow morphed into the form of a woman to wreak havoc on mankind, only to find her true love. Even after suffering so much loss at the hands of the humans, she had found love with one of them. That love allowed her to move on and forgive humankind for their hatred—the fear that had led to her family’s massacre.

      “Master Trevor.” Siofra appeared at my side, her hand grabbing my own. “What does this all mean?” she questioned, her eyes locked on the image of the newly born dragon-kin.

      “I think this is your history,” I told her, making my own assumptions. “The birth of the first of your kind, and the struggles between the dragons and the human race before the dragon-kin—as you know them—ever existed.”

      “But why now? Why are we being shown these images?” she questioned, still so fixated on the past that was laid out before her.

      “I think it's meant for Rudie. If we are seeing this so clearly out here, I can only imagine what he is experiencing inside that shell.”

      “I didn't see anything like this though—there was nothing, my mind was blank and my body was only full of pain. Pain and Susanna's voice—her voice kept me from just wanting to end it all.”

      “I don't know—not for sure anyway,” I told her, turning her toward me so that I could look her in the eyes. “Even if you weren't shown the same things, that doesn't mean it isn't where you came from. I may have helped you transition into a dragon, but you were always one of them from the start, dormant or not.” I comforted her, afraid she was comparing herself too much to Rudie's transition. “I don't know why we're seeing this, or why Rudy is experiencing this, but there must be a reason. It might be the reason why so many dragons struggle to maintain their humanity when they transition. After they see all of this information—things about their history they didn't know before—maybe they decide that being a part of civilization isn’t what they want.” I tried to come up with a reason for the difference. With my explanation, it made sense why the transition had been relatively easy for Siofra.

      “That makes sense,” she mumbled, talking more to herself than to me as she followed the reasoning that led me to those assumptions. “I did think it was rather easy not to lose myself to my dragon instincts. For me…I remember being aware for most of the time I spent in the egg. I talked some, but mostly I listened to Susanna's stories. She kept me grounded in reality, even as my mind floated in and out of consciousness. I never imagined there was a whole other layer of the process that I missed out on.”

      After realizing this fact, she sounded sad, but there was nothing I could do for her. Being born without the black heart—without the ability to naturally transition into a dragon form—must have been the reason her bloodline’s history hadn’t been revealed to her. As an outsider, I could only imagine how isolating that would feel.

      “I am sorry,” I responded. It was all I could think to say.

      I knew it was a big event for her, and I wanted to be sympathetic, but I also didn't want her fixating on the past—dwelling on what didn't happen and disregarding what did.

      “I don't know why you weren't shown the images, but you are seeing them now. Whether the experience is different for every dragon, or the fact that you were dormant affected the process—either could be the reason Rudie is seeing these things now when you didn’t. No matter what, you are still a dragon-kin, and this will always be a relevant part of your past. How you choose to perceive this new information is your choice, and something that Rudie now has to decide in the midst of his transformation and all of the additional pain.”

      Without saying it directly, I wanted her to know that it was probably for the best that she hadn’t seen the tragic story that birthed the dragon hybrids while undergoing her transformation. I hoped that Rudie would be able to see past the cruel scenes depicted in the visions and focus on the joy that graced the mother’s face in the last image. I could vaguely understand why so many who underwent the metamorphosis ended up losing themselves to the rage of the beast and living as wild dragons.

      “You're right. This isn’t about me—this is about Rudie.” Siofra clenched her first, letting go of her own disappointment to focus on what was happening in the moment. “We're all waiting for you Rudie! You can do it!” She cupped her hands against the shell of the egg, shouting words of encouragement to her brother inside.

      She turned back toward us, a solemn expression on her face.

      “My father never told us any of this.” She waved a hand gently in the direction of the moving pictures. “I guess I can understand why.” She focused on the image of the dragon annihilating an entire town, before her eyes shifted to the scene of the villagers attacking the lone dragon and her offspring. “We didn't seem to get along well in the past,” she mumbled, somehow feeling responsible but also hurt.

      “Things are different now.” I grabbed her hands, bringing them close to my mouth. “As long as I am alive, nothing like this will ever happen to you.” I kissed her closed hands gently.

      She nodded, holding back tears, feeling a bit overwhelmed by all of the revelations.

      “I don't think there's much else we can do here,” I told the girls, knowing that it would take time before Rudie would emerge from the egg, his transformation complete.

      We said our goodbyes to Rudie and Melody, unsure if either could still hear us, before we made our way back to the castle to rest for the remainder of the day. We all knew it would be tough to focus on anything else until the ritual was complete.
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      Rudie's awakening took three days. Siofra and I became rather impatient by the middle of the second day, not knowing how much longer the process would take. We feared for Melody—especially—who was without food or water inside the shell. On the third day, we walked back to the warehouse, Zara joining us this time as she was eager to see a species that didn't exist on her home world.

      We walked through the oversized door of the warehouse, shutting it once everyone was inside. The overcast day made it appear darker in the warehouse, so I lit some torches, giving us a better view of the space. Rudie's egg appeared unchanged, the solid structure just as we had left it.

      “Does this mean it's going to be another day?” Susanna questioned to no one in particular. She placed her hand on the egg as she tried to comfort the two inside. The process was taking much longer than we originally expected.

      “I really don't know,” I responded, joining her as I placed my hand beside hers.

      Siofra and Zara looked at each other, before they too placed their hands on the egg. We stood there in silence for a few minutes, the egg vibrating slightly as the power circulating inside hummed beneath the surface. The images that once floated around it had ceased on the second day, so now it appeared the same as Siofra’s egg during her transition—just an oversized object waiting to hatch.

      “Hello? Is someone there?” Melody's voice could be heard from inside the egg, sounding like nothing more than a whisper. With how dense the shell was, she was probably screaming for us to hear even that small remnant of her voice.

      “We are here, Melody.” Siofra placed her cheek against the shell as she answered the weak voice, hoping the young girl could hear her response.

      “I'm scared,” was her reply. “Rudie lost consciousness yesterday. Before that, he was at least aware of my presence, but now—I don't know? I think—” Her voice faded out, and we could no longer hear her words.

      “Melody? Melody, can you hear me?” Siofra shouted at the hard surface, afraid for the young girl's life.

      As if answering her desperate cry, the egg began to vibrate more rapidly, the trembling so strong we had to remove our hands from its surface. Stepping back as a group, we watched as a giant crack appeared in the shell, starting at the top and slowly working its way toward the bottom. The movement of the egg helped the hard shell open, and Rudie's dragon form came into view. A large head peered out of the crack, an eye the color of blood staring at us with disdain.

      As the first limb exited the shell, the hardened casing began to disappear, Rudie’s body absorbing it and its magical content. In less than a minute, the dragon egg had disappeared completely. What remained was a dragon twice the size of a school bus—twice the size of Siofra’s dragon form.

      “Wow,” Susanna exclaimed, her eyes glancing up and down the newly hatched dragon, taking in his obsidian colored scales, a hint of silver revealing itself in the firelight.

      “Rudie” I spoke to the dragon, calling on his humanity.

      The beast's head whipped around within the contained space, unsure how it had gotten there in the first place.

      Siofra tried next, her eyes pleading for recognition. “Rudie, it's me—your sister.”

      He looked around for an escape route, acting as though he didn’t remember us as his friends. Although confused and agitated, Rudie did not attack, but as soon as he spotted a small ray of light filtering through the roof of the warehouse, he bolted. His large wingspan—barely fitting within the warehouse walls—gave him just enough leverage to propel himself toward the ceiling as he smashed his way through the roof.

      The metal roof luckily fell outside of the building, leaving the rest of us unscathed. Siofra dropped to her knees, unable to comprehend her brother's reaction after his rebirth. Without Rudie in the building, we saw Melody's body behind where he had previously stood, her form crumpled in a ball on the dirt floor. We rushed to her and assessed her condition. Although she had lost consciousness, her body appeared unharmed.

      When I moved to pick her up, she began to stir, her blue eyes looking up at me. “Where is Rudie?” she asked, a pained expression on her face.

      I shook my head, telling her all she needed to know in that small gesture.

      “No!” she cried out in a small voice, saddened by the news. “I failed him,” she whispered to herself before promptly losing consciousness once more.

      We rushed out of the warehouse, Melody in my arms, just in time to catch a glimpse of Rudie as he disappeared over the water. Knowing I could do nothing more in that moment, we headed back to the castle. We had to get Melody the medical care she needed—then we could discuss what to do next.
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      Things moved fast after that day. I sent out search parties, not only by land and sea, but also by air, all searching for any traces of Rudie. They found nothing, the oversized dragon disappearing from our radar. I hesitated to send too many people out at once, fearing they would be away when I needed them the most.

      While I trusted Rudie and believed him when he said that Telfi would attack come the middle of the year, I also couldn't afford to leave the port unprotected. Once Melody recovered, she insisted on searching for Rudie herself, but we were all against it. It took many discussions—with her parents included—before we convinced her that it was too dangerous, and that Rudie wouldn't want her to get hurt searching for him.

      We held to the hope that Rudie would return, but after two months of waiting, nothing of the sort occurred. The girls still scanned the horizon every time they went outside, hoping to see his spectacular dragon form flying toward the castle. While I wanted to do more, my number one priority remained to protect our little city—and preparing to withstand the coming attack.

      I focused on building bunkers for the civilians, strengthened the wall around the backside of the city and constructed additional blockades along the port side. While I understood Telfi’s desire to bolster his forces, he made a grave mistake by giving us so much time to prepare. While I wished things had worked out with Rudie so we would have a second dragon on our side, we were still a formidable force should Telfi or anyone else decide to attack.

      Once defensive measures were complete, our day-to-day returned to normal. Training was still emphasized, but it lacked the pressure we originally felt, when we had no idea when the enemy would strike. My army was at one hundred percent, my magical powers were stronger than ever—so the only thing left to do was wait. As I settled into this new normal, another two and a half months passed us by, and we soon felt as though we were in the final stretch of this trying ordeal.

      As if the universe knew of our complacency, I awoke in the middle of the night to frantic cries outside my door. Hopping out of bed, the covers falling to the floor from my rapid movement, I made my way to the bedroom door. I pulled on the boots I always kept by the door before opening it, eager to find the source of the screams. Servants of the castle—with a few guards as well—rushed along the corridor below, their goal unknown as they spoke frantically to one another.

      “What's happening?” I shouted down from the balcony, needing to know the state of the situation.

      The servants froze at the sound of my voice, the few people present looking up with worried expressions on their faces.

      “A dragon has been spotted,” one finally responded, her hands gripped tightly around a bundle of linens.

      “Telfi,” I growled under my breath. Of course he would choose the middle of the night to attack. “Everyone, move to the interior of the castle,” I instructed as I made my way down the stairs and toward the front door.

      Was I dressed for battle? No, but there was no chance I would let him get the upper hand as I wasted time throwing on some precautionary armor. When the last of the servants disappeared from the corridor, only two guards remained, standing on either side of the door with spears in hand. I swung the doors open, my magic humming on my chest.

      Fully expecting a surprise fire attack, I braced myself as the outside came into view. Contrary to my expectations, the night was quiet, the darkness thick. Taking a few cautious steps onto the front porch, I scanned the area, searching for any signs of the Dragon King's army. When I saw nothing out of place, I glanced behind me at the waiting guards, raising an eyebrow as if to ask, ‘what am I looking at?’

      The one to my left shrugged, while the one to the right shook his head repeatedly. Both their expressions told me they had no idea. I released a breath I didn't realize I’d been holding, when I heard the sound of flapping wings behind me. I spun around sharply, searching for the source of the noise, finding it in the sky above me. It was a dragon—as the servants had claimed—its scales so dark you could barely catch its movements as it flew across the night sky.

      “Rudie,” I said aloud, this time sure of the identity of the potential enemy.

      With few options on how to proceed and unsure of the reason behind the dragon's appearance, I stood my ground, staring up into the blackness as I waited for him to make his move. While I didn't want to attack Siofra’s younger brother, if he left me no choice, I wouldn't hesitate.

      The silver in Rudie's scales caught the light coming from inside the castle as he flew closer to where I stood. I reached for my magic, feeling the energy as it spread through my body, letting it build in my fingertips. Whether or not the dragon in front of me was Rudie, it was still a dragon and capable of great destruction. I would not let my castle fall victim to his attack.

      Finally, he flew even closer, as if he had spotted me on the porch. His dragon form came completely into view as he approached the lighted platform. He was just as I remembered from his day of transformation—his incredible size, his obsidian scales with their slight luminescence—he was a magnificent beast. When his clawed feet touched the ground, his wings reaching up into the air as he descended, a bright light enveloped his form.

      I had to shield my eyes as the light grew brighter, a flash spreading out into the darkness. When the light subsided, I whipped my head back around, afraid he would use the distraction to his advantage. Ready to defend myself and the castle, I looked for the dragon, but there was no longer a dragon at my door. Instead, Rudie—his human persona—kneeled in front of me, his dark hair overgrown and his clothing in tatters.

      “Master Trevor, please forgive my disappearance,” he said, his head bowed as he attempted to show his respect.

      I stepped toward his crouched form, the boy's body trembling in the cool night air. Before I could say a word, Siofra rushed past me and threw her arms around Rudie. She was still dressed in her nightgown, making it obvious that she had rushed out, unsure what the commotion was about. She whispered to him softly as she hugged him tighter, her hope for his return finally coming true.

      The moment was interrupted by the sound of marching feet, the soldiers from the castle—dressed and ready for battle—coming into view from behind the castle. All things considered, their response time wasn't terrible, but I still would’ve preferred if Telfi didn’t attack in the middle of the night. I had to laugh at myself and the thoughts running through my head in that moment, knowing that Telfi wouldn't give a rat’s ass about what I wanted. With the soldiers on alert and ready for a battle that wasn't going to happen, I left Rudie to Siofra while I addressed my troops.

      “False alarm, everyone!” I stood in front of them, waving my arms to get their attention. “Good work assembling, I appreciate the effort. Tonight is not the real battle, but that day will come one day soon. Don't lose this vigilance going forward. For tonight, you are dismissed. Go back to bed and get your much-needed rest. Thank you all.”

      At my dismissal, the soldiers dispersed, heading first to the armory to return their armor and weapons before going to their rooms. With the misunderstanding settled, I turned my attention back to Rudie and Siofra. The boy now stood with his face tilted toward the ground.

      “Welcome back, kid,” I said, patting him on the shoulder.

      He finally lifted his head to look at me, his eyes filling with tears, a relieved smile coming over his features.

      “Thank you, Master Trevor. Thank you so much.” He sniffled, clearly reassured by my response to his arrival.

      “I know you have a story to tell, but that can wait until the morning,” I told him, the boy looking dead on his feet.

      The adrenaline of our meeting seemed to be the only thing keeping him alert. Following my suggestion, relief washed over him, the light leaving his eyes as he passed out right in front of me. Catching him before he hit the ground, I carried him inside the castle, Siofra leading the way to his room. Despite not knowing whether he would return, we had kept his room unchanged, hoping for the best.

      After laying him in the bed, Siofra tucked him in, kissing him gently on the forehead before she joined me in the hallway outside his door.

      “Thank you for accepting him back,” she whispered to me, her arms wrapping around my waist as she placed her cheek against my chest.

      My acceptance deserved no praise; it was always what I had intended to do. Instead of dismissing her appreciation, I looked down at her, smiling gently. Tilting her chin toward me, I kissed her deeply as I stroked her cheek softly with my thumb. The kiss ignited something in her, her arms reaching up around my neck as she pulled me closer, deepening the kiss. I won't be getting much sleep tonight, I thought to myself, scooping her up so I could carry her back to my bedroom.

      She giggled when her feet left the floor, clearly thinking the same thing. She nuzzled her face into my neck, biting me gently, her foreplay quickening my pace. With my hands full, I let her open the door for me when we arrived. I entered the room and set her on the bed, her body bathed in the moonlight as it streamed in through the balcony windows. Ready to devour her, I suddenly remembered the door. I forced myself away just long enough to close it, not wanting to be disturbed by any who remained awake.

      She summoned me with a wag of her finger, her sultry expression rousing my manhood. I lifted my tunic over my head as I answered her beckon, pushing her to the bed and resting my body on top of hers. Kissing me deeply, she wrapped her legs around my hips, both of us ready to spend the rest of the night in a passionate embrace.
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      The following morning, I sought out Rudie in his room, figuring he would sleep for a while after having been missing for the last few months. I had a lot of questions for the boy—questions about his experience, his reason for leaving and how he’d learned to transform back into his human form so quickly. Arriving at his bedroom, I knocked on the door, waiting for him to grant me entrance.

      When no one answered my knock, I opened his door, finding his bed empty. I immediately feared the worst, wondering if he’d slipped away without anyone’s notice. To my surprise, I found him in the training arena, the boy already back on his regular schedule. When I entered the grounds, the practicing soldiers stopped, awaiting my orders.

      I waved a hand, letting them know to continue before I walked over to where Rudie was swinging a wooden sword at a block of wood. When I appeared by his side, Rudie ceased his practice, giving me his full attention.

      “I think it’s time we had that talk,” I told him, before gesturing toward the interior of the castle.

      Understanding my intentions, Rudie set his wooden practice sword in the dirt and followed me from the arena. I led him to my office space, wanting to be away from prying eyes. The boy looked around the room skeptically, the space making our conversation seem uncomfortably formal.

      “You can relax,” I told him, hoping to quell his nerves. “I just want to know about your experience with your dragon transformation. What happened? You didn’t attack, but it was easy to tell you weren’t your usual self. Not to mention the fact that you disappeared for quite a while after that. And when you returned, you were able to shift into your human form in a mere few seconds—how is that possible?”

      He looked nervous, his expression telling me that he was thinking carefully about what to say.

      “Shall we call Siofra here?” I asked him, wondering if his sister’s presence would help him feel more relaxed.

      “No, I’m alright, Master Trevor. I just feel guilty is all. I didn’t think the transformation would be that hard—but it was…a lot more than I was expecting. The pain—well, I was ready for that. But the images that flooded my brain, the intense emotions that followed—that I wasn’t prepared for. By the end, I couldn't tell where my feelings ended and what had been transferred to me from the visions. All I felt was anger and sadness. When I emerged from the egg, I was very confused. I could recognize your faces, and the connection I felt toward each of you was still there, but there was a part of me screaming to burn it all down. I immediately knew something was wrong, and it was safer for me—for everyone—if I just left. I found a place where I could be alone, so that I wouldn't accidentally hurt anyone while I sorted out how I felt about everything I had learned during my transformation. I came back because I finally felt as though I was in control—of both my emotions and my dragon form. I have made peace with the past and recognize that things have changed.”

      “I'm glad,” I responded. “While you were gaining your new form, we also saw the scenes from your dragon-kin history. They played for us like a movie—or moving pictures—but I can only imagine how different the impact would’ve been if those images played out directly in our minds.”

      Rudie's eyes grew wide, surprised we had seen the same things as he during his transformation. “What did you see?” he asked, curious if we’d both witnessed the same story.

      We exchanged our memories of the images from the past, the first half lining up almost exactly.

      “After the scene with the woman and her baby, I was shown even more,” he revealed, our experience diverging after that point. “I saw my father and the first woman he ever loved. He’s never talked about it before—or about her—but it's something we all inherently know. That as a dragon-kin, we will one day imprint on one person—our true love that we will keep in our hearts until the day we die. With our life spans being so much longer than humans, normally this means we end up alone, or choose to settle for the remainder of our lives. Losing that woman changed my father, it made him hungry for power. The person in my visions was like a stranger to me—his long life has weighed heavily on his humanity. I don't know if he blames humanity for his loss, or is just trying to fill the void with something else, but I think it all stems from the death of his fated person.”

      While I understood where he was coming from—that the new information made Telfi a little more understandable—I refused to view that as an excuse for his actions. Losing a loved one hurts, there is no denying that, but that doesn't give you the right to conquer half of the world as a way to cope.

      “What about your ability to shift between your dragon and human forms almost instantaneously?” I asked him, changing the subject, slightly curious how he’d achieved the feat. Siofra claimed it took at least a day for a dragon to transform.

      He looked at me seriously before mumbling the words, “I don't know. I was a dragon basically the whole time I was gone, but the minute I accepted what happened in the past, I morphed back into a human. I thought that would be the end of it—and that I would need to go through the process of transforming again—but as soon as I began thinking of my other form, I shifted instantly. I've been able to do so ever since.” He paused as though gauging my reaction. “That's weird isn't it? Am I strange?” He looked down at his hands, flipping them over to examine them, wondering just what went wrong with our ritual.

      “Calm down, Rudie,” I nearly yelled, the boy starting to spiral. “This is a good thing,” I told him, shaking him gently to get him out of his head. His ability to shift would be a great asset in my army and I wanted him to know that—to feel included and important to the team. “I don't know much about dragons, but to me, there is nothing wrong with you. You have done nothing wrong, and we are so happy you decided to come back.”

      Relief washed over his whole body, the tension melting away as his shoulders slumped slightly. He nodded with a mix of understanding and appreciation for my words. It was clear how desperately he simply wanted to belong somewhere.

      Just as I was about to release him from our meeting and allow him to return to his training, a knock on the door drew my attention away from our conversation.

      A voice succeeded the knock. “Master Trevor?”

      “Come in,” I responded, waiting for them to enter.

      The door cracked open slightly, the person on the other side peering in, her soft bear ears giving her identity away.

      “What is it, Libby?” I questioned when she hesitated to come into my office.

      “It's Rivinia,” she mumbled. “I think there's something wrong.”

      “Where is she?”

      “In the medical bay,” Libby responded simply, dropping any unnecessary words.

      I nodded, letting her know I understood and followed as she led the way. Siofra and Susanna were already by her side, rubbing Rivinia’s back as she stood beside the bed, her back arching as she clutched the thin blanket covering the mattress.

      “I am here—what happened?” I asked as soon as I entered the room.

      Rivinia looked up at me, a small smile showing on her face. It quickly turned into a grimace as another wave of pain shot through her body.

      “It's happening,” she groaned, trying to speak through the contraction. “The baby is coming—but something’s not right,” she grunted out the final words, dropping into a crouching position to try and alleviate the discomfort.

      I looked to the midwife who stood to the side of the room for further explanation.

      “Your wife,” she started, and I didn't bother to correct her, “is in labor, but it is early, and the baby is not in position to be delivered.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked her, waiting for her to explain in a way I would understand.

      She went into doctor mode, spewing a preplanned explanation.

      “As a baby gets ready to leave the birth canal, it actually shifts its body so that the head is in position to be first to exit a woman's body.” She demonstrated where the head should be on her own body. “Your baby has not done that, so its feet are trying to come first.”

      I stared a little too long, trying to comprehend the seriousness of the situation.

      “In cases like these, either the mother or the baby doesn’t survive,” she whispered the last part so only I could hear. I felt as my body shifted into high alert.

      “How much time do we have?”

      “A couple hours, give or take,” she responded, observing Rivinia’s state.

      “I understand, thank you,” I told the midwife, my mind whirling with a plan to save my lover and my unborn child.

      Pointing to Rudie, who had followed me into the exam room, I said, “You—come with me.” I didn’t bother to stop as I headed out of the medical bay.

      “Wait, where are you going?” the midwife exclaimed, figuring I should spend some time with Rivinia before the birth. She didn’t understand my determination not to let the death sentence come true.

      Rudie followed me into the hallway without question, his eyes still wide from the scene he had witnessed inside the medical room.

      “You are going to help me save Rivinia’s life,” I told him, placing my hand on his shoulder.

      I reached for the power of the gem, the ruby feeding off my heightened senses, fear becoming its main fuel as I pictured the doorway between the worlds. I was scared—I realized as I powered my magic—dreading the fact that the visions I had experienced in Blessona might still be coming true.
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      I rushed down the hallway, the grungy carpet sticking to my shoes. The door ahead of me featured the number 306, the six looking as if it might fall at any moment. Hurriedly, I knocked three times, before taking a step back to give the person inside a moment to answer. A few seconds later, the door swung open, Darcy greeting me with a friendly smile.

      “Trevor! It's been a while. How have you been, my friend?” she asked excitedly, pulling me into her apartment as Rudie trailed quietly behind me.

      Ignoring her question, I shut the door as I tried to find the right words. I turned to face her, taking a quick look around her home. The interior of her apartment varied greatly from the exterior of the building, the run-down facade making you expect the worst behind each door. The marble floors in her apartment practically shined, the modern space complete with every luxury one could think of. A flat screen TV—nearly the size of the wall—decorated the living room alongside a plush sofa situated on top of a faux fur rug. The kitchen area just off the living room was even more glamorous, the double ovens and granite countertops boasting of her wealth.

      “I was surprised to find you here,” I told her, not expecting her to be living in such a seedy apartment complex. Luckily, my parents had known the address when I called them in a frenzy after returning to Earth.

      “Well, what can I say? I'm a creature of habit.” She shrugged her shoulders, accepting my slight critique of her lifestyle. “You could at least say you like what I've done with the place.”

      She waved her arms around a bit, showing off all of the upgrades she had added to her once shabby apartment, and I knew that was where the money I had given her for helping Siofra deliver her baby had gone. I inhaled, preparing to offer her even more money to drop everything and come with me now.

      “I'm guessing you being here means it's about time?” Her eyebrows raised in question, the smirk on her face telling me that she still found my situation hilarious.

      “Actually, I need your help,” I answered honestly. “Something is wrong with the baby, and I need you to go back to Lornia with me—right now. There is no time to wait and before you ask—yes, I will pay you more than last time.” I knew she was money motivated, and I wasn't willing to risk Rivinia’s health over a little extra cash.

      “Trevor, I’m so sorry.” She sounded sincere. “What exactly happened? If it’s that serious, it might already be too late,” she spoke quietly, trying to save my feelings.

      “The midwife said something about the baby being in the wrong direction. I’m not really sure what that means, but it apparently puts both of their lives at risk. I thought we had more time, but the baby wants to come now. Please, will you help?” I tried to keep my composure, but it still came out like a plea.

      “Of course, I will help,” she told me. “I will do everything I can to make sure you meet your child, and that your girlfriend will be around to raise them. How long has it been since you left her?” she questioned. “How was her state at the time?”

      “Maybe two hours,” I responded. The short dragon ride to her place in New York had felt like it lasted for days. “She was in a lot of pain, but the midwife said she still had some hours if we were going to do something.”

      “Good,” she nodded, going over a plan in her head. “The contractions probably just started, and it is likely she hasn't dilated very far. Until her body decides it's time to push, there are some options we can try.”

      “You know what's wrong then?” I looked at her like she knew all the answers in the world.

      “It sounds like the baby is breech—which just means he or she is trying to come out butt or feet first. Or if not breech, then transverse, meaning they may be stuck on their side. I won't know the exact position until I examine her. From there, I can decide what the best course of action will be. If we are lucky, it will be a quick fix and she’ll be able to deliver vaginally.”

      “And if we are not?” I asked when she didn’t finish her thought.

      The question hung in the air for a moment.

      “Let's not think about that right now,” she responded vaguely, keeping me in the dark.

      I let it drop for now, knowing she would have to tell me if things didn’t go as planned. Hopefully, we would never reach that ‘what if’ scenario.

      “Fair enough,” I told her, not sure I wanted to know anyway.

      Reaching out, I touched her shoulder and then waved Rudie over, making sure the boy made contact with me as well. Before Darcy could ask any questions, we were already in the doorway between the worlds, and I was rushing everyone to the other end of the hall.

      “A little warning would’ve been nice!” Her tone sounded harsh, but her expression told me she wasn't surprised by my actions.

      I led the way to the door for Lornia, not bothering to check my surroundings, my mind only focused on returning to Rivinia’s side.

      “Well, this place certainly looks better,” Darcy remarked as we exited the portal dimension, her eyes roaming around the much greener courtyard.

      “A few months will do that,” I responded indifferently, gesturing toward the interior door.

      I made a beeline for the medical bay, ignoring anyone we passed until the room was in sight. Rivinia’s moans of pain could be heard through the door, and I saw Darcy's expression shift when she heard them too. Suddenly, she was no longer my high school friend, but a highly accredited New York doctor with her patient waiting on the other side of the door. Without needing further any instructions, Darcy opened the door and scanned the familiar space. Rivinia was still hunched over the bed, trying her best to withstand the pain of each contraction. She looked at us as we entered, a small amount of relief washing over her body.

      “If you are not needed for this birth, I ask you to clear the room,” Darcy spoke strictly, her words directed at Siofra, Libby and Susanna who huddled around Rivinia’s crumpled form.

      The girls directed sad eyes to Rivinia and then to me, but they ultimately complied, exiting the room in single file. Rudie remained outside the door, joining the group of three girls as they exited the room, filling them in on our adventure to New York.

      As the midwife turned to leave, Darcy stopped her. “You are needed,” she told the woman. “You will be my assistant in this procedure, and hopefully you will learn enough to perform it again in the future.”

      The woman nodded, taking a place at the side of the bed.

      “Trevor, you can stay too and—for the love of God—hold her hand,” she ordered, taking me back to the day Siofra gave birth to baby Cienna.

      “Hi, Rivinia. I don't know if you remember me, but I am Dr. Darcy Abbot. I’m here to help you deliver your baby, if you will let me.” Darcy placed a soft hand at the base of Rivinia’s back and her other hand on her shoulder.

      Rivinia looked up at her as though she were a godsend and nodded rapidly, her agreement clear.

      “Alright, let's get you up on this bed so I can examine you properly. Trevor, will you help me?”

      Together we assisted Rivinia as she climbed onto the medical bed, getting her situated on the sturdy surface. Darcy placed a blanket over Rivinia’s legs, the covers coming up to just under her belly. As Rivinia got herself comfortable, Darcy washed her hands in the bucket of soapy water the midwife had prepared for the procedure. When her hands were dry and Rivinia seemed ready, Darcy lifted Rivinia’s top exposing her baby bump for the exam.

      “My hands might be a little cold,” she warned as she rubbed her palms together, using the friction to create some heat before pressing them onto Rivinia's belly. Her nimble fingers prodded the bump, assessing the placement of the baby inside its mother’s womb.

      “From what I can tell, the baby is nearly feet first in the birth canal. While delivery in this position is doable, it is not ideal. I'm going to attempt to rotate your baby so that the delivery can progress smoothly and potential complications can be limited. Does this sound okay?”

      “Yes—” Riviana began to say just as a contraction hit her, the ‘s’ extending as she grunted through the pain.

      “Before we begin, I'm just going to check how far along you are,” Darcy told her, instructing her to bend her knees and open her legs so that she could check her dilation progress. “Pretty good, pretty good. You are at around five centimeters right now. That's halfway there, my dear.” She smiled, trying to ease some of our worries with a bit of good news. “Now, let's get this procedure started, shall we? Do we have any lotion or something similar?” she asked the midwife, the lack of modern medical tools making her question what we had in this world.

      “Of course,” the midwife spoke up, hurrying to a cabinet on the far side of the room. She returned with a little vial containing a white substance. “Here you are, doctor,” she said, handing Darcy the lotion.

      “Thank you,” Darcy responded, accepting the bottle. “Now, I am not going to lie to you,” she said to Rivinia as they locked eyes. “This is going to hurt.”

      Rivinia looked scared but determined as she nodded, urging Darcy to continue. Undoing the cork of the small vial, Darcy dumped its entire contents on Rivinia’s exposed stomach, rubbing the lotion around the bump.

      “This will help my hands glide a little easier as we turn the baby,” she explained, wanting to keep everyone in the room in the loop. “We will begin now.”

      Placing one hand at the top of Rivinia’s stomach and one at the bottom, she prodded with enough pressure to feel the baby inside its mother’s womb. Her hands moved together in a clockwise motion, stopping every few seconds to assess the baby’s placement. She readjusted her hands several times during the process before she continued the circular motion, the baby turning with every movement.

      Sweat beaded on Rivinia’s forehead as she gritted her teeth, the pressure of Darcy’s hands strong enough to leave marks on Rivinia’s skin each time she adjusted her hands. When the pressure and the pain became too much, Rivinia grunted through it, trying her best to appear strong throughout the procedure. I gripped her hand tighter, whispering words of encouragement into her ear as Darcy continued to maneuver the baby inside of her.

      After what felt like an hour—and what in actuality was probably only two to three minutes—Darcy removed her hands from Rivinia’s stomach, feeling as though the procedure was complete. She prodded the belly one more time to figure out the baby’s final placement, wanting to make sure the hard part was truly over.

      “Normally—on Earth—I would use an ultrasound to confirm that the baby's head is at the birth canal, but we don't have such luxuries here in Lornia. That being the case, I will have to make do. As far as I can tell, we have reached optimal positioning for a complication-free birth. Now all that's left is for your body to do the rest.”

      Rivinia sighed at the news that she was back on track to give birth to a healthy baby, relieved that things could naturally progress from this point on.

      “While I don't foresee further complications, I would still have your fairy healer on standby,” she told me, wiping Rivinia’s belly to clear off the excess lotion.

      I of course was way ahead of her, having instructed Toval to be close by long before I even left for New York. Opening the door of the medical bay to check for the healer, I found the three girls waiting anxiously in the hallway, Rudie among them. They held each other's hands, Rivinia’s cries from inside the room surely making them worry for her and the baby.

      “You all can come back in the room now—if that is what Rivinia wants. There are still several hours until the actual birth.” Darcy raised her voice so they could hear her from the hall. She looked for Rivinia’s response before waving them inside.

      Rivinia nodded. “Yes, please come in,” she told them, happy to have the support.

      As Libby, Susanna and Siofra rushed back, eager to comfort Rivinia, I stepped into the hall with Darcy. I needed to ask her some questions that weighed heavily on my mind. Rudie fidgeted awkwardly, unsure whether to remain in the hall or enter the birthing room. In the end, he decided to join the others, worried about Rivinia and the baby just as much as the rest of us.

      “Okay, so tell me honestly,” I began once we were alone outside the medical bay, “is everything really okay?” I asked sternly, my vision of the potential future vision still weighing heavily on my mind.

      “Yes. Trust me, Trevor. Nothing seems out of the ordinary. She should have a perfectly normal birth from this point forward.” When I didn’t seem convinced, she prodded further. “What is wrong? You seem more concerned this time around than you did when Siofra had her birth. Not that you don't love them both, but I feel like something else is making you ask these questions.”

      It was clear I couldn't hide anything from her, so I filled her in on my experience earlier in the year. I told her how it had felt so real when the girls told me Rivinia had passed during childbirth, and that I couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad was going to happen.

      “I just wanted to double check everything—so that future won’t come true.”

      “Just remember, Trevor.” She patted my shoulder, a grin on her face. “If you weren't there when it happened in your vision, then that means I wasn't either. I guess that means I just saved your wife's life,” she said with confidence, reveling in the fact that her presence had likely changed Rivinia’s fate. “But looking at it seriously, if drastic measures were needed—such as a cesarean section—even my presence or that fairy healer of yours might not have been enough to save her. Blood transfusions don't seem to exist here, so if she lost too much blood there wouldn’t be anything we could do. If you believe in some higher power, now is the time to start praying it doesn't come to that. I don’t want to scare you, but that is just my opinion. Like I said, signs say the delivery will be smooth, but hearing you out does create a little more doubt. Don't worry, I will keep an extra close eye on her.”

      “Thank you, Darcy—really—I can't thank you enough.”

      She chuckled heartily, “You haven't seen my bill yet,” then slapped me on the shoulder before returning to the medical bay, keeping her word about monitoring Rivinia closely.

      I laughed softly to myself at how she hadn’t changed—even after all these years—then I also joined the girls in the medical room. Like Darcy had predicted, the birth took several more hours, the lack of suitable drugs meaning Rivinia felt every contraction. Our hands were sure to be black and blue by the end of the ordeal. In the early hours of the morning, Darcy said the words we were all eager to hear.

      “You are ready,” she told Rivinia, confirming that she was at ten centimeters. “With your next contraction, I want you to push.”

      Just as Darcy instructed, when the next wave of pain hit, Rivinia bore down, gritting her teeth as she pushed with desperation, ready to see her baby.

      It took all of twenty minutes before the screaming bundle was brought into the world, painting smiles on everyone’s faces. Darcy mentioned something about delivering the placenta, but we were all so focused on the little boy that nothing else mattered.

      “We did it, Master Trevor. He's beautiful,” Rivinia huffed out the words, exhausted, yet glowing. She was right, he was beautiful and perfect.

      “You did it,” I whispered in her ear before kissing her on the lips, not taking any credit for the birthing process.

      “Everything looks wonderful,” Darcy interrupted. “You can have your healer do his thing, and I will check out this little one.” She scooped up the baby boy, giving Rivinia a moment to take care of herself.

      As she insisted, I called for a Toval, his magic making the healing process that much easier. When he finished, I thanked him for his help and told him to get some rest—using his powers always left him exhausted.

      “Have you thought of a name?” Darcy asked us both, placing the small bundle back in Rivinia’s waiting arms.

      When Rivinia didn't respond, her attention completely focused on the little one, I did instead. “Ashton,” I said, remembering it from my vision.

      Rivinia perked up at that, a small smile gracing her face. The name seemed to evoke some sort of nostalgia.

      “It's perfect,” she told me, the name already resonating with her.

      “Of course it is, you picked it yourself,” I told her, her expression shifting from confusion to understanding, tears filling her eyes. I kissed her on the forehead, gazing down at Ashton, his red-brown eyes already full of curiosity. Darcy’s smile caught my eye, and I smiled back before mouthing the words ‘thank you,’ so happy that my family was safe and continuing to grow.
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      The next three days were a whirlwind as everyone in the castle—and even the port—were eager to meet the newest member of the city. Ashton was quite the fussy baby, always beginning to cry when someone wasn't holding him. Darcy had assured us everything was normal, letting us know that each baby was unique, and that we couldn’t compare him to how Cienna behaved early on in her life. Once she checked out both mother and baby a final time, she requested to return to Earth, knowing she would have a lot of explaining to do for her sudden absence. With no medical reason for the extra crying, Siofra suggested self-soothing and other parenting terms she had picked up from Lidia, trying to assist Rivinia in learning to care for the newborn.

      As we all adjusted to our new normal, finally settling into a routine that worked with a newborn and two toddlers, catastrophe struck once again. On the morning of the fourth day after Ashton’s birth, Rivinia awoke to find her infant in the arms of a stranger at the castle.

      She had been in the nursery—as always—trying to get him on a better sleep schedule, when the person appeared as if out of thin air. Her desperate cries woke the rest of the residential hall. Susanna and Lianna were the first to find her, the girls trying to calm Rivinia when I entered the nursery.

      “What's wrong?” I asked in haste, checking the three cribs.

      Alina and Cienna were fast asleep, but Ashton wasn't in his bed nor in his mother’s arms.

      “I just dozed off for a second, and when I woke up, Lefaon was here—holding my baby. They disappeared. He's been kidnapped…my baby has been kidnapped.” She sobbed, unable to retain her composure in the moment.

      “Who is Lefaon?” I questioned, prepared to murder the unknown person.

      “He’s my half-brother and next in line for chieftain of Yirendale,” she managed to inform me, rubbing her eyes as she willed the tears to stop.

      Great, now an elven prince wants to start something with me? I was livid, the last months of idle training fueling my desire for a fight.

      “Why would he do something like that? How did he even know about Ashton?” I asked instead of jumping directly to mass murder. Maybe I’d missed something.

      “Elves share a special bond with nature. In our homeland, the elven forest connects us all. Even those that choose to leave it are still connected on a spiritual level. All born with elven blood will have this connection, and when they die, their spirit returns to its true home in Lornia. As for why—it is probably because of the low fertility and birth rates in the elven territory. It has been a while since a new elf has been born—well, it had been a while.”

      I pretended to understand the possible reasoning of the elves, but none of what she said made me any less hostile toward the person who’d invaded my home and stolen my son.

      “Come with me,” I told her, exiting the room in a hurry.

      “Master, where are we going?”

      I led her to my office, pointing to the map of Lornia on my wall. “Where exactly is this elven forest?”

      She looked a bit unsure about my request, her brows furrowing, but finally she complied, pointing out the location of the elven realm.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “As far as I’m concerned, your brother just declared war on our harbor. He may have started it, but I will sure as hell end it. I will burn down the whole bloody forest if that is what it takes to bring Ashton home.”

      Rivinia froze as her brain registered my words, knowing how serious I was.

      “What about Telfi?” she asked, deciding to divert my attention instead of arguing. She knew how much was at stake if the harbor was unprepared.

      “Who knows when he will even attack. All I know for sure is that I will bring my son home.”

      I rushed out of the room, heading for the training area to find Norlan or Alexi. Both were right where I expected them to be, the two giving me their full attention as I crossed the grounds. They could tell I was a bit frantic, their nervous response to my presence giving them away.

      “What do you need us to do, Master Trevor?” Norland asked before I even said a word, ready to relay my commands to the rest of the troops.

      “We have been attacked and before you ask, no, it’s not the Dragon King. A rogue elf has stolen what is mine and I will not stand for it.”

      “We can have the troops ready to march out in under an hour,” Alexis said confidently, not needing additional details.

      “Good, do it,'' I told them before I left to prepare myself for the journey.

      Yirendale and its surrounding forest was not far off, but the journey would still require weeks of travel time—I just hoped we had the time to spare. Although there was no definite answer to the question of when Telfi would attack, I refused to sit around any longer, waiting for a war to start. As I suited myself up in the armory, the girls entered, Rivinia already having explained the situation to them.

      Even Zara and Lianna were in the group, everyone unsure whether to cheer me on or plead for me to stay in the castle, fearful of the impending war with the dragon-kin army. Not in the mood for a discussion, I brushed off their words and told them it would all work out somehow. Once Norlan sent word that the troops were ready to march, I headed to the nursery to say goodbye to my little ones. I wanted to tell them I would be bringing their brother home soon.

      As I turned the knob and pushed the door open, I was met with an unfamiliar figure standing beside my children's cribs, a small bundle in his arms. Rage fueled my magic as flames appeared on my hands.

      “Lefaon?” I questioned, certain it was Rivinia's half-brother coming back for the rest of our children.

      “I'm not,'' the older man responded, raising a cautious hand as the other one supported Ashton. “I am Chief Leafin, leader of the Elven community in Yirendale. I'm sorry about my son, he's always been a little…reckless.” He was soft-spoken, his grandfatherly aura making him a little easier to trust.

      “And why should I trust you?” I questioned, pushing down the instinct to believe his words.

      “I suppose you have no reason to, but believe me, I am not here to fight.” His demeanor remained calm, but I couldn’t let him off so easily.

      “What are you doing in my castle? And don’t try to lie to me—the only reason you aren’t a pile of ashes on the floor is that little boy in your arms.”

      “My son acted on his own. His actions were misguided, but they came from a place of love for his people. You see, the birth of a child is a momentous occasion, especially among the Elves. Our birth numbers are low, so when our people heard of a child born with elven blood, Lefaon could only think of bringing them to the homeland. His impulsive and self-serving actions will be punished, and I can only hope that my people will be forgiven by you, Master Mage Trevor, ruler of Arenia Harbor.”

      “So, you have heard of me.” I had to crack a smile—this man knew exactly what I was capable of and still found the courage to enter my home.

      “Of course. Not only does your reputation precede you—you are also dating my daughter.” He looked a little smug when he said the last part.

      I let the flames on my hand fizzle out, ready to hear what the old man had to say.

      He recognized my action as a peaceful gesture. “As Chief Leafin of Yirendale, I truly apologize on behalf of my son and all of my people. If you can forgive our egregious act, I can assure you we do not wish to be your enemy.” He bowed his head low, something I was sure he didn’t do for just anyone.

      He held out baby Ashton, and I moved to collect the bundle, the little baby surprisingly content in the old elf’s arms. Before he could set Ashton in my hands, the floor beneath us rumbled. A loud crash sounded through the halls, screams following shortly after the explosion. I looked into the eyes of the elf chieftain, weighing who I distrusted more in that moment—the man who just returned my kid after having taken him, or the person responsible for attacking my castle.

      “It's Telfi,” I growled. The bastard had picked the most inconvenient time to invade.

      “As a token of good faith, let me assist you,” Chief Leafin said, turning away from me to lay Ashton gently in his crib.

      Tendrils of magic appeared around his figure, the bright green color mixing with yellow as it began to accumulate around his forearms and hands. Drawing a circle in the air, a portal appeared, answering my unspoken question of how he’d entered my castle so easily. Leafin stepped into the portal, the bridge between the locations closing behind him, leaving me alone in the nursery.

      Having no time to wait for whatever the chieftain had planned, I rushed from the nursery, finding the servants scrambling about the halls. The front door of the castle slammed open, Ciyin entering in a frenzy.

      “The Dragon King's army is coming!” she shouted when her eyes spotted me leaning over the banister.

      I rushed down the stairs to meet her, awaiting additional information.

      “A fleet of ships are approaching on the port side, and several dragons are encroaching on the territory from the sky.”

      The castle had already sustained damage—likely from an aerial attack, the dragons sure to reach the harbor before the enemy ships. Susanna and Siofra appeared behind Ciyin having come from the training area, both girls dressed for battle.

      “Master, we are under attack,” Susanna reiterated, eager to join the fight.

      With my focus still on the two girls in their battle gear, Zara, Lianna and Libby arrived from the corridor, coming from the interior of the house.

      “Is it happening?” Zara asked as she joined our small group, a bit of excitement in her voice, the long wait for the start of the battle having become tiresome.

      “The fight is just starting,” I told the girls, also feeling ready to get this battle over with. Our preparations had long finished, and I wanted to finally face Telfi. “Libby and Lianna, I need you to stay with Alina, Cienna and Ashton—take them to the bunker with the rest of the servants and keep them safe. Zara, Siofra and Susanna, go join the troops and prepare to meet our attackers head-on.” I gave them their instructions, making sure everyone was where they needed to be during the fight.

      “Yes, Master Trevor,” the five said in unison.

      “I can fight too.” A voice from behind me caught my attention, and I turned to find Rivinia dressed in light weight armor. She had a quiver full of arrows strapped to her back and a bow in her hand.

      As much as I wanted to argue and tell her to sit this one out—she’d only given birth less than a week ago—I knew we could use all the help we could get.

      “Are you sure you feel up to it?” I asked instead, figuring she knew her body best.

      “I am ready for this,” she responded confidently, gripping her bow a little tighter.

      During her pregnancy, Rivinia had been unable to wield a weapon or join in any of our training and missions for the last several months. Now that the baby was no longer at risk, she was more than ready to take up a weapon once again.

      “All right, let's do this,” I told the girls, heading outside the castle walls.

      My army waited in front of the building, dressed and ready for battle, already prepared to march toward Yirendale in search of what was stolen from me. Instead, we would be facing Telfi and his dragon army. I felt a tiny bit thankful to Rivinia’s half-brother, his rash actions forcing my army into battle mode just in time for the war we had long anticipated.

      Looking to the skies, I spotted the dragon responsible for the earlier attack on the castle. Smoke still rose from the corner of the building where the fire had struck. In the distance, another three dragons moved toward us, their forms growing larger as they approached our homestead. With what little time we had before they arrived on our doorstep, I urged the civilians that had gathered to take shelter as we moved the army away from the perimeter of the castle. We needed to find a more open location to prevent the total destruction of the city once fighting broke out.

      An isolated place in the city wasn't the easiest find. The houses in the port were built close together, making them an easy target for a widespread aerial attack. We found the most space on the docks, the barricades we had painstakingly constructed offering increased protection from the enemies that were to arrive from the water. As I instructed everyone to remain alert, Siofra grabbed my arm, a worried look on her face.

      “What's wrong?” I asked, giving her as much attention as I could spare. My focus still shifted back to the sky and the sea, looking out for when the enemy would attack.

      “I would have been more help as a dragon,” she mumbled, feeling regret for failing to transform from her current form. “I am so sorry, Master Trevor,” she apologized, her gaze downcast.

      While it was true another dragon would have been a great asset to our side, it was too late to start the transition into her dragon form. Besides, her abilities as a mage would be much more useful than an incubating dragon.

      “Don't worry about that, you are plenty strong as you are and will be a great help to our army. We will win this!” I encouraged her, bringing back the light in her eyes and her fighting spirit.

      With her insecurities resolved, Siofra resumed her place in the group, her battle stance solid as her eyes locked onto the incoming dragon forces.

      “Get ready!” I shouted as the first dragon swooped in close, releasing a blast of fire our way.

      I could tell this particular dragon-kin was more experienced than Nigel, the one we faced earlier in the year, the stream of fire it released unyielding as it sought to encompass the port. As the fire crept closer, I reached for my magic, the gem fueling my powers. I spread my arms out wide, releasing a burst of energy, the flames spreading out until a wall formed over my troops. I continued to feed the defensive structure, my own fire canceling out that of the dragon’s as it washed over the port.

      My soldiers went from bracing themselves as the flames drew closer to cheering when they knew I had protected them from the incoming strike. Additional dragons joined in the attack, bolstering the stream of flames, and my barrier required extra energy to absorb the additional power. While our team did not feel the pain of the attack, the fire was still very real. The canopy of flames that raged over our heads brought a sweat to everyone's brow.

      I could tell the heat had affected my troops by the perspiration that coated their faces. A few of them kneeled as they caught their breath, the humid air stifling their lungs. I knew we wouldn't last much longer like this, but I also knew that if I withdrew my defense in order to attack, more than one of my allies would pay the price. As I weighed my options, I heard someone in the distance shout, “fire!” The swish of an object sliced through the air, accompanying the command.

      A boulder the size of a small car soared through the air. It crashed into one of the dragons, disrupting its continuous attack. Once the giant rock collided with the dragon, the boulder’s trajectory changed, falling straight down rather than soaring forward as it plopped into the ocean with a heavy splash. The dragon that received the full force of Zara's attack lost control over its flight pattern and barreled into the other two. The one rock successfully cut off the stream of fire, allowing us a moment to breathe.

      My eyes shifted to where Zara was cranking the lever of the catapult, preparing it to be reloaded as the mage beside her lifted the next boulder. When the machine snapped back in place, Tiffe levitated the compacted earth into the basket, giving Zara a thumbs up to let her know it was ready. Zara angled the device slightly before pulling the lever, the catapult launching the boulder into the air and toward the dragons’ position.

      The enemies above us reoriented themselves just in time to maneuver around the incoming rock and prepared to launch another attack of their own. These dragons were not newly transformed—I could tell by their increased amounts of magical energy—allowing them to expel more than one fire attack. Letting the gem in my staff feed on my emotions, I allowed the power to flow through my body. This fight would require all of my strength.

      Before the beasts could send out the next wave of fire, I retaliated, throwing ice spears in their direction. The shards bounced off of their scaled bodies, just barely scratching their armored skin. Despite the minimal damage, my attack still distracted them from bolstering their own attacks.

      Rudie emerged from the center of my troops, ready to make a difference for my army, his alliance to our side unwavering even as the war unfolded around him.

      I nodded in his direction, already understanding his intentions. The boy shifted, his massive dragon form replacing his small human one. The obsidian scaled dragon took flight, my soldiers bracing themselves against the torrent of wind as he raised his wings and propelled himself into the air. While Rudie faced off against the dragons, another threat came into view, Telfi’s ships appearing on the horizon as they neared our harbor.

      “Prepare for battle,” Norlan shouted, making the rest of the soldiers aware of the incoming forces. “We must not let them infiltrate our city!” He encouraged our troops, knowing how important protecting the civilians was to everyone. All of our preparation had led to this moment.

      With the ships still a ways off, I focused my own attack on the enemies in the air, knowing Rudie couldn’t defeat them on his own. Placing my index and pinky finger in my mouth, I whistled, a high-pitched sound resonating over the area, grabbing Rudie's attention in midair. When he looked in my direction, I gestured to him and he altered his flight pattern in response, dropping low toward the docks and scooping me up from the wooden platform.

      I managed to make my way onto his armored back, my new position much better for attacking the enemy dragons. Despite Rudie's immense size, we were still outnumbered in dragons. If we wanted to stand a chance in this battle, I would need to reduce their numbers, especially before reinforcements arrived. Telfi had also yet to make an appearance, his dragon form and overall strength the most formidable of them all.

      Deciding to try something a little different to attack the enemies before us, I utilized my water magic, pushing my abilities to their limits. Normally the size of my attacks depended on the amount of water in the air, allowing for the creation of small icicle projectiles. This time, I drew water from a much bigger source—the ocean—spears of ice protruding from the water’s surface as I aimed to skewer the dragons where they flew.

      Alerted by the sound of the ice cutting through the air, the dragons managed to evade the attack, now on the lookout for both flying boulders and sharpened ice pillars. While the dragons were too quick and evaded my attack, it gave me another idea.

      “To the ships!” I shouted over the wind currents, my arm outstretched in the direction of the incoming fleet.

      The enemy dragons were left confused as Rudie soared away from the harbor, but they quickly reacted to our movements, not letting us get too far away. Thinking they had the upper hand, two of the dragons followed us while the third kept its sights on the army at the docks. As I chanced a look back, I watched as a large ball of flames shot out toward the dragon that remained near the port. Siofra controlled the attack, harnessing the power she possessed as a mage, not getting weighed down by the fact that she couldn’t transform into her dragon persona.

      With Rivinia and Susanna beside her—and Zara controlling the catapult—I knew that the girls and remaining soldiers could hold their own—allowing me to focus on the rest of Telfi’s army. Rudie circled around the ships, dropping in altitude to taunt those on board. The soldiers on the decks had yet to release any fire attacks, making me question if there were any additional mages among the dragon-kin forces.

      As our proximity to the ships decreased, I pulled more energy from the gem, expanding the range of my attack. I was determined to hit all of the ships at once, giving them no chance of countering. As I invoked the power of the ruby in my staff, the waves of the once calm ocean grew stronger, ice shards forming deep below the surface of the water. The mages on board finally reacted, throwing puny excuses for fireballs our way, their attacks requiring little effort to evade.

      The power inside the gem waned as the energy flowed into the massive attack, a cluster of spiked pillars shooting out from the water all at once, skewering every boat headed in the direction of our port. The wood cracked as the solid ice drove through ships as though they were made of cardboard. We were close enough to see the expressions on the crew's faces, the men bewildered by what was happening around them as they scrambled for cover. When the chaos halted, the soldiers froze too, having no idea how to proceed.

      Things seemed stable for a minute, the ships no longer sinking or breaking. But it was all a fallacy, my spears acting as plugs that concealed the true damage. After giving the men on board a false sense of security, I dispelled the magic, the icicle spears melting back into the ocean at my command. With the holes exposed, the ships began to take on excessive amounts of water. The people on board rushed around the decks, frantically trying to find a solution to their now sinking ships. While they were close to Arenia Harbor, I did not expect them to make it to our shore, and—even if they did—they would be so exhausted from the effort that they would be useless in an actual fight.

      As the icicles retreated back into the water, their ships slowly sinking into in the ocean, Rudie delivered the final blow. His own dragon fire engulfed the boats one by one, the wood of the ships catching fire, turning the vessels into timber. From our height above the water, I could hear commands being shouted from those on board, the orders drowned out by the incoherent sound of panicked screams. A few members of the crew gave up trying to extinguish the flames and abandoned ship, feeling as though they stood a better chance in the water.

      As we observed the scene below us, enemy fire retaliated on our location—the two dragons that had followed us out to sea—halting Rudie's further destruction of their ships.

      “Focus on the remaining vessels!” I shouted, turning my body to get a better view of the two dragons. When the next fire ball came our way, I threw out one of my own, diverting its course. The attack became friendly fire as it slammed into the deck of a nearby ship. I could sense the irritation emanating from our foes, nothing seeming to go their way. My next attack sent icicle spikes barreling in their direction, a few of the projectiles hitting the thin skin on the dragon's wings, the sharpened spears burrowing deep. I could tell the dragons hadn’t anticipated the ice having any effect since they chose not to evade the attack, but they were left regretting their decision to underestimate my magic, their flying hindered by the projectiles protruding from their bodies.

      Once the ships had been rendered useless, all of the soldiers on board likely to succumb to the fire or a watery grave, I signaled to Rudie, pointing back to the docks as I shouted my command to return home. Despite their wounded wings, the enemy dragons followed.

      As we returned to shore, I found two dragons now faced off against my army. Nigel had joined the other dragon at this point, and both were working together to attack my soldiers. Even though much smaller than the formidable dragons, my army seemed to be holding its own, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t step in to make things easier for them.

      I instructed Rudie to swoop down, giving me the opportunity to disembark, magic softening my landing despite the height. Another wave of fire washed over the port, the dragons coming in strong as they regrouped with their comrades. Once again, I managed to shield my troops from being burnt up in the attack. My defensive measure seemed to match the attack the enemy released, but this time, instead of canceling out the fire, my magic acted as no more than a shield. The flames arched from the point of contact, spewing fire onto the city.

      Homes and shops burned, the docks themselves even catching fire, Arenia Harbor suffering damage from the escaped flames. As much as I wanted to focus on damage control, I knew that wasn't the smartest choice while my troops' lives were at stake. My only true option was to focus on the enemy—even as my city burned around us. As long as my people survive, the city itself can be rebuilt, I found myself thinking as I pushed back on the wall of fire. The barrier flew backwards, crashing into the dragons as they hovered in front of us.

      The dragons faltered, sustaining minor injuries from the force of the condensed flames I thrust at them, the sheer size of the attack making it nearly impossible to avoid. In a short moment of respite, I checked the condition of my troops. Instead, my eyes were drawn to glimmering patches of air around the port, the anomalies making me fear the worst. Countless portals appeared in an instant, popping up in the small spaces between the soldiers in my army. The green and yellow colored magic expanded enough to allow a single person to pass through the magical doorways. While only one entity entered through each portal, the doorways were spread throughout the port, the number matching at least a third—if not half—of the soldiers in my army.

      Before I even got the chance to assess the situation, the dragons in front of me recovered and sent out their next fire attack. Instead of a stream of fire, this time small bursts of flames escaped the mouths of the dragons, the size of the orbs growing larger the longer they remained in the air. Zara’s catapult launched again, but this time the dragons anticipated it, the solid object restricted to a predictable path that made it easily avoidable.

      Unable to rely on the incoming boulder, I constructed my own magic shield to a similar size as the fire that careened toward us, blocking two of the three orbs dispatched by the dragons. The third and final orb continued to barrel toward us, giving me no time to increase my magical energy to a suitable amount that could defend against the remaining attack. Out of options, I threw out my instant fireball, knowing it needed no time to form. I hoped it would have at least some effect on the massive ball of flames that threatened our position.

      While my counter attack slightly altered its trajectory, the ball of flames still continued toward the dock, leaving the soldiers to my left in its line of fire. I ran in its direction, hoping to block the attack in time. Before I reached it, a wall of hardened earth appeared, the fireball crashing into it, the flames dissipating after a short burst. The wall transitioned into the water, turning to sludge after being struck by the dragon's attack. The wielder stood nearby, his hands raised as he controlled the last of the magic that remained in the defensive measure.

      I turned toward my comrades, seeking out the elves mixed within our troops. Eyeing them warily, I assessed the nature of their appearance. Though their body language revealed their uncertainty, they raised their weapons, ready to attack. I withheld any commands, still unsure of their intentions, having no choice but to wait for them to reveal where their loyalties lay. While our standoff with the elves came to a head, Rudie took over the fight with the dragons. He kept them occupied while we regrouped, trying to determine the size of the enemy we now faced.

      A melodic whistle sounded in the air, the pleasant sound meant as a signal for the elves. In a few short moments, the elves seemed to disappear, their agility enviable as they reappeared on a less occupied portion of the docks. The chieftain appeared in front of them and pointed toward the city, saying no words before they disappeared once again from our sight. I held my staff tightly in my grip, anticipating their attack, but when I saw the first few reappear they stood beside a burning building. The elves spread across the city, their magic materializing water as they worked on dousing the flames.

      Satisfied that the chieftain planned to honor his word to strengthen our forces, I returned my focus to the dragons, Rudie continuing to give his best effort to keep them from attacking the port.

      Norlan orchestrated an archery attack next. Rivinia stood among the archers as the lines of soldiers drew their bows, pulling the strings taut. Their arrowheads tilted toward the sky, aiming for the moving targets. Norlan signaled for Rudie to evade, emitting a high-pitched whistle as the cue. The boy obeyed, soaring out of range and leaving the enemy dragons without cover.

      The captain of my troops dropped his arm, and the soldiers released their bowstrings in response, the arrows soaring into the sky with incredible speed. More than a few arrows hit their mark, but despite the accuracy, the attack proved to do little damage.

      On the other side of the docks, Zara prepared yet another catapult attack, but when I glanced back at her, I noticed a new weapon beside her resembling that of a medieval cannon. She had been fairly close to completing the weapon in the previous month, but had struggled to create a vessel sturdy enough to withstand multiple shots.

      It was likely she planned to use the single shot, even if that was the extent of the weapon's usefulness. Before I returned to the fight, my staff humming in my hand, the magic begging to be released, I watched as Tiffe lit the next boulder on fire, increasing their weapon’s attack potential. While the first shot had been quite effective—the element of surprise having been in our favor—since then, the catapult had proved quite inept when dealing with such a fast-moving enemy. Still, Zara and Tiffe didn’t let up, waiting for the moment the dragons would let their guards down and their attack would hit. If nothing else, it certainly diverted the dragons’ attention, the enemy needing to be aware of all of their surroundings—else they would be slammed by the incoming attacks on multiple sides.

      With everyone now in position, Norlan gave the order to attack, all our ranged fighters throwing everything they had at the dragons. Fire, earth, water, arrows—even a few throwing daggers hurtled in the direction of the beasts, everyone trying to deal as much damage as we could from our positions on the dock. Nigel still seemed to lack the ability to release multiple attacks, the fireballs and streams of flames mainly coming from the three larger dragons. In the chaos of the continued attacks, one lucky strike managed to hit a vulnerable point on one of the dragon’s underbellies, the soft gray coloring being replaced by a crimson red as the arrow sliced through its skin.

      “Aim for their bellies!” Alexi noticed the moment the weapon wounded the enemy, and we quickly changed our attack pattern.

      The dragons were forced on the defensive once their weakness was discovered, having little time to do any real attacking of their own. While they focused on the incoming magic and arrows, they forgot for just a moment about the catapult, giving Zara the chance she needed. The giant boulder flew through the air, crashing into the dragon closest to her. The boulder exploded upon impact, chains springing from the projectile as it entangled the dragon in a trap. The soldiers on the docks stared in awe—even I had no idea she had been working on specialized catapult ammo.

      “Don’t let up!” Norlan shouted, not wanting to waste the opportunity Zara had given us.

      The dragon struggled under the weight and constriction of the chains, unable to remain in the air with the contraption limiting its movements. It dropped from the sky like a bag of rocks, plopping into the ocean head first. Its comrades were quick to come to its rescue, diving into the water themselves to retrieve their brethren before it drowned. While their comradery was admirable, they failed to consider the danger they placed themselves in, the whole ocean now my weapon.

      I walked up to the edge of the dock, looking down into the blackness of the water and inhaled the salty air, letting the magic of the ruby course through my body as I prepared the final attack. While I worked to encase them in ice, sealing off their ability to escape from the vast ocean—I failed to hear the warnings of my teammates as danger drew near.

      “Master Trevor!” I heard Siofra’s frantic cries too late, my staff raised high above the water, the magic ready to be cast.

      The visage of a dragon came into view, its form having been hidden from our sights until it was too late to defend against its attack. Sharp claws gripped my wrists and hoisted me into the air, the soldiers on the dock shrinking as we ascended through the clouds in a matter of seconds. I stared up at the pure white underbelly of a dragon—Telfi’s dragon form—the self-proclaimed King of Lornia finally making his appearance.

      I struggled under his grip despite knowing what a drop from such a height would mean for me. The thought of being in his control for even a short amount of time sent chills down my spine. Finally, when we had soared quite a ways from my troops, we began our descent, the buildings of Arenia Harbor coming into view. The abandoned warehouse where Rudie had transformed was just below us now, the space quite isolated from the rest of town. Before we reached a safe distance from the ground, Telfi released his grip on my wrist, leaving me to figure out how to get the rest of the way down.

      Aiming my staff toward the earth, I released a steam of fire. The flames acted as a propulsion system, pushing me back into the air slightly, giving me full control over the speed of my fall. Telfi was already on the ground, back in his human form, laughing maliciously as he watched me struggle to land safely.

      “Telfi,” I spat, managing to land on my feet. My hand wrapped tightly around my staff. The power surged through me, ready to explode.

      “Trevor, how nice to see you again.” He smiled wide, obviously taunting me.

      He exuded an aura of confidence, acting like someone who had the upper hand, but I knew better than to fall for his tricks. Besides, the man was clearly unaware of the state I’d left his army in.

      “We were starting to wonder when you would show your face!” I retorted, finding it hard to back down in front of this man.

      I took a deep breath, calming my emotions as I reminded myself of all the preparation my troops and I had done over the months. I was more than ready for this fight—even if I had been separated from my comrades.

      “Have you thought about my offer?” He took a few steps closer, holding his hands out toward me, assuring me he held no weapon.

      “You mean the one where I'll become your puppet, and you’ll take control of the harbor’s trade routes and our military forces? Yeah, it didn't take long for me to come to my decision,” I responded sarcastically, still sour that he would believe anyone would agree to those terms. “There is no way we would ever comply with your demands!”

      “That's too bad.” Telfi feigned disappointment, briefly looking toward the ground. “I guess that just means I'll have to remove you from your seat of power and replace you with someone willing to listen to my requests.” He shrugged his shoulders, trying to appear unaffected by my refusal.

      I started laughing this time, my chuckles condescending as I willingly offended the Dragon King. I directed my gaze toward Telfi, confusion etched in his features, but that only made the moment that much funnier. The dragon had no idea what he had walked into.

      “Now, I'm going to tell you my terms,” I began, taking another step forward, closing the distance between us even more. “You will relinquish your hold on Crimm and return to your place at the Academy. If I even so much as hear that you're thinking about trying to be the king of Lornia—or trying to expand your power again—I will destroy you,” I told him firmly, thinking the offer was quite generous, but knowing there was no way he would accept such an obvious demotion.

      “Ha! Now why would I do that?” he questioned, the magic starting to accumulate around his body, bolts of electricity literally sparking from his figure. “I have defeated you once before, and I will do it again—only this time, I will be sure I finish the job,” he growled, clearly fed up with my flippant attitude toward him.

      Thrusting his arm out in front of him, a stream of fire wrapped in an electric charge burst from his palm, heading in my direction. Did he really think I would fall for the same trick twice? I wondered, rotating my body quickly as I evaded the incoming attack. A building behind me absorbed the blow, the weapon hidden in his attack piercing through the stone, proving my earlier assumption.

      “You disappeared for months—did you really think we would just wait and do nothing in your absence? I am no longer the same person that you fought that day in the dungeon of King Partel's castle. And, let's not forget, you are in my territory now.” I smirked, initiating an attack of my own. Summoning a line of icicle projectiles, I aimed the spikes at his feet, expecting him to dodge. When Telfi jumped to evade them, his light-footed maneuver allowing him to completely avoid the attack, I shot several fireballs in quick succession, aiming for where I predicted he would end up.

      Just as I guessed, he moved to what he presumed would be a safe area—but the fireballs waited for him after he dodged. The attack hit, the fire orbs colliding with his body, the flames sizzling out on impact. Despite the direct hit, Telfi was less susceptible to fire attacks. His dragon blood protected him against the flames, meaning they did little damage to his person.

      Telfi laughed at my attempt to counter his attack, the man believing nothing could defeat him. “Is that all you’ve got, Trevor? Ha! Your puny fire attacks will do nothing to this great Dragon.” He referred to himself in the third person, feeling quite cocky about withstanding my attack, his arms raised as though he had just won some great challenge.

      Without warning, Telfi sprung toward me, closing the gap between us completely. His right hand shifted into the form of a dragon, his sharp claws aiming for my torso. His speed was impressive, but nothing I couldn't handle. Lifting my staff in front of my body, I blocked his strike, his deadly talons clanging against the metal.

      “Ho, ho, faster than I thought,” he taunted, his face uncomfortably close to my own.

      I pushed him back, creating some space between us, the added distance allowing me to expel another magical attack. This time I conjured my ice magic to create ice bullets. The small but effective projectiles raced in his direction, overtaking his position. I swore I heard the man click his tongue, somehow annoyed by the attack. Refusing to let up, I sent more ice shards his way, cutting off any open areas he could escape to. Like I predicted, he sidestepped the first attack, his agility making it nearly impossible to follow his body's movement. My additional projectiles were harder to evade, meaning Telfi would reappear in a clearing only to see another wall of ice bullets heading toward him.

      This happened several times, Telfi’s body reacting with his super speed once he saw the projectiles headed in his direction. I continued to block his way, finding his attempt to run from the shower of ice bullets quite amusing. I kept this up for a bit, hoping his stamina would deplete—if only a little—the man practically running in circles as he avoided the attack.

      Finally catching on to my plan, Telfi forfeited the game, halting in place as the splay of ice bullets encroached toward him. Shifting into his dragon form, he braced himself, figuring his scales would protect him from the attack. The majority of the bullets met his protective scales, bouncing harmlessly off his body and onto the ground. Some, on the other hand, managed to slip through his defenses. One or two hit his underbelly while another struck his wing.

      He hissed, the small amount of pain overshadowed by his annoyance, Telfi finding it unbelievable that any of my attacks would land. Even as he bled from my strike, the cocky grin remained on the dragon’s face, so sure he had already won.

      “You call that an attack?” He laughed at my expense, wiping the small amount of blood from his stomach. “You are weak. You should feel honored that I even want you to remain as my puppet for this port. Do you not realize I could take everything from you? Your land, your people, my daughter—even your life.” He grasped the air in front of him with his claw, making me visualize his words. “When my army reaches your territory, there will be no going back—I won’t accept your surrender. I will ask you one more time, surrender quietly and join forces with me. Together we can conquer Lornia.” He boasted, his dragon form making his voice ever louder than before.

      I had to laugh at his declaration. The man was oblivious to the state of his own people, his overbearing attitude misplaced and a bit sad. I had to tell him.

      “Telfi, you are a powerful dragon, I will give you that, but unfortunately you picked the wrong enemy. You know how to spew pretty words about joining forces, but there is no way I would ever be on your side. I will give you a piece of advice though—give up now.” I smirked, making the man’s blood boil. “Those reinforcements you talked about, they’re not coming. In fact, if you give up now, you might be able to save at least a few of them.”

      His face contorted into a grimace, disgusted by my words, but still not accepting them as the truth. I raised my hands in the air, my staff in one, my other empty with the palm pointed toward the sky.

      Trying to save face, he transformed back into his human form, the snarl still engraved in his features. “I don’t even need my dragon form to defeat you. I am powerful enough as I am!” He continued with his pretentious display, preparing for whatever attack he thought I was about to send his way.

      I just shook my head, the man no longer a source of intimidation. All of his actions seemed to be from a place of desperation. “I told you it was a mistake to wait so long to attack us and for what? A few extra dragons?” I scoffed, reaching for the power of my gem. “I've learned a little trick over the months of your absence—even while being so far from the water, I can sense the life orbs from your soldiers.”

      Without waiting for a rebuttal, I started drawing in the power from the lives lost at sea, my distance from the energy source no longer a barrier to its absorption. At first, it appeared as though nothing was happening, my body remaining still as Telfi’s anger built. He assumed my speech was nothing more than a taunt. Right as the Dragon King looked as though he would explode from his pent-up rage, streams of purple energy came down from the sky and rushed into my body.

      The tendrils of raw power wrapped around my arms, slipping up toward my torso before reaching the stone around my neck. Some of the energy was absorbed by the stone in my staff, the larger gem gratefully accepting the power as hundreds of lights converged on my location. Telfi was left speechless, still doubting if he should believe my words about his army. His first instinct was to attack, wanting to stop the absorption of the extra energy.

      His efforts were futile, the converging energy not hindering my ability to defend myself. When he launched a fire orb in my direction, I raised a wall of flames, absorbing his magic with my own. I let the wall remain, feeding it with the power I continued to consume, expanding it around my position to give me an extra layer of security as more and more life orbs were drawn to my gems.

      I could feel the energy raging inside me, the gems hitting full capacity. But they still wanted more, refusing to reject any of the incoming energy. The excess energy pooled under my skin, my body temperature rising from the overflow. When I felt confident I could defeat Telfi with the collected power, I let the flames disperse and glared in Telfi’s direction, giving him one final opportunity to escape the hell that was about to come for him.

      “This is your final chance,” I offered as my skin began to tingle. “Take what's left of your army and go.” I knew he was too headstrong to accept such an offer.

      Instead of verbally rejecting my pity, he transformed back into a dragon, his eyes burning with the desire to see me dead. Quick to act, he leapt toward me, his wings stretching out in preparation for flight. Both claws gripped my shoulders, the talons sinking into my skin before he leapt off the ground. His wings flapping, Telfi lifted us both into the air. Although my shoulders cried out in agony, the puncture wounds were minor flesh wounds compared to the ticking time bomb Telfi had decided to pick up.

      Even as we left the ground, more orbs converged on our location. My gems called them from the sea, greedily absorbing each one's power. With the capacity of each ruby having long been reached, my body finally released the excess power. Flames burst from my every pore, the condensed raw energy erupting with such force that it tore into the underbelly of the dragon that still held me in his claws. Everything happened so fast—the explosion of power, the dragon’s injury—and Telfi, reacting to the sudden pain, released me from his grasp. He hoped to get the source of the pain away from him—but the damage was already done.

      My stomach jumped into my throat as I fell like a brick toward the ocean. With the flames coating every inch of my body, I didn't think creating an additional stream of fire would have much effect in slowing down my free fall. The water's surface grew closer and closer. Praying that the knowledge I’d picked up in high school was legitimate, I altered my position in the air, pointing both my feet and the end of my staff toward the water. With the intention of softening the landing, I aimed for my toes to be the first thing to hit the surface. What they didn't mention in school is how difficult it is to maintain that position as you're speeding toward the water.

      I held that position as best as I could,  the wind whipping past me as strained to keep my toes pointed down. A giant splash accompanied my touchdown, my staff stripped from my hands, the water enveloping me once I passed the surface barrier. The force of the fall pushed me down deep into the ocean, the fire sizzling out as soon as it met the water. The darkness around me made it difficult to guess exactly how far down I had traveled, but I knew I needed to reach the surface quickly. Kicking my feet, I started the journey toward the surface. My lungs squeezed tight, telling me I didn't have much time. My hand brushed my staff as I swam and I held onto it as I continued the trek toward the light above me.

      When my head broke through the water’s surface, I gasped, refilling my lungs. Steam still filled the area, an aftereffect of my flames suddenly being doused by the body of water. Despite no longer being covered in fire, I could still feel the excess magical energy in my body bubbling toward the surface. As I treaded water, still trying to catch my breath, I waited for the fog to clear. My eyes scanned my surroundings, trying to see just how far out from the port I had landed.

      Turning in circles, I saw only water on all sides—just the flat ocean spreading out as far as the eye could see. Just how far did Telfi take me? I grumbled, my feet kicking back and forth under the water to keep my head above the sea. Just as I was about to accept my fate and start swimming in some random direction, a dragon appeared above me. The shadow it cast was large, but relieving.

      “Master Trevor!” Rudie yelled out to me, circling my location.

      I held my staff above me, both hands gripping the metal as I held it horizontally over the water. Understanding my intentions, Rudie swooped down, grasping hold of the metal and pulling me from the vast ocean. As I dangled in the air, I realized just how far I would have needed to swim to make it back to shore, and I was even more grateful for Rudie's presence in our port.

      “Find Telfi!” I shouted loud enough to reach Rudie's ears, and the boy set off in the direction of the warehouse, seeming to have an idea where we should search first.

      It turned out we didn’t need to look very hard. Telfi had emerged from wherever he had hidden himself, the dragon trying to ignore the gash on his stomach even as blood trailed down his body. He’d began to cover our city in a blanket of fire, the physical manifestation of his hatred for both myself and our port. He was wounded and pissed, determined to take out everything he could before he lost the last of his energy.

      The presence of the elves only made him that much angrier. Each time he set a building on fire and moved onto the next, an elf would appear to douse the flames. The homes and shops in the town suffered much less damage than he intended thanks to the presence of the elves.

      “It's not over!” he cried when we got close enough to hear him. “Not even close!” He reared his head back, building up the fire in his throat before he hurled the massive ball of flames in our direction.

      The orb was gigantic, and letting it run rampant through my city would carve a path through everything—the houses, the shops and likely my castle, if it were to get that far. Rudie circled above the massive attack, unsure how we should proceed.

      “Drop me!” I shouted to the dragon that still held my staff in his claws.

      He looked down at me, hovering in position, wondering if he heard my command correctly.

      “Do it!” I reiterated, confirming what he’d heard was the truth.

      I could still feel the excess energy humming under my skin, waiting to be released. And with my body no longer submerged in the ocean, there was no reason it couldn't be set free. As I fell toward the blazing orb, fire erupted from my skin, the flames forming a protective layer around my body right as I dropped into the enemy’s attack. Once inside, I seemed to be held in suspended animation, my body hovering within the ball instead of dropping straight through to the ground. The power that encompassed my being was hungry, and it absorbed the surrounding flames, trying to add to its own power. As the two sources of fire merged, the ball of destruction dissipated, my feet finally landing on solid ground.

      “Impossible!” Telfi reeled back, shifting into his human form, suddenly lacking the energy necessary to maintain his dragon transformation. “This can’t be happening. I am the greatest dragon to ever live! I can’t be defeated by a mere human.”

      The blood loss seemed to add to his paranoia, the man talking to himself even as he stumbled in my direction. Finally noticing his injured gut, Telfi tried to close the wound with his hands, blood coating his arms from the effort.

      “It’s over Telfi,” I told him calmly, the scene becoming hard to watch.

      Something snapped in him, his pointed teeth clenched as he threw out another stream of fire in my direction. The flames surrounding my body drank up his attack, feeding on the fire’s power—making it their own. The inferno expanded into the sky, the increased power evident, but Telfi refused to give up. Slamming both hands together, he summoned a lightning attack, the electrical energy encircling another round of flames as both flew in my direction. I moved my staff in front of my body, protecting myself from any hidden weapons, but just like the last attack, my gems absorbed the energy. The electricity prickled my skin as it combined in the pool of raw power radiating from my body.

      Telfi cried out in frustration, his breathing labored. The afterlife called for him, yet his eyes fixated on me, hatred reflected in his gaze. I couldn’t understand why he hated me so much, but then I realized, I could have been anyone. He didn’t like me simply because I had power—something he worked his whole life to build up, I’d achieved in a fraction of a human lifetime. His glare held his resentment, his envy and his frustration at his own weakness, for he was no longer in any condition to attack.

      Rudie landed beside me, shifting into his human form when his feet hit the ground. I thought the scene would be too much for him to witness, but the boy stood silently, watching the man he once considered his father take his last breaths. Telfi held my gaze until his purple life orb appeared over his form, the Dragon King cursing me as he left this world. Before my gems could steal his power for their own, Telfi’s corpse shifted into his dragon form, his opulent silver scales shining in the sunlight. My brows furrowed as I watched the dragon decompose in front of us, his flesh turning to ash in mere seconds before it blew away in the crisp, cool wind. Not even his bones were left when the spectacle was over. Telfi had disappeared from Lornia completely.

      With the main enemy defeated, my adrenaline cooled. The rubies I carried finished off the excess power they had siphoned, allowing me to return to my normal state as the fire around me dissipated. Even with the Dragon King gone from the world, we couldn’t relax just yet, the fight still raging in another area of the city. Rudie was aware of this as well, even as he stared at the spot his father once lay, the blood stain the only evidence that the man was truly gone.

      “We should get back to the others,” I told him, lightly touching his shoulder to break him from his trance.

      “Yes, Master Trevor,” he responded mechanically, having yet to process everything that just happened.

      He shifted into his dragon form, allowing me to climb onto his back before flying us both to the water’s edge. The troops came into view first, smoke rising from the buildings behind them, but no active fires seemed to be ravaging the city. I scanned the area for the remaining dragons, but I did not find them in the air. Instead, they were on the docks, the three dragons hog-tied with the same chains that took out their comrade. Rudie brought us down safely in front of the group, seamlessly shifting into his human form as soon as we touched the ground.

      “Master Trevor!” Susanna shouted, appearing from the sidelines, Siofra and Rivinia close behind. “Is it…?”

      I already knew the question she wanted to ask.

      “It’s over,” I told the girls first. Then, turning to the rest of the soldiers, I shouted victoriously, “We have defeated the Dragon King!”

      Cheers erupted from the crowd, the girls jumping into my arms. The captured dragons struggled in their chains, unsettled by the news, but they simmered down quickly, knowing there would be no reinforcements coming to their rescue. Norlan took command of the army, instructing some of the soldiers to prepare to ride out to sea to handle any stragglers, while the rest dealt with the restrained dragons. With Alexi and Norlan settling the loose ends, I focused my attention on the city, making sure it was safe for the civilians to return to their homes. Leafin approached from the side, the rest of the elves forming a group behind the chieftain, awaiting the command of their leader.

      “Thank you for your help,” I said as he approached, holding out my hand so that we could grasp forearms, revealing my intention for us to remain friendly.

      “It was the least I could do.” He returned my gesture, thankful I had chosen to accept his method of reconciliation. “So, what happens now?” He questioned, his eyes watching my soldiers as they attempted to move the trapped dragons.

      “We will make sure none of the surviving dragon-kin have any plans to avenge their leader, and then we will try to work toward a peaceful solution.”

      He smiled, half expecting me to annihilate them all. Not that I hadn’t considered the option, I just didn’t think there was any reason to eliminate the remaining soldiers.

      “And the throne of Crimm?” he questioned, still surveying my port.

      “That will return to its rightful owner, King Partel,” I answered, hoping things would return to normal shortly.

      I already planned to take a trip to Crimm to free Partel from his dungeon, hoping Toval would be able to heal the king’s wounds.

      “I am afraid that is not an option,” the old elf said simply, his tone sad as he shook his head softly.

      “What do you mean?” I was afraid to ask, anticipating the words that would come next.

      “The king is dead.”

      My first instinct was to deny the possibility. “How do you know that?”

      “I told you of the forest that connects all those with elven blood. It tells of life born in this world, but also of death. King Partel may have chosen a life outside of our great borders, but he remained connected to his people—even if that choice was not his own. When he perished, his spirit returned to its rightful resting place. I am sorry, but it is the truth.”

      Damn. I hit my open palm with the fist that held my staff, my plans for everything to return to normal going up in smoke.

      “His soul is at peace now, you have nothing to feel sorry about. I think it is clear who the true ruler of Lornia is…you will make a great king.” The man stepped away from me, slightly bowing his head as he did so. “My people are grateful for your mercy. If there is ever a time you need our assistance in the future, we are happy to help. And yes, you can consider this as my acceptance of peace between our lands.”

      Cocky though his statement was, I did hope to achieve a non-combative relationship with the elves, so that worked in my favor. Though his thoughts on the next ruler of Lornia were a bit misplaced, it was a subject that would need to be settled—and quickly—leaving no room for another uprising to occur. I exhaled, knowing the work was only beginning, but thankful for my people, and grateful that the worst was behind us. As the civilians began to emerge from the bunkers we had built, alive and unharmed, I knew Lornia was exactly where I was meant to be—and that I would spend the rest of my life providing and protecting the people of this land.
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      “Daddy!” Cienna’s small arms grabbed my leg, forcing my attention away from the scene of the city sprawled out in front of me.

      Siofra stepped onto the balcony next, a baby swaddled in her arms. She smiled sweetly, her loving gaze encompassing both me and our two little ones. I scooped up my daughter, spinning her around playfully before I held her in my arms, looking out at the port. Siofra slipped in beside us, her free arm wrapping around my waist as she turned to face the city.

      “It’s hard to believe it’s been two years since that day,” she mumbled, remembering the moment when Telfi’s dragons struck our port.

      It was the anniversary of that day—a day that marked a new beginning—one that was celebrated in the years since with a grand festival. Vendors were already setting up their stalls in the streets below the castle, colorful banners adorning every shop.

      After Telfi’s defeat, I anticipated chaos to ensue, but the commoners were ready to accept a new leader-–especially one that wouldn’t create ridiculous laws in the effort to gain more power. Some of the counts and dukes from various parts of Lornia resisted the change, but they soon learned that the fight was one they couldn’t win.

      It didn’t take long for things to settle after that, the world returning to a peaceful state. Sir Nathanael was established as the Viscount of Trimi, seamlessly taking over his late brother’s position, while I sent Norlan to Crimm, granting him a title and putting my faith in the man to be a fair leader of the territory. The academy that Telfi once ran closed down, but plans were in the works to restructure the curriculum to accommodate mages outside of the dragon-kin race. Arenia Harbor was rebuilt and my castle expanded, Alexi convincing me that a bigger castle was more fitting for my position.

      It had been at least half a year since the last time I went back to Earth, the time between each visit stretching longer and longer. My main reason in visiting was to bring back Darcy whenever I needed her services, little Naomi being the most recent such reason. After the war was over, I officially welcomed Zara into my harem, all the girls accepting her into the family. She would be the next reason for my visit to Earth, but that wouldn’t be for at least another four months.

      With such fulfilling days, I no longer held any attachment to my home world, viewing my time there as another life. Now, my focus rested solely on my life in Lornia. My family still visited from time to time, but they still preferred the commodities of Earth rather than the power of Lornia, and I couldn’t blame them for that. My younger sister received a scholarship to her dream school in New York, so Alina remained in our care, the little girl growing up with Cienna as if they were sisters. Lidia decided to stay in Arenia Harbor, using the excuse that she liked living by the water. I had a cottage built for her family, and now, her and Pete were also expecting their third little one.

      A knock on the bedroom door pulled me from my reminiscing, Cienna squirming in my arms to answer the call. I set her down, watching as she rushed to turn the knob, pulling the door open in excitement. Libby waited with little Owen on her hip, our son all smiles when he saw Cienna behind the door.

      “Are you ready to head into town, King Trevor?” Libby asked, bouncing Owen as she spoke.

      Alina peered into the room from behind her legs, telling me that there were others waiting in the hall. I chuckled softly, knowing it was only a matter of time before they would barge into my room, brimming with excitement about the festival.

      “Shall we?” I asked Siofra with a smile, holding out my hand.

      She returned my expression, nodding her head as our fingers intertwined. Together with my growing family, we walked out of the castle and into the sunshine, ready for another eventful day in Lornia.
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      Extensive training molded Bruce into a finely tuned mercenary. A man capable of scouring the galaxy to protect the innocent and vanquish the corrupt. An assignment to a distant outer system brings mystery, death, and mayhem. During his mission, a chance encounter with a stunning royal in a dimly lit bar results in all hell breaking loose. Save the damsel, figure out the mystery, and kill all the bad guys. If only saving humanity was that simple.
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      A fantasy tale of adventure, battle, love, lust, and excitement awaits. Gryff is a young man who had goals and dreams. A spiraling series of events rapidly rips him out of his reality and into a new world, where he must achieve a new path. Will you dare to quest with the hero? Download now to join Gryff in his exploits and feats
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