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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
    New books come out Wednesdays 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    “Focus on your breathing, James,” Harold said in a light and airy voice while I closed my eyes to better focus on the task he was asking of me. 
 
    We were in the clearing where Kaida, my dragon, usually nested, and both Harold and his wife, Maggie, were trying to help me summon more mythical creatures like the powerful and magnificent phoenix I’d summoned before. 
 
    It wasn’t an easy task, but with their help, combined with my own capabilities and the five meticulous and smart women in my mind, I knew I’d be able to accomplish some more summoning. It might not have worked right away, but it was still best to practice as much as I could so when the time came, I would be ready to take down the evil overlord who’d been secretly terrorizing Hadden for years. 
 
    I was sitting cross-legged on the grass in a meditating type of pose, and although I couldn’t see them, I could most definitely sense Harold and Maggie’s attention on me. And, if I focused even more, I was able to feel Kaida’s red eyes boring into the side of my skull. 
 
    “And clear your mind of all your thoughts,” Maggie added, and her grumpy voice made me smile. “My magic isn’t as good as it used to be, but I can clearly see you have a thousand thoughts in your head right now.” 
 
    “I do.” I grinned and cracked one eye open to peer at the old couple sitting in front of me. 
 
    Further away, Kaida was peacefully laying on the grass as he watched us try to practice magic. I was still amazed at the fact my dad was originally from Hadden and had passed down some of his powers to me. It was a lot to wrap my head around, but a ton of things now made so much more sense, like the fact I’d always felt so at home in Hadden and why I had found the portal that led me here. 
 
    “The wee lad has a bond with the five daughters, he is bound to have more thoughts and feelings than us,” Harold laughed. 
 
    He winked at me when Maggie wasn’t looking, and the gesture made my grin grow. The dynamic between the old couple was interesting, and I could clearly see how much they loved each other despite their differences and the almost two decades they spent apart. 
 
    I, for one, am unable to stop thinking, Amber said in my head. There are too many fascinating things to think about. 
 
    Oh, I second that, Lapis eagerly agreed. But for you, master, I really am trying to empty my mind and focus on my breathing, too. 
 
    I don’t think that applies to us, does it? Sid asked in a curious tone. 
 
    I’m not actually sure, I mentally replied before I opened both my eyes and spoke out loud. “Would it distract me from my end goal if the girls didn’t do the same breathing exercises and meditating thing as me?” 
 
    “It’s best if they stay as quiet as possible,” Harold said. “For now, the daughters’ minds are linked to yours, and this is their only way to communicate with you and each other while they’re in their weapon form. While it doesn’t impact your own magic, it might make it harder for you to focus.” 
 
    “For the time being,” Maggie added as I nodded along to her husband’s explanation. “When you’ve trained and are able to summon creatures, then you can practice while they talk to each other. It’ll enable you to see what it’s like when you’re trying to do magic during a battle.” 
 
    “That’s a good plan, actually,” I said with another nod. What do you girls think? 
 
    It’s a great idea, Amethyst agreed. It makes sense that you’d need silence to summon your magic before you can allow yourself to listen to our chatter. 
 
    I’m right with you on that, Ames, Ruby said, and I smiled at how easy it all was now that we had her by our side. 
 
    Ruby was still new to this world and our relationship, but she fit in like the last piece of a puzzle, and nothing had ever felt more right than it did right now. 
 
    So are we, Sid said, and I smiled at how we were all on the same page. 
 
    Oh, of course, for you I’d do anything, Amber sighed dramatically, and I easily imagined her batting her eyelashes at me in a teasing manner. 
 
    Good. My grin came back wider than before. Thank you, girls. Now, let’s try to summon some beasts. 
 
    While my incredible women laughed excitedly, I turned my attention back to Harold and Maggie, who were patiently waiting for me to finish my mental conversation with the girls. 
 
    “They all agree to be as quiet as possible while I get the hang of my magic,” I explained. “So, focus on my breathing and clear my mind of any and all thoughts?” 
 
    “Yes.” Maggie nodded in a solemn way, as if she were a professional magic instructor. “And close your eyes. Only think about your energy and the magic you have in you.” 
 
    I did as she suggested and focused all my attention on my magic. At first, nothing happened. I couldn’t even feel any energy or magic, but the more I thought about it, the more a burst of warm energy started to spread across my body. 
 
    I didn’t think I was glowing from the magic buzzing in my veins, but it was like I was lighting the whole clearing, as if something within me was trying to burst out of my chest. 
 
    I immediately figured it was my magic, and at the few gasps I heard in my head, I was certain my five lovers were able to feel it through our bond. 
 
    This new burst of energy made me positive we could achieve anything we wanted, so long as we stayed together and worked as a team. 
 
    “I can feel it,” I whispered so Harold and Maggie would tell me what to do next. 
 
    “Good, now picture the creature you want to summon,” Harold urged. “Any creature you want.” 
 
    “Be as precise in your details as possible,” Maggie added. “It will allow your magic to know exactly what you want while you learn to work with it.” 
 
    “Think of your magic as a beast that needs to be tamed,” Harold said with a little chuckle, and a faint smile crossed my face when I remembered the instructions he’d given me to tame Kaida a while ago. 
 
    I wanted to summon another phoenix since the last one had been so helpful, but the more I pictured details of the mythical creature, the more I realized the one I was thinking about had nothing to do with a phoenix. 
 
    It was as if my mind had a mind of its own and wouldn’t let me picture a magnificent phoenix. In its place, an eagle’s beak and face started to appear behind my closed eyelids, followed by long feathery wings attached to a lion’s body. 
 
    A griffin. 
 
    The griffin in my head was a beautiful mix of brown and gray, and its eyes were bright yellow and looked right back into my own, as if it knew I was the one about to summon it. 
 
    I abruptly opened my eyes in surprise and noticed the faint outline of the griffin hanging midair between Harold and Maggie and me. The burst of energy I’d created was still coursing through my body, so I knew I hadn’t lost the connection with my magic. 
 
    I kept my eyes forward as I willed the mythical griffin to come alive, but the creature’s outline blinked a few times as it seemed to decide whether or not to obey my command. My brow furrowed in concentration, and I only now noticed the beads of sweat rolling down my forehead. 
 
    Come on, I mentally urged, and I heard my women’s excitement and buzzing before the griffin’s outline disappeared into thin air. 
 
    I exhaled a deep breath as I relaxed every bone in my body that had been so intently focused on the task. There was another dull ache behind my eyes, and I wondered if the mental magic I’d tried to conjure had unwanted consequences for my body. 
 
    Maggie must have seen the thoughtful look that crossed my face since she reached forward and grabbed my hand. 
 
    “You did well,” she said before she offered me a smile and let go of my hand. “It is normal for your head to hurt. You are new to all this after all, but keep practicing, and you will soon not feel any pain whatsoever.” 
 
    “Did you guys see the creature I was trying to summon?” I asked the old couple as I glanced between the two of them. 
 
    “We did,” Harold confirmed with a nod. “A griffin. Powerful creatures, they are. Their beaks can not only kill their prey, but their screams, if used with ill intent, can cause someone to become deaf.” 
 
    “That could be useful,” I said in a thoughtful tone. “But something strange happened. I wanted to summon a phoenix, like I’d done before, but somehow my mind and magic wouldn’t let me, and instead, I was picturing a griffin.” 
 
    Harold and Maggie shared a look I couldn’t decipher before the old woman turned back to me. 
 
    “Sometimes, our magic knows what’s best,” Maggie mysteriously explained, but this only served to confuse me some more. 
 
    “How so?” I frowned. 
 
    “You wanted to summon a phoenix because you’d done it before, right?” Maggie asked, and when I nodded, she continued. “Your mind wanted to do something easy you’d already done, most probably because your subconscious knew you could achieve what you wanted. But your magic sensed your potential and took control of the situation.” 
 
    That sounds super cool, Amber suddenly gasped. Your magic is like an extension of your mind, so it’s an extension of us! 
 
    I hadn’t thought of it that way, Lapis giggled. But it’s a nice way to sum it up. 
 
    Oh, but what if your magic decides to keep control of your mind? Amethyst asked in a curious yet fascinated voice. You know, like that robot movie we watched the other day. What if your magic forces you to do bad things, and you slowly start to lose your humanity and everything that goes with it? 
 
    I couldn’t help the grin and little chuckle I had at Amy’s comment and the seriousness with which she delivered her hypothesis. 
 
    I don’t think that’s possible, Sid answered before I did. Logically, magic is a part of you, so unless you become a wicked wizard yourself, James, I believe your magic will stay pure-hearted like you are and follow your command. 
 
    I know I’m still new to all this, but what Sid says makes sense, Ruby agreed. But Amber is also right. When you used your magic, I could feel it. It somehow surrounded me, and it was almost as if your energy had become mine. 
 
    I felt the exact same way, Lapis said. It must be because of the bond we share with you, master, don’t you think? 
 
    I believe so, I mentally answered her before I went on to explain what my five warrior women had said to Harold and Maggie. “Do you think they’re right?” 
 
    “I wonder if they can combine their energy with yours and make you even stronger,” Harold muttered softly, and he started to stroke his white beard like he always did whenever he was deep in thought. “It’s unheard of, but no one has any idea what you can do with the completed set.” 
 
    “It would be a good idea to try.” Maggie nodded. “It could come in handy when the time to fight the overlord arrives.” 
 
    “Will that have any negative impact on them?” I asked. 
 
    There was no way I’d do anything to put my women in danger. I remembered the way Sid had to use some of Amber’s energy to help with her special electrical attack when she’d run out of her own energy. It was something they could do together through the bond, but I wasn’t certain they could extend their energy to me. 
 
    It was definitely worth a shot if I knew for certain I wouldn’t be hurting them or their own magic and energy. 
 
    “Together, you are all stronger,” Maggie said, and I figured it was her way of saying I wouldn’t hurt any of my women. 
 
    “So I can feed on their energy,” I concluded. “Because it will make me stronger, and therefore make them stronger, too.” 
 
    “Yes.” Harold nodded. “This is something the overlord lacks and will bring him to his end. He may have followers, but he doesn’t share a powerful bond like you all do, and that’s the main and biggest difference, my boy. There is no need to fear using the daughters’ energy.” 
 
    What do we think, girls? I asked my five beautiful women once I was reassured I couldn’t hurt them, even unintentionally. Should we try to combine our energies? 
 
    Oh, yes! Amber and Sid cheered excitedly. 
 
    If it can help you defeat the overlord and master your magic, then what are we waiting for? Ruby asked, and under the seriousness of her tone, I heard how intrigued by all this she was. 
 
    I agree, Amethyst said. I do believe that together we’re much stronger than anyone else. 
 
    So do I, master, Lapis added. My energy is yours to take. 
 
    Alright, girls, let’s do this together, I said to all five of them before I addressed Harold and Maggie. “They’re all up for trying.” 
 
    “Then close your eyes and focus on your breathing,” Harold instructed, and I did as he asked. “Feel your energy and reach out to the daughters’ own energy.” 
 
    “You should be able to feel them in your mind and pull on them,” Maggie further explained. “Think of them like threads that link the six of you together.” 
 
    “Kind of like a spiderweb?” I asked, and the moment I said the words, the darkness behind my closed eyelids transformed into a massive spiderweb, but instead of seeing a black spider at the center of the web, there was me. 
 
    I wasn’t in a human form at all. It was more like a vague, translucent energy form, and its green color pulsed to the rhythm of my heart. 
 
    “Yes, like a spiderweb,” Maggie confirmed. “You’re in its center, and you should be able to pull on the daughters’ energy from every corner of your mind.” 
 
    I steadied my breathing even more and focused my entire attention on the task at hand. The spiderweb in my head grew stronger the more intent and focus I put into it. My energy was still pulsing to the same calm rhythm, so I started pushing my senses around me until I found the first daughter’s energy. 
 
    A yellow wave of energy was peacefully waiting in the dark for me to reach out, so I used my own energy to draw out Sid’s. There was no question in my mind that the yellow energy belonged to my dark-haired girlfriend and represented her electricity. 
 
    As soon as I mentally reached out to Sid’s energy, I felt my body jerk from the sheer power that suddenly coursed through me. I was already stronger, and I had only combined my energy with one of my women.  
 
    There were four more to go. 
 
    “You have combined your energy with the first daughter,” Harold whispered, but his voice sounded as if it were coming from far away. 
 
    “Search for the other four,” Maggie encouraged me. 
 
    With Sid’s energy combined with mine, it was almost as if the others were attracted to us like magnets. I managed to find Lapis’ blue energy in another part of my mind, so I brought it to the spiderweb and combined it with my own energy. 
 
    I opened my senses even more and found Amethyst’s purple energy hiding in another corner of my mind. It was calling out to me, and once I got close enough, I sensed my body jerk from all the power I could feel running through my veins. 
 
    Then I brought Amy’s energy to the spiderweb, and it pulsed brighter as it connected to the other two. Now that I’d combined my energy with three of the daughters, I quickly found Amber’s orange energy and Ruby’s red, so I reached out to them and brought them to the spiderweb. 
 
    The web pulsed with the six different colors that merged together until they became one single ball of light. 
 
    I’d done it. I’d combined my energy with all five of my women, and I’d never felt stronger than I did at this moment. The amount of energy within my body was almost too much for me to handle, but my women helped ground me to reality and kept me sane. 
 
    It would’ve been easy to be overpowered and overwhelmed by the power I now possessed, and if I didn’t have a strong bond with each of my women, I doubted I would’ve been able to stay sane. 
 
    Maybe this was what had happened to the overlord to make him evil. Maybe he’d stolen too much power and didn’t have anyone to anchor him to reality like I did. 
 
    “It’s done,” I whispered as I continued to focus my attention on the bright orb that pulsed on the spiderweb. 
 
    “Good, now picture a creature you want to summon,” Maggie said. “Remember to be as precise in your details as possible.” 
 
    “With the daughters’ energy, it shouldn’t be too difficult, either,” Harold added, and I slowly nodded to let them know I’d heard their advice. 
 
    I didn’t want to think too much about it since both Harold and Maggie said my magic knew what was best, so I did exactly that. I allowed my magic to take over, and this time, I wasn’t surprised when the eagle beak appeared behind my closed eyelids. 
 
    The griffin was exactly the same creature I’d just tried to summon, but this time I could actually sense it. I was almost certain that if I reached out to it, I’d be able to touch it. 
 
    My women’s energy gave me the extra kick I needed to finish summoning the griffin, and when I opened my eyes, the mythical creature was proudly standing on its lion legs at my side. 
 
    Kaida lifted his head when he noticed the griffin, but he didn’t attempt to fight it, most probably because he knew I was the one who’d summoned the griffin in the first place. 
 
    You did it, James! Sid loudly cheered in my head. 
 
    I knew you could do it, master, Lapis squealed happily. 
 
    We did it, I corrected them. All of us together. Your energy helped summon the griffin. It would’ve taken me way longer to get the hang of my magic if it weren’t for the five of you. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Harold muttered as he stared at the beast. “It truly worked.” 
 
    “Of course it did, dear,” Maggie said, but there was no real bite in her voice. 
 
    “Thank you guys for your help.” I smiled at the old couple. “We’re one step closer to being able to defeat the overlord.” 
 
    “You will need to practice more,” Maggie reminded me. “You must practice until you can summon creatures without the daughters’ help.” 
 
    “And I will,” I promised her. “I’m not going to stop until I master my powers.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled, and when I smiled back, I lost my focus, and the griffin disappeared in a puff of smoke. 
 
    Are you all alright? I asked my women to make sure I hadn’t drawn all of their energy out of them. 
 
    More than, Ruby said, and she did sound ecstatic. The connection we all shared together was like nothing I’d felt before. 
 
    Yes, it was like we were even more connected than we usually are, Sid agreed. 
 
    Good. I grinned. Want to go into the dungeons and find some monsters to kill? 
 
    When my warrior women agreed to put their extra energy into battling some monsters, I stood and helped Harold and Maggie up. 
 
    “Thank you both for your help,” I said one more time. 
 
    “You’re naturally gifted, my boy,” Harold complimented me. “Your father would be proud of you if he could see you now.” 
 
    “He will,” I said with confidence. 
 
    I knew where my dad was being held captive by the overlord, so once I’d planned everything meticulously and was ready, I’d rescue him like I’d rescued my warrior women. I was the only one who could save Elijah, and I’d do anything to bring him back to my mom. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it, my boy,” Harold agreed. 
 
    After one last goodbye, the old couple headed back toward Hadden while I went over to Kaida and patted him on the neck. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, buddy,” I promised him. 
 
    Kaida growled affectionately and pushed the tip of his nose against the side of my face. Once we’d said our goodbyes, I headed to the cabin and went to the dungeon’s entrance. 
 
    I didn’t know where to go to find the remaining gems and the monsters that surely guarded them, but I didn’t have to worry about that since my compass, coupled with the dungeons’ own will, usually led me wherever I needed to go. 
 
    The dungeons led me through a few different tunnels before I descended a few stairs and emerged into an underground cave. My eyes immediately settled on the blue lagoon in the middle of the cavern, and I noticed the water was the purest and clearest blue I’d ever seen, probably as blue as the Caribbean Sea. 
 
    There was a lot of sand on the shore of the lagoon, and I couldn’t believe my eyes when I even spotted a few palm trees along the edges. Even the air here was warm and salty instead of the usual cold and dampness of the dungeons. 
 
    I was well aware it was an illusion, but the illusion was so good I started to sweat underneath the armor. 
 
    Do you feel the heat? I asked my beautiful women. 
 
    Oh, yes, Amber said. It’s a wonderful feeling. 
 
    So different from Brooklyn’s snow, Sid sighed dreamily. 
 
    I’ll take you all on a warm vacation, I promise, I chuckled at my lovers’ reaction. 
 
    There must be a reason why this place is so different from everything else, Ruby pondered. 
 
    The question is, what is this reason? Amethyst added, but I didn’t have a single clue. 
 
    Maybe this place is not haunted by monsters, Lapis suggested. Maybe the magic folks created this place as a way to relax themselves and enjoy the water. 
 
    I smiled at how sweet my blonde girlfriend was, but before I could either agree or disagree with her, a massive monster surged out of the water and sent droplets flying all over the sand and the palm trees. 
 
    Alright, here we go, I said as I took the sword out of its scabbard on my belt. Lapis, let’s do this. 
 
    The water monster was a gigantic snake at least twice my size. Its sandy-colored skin was sleek and wet, and when it opened its mouth to viciously snarl at me, I spotted two white fangs. They looked like they could inject a lot of venom, so I wouldn’t go anywhere near them while the creature was still alive. 
 
    I’m ready, master, Lapis said with determination, and already, she was using her ability to let us know the creature’s plan of attack. 
 
    Red and green lights glowed before my eyes as it indicated where the snake monster was most likely to hit. The green lights showed the creature would spew some white substance toward me that would freeze me in place before it’d spray acidic water all over my body. 
 
    Lapis’ ability faded after that, but I knew the acid would burn through the steel of my armor and seep through the clothes I wore underneath before it attacked my skin and reached my bones. 
 
    Before, Lapis’ ability only showed me where my opponent was most likely to strike, but now I’d actually seen what the monster had in mind, and what attack it would use and where. It was new, but I liked the upgrade. 
 
    Did you all see that? I asked in excitement. Lapis, your ability showed me exactly what the monster will do. 
 
    I’m not sure what’s happened, master, Lapis said, but I could hear she was just as excited as I was. 
 
    It’s probably because the set is completed, Sid said. We know you’re much stronger than you used to be, and by extension, so are we! 
 
    It makes sense, Amethyst agreed. I only have one gem, but I can feel my protective ability is more powerful than before we found you, Ruby. 
 
    Let’s kill it now, I said and kept my eyes steady on the monster, and the moment it opened its mouth, I ran to the left side of the lagoon and successfully avoided the acidic attack. 
 
    Sid, I need your offensive defense right about now, I said to my dark-haired girlfriend. 
 
    On it, she answered, and instantly, the pauldrons started to tickle with electricity. 
 
    The water monster faced me, but I ran back to my initial position, and just as the pauldrons became painful, Sid’s electricity burst out of them and flew over the water. Since the monster was still wet, the electricity paralyzed it in less than a second, and I used the opportunity to get closer and stab it with the sword. 
 
    The creature let out a loud, pained cry, but it wasn’t dead yet, so I pulled the blade out and shoved it through the roof of its mouth, in a very Harry Potter like move. For good measure, I twisted the blade and dragged it out of the snake’s mouth to make sure it would die. 
 
    With one last snarl, the creature fell forward on the sand and didn’t get back up. 
 
    Well, that was an easy fight, Amber giggled. 
 
    We’re more powerful than ever now, I reminded her. The set is complete. We’re almost invincible. 
 
    I started searching the cave for some treasure and gems, and much to my liking, I found a pouch of gold hidden behind a couple of rocks by the right side of the lagoon. 
 
    Once I pocketed the gold, I continued searching the cave for more treasure, but when I didn’t find anything, I went inside the lagoon. The water was so blue and transparent I could see my feet even when the water reached my waist. 
 
    The lagoon itself was perhaps as big and deep as a garden pool, so I quickly went around as I kept my eyes on the sandy lagoon floor. 
 
    Look, there! Amethyst suddenly said with excitement. Straight ahead of you, James. 
 
    I looked where she was indicating, and sure enough, there was a small brown chest laying on the bottom of the lagoon. I went underwater to pick it up, and then I quickly swam back to the shore and put the tiny chest down on the sand. 
 
    The chest was so small it could fit in the palm of my hand, and I knew straight away a gem would be hiding inside. 
 
    Open it, open it! Amber cheered, and when I opened the chest, Ruby loudly gasped. 
 
    Inside the chest was a tiny red gem, and as I took the dagger out of my belt, I noticed the gem fit the hilt perfectly. 
 
    James, it’s mine, please, I can feel it calling out to me, Ruby said, and she almost sounded pained, so I hurried to place the gem on the hilt of the dagger and smiled when she let out a relieved sigh. Thank you. 
 
    My pleasure. I grinned. Let’s go see what the gem has changed about your appearance. 
 
    Oh, yes, I bet you’ll still look fantastic, Sid gushed. 
 
    I closed the chest and left it on the sand, but before I left the cave, I went over to the dead snake and cut off its fangs to bring to Harold. I knew he’d love to create some new potions with the snake’s venom, so I made a mental note to bring him the fangs the next time I saw him. 
 
    Alright, let’s go, I said and left the cave. 
 
    The dungeons brought me back to the room under the cabin, and I headed straight for the portal. My stomach swirled, and a second later, I was emerging into the master bedroom with five beautiful women. 
 
    Immediately, we all turned toward our latest addition and noticed Ruby’s golden eyes had turned to a golden-brown with some beautiful red streaks. Like Sid had said, she still looked amazing, and when Ruby grinned from all the compliments she received, her newly golden-brown eyes sparkled with affection for each one of us. 
 
    “You do look absolutely stunning,” I complimented her as I took her soft hand in mine. 
 
    “Thank you.” She grinned, and a faint pink glow covered her cheeks. 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have the time to suggest we treat ourselves to some much needed and deserved lunch because just then, the doorbell sounded throughout the loft. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Were we expecting someone?” Sid frowned as she turned to me, but I shook my head. 
 
    “We weren’t, no,” I said as I started taking the armor off. 
 
    “I’ll go open the door,” Amber offered, and she disappeared into the corridor with a skip in her step. “Maybe it’s someone who’s coming with food!” 
 
    My women and I laughed at the way Amber always thought with her stomach first and foremost. 
 
    “I’ll go make sure she isn’t too disappointed,” Amethyst chuckled, and before she left the room, she kissed my cheek. 
 
    Sid, Ruby, and Lapis helped me out of the armor before I carefully placed it inside the safe along with the rest of the belongings I always brought to Hadden with me. Then the four of us joined Amber and Amy in the living room where they kept a well-dressed Richard company. 
 
    “Richard?” I asked in surprise as I walked over to him and shook his hand in greeting. “Good to see you. What brings you here?” 
 
    “Some good news, James.” He grinned before he turned to his daughter and opened his arms for her. “Sid, you look lovely.” 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” Sid greeted him with a short hug and a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “And is this lady who I think she is?” the businessman asked as he faced an intrigued Ruby. 
 
    “Oh, yes, this is Ruby,” I introduced the two of them. “Ruby, this is Richard, Sid’s father. He’s helped us a lot, and we have this place thanks to him.” 
 
    “Very nice place,” Richard commented with a nod of approval. “Cozy and comfortable, exactly what I want for my Obsidian.” 
 
    “Dad,” Sid complained half-heartedly with a small giggle, but I noticed how pink her cheeks had gotten, and how pleased she was to see him. 
 
    It was interesting to see Richard outside of his own office and not even wearing all his expensive suits and ties. The man had gone for an expensive beige sweater instead, paired with black dress pants that weren’t as formal as the pants he’d wear for work. He still looked incredibly well-groomed for someone his age, and witnessing his growing relationship with his daughter motivated me even more to find my own dad and rescue him from the overlord. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ruby.” Richard smiled at the red-headed woman and offered his hand for her to shake. “I must say, your eyes are remarkable.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Ruby tilted her head forward in acknowledgement as a dusty pink color covered her cheeks. 
 
    “Her eyes have just changed,” Amber explained from where she was already sitting on the couch with Amethyst. “We found her first gem.” 
 
    “Of course,” Richard hummed. “This is actually the reason I’m here.” 
 
    “The gems?” Lapis frowned and went to sit on the rug by the coffee table while Richard took a seat on the single armchair. 
 
    I joined Lapis on the floor, and Sid and Ruby settled on the couch next to my two other beautiful women. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Richard chuckled. “My PI has found and contacted most of the magic folks who left Hadden with me, and I’m happy to say some of them have gotten back to me. They have agreed to meet with you and the daughters.” 
 
    This wasn’t the news I’d been expecting, but it was even better than what I could have imagined. And judging from the surprised yet hopeful gasps my women let out, I wasn’t the only one taken aback by this turn of events. 
 
    “Richard, this is incredible news.” I grinned, grabbed Lapis’ hand when she offered it to me, and squeezed it. 
 
    “How many people are we talking about?” Sid asked, but under the seriousness of her voice, I heard how excited she was to meet more of her fellow magic folk. 
 
    “I’m afraid not as many as we would’ve liked.” Richard made a face and shrugged his shoulders in an apologetic manner. “Five so far, but there might be more by the time the meeting takes place.” 
 
    “Richard, this is still amazing,” I insisted. “A week ago, we didn’t even know where any of them were, and now we can meet some of them to convince them to join our fight against the overlord. It’s awesome.” 
 
    “It really is,” Amethyst confirmed with a bright smile and sparkly eyes. “Anyone willing to help us save Hadden is welcome. Like James said, not long ago, we weren’t as hopeful about the magic folk as we are now.” 
 
    “Yes, Dad,” Sid agreed as she got up to hug him. “You’ve helped us so much since we found you. Thank you.” 
 
    “I’d do anything for you, my Obsidian,” Richard said, and I had to look away when he teared up. 
 
    It was like invading a private bonding moment between the two of them, but I was more than happy that Sid could get to know her father. 
 
    “Will you help us fight?” Sid asked in a hopeful tone, and I heard Lapis hold her breath at the question. 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence where I was convinced Richard would turn her down like he’d done before when I’d asked him the same question. But to my surprise, the businessman smiled and nodded. 
 
    “I will,” he said, and those two words alone were enough to quell the growing worry on Sid’s face. “Hadden is my home, and I’ve deserted my home for too long.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dad,” Sid whispered before she gave him a second hug. “You don’t know what this means to me. To us.” 
 
    “Yes, Richard, thank you,” Amber added. “With some magic folk fighting on our side, and the completed set, I think we definitely stand a chance against the overlord.” 
 
    “We do,” Richard agreed before his expression turned a little sheepish. “But keep in mind we haven’t used magic in nearly two decades. We’ll be rusty, and some of us might not be in the best shape.” 
 
    “What matters is that you guys will help us take back control of Hadden and restore the peace,” I explained when I noticed him become anxious. 
 
    “Yes, you can fight the overlord’s followers while we battle the overlord himself,” Ruby chipped in, and I grinned at the fact she was taking charge and expressing her thoughts so freely. 
 
    Even though she’d only just met Richard now, and she’d just recently joined our polyamorous relationship, she wasn’t afraid to speak up and take part in our little strategizing meetings. 
 
    “And let’s not forget our master is the Commander of the Baron’s guards,” Lapis added before she lovingly gazed into my eyes. 
 
    “And he has tamed a dragon thanks to his remarkable qualities, which is more than the overlord has ever done,” Amy added, and when she turned to look at me, I could see pure adoration and love shining in her bi-colored eyes. 
 
    The faith my five warrior women had in me made me want to climb the highest mountain and swim through the longest and deepest ocean. So long as they stayed by my side, I knew I could endeavor to do anything I wanted and be successful thanks to their faith, love, and powerful trust in me. 
 
    Together, there was no doubt in my mind that we’d come out of the fight victorious. If not for us, then for the people of Hadden who’d done nothing to deserve such a fearful life. 
 
    “I will set up a meeting with the magic folks,” Richard announced, and I nodded in agreement. “Any preferred date?” 
 
    “The sooner, the better,” I said after one quick glance with my girlfriends, who all nodded in agreement. 
 
    We didn’t know when the overlord would strike, so it was better to be one step ahead of him than the contrary. Especially considering the magic folks, like Richard had explained, hadn’t used magic for nearly two decades. 
 
    There was a small part of me that worried about their ability to help us during the fight, but I trusted Richard, and more importantly, I trusted all of us to work together as a team, no matter who was stronger than who. 
 
    “Got it,” Richard hummed before he stood up. “I will arrange it as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Thank you, Richard,” I said with honesty as I peered into his gray eyes and extended my hand for him to shake. “You’ve done so much for us from the beginning, I won’t forget that.” 
 
    “You have our eternal gratitude,” Amber added, and I noticed my other women nodded along. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, young people,” Richard said, and although there was a smile on his face, his eyes were still glossy. “My Obsidian has made me realize there is nothing I wouldn’t do for her to live the perfect life I never got to live.” 
 
    “Oh, Dad,” Sid sniffled as she got up and went to hug him. “We’ve said this before, but thank you. Thank you for everything you’re willing to do for me, for us.” 
 
    Richard mumbled something in his daughter’s ear that I didn’t catch, and when the two of them pulled apart, both their eyes were as glossy as before. The businessman cleared his throat in a manly manner before he smoothed the slight creases on his clothes. 
 
    “Before you go, let me give you some gold I found today,” I added before Richard could bid his goodbye. 
 
    I went back to the master bedroom, unlocked the safe, and took out the pouch with the gold nuggets I’d found in the cave. There was at least twenty thousand dollars’ worth of gold, so I knew my bank account would be glad to receive the money. 
 
    Then I joined everyone back in the living room and handed Richard the pouch. 
 
    “Thank you for this,” I said in a grateful tone. 
 
    “It’s no problem, James.” Richard smiled at me and pocketed the pouch in his dress pants’ pocket. “You will see the money in your account by the end of the day as well as the necessary payment papers.” 
 
    I thanked him one more time before I shook his hand again and let Sid walk him to the front door so they could share a private goodbye. 
 
    Today went even better than I expected. First, I was able to combine my energy with my women to summon a griffin, then we found Ruby’s first gem, and now, Richard had gone out of his way to come to the loft and deliver the good news himself. Not only had he found some of the magic folks who’d come to New York with him, he’d also changed his mind about joining the fight against the overlord. 
 
    Today could not have gone any better, and the day wasn’t even over yet. 
 
    Needless to say, I was in a very joyful mood, and I could tell my women felt exactly the same, so I decided to treat us all to lunch. 
 
    “Who’s hungry?” I asked with a smirk because I knew they were all hungry, especially Amber since she was now eating for two. 
 
    We’d gone to Hadden first thing in the morning after a light breakfast and some coffee, and since then, we’d channeled our energy, combined our magic, and fought some water monster. We were bound to be hungry. 
 
    “I am!” Amber squealed happily as she jumped off the couch. “Where are we going? What are we going to eat?” 
 
    “I thought we could try something different today,” I suggested as I looked at each of my women one after the other. 
 
    “That sounds intriguing and exciting,” Ruby said, and Lapis and Amethyst nodded. 
 
    “Whatever you’re thinking about, master, I’m in,” my sweet Lapis said, and I grinned at her. “Maybe it will even be something I can later on cook for us all.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I agreed. “I think you girls will love it.” 
 
    “So, no pizza?” Amber pouted, but there was no real disappointment in her blue eyes, so I gently shook my head at her. 
 
    “No pizza, I’m afraid,” I joked and went over the couch to wrap my arms around her waist. “But I can promise you you’ll love the food.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s food,” the redhead giggled as she batted her eyelashes at me. “I could eat anything, I’m so hungry. This baby will surely be just as hungry as me.” 
 
    “If that baby doesn’t have an appetite, then something will certainly be wrong,” Amethyst joked, and the five of us chuckled. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about that,” Lapis said sweetly. “I’ll make sure the baby’s fed at least five times a day.” 
 
    “Well, then, it’s settled.” I grinned at the four women. “Let’s go feed that baby.” 
 
    I smiled at Amber and leaned down to kiss her while I placed a hand on her still lean stomach. 
 
    Physically, apart from rare morning sickness and her highly emotional state, Amber still didn’t show any signs of pregnancy. Her body was as gorgeous as ever, but I knew even when she’s seven months pregnant, she’d still be as beautiful as she is now. If anything, pregnancy suited her and added an extra glow to her rosy cheeks and naturally pale complexion. 
 
    It was exactly like in the movies or cheesy romance novels I’d heard so much about, but seeing it in real life on one of my warrior women was something entirely different, and I couldn’t be happier. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Sid asked when she joined us back in the living room. 
 
    “We’re not going to eat pizza,” Amber hurried to say in a conspiratorial tone, but I saw how mischievous and sparkly her eyes were, so I knew she was only doing this as a joke. 
 
    “Oh, no, we’re not?” Sid gasped and put a hand over her mouth when she realized Amber was only joking. “What are we eating then?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” I said as I headed up the stairs and toward the entrance hall. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    The six of us put our shoes and coats on, and once we were ready, we headed out of the loft and into the elevator. 
 
    The place I wanted to take my otherworldly women to wasn’t too far from the loft, only a few blocks, and the weather was actually decent today. The streets of Brooklyn were still covered in snow, but the sky was blue, and there weren’t any clouds on the horizon. The air might have been crisp and made our cheeks and noses red, but it was enjoyable, and with our new winter coats on, none of us was truly freezing. 
 
    As we walked, my women tried to get some information out of me, but I held on and didn’t let out a single clue. Their attempts were cute, so I let them pester me until we finally arrived at our destination. 
 
    My five women were so lost in their interrogation as they chatted together that they didn’t even realize we’d stopped walking. 
 
    “Look up,” I said in an amused tone after I’d cleared my throat to get their attention. 
 
    They stopped talking to each other and did as they were told. The restaurant I’d chosen for today was a Japanese restaurant. I knew none of them had tried that type of food before, and it was one of my favorites, so it was time they tried it. There was such a vast array of food they could eat, and this restaurant did an all-you-can-eat buffet, so I knew it was the right choice, even more so when I realized Amber was speechless. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue?” I teased her as I held the door to the restaurant open for my women to go in. 
 
    “Best capture this moment,” Sid chuckled and took her phone out before she snapped a picture of the redhead. 
 
    “All you can eat,” Amber whispered dreamily once we’d been seated inside the restaurant. 
 
    The interior was classy but not overly sophisticated that we stood out in our everyday clothes. We were seated in a red booth, and the table was covered by a white tablecloth that made the wooden cutlery stand out. 
 
    There were a bunch of Japanese writings on the walls as well as beautiful paintings of the Asian country, and in the background was some soft continental Japanese music that I was pretty sure you’d hear if you went for a spa day in Southeast Asia. 
 
    The place was soothing, and the different food aromas we could smell made my mouth water in greedy anticipation. Luckily, there weren’t a lot of people in the restaurant, so we didn’t have to go through strangers’ stares and little comments about our polyamorous relationship. It wasn’t as if any of us cared what other people thought about us, but I was glad we could enjoy our late lunch in peace. 
 
    “Oh, my, I don’t even understand what’s on the menu,” Lapis whimpered softly as she scanned her menu with big doe eyes and looked up at me. 
 
    “Is it another language?” Ruby frowned. “What does ‘katsu’ mean?” 
 
    “Katsu curry,” I chuckled. “It’s a delicious dish with chicken and rice and a slightly spicy sauce. You’d love it actually.” 
 
    “Say no more,” Amber said in a solemn tone as she put a hand up between us. “Chicken is my new religion.” 
 
    She sat across from me with Ruby and Lapis on either side of her, and either side of me were Sid and Amethyst. 
 
    “I thought you were in love with pizza?” Sid joked, and our whole table erupted into soft chuckles. 
 
    “Pizza, chicken, pasta, you name it,” Amber listed off while she waved a hand around. “Food is amazing, and I’m so ready to try Japanese.” 
 
    “What else do you suggest we try, master?” Lapis asked as she went back to scanning her menu. 
 
    “Definitely sushi.” I smiled at her. “You can get many different kinds of sushi. Some are just veggie sushi like avocado and cucumber, but you can also get some with salmon or tuna. Basically just raw seafood and vegetables.” 
 
    “But what is it made of?” Lapis furrowed her brow in concentration as she quietly mouthed the different dishes the restaurant offered. 
 
    “Sushi is made with rice and a black wrapper that covers the sushi,” I explained as best as I could. “The black wrap covering the rice and raw fish and/or vegetables is called nori. It’s delicious, especially if you dip the sushi in soy sauce.” 
 
    “Raw seafood?” Amber repeated with a slight grimace, and when I glanced up at her, I noticed how pale her complexion was. 
 
    The redhead almost looked ill, and I frowned in concern. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked her, and as soon as I did, my other four otherworldly women turned toward their friend, who was becoming greener and greener by the second. 
 
    “I’m okay.” Amber nodded slowly. “As tempting as sushi sounds, I don’t think our baby thinks the same as me. I’ll stick with that chicken dish you were telling us about.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding and reached out to grab her hand. 
 
    “Good call,” Sid agreed. “I’ve actually read online that pregnant women should avoid raw fish, so sushi is probably not safe for you.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” Amber said, and a beautiful smile returned on her face as she placed her free hand on her lean stomach. “I wouldn’t do anything to endanger her.” 
 
    “Her?” Amethyst’s bicolored eyes doubled in size as she glanced down at Amber’s stomach. “How do you know it’s a girl?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Amber murmured, and a few creases appeared on her forehead when she frowned. “I can just sense I’m carrying a little girl. I might be wrong, but I have this strong intuition that this baby is going to be a girl.” 
 
    “Whether it’s a boy or a girl, I will love them forever and do everything I can to ensure their happiness,” I promised her and squeezed her hand one more time before I let go and resumed browsing the menu. 
 
    “A girl,” Lapis repeated as she sighed dreamily and placed her chin inside the palm of her hand. “This is so incredible I could cry right now.” 
 
    She chuckled softly and wiped at her eyes, and indeed, I noticed her irises were slightly glazed over with unshed tears. My sweet blonde was truly emotional about Amber’s pregnancy, and I once again found myself in awe of her as a woman. 
 
    Every one of my girlfriends was incredibly selfless, amazing, and extremely supportive of each other. I couldn’t ask for better and more understanding girlfriends, and I wasn’t sure such women existed apart from the five of them. 
 
    Well, and Honey, but I had yet to have a proper conversation with her, so it was neither here nor there. 
 
    “Aw, Lapis,” Amber cooed and wrapped an arm around the blonde’s shoulders to bring her closer to her. “This baby is going to be so loved by all of us, and I can’t wait for her to be here with us.” 
 
    Our table was becoming more emotional by the minute, so I threw in a joke that had everyone laughing, and soon enough, the waitress came to take our orders. 
 
    Amber ordered a katsu curry just like she said she would, Lapis went for a variety of sushi, and so did Amethyst. As for Ruby, she chose to go for a spicy ramen with chicken and vegetables, and Sid and I decided to share some katsu and sushi. I even ordered a special Japanese beer for everyone but Amber, who was stuck with water and tea. 
 
    While we waited for our food to arrive, the six of us made small talk and talked about our next vacation destination. As we’d discussed in Hadden, I wanted to take them somewhere hot where the water was crystalline blue and fish, sharks, and dolphins alike were all coexisting together. I talked about snorkeling, scuba diving, food experiences, exploring, and everything we’d get to do together, far away from New York once the overlord was defeated. 
 
    All five of them were getting excited to explore my world together, and I made a mental plan to book us some tickets to a hot destination when we got home. 
 
    When the waitress came back with our food, I waited for all five of my otherworldly women to try their own food first before I ate the dishes I shared with Sid. They all tried their meals at the same time and exploded in a loud concerts of “oooh’s” and “ahhh’s” as soon as the food touched their tongues. 
 
    “I take it you girls like the food?” I chuckled as I glanced at each one of them in turn. 
 
    “Like it?” Amber repeated loudly after she’d swallowed her first mouthful. “Are you kidding, James? This is delicious. Possibly the best food I’ve ever had in my entire life.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say the same about pizza?” Sid teased her, and we all laughed while Amber pretended to pout. 
 
    “I guess I just love every type of food,” the redhead said primly and shoved a big mouthful of rice in her mouth. 
 
    “What about you, girls?” I turned toward the other four women. “Are you happy with the type of food you’ve chosen?” 
 
    “Oh, my, yes, master, it’s absolutely delicious.” Lapis nodded fervently and grinned at me. “Sushis are amazing, though I’m not too sure how to use those little wooden sticks.” 
 
    She made a face as she waved the chopsticks around, one in each hand, and almost dropped one on the floor. 
 
    “They’re called chopsticks,” I explained as I contained an amused laugh. “We use them to gather food and put it in our mouths. It’s easier to eat sushi as well since people usually dip their sushi in soy sauce or a different kind of sauce.” 
 
    “But how am I supposed to do that?” Lapis asked and started poking the sushi with the tip of the chopsticks. 
 
    “Like this,” I said as I grabbed my own chopsticks and proceeded to demonstrate how to grab the food. “There, you try.” 
 
    Lapis stuck her tongue out as she focused on trying to pick up one of her sushi with the chopsticks, and she let out a happy squeal when she managed on her second attempt. 
 
    “Oh, my God, master, did you see?” She laughed and clapped her hands while the other four women applauded her. “I did it!” 
 
    “Well done, Lapis,” I congratulated her. 
 
    “Oh, I want to try as well,” Amber said with excitement as she grabbed her own pair of chopsticks and tried to pick up some of her rice. 
 
    Each one of my women wanted to try, so we spent most of our time at the restaurant perfecting our chopsticks skills. By the time we were satisfied with our newly acquired skills, our food had gone cold, but it was still delicious, so we finished eating before I paid the bill. Then we left the restaurant with full bellies and our cheeks aching from laughing as hard as we had. 
 
    As we were slowly making our way back to the loft, Ruby suddenly stopped walking and approached an ancient-looking shop. The outside was painted a dark green color, and despite the dust on the shop’s windows, you could easily spot the different books and astronomy instruments available inside the shop. 
 
    “Ruby?” I called out to get the red-head’s attention. “Do you want to go inside?” 
 
    “I… yes, I would like that.” Ruby gave me a small smile before she pushed the door open and disappeared inside the shop. 
 
    “What does ‘astronomy’ mean?” Amethyst asked in a curious tone as we followed Ruby inside the shop. 
 
    “It means the study of the universe beyond the Earth’s atmosphere,” Sid answered before I could begin to formulate my own thoughts. “What, I read a lot.” 
 
    She giggled at our dumbfounded expressions and waltzed off to join Ruby as the red-headed woman was admiring a telescope. 
 
    “She sure does read a lot,” Lapis chuckled. 
 
    Our little group joined both Ruby and Sid as they were talking about astronomy, and I instantly noticed how passionate they both were about the universe, the stars, and the galaxy. 
 
    “James, I think I must have been either studying astronomy or interested in the subject back in Hadden,” Ruby explained and gestured at the shop that sold books about astronomy. “I feel a strong pull and connection to this environment that I can’t explain.” 
 
    “Would you like one of those?” I asked her as I showed her the different instruments the old man behind the counter had for sale. 
 
    “Oh, no, I couldn’t.” Ruby shook her head vehemently as she took a few steps away from the telescope she’d been admiring. “I couldn’t let you spend that kind of money on me.” 
 
    “It’s not an issue at all,” I chuckled and took out my credit card. “Pick whatever you want. I want you to be happy, and that’ll give you something to do when I go back to college next year.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” The red-headed woman bit her bottom lip and looked up at me with unsure eyes. 
 
    “Of course he’s sure,” Amber giggled. “James is loaded, so if he wants to spend money on you, I suggest you let him.” 
 
    “What she said,” Sid agreed, and the two of them, like two peas in a pod, giggled as they held each other’s hand. 
 
    “Alright then.” Ruby smiled at me and pointed at a classic black and silver telescope with one of the best eyepieces to study the universe. “I’d like this one, please.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I smiled back at her and gestured at the old man behind the counter. “Do you want some books as well? They could help you remember what you used to do in Hadden.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Ruby asked, but despite the worry etched on her face, there was no denying the love and longing she felt for the books around us as she looked around the shelves filled with different sized books. 
 
    “Absolutely.” I nodded. “Take your pick. Whatever you want, you can have.” 
 
    We spent the next few minutes helping Ruby choose a few books, and when she was satisfied with her selection, I went to pay before we went back home with a pile of heavy books and a large box that contained her new telescope. 
 
    On the walk back, Ruby kept thanking me for everything, but I dismissed her words and reiterated the fact I wanted to keep her happy, and spending a few hundred dollars for her wasn’t a big deal to me. 
 
    Once we were finally back at the loft, I helped Ruby unpack her telescope and put it together before we sat down on the couch and single armchair and started talking about the best strategy to go and save my dad from the overlord. 
 
    We all agreed the best thing was for me to use the invisibility potion and the one that would enhance my stealth so none of the overlord’s minions would see or hear me as I infiltrated their base. Our main goal and priority was to get in, locate my dad, rescue him, and get out. We’d kill any minion who’d get in our way, but we promised each other we wouldn’t attempt to look for the overlord. 
 
    If, by some lucky miracle, we were to find the overlord while undercover in his base, then we’d fight and kill him, but we wouldn’t go out of our way to make that happen. 
 
    Ruby was also the one to suggest I summon a creature in case I get discovered. It would create a diversion and enough chaos for my father and I to slip past the minions’ defenses and leave the base. 
 
    I was happy with our plan, and I couldn’t wait to get to Hadden and save him. My mom deserved to be as happy as I was, and I wouldn’t rest until they were both safe and happy together. 
 
    But first, I had to practice my summoning skills. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The girls and I had a lovely and chill evening together after the eventful day we had, and I went to bed content with our progress. Everything seemed to be going smoothly and slowly falling in place, but I knew I still needed to practice quite a bit with my magic to ensure I’d be able to use it without a problem by the time I had to fight the overlord. 
 
    So, after a restful night curled up with five warm and beautiful women, I was pumped and ready to go back to Hadden. I helped Lapis make some light breakfast for the six of us, and after a cup of strong coffee and hot chocolate for Amber, my otherworldly women helped me get into my armor. 
 
    Then I checked that I had all my potions and maps with me, plus the snake fangs from my last mission, and once I was reassured, I turned toward my warrior women. 
 
    “Alright, are we ready to go and practice?” I asked the five of them. 
 
    “You bet!” Amber grinned at me and adjusted her black tank top over her black leggings. 
 
    Every time we went to Hadden, my women wore casual, slightly sporty outfits since none of them were in their actual corporeal form. They wanted to feel comfortable, and I only envied them a little bit, but wearing the gorgeous black armor I’d won at the Ren Fair was like a dream come true. 
 
    “Yes, let’s do it together.” My sweet Lapis nodded determinedly. 
 
    “I’m ready to practice as well,” Amethyst said, and both Sid and Ruby nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    “Let’s go.” I grinned back at the five of them and held out both my arms for them to hold on to me. 
 
    Once their grip was secure on me, I went through the portal, and within a few seconds, I was stepping out on the other side, in the room under the cabin. I immediately noticed the absence of hands on my arms and shoulders, but the warmth of my women’s touch hadn’t left me completely. It had only migrated from a physical touch to a noncorporeal warmth at the back of my mind. 
 
    “Checking in.” I smiled as I felt the little agitation spread through my mind, which told me my women were safe inside my brain. 
 
    I didn’t even need to check to make sure I had their weapons since I could feel their weight on and around me. 
 
    Yes, we’re here, Amethyst giggled. 
 
    Do you always ask this? Ruby asked in a curious tone, and underneath her curiosity, I heard her amusement. 
 
    I do, I confirmed as I started to make my way up the stairs to the main part of the cabin. I need to make sure you’re all with me and not lost somewhere on your own. 
 
    He’s very attentive and protective like that, isn’t he? Amber sighed dreamily, and my smile grew even more at her kind words. 
 
    He really is, Ruby said, and I could tell she was both impressed and pleasantly surprised, probably because she hadn’t had much experience with people before, or at least, not that she could remember. 
 
    As I stepped out of the cabin, I was instantly greeted by Kaida. The black-and-red dragon stomped his feet and nudged his nose against the side of my face. 
 
    “Hello to you, too,” I chuckled and patted him on the head. “Do you want to come and see me practice my magic?” 
 
    Kaida snorted in agreement and walked with me to the clearing where he always nested peacefully. 
 
    So, how are we going to do this? Sid asked in a serious and straight to business voice. 
 
    Without Harold and Maggie here to guide me, I knew it would be trickier than it had been yesterday, but I remembered their words of advice and how to steady my breathing and connect my magic to the daughters’, so I just had to put them in practice. 
 
    First, I’m going to focus on my breathing and clear my mind, I explained as I sat down cross-legged on the grass. That’s the main thing Harold and Maggie wanted me to do, and then I’m going to attach our magic together. 
 
    We’ll try to be as quiet as possible, Lapis promised in a solemn tone. 
 
    And to clear our own minds of any intrusive thoughts, Ruby helpfully added. 
 
    Oh, I’m so ready to do this, Amber giggled, and I had no doubt she was virtually clapping her hands and jumping up and down in excitement. 
 
    Alright, let’s do this, I said once she’d calmed down enough to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    I closed my eyes after I glanced at Kaida to make sure he was alright, but my dragon started softly snoring on the other side of the clearing as he laid on his belly. 
 
    Just like Harold emphasized, I focused on my breathing first. Inhale, hold, exhale. Repeat. Once I’d regulated my breathing and was satisfied with the pace at which I breathed in and out, I tried to get rid of any and all intrusive thoughts coursing through my brain. 
 
    Just like yesterday, it was harder to do than gain control of my breathing. It wasn’t just because I had a lot to think about, like the fact my dad was actually alive, from Hadden, and held hostage in the overlord’s base, or the fact Honey’s parents were also from Hadden, and that she and I had admitted our feelings for each other. 
 
    Harold had been right when he said it was near impossible for me to clear my mind of all thoughts when I had five fabulous women connected to my very being. Not only did we share a strong bond, but we also shared feelings for each other and magic. 
 
    It was a lot to deal with, and even if I tried with all my might, I knew it would take discipline and a lot more practice to be able to master this task. 
 
    I can almost hear your thoughts, Amber whispered after a few minutes. 
 
    I know, I mentally sighed. It’s harder than I remembered, but I can do it. 
 
    Remember what Harold and Maggie said, Sid reminded me in a quiet voice. You’re at the center of a spiderweb. Find us and bring us to you. 
 
    I believe in you, Amethyst encouraged me, and before I knew it, my four other warrior women were giving me their best encouraging words. 
 
    I focused all my energy and attention on picturing the same spiderweb as yesterday, and with a few more minutes of breathing exercises, I was able to see my pulsing energy right at the center of the spiderweb. 
 
    Unlike yesterday, I didn’t have to go very far to find the five other colorful energies that belonged to my women. It seemed my mind knew what I was attempting to do, and I wondered if it was easier because I’d already latched my magic onto my women’s magic. 
 
    Either way, I brought each of their pulsing energy to the center of the spiderweb where our combined magic glowed a bright white and yellow color. Magic was running through my veins and every fiber of my being, and it made me feel stronger than I was, so I knew it had worked, and I was now drawing energy and magic from the daughters. 
 
    Once this was done, I started picturing a creature in my mind. I had no idea what type of mythical creature I wanted to summon, but it didn’t matter since my mind and magic combined were making the decision for me. The more I focused on the outline of a creature, the more precise it became behind my closed eyelids. 
 
    I could see the creature’s four legs and hooves, its two human arms, and its beige and brown furry coat. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know it was working. My body was vibrating with the extra magic, and I had the same impression that my body was illuminating the entire clearing. 
 
    It’s working! Sid murmured excitedly. 
 
    You did it, master, Lapis added, and I opened my eyes to see a fully materialized centaur in the middle of the clearing. 
 
    The creature looked exactly like the one I pictured in my mind. It had the same four furry legs and dark hooves, the same beige and brown coat, and the same human arms and head. The human head turned to me, and its black eyes bored into my brown ones. 
 
    Something passed between the creature and I the second we locked eyes. I saw recognition for the fact I’d summoned the centaur, and the creature knew I was its master. 
 
    The centaur glanced around the almost empty clearing, and when it found Kaida, it snarled with its sharp teeth out and let out a war cry before it charged forward on all four of its horse legs. 
 
    Oh, no, Kaida! Lapis whimpered at the scene that was unfolding in front of my eyes. 
 
    Kaida opened a lazy eye, but when he noticed the charging centaur, my dragon sprung to his feet and let out a mighty roar. The sound reverberated throughout the forest and made my entire body tremble from its sheer force. 
 
    “No!” I yelled as I jumped to my feet with one hand up, and I was pleasantly surprised by how powerful I sounded. “Not the dragon. He’s a friend.” 
 
    As soon as the words were out, the centaur stopped galloping toward Kaida and turned its human head toward me. It didn’t speak, not like the evil hybrids, but it seemed to understand what I was saying and nodded respectfully in acknowledgment. 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed and dropped my hand to my side. 
 
    This is so cool! Amber squealed in my head. 
 
    You’re really getting the hang of it, Sid added in an awed tone. 
 
    Thank you girls. I grinned at their enthusiasm. Thanks to our combined magic, it seems easier to summon a creature. 
 
    What’s the plan now? Ruby asked curiously. 
 
    Unfortunately, the moment I lost my focus, the centaur disappeared in a puff of smoke. I knew I’d have to continue practicing my summoning skills, but for now, I was proud of everything my women and I had accomplished. 
 
    I want to try and summon a creature during a fight, I said. What do you girls think? You up for some more fighting? 
 
    Absolutely, master, Lapis answered first. 
 
    What are we waiting for? Amethyst asked, and I knew it was my cue to head back to the cabin and go inside the dungeons. 
 
    I was hoping the dungeons would lead me to another gem for my women or even some clue about the curse and how to break it. Now that the set was complete, and I knew where to find my father, there were only two things I truly had to worry about: defeat the overlord and break the curse put upon my incredible magical women. 
 
    When I reached the cabin, I headed straight down the stairs and made a beeline for the tunnels that led to the dungeons. For a few minutes, I walked in complete silence. The tunnels led me left and right, up and down some stairs, but I had the feeling the dungeons didn’t know where to send me. It happened before, so I wasn’t too anxious about it, especially because I knew the dungeons always managed to find their way. 
 
    Sometimes it just took longer than usual. 
 
    Did you hear that? Ruby suddenly asked in the quiet of the tunnels. 
 
    I paused and strained my ears to find the source of the noise the red-headed woman had heard. 
 
    Is that… fighting? Sid asked, and I was certain she was frowning in concentration. 
 
    Yes, I believe so, Ruby answered. It seems to be coming from somewhere below us. 
 
    Let’s check it out, I said and followed the noise and Ruby’s directions. 
 
    The six of us combined were able to discover the fighting’s location, and when I descended a series of stairs, I emerged into a small cave. 
 
    It took me less than a second to find the source of the fighting. Right there in the middle of the cave was a short dwarf who was battling a wolf. Or maybe a werewolf judging by the beast’s massive size and gangly limbs. The dwarf had a two-headed hammer that was almost as tall as him, and despite the strength he used to swing the hammer around, the werewolf was faster and more agile and cunning than him. 
 
    The werewolf looked more like a wolf than a man-wolf unlike the way the media portrayed them in movies and books. It didn’t walk or fight on its hind legs like I would’ve expected the monster to do. Instead, the creature was on all fours, and it mostly used its pointy teeth to try and tear its opponent’s throat out. 
 
    Its fur looked coarse and dry, and it was a weird khaki color, which wasn’t something I would’ve expected from a werewolf. Its face was long and pointy, and it had a black nose and yellow eyes. There were some tufts of gray hair on the top of its head, and there were also some coming out of its ears. For a werewolf, the creature was stocky and surprisingly plump under its fur. 
 
    A sudden scream echoed around the cave and shook me out of my mini trance. The dwarf looked to be in pain, and I noticed the werewolf had sunk its sharp canines into his unprotected arm. Luckily, the dwarf managed to push the creature off him, but the blood that dripped down his arm seemed to reinforce the werewolf’s hunger. 
 
    We have to help him, James, Amethyst said, and I heard the determination and fury lacing her voice. 
 
    And we will, I assured her just as I unfastened the dagger from my belt. 
 
    The werewolf’s busy fighting and isn’t paying attention to us, Ruby remarked. Should we sneak up on it from behind? 
 
    That’s a good idea, Sid agreed. It’ll give us an advantage. 
 
    Let’s do this, I said with the same determination as my women. 
 
    The armor had been enchanted to help me sneak around and reduce any noise my feet made, but if I wasn’t careful enough, not even Harold’s potions and magic could help me. 
 
    So, I made sure I was as quiet as I could physically be, and in a few seconds, I’d snuck up on the unsuspecting creature. I hadn’t used any of the invisibility potion since I wanted to save it for when I rescued my dad, but I realized I didn’t need it because the werewolf still didn’t seem to notice I was there. 
 
    Why isn’t it turning around to fight you instead? Amber asked in a confused voice. 
 
    Maybe you were too stealthy for it, master, Lapis suggested, and I hid a smile at her neverending faith in me. 
 
    I didn’t wait for the werewolf to suddenly realize it wasn’t alone, and as I lifted the dagger in the air, the creature lifted its own head and sniffed the air. 
 
    James, look out! Amethyst warned me just as I realized what was happening. 
 
    Shit, it can smell me! I mentally cursed before I slashed the monster’s throat with the dagger. 
 
    In a desperate attempt, the werewolf stood on its hind legs and used its long claws to try and tear my own throat out, but I jumped back in time and watched as the creature stumbled forward before it fell on its front. 
 
    Wow… well, that was intense for such a short fight, Amber joked. 
 
    How come it didn’t notice you were standing behind it until the very last moment? Sid wondered out loud what I’d been silently wondering. 
 
    I’m not sure what just happened, I admitted. I knew the armor was enchanted to enhance my stealth, but this has never happened before. 
 
    I… I think I may have had something to do with what happened, Ruby said in a sheepish voice, as if she feared my wrath or reaction. I was so focused on the task and the fact I wanted you to be extra careful and stealthy that I may have pushed my powers to you through the dagger. 
 
    That would explain why the werewolf didn’t notice you were there, James, Sid thoughtfully hummed in agreement. 
 
    And when it did smell you, it was too late, Amber finished summing up the fight. 
 
    Ruby, this is amazing, I congratulated my latest woman on her new ability. This must be the power brought by the gem we found yesterday. 
 
    You think? she asked in a slightly worried voice. 
 
    Yes, I confirmed as a grin grew on my face. Your stealth power enhances mine and the enchantment on the armor. Imagine how easy it will be for us to infiltrate the overlord’s base. 
 
    Oh, I hadn’t thought of that, the red-headed woman giggled. I’m just glad I can be helpful. 
 
    You are, trust me, I assured my warrior woman. 
 
    The silence that filled the cave was only interrupted by one last gurgle from the creature’s slit throat, and the sound reminded me I wasn’t alone. When the werewolf was completely dead, I looked up at the dwarf, and the two of us stared at each other. 
 
    From up close, I could tell the dwarf was much younger than I’d assumed despite all the hair on his face. He could not have been older than twenty, but he looked even younger than that. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked him in a kind and gentle tone. 
 
    I wiped the black blood off the dagger’s blade, and once it was clean, I sheathed it back in its scabbard on my belt. The dwarf watched my every movement like a hawk, as if he were expecting me to attack him now that I’d killed the monster. So, to ensure my women’s safety as well as my own, I put both hands palms out in front of me. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” I assured the dwarf. 
 
    I was using my best soothing and calm voice, and it seemed to work since the small man nodded and lowered his own weapon. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” the dwarf said in heavily accented English, and it sounded exactly like the chief of his clan. “You saved my life. I am indebted to you, and my chief will reward you if I get to him in time to take the cure against the werewolf bite.” 
 
    “How long do you have?” I asked with some concern.  
 
    “Long enough to make it home. Thanks to you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I smiled at him, and he hesitantly smiled back. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Johkil,” the dwarf answered. “And you are Sir James, the wielder of the five weapons and the one able to defeat the dark overlord.” 
 
    “Is that what they call me around here?” I raised both eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    I think it’s a catchy name, Amethyst said in a joking tone. 
 
    Suits you really well, Sid added, and the two of them erupted in soft giggles. 
 
    It was quite a long and catchy title, that much was true. 
 
    “It is who you are, Sir James,” Johkil said, and he did a small bow that made his long brown and curly hair sweep the ground. “Do come with me, please, we need to hurry. The dwarf chief would want to know how you saved my life.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response from me, Johkil headed for one of the walls past the dead werewolf. For such a short and plump man, his legs carried him surprisingly fast. I was confused for only a second when Johkil started touching the cold stones embedded in the walls, but my confusion disappeared when the dwarf stepped back to reveal a secret door. 
 
    The door appeared in a cloud of dust, and once the dust had cleared, I noticed Johkil had already opened the secret door and was heading down the dark tunnel with a torch in hand. 
 
    The dungeons will never cease to amaze me, Sid commented in a matter-of-fact tone, and I couldn’t agree more. 
 
    Do you think every tunnel or cave has a secret passage that leads back to the dwarves’ underground city? Amber asked curiously. 
 
    That’s a possibility, Lapis answered first. 
 
    It would be super impressive if that was the case, Amethyst said, and I couldn’t help but nod in agreement. 
 
    I didn’t know much about dwarves, but I’d read and watched a lot of fantasy and played enough video games to know dwarves were usually super smart. They loved living underground, and in some cases, like in The Lord of the Rings, they liked to dig deeper and deeper in the mines. 
 
    And from what I’d seen so far, Grimkog and his clan liked to live deep in the heart of the mountains, away from any type of civilization. I couldn’t blame them for wanting no part in the current war raging between the overlord and his minions and the rest of Hadden and magic folks, especially since I could understand they felt they were the ones to blame. But I was still hoping to convince Grimkog to join us for the final fight with the overlord. 
 
    I respected the dwarf chief’s decision not to take part in the war, but I also knew that even with Richard’s magic folks fighting by our sides, we’d struggle to vanquish the overlord and his army. 
 
    With the completed set and my women’s abilities coupled with my own magic, we were nearly invincible, but I didn’t know how strong and powerful the overlord was, and there was no way I’d dive head first into a fight against him if it meant putting any of my women in danger. 
 
    Johkil led me through a maze of different tunnels until said tunnels began to shrink. I had to bend in half to continue walking, but we eventually emerged into the Dwarf Underground City. 
 
    I was once again taken aback by its grandeur and the fact each and every dwarf I could see was busy mining coal or forging weapons in the burning forge a few levels below us. 
 
    “This way.” Johkil pointed at some narrow and steep stairs that led past the forge and toward the dwarf chief’s chambers. 
 
    Even though I’d been here before, there were too many secret passages, doors, and entrances as well as stairs and tunnels for me to be able to remember where to find my way out of the mountains. I believed only a dwarf had the ability to find their way in and out of the Underground City. It had been a miracle when I’d found it myself several days ago. 
 
    It took us another few minutes before we reached Grimkog’s chambers. The dwarf chief was in his study and seemed deeply focused on a grimoire, but he looked up when Johkil rapped his knuckles on the wooden door. 
 
    “James Miller,” Grimkog greeted me in surprise. “I sure did not expect you would be back here so quickly.” 
 
    Grimkog stood up and walked over to me to shake my hand, and next to me, Johkil lowered his head in a sign of respect. 
 
    “Sir James has saved my life,” Johkil explained after the chief had greeted him as well. “A rogue werewolf found his way inside the dungeons. It managed to bite me, and if it hadn’t been for Sir James’ remarkable and prompt actions, I would not be here right now.” 
 
    “Well, well, it seems my clan is indebted to you, James,” Grimkog said, and the chief tilted his head forward in a gesture that could only mean he was grateful for my intervention. “Johkil, head to the healer and take the potion, then come back to escort our friend out.” 
 
    Johkil was holding his bleeding arm in his free hand and wincing every other second, but he quickly nodded and left the room. His dirty white skin had paled considerably, and I wondered how fast the poison spread through one’s system to turn them into a werewolf. Based on both Johkil and Grimkog’s urgency, I’d say it was quite fast. 
 
    “Anyone would have done the same,” I tried to explain once we were alone, but Grimkog waved my explanation away. 
 
    “Nonsense, my friend,” the chief insisted. “We owe you a favor. Name your price, and we will then be equals.” 
 
    Name my price? I mentally wondered so my women would take part in the conversation. 
 
    You’ve saved one of his people, maybe he will reconsider joining the war, Sid suggested. 
 
    I’m not too sure he would, but it’s worth a shot, right? Amber agreed, and the other three women voiced their agreement. 
 
    “Fight with me,” I said out loud as I raised my eyes to Grimkog. “Fight by my side and help me defeat the overlord and restore the peace in Hadden.” 
 
    A long moment of silence followed my proposition, and I could hear all of our breathing as we exhaled in the quiet of the study. I waited in silence for Grimkog to carefully think about it, but the longer it took for him to reply, the more I believed he would once again refuse to partner up and end the war. 
 
    “My friend, you know I cannot,” Grimkog eventually said in a gruff voice. “However, there is something of value I can give you.” 
 
    Grimkog headed back behind his desk where he searched among the many books on his shelves. In a way, the dwarf chief reminded me of Harold and his shelves filled with potions, but both men were unique in their own quirky ways. 
 
    “This, I know, will give you some of the answers you are looking for,” Grimkog explained as he returned to us with a dusty grimoire in hand. 
 
    I took the book he was handing me but couldn’t decipher the words on the front cover, and neither could any of my women. It looked very much like the same language as the riddle I’d found in the dungeons. Only Harold would be able to translate it, so I tucked the heavy book under my arm and shook Grimkog’s hand. 
 
    “What kind of information?” I asked, but the cryptic smile the dwarf chief gave me was enough of an answer on its own. 
 
    The grimoire most probably talked about the prophecy and the daughters, of that much I was certain. And, with a bit of luck, the book might even mention something I could use to break the curse. 
 
    Johkil came back at this moment, and I was glad to notice his skin had returned to a more colorful complexion, and his arms had been cleaned and bandaged. 
 
    “Useful information,” Grimkog eventually said, still with the same mysterious look on his old and wrinkled face. 
 
    I knew I wouldn’t be able to get any more information out of him, so I paid my respect to him and bade my goodbye before Johkil escorted me back to the cave where I’d saved his life. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir James, for saving my life today,” Johkil said as he unlocked the secret door. “I am still indebted to you.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you got the antidote in time.” I smiled.  
 
    I wanted to ask him to ask Grimkog to reconsider joining the fight, but I didn’t want to put Johkil in a difficult position, so I shook his hand again and assured him it was nothing. Then, after a last goodbye, I headed into the cave where the werewolf laid dead and made my way out of the dungeons. 
 
    Outside the cabin, I whistled for Kaida, and a few seconds later, my dragon appeared in front of me and laid down so I could climb on his back. 
 
    “Let’s fly to the castle,” I told him, and after a nod, Kaida pushed his strong legs off the forest floor and up in the air we went. 
 
    What do you think the book says? Ruby asked in an inquisitive voice. 
 
    Who knows, but it must be important if the dwarf chief insisted you take it, James, Amethyst replied. 
 
    Let’s hurry to the castle and give it to Harold, Sid said. He’ll be able to translate the key points in the book. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Kaida to get to Hadden, and like always, he landed in front of the castle gates where the same two guards greeted me before they let me pass through the gates. 
 
    Since I didn’t have anything to report to the Baron, I headed straight through the bustling corridors and toward the quartermaster’s chambers. Both Harold and Maggie were inside when the old man opened the door, and they greeted me with affection. 
 
    “Hello, my boy,” Harold said as he made his way back to his lab-like table in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Hi Harold, hi Maggie,” I greeted the old couple before I joined Maggie at the table where she was reading one of Harold’s old books. 
 
    “What can we do for you, dear?” Maggie asked once she’d closed the book and pushed it away on the table. 
 
    “Three things,” I said as I placed the heavy and dusty grimoire in front of me and fished around for the snake fangs wrapped up in my pocket. Then I took out the carefully wrapped package and set it on the table beside the book. “First, I got these fangs off a snake monster during a previous trip into the dungeon. I thought the venom could be used in your potions.”  
 
    “I can certainly try,” Harold murmured as he unwrapped the fangs and carefully inspected them.  
 
    “Secondly, I was able to summon a centaur on my first try once I combined the daughters’ magic and energy with mine.” I grinned.  
 
    “Well done, my boy, well done,” Harold congratulated me from where he was still hunched over his lab table. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Harold.” I smiled at the old man. “The centaur wanted to attack Kaida, but it stopped and listened to me when I commanded it not to harm the dragon.” 
 
    “Good, this is good,” Maggie approved with a nod of her head. “It shows you’re capable of summoning creatures who obey you. But don’t forget to keep honing your skills, James. It’s very important you continue practicing.” 
 
    “I know.” I nodded in determination. “I will. I’m even thinking of trying to summon a creature while fighting a monster. I’m hoping to split my focus into summoning a creature and fighting at the same time.” 
 
    “That would be extremely useful,” Harold hummed absentmindedly. “Combining both your fighting skills with your magic will give you a certain advantage, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “First things first, James,” Maggie interjected with a kind smile. “Master your summoning skills without the daughters’ magic. Then you can think about summoning a creature mid-fight.” 
 
    “She has a good point,” Harold conceded easily before he stopped what he was doing and joined us at the table. “What’s this?” 
 
    His curiosity was so evident I couldn’t stop the grin that stretched my mouth upward. Harold had a thing for potions and old, dusty books. It was endearing, and from the exhausted but loving look Maggie gave him, she probably thought the same. 
 
    “This is the last thing I wanted to talk to you about,” I said and pushed the grimoire closer toward him. “After I practiced my skills, I went into the dungeons again to fight some monsters and hopefully find some more gems or clues about the curse, but instead, I stumbled upon a dwarf. He was fighting against a werewolf and was in trouble, so I helped him kill it, and as a reward, Grimkog, the dwarf chief, offered me this book. He said, and I quote, there was some useful information inside the book, but he didn’t elaborate on it, and as you can see, the book is written in the same ancient language as the riddle.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Harold murmured in a thoughtful tone as he opened the grimoire with careful fingers. “Very fascinating. And intriguing.” 
 
    “I can already tell I won’t have anyone to converse with for the next few days,” Maggie sighed, but her eyes were mischievous as she looked up at me. 
 
    I smiled back at her and winked when her husband wasn’t looking before I turned toward Harold. The old man was already skimming through the grimoire with the same careful and loving fingers. 
 
    “Do you think you can translate the key passages for me?” I asked him. 
 
    “Mmmh,” Harold hummed in a low tone as he nodded absentmindedly, but when Maggie gently elbowed him, he coughed and straightened up to look at me. “Sorry, my boy, you were saying?” 
 
    “Can you translate the key passages?” I chuckled as I repeated the question. 
 
    Harold was definitely passionate about ancient languages and civilizations, that much was certain, but thanks to his love for old books and weird languages I’d never heard about, my women and I were able to gain sufficient knowledge to eventually defeat the overlord and hopefully break their curse. 
 
    “Yes, of course, my boy, of course.” Harold nodded again before he focused his attention back on the grimoire, and I knew we’d lost him in favor of the book once again. 
 
    So, I stood up and took Maggie in my arms before I gently clasped my hand on Harold’s shoulder. 
 
    “Right, I’m going to go, but I’ll be back soon to practice some more,” I promised the old couple. 
 
    “Oh, before you go,” Harold suddenly said as he drew his attention away from the book. 
 
    He hurried to his lab-like table, pushed some stuff around, and grabbed a small pouch and an even smaller vial before he nearly ran back to me. 
 
    “The money for killing the snake creature,” he explained as he nodded at the pouch and then held out the vial. “And this is a potion I concocted over the past couple of days. You have to be careful with it as it will create an explosion wherever the vial breaks. The explosion will distract your opponent long enough for you to flee if you need to, but keep in mind that if the potion breaks while you’re carrying it, it will blow you away and deal a lot of damage to both you and the daughters.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I promised as I took the money and the red and orange potion and slid them into my belt. 
 
    It sounds dangerous, Lapis said in a trembling voice. 
 
    Don’t worry, Lapis, James will never do anything to harm us, you know that, Amber reassured her in a soothing tone. 
 
    I know, the blonde said. But I can’t help thinking of the worst-case scenario imaginable. 
 
    I’ll always protect you all, I promised my sweet Lapis and the rest of my wonderful women. 
 
    We know that, Sid said, and I could actually feel her warmth and love spread throughout my mind. 
 
    I bade my last goodbye to both Harold and Maggie before I left the castle and whistled for Kaida. My dragon flew me back to the cabin, and I patted him for a couple of minutes before I headed straight to the portal underneath the cabin. 
 
    Today had been another successful day in Hadden, and I already couldn’t wait to come back and practice with my magic. I wanted to be ready to save my dad and bring him back to my mom. 
 
    Once I stepped through the portal and into the loft’s master bedroom, I made sure my five women had transformed back into their human form before I suggested doing an activity I knew they’d absolutely love. 
 
    Christmas shopping. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “What’s Christmas?” Ruby frowned while my four other women squealed in anticipation and excitement at the idea of spending more of my money and buying a ton of Christmas decorations and presents. 
 
    “Oh, Ruby, Christmas is the most wonderful time of the year in James’ world,” Amber sighed dreamily as she stopped waltzing around the living room. “In Hadden, Christmas is the winter solstice, but there’s only a small feast at the castle. Here in Brooklyn, Christmas means a home-cooked meal with your loved ones, cheery and festive songs, and presents. Lots and lots of presents.” 
 
    The more Amber went on to explain what Christmas was and how we celebrated this holiday, the more Ruby’s face became as dreamy, cheerful, and excited as the rest of my otherworldly women. 
 
    It was safe to assume she hadn’t had any proper Christmas since they didn’t really celebrate like we did. Plus, Ruby still hadn’t recovered any of her memories yet, so she had no idea who she was or what she’d been doing in Hadden before her transformation. 
 
    “This sounds interesting, to say the least,” the red-headed woman said at last, and I couldn’t ignore the smile on her lovely face. “But are you sure you want to spend that much money on us?” 
 
    Ruby turned to me with the same worried expression on her face as yesterday when I bought her the telescope and astronomy books, so I smiled in reassurance and went over to hold her hand. 
 
    “Of course I’m sure,” I insisted gently, and although I was looking at her, I was addressing all of my warrior women. “I want to treat you like you’ve never been treated before, and it starts with you guys having the best first Christmas experience you could possibly have.” 
 
    “You’re too kind, master,” Lapis murmured, and the soft vulnerability and adoration I noticed on her face made me drop Ruby’s hand so I could take the blonde in my arms instead. 
 
    “Anything for you girls, you know that,” I said against Lapis’ temple. “Right, let’s go spend some money.” 
 
    Amber and Sid squealed happily while Amethyst and Ruby shared a thick as thieves type of look before they hurried to the entrance hallway to put their shoes and coats on. 
 
    With everything that had been going on in Hadden and in my personal life, I hadn’t truly realized Christmas was only a handful of days away. None of us had done our Christmas shopping, so I knew we’d spend the rest of the day doing that before I’d probably treat us to a nice dinner somewhere in the city. 
 
    I knew it was too early, but I also wanted to get something for my dad in the eventuality I’d be able to rescue him before Christmas. It was mostly wishful thinking and the hope I’d master my magic in the next couple of days, but with the fast progress I made each day, as well as my women’s faith in me and our powers combined, I was confident I could do it. 
 
    We didn’t take a cab to go into the city like I’d usually do. This time, we decided to walk and enjoy the fresh and crisp New York air, and in thirty minutes, we arrived at the shopping center. 
 
    “Alright, girls,” I said to get their attention. 
 
    I dove into my coat pocket to get my wallet, and I took out a few dozen bills for each of my otherworldly women and proceeded to hand the money to them. 
 
    “Go as crazy as you want and spend your money the way you want,” I instructed, and I didn’t miss the stars shining in their eyes at the few hundred dollars I gave them. “We’ll reconvene at this coffee shop in three hours, alright?” 
 
    I pointed at the coffee shop on the third floor, and when they all nodded, we went our separate ways to find presents for each of us. I knew Amber and Sid would probably be the ones to get the most expensive gifts and ask me for more money to buy more presents for everyone, but I didn’t mind one bit. I loved treating my women to whatever their hearts desired, so if their hearts wanted to spend thousands of dollars on Christmas gifts for everyone they knew, including Richard and my own mom, then so be it. 
 
    Amethyst, Lapis, and Ruby loved shopping, too, but they weren’t as crazy as Amber and Sid. They were slightly more down to earth, but it only made them unique and more attractive to me. Each of my women had special and unparalleled qualities that defined them as a person, and I wouldn’t change them for the world. 
 
    I started my own Christmas shopping by purchasing a travel getaway for both my parents. If I wanted to bring my dad back for Christmas, I knew it’d be the one Christmas gift my mom had always hoped and wanted to have, so I knew it would be enough for her. But she was such an amazing woman who deserved to be happy, and treating both her and my dad to a romantic getaway so they could spend quality time together after nearly two decades apart was nothing to me. 
 
    So, I decided to go for the most expensive and luxurious five star, all-inclusive resorts in the world they could choose from with plane tickets included, and I couldn’t wait to see my mother’s reaction when she realized her gift was for two people. 
 
    Next, I went to my favorite music store where I knew I’d find the perfect gift for Aron. My best friend loved his music, especially anything that touched the rock genre, even if it was just in passing, so I got him a few CDs as well as front row tickets for the massive Blink-182 concert in Madison Square Gardens in the spring. 
 
    Then I chose to kill two birds with one stone and buy a relaxing spa day in the city with free champagne refills followed by an afternoon of free shopping for Amber, Sid, and Honey. 
 
    The three of them loved clothes and makeup the most, so I knew they’d be more than happy to go on a combined spa and shopping day. There’d be a considerable hole in my bank account after that day, but it was worth it if it made them happy. 
 
    Next, I bought some more kitchen accessories and utensils for my sweet Lapis and decided to treat her to a private cooking class with none other than the famous Gordon Ramsay. The reputable and sassy chef was way overbooked, but I managed to find a date in the summer for a considerable price. Nothing was too good for any of my women. 
 
    As I went from the first floor to the second, I spotted Amethyst’s purple hair, and further away, Lapis’ blonde hair. I smiled to myself when they didn’t notice me, since they were too busy with their own Christmas shopping, and I headed for the bookstore. 
 
    Both Sid and Harold had a love of books and history, so I wanted to get them something special I knew they’d love. For Harold, I went for a book about mythological creatures and ancient Grecian history. The old man hinted a couple of times that he found my world fascinating, so I knew he’d be happy about the book. It was an old edition, and it looked more like an encyclopedia than a history book. 
 
    For Sid, I knew she had a keen interest in fantasy coupled with romance, so I got her a few young adult fantasy novels where the heroine was a badass and strong woman. I knew my dark-haired lover would identify with those amazing heroines who attempted to save their world, so when I managed to find a few signed copies of said books, I jumped at the chance to make her happy. 
 
    Since I’d gotten Sid an extra little present, I decided to get more art supplies for Amber, and even a voucher for makeup for Honey. 
 
    Then I only needed to find the perfect gifts for Amethyst, Ruby, Maggie, and even a little something for Richard. Sid’s dad had helped us a lot over the past couple of months, so it was only fair I got him something as a thank you. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I had the feeling Richard was the kind of businessman who enjoyed a glass of bourbon or whiskey to decompress after a hard day at work. So, I headed for the grocery store inside the shopping center and got him a gift box with several bottles of whiskey and a few different snacks to munch on. It was an expensive gift box, but the man had helped me find a loft to house all five of my women, and he’d provided me with fake marriage certificates and work documents to explain where all my money came from, so I owed him more than just a thank you. 
 
    Besides, Richard was Sid’s father, and since I was in a romantic, polyamorous relationship with his daughter, I wanted to be in his good graces. I already knew Richard liked me, and I wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    My arms were starting to get full of bags, but there were just a few more people to shop for, so I continued to walk around the shopping center to find the perfect gifts for my last two warrior women. 
 
    For Ruby, I got her tickets to visit NASA since she had a love for astronomy and everything that belonged in our universe, as well as a six-week course at the local university so she could learn even more about the cosmos. And, to be a romantic sap, I bought a star I named after her and ordered the certificate to be delivered at the loft in the next couple of days. 
 
    Then I went on to find something for Amethyst and Maggie. I wasn’t too sure what Maggie liked apart from magic and Harold, so I decided to leave her for last and focused on Amethyst instead. 
 
    My purple-haired lover loved design and fashion, but more on the production than the consumer side, so I booked her in for a twelve-week course in the summer with one of the best fashion designers in New York. Amethyst was already talented, but I knew she’d enjoy learning from some of the best people in this industry. She didn’t need to work, none of my women did, but if they wanted to pursue their passion, then I wouldn’t stand in their way. 
 
    I also decided to buy her some more fabric and supplies for her to design us some clothes since she enjoyed doing this for us. 
 
    My final gift would be for Maggie, but I still didn’t know what to get the old woman. I doubted a book about magic or the representation of magic in my world would be of interest to her, but I didn’t have any better ideas, and besides, I’d seen her read some of Harold’s books, so she was bound to enjoy literature. 
 
    I headed back to the bookstore where I spent a few minutes browsing through the store’s selection. Eventually, I settled on a few books about folklore in poems and American literature. 
 
    After the cashier wrapped the books in gift wrap, I headed for the coffee shop on the third floor where none of my women were waiting for me. I wasn’t surprised to be the first one to finish my Christmas shopping, so I ordered a strong black coffee with a bagel and went to sit at an empty booth in the corner as I waited for my five incredible women to join me. 
 
    The place was packed, so I was glad I managed to find us a table, and after a few minutes Ruby and Lapis arrived. They ordered some milkshakes and pastries before they sat down on the opposite side of the table. Both of them had their arms full of heavy-looking bags with different colored gift wrap, and they looked exhausted but content with their shopping. 
 
    “Did you get everything you wanted?” I asked them as I sipped on my coffee. 
 
    “Yes.” Ruby nodded. “Thanks again for the money you gave us, you really didn’t have to.” 
 
    “I know.” I smiled at her and then turned toward Lapis. “What about you? Did you get everything you wanted?” 
 
    “I did, yes, thank you, master.” My blonde lover smiled back at me. “I hope you will like the gift I got you.” 
 
    “I know I will,” I assured her. 
 
    Just as their milkshakes and pastries arrived, Amethyst, Amber, and Sid waltzed in the busy coffee shop with their arms just as full of shopping bags and colorful gift wrap. 
 
    “Oh, my, Christmas shopping is exhausting,” Amber groaned once she put her bags down by the side of the booth. 
 
    “Here, get yourself some food and drinks,” I said as I handed her my credit card. 
 
    “Ooooh, spending more of your money?” Amber wiggled her eyebrows at me. “Yes, please.” 
 
    She went to order some food for herself, Sid, and Amethyst as well as drinks, and when she got back, she tried to have a sneak peek at the various Christmas gifts I’d just bought. 
 
    Luckily, all my presents were wrapped so none of my beautiful women were able to see what was in my bags, especially not my redheaded menace. Half of their presents were coupons or certificates, and these were safely hidden right at the bottom of my bags, so they had no chance of finding them, and even if they did, they wouldn’t be able to see what was inside the envelopes. 
 
    “What did you get us?” Amber asked just as I pushed my bags under the table and away from her curious eyes and hands. 
 
    “I’m not telling you,” I chuckled and gently batted her hands away. 
 
    “I’m okay with not knowing,” Amethyst said as she sat beside Ruby. “Christmas shopping was fun, but finding the right present for everyone was a bit of a challenge.” 
 
    “That’s what makes Christmas so special,” Lapis said. “That and the food, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Amy agreed easily. 
 
    “I still want to know what you bought,” Amber insisted in a joking and cheery manner. “Will you please tell us, master?” 
 
    She had the widest grin on her face as she batted her lashes at me, and her cheeks were pink from all her excitement. 
 
    “Nope, it has to be a surprise.” I smirked. “That’s what Christmas is all about.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she sighed as she dramatically put a hand on her forehead and sank into the booth next to me. “Let’s just hope my poor heart can endure the secrecy until Christmas.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Sid chuckled and nudged the redhead so she could slide in beside her. 
 
    One of the waitresses brought over the girls’ drinks and food, and we spent the next few minutes chatting some more about Christmas. I had long since finished my coffee, so I went to get another one, and when I returned to the table, I decided it was time to have the discussion I’d postponed for the last few days. 
 
    “So, I’ve been thinking it’s time to talk to Honey,” I announced to my women. “Tell her about Hadden, her parents, Ruby, and my relationship with all of you. What do you girls think?” 
 
    I always made sure I discussed everything with my five women. They were a part of me much like I was a part of them, and I never wanted to make any decision that could impact them without them. Their consent was everything to me, and I wasn’t about to start making decisions where it involved them on my own. 
 
    “Hell, yes!” Amber shouted as she pumped a fist in the air and almost jumped on the table. “It’s time she knew everything, James. You guys declaring your love for each other will be the perfect way to end the year, like a proper Christmas miracle.” 
 
    She wiped some invisible tears under her eyes as she pretended to weep in silence. My redhead had definitely watched a lot of romantic Christmas movies. 
 
    I shared a comical look with my four other women, and I was glad to notice none of them seemed reluctant about my proposal. 
 
    “I think you should do what feels right,” Amethyst then answered. “If you think now is the right time to tell her everything, then you should. I trust your instincts, James.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled at her for her honest opinion and confidence in me. 
 
    “You’ve never given me a reason to doubt you, master,” Lapis murmured. “I like Honey, and I do think she has the right to know where she comes from. Besides, she loves you and would do anything for you, so that’s enough for me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lapis.” I reached across the table to take her hand and squeezed it tightly. 
 
    So far, three out of five of my women respected and agreed with my decision, and when I looked at Sid and Ruby, I noticed the two of them were smiling at me. I knew Ruby had been filled in on everything that had been going on between Honey and me since my first day of college, and from the Cheshire cat-like grin she offered me, it was evident she was rooting for us to get together. 
 
    “I agree,” Ruby said, which confirmed my suspicions. “Honey deserves to know where she comes from, and I’d like to meet her since I’m the only one who has yet to meet her yet.” 
 
    “Oh, Rubes, you’ll love Honey,” Amber cooed as she reached across the table for Ruby’s hand. “She’s as fun and pretty as us, and she truly does care for you, James.” 
 
    “She does,” Sid agreed with a nod of the head. “And I know she’d want to know about Hadden, Ruby, and everything we haven’t told her yet. The truth will only make her love you more, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    “Thank you, girls,” I said with sincerity. “I’ll invite her over tonight, yeah?” 
 
    With my women’s final approval, I shot a quick text to Honey and asked her to come to the loft for dinner. 
 
    Then we spent another hour at the coffee shop before I booked us a cab to drive us back to the loft. We each had way too many bags to walk all the way back home. 
 
    At the loft, I helped Lapis make dinner, and just as she was finishing her new spicy chicken recipe, the doorbell rang. I let Amethyst open the door for Honey before I went to greet her in the living room. 
 
    “Hey there, stranger.” She shot me a wink and a smile when I took her in my arms for a quick embrace. “Where’s Aron?” 
 
    “He’s not here,” Amber replied before I had a chance to open my mouth. “James wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    “You did?” Honey raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    The blonde looked puzzled by this turn of events, but I noticed the top of her ears and cheeks turning a lovely shade of dusty pink. I remembered our last conversation during our weekend at the cabin in upstate New York, but we hadn’t really talked much since then. 
 
    I’d been too busy with finals, rescuing Ruby, and saving Hadden. But now I was done with that, I couldn’t postpone the upcoming conversation anymore. 
 
    “Oh, and who’s this?” Honey asked when she spotted Ruby. “Another girlfriend?” 
 
    There was only genuine curiosity in her voice, and her face was kind and gentle when she walked over to Ruby, who sat at the kitchen island. 
 
    “My name is Ruby,” my redheaded woman introduced herself. “I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    “Aw, she’s a cutie,” Honey cooed before she wrapped her arms around Ruby. “Pleasure to meet you. Tell me, where did James find you?” 
 
    Her tone was conspicuous and mischievous at the same time, and when she turned back toward me, she threw me another wink. 
 
    “That’s part of the reason why I asked you to come here,” I told her. “Come have dinner, and then we can talk.” 
 
    “Ohhh, I like it when you’re all serious and mysterious like this,” Honey joked, and all five of my women giggled at her joke. 
 
    Lapis and I served everyone some spicy chicken and rice, except for Amber, who had some nonspicy chicken, and I poured us all a glass of wine and juice for Amber. 
 
    Dinner went smoothly and easily. We all laughed and chatted as we shared stories about each other, and once our bellies were full, Amethyst and Sid cleared the table before they joined the rest of us in the living room. 
 
    “So, what’s all this about?” Honey asked once she sat down on a cushion between the coffee table and the single armchair. 
 
    I glanced at each of my women, and when they all nodded, I took a deep breath and turned toward Honey. 
 
    “There’s something you should know about all of us,” I said as I chose my words carefully. “The girls and I aren’t exactly from New York.” 
 
    “I figured as much regarding them,” Honey chuckled and knocked her foot against my shin as she nodded at the other women. “They’d never gone to the movies, so it was easy to assume they weren’t from here.” 
 
    “Wait, so you know about us?” Sid frowned in confusion that mirrored my own state of mind. 
 
    “Yeah.” Honey shrugged as if her words hadn’t just put us all in turmoil. “You’re like from a tiny village in the countryside, aren’t you? Where there are no shopping centers or movies and stuff. Right?” 
 
    Honey looked at each of us for confirmation, but I slowly shook my head. 
 
    “Not exactly, no,” I said. “The girls come from this place called Hadden, and before you say anything, no, it’s not any city, town, village or country that exists on Earth. Hadden belongs to a world where magic and fantasy creatures do exist.” 
 
    I paused for a moment to gauge my friend’s reaction, but Honey began to smile before she burst out laughing. 
 
    “Good one, James, you almost had me,” she said in between laughs. 
 
    She snickered for a full minute before she realized none of us were laughing, and when she noticed the seriousness on our faces, she calmed down. 
 
    “Wait, you’re not joking?” she asked in confusion. 
 
    “No.” Sid shook her head regretfully. “Hadden is a real world. We grew up there, the five of us.” 
 
    “The five of you?” Honey repeated. “I thought you said you weren’t from New York either, James?” 
 
    “I am, and I’m not,” I chuckled. “I know this will all sound crazy, but I swear I would never lie to you. Basically, I found this portal in my dorm at the beginning of the semester. I stepped through it and found myself in Hadden, and since then, I recently learned that my dad is from Hadden, but my mom is from Brooklyn, therefore that makes me half New Yorker, half magic.” 
 
    Honey blinked rapidly and looked too stunned to say anything, but she wasn’t calling me crazy and leaving, so I went on explaining everything. 
 
    “Only someone who is magic can see the portal,” I continued. “On my first day, I found Amber, but the problem is that in Hadden, the five of them are trapped in what we call their ‘weapon form.’ It means they don’t have a human body at all because of an enchantment put upon them that has since turned into a curse.” 
 
    “Alright, so you’re all from this place, Hadden,” Honey slowly summarized as she counted on her fingers. “Only magic people can see the portal and access this hidden world. But you girls are weapons when you go to Hadden. Did I miss anything so far?” 
 
    “No, you’ve got it all,” Amethyst said. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but it’s true. In Hadden, I’m a helmet. I help protect James from monsters and evil sorcerers. We all have different abilities that help us fight.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Lapis agreed. “I’m a sword, and one of my abilities is I can predict where the enemy is most likely to strike. It gives James an advantage.” 
 
    “A very important advantage,” I added with a thankful smile. 
 
    “What about you three?” Honey asked Amber, Sid, and Ruby. 
 
    “I’m a bow,” Amber answered first, and smugly flicked her hair over her shoulder. “And my abilities include fire and ice. I can hit a target from a long distance without a problem.” 
 
    “As for me, I’m like Ames, my other form is some pauldrons. I sit on James’ shoulders and protect him with some magical shields and also some electricity, hence the hair.” 
 
    Sid waved the yellow streaks in her jet-black hair to prove her point while Honey stared at her with pure fascination on her face. 
 
    I had to admit, she was taking all of this in stride.  
 
    “Wow, this is really cool.” Honey whistled. “And you, Ruby, what are you?” 
 
    “I’m a dagger,” my redheaded woman said with pride. “I’ve only just found out one of my abilities is to enhance James’ own sneaking ability. It’s all still very confusing to me sometimes, but being with James and the girls makes sense, and I’m so grateful for James. He found me when I thought I’d be forever stuck in my weapon form. Now, I have hope to one day walk around Hadden in my own body rather than being carried around.” 
 
    The ‘aw’ sound Honey made echoed around the otherwise silent room. I knew I was like a savior for my warrior women, but I hadn’t heard Ruby express her feelings as freely as she’d just done. I was glad she felt comfortable enough to do so, especially in front of Honey, someone she’d just met. 
 
    I could already tell Ruby and Honey would become as thick as thieves as the rest of my women were with my friend, and I once again wondered if it was due to the fact Honey was part magic on her mother’s side. 
 
    “We still don’t know how to break the curse, but we’re working on it,” I added after Ruby had composed herself and the happy and emotional tears had disappeared from her brown and red eyes. 
 
    “So, you’re like a warrior wizard or something?” Honey asked curiously, and I nodded. 
 
    “You could say that.” I smirked and didn’t miss the way her blue eyes looked me up and down, as if she were able to see something others couldn’t. Either that, or she could tell I’d gotten buff since the first day we met. “My dad is from Hadden, so I’m half magic, and there is a prophecy about me and the girls, about how together we’re destined to free Hadden of all evil.” 
 
    From Honey’s confused expression, I realized I’d missed a couple of important steps for her to understand everything. 
 
    “This is why my dad fled Hadden,” I explained. “Twenty years ago, my dad and a few other magic folks fled Hadden and took refuge here in New York. They’re the ones who opened the portal I found in my dorm room, and they’ve lived among us undetected since then. We found Sid’s dad and a few others as well.” 
 
    “Wait, why exactly did they all leave Hadden?” Honey’s frown deepened. “If it were me, I’d never leave a place where magic and fantasy creatures are real.” 
 
    “They didn’t have a choice,” Sid said sadly, and I knew how painful it was for her, for all of them, to talk about the reason their parents had used them as a weapon for a war that never came. “Or rather, they thought they didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “Is this the part where you tell me one wizard turned evil and has tried to destroy Hadden for twenty years or something?” Honey asked, and despite the seriousness and sadness in her tone, her eyes displayed the same fascination and curiosity as before. 
 
    “Pretty much.” Amber nodded in confirmation. “We call him the overlord, but we don’t know who he is yet, just that he’s been gathering power for two decades and using his followers to do his bidding. He stays in the shadows but watches from afar, and he seems to know everything about us and James.” 
 
    “It’s quite scary when you think about it,” Lapis added, and my sweet blonde shuddered at the thought of the overlord working in the dark while keeping an eye on us. 
 
    I didn’t doubt for a second that he knew our every move and had been watching me from the moment I set foot in Hadden. Lapis was right to be scared, but I wouldn’t let anything happen to any of them. It wasn’t a promise I’d made to my women only. I’d also promised to myself to protect them with my life if it came down to it. 
 
    Of course, I believed in my powers and my women’s powerful abilities to defeat the overlord, but it was still an eventuality I had to keep in mind, just in case the final battle took a dark and deathly turn. 
 
    “So, if this dark wizard is so powerful, why does he work from the shadows?” Honey frowned in confusion as she tried to wrap her head around the ongoing flow of information we were feeding her. 
 
    It must not have been easy to remember everything we were telling her, but she was doing great. She could have run for the hills and think we were all psychos, but instead, she believed every single word that came out of our mouths. 
 
    It was a relief to know we didn’t have to do much convincing, but I knew it would potentially change when I told her about her mother. Honey had lived nearly twenty years of her life thinking her parents were normal only to now find out her mother belonged to a secret magical world. 
 
    “Like Amber said,” Amethyst jumped in to answer Honey’s question. “He’s working from the shadows, and he doesn’t want to come out until he’s fully ready and at the top of his strength.” 
 
    “He also worked to gather the daughters,” Sid added while she pointed at each of them. “Our parents wanted to prevent a war from breaking out, and they thought the only way to defend themselves was to create a powerful weapon set only the one prophesied could wield.” 
 
    “Your parents did that to you?” Honey gasped as she put a hand to her mouth, and she looked truly crestfallen at the idea someone could curse their child. “But… why?” 
 
    “It was supposed to be an enchantment only,” Amber explained. “It started with me. I was the first one to be turned into a weapon, I was like a prototype if you want. Our parents created the enchantment forty years ago when the first threat of a war came about, but luckily Hadden’s previous Baron was able to quell the growing, impending doom.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you’re a forty-year-old woman in the body of a twenty-year-old?” Honey’s eyes almost bulged out of their sockets at the realization that Amber was technically much older than all of us. 
 
    “Technically, I suppose that’s true,” the redhead giggled and flipped her long ginger hair behind her shoulder. “But a problem occurred and trapped me in my weapon form for a few decades until James found me.” 
 
    “We’re not sure, but we believe them being in their weapon form for a long time slows their aging process,” I added to further explain why Amber looked like a hot and beautiful twenty-year-old rather than the forty-year-old she should have been. 
 
    “Our weapon forms weren’t activated at the same time, either,” Sid also said. “For example, I remember growing up believing I was an orphan until my curse was triggered. We believe the overlord has the ability to activate the enchantment turned curse, and that’s the reason why he has been seeking us for all these years.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t he found you?” Honey frowned some more. 
 
    “Our parents hid us before they fled Hadden or went into hiding,” Lapis explained. “But unfortunately, some of us were lost or stolen.” 
 
    The blonde shuddered again, and there was no doubt in my mind she was thinking about Florian and the fact he’d shut his mind off to her. Lapis had been stuck in Hadden with a master who didn’t want to interact with her and had pawned her off to someone else, just because he could. 
 
    Next to her, Ruby took Lapis’ hand in comfort, and we all stayed silent for a few more seconds to allow my sweet blonde to chase the terrible memories from her mind. 
 
    “Wow… that is… a lot to take in,” Honey murmured and tiredly rubbed her eyes. 
 
    I couldn’t blame her for being slightly overwhelmed by everything we were telling her, but we had to give her all the details for her to understand her own legacy and origins. The news about her mom could either make her or break her, but no matter what, I’d be there for her. 
 
    “That’s not all,” I said after I checked in with my five warrior women. 
 
    We’d all agreed to tell Honey everything, so we couldn’t stop now. 
 
    “There’s more to the story?” Honey dropped her hands from her face and raised both her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “There is,” Amethyst confirmed with a small nod. “James saved us all and made the prophecy come true, which means he’s as powerful as the overlord and the only one with the potential to kill him.” 
 
    “So, you’re basically going to go into battle to defeat a sixty something year old or older who has turned into a dark wizard?” Honey summed up, and she sounded a little incredulous about the whole ordeal. 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.” I nodded and smiled at her to indicate I wasn’t too worried about the outcome. 
 
    I had my five strong women fighting by my side, all of Hadden would join the battle, and I had my own powers to help me defeat the overlord. My powers were still new and raw, but I was honing my skills every chance I got. 
 
    “Shit, James, that’s insane,” Honey whispered, and this time, she sounded a little freaked out, but not by us, more as if she were fearful for my life. “You’re going to fight a dark wizard on your own?” 
 
    “I won’t be on my own,” I assured her as I smiled at my five women, who all returned my smile. “The girls’ abilities will help me and give me a considerable advantage over the overlord. I also managed to tame a dragon.” 
 
    “Dragons are real?” Honey shrieked and grabbed my knee for support when she leaned forward with too much strength. Any trace of fear was suddenly gone from her face and was replaced by excitement. “You’re joking?” 
 
    “He isn’t.” Ruby laughed softly at Honey’s reaction. “Kaida is a beautiful black-and-red dragon. Absolutely mesmerizing.” 
 
    “Wow… so fucking cool,” Honey sighed dreamily as she leaned back against the coffee table. “Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    A smirk grew on my face at her question. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I have my own magic to take into account,” I said in a casual tone, but I didn’t miss the way her eyes grew to twice their usual size. 
 
    “You can do magic as well?” Honey asked in an excited tone. “Can you show me?” 
 
    “I can,” I chuckled at her earnest reaction. “But I cannot show you now though because Hadden’s magic doesn’t work here.” 
 
    “Which is why we get to enjoy our beautiful bodies again every time James crosses the portal while he carries our weapons,” Amber explained and gestured at her own body for comical effect. 
 
    Honey giggled at her and raked her eyes up and down Amber’s form before she nodded in agreement. 
 
    “You all are very beautiful.” Although she was addressing all of us, her smirk and wink were directed at me. “Sucks though, I was hoping to see you do some cool magic.” 
 
    I shared another knowing and serious look with my women before I turned back to my friend. It was time for the big finale and last reveal of the day. Honey was about to learn about her legacy and origin. 
 
    “Uh-oh, your face is doing that sexy serious thing again,” Honey joked, but it was half-hearted. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “James, I think it might be best to show her,” Sid murmured quietly next to me, and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    Without a word, I got up and headed for the master bedroom where I kept the photograph Richard had given me. The picture represented all of the magic folks who’d fled Hadden. The group of young people looked as haggard and confused as when I first laid eyes on the photo, and I easily found the young blonde version of my friend. 
 
    With the picture in hand, I went back to the living room and handed it to Honey. 
 
    “Here, take a look,” I encouraged her. 
 
    Despite her clear confusion, Honey grabbed the picture and looked down at it. For a few seconds, my friend remained perplexed as to what was going on, but I noticed the exact moment she realized what I wanted to show her. 
 
    Honey’s blue eyes grew at least three times their normal size when they landed on the younger version of her mother. 
 
    “I-Is that…” She cut herself off and took a deep breath before she dragged her eyes upward to gaze into mine. “Is that my mom?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and went to sit down on the floor beside her. “She’s from Hadden, too.” 
 
    A moment of silence passed while Honey tried to come to terms with the fact her mother wasn’t entirely the same woman she grew up with. My five warrior women exchanged a pained look the longer Honey stayed silent and gently stroked her mother’s stoic face. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she eventually whispered. “My mom grew up in Texas and moved to New York to study International Relations. That’s where she met my dad.” 
 
    “I’m sure she did study International Relations in New York,” Sid said in a gentle voice. “And she probably did meet your dad in the city, but she definitely did not grow up in Texas.” 
 
    “So, everything she ever told me, every story about her childhood was… a lie?” Honey gasped, and the pain was so evident I felt it deep within my bones. 
 
    “I’m sure it wasn’t,” Amber hurried to say. “Sometimes you have to lie to protect those you love, but that doesn’t mean everything she ever told you is a lie.” 
 
    “Sid’s dad has found some of the magic folks who fled Hadden,” I said. “We’re going to meet soon, and your mom will probably be there. I think you should come, too. It’ll give you the chance to speak with her.” 
 
    Honey nodded, but the frown still remained on her face, as if it were permanently etched onto her features. I grabbed her free hand and squeezed it tight until my friend put the photograph down and looked at all of us with a more relaxed expression. 
 
    “Does this mean I’m also part magic like you are?” she asked, and I could tell she was trying to go back to her usual happy and bubbly self. 
 
    I knew she would need to talk more about her mother later, but I would give her time and let her process.  
 
    “You are,” Amethyst confirmed with a little laugh. “We don’t know the extent of the magic that your mom has passed on to you, but you’re like James. Part magic.” 
 
    “In fact, I think we should find out if you can see the portal,” I said and stood up with my hand still in Honey’s. “Come on, let’s find out.” 
 
    “Oh, this is so crazy but soooo exciting,” Honey giggled as she almost skipped all the way to the master bedroom. “So, if I’m able to see the portal, does this mean I can come with you to Hadden?” 
 
    “Yeah, it does,” I chuckled at her obvious enthusiasm. “Of course, you’d need proper training first. I wouldn’t want to risk your life simply because we got carried away.” 
 
    When we got to the master bedroom, we headed straight for the closet I’d stolen from my dorm room, and I opened the doors. Despite all the clothes hanging inside, I could still see the edges of the shimmering portal, but when I peered at Honey, I noticed she was looking at every corner of the closet in the same curious way. 
 
    “Can you see it?” Lapis asked from where she and my other women had sat down on the bed to watch us. 
 
    “Am I supposed to?” Honey frowned and stuck her hands inside the closet. 
 
    She palmed the walls and ceilings but didn’t seem to notice the portal. I could, and it was odd to see her hands touching the glowing light without actually stepping through. 
 
    I pushed the clothes away to reveal the glowing portal, but when I glanced at the blonde, she was still frowning lightly. 
 
    “It’s right here,” I said as I gently took her hands and guided them toward the portal. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Honey shrieked loudly. “I see it.” 
 
    “You do?” Ruby asked with interest from behind us. 
 
    “Yes, I really do.” Honey nodded vehemently and turned her head toward me with wide blue eyes. “You know, for a second, I did think you were all crazy, but now that I can see the portal, I believe you. No questions needed.” 
 
    I laughed at her joke and stepped back so she could feel and palm the portal and its edges as much as she wanted. However, as soon as I let go of her hands, Honey gasped and pouted. 
 
    “What…” She frowned again before she fully turned toward us. “I can’t see it anymore.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Amethyst wondered out loud, but it seemed none of us had a logical explanation. 
 
    “It’s weird,” Honey muttered, and she looked deep in thought. “I was only able to see the portal when you touched me, James.” 
 
    “Maybe James acts like a bridge,” Amber suggested. 
 
    “Or maybe anyone who has some magic can see the portal if someone who is also magic shows it to them,” Sid hypothesized, and I had to admit both of their ideas were possible. 
 
    “Why don’t I try with one of you?” Honey asked my women. “This way, we can know if anyone who’s magic can show me the portal or if it’s just James.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Ruby offered and stood up from the bed. 
 
    She walked over to Honey and took her hand before they both turned toward the open closet. I expected Honey to see the portal straight away, but after a few more seconds of silence, we all realized she couldn’t. 
 
    So, I stepped forward again and grabbed the blonde’s hand, and her response was instant. She gasped again, and as if she were mesmerized, she brought her hand up and slid it through the portal. 
 
    “Wicked,” she whispered. “I guess James really is the bridge between Hadden and Brooklyn.” 
 
    It was meant as a teasing joke, but the fact remained the same. Honey could only see the portal if I was here to show it to her. Even if she had some magic in her blood and was part human, part magic like I was, it wasn’t enough for her to see the portal and cross worlds on her own. 
 
    I didn’t know what it meant for me or why I was the bridge between our two worlds, but a part of me loved the power. Still, the prophecy talked about me, there was no doubt about that, but why me? 
 
    I was only half magic, so even if I was powerful and had completed the set, I didn’t understand why I’d been chosen to fight the overlord. Maybe it was something I could ask my dad once I rescued him from the overlord’s base. Harold said my dad was a powerful wizard during his time, so maybe he’d passed on all of his powers to me. 
 
    It was a possibility, but until I talked to him, I wouldn’t get the answers to my questions. 
 
    “Could I visit Hadden sometime soon?” Honey asked, and I realized she was talking to me when she gently pinched my hip. 
 
    “Like I said, you’ll need to be trained first,” I reminded her. “I don’t want anything to happen to you because you haven’t been prepared.” 
 
    “Aw, you’re worried about me,” she cooed and went to pinch my cheeks, but I grabbed her wrists in time and held them away from my face. 
 
    “Of course I am.” I smiled at her, but I was dead serious, and she knew it. 
 
    “We’ll leave you to it,” Sid suddenly said. 
 
    All five of my otherworldly women got up and hurried out of the room. On her way out, Amber winked at me and made some kissing gestures as she pointed between Honey and I. 
 
    Once they were gone, I turned toward Honey and released her wrists. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her in concern. 
 
    Today had been filled with revealing information and secrets, so I completely understood if Honey wasn’t as alright as she seemed to be. It was a lot to take in, but in her defense, she was accepting it like a queen. 
 
    “More than,” she whispered as she gazed into my eyes. 
 
    Before I knew it, Honey was leaning closer until her nose brushed against mine. 
 
    “Kiss me, James,” she added under her breath. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    It was like watching a movie in slow motion. The closer Honey got to me, the slower everything else seemed to become. And for a brief second, I wondered if I’d heard her right. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she repeated in the same slow and sensual voice. 
 
    We’d kissed before, but the air had never been charged with as much electricity and sexual anticipation and tension as it was now. It was no doubt due to the fact Honey had confessed her true feelings for me back when we went to the cabin in Upstate New York, but we hadn’t truly spoken since that weekend. 
 
    I loved Honey the same way I loved my amazing and beautiful warrior women. Perhaps we were all attracted to one another because of the magic in our blood, but I knew it didn’t take away or influence my actions and feelings. 
 
    “James, I love you, and I know you love me, too,” Honey insisted. 
 
    Her voice was quiet as a whisper, but it seemed to echo around the empty room. The light from the portal illuminated the right side of her face and enhanced the blue of her eyes. 
 
    Honey was a gorgeous and sexy woman, that much I’d always known, but just like cheesy romance novels and movies, now that we’d admitted our feelings to each other, it was as if I could finally allow myself to truly get lost in her beauty. 
 
    “I do,” I whispered back, and Honey’s breath itched at my words. “I love you.” 
 
    “So, kiss me,” Honey repeated. “Kiss me and take me.” 
 
    Unless the world was about to end, nothing would stop me from obliging her, so I crashed my lips against hers. 
 
    Her pink mouth was warm and slightly wet from where she’d bit and licked her lips in anticipation, and there was an aftertaste of sugar that lingered on her skin from the dessert she’d eaten after dinner. 
 
    Honey moaned into the kiss, and she gasped when I licked her bottom lip. I used the opportunity to slide my tongue inside of her mouth and play with her own. 
 
    The kiss was sensual and desperate. We’d have the rest of our lives to kiss in a slow and loving way, but for now, this was what we both needed. The urge and hunger we both felt toward each other was consuming us whole. 
 
    While lost in the kiss, I backed her up against the wall and grabbed hold of her wrists. I pinned them on either side of her face, and Honey brought a leg up and hooked it up around my hip to bring me closer. 
 
    “God, I know it hasn’t been that long, but it’s felt like years since you last kissed me,” Honey gasped and pulled her face away so she could take a big gulp of air. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I murmured against her neck as I peppered her skin with burning kisses. “You’re unbelievably sexy, did you know that?” 
 
    “I do now,” she chuckled, but the sound got stuck in her throat when I gently bit the side of her neck. “Oh, James…” 
 
    I bit and licked her skin to soothe the small bruise I’d created before I lowered my face against her prominent collarbones. Honey was wearing a simple black long-sleeved shirt with a pair of black leggings and Vans. She looked cute and comfortable, but she was still wearing too many pieces of clothing for my liking. 
 
    So, I slid my hands under her light shirt and grabbed her hips with tight fingers while I went back to ravage her mouth. It wasn’t as if I were so thirsty for sex that I couldn’t hold myself back. I’d just wanted Honey in this way for a few months, and now that she was finally mine, I needed her. 
 
    I grazed my nails against her skin as I dragged my hands upward until I helped her take her shirt off. Honey was wearing a blood-red bra with a white pearl resting between her breasts, and she looked absolutely divine and beautiful. 
 
    Her blonde hair had also grown and now reached the bottom of her cheeks, which made her even more attractive than she was before. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so sexy,” I muttered as I took a few seconds to admire her nearly naked chest. 
 
    “You’re one to talk, James,” Honey murmured back, and I preened under the obvious lust in her eyes as she dragged them up and down my body. 
 
    I took a step back to remove my shirt, and as soon as I threw it on the floor, Honey surged forward again and gripped my shoulders with both hands. She attached her lips to my mouth and opened her own so I could come and play with her tongue. 
 
    While we kissed, my new girlfriend unzipped my pants and slid them down my thighs. I kicked them away and helped her out of her leggings before I hooked my arms under her shapely ass and picked her up. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Honey breathed loudly into my ear, and her hot breath made me shiver. “You’re so fucking strong.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ve been fighting a lot,” I chuckled and gently laid her down in the middle of the king-sized bed. 
 
    The black silk sheets were freshly washed, and Honey’s pearly-white skin, blood-red underwear set, and blonde hair made her look like the forbidden fruit of the Garden of Eden.  
 
    I was definitely not strong-willed enough to resist her. 
 
    “Suits you,” Honey complimented me. “Who would’ve thought you were that strong?” 
 
    “Thank you, beautiful,” I complimented her back. “But we need to take this off.” 
 
    I indicated her bra before I played with the little pearl between her breasts. Honey’s skin was covered in goosebumps, and I grinned at the obvious effect I had on her. It was always good for my personal ego and performance to know I was pleasing my women the same way they pleased and teased me. 
 
    “Ah, you t-think?” Honey stuttered when my fingers gently touched and teased the outline of her breasts imprisoned in the fabric of her bra. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I confirmed. 
 
    Honey arched her back so I could slip my hands beneath her and undo her bra. Then she hurried to take it off and threw it on the floor somewhere beside us. 
 
    Her breasts were on the small side, but they were shaped perfectly. They were round and exquisite, and the little pink buds made my mouth water. Her nipples were already hard, and the more I admired her gorgeous and perfectly sculpted body, the less I was able to wait and be patient. 
 
    So, I grabbed both of her perky breasts and massaged them while my thumbs teased her nipples. Honey arched her back from the sudden pleasure that coursed through her body, and her lips parted, but no sound came out. 
 
    “You alright there?” I smirked at her reaction and bent my head down to grab one of her nipples in my mouth. 
 
    I teased her bud with my tongue and gently grazed my teeth against the sensitive skin. Under me, Honey was letting out long and soft moans of pleasure, and I could feel her toes curling against my shins. 
 
    “G-God, your teasing should be illegal,” she breathed out, and I couldn’t help the little chuckle that came out of my dry throat. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked just so she would compliment me again. 
 
    Honey nodded and opened her eyes to stare at me. With her complete attention focused on me, I teased her nipple with my tongue before I licked my way up to her throat and nibbled on the soft skin. 
 
    “G-God, yeah.” Honey gulped loudly and opened her legs a bit wider. 
 
    The movement caught my attention, and I slid down the bed so I was face to face with her clothed pussy. The red thong she wore barely covered what interested me the most, but I still took the time to tease her opening a little. 
 
    I brought my index finger to her pussy and stroked her up and down a few times. Honey gasped and shivered all at once, and her hips bucked up involuntarily in response to my touch. 
 
    “How long are you g-going to tease me for?” she asked before she inhaled deeply and let out a trembling breath. 
 
    Her eyes were shut tight, and she’d thrown an arm over her face, as if she were trying to physically restrain herself. I chuckled fondly at the sight and hooked my fingers under her underwear before I slid it down her short but beautiful legs. Now, Honey was finally entirely naked in front of me, and I took a second to admire the view. 
 
    I wanted to take the time to explore every nook and cranny of her body, every inch of skin I could find and touch with my hands and mouth, but we were both hungry for each other and had to satiate that growing hunger. 
 
    So, I didn’t waste any more time, and I quickly licked two of my fingers before I inserted my index finger inside of her warm pussy. 
 
    “Shit, you’re so fucking wet already,” I grunted as I moved my finger around her pussy. “And so tight.” 
 
    “You make me so horny, James,” Honey admitted and took her arm off her face so she could look down at me. 
 
    Her eyes almost seemed hypnotized, and they stared at the movements my finger made as I moved it in and out of her pussy. My index finger was wet and glossy, and the more I fucked her with it, the easier it became for me to move around, so I added a second finger and fucked her at a rapid pace. 
 
    Honey was letting out a litany of gasps and curses until her thighs began to shake with her upcoming orgasm. When she was on the brink of her climax, I slowed down and removed my fingers. 
 
    “W-wait… w-where are you going?” Honey stuttered, and she both sounded and looked crestfallen and heartbroken at the same time, as if she thought I wouldn’t finish what I’d started. 
 
    “One second, baby, I’m about to fuck you now,” I reassured her, and I noted my voice was much lower and rougher than it normally sounded. “Do you want me to fuck you?” 
 
    “O-Oh, God, yes, please,” Honey begged, and I noticed some happy tears brimming in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    I got off the bed to remove my boxers, and as soon as the fabric was off and my dick sprung free, I let out a relieved groan. I’d been so focused on Honey and teasing and pleasuring her that I’d almost forgotten how hard she made me and how badly I wanted to fuck her. 
 
    I stroked myself a few times to get my dick fully hard while Honey stared at me with big doe eyes filled with lust and hunger. She licked and bit her lips, and she trailed her eyes downward before she made grabby hands at me. 
 
    “I want to touch you, please,” my new girlfriend said with so much strength and conviction that I could only agree. 
 
    So, I kneeled on the bed with my legs on either side of Honey’s hips and let her touch me the way she wanted. 
 
    First, Honey started by feeling all of my dick with her soft hand, and then she applied more pressure and began to stroke me up and down. She initiated a slow rhythm that had me grunting and groaning for more, and Honey definitely knew what she was doing to me, if her smirk was anything to go by. She bit her lip when her thumb caressed my tip, and I shuddered from head to toe at the touch. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re gonna get me to cum if you continue,” I managed to say through gritted teeth. 
 
    I’d started shifting my hips in rhythm with her movements, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    “I want to cum inside of you,” I groaned as I gripped her wrist and gently pried her hand off me. 
 
    No matter how much I loved her touch, right now all I wanted was to dive deep inside of her warm and wet pussy and make her mine. I wanted us to climax at the same time, much like I usually did with the rest of my girlfriends. Honey was mine now, and she belonged in our polyamorous relationship, and there was nothing I hadn’t done with my otherworldly women that I didn’t want to do with her. 
 
    “Fuck me now, then,” Honey whispered in my ear. 
 
    She blew some hot air against the shell of my ear before she nibbled and tugged on the skin. I let out a growl, pushed her back down on the bed, and shuffled until I was settled between her skinny legs. 
 
    “As you wish.” I smirked and spread her legs even further. 
 
    Her glossy pussy was palpitating in anticipation, as if it were calling out to me and begging me to take her right now and have my way with her. Honey’s pupils were so dilated I could barely see any trace of blue, and my smirk grew even wider because I was the one who had made her react so strongly. 
 
    “Please, James,” Honey begged. “Fuck me, now.” 
 
    She was breathing fast, and her perky breasts were jiggling with each inhale and exhale. They were inviting, and I wanted to have them in my mouth again, but I also wanted to fuck her, so I pushed my desire aside and teased Honey’s entrance with the tip of my dick. 
 
    She was so wet and slightly open from when I fucked her with my fingers, so I didn’t need to use lube or spit to slide inside of her. Honey gasped when I slowly forced my dick past her labia and inside her pussy, and I groaned deep in my chest. 
 
    “O-Oh… J-Jesus, you’re so…” she stuttered and seemed at a loss for words. “Soooo big. You fill me up so, so nicely.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I breathed in deeply as I bottomed out, and I grinned at her reaction. “Tell me how you feel.” 
 
    My new girlfriend’s walls were so tight around me it was like they were engulfing my dick and keeping it safe from harm. I could feel every inch of her warm and wet pussy, and the sensation was almost too much. I took another deep breath and rested my forehead against Honey’s shoulder to give myself a couple of seconds to resist the need to climax. 
 
    “I feel… God, I feel so good,” Honey moaned in my ear, and the sound reverberated right down my spine and made my dick twitch. “So full.” 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you now, alright?” I asked as I peered down at her lovely face. 
 
    Honey was staring right back at me, and the eager nod she gave me was enough of a confirmation for me. 
 
    I pulled all the way out before I slammed my dick right back into her pussy, and Honey let out a scream full of pleasure as I hit her g-spot on the first try. She grabbed my shoulders and dragged her nails down my back while she rolled her head back against the pillow, and her eyes rolled back into her head. It was as if I were her life jacket, the one thing grounding her like an anchor. 
 
    My own groan got lost amid Honey’s moans and screams as I started fucking her at a rapid pace. Neither of us wanted to fuck nice and slow, we were too greedy for each other, and the fact that I didn’t have any more secrets to hide from her was liberating and made fucking her even better. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so tight,” I grunted as I gyrated my hips to get her tight pussy used to my dick. “Tell me you’ve never been fucked this good before.” 
 
    “Only you can make me feel like this,” Honey instantly gasped in the most sincere tone possible. “So f-freaking good…” 
 
    Her words went straight to my dick and seemed to make it even harder than it already was, and I bent down to capture her mouth in a feverish and all-consuming kiss. 
 
    Honey dug her heels above my ass and tightened her knees around my hips to welcome me even deeper inside of her. Her grip on my shoulders was so tight I knew it would leave red scratches and marks on my white skin, but I didn’t mind. I liked the reminder my women left on me every time we shared an intimate moment. 
 
    “O-Oh, r-right there, James!” Honey screamed my name and tightened her grip even more while her walls constricted around my dick in a vise-like grip. It was like she was trying to keep me inside of her forever, and man, I didn’t have a problem with that. 
 
    But it seemed our screams and other noises of pleasure had intrigued Ruby because she was suddenly standing in the doorway with the door open halfway. 
 
    “O-Oh, I’m… I’m sorry,” she stuttered, and I noticed her cheeks became as red as her hair. “I thought one of you was hurt or something…” 
 
    I slowed down my movements but kept fucking Honey. Having sex with her was too good for me to even think about stopping. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked Ruby in between breaths when I noticed she was intently staring at our naked bodies, especially the way my dick disappeared inside of Honey’s pussy. 
 
    Ruby jolted in surprise at the sound of my voice and quickly looked back up at my face. I smiled at her cute reaction and encouraged her to speak her mind with my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’m okay,” she answered in a soft voice, but she stayed still, with one hand on the doorknob and the other playing with her long red hair. 
 
    “You want to stay and watch us?” Honey suddenly offered, and I smiled down at her and silently thanked her for her proposal. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome if you want,” I added so Ruby would know she wasn’t trespassing or spying on us. 
 
    Her attention was welcome and even wanted. My women and I always had this desire to be close to each other when we pleased one another, and I knew it wouldn’t be different with Ruby. 
 
    I could tell my redheaded girlfriend was captivated by Honey and I having sex. She’d never seen me in action before nor had she had sex, so I knew it was new for her and very intriguing. I wanted to make this the best experience of her life and show her having sex was pleasurable and amazing. 
 
    “I…” Ruby blushed some more and cleared her throat before she took a tentative step inside the bedroom. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” I smiled at her and waved her inside. 
 
    Ruby stepped inside the master bedroom and gently closed the door behind her before she rested her back against the wood. 
 
    “Come closer,” I instructed. 
 
    By now, I’d entirely stopped moving inside of Honey so Ruby could get comfortable on the bed beside us. My redheaded lover perched her ass on the edge of the bed, but she still seemed uncertain about being too close. 
 
    “Closer,” I whispered and beckoned her over with one finger. 
 
    Ruby did as she was told and laid down on her left side so she could see us perfectly. Her head rested on the pillow, and her golden and red eyes stared right at me. 
 
    She looked innocent and beautiful all at once, and I desperately wanted to kiss her and make her mine. We hadn’t sealed the bond or even kissed yet, but I knew when she was ready, I’d take my time with her and make her feel the best she’d ever felt. 
 
    For now, I was content with having her around while I went back to fucking Honey. 
 
    “All good?” I asked Ruby, and when she shyly nodded, I gave her another smile and looked back at Honey. “You ready, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Honey whispered and nodded. 
 
    “Then let’s show Ruby how it’s done,” I murmured. 
 
    I didn’t give my new girlfriend the chance to reply before I started pounding into her again, and Honey let out a loud scream of pleasure when the tip of my dick hit the right spot inside of her pussy. 
 
    “Oh, G-God, l-like this,” she begged as she threw her arms above her head and gripped the silk pillowcase beneath her. 
 
    Honey’s short blonde hair was spread all around her head kind of like a crown or an angel’s halo. She looked beautiful, even more so when she opened her eyes and stared right into mine. Then she arched her back and turned her head to the side to let Ruby witness the way she was getting lost inside her own pleasure. 
 
    Her walls kept pulsating and tightening around my dick, and we were both so wet it was easy for me to fuck her. 
 
    “Shit, you feel so good,” I groaned and grabbed one of Honey’s breasts so I could tease her nipple. “So good for me, baby.” 
 
    I was well aware of Ruby’s curious eyes boring into the side of my face, and I wanted her to like the show we were putting on for her, so I squeezed Honey’s breast, let go, and trailed my hand down her body until I reached her pussy. 
 
    Honey’s breath hitched loudly when I ghosted my finger against her clit, and her hips bucked up in response. I smirked at her reaction but decided to be merciful and didn’t waste more time teasing her. 
 
    Instead, I pressed my finger harder against her clit and massaged the sensitive skin with the same rhythm as I moved my hips. Honey’s legs were so tight around my waist I could feel absolutely every inch of her. Her weight was perfect against my hot and sweaty skin, and it almost felt as if I wasn’t close enough despite my dick being deep inside of her pussy. 
 
    “J-James, G-God, I’m close,” Honey whimpered between moans. 
 
    Her creamy white thighs began to tremble against my waist, and the fact my new girlfriend was close to her climax made me shiver all over. My dick twitched when I slammed back into Honey’s pussy, and my balls tightened in the same familiar way it did whenever I was getting closer to my own climax. 
 
    “Cum with me,” I breathed out as I relentlessly pounded into her and stroked her clit. 
 
    “O-Okay,” Honey managed to agree. 
 
    I held on until Honey’s entire body stiffened as she screamed my name. The moment she came, I released the last bit of self-control I had, and I released what felt like a gallon of sperm inside of her pussy. My body was on fire, and it seemed I wouldn’t be able to stop cumming. 
 
    Eventually, my movements slowed down as I milked myself dry, and when we were both satisfied from our orgasm and slowly coming down from our highs, I kissed Honey one last time, pulled out of her pussy, and sat beside her and Ruby. 
 
    “Did you like the show?” I asked Ruby in a rough and slightly strained voice. 
 
    My body was hot and sweaty, and I was breathing heavily, as if I’d just ran a marathon. I much preferred the activity Honey and I had just performed, and from the curious but slightly shy look on Ruby’s face, I figured she liked what she saw more than if we’d actually been running. 
 
    “Yes,” Ruby answered in a soft voice that contradicted the loud moans and screams that had just filled the room not even a minute ago. “It was… Very intense.” 
 
    Her usually pale cheeks were dusky pink, and her beautiful golden and red eyes were shiny and wide open. She looked like the perfect picture of the innocent girl who’d never been touched before, and something in me yearned to corrupt her. 
 
    Of course, she wasn’t ready yet, so I would patiently wait and continue to care for her like I’d done ever since I first rescued her. 
 
    “Oh, I agree,” Honey chuckled between heavy breaths. “It was intense, but very pleasurable.” 
 
    The look my new girlfriend gave me was filled with love and adoration, and I returned it with a loving and kind smile. I wrapped an arm around her small shoulders before I offered my other arm for Ruby to cuddle up close to us. 
 
    We all needed that physical presence and reassurance, and I was starting to think it was due to the fact we were part magic. Perhaps there was something in our blood that made us need physical attention more than any other person. 
 
    Whatever it was, I was more than happy to comply with my women’s needs and desires. Anything they wanted, I would provide. 
 
    “You seem like a good lover, James,” Ruby complimented me. 
 
    Her voice was slightly muffled from where she’d pressed her face against my chest, but I didn’t have any trouble understanding her words. I kissed the top of her head and smiled. 
 
    I was happy, and not just because I’d had sex with Honey but because everything was starting to fall into place. We’d found the last missing daughter, the last piece of the puzzle, and now Honey knew the truth about her origin and had joined our polyamorous relationship. 
 
    I knew where my dad was held captive, and I was going to save him from the overlord’s prison and reunite him with my mom. My magic continued to blossom every single day. I was stronger than I ever thought possible, and together with my women and the help of the magic folk and Hadden’s soldiers, we’d defeat the overlord and his army. 
 
    Then my women and I could live happily ever after once I’d broken their curse. We could live both in Brooklyn and in Hadden. We’d get to do all the things we talked about doing, and although I would miss sensing their presence in my mind, I couldn’t wait to actually discover more of Hadden and our world with them by my side. 
 
    “I assure you, he is,” Honey said before she stifled a yawn. 
 
    “Thank you, girls.” I smiled and kissed both of them. 
 
    Eventually, I closed my eyes, and I drifted off to sleep with two of my women with me. My other four beautiful women had probably gone to bed in the second bedroom so they could give Honey and I some intimacy. 
 
    After a long and restful slumber, I woke up to the sound of pots and pans clashing against the kitchen counter, accompanied by the delicious smell of freshly griddled pancakes and orange juice. 
 
    My stomach growled in hunger, and I realized both Honey and Ruby were no longer in the master bedroom, so I quickly stretched, got up, and pulled on some boxers and sweatpants. Then I joined my six beautiful women in the kitchen where Lapis and Amethyst were preparing breakfast for everyone. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greeted the six of them. 
 
    I went on to give them each a hug and a kiss, and I smiled gratefully when Amy handed me a hot cup of strong coffee. 
 
    “Breakfast is nearly ready.” She smiled at me, and I took her hand to kiss her knuckles as a thank you. 
 
    “Are we going back to Hadden today?” Sid asked once we were all seated around the island with our plates full of pancakes and fruit. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded after I’d swallowed a mouthful of pancake dipped in maple syrup and a splash of honey. “I think it’s time we saved my dad.” 
 
    “Is the plan still the same?” Ruby asked, and when I nodded again, her face grew more determined. “Then I’ll be extra sneaky and stealthy today.” 
 
    “Your ability will be extremely helpful, Rubes,” Amber commented, and I noticed she’d already eaten two and a half pancakes and was happily munching on two others. 
 
    “I will try my best to use it,” Ruby promised as she looked straight into my eyes. “I’m still getting the grasp of it, but I will focus with all my being.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ruby,” I said sincerely. “Let’s not forget I have a potion to enhance my own stealth. Man, I’m feeling pumped and ready to save my dad.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” Honey suddenly asked in a hopeful tone. 
 
    I shared a look with my other five otherworldly women, and I was reassured when I saw the same worry etched onto their features. Honey had never been to Hadden before, and she hadn’t been trained or prepared to face monsters or warlocks. She had no clue what type of things she’d have to face, and I didn’t want to endanger her or risk her life simply because we all wanted her to be with us.  
 
    Her safety came first. 
 
    “I think it’s best if you don’t,” I said regretfully, but I reached across the table and grabbed her hand so she wouldn’t think we were trying to push her aside. “It’s going to be a dangerous and difficult mission, and I’d hate myself if something happened to you because I was selfish and took you with me.” 
 
    “I understand.” Honey smiled, and I exhaled a small sigh of relief when I noticed how genuine she looked. “I wouldn’t want to slow you down either when you’re on a mission to rescue your father.” 
 
    She wasn’t pissed with us for turning her down. Instead, she looked understanding and grateful, which was more than I could’ve asked of her. 
 
    “We’ll go soon,” I promised her and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll show you around the town,” Amber added in an excited tone. “And once the curse is broken, we can go shopping in Hadden!” 
 
    Both Amber and Honey squealed at the prospect of doing more shopping, and I laughed at how happy they were. It was odd to think Honey wasn’t one of the five daughters since she fit in with us perfectly. I wouldn’t change anything about our polyamorous relationship, and I knew neither would my women. 
 
    None of them were selfish and wanted me all for themselves. They were all kind, sharing, and they loved each other like sisters. There was no rivalry between them, and I appreciated and loved each one of them. 
 
    “Let’s get ready then.” I grinned at the six of them, and once we’d cleared the table and done the washing up, we headed to the master bedroom where we got ready to save my dad. 
 
    Honey sat on the bed and watched us get ready with a smile on her face. 
 
    “I’ll wait here for you guys, if that’s okay,” she said when we were dressed and I’d put the armor on. 
 
    “You sure?” I asked, but it wasn’t because I didn’t want her here. 
 
    I simply wanted to make sure she wasn’t going to be bored. I didn’t know how long we’d be gone for, and although time was different in Hadden, if something went wrong, I didn’t want Honey to worry and sit around the loft all day as she waited for us to come back. 
 
    “Yes.” Honey nodded, and the determination I saw on her face made me smile. 
 
    She was fierce like my five other women, and that was probably one of the reasons why I loved her as much as I did. 
 
    “Alright, we’ll be as quick as we can,” I promised and went over to her to give her a quick but passionate kiss. 
 
    “Take your time,” Honey said. “Find your dad and bring him back.” 
 
    I grinned at her and couldn’t resist giving her a second kiss before I straightened up and stepped back from the bed. Then I checked that I had everything with me: Harold’s potions, the gauntlets that gave me extra powers, and my women. I also spared a thought for the cloak I’d stolen off the warlock I recently killed, but in the end I decided not to take it. I was more than confident in my own powers, and I didn’t want to don the cloak and accidentally be mistaken for the warlock. The name of the game was stealth. At least for this particular mission.  
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked as I looked at each one of my warrior women. 
 
    The five of them wore casual clothes like they always did whenever we went to Hadden, and when they nodded, I smiled one last time at Honey and stepped through the portal with my women. 
 
    The weird sensation in my stomach was still there as I crossed worlds, but I was so used to it by now that I barely noticed it. A moment later, I landed on steady feet but without my women. 
 
    “Checking in, beautifuls,” I said. 
 
    I could already feel the weight of the pauldrons on my shoulders, the helmet on my head, the bow across my chest, and when I looked down, I noticed both the dagger and the sword were safely tucked in my belt. 
 
    We’re here, master, Lapis answered for everyone. 
 
    Let’s do this, girls, I said and headed up the stairs and out of the cabin. 
 
    Kaida was nowhere to be seen, but I didn’t whistle for him like I usually did. I didn’t want to disturb him if he was sleeping or chasing his dinner, and besides, I was supposed to be stealthy. Who knew who worked for the overlord or who was hiding in the woods. I had to be extra careful and stealthy, and it started by leaving Kaida alone. 
 
    After a few minutes’ walk, I found the hidden entrance to the overlord’s base, and once I was inside, I drank the invisibility potion as well as the stealth one. I wanted to have all the chances I could get to make this mission a success and bring my dad back to my mom. 
 
    Does everyone remember the plan? I mentally asked my warrior women. 
 
    Yes, they answered in unison. 
 
    Alright, let’s get this show on the road. 
 
    I felt a pull in the connection I shared with my women, and when I looked down, I noticed the blade of the dagger was glowing. It seemed Ruby had just activated her stealth ability. The last time she’d used her new ability, my footsteps had been one hundred percent silent, and this time was no different. I didn’t know if there was more to her ability than her silencing my footsteps, but it was already a useful ability. 
 
    I’m ready, James, the redhead said with determination, and it confirmed my suspicions. 
 
    Do you see the blade glowing? I asked my women. The dagger blade. 
 
    No? Sid answered as more of a question than an affirmation. Why, can you? 
 
    Yeah. I nodded. When Ruby activated her ability, the blade started glowing. Can you really not see it? 
 
    No, we can’t, Amethyst confirmed. 
 
    I can, Ruby contradicted. But maybe I can because I’m the dagger, and it’s my ability. 
 
    Maybe, but whatever it is, it’s a good sign, I’m sure, I said. Alright, let’s do this. 
 
    I headed down the empty tunnels until I found the overlord’s base, and like the last time, the place was bustling with activity. There was a part of me that was slightly worried about the amount of people who worked for the overlord, but I knew they were no match for my powers combined with the completed set. 
 
    Only the overlord would prove to be a real challenge, but until it was time to fight and defeat him, I wasn’t too worried about his minions. 
 
    Do you think the invisibility potion is working? Lapis asked. 
 
    There’s only one way to find out, I said and walked inside the base. 
 
    The people who worked for the overlord didn’t stop to stare at me. No one pointed at me or tried to alert their master that an intruder was in the base. 
 
    Looks like it’s working. I grinned. Our dear old Harold has a gift when it comes to potion making. 
 
    I went straight for the stairs and descended the many flights. On my way down, I noticed some rooms made of glass where a few hybrids were either sitting or pacing from one side of the room to the other. Some were even tapping on the glass with a furious look on their animal faces. It looked as if the hybrids were locked in some prison cells, and I wondered if they chose to be here or if the overlord created them and forced them to join his army. 
 
    I didn’t stay to figure it out and continued my descent to the lowest level where my dad was supposedly kept. 
 
    The lowest level was darker than I’d anticipated, but I was able to see enough to fight if it came down to it. There was a long corridor, and further down was a black door with two guards on either side of it. The guards were humans, and they carried a sword and a shield each. 
 
    Do you think there are more guards behind the door? Ruby asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    I don’t know, I answered truthfully. Possibly. Let’s study their movements first before we do anything. 
 
    I didn’t want to jeopardize the mission by running head first into a fight, especially when I didn’t know if there were more than just two guards. I hadn’t seen any sign of my father’s presence, so until I did, I wanted to be as meticulous as I possibly could and take all the precautions necessary. 
 
    So, I hid behind the corner right at the bottom of the stairs and studied the guards’ movements. When nothing happened after five minutes, I realized they were probably like the royal guards of Buckingham Palace where they stayed in place for hours without moving until some other guards came to relieve them of their duty. 
 
    If that was the case, we couldn’t wait around for hours for them to go. Harold’s invisibility potion was amazing, but it wouldn’t last for hours. His potions usually lasted around thirty minutes, depending on how much I drank, so if everything went well and according to my plan, I should be in and out of the base in time before the potion wore off. 
 
    What should we do? Sid wondered after the five minutes had gone by. 
 
    We need a distraction, Amethyst said, and I silently agreed. Something big and intrusive that will take their attention away from the door. 
 
    That way we can slip past the door unnoticed and undetected, Amber concluded. 
 
    But what kind of distraction can we do, master? Lapis asked. If it’s an enormous commotion, won’t the overlord know about our presence in his base? 
 
    You have a point, Lapis, I agreed with my sweet blonde. We need a distraction big enough for the guards, but not so big the entire base will head down. 
 
    I did think about using my magic to summon a mythical creature, but Lapis was right. If I did do that, then surely the overlord himself would come see what all the fuss was about, and I couldn’t risk it. My magic was getting better every day, but I was still honing my skills. I wasn’t fully ready to take him down yet. 
 
    Oh, I have an idea! Sid suddenly said. I could paralyze one of the guards. It’s a small distraction, but the other guard will have no choice but to take him away. 
 
    You’re a genius, I complimented my dark-haired girlfriend. We’re in Hadden, there’s no walkie-talkie here, so the only way for them to communicate with everyone else is either send a messenger or go directly to the person they’re looking for. It could work. 
 
    I doubt we’ll have a lot of time to slip past the door, but you’re quick enough to do it, James, Amber added, and the faith she had in me was everything I needed. 
 
    Do we all agree? I asked the rest of my women. 
 
    I didn’t want to put a plan in motion if one of my women didn’t approve of the plan. 
 
    Yes, it’s a great idea, Ruby agreed, and both Lapis and Amethyst confirmed their agreement. 
 
    Alright, Sid, whenever you’re ready, I said, and a second later, I felt the familiar surge of power on my shoulders. 
 
    Before the sensation became harmful, Sid blasted her jolt of energy away from the pauldrons and straight into one of the guards. It hit the one closest to us right in the chest, and in less than a second, the man went as rigid as a broom as he fell on the floor. 
 
    The other guard jumped in fright at the sudden attack, and he wielded his sword around. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he asked in a loud voice. 
 
    I stayed as quiet and still as I could, which wasn’t too difficult, and after another minute of complete silence, the guard must have realized no one else was around. He rushed to the other guard’s aid and took him in his arms before he walked down the corridor. 
 
    It seemed the overlord didn’t hire geniuses.  
 
    I flattened myself against the wall as I protected the weapons from making any noise, and when the two guards had disappeared up the stairs, I sprinted down the corridor. 
 
    The black door was as heavy as it looked, and I half expected for it to be locked, but when I grasped the handle and turned it down, the door opened without a sound or resistance. 
 
    Why wouldn’t they lock the door? Sid wondered out loud, and I could easily imagine she was frowning in confusion. 
 
    I don’t know, but they made our job easier, Amber responded, and she sounded relieved by the whole thing. 
 
    They did, I agreed as the door shut soundlessly behind me. 
 
    If I thought I was going to find my dad locked in chains behind the door, I was wrong. Instead of one room, I was in another corridor where the lights were dimmed, but I could still see enough to make out a few doors on either side of the corridor. I didn’t know what else lay behind those doors, but I had a feeling my dad was behind one of them. 
 
    I couldn’t explain why I felt so strongly about it, but something told me I had a connection to him other than the blood we shared. Magic bound us together, that much I was sure of. 
 
    Now what? Ruby asked in a quiet voice, as if she were trying not to disturb the silence surrounding us. 
 
    Now I open every single door to find my dad, I explained as I went to the first door on the right. 
 
    It was locked, so I proceeded to the first one on the left, but this one was also locked. 
 
    Are they all locked? Lapis wondered. 
 
    There was only one way to find out, so I tried my luck on every single door, but they were all locked. When I reached the last one on the right, I didn’t have high hopes for it to be open, but I raised my eyebrows in surprise when the handle turned, and I managed to partially push the door open. 
 
    At first, I thought we’d hit a dead end, but as my eyes adjusted to the dark, I made out a door on the opposite side of the room. The door had a small opening with five vertical bars that let a person peer inside the room, and there was a small sliding slat at the bottom that I was certain the guards used to slide food in the room without having to actually step inside. 
 
    I was about to take a step forward, but I stopped short when I noticed the shadow guarding the inner door. 
 
    So, that’s why there weren’t any guards in the corridor, Amethyst whispered. It makes sense now. 
 
    My purple-haired lover was right because when the shadow shifted into the light on the ceiling, I realized why guards weren’t necessary. 
 
    It was a fucking hybrid. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Shit, I hadn’t predicted there’d be a hybrid guarding the cell, I mentally swore as I hid back behind the opened door. 
 
    The creature hadn’t seen or heard me yet, so I had time to come up with a plan to defeat it without too much commotion. I didn’t want to alert the rest of the overlord’s minions of my presence within his base. 
 
    Did you see what it looked like, master? Lapis asked in a trembling voice. 
 
    I did, I answered in a somber tone. 
 
    The hybrid was a mix between a man and some kind of reptile, maybe a dragon, but unlike Kaida and the other dragons I’d fought, the hybrid was definitely less tall. It was only slightly taller than a man, maybe three heads taller than me, so despite its height advantage, and the fact it could potentially spit fire, it didn’t have five women fighting with it like I did. 
 
    Amber could do fire and ice, and Sid could use her electricity to paralyze her targets. As for Amethyst, she could absorb blows and help me resist my opponents’ attacks. Lapis could predict where they were most likely to attack, and Ruby enhanced my own stealth with her ability. 
 
    With all of their powers plus my summoning skills put together, I knew we’d be able to defeat a man-dragon without a problem. 
 
    Despite its height, the hybrid was quite slender for a half dragon. The bottom half belonged to a man, but from the waist up, the creature’s body was reptilian. It had two short arms with sharp and pointy white claws. Its arms were scaly and of a greenish color, and so was the rest of its body. 
 
    The man-dragon had black spikes on its head, yellow eyes that glowed in the dark, long teeth, and large nostrils. When it breathed, I could smell the underlying threat of its smoke, so there was no doubt in my mind the hybrid could spit fire from its dragon mouth. 
 
    It was a strange combination, especially because the human part of the hybrid was clothed exactly like the people who lived in Hadden. It even had brown shoes on its feet. I wasn’t so shocked about the fact the creature had probably been a man before it was transformed into a man-dragon. It was more the fact the human part of the hybrid was the bottom half. 
 
    The other hybrids who’d been half human possessed a mostly human face, but I doubted this one could speak. 
 
    There’s no need to be scared, I reassured my women. We’ll defeat it like we’ve defeated the other hybrids before. 
 
    I know, it’s just that it looks scary, Lapis explained. 
 
    At least, it’s not armed, Sid pointed out. It can probably only spit fire, and maybe use its claws, but that’s about it. 
 
    Let’s not underestimate it, I warned. We don’t know what the overlord has done to the creature. Maybe the overlord has upped his game and made some significant changes to his hybrids. 
 
    How are we going to do this? Ruby wondered. Are we going to sneak up on it? 
 
    The invisibility potion was still working, so it was a possibility. With my enhanced stealth coupled with Ruby’s ability, we’d be able to get up close and kill the hybrid before it even got a chance to realize what was happening. 
 
    Yeah, I think it’s our best bet, I admitted. What do you all think? 
 
    I agree to sneak up on the hybrid, Amber said, and my other three women voiced their agreement. 
 
    I took the dagger out and stepped back inside the room where the man-dragon was guarding the prison door. However, as soon as I stepped in, the hybrid lifted its head, and its yellow eyes found me in less than a second. 
 
    Fuck, I think the potion has worn off, I swore as I put the dagger back on my belt. 
 
    What do you want us to do? Amethyst quickly asked. 
 
    Amber, I need you to ice up those arrows, I ordered as I quickly grabbed the bow and placed an arrow against the string. 
 
    Ready when you are, James, the redhead said, and the bow became colder under my touch. 
 
    I released the arrow at the same time as the man-dragon let out a bellowing roar. The projectile flew right into the hybrid’s left arm, and the creature let out a wounded noise before it charged at me. 
 
    I quickly put the bow back across my chest and took Lapis’ sword out, and time seemed to slow as red and green colors suddenly appeared in front of my eyes. I could now see where the creature was most likely going to attack from, so I dove left, rolled on the floor, and got back up in less than two seconds. 
 
    The man-dragon was furious with the fact I’d escaped its blow, but I didn’t let it turn around and spit fire at me. Before it could even attempt to turn, I’d pierced its chest with the sword as I grunted loudly with the effort it took me to break its hard, scaly skin. 
 
    When the tip of the sword came out of the other side of the creature, I dragged the sword back out and stepped out of the way, and the man-dragon fell to the floor with a loud thud and didn’t get back up. 
 
    Well done, James, Sid congratulated me. And you, Lapis. 
 
    Well done all of us, I corrected her with a smile. We did great. 
 
    Yes, we did, master, Lapis giggled in agreement. 
 
    As the hybrid was dying, it slowly transformed back into the man it once was. There was a massive wound on his bare chest where my sword had pierced the skin. There was no way the man would survive, especially not when his breathing was as strenuous as it sounded. His dirty white skin was covered in sweat, and when the man started shaking all over, I knelt beside him. 
 
    He only had a couple of minutes left to live, so I needed to get answers out of him before then. 
 
    “I-I’m… s-sorry,” the man beat me to it. 
 
    He writhed in pain, and when he coughed, blood spurted out of his mouth and dribbled down his chin. I felt sorry for him, but I did what I needed to do to save my dad. 
 
    “Where are the keys?” I asked him and was conscious of the fact that time was running out. 
 
    I didn’t know how long I had left before more guards came to replace the other ones and realized something wasn’t right. I couldn’t take the risk to linger and endanger both my women and myself. 
 
    “I s-shouldn’t h-have… j-joined him,” the man exhaled between pained noises. 
 
    The man was clearly trying to redeem himself, and he lifted a shaky hand and pointed at his hip where the keys had fallen beside him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said as I picked up the keys and grabbed his hand. “You may go in peace.” 
 
    “You m-must kill h-him,” the man stuttered before he coughed up more blood. 
 
    “I will,” I promised him. 
 
    The man smiled and opened his mouth to add something, but he never got the chance to say what was on his mind. He exhaled his last breath before he could utter one word, so I closed his eyes with care and got up to unlock the cell door. 
 
    Poor, poor man, Lapis softly cried in my mind. He made a mistake, and it cost him his life. 
 
    It did, I mentally sighed. I wonder what the overlord promises them in exchange for their loyalty. Clearly becoming a hybrid isn’t worth giving everything up. 
 
    Maybe he had nothing, Sid suggested. Maybe that’s why he was tempted. Because nothing could be worse than the life he led. He didn’t know any better. 
 
    I wish there was something we could do, Ruby said, and I nodded. 
 
    There is, I answered with more strength than I intended. We can kill the overlord and ensure none of this will ever happen again. But first, let’s free my dad, and then we’ll continue to practice and get stronger, and when the overlord least expects it, we’ll strike so hard and fast he won’t see it coming. 
 
    There were three different keys on the key ring I’d taken from the fallen hybrid, but only one lock on the door. I tried the first two without luck, but the third one was a hit, and it turned inside the lock without a problem. 
 
    When the door clicked open, I took a deep breath. I had no idea what to expect behind that door. The only thing I was certain of was the energy I’d felt upon entering the base was stronger the closer I got to this room. 
 
    My father had to be here.  
 
    There was a small part of me that was scared of seeing my dad again after nearly two decades. I couldn’t even remember the last day we spent together. The only memory I had of him was through the stories my mom used to tell me as a child, but even then, I didn’t know if they were true or if they were simply stories to help a young boy grieve the death of his father. 
 
    Little did I know my dad was not dead but had disappeared back into his magical hometown, been captured, and then made prisoner by the evil overlord who was trying to rule over Hadden. 
 
    Needless to say, I didn’t know what to expect when I saw my dad again, and it seemed my women could sense my hesitation through our bond. 
 
    It will be alright, James, Amethyst said in a gentle voice, as if she were speaking to a scared and wounded animal. I’m sure your dad will be happy to see you. 
 
    Yes, he will be, Sid added in the same tone. He will be so proud of you, too. 
 
    Who wouldn’t be? Amber said in a serious and kind voice. You’re amazing, James, and you’ve done so much for all of us. Your dad will be proud of you. He would be stupid not to. 
 
    Yes, master, they’re right, Lapis agreed eagerly. You are amazing, and kind, so there is no need to be anxious. 
 
    I know I haven’t known you as long as they have, but I think the same, James, Ruby added in the most sincere voice. You’re an exceptional human being. 
 
    Well, part human part magic, if we want to be specific, Amber corrected before she erupted in small giggles. 
 
    Thank you, girls, I thanked them. You always know what to say to make me feel better. 
 
    That’s because we love you, Sid reminded me. Now, come on. Let’s save your dad. 
 
    I chuckled and nodded before I finally pushed open the door and stepped inside the prison-like room. The first thing that caught my eye was the brightness. I’d expected a dark and empty hole, which the cell mostly was, but it was lit by at least ten candles spread around the room.  
 
    The second thing that caught my eye was a scraggly, older version of Elijah’s portrait sitting on a makeshift bed. 
 
    Elijah was much thinner than I expected, and his dirty cheeks were much more hollow than what was considered healthy, but it wasn’t surprising considering he’d spent the last two decades living as a prisoner. Seeing him looking like this, though, made me wonder what kind of torture the overlord had inflicted upon him over the years. 
 
    The clothes he wore were dirty, and they looked more like rags than actual clothes, so I wondered how long he’d been wearing them for. I’d never pictured my father with a beard, and it was a bit of a shock to see him with one that reached his skinny collarbones. 
 
    He also had long, unruly, and filthy brown hair that was graying at the top, but his eyes remained the same brown color as mine. They were hardened by years of imprisonment and no doubt torture, but they somehow seemed to harden even more when they landed on me. 
 
    My dad jumped in surprise when I stepped inside the room, and the movement made the metallic bands on his wrists catch the light. The cuffs were metallic gray, and they looked more like bracelets than anything else. But since they weren’t physically restraining him, I suspected they were capable of suppressing someone’s magic, and if that was the case, it would explain why Elijah hadn’t been able to break out of the overlord’s base for twenty years. 
 
    The more we stared at each other in an increasing tense silence, the clearer it became that my dad didn’t recognize his own son. 
 
    I knew he hadn’t seen me since I was a child, so he hadn’t seen me grow up, but a part of me had hoped he’d be able to recognize me no matter what had happened to him during his years of captivity. 
 
    It was, very obviously, not the case. 
 
    “Who are you?” my dad asked, which confirmed my suspicions. I was taken aback by how gruff his voice sounded, and I wondered how long he’d spent without talking to anyone. “Are you here to kill me? Because if yes, then tell the overlord he’s waited a damn long time to end my life.” 
 
    “I’m not here to kill you,” I said in a calm and neutral voice, and I lifted both my hands up, far away from my weapons. 
 
    “Then are you here to take me to him?” Elijah spat out the question with so much venom, I took a step back. “What else can he do that he hasn’t done before?” 
 
    I knew I couldn’t take his harsh words personally. He didn’t know I was his son. 
 
    “I’m here to free you,” I explained, and although I didn’t expect my dad to jump up and run into my arms, I sure as hell didn’t expect him to laugh, either. 
 
    “Free me?” Elijah repeated, and his laugh sounded as if he were a madman straight out of a mental institute. “Why would you free me? I don’t even know who you are.” 
 
    I took a deep breath before I answered his question. My heart was galloping against my ribcage, and my palms were sweaty inside the gauntlets. I was nervous about telling him who I was, but I was certain it was only because I’d grown up without a father figure, so I didn’t know what to expect from Elijah. 
 
    You can do this, James, Sid encouraged me, and the rest of my women’s encouraging words gave me enough strength to tell my father the truth. 
 
    “Hey, Dad, long time no see, am I right?” I let out a tiny chuckle that resonated on the stone walls. 
 
    The silence that filled the room was tense and heavy, and I wondered if I’d perhaps broken my dad. Elijah was staring at me with no expression on his face, and the longer he stayed silent, the more agitated I became. 
 
    We didn’t have much time before someone realized I’d killed the man-dragon, and from then, it was only a matter of seconds before the overlord’s guards noticed someone had broken into Elijah’s cell. We needed to act fast, and we needed to go now if we wanted to avoid coming face to face with the overlord and his army. Our father and son reunion would have to wait until we were safe from harm. 
 
    But as I was about to voice my thoughts, I noticed something shift on Elijah’s face. His hard features started to melt, and so did his brown eyes. They became moist and full of sorrow and love, and that was when I knew my dad realized I was the son he’d had with his human wife. 
 
    “J-James?” he asked in a trembling voice, and I nodded in confirmation as I felt my own eyes become glossy. “Is that really you?” 
 
    “Yes, Dad, it’s me.” I nodded and took a tentative step forward. 
 
    As I did so, I noticed a desk and chair in the corner of the room, and I gasped in surprise when I noticed the dozens or so drawings of my mom. They were exceptionally accurate, and I was honestly impressed. 
 
    It also made me wonder what the cell’s “amenities” had cost my father. Were the candles, paper, and charcoal brides to entice information out of Elijah? And if they were, what had he told the overlord?  
 
    “Oh, my God, James,” Elijah choked on a sob as he stood up and fell in my arms. “What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here. How did you even find Hadden? And you have the completed set? How did you even find the five daughters? Oh, my boy, I have so many questions. And your mother? How is she? She must be devastated. I never came back, you know? I promised her I would, but I didn’t.” 
 
    Under my dad’s choked-up sobs and clearly shaken up voice, I heard a certain furiousness I couldn’t place, but if I had to guess, I’d say it was because my dad wanted to keep my mom and I away from Hadden and the danger his world would bring upon us. So, to find me in Hadden, on a quest to rescue him, would explain why he sounded like he was half mad at me. 
 
    “I promise to answer every question you have, but we need to get out of here first, alright?” I said, but I hugged back just as hard as he was. 
 
    It felt odd to be in front of my dad, and even more so to embrace him. Elijah was a stranger to me, but with time, I knew he’d become the dad he was always supposed to become. 
 
    “How are we going to get out?” Elijah asked when I eventually pulled away. 
 
    “With this.” I smiled and waved the vial of potion I’d taken out of my belt. “It’s a teleportation potion from one of your oldest friends.” 
 
    “I see Harold still has a knack for potion making,” Elijah chuckled, but it sounded rusty and rough, as if he hadn’t laughed or used his voice much over the years, which wouldn’t surprise me at all. 
 
    I didn’t know if he had many visitors, but if I had to guess, I’d say the only people Elijah had spoken to were the overlord himself and his little minions. 
 
    “Here, drink half,” I instructed as I handed my dad the vial. “Let’s meet at the edge of the forest, on the path that leads to Hadden’s fountain on the main street. Can you remember it?” 
 
    I’d picked a place I knew would be familiar to my dad even if he hadn’t freely roamed Hadden for almost twenty years. One could never forget his hometown, and Elijah grew up here, so I wasn’t worried about him getting lost. 
 
    “Yes, I remember, I’ll see you in a second, son,” Elijah promised before he twisted the cap off, drank half of the potion, and handed it back to me. 
 
    I watched my dad disappear right before my eyes, and when I was certain he was gone and safe, I drank the second half. The potion acted almost immediately after I drank the liquid. 
 
    My stomach churned and twisted a few times while air whooshed past me, and when I opened my eyes again, I was surrounded by lots of green and trees. 
 
    I was in the forest, at the edge of the town, and my dad was only a couple of yards away from me. 
 
    I watched as Elijah closed his eyes, breathed in the smell of wet grass, and listened to the many sounds the animals who nested in the forest made. Although I didn’t know what was going through his mind, it was obvious my dad was taking it all in. 
 
    He was free at last, and not locked within four restraining walls. He no longer had a bucket to use as a bathroom. He could go outside and enjoy the sun on his face and regain some much-needed color. 
 
    Elijah was extremely pale and skinny, but once he was back in Brooklyn with my mom, he’d gain some weight, trim his hair, and hopefully get rid of his ridiculously long, scratchy beard. 
 
    “Dad, don’t freak out,” I warned him before I brought two fingers to my mouth and whistled for Kaida. 
 
    My dad frowned in confusion, but as soon as Kaida roared and flew in circles above our heads, he stepped back so fast he hit a tree trunk. 
 
    “Move back, foul beast!” he yelled as he held an imaginary sword aimed at Kaida. “You will not harm us or I will slay you, demon!” 
 
    Kaida landed on the ground beside me and cocked his head to the side as he stared at my disheveled father. Then his nostrils flared when Elijah raised his arms and yelled at him some more. 
 
    “Step away from him, creature of the dark!” Elijah continued to shout. 
 
    “It’s alright, buddy,” I said in a calm and soothing voice as I patted Kaida’s scaly neck. “He won’t hurt you, he’s my dad.” 
 
    When Elijah noticed I was petting Kaida, he stopped screaming but didn’t lower his arms. 
 
    “Son, dragons are dangerous creatures,” he warned. “They will skin you alive with no mercy. They will feed you to their evil spawns, and you will die in agony with no one to hear you but them. They’re cruel beasts.” 
 
    “Dad, it’s okay,” I assured him before I gave him further explanations. “This is Kaida. He’s my dragon, and he won’t hurt you, I promise. I tamed him a few weeks ago, and we’ve been buddies ever since, isn’t that right, Kaida?” 
 
    My dragon let out a soft growl before he nuzzled the side of my face with his nose. I chuckled, patted him on the neck, and turned back toward my dad. 
 
    “See?” I asked as I very trustingly patted Kaida all over his neck and shoulders. “Kaida’s my dragon, and he’d never hurt me or anyone I care about.” 
 
    “You’ve… tamed a dragon?” Elijah asked in an incredulous voice as he finally lowered his arms. “Only a very powerful warlock is capable of taming such an imposing beast.” 
 
    “Well, I did have some help,” I explained, but I basked in the compliment nonetheless. “Harold gave me a potion to help tame a dragon, but I do admit Kaida was tamed easily, weren’t you?” 
 
    Kaida snorted softly in answer, and I decided to believe he was agreeing with me. 
 
    “My son, the dragon tamer,” Elijah laughed with euphoria before he carefully walked over to us. 
 
    His eyes were locked on Kaida, as if he expected him to suddenly roar and try to roast him alive, but when my dragon didn’t move an inch, my dad relaxed slightly and closed the remaining distance between us. 
 
    “Hey there,” Elijah said to Kaida, and although he lifted a careful yet shaky hand, I could tell he wasn’t one hundred percent convinced Kaida wouldn’t hurt him. “Nice to meet you. I’m Elijah.” 
 
    Kaida stared right back at my dad like he was trying to decide whether he was a threat or not, but then the great scaly beast lowered his head for my dad to pet him. Elijah’s hand was still trembling when he placed it right between Kaida’s nostrils, but when he realized Kaida wasn’t going to hurt him, he let out a sudden happy laugh that sounded slightly hysterical. 
 
    “You’re not so bad,” he muttered under his breath. “You know, for a dragon.” 
 
    Kaida growled softly in a non-threatening way, but my dad still jumped back in surprise and fright. I didn’t know what had happened to him, but I knew it’d take time for him to adjust back to a normal life. 
 
    “Come on, Dad, let’s bring you back home.” I smiled at him and placed a hand on his frail shoulder. “There’s someone who’s desperate to see you.” 
 
    I helped my dad climb on Kaida’s back before I settled in front of my father. Then I asked Kaida to fly us to the cabin. My dad was holding on to me as we flew above the forest, and he screamed in happiness as the wind hit his face. I didn’t know what it must have been like for him to be outside as a free man after two decades in an underground prison, but it sounded as if there was nothing more liberating than riding on a dragon’s back. 
 
    Aw, look how happy your dad is, master, Lapis gently sniffled in my head as Kaida flapped his wings harder to fly faster. This is such a beautiful moment to witness. 
 
    She’s right, Ruby agreed, and I heard the tenderness and affection lacing her voice. Getting to see your dad again after so long apart, I can’t even begin to imagine what you must be feeling, James. 
 
    It’s incredible, I’ll tell you that much, I answered easily. Just wait until my mom sees him. That’ll be as good as the soap operas you love to watch, Amber. 
 
    Real life soap opera? Amber giggled, but I could hear how emotional she already was, and I didn’t think it was all due to her pregnancy. Sign me up right now! 
 
    We should have worn better clothes, Sid suddenly moaned in despair. We can’t meet your dad for the first time with no makeup on and our hair in ponytails. We’re all wearing leggings and baggy t-shirts! 
 
    Oh, no, Amber lamented as well. Baggy t-shirts are definitely not my best look. 
 
    Have you seen the state my dad is in? I reminded them with a chuckle. He’s wearing old rags for clothes that smell absolutely vile, let me tell you that. And he needs to shave and have a haircut. I think you girls will be fine. 
 
    He’s still your dad, though, Amethyst joined in. And he’s from Hadden, like us. The pressure’s on. 
 
    I assure you, you have nothing to worry about, I promised my five warrior women. You’re all beautiful with or without makeup, and with or without your fashionable clothes. 
 
    Our mental conversation was cut short when Kaida began his descent and landed in front of the cabin. I jumped down before I helped my dad slide off my dragon’s back. 
 
    “Thank you, dragon,” Elijah said to Kaida as he patted him firmly on the shoulder. “Your help will not be forgotten.” 
 
    I held in a laugh at the very peculiar way my father was speaking. It was as though he was stuck in a 1700s movie where a knight was roaming land and sea in order to save his fair maiden and marry her. It was quite comical, and I wondered if his odd quirkiness was how he managed to make my mom fall in love with him. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon, Kaida,” I said to my dragon. 
 
    Like always, I patted him on the neck a couple of times before I headed to the cabin and opened the door. 
 
    “Come, Dad, the portal’s down there,” I said, and as the words left my mouth, I realized my dad was among the people who’d created the portal in the first place, so he probably already knew where to find it. 
 
    And indeed, he disappeared inside the cabin and went straight for the stairs that led to the room beneath the cabin. I followed him after I closed and locked the cabin door, and I found him standing right in front of the shimmering portal. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked when I stopped beside him, and he still didn’t make any attempt at crossing the portal. 
 
    “I never thought I’d get to see the portal again,” Elijah whispered in a voice full of contained emotions. “I never thought… I’d see you or your mother again.” 
 
    “It’ll be okay, Dad, I promise,” I said in a reassuring voice as I placed a gentle hand on his bony shoulder. “Mom knows I came to rescue you, and she’ll be expecting me to contact her and let her know you’re okay.” 
 
    “Well, then.” Elijah cleared his throat, and I turned away when he wiped his wet eyes. “Let’s not make her wait any longer, shall we?” 
 
    I took his thin hand in mine, and together, father and son, we crossed the portal.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    When we emerged from the portal and into the loft’s master bedroom, it wasn’t just Elijah and me, but also my five warrior women. Honey was still sitting on the bed, but when she saw us come out of the closet, she jumped up and came straight toward us. 
 
    “How are you guys?” she asked in a frantic voice as she inspected each one of us. “I was worried sick about you, you were gone for two hours.” 
 
    “Two hours?” I frowned. 
 
    It hadn’t seemed like we were gone for that long, but I knew time was different in Hadden. 
 
    “We’re fine,” I added and stepped aside to let her see my dad. “I found him.” 
 
    Elijah stood in front of the closet, and he was taking my bedroom in with eyes wide open and his mouth slightly ajar. He was clearly overwhelmed by the way everything looked, but I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    He did spend two decades locked up in a cell in Hadden where they didn’t know what Internet or modern furniture and technology was. I was certain he’d be struggling for a few weeks to adjust to his new life, but my mom and I would provide him with all the love and support he needed. 
 
    “Dad, let me introduce you to the daughters,” I said as I indicated my five otherworldly women with one hand. “This is Amber, Sid, Lapis, Amethyst, and Ruby. And this is my other girlfriend, Honey. She’s like me, part magic.” 
 
    Elijah looked at each one of us with a stony expression I couldn’t decipher before he smiled. 
 
    “It’s good to know my son has rescued the five of you,” he addressed the daughters. “You all did cross my mind while I was stuck in Hadden with no way to communicate with the outside world.” 
 
    “Your son has found us, rescued us, and taken care of us all,” Lapis said in a shy voice, and I noticed her cheeks had turned a light shade of pink. “There is no one else I’d want to be bonded with.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to know my son is courageous and strong, like his mother.” Dad turned to me, and the proud look he gave me almost made me want to curl up in a ball and cry like I did when I was a child. 
 
    “Why don’t you shower and shave?” I suggested and pointed at the en-suite bathroom to the left of the closet. “I’ll leave some clothes out for you and tell mom to come here.” 
 
    It was fleeting, but I did see the passing fear in my dad’s eyes at the mention of my mom. I knew they hadn’t seen each other in nearly twenty years, and he was bound to be anxious, but something told me he was scared only because he’d broken his promise when he never returned to her. 
 
    He did leave her with a toddler to raise on her own, but I knew she wouldn’t hold him responsible for getting captured and thrown into prison. All she wanted was for our family to be reunited again, and for all of us to be safe from the dangers roaming in Hadden. I couldn’t blame her for that, and I wanted the exact same thing, especially considering Amber was pregnant with my first child. 
 
    “Dad?” I said gently when he still hadn’t replied or moved. 
 
    “Yes, yes, call your mother,” Elijah mumbled to himself, and it sounded as if he were mostly trying to convince himself rather than me. 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded slowly and motioned for my girlfriends to leave the master bedroom. “We’ll leave you to it. You’ll find everything you need in the bathroom, but if you need anything, give me a shout, okay?” 
 
    Elijah nodded and went inside the en-suite, so I took some clothes out of the closet and chest of drawers, placed them on the bed, and joined my women in the living room. 
 
    Then I took a second to compose myself before I sat on the couch with them and let out a long sigh. 
 
    The reunion between my parents would be emotional, that much I knew, and although I was a bit anxious about it, I couldn’t wait for my mom to finally be back with my dad. 
 
    “Are you okay, James?” Ruby asked when she realized I’d been silent while my women talked about Hadden to Honey. 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled and was thankful for her thoughtfulness and kindness. “I’m just a bit emotionally tired. It’s only going to get worse when my mom gets here, but it has to be done. She deserves to be happy and back with my dad.” 
 
    “She does,” Ruby agreed. “And so do you. How do you feel after seeing your dad?” 
 
    My women’s chatter died down at Ruby’s question, and they focused their attention on me.  
 
    I let out another small sigh before I smiled at them. 
 
    “I’m okay, really,” I assured them. “I just can’t believe he’s here after all these years. I never thought I’d see him again. I thought he was dead and gone for good, so although I’ve known for some time he was still alive, it’s still a bit of a shock to actually see him in person. It wasn’t just a dream, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “I do,” Sid said, and she was right. She knew exactly how I felt. 
 
    After finding out her father was still alive and living in New York, she’d had to come to terms with the fact she wasn’t an orphan like she’d grown up believing. Out of my six incredible women, Sid was the one who understood me the most right now. 
 
    “We’re here for you, James,” Honey said and drew me from my thoughts, and the other women nodded their agreement. 
 
    “Always, master,” Lapis added. 
 
    “If there’s anything you need, you know you can count on us,” Amber said, and I smiled at her and the rest of my girlfriends. 
 
    “Thank you, girls,” I said with honesty. Then I took a deep breath and exhaled sharply. “Right, let’s call my mom.” 
 
    I pulled my phone out and dialed her number before I realized I was still wearing the armor. I started taking it off piece by piece as I brought the phone to my ear, and Amethyst and Sid came to give me a hand with the rest of it. I let them pile the pieces up in a corner of the living room just as my mom picked up the phone. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie,” Mom greeted me in a light and happy voice. “You alright?” 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” I smiled at how bubbly she sounded. I knew she loved this time of year. Christmas was her favorite holiday. “I’m good, thank you. I’m great actually.” 
 
    I couldn’t wait to tell her the good news and hear her reaction, and I started grinning into the phone. I had a strong feeling she’d cry from happiness when she found out I’d brought her husband back to Brooklyn with me. 
 
    “Yeah?” Mom asked, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “What’s up, honey?” 
 
    “Remember how I told you I was going to go back to Hadden and save dad?” I asked and paused as I waited for her reaction. 
 
    “Yes?” she said in a cautious voice, and I could almost see the wheels turning in her head as she processed my words. 
 
    “Well, guess what?” My grin grew. “I found dad, and he’s here at the loft.” 
 
    Mom didn’t reply straight away. She just gasped loudly into the phone before a crash resonated somewhere behind her, and for a second, I was certain she’d just fainted. 
 
    “Mom?” I called out. “You okay? You still there?” 
 
    “I… yes, I am,” she stuttered. “Y-Your dad is with you? Really?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom, he is,” I chuckled. “Come to the loft and see for yourself.” 
 
    “I-I, yes, I’ll be right there,” she said before she hung up the phone. 
 
    I let out another fond chuckle at my mom’s reaction. She was clearly taken aback, and part of me thought it was because she hadn’t thought I’d go and rescue Elijah as soon as I had. 
 
    “So, what did your mom say?” Honey asked eagerly, and I noticed all six of my women were staring at me with the same excitement. 
 
    “She’s coming,” I announced, and they all whooped and cheered loudly. 
 
    “I think your dad needs a makeover before she gets here,” Amber conspired, and both she and Sid giggled. 
 
    “I’m very good at cutting people’s hair,” Honey offered. 
 
    “I can pluck his eyebrows,” Sid then said. “They look very bushy.” 
 
    “What outfit did you choose for him, James?” Amethyst wondered. 
 
    “Just some black pants and a shirt.” I shrugged and laughed at their cute excitement. 
 
    “Oh, no, that won’t do,” Ruby tutted at me as she waved a finger in my direction. “Your dad hasn’t seen your mom in years, he can’t be wearing a simple pair of pants and a shirt.” 
 
    “You know what this means, girls?” Amber asked them and grinned from ear to ear. “Makeover! Just like in the movies!” 
 
    All six of them giggled before they got up and rushed back to the master bedroom. I chuckled and decided to leave them to help Elijah. They knew fashion and women’s hearts better than I did. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the door buzzer rang, and when I went to answer it, I wasn’t surprised to hear my mother’s voice. I let her inside the building and waited by the front door for her to arrive, and then I let her in and closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” I greeted her and took her in my arms. 
 
    “Is he really here?” Mom asked in a strangled voice. 
 
    She was hugging me much harder than she’d ever hugged me, and when I pulled away to look at her face, I noticed she hadn’t bothered to put makeup on. She was wearing a black well-fitted skirt with black heels, and a nice red top that enhanced the paleness of her skin. I’d always found my mom pretty, with or without makeup, but her natural look suited her better, and she definitely knew it and was going to use it to her advantage. 
 
    Elijah had good reasons to fear seeing his wife after almost two decades spent apart. Mom was going to ruin him. 
 
    “Yes, he is.” I smiled at her and took her hand to lead her to the living room. “The girls are with him. They thought he needed a makeover to look good and presentable for you.” 
 
    “Oh, my, James, I’m scared,” Mom suddenly said and stopped walking. 
 
    She pulled on my hand to slow me down and face her. Her green eyes, the only thing that I hadn’t gotten from her, were opened wide, and there was no denying the fear I could read in her irises. 
 
    “I haven’t seen your father in nearly two decades,” she explained, and I noted how her voice trembled at the same rhythm as her shaky hands. “What if… what if we don’t feel the same for each other?” 
 
    “You mean, what if he’s moved on?” I asked her gently, and when she nodded, I sighed and wrapped my arms around her shoulders again. “Mom, that’s impossible. You know why?” 
 
    “Why?” she asked in a muffled voice as she pressed her face against my shoulder. 
 
    Every other second, she’d sniffle quietly, as if she didn’t want me to hear, but I could still feel her trembling lips against my shoulder, so I knew she was close to tears. 
 
    My parents had truly loved each other, kind of like the way my women and I loved each other, and I refused to believe time would alter their feelings. If it did, then it might mean my relationships with my women were doomed, and that was the last thing I wanted. 
 
    “Because he hasn’t stopped drawing your portrait for twenty years,” I said in a soft tone. 
 
    Mom inhaled sharply before she pulled her head back to look at me with big eyes. The fear had lessened. It was still there under a layer of hope and love, but less prominent than before. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The way she sounded was almost like a hopeful child who’d been promised a day at Disney World, and my smile grew as I nodded. 
 
    “Yes, really,” I chuckled. “Mom, Dad loves you, he hasn’t stopped, and I know you haven’t, either. The girls have prepped him just for you, and you wouldn’t be wearing this outfit if you didn’t still think Dad loves you.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Mom nodded, and she now looked pumped and confident, exactly like the woman I’d known my whole life. “When did you become such a smart young man?” 
 
    “Are you saying I was a dumb kid?” I teased.  
 
    My mother clicked her tongue and lightly slapped my shoulder, but a pretty smile returned to her angular yet soft face, so I knew my words had gotten through to her. She was ready. 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    I offered her my arm, and when she took it, we walked down the little steps that led to the living room and open kitchen. My women and Elijah weren’t here yet, so I sat my mom down on the couch and brought her a glass of water. 
 
    A few minutes later, I heard the door open before there was some shuffling and feet padding on the floor. Then Honey and Sid emerged from the corridor and announced Elijah was ready. 
 
    “Bring him in then.” I grinned at my two girlfriends as they ran back down the corridor to pass on the word. 
 
    I turned to Mom, but she was wringing her hands together and trying to peer down the hallway as she kept an eye out for Elijah. 
 
    “Alright, we’re coming out now!” Amber announced, and true to her words, I heard a few pairs of footsteps as they walked from the master bedroom to the open kitchen. 
 
    I spotted my dad immediately, and my eyes widened in surprise at the sight of him. He looked nothing like the crazy, homeless-looking man I’d just freed from Hadden. Instead of a long and tangled beard, his chin was smooth and entirely free of hair, and his unruly and filthy hair had been cut and trimmed short just above his ears. It looked soft, fresh, and shiny, and it allowed me to see how attractive he was. 
 
    I may have looked like my mother, but I definitely got my charm from my father. 
 
    Instead of the black pants and simple shirt I’d chosen for him, Elijah now wore black dress pants with my only pair of dark expensive shoes, and his dirty rags had been replaced by a white button-up shirt that enhanced the brown of his eyes and hair. 
 
    Elijah still looked too skinny for his own good, and his cheeks, now free of hair, were even more hollow than I thought, but he looked more than presentable. He was handsome, and I could see why my mom had fallen in love with him back in the day. 
 
    My dad looked confused but curious about everything around him, but he stopped short when he reached the edge of the kitchen and noticed my mom sitting on the couch. 
 
    “Elijah!” Mom gasped and brought a hand to her mouth. 
 
    Her eyes were suddenly filled with tears, and when I glanced back at my dad, I saw a few mixed and conflicted emotions crossing his clean-shaven face. He was clearly emotional to see my mom after so long spent apart, but I also noted some lingering fear. 
 
    I believed, just like my mom, Elijah dreaded the possibility that she’d moved on with her life and forgotten about him. Despite their age, my parents were two idiots in love. 
 
    “Sandra,” Elijah murmured, and he sounded as if he didn’t believe my mom was truly in the same room as him, like she was a mirage. 
 
    Mom stood up on shaky legs, and for a second, I was certain she was either about to faint or fall back on the couch, but she held on and marched straight toward Elijah. 
 
    “Oh, my God, it’s really you.” Her voice broke on the last word, and a flood of tears streamed down her beautiful face. 
 
    Mom threw her arms around Elijah’s torso and hugged him as if her life depended on it, and I had no doubt it did. For so many years, she’d been brave and put the memory of my dad aside so she could raise me, but now her mask was shattering, and she could finally let herself go. 
 
    “Sandra, oh, my beautiful Sandra,” Elijah murmured, but in the silent room, his voice echoed as if he’d spoken at a normal volume. “I never thought I’d see you again.” 
 
    Mom suddenly pulled out of the embrace and leveled him with a heated look filled with fury, fear, and relief. 
 
    “Damn right,” she said as she sternly put her hands on her hips. “You didn’t think when you went back to Hadden and left me to raise our son on my own!” 
 
    “M-My sweet butterfly,” Dad stuttered as he tried to reach for her. “Let me explain, please.” 
 
    Mom was stubborn, she’d always been, but she melted at the nickname Elijah gave her and went to sit back down on the couch. I took the spot next to her while Dad sat on the single armchair, and my women settled around the coffee table. 
 
    There were a lot of things Elijah needed to come clean with, so I mentally prepared myself for the conversation we were bound to have. 
 
    “Speak,” Mom said, but despite the single harsh word, she didn’t sound mad at him anymore. “What happened to you?” 
 
    Her hand twitched, as if she were about to reach for my dad’s hand, but she tangled her fingers together instead. Elijah noticed, and a sad look crossed his face before he began explaining everything from the beginning. 
 
    “You know I had to go back to Hadden,” Dad started, and Mom nodded in recognition. “I’d left my people for too long, and I couldn’t stay in New York and live the happy life we had knowing there were still some of my people stuck in Hadden, fearing for their life and trying to fight off the overlord.” 
 
    “I remember,” Mom said. “I begged you to stay, but I did understand why you needed to go back. You promised you’d be safe, but you weren’t, were you?” 
 
    Although she didn’t mention it, Mom studied Elijah’s frail frame. He looked so different from the portrait I found in the dungeon that I had a hard time believing it was the same person. It seemed Mom thought the same, judging by the pitying look she gave him. 
 
    I knew she was still a bit angry with him for never coming back to us, but her love was stronger than her anger. I could see it in her eyes and the way she stopped herself from touching him. Elijah hadn’t shown any signs he didn’t like to be physically touched, but after nearly twenty years in captivity, gentle human touch was probably too much for him for one day. 
 
    “No,” Elijah admitted as he dropped his eyes. 
 
    His face contorted into a grimace, and I was certain he was reliving some of the torture the overlord and his minions had no doubt inflicted upon him over the years. There was a part of me that didn’t want to know, but I knew I needed to listen to my dad’s tale. Everything he could tell us would give us an advantage to defeat the overlord and bring peace to both our worlds. 
 
    “What happened when you went back to Hadden, sir?” Lapis asked curiously. 
 
    My sweet blonde had just returned from the kitchen to bring back some snacks and juices so Elijah could start eating and start gaining back some much needed weight and energy. 
 
    “The overlord was waiting for me,” Elijah answered as he reached for a pack of salted peanuts with greedy and hungry hands. “He’d set up a trap for the magic folk who’d fled Hadden. He was hoping some of us would come back, and if we did, he was ready to capture us. I fell right into his trap the second I set foot in Hadden.” 
 
    “How so?” Sid frowned, and I noticed she leaned forward some more as she attentively listened to Elijah’s tale. 
 
    “He’d set up a magical barrier in the forest,” Dad mumbled as he shoved half of the peanuts in his mouth and chewed fast and loud. “These are delicious! I haven’t had peanuts since our wedding day, my love.” 
 
    “Remember what happened then,” Mom reminded him with a knowing smile. 
 
    “What happened?” Amber asked as she looked between my parents. 
 
    “He choked on the damn peanuts,” Mom chuckled fondly at the memory, and I couldn’t help but smile as I imagined my dad choking on peanuts on his wedding day. 
 
    “Only because you made me laugh,” Elijah accused her, but there was no real venom behind his accusation. 
 
    My parents shared a knowing and loving look, and for just a second, it was as if we were a normal family, reminiscing about important events of our lives. Of course, this wasn’t the case. There was nothing normal about us, but it worked somehow, and I knew once my dad adjusted to his freedom, we’d be able to find a new normal. It would take some time, but it was worth it, especially with the way my parents gazed at each other. They were each other’s one true, epic love, and there was nothing more beautiful to witness. 
 
    “If you hadn’t been shoving dozens of peanuts in your face, then you wouldn’t have choked,” Mom shot back. 
 
    It sounded rehearsed, as if they’d had that argument many times before, and it made us all laugh. 
 
    “So, the overlord trapped you in a magic circle?” I asked once our laughter had died down. 
 
    I hated the way my dad’s smile faded, but I needed to get us back on track. The sooner I had my answers, the sooner I could defeat the bastard who’d held my father prisoner and terrorized Hadden for the last two decades.  
 
    “He did.” Elijah nodded before he took a big gulp of water. “His magical barrier disabled my own magic, so I couldn’t retaliate. I could still fight with my fists, but the overlord was prepared, and he had dozens of his little minions ready to take me down. I didn’t stand a chance, and that’s when he forced these beauties on me.” 
 
    Elijah showed us his wrists where the light reflected against the metallic bands that contained his magic. 
 
    “My magic was still in me, I could feel it,” he continued. “But I couldn’t use it or call upon my powers to help me escape.” 
 
    “But why didn’t he kill you?” Ruby wondered as she tugged on a strand of her blood-red hair. “He clearly wants to kill all magic folk and be the only one with magic reigning over Hadden, so why spare you and keep your magic under control?” 
 
    It was a good question and one I’d been asking myself ever since I found out Elijah was a magic folk and my father. It would have made more sense for the overlord to kill him and be done with it, but I had the impression the overlord was smarter than we believed him to be. 
 
    After all, Elijah’s prison had been surprisingly well equipped, and I once again wondered if he’d given the overlord some information. And if yes, what had he said exactly? 
 
    “He debated killing me,” Elijah admitted, and Mom gasped at that. “But I was able to make him think I possessed valuable information, and if he spared me, I could help him.” 
 
    It confirmed my suspicions, but hearing my dad confess to aiding the overlord didn’t sit well with me. If it had been me, I never would’ve put the lives of my people in danger. I would have rather died than risk them dying. 
 
    “Did you?” I asked, and I wasn’t surprised my sharp tone betrayed my feelings. 
 
    It seemed my dad knew exactly what I was thinking because when he next spoke, he looked right at me. 
 
    “Not exactly,” he sighed. “What you have to understand, James, is that I’d promised both your mother and yourself I’d come back to you so we could be a family without any danger looming over us. I didn’t want to die and break my promise to be a family together, so I did what I needed to do to survive.” 
 
    “Did you give him what he wanted?” I insisted when he didn’t fully answer the question. 
 
    “Not exactly,” he repeated. “I had to give him some real information from time to time so he wouldn’t think I was fucking with him, but I didn’t help him the way you think I did.” 
 
    “Then what did you do?” I asked. 
 
    I was aware it sounded as if I was accusing him of selling his family and people out, but I needed to know everything he’d said to the overlord so I could then plan the perfect way to take him down. 
 
    “I did give him some coordinates,” Elijah admitted. “Some were fake, some were not. Mostly, what he wanted was the daughters, so I pretended to help him figure out where they were although I didn’t know myself. For my efforts and albeit fake cooperation, the overlord gave me some candles, paper, and charcoal. Sometimes he gave me a warm meal, other times ale.” 
 
    “Did he never suspect you were fooling him?” Amethyst asked. 
 
    “There were times where he did,” Dad said and dropped his eyes. “He’d torture me to get the information he wanted, but I didn’t give in.” 
 
    “Why did he keep you alive for as long as he did?” I frowned in confusion. 
 
    If I were the overlord, I would’ve gotten rid of Elijah the second I thought he wasn’t fully cooperating. I wouldn’t have taken the risk to see him escape, not when he’d have sufficient knowledge to destroy me. But perhaps the overlord wasn’t as smart as I thought he was. 
 
    “Because of the Transfuser,” Elijah explained, but this only confused me more. “I know how to operate it, so he’s been gathering material and building it for almost two decades.” 
 
    I already suspected that the overlord was trying to build the Transfuser so he could steal the daughters’ magic. Both Harold and Richard had made it clear it was something the overlord coveted. That plus the fact Florian had drawn specific details about the weapon capable of destroying my women, but hearing it from my dad, who’d been the overlord’s prisoner, was harder to accept. 
 
    “Dad, who is he?” I asked the question that had been on my mind since the second I rescued him. 
 
    The overlord’s identity was something I’d wondered about since I’d discovered Florian was only a puppet and not the actual master behind the strings. I’d had doubts and suspicions, but I couldn’t figure out who the overlord was.  
 
    But maybe my dad knew his true identity. You didn’t spend twenty years of your life being someone’s prisoner without figuring out who they were. 
 
    “The Baron,” Elijah said. 
 
    “What?” Sid straightened up so fast I thought she’d knock the coffee table down. “That’s not possible. I know the Baron, I was part of his household. He’s a bit odd and cocky, and he loves money more than people, but he wouldn’t mess with dark magic.” 
 
    For a second, Dad stared at Sid in confusion before his eyes widened. He started laughing, but unlike the manic laugh he’d had when I rescued him, he sounded genuinely amused. 
 
    “Oh, you misunderstood me,” he said. “The current Baron was only a boy when I left, but I know he wouldn’t mess with magic or come anywhere near one of us. No, no, the Baron I’m talking about is Cornelius the Third, the current Baron’s grandfather.” 
 
    “What?” I echoed Sid’s confusion. “A Baron is responsible for bringing Hadden on the verge of ruin? But why?” 
 
    “What do you know about the war that almost erupted in Hadden?” Dad asked me. 
 
    “The Baron’s father disliked our kind and wanted to get rid of us,” I explained, and I very much felt like a schoolkid who was being questioned about his homework. “Which is why the enchantment was put upon the daughters, to help the magic folk if the war was to break out. The Baron’s father eventually relented to leave the magic folk alone, but it wasn’t until you’d already fled Hadden and the overlord had emerged.” 
 
    “Very good,” Elijah praised me, and I preened under his compliment. 
 
    I’d grown up without any type of father figure, so I sought his approval more than I ever sought my mom’s. 
 
    “Why do you think the Baron’s father hated us so much?” Dad continued, and I paused at his question. 
 
    I hadn’t ever truly taken the time to think about it. I’d always assumed the Baron’s father hated magic folk because he was scared of them, but if his own father had turned into a dark sorcerer because of magic, then it all started to add up. 
 
    “Because his own father turned toward dark magic,” Amber answered before I could voice my opinion. 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” Dad smiled at her before he turned his attention back on me. “Before then, the Baron of my time left us in peace. We lived in the forest and would occasionally come to Hadden to do some trading. We had a treaty and rules we both respected to live in harmony. But when his father became too enamored with magic, dark magic especially, the peace was threatened, and life changed forever.” 
 
    “So, your Baron almost declared war on you because he lost his father to dark magic?” I summarized, and when my dad nodded, I let out a long sigh. “Wow. So, how did he turn evil?” 
 
    “At first, Cornelius the Third was simply interested in our way of life. My own father taught him some simple spells, but the more he learned, the more he wanted. Our magic wasn’t enough for him, so one day, he attacked our clan’s most powerful mage and forced him to divulge the secrets of dark magic. After that day, there was no stopping him. Cornelius the Third’s thirst for dark magic became uncontrollable, and that’s when the Baron’s hatred for us was born. When Cornelius the Third turned fully evil and left Hadden, the war almost threatened to destroy all of us. The Baron had no idea where his father went, and neither did we. We were hoping and praying he’d decided to leave us all alone, but when people started to go missing, and unnatural magic appeared in other parts of the world, we knew Cornelius the Third was only beginning his reign of terror.” 
 
    “So you fled,” I finished for him, and Elijah nodded. 
 
    “We did,” he confirmed, and I heard the regret in his voice. “I wouldn’t change what happened after that since I got to meet the love of my life and have a family with her, but I do wish I’d done more to save my hometown and my people.” 
 
    “It’s not too late, Dad,” I assured him. “We can still save Hadden. Together.” 
 
    Elijah smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. I could tell he was torturing himself with “what ifs”, but what was done was done. He’d done what he could to save his people, and fleeing Hadden hadn’t been a mistake. Both myself and Honey were proof it wasn’t a mistake. If our parents had never fled Hadden, we wouldn’t be here, and I’d never get the opportunity to save Hadden. I’d never have rescued my warrior women, either. 
 
    “I should have stopped him,” Dad lamented and buried his face in his bony hands. “When Cornelius the Third started talking about building a machine capable of stealing magic, I should have acted instead of fleeing. If I’d stayed, the Transfuser would never have seen the light of day.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Elijah,” Mom suddenly said as she rose from the couch and knelt in front of her husband. “You hear me? It wasn’t your fault then, and it’s not your fault now.” 
 
    She gently took Elijah’s hands and brought them down so she could peer into his glistening eyes. 
 
    “You did what you had to do to ensure your own safety, and you brought a dozen people with you,” Mom continued. “They are free and safe thanks to you. It wasn’t your responsibility to take care of that maniac.” 
 
    “I couldn’t live with myself, Sandra,” Dad argued before he turned to me. “That’s why I had to go back. I needed to try to put a stop to this madness, but I failed. I failed to protect Hadden and my people, and I failed to return to you both.” 
 
    “You’re here now,” Mom whispered and embraced her husband. 
 
    The two of them were sniffling and trying to keep their sobs in, and they were both so emotional I had to look away. I understood why my dad returned to Hadden. He thought it was his duty, and I respected that. He also had a duty to my mom and I, but she was right. It wasn’t his fault the Baron’s grandfather turned evil, and it wasn’t his fault he couldn’t reason with the bastard or stop him. 
 
    I knew my mom didn’t hold my father responsible, and neither did I. Yes, I was disappointed I’d grown up without a father, but he was here now, and that was all that mattered. The three of us were reunited together, and we could finally be the family we were always supposed to be. 
 
    My parents hugged each other for a few minutes, and when they’d both calmed down and dried their eyes, my mom sat back down beside me, reached across, and held Elijah’s hand. It seemed she didn’t want to let go of him now she’d finally got him back with her, and I completely understood her fear. 
 
    “What’s Cornelius’ weakness?” I asked Dad once he was calm enough to give me a proper answer. 
 
    With the completed set, the prophecy was one step closer to becoming true, but I still had no idea how to defeat the overlord. He possessed an army of hybrids and who knew what else by his side, so I knew we were outnumbered, which was one of the reasons why we hadn’t stormed his base yet. I needed to figure out his weaknesses, if he had any, to ensure we’d win the fight when the big, last, epic battle came. 
 
    “There is only one weakness I am aware of,” Elijah said after he’d cleared his throat a couple of times. “His family.” 
 
    “Family?” I repeated in a bewildered tone. 
 
    If there was one thing I wouldn’t have guessed about Cornelius the Third, it was that he still had a soft spot for his family, but if my dad said he did, then I believed him. 
 
    Elijah spent almost two decades with the overlord, so he was our best bet at destroying the overlord once and for all. 
 
    “Yes, family,” my dad confirmed with a short nod. “I am not aware of any other weakness he could have. The only thing I know for sure is Cornelius has continued to keep an eye on the current Baron.” 
 
    “But he didn’t lift a finger when his warlock Maledor nearly destroyed Hadden,” I remarked as I remembered how Maledor summoned three dragons to set the town aflame. 
 
    Luckily, I’d managed to slay one of the dragons almost immediately before I tamed Kaida and defeated Maledor and his last remaining dragon. That was when I realized the overlord had a personal connection to me, but little did I know it was only because he’d captured my father and extracted information out of him. 
 
    “Who do you think cast the protective spell on the castle?” Elijah pointed out. 
 
    “Harold did,” Sid answered. “He’s protected Hadden for as long as he’s lived in the castle, and he’s also built a wall around the town upon James’ suggestion.” 
 
    “Old Harold may be good with magic and potions, but to cast a spell such as this one, you need to be powerful.” Elijah shook his head. “Someone like Cornelius the Third.” 
 
    “But why did he send Maledor to destroy the town and create chaos if he supposedly cares about his grandson?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    I thought I understood the overlord’s motivations, but it seemed I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what his endgame was. I’d always thought Cornelius had sent his minions, summoning warlocks, and hybrids to bring chaos to Hadden’s peaceful life, but as soon as the heart of Hadden was threatened, he cast a protective spell that had saved the Baron and his people from harm. 
 
    “None of Cornelius’ followers know what he did,” Dad further explained. “But he told me because he never thought I’d escape. He hasn’t explicitly said he still cares for his grandson, but it was obvious. He’s obsessed with his own legacy and power, that’s why he’s lived so long. I believe he wants the current Baron to side with him so they can rule over not just Hadden, but this world, too, forever.” 
 
    I silently nodded as a plan already began to form in my mind. If the Baron was the only way to stop Cornelius’ desire to kill everyone and rule over Hadden with his dark magic and horrendous hybrids, there was only one thing to do.  
 
    We needed to use the current Baron as bait. 
 
    The heavy silence was broken by Lapis’ sweet voice. 
 
    “How about us?” she asked. “What about the curse? Do you know a way to break it?” 
 
    “I do.” Dad nodded. 
 
    Instinctively, I turned toward my five warrior women, and we shared a hopeful smile. We were so close to bringing an end to this nightmare, and a part of me couldn’t believe it. The past four months had been filled with adventure and love, and although I wanted to defeat Cornelius and his army, I didn’t want to stop battling monsters in Hadden and making a shit ton of money. 
 
    “What do we have to do?” Ruby asked, and I noticed she was holding Amy and Honey’s hands like an anchor. 
 
    “We need the Transfuser,” Dad revealed. “There is a way to use it to break the curse. Cornelius protected this secret at all cost, but I gained his trust, and I managed to find out what he was hiding. The Transfuser is a double-edged sword. It can either bring him everything he’s always desired, which is more power, or it can bring him to his downfall and demise.” 
 
    “Why did he build the Transfuser if he knew we could use it against him to save the daughters?” I frowned. 
 
    The more I learned about Cornelius the Third, the more I realized nothing about him made sense. Then again, he was a madman driven by his crazy power cravings, so the moment I understood his actions was the moment I’d lose the sense of who I was as a person, and I didn’t want to turn evil like the overlord had. 
 
    “Because the Transfuser is the only machine in the whole world that can give him what he wants,” Elijah explained. “If it’s also the only way to defeat him, he figured it was worth the risk if it meant he could succeed. It doesn’t have to make sense to you, son, you only need to defeat him and use the Transfuser to save the daughters. Then you must destroy it.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and I noticed my six beautiful women shared the same look of approval on their faces. 
 
    “I will kill Cornelius, save the daughters, and destroy that cruel machine,” I promised not only Elijah but everyone in the room. 
 
    “So, what now?” Sid wondered as she glanced between my dad and I. “What do we do next?” 
 
    “We go back,” I said after I shared a look with my dad. “We go back and get my dad out of the handcuffs, then we come up with a plan to destroy Cornelius and his army.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I paused and looked at my mom in surprise. She’d gotten up from the couch and crossed her arms over her chest as she glared between her husband and her son. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” she added when she noticed the shock on our faces. “I refuse to let you go back, Elijah. I made the mistake to agree with you all those years ago, and look what happened to you, to us. I’ve lost you once before, I’m not losing you again.” 
 
    “Sandra, I have to do this,” Dad argued as he stood up and went to grab Mom’s hands in his. “Hadden is also James’ hometown. He has a right to go there and know he won’t put his life in danger every time he crosses the portal.” 
 
    “My answer is no and is definitive,” Mom insisted in her stubborn way. 
 
    “Mom, Dad needs to go back,” I explained in a gentle but firm tone. “We have to figure out a way to get rid of the handcuffs that keep his magic at bay, and we’ll need to fight Cornelius. I’ll need all the help I can get, can you see that?” 
 
    Mom turned her head toward me but stayed silent, and I noticed her eyes were once again filled with unshed tears. She feared for both her son and husband’s safety, and for good reasons, but she had to understand we’d do everything we could to save Hadden. 
 
    Five of my women were born and raised in the magical town, and my own unborn baby would have magic in his blood. Soon, I’d be a father, and I wanted my unborn baby to be able to get to know both New York and Hadden safely. 
 
    “If Dad and I don’t do anything, what do you think will happen to the people who live in Hadden?” I reasoned with her. “They’ll die, that’s for sure. And think about Amber and the other girls. They’re also from Hadden, and Amber’s pregnant. I want my child to be able to go to Hadden and not fear for his life or magic. I also don’t want the overlord to be able to cross over onto Earth. It would be the end of the world as we know it.” 
 
    Talking about my unborn baby seemed like the right thing to do if I judged by the tears that had started to fall down my mother’s cheeks. Being a mother herself, I knew she’d understand my desire to keep my child safe. I’d already do anything in my power to protect it, and I knew she felt the same way toward me. 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do, Sandra, you know that,” Elijah added in a softer, gentler voice. 
 
    Dad gazed into Mom’s eyes, and it looked as if they were talking to each other through their eyes. Eventually, Mom sighed and nodded. 
 
    “You’re right, both of you,” she reluctantly admitted. “Saving Hadden is the right thing to do. I just don’t want anything to happen to either of you. Elijah, I’ve already lost you once, I don’t want to lose you again.” 
 
    “I promise you won’t, my sweet butterfly,” Elijah said, and I stifled a laugh. 
 
    I figured it was my dad’s way of sweet-talking to my Mom, and it seemed to work judging by the sudden blush that covered her cheeks 
 
    “Awwww, you are both adorable,” Amber cooed, and she was soon joined by Honey. 
 
    “You are,” Honey agreed. “True love story that you have going on.” 
 
    “You were right, James, it’s better than my soap operas,” Amber giggled. 
 
    “Real love conquers all,” Dad said in a conspiratorial way, and although my Mom rolled her eyes at his cheesiness, the smile on her face was the biggest one I’d seen in a very long time. 
 
    “Let’s go back tomorrow morning,” I announced once our laughter had died down. “The sooner we go back, the sooner we can get your magic back. We’ll also need to speak with the Baron and explain everything to him.” 
 
    “So soon?” Mom frowned, but Dad took her hand, and she melted again. 
 
    “It’s necessary, my love,” he insisted. “The faster I get my powers back, the faster I can train again and help our son.” 
 
    “Alright, but I’ll be waiting here all day if I have to,” Mom grumbled, and she sounded like a petulant child, which made Elijah laugh his first happy laugh since I rescued him. 
 
    “I promise to be safe,” he vowed. 
 
    Once we’d settled on a time, both my parents left the loft. I wanted to get to know my dad, but I knew my mom needed to spend time with her husband first. Their love and passion for each other was still clearly there, but I also didn’t want to think about what my parents got up to when they were alone. 
 
    After I saved Hadden, I’d have all the time in the world to finally do some father and son bonding. 
 
    For now, I was with my six beautiful women, and I wanted to spend some quality time with them, so I suggested we go to an indoor swimming pool where they also had a sauna and a hot tub facility. 
 
    Since we still had the entire afternoon and evening, we spent a good three hours at the pool where we talked about everything but what was going on in Hadden. It felt amazing to be able to relax with my six girlfriends, even more so when it dawned on me that my dad was free at last. 
 
    The mission had been a success, and we were really close to finally destroying the overlord and freeing my women from their curse. I could almost taste the freedom we’d all have once Hadden was saved from its impending doom, and it was delicious. 
 
    By the time we got out of the water, our skin was wrinkly, so we skipped the sauna and went straight back home instead. 
 
    I could tell my women had an amazing afternoon, so I decided to treat them to some scrumptious dinner a couple of blocks away from home. They’d never eaten Indian, so I thought it’d be the perfect end for such an awesome day. 
 
    Conversation was flowing easily within our little group, and once our stomachs couldn’t handle another mouthful of food, we walked back to the loft hand in hand. 
 
    As soon as we stepped inside the loft, Honey hung back in the entrance hall. 
 
    “I think it’s time I talked to my mom,” she announced. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “You’re going now?” Amber asked with a pout, as if she were trying to make the blonde change her mind. 
 
    “Yes.” Honey nodded. “Christmas is in two days, and I’d like to have a proper, private conversation with her beforehand.” 
 
    “Sounds like a wise decision,” Sid approved with an easy smile. 
 
    “Come back tomorrow night,” I said as I went over to her and took her hand. “It’s Christmas Eve, and I’d like it if we could spend it all together. Bring your parents if you have to.” 
 
    “Let me see how our conversation goes first,” Honey laughed nervously, and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    Christmas was supposed to be a joyful occasion to gather with your loved ones. If Honey and her mom got into a fight, it would bring the atmosphere down, so I understood my new girlfriend’s precaution. 
 
    “Text or call me if you need anything, alright?” I made her promise she would, and after a kiss, she bade goodbye to my five other women before she left the loft. 
 
    “Poor Honey, I hope the conversation with her mom goes smoothly,” Lapis sighed. 
 
    “I’m sure everything will be fine, Lapis,” Amethyst reassured her. 
 
    “And if not, James is here to save the day,” Sid added with a wink. 
 
    “Always.” I winked back before I looked at the time. “Right, let’s go to bed. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    I was always excited to go back to Hadden, but even more so now that my dad was coming with me. It would be strange, for sure, but since Hadden was his hometown, he could show me some places I hadn’t been before and tell me stories about his childhood. 
 
    Of course, I knew tomorrow would not be about our father and son bonding experience, but it didn’t hurt to think about all the things we could do together. We’d have to be careful to avoid any of Cornelius’ minions, whoever they were, so we’d have to find a way to disguise him. 
 
    It would be tough, but I knew we’d pull it off. Harold would find a way to get rid of Elijah’s handcuffs, and the Baron would accept the truth for what it was and would agree to my plan. 
 
    My women and I got ready for bed, and although the king-sized bed was a gigantic mattress, it was still too small for the six of us. But we didn’t mind being squished together, so we piled up on the bed and went to sleep. We’d need all the strength, mental and physical, we could get tomorrow. 
 
    Elijah and I had agreed to go to Hadden at ten in the morning, so he and my mom had enough time together to say goodbye in case something went wrong in Hadden. I didn’t think there would be, but we could never be careful enough, so my women and I got up around nine, and Lapis and I made breakfast and coffee for everyone. 
 
    We enjoyed a light breakfast so we wouldn’t be too full if we needed to fight, and just as we were clearing the table and doing the dishes, the doorbell rang. 
 
    Ruby went to open the door, and she came back a couple of minutes later with my parents. Despite my mom’s apprehensive look about the fact her entire family was going back to a magical kingdom she had no access to, I’d never seen her as happy as when she glanced at my dad. 
 
    “Good morning,” Amber greeted them with a happy smile. “How was your first night back in Brooklyn, Eli? Can I call you Eli?” 
 
    “If you want,” Dad chuckled as he ruffled Amber’s hair in an affectionate way. 
 
    I knew Mom had filled him in on everything from the moment he went back to Hadden up until the day I freed him. No doubt, she’d told him about Amber’s pregnancy and my relationship with my six wonderful women. From the way he treated Amber, it was clear Elijah had already accepted her as a member of our family, and I knew it would be the same for the rest of my girlfriends. 
 
    “Cool!” Amber grinned, and a mischievous glint entered her eyes. “Soooo, how was your night, lovebirds?” 
 
    “It was perfect,” Mom replied with a loving smile as she curled up against Dad’s chest. 
 
    Elijah still looked way too skinny and frail, and his cheeks were still too hollow to be healthy, but he looked way happier and well rested than he had yesterday. The dark circles under his eyes were still there, but they weren’t as prominent as before. I didn’t know how much sleep they’d both had, and I didn’t want to know, but it was obvious that spending the night with my mom had given him an energy boost. 
 
    “Ew, Mom, I don’t want to know what you guys have been up to,” I groaned as I pretended to throw up. 
 
    “How do you think you were created, child?” Elijah asked in a teasing voice, and I gagged at the mental images that now lived in my head. 
 
    “Jeez, thanks, Dad,” I mumbled while both my parents and women laughed. “Right, let’s get to work before either of you scar me for life.” 
 
    “He takes after you, my love,” Elijah chuckled. 
 
    “Pardon?” Mom raised her eyebrows at him as she put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “You’re the one who raised him,” he explained, and I stifled a laugh at my parents’ little argument. 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” Mom retorted, but under the layer of complete “mom attitude,” I could tell she was enjoying arguing with her husband. 
 
    “Ooooooh, one point for your mom,” Amber whispered in my ear as she silently cheered. 
 
    “My love, you were always the dramatic one,” Dad tried to reason with her. 
 
    “Who’s the one with a hero complex who abandoned his family?” 
 
    I hid my face in my hands at that moment so neither of them could see how badly I wanted to laugh. I’d never experienced my parents having an argument, but this was golden. My mom was definitely winning, and Dad didn’t know what to do or say in his defense. 
 
    “And here’s another point for your mom,” Amber commented in a low voice. 
 
    My women and I quietly laughed together at the little show my parents put on for us. Needless to say, it was entertaining. 
 
    “But my love, you know why I had to go,” Dad said as he reached for her, but Mom stepped away. 
 
    “Besides, your son grew up without a father figure, so if anything, he had to fill the void you left behind you,” Mom said in a definitive voice that left no more room for argumentation. 
 
    “My sweet butterfly…” Elijah said and jogged after her as she headed for the master bedroom. 
 
    “Game, set, and match,” Amber concluded at a normal volume now that both of them were out of earshot. “James, I love your mom.” 
 
    “She’s pretty amazing,” I agreed. “Come on, girls, let’s not leave them alone for too long. Who knows what they’d end up doing in our bedroom.” 
 
    “Probably what we do,” Sid giggled as she winked at me and the other women. 
 
    “We’re talking about my parents here,” I groaned and shook my head at the turn the conversation had taken. 
 
    “But they love each other, and it’s so romantic,” Lapis sighed dreamily. 
 
    Luckily, by the time we reached the master bedroom, my parents had stopped their argument, but unfortunately for me they’d locked lips in a passionate and heavy kiss. 
 
    There were things a child didn’t need to see about their parents, and seeing my dad grab a hold of my mother’s ass while they kissed was one of them. 
 
    “Dad, Mom!” I grunted and covered my eyes. “I’m happy Dad’s back, but please, keep the public displays of affection to a minimum when I’m around.” 
 
    Elijah’s gruff and sudden laugh made me smile. It sounded genuine and happy, and I knew it was the first step toward his true happiness. My mom was no doubt his main motivator to find his way back to a normal life, and despite my grumblings, I was ecstatic to finally have a family with both a mother and a father. 
 
    “I can’t help myself, son, your mother is the most beautiful woman I’ve seen in my life,” Elijah explained in a loving voice. 
 
    He reminded me of a lovestruck fifteen-year-old with his first crush, and I wondered if Mom was the first woman he’d been with. I knew Mom had some lovers before she met Elijah, but she’d never gone into too much detail, probably for my own peace of mind but also for her own privacy. 
 
    “Awwwwww,” Amber, Lapis, and Sid all cooed at the same time, and I noticed both Amethyst and Ruby wore bright smiles. 
 
    Seeing my women happy was the one thing I strived to do every day, so if they were happy and emotional because my parents were displaying their affection, I could make an exception from time to time. 
 
    “Right, Dad, we need to disguise you before we go back.” I smiled at Elijah, who still had his arms around his wife. 
 
    To be fair, he looked nothing like the homeless, crazy man I’d rescued the day before. My women had done a perfectly good job at making him presentable, but I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risk. 
 
    I went to unlock the safe, took out the gauntlets Harold ordered for me, and handed them to Elijah. 
 
    “They’ll help hide the cuffs,” I explained when Dad frowned at me. “You’re almost unrecognizable, but your cuffs are the one thing that will alert Cornelius and his minions about your presence in Hadden. It’s already going to be strange enough that I’m walking around town with an older man, we don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to us.” 
 
    “Good call, son,” Dad praised me as he took the gauntlets and put them on his hands. 
 
    Then Amethyst took out a hat and cloak from the closet, and I noticed they were clothes she’d made herself with her sewing machine. I didn’t know when she’d found the time to do it between yesterday morning and today, but she must have gotten up early to make them. 
 
    Either way, they were going to be useful, and once we were at the castle, I could ask Harold and Maggie to put an enchantment on Elijah so anyone who looked at him wouldn’t see his true face. This way, if any of Cornelius’ minions or warlocks were around town, they wouldn’t suspect Elijah was out and about in broad daylight. 
 
    “I originally made these for you, James, and I was going to give them to you for Christmas, but I think your dad needs it more,” Amy explained as she offered the items to Elijah, and I finally understood she’d been working on them for days, not since yesterday. “They’ll help make you blend in.” 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart.” Dad smiled at her before he took the clothes and put them on. 
 
    The cloak was a rich brown color that was big enough to cover Elijah’s clothes and black shoes, and the light brown hat had a green feather attached to the top. The outfit wasn’t too fancy he’d stand out in the crowd, and it wasn’t so out-of-this-world that people would notice. 
 
    It was perfect, and Amethyst had done an awesome job, but it wasn’t surprising since she had a gift when it came to fashion and making clothes . 
 
    “It fits perfectly,” Mom remarked. “You look dashing.” 
 
    “Why thank you, my sweet butterfly.” Elijah bent down to give her a kiss, and I looked away to give them some privacy. 
 
    My five warrior women helped me put the armor on, and once we were all set, I let my parents have a moment of privacy before we went back to Hadden. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be safe,” Mom pleaded as she looked between Elijah and I. “Both of you.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom, I promise.” I smiled at her and gave her a hug before I stepped back to let my dad do the same. “I’ll keep an eye on him, and we’ll have each other’s back, okay? Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Oh, darling, of course I worry,” Mom chuckled dryly, but I noticed the emotion tearing up her face. “I’m a mom, it’s my job.” 
 
    “I promise we’ll come back to you, my love,” Elijah vowed. 
 
    “Now, where have I heard that before?” Mom pretended to think as she put a hand on her chin. 
 
    It made us all laugh, and it helped bring the tension back down. Then my parents shared another kiss before Mom stepped back and stood by the end of the bed. 
 
    “Ready, Dad?” I asked Elijah. 
 
    The two of us as well as my five women stood in front of the open closet where the portal glowed against the many clothes. 
 
    “Ready, son,” Elijah confirmed. 
 
    He stepped through the portal, and I followed suit with my women holding on to me. When I arrived in Hadden, I landed perfectly on my feet with my women in their weapon form. Dad was bent in half, and it seemed he’d almost fallen on his face after the crossing. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked as I helped him straighten up. 
 
    “Y-Yes, I’m fine, son.” Elijah nodded and took in a deep breath. “I’d forgotten how awful the crossing could be when you’re not used to it.” 
 
    I chuckled and patted him on the back before we made our way up the stairs. 
 
    Checking in? I mentally asked my women to make sure our communication hadn’t been cut off. 
 
    We’re here, James, Ruby said, and I heard the smile in her voice. 
 
    Yeah, all of us are here, Amber added. 
 
    Good, it doesn’t hurt to check. I smiled. 
 
    We stepped out of the cabin, and I whistled for Kaida. My dragon emerged from the forest, and it was the first time I saw him walk as lazily as he did instead of flying to me. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” I chuckled at the sight of him. “Can you fly us to the castle?” 
 
    Kaida sniffled as he walked up close and nudged my arm in greeting. Next to me, Elijah was staring at him cautiously, as if he were still afraid Kaida would attack him. 
 
    “Good morning, dragon,” Elijah greeted Kaida and lifted a hand that he placed on the beast’s head. “Nice little dragon.” 
 
    Kaida growled softly, and the sound reminded me of the way a cat would meow in content. Elijah chuckled at the sound as he went on to scratch Kaida’s scaly skin. 
 
    “Come on, Dad, let’s go see some of your old friends,” I said as I helped him climb on Kaida’s back. 
 
    I climbed in front of him and grabbed the pommel and the reins. Then I whistled some more, and Kaida pushed off the ground before he soared through the air and started flying above the trees and toward Hadden. 
 
    “Wooooo!” Elijah shouted behind me. “This is the best feeling in the world!” 
 
    I laughed along with him at his obvious happiness. Flying Kaida with my dad was one of the best things I’d done recently, and as soon as I freed my women of their curse, I’d take them on a ride one after the other. 
 
    We can’t wait to fly Kaida with you either, master, Lapis said in my head. 
 
    Soon, I promised them. We’re really close to defeating the overlord, and then we can finally break your curse and walk around Hadden together. 
 
    It will be good to not be trapped in our weapon forms, Sid sighed dreamily. Though we’ll miss fighting with you. 
 
    I will, too, I admitted. But we’ll get to do many things together that we couldn’t before, and that’s something to look forward to. 
 
    Oh, I can’t wait, either, Amber said, and despite the slight sadness that colored her voice, I knew she was excited about our future. 
 
    In a matter of a few minutes, Kaida had flown all the way to Hadden. He landed in front of the castle gates where the two same guards looked as impressed as they always did whenever Kaida and I were around. 
 
    We greeted each other, and Elijah and I went inside the castle. We needed to speak to the Baron and explain the situation to him. I was hoping he’d be in a good mood, but he was always unpredictable, and even when he was in a surprisingly good mood, it could always change in a matter of seconds, like the flip of a switch. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do this,” I said as I led my dad through the colorful corridors to the throne room where the Baron was sitting on his throne. “Just a warning, this Baron is unpredictable, so we’ll have to convince him his grandfather is the one behind the attacks on Hadden.” 
 
    “You got it, son.” Elijah nodded. “We’ll convince him together.” 
 
    The guards on either side of the doors opened them for my dad and I, and once we stepped inside, I greeted the Baron. 
 
    “Good morning, Sire.” 
 
    The Baron was reading some parchment with one leg above the throne arm. He looked debauched, uninterested, and bored all at once. 
 
    “Ah, Sir Miller,” he greeted back as he lifted his eyes from the parchment. “Where have you been? My guards need more training. I’m not paying you to disappear for days at a time.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Sire, but I’m bringing some good and bad news,” I announced as I gestured at my dad. 
 
    “And who might this be?” the Baron asked in a bored tone. 
 
    “This is Elijah,” I introduced my dad. “He belongs to the magic folks, but unfortunately he was taken prisoner twenty years ago by the overlord himself.” 
 
    As expected, the Baron was suddenly interested in what we had to say. He sat up and threw his piece of parchment on the floor, and a squire hurried to pick it up and place it on the long table on the left side of the room. 
 
    “Speak,” he ordered my dad with a wave of the hand. 
 
    “Sire, what I have to say will be hard to believe, but I assure you it is the honest truth,” Elijah said as he placed both arms behind his back in a sign of respect. 
 
    “Well, then, talk now,” the Baron insisted. 
 
    “After I fled Hadden, I decided to come back,” Elijah began. “It was twenty years ago, but the moment I stepped back here, the overlord was waiting for me. He’d built a trap for all the magic folks who’d fled the town. He took me to his underground base and has kept me as a prisoner ever since. I managed to stay alive by making him believe I had useful information, and until two days ago, I never thought I could escape, until Sir Miller came to my rescue.” 
 
    Dad, the girls, and I had agreed it was safest to keep my true relationship with Elijah a secret. We didn’t know if there were some of Cornelius’ minions inside the castle itself, so we needed to take all the precautions we could to ensure Elijah stayed safe. 
 
    “I see,” the Baron said, and he sounded bored once again. “So, who is this man who threatens my town and my people?” 
 
    “Cornelius the Third, Sire,” Elijah confessed, and the boredom on the Baron’s face suddenly faded. “Your grandfather.” 
 
    The Baron’s pale face blanched even more, so much so that he looked like a corpse who’d been dead for a few days. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” he whispered in a voice that led me to think he didn’t believe us. 
 
    “Your grandfather, Cornelius the Third, is the overlord,” Elijah insisted. “I know it’s a hard truth, but I wouldn’t lie to you. I’ve been in close contact with him throughout the years I spent in his captivity, and there is no mistaking his identity.” 
 
    “That is enough!” the Baron said in a loud voice as he suddenly stood up from his throne and started walking toward us. “Do you have concrete proof of what you are saying?” 
 
    “Look.” I pointed at the metallic bands on my dad’s wrists. 
 
    The gauntlets didn’t hide them fully, but it looked as though the handcuffs were part of them. 
 
    “These are special handcuffs that contain someone’s magic,” I explained. “Only the overlord would do something like that to prevent a powerful magic folk from using their magic against him.” 
 
    “Do you or do you not have proof?” the Baron repeated, and I could tell he was losing his patience. 
 
    “With all due respect,” Elijah interrupted. “I don’t doubt you remember your father’s hatred for my kind. The reason why your father hated us was because he lost his own father to dark magic. Your grandfather had become too greedy, and no amount of magic was enough for him. He wanted to learn more, and when we tried to stop him, he turned toward dark magic. His humanity started to slip away until he became the person he is today.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” the Baron shouted as he started pacing back and forth in front of us. “My family has never had any interest in magic.” 
 
    “I beg to differ, Sire,” Elijah retorted, and I admired the fact he was able to keep his composure. “Cornelius the Third had a thirst for knowledge that brought him to his end. Do you remember the attack on Hadden a few weeks ago? The one with the dragons?” 
 
    “Of course I remember,” the Baron replied haughtily. “Sir Miller saved us all.” 
 
    “Have you never wondered why the castle hadn’t been destroyed by the dragons and Maledor, the warlock?” Elijah questioned him. 
 
    The Baron stayed silent, and I could almost see the wheels turning in his head. He was seriously thinking about my dad’s words. 
 
    Your dad may be able to convince him after all, Amber commented. 
 
    The Baron has an attitude, and he can be quite difficult at times, but he’s a smart man, Sid added. He will see we’re telling the truth. 
 
    Poor man, Ruby sighed. It must be hard to realize your family is not who you thought they were. 
 
    It is hard, but he will accept it, I know that, I said in a knowing voice. 
 
    “There is an enchantment on the castle,” the Baron said in a thoughtful tone. 
 
    “Yes,” Elijah confirmed. “Someone powerful protected the castle during the attack, and that someone is your grandfather. He still cares for you despite the dark path he chose all those years ago, and that’s the reason why he has protected you from harm even when his lackeys have attacked Hadden time and time again.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense.” The Baron shook his head. 
 
    He was still pacing, but his voice had lost some of its fury. Instead, he was thoughtful, as if he were truly considering the fact his own grandfather was the overlord to be a possibility. 
 
    “I assure you it is the honest truth,” Elijah repeated in a gentle but firm voice. “Your grandfather has kept an eye on you, I have seen it. Most of his recent hybrid attacks have been on the outskirts of town, and not directly on Hadden. It was Cornelius’ way to protect you specifically from any danger.” 
 
    “No, you’re wrong,” the Baron disagreed before he shook his head again. “My quartermaster is the one who has been protecting Hadden. He thinks I don’t know about his powers, but I do.” 
 
    At that, Elijah laughed out loud, but it wasn’t a mocking laugh at all, more one that showed how surprised he was. 
 
    “Good old Harold, you say?” he repeated, as if he were trying to make sure he’d heard correctly. “That old man has a lot of qualities, I assure you, but a powerful protective spell like this one is out of his range.” 
 
    It was odd to hear my dad talk about the man who’d taken me under his wing for the past few months. Harold had been like a father figure. He’d helped me in ways no one else had for as long as I could remember. 
 
    “Harold has a knack for potions, he always had,” Elijah continued. “He’s the most talented potion maker I’ve ever met, and I’ve noticed his handiwork with the town’s fortifications, but Sire, can you imagine the amount of power one would need for a spell that big?” 
 
    It makes sense when you think about it, Sid suddenly said in my head. Harold is quite old, and we don’t know what kind of magic he can perform save for his powerful potions. 
 
    We always assumed it was him, but we never truly asked him, did we? Amber added thoughtfully. It all adds up, and I’m sure the Baron will understand that. 
 
    But how did Harold know there was a protective enchantment on the castle if he wasn’t the one who placed it? Lapis wondered curiously. 
 
    Well, he can use magic after all, can he not? Amethyst remarked. He is bound to recognize traces of magic if he sees it. And maybe he did put an enchantment on the castle, but it wasn’t as powerful as he thought, and that’s why the overlord has added a second spell? 
 
    It would make sense, I agreed. We can ask him when we bring my dad to him in a bit, but I do believe there were two protective spells above Hadden that day. And something tells me Cornelius’ spell is still active. 
 
    If that’s the case, it might be a good idea to bring the fight against the overlord to Hadden instead of as far away from the town as possible, Ruby suggested. 
 
    That’s a great idea, Ruby, I complimented my redheaded girlfriend. If the town’s already protected, we can hide the people in the tunnels under the town, the ones Harold mentioned before, and fight Cornelius here. 
 
    It would certainly be an advantage, Sid agreed. But if Cornelius knows we want the finale battle to happen in Hadden, he might deactivate the protective spell. 
 
    Unless we take him by surprise, I suggested. If we strike hard and fast, he wouldn’t have the time to actually take down the enchantment, and Hadden will continue to have two spells to protect the castle. 
 
    Let’s not forget we do have Harold’s fortifications as well, Amethyst reminded us. 
 
    Cornelius doesn’t stand a chance against us, I said fiercely. We also have my summoning skills on our side, and I’m certain it’s not something he knows about me. 
 
    “I suppose one must be quite powerful indeed,” the Baron admitted, and I could tell it cost him a lot to confess it might not have been his faithful quartermaster who’d kept him safe during Maledor’s attack on Hadden. 
 
    “Absolutely!” Elijah agreed, and he looked on the edge of euphoria and satisfaction. “Your grandfather may be just as old as your quartermaster, but he’s dipped in dark magic for decades. It’s almost in his blood, and he can do magic in his sleep if he wanted to. Can you not see how dangerous that would make him?” 
 
    “I must admit…” the Baron trailed off as he suddenly looked confused and lost all at once. “I always thought it was a dream, but now, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    He staggered backward until he fell back on his chair. I’d never seen him as puzzled as he looked right now, but I could understand why he was overwhelmed. To learn your grandfather was actually the one terrorizing your town must not have been easy to digest, and even less to understand. 
 
    “What was a dream?” Dad asked as he stepped forward. 
 
    “The day I became the Baron, I thought it was a dream,” the Baron answered in a distant voice, as if he were reliving that day. “I did have a lot of wine that night, hence why I firmly believed it was only a dream. I saw him, Cornelius, in my chambers. He was telling me he was proud of me and wanted me to continue what my father started. He wanted me to cast the magic folk out of Hadden for good and make sure none of them ever came back, or I’d lose my title, castle, and riches.” 
 
    Elijah and I shared a confused but knowing glance. If Cornelius had wanted the Baron to continue his father’s work, it could only have been for the fact he counted on the magic rebels to find their way back to Maggie’s base in the dungeons where he could attack them for their magic and destroy anyone who could potentially defeat him. 
 
    The only thing Cornelius hadn’t thought about was me. He hadn’t predicted I’d find Hadden, rescue all the daughters, strongly bond with them, and become the one the prophecy talked about. 
 
    “But you haven’t,” I pointed out, and the Baron slowly lifted his head to look at me. 
 
    “I didn’t want to become like my father,” he explained. “I saw the madness in him and the way he strove to get rid of the magic folk, and I didn’t want to lose my own mind to the same absurdity. I disliked your kind, good sir, but I did not go out of my way to cast you out.” 
 
    “That’s the difference between you and your grandfather, Sire,” Elijah revealed, and I truly admired the way he handled the situation and the Baron himself. “Cornelius will stop at nothing to exterminate the rest of my kind, I guarantee you even Hadden will not be spared.” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest we do, good sir?” the Baron asked Elijah in a suddenly serious and committed voice. 
 
    “I will let Sir Miller explain further,” Elijah said as he stepped back and beckoned me forward. 
 
    “I’m working on a plan,” I revealed, and the Baron cocked his head to the side as he studied me. “I don’t have anything concrete yet, but when I do, I will no doubt need your help.” 
 
    The Baron didn’t accept straight away. Instead, he just hummed and stroked his bearded chin. I shared a concerned look with my dad, but none of us had anything else to say. We’d explained everything to the Baron, so it was now up to him to take action. 
 
    “Alright,” the Baron eventually agreed. “Whatever it is that you will need, I shall give you. If it stops this madness, then I will endeavor to help you to the best of my ability, Sir Miller. I have always counted on you to save my town and people, I don’t expect you to start disappointing me now.” 
 
    It was the closest to a compliment I’d get, so I smiled and nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Thank you, Sire,” both Elijah and I said. 
 
    “Go, now.” The Baron waved a hand, and I noted he was back to his usual bored and haughty self. 
 
    Elijah and I left the throne room and started to make our way to the quartermaster’s chambers. 
 
    “Very charming,” Dad commented, and I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped me. 
 
    “He has his moments,” I agreed in a low tone so the servants wouldn’t hear me. “But he has proven himself useful in the past, and he’s recently started to understand his people aren’t just here to pay their taxes. It’s a slow process, but I believe this whole situation is making him more open-minded.” 
 
    We walked through different corridors until we got to Harold’s chambers, and then I knocked on the door and waited for the old man to answer. 
 
    “Ah, my boy, come in, come in,” the old man said as he stepped aside. 
 
    “Harold, I’ve brought someone with me,” I announced once my dad and I were in the room. 
 
    Maggie was at the table with a steaming cup of tea and a few different books scattered around her. She looked slightly disheveled, as if she hadn’t slept, and I wondered if the old couple had been up all night trying to decipher the key pages of the book Grimkog had given me. 
 
    “And who might this man be?” Maggie asked in a grumpy tone as she only peered at us briefly. 
 
    “I think you know,” I said and studied their reaction. 
 
    Harold glanced back at Elijah and squinted hard before his eyes widened in realization. 
 
    “Good heavens,” he muttered mostly to himself. “Is that you, Elijah?” 
 
    “Indeed, old friend, it’s me.” Dad smiled, but under his obvious happiness, I noticed the emotional state he was in. 
 
    After nearly two decades living as a prisoner in the magical world he’d abandoned, it didn’t surprise me to see him close to tears again. Harold and Maggie were two people he’d left behind when he fled to New York, so there was no doubt Elijah never thought he’d see them again. 
 
    “Elijah?” Maggie repeated. 
 
    Her mouth fell open in shock, and she even rubbed her eyes, as if she thought she was dreaming, but she wasn’t. Elijah was truly here. 
 
    “Yes, Maggie, it’s me.” Elijah nodded and offered the old couple a watery smile. 
 
    Maggie’s chair fell over as she stood up abruptly, and she crossed the room extremely fast for such an old and short woman. Elijah caught her as she threw herself at him, and even Harold was sniffling quietly in his own little corner. 
 
    I didn’t realize they cared about each other that much, Sid remarked curiously, but I heard the emotion in her voice. 
 
    Neither did I, I said. 
 
    I didn’t think they used to be as close as they displayed right now, but they had known each other a few decades ago, and they’d suffered through the same discrimination. A lot of their kind had died or fled, never to be seen again, so it made sense they would fall into each other’s arms the way they did. 
 
    Even I could feel my face heat up and my throat close up simply from watching their reunion. 
 
    “Dear heavens, son, what happened to you?” Harold managed to say once he’d recovered from the shock and emotion. 
 
    “We thought you’d fled Hadden with the others.” Maggie frowned in confusion. “But when we saw your portrait, we realized you must have come back somehow.” 
 
    “I did,” Elijah confirmed before he began his explanation. 
 
    It must have been tiring for him to repeat the same story three different times to three different people, but he didn’t show any exasperation and didn’t alter or cut short his story. And to their credit, the old married couple were listening with the same rapt attention as my women and I had done the day before. 
 
    It was quite the tale after all, and one that ended well. 
 
    “Is there anything you can do about these?” Elijah asked once he’d finished explaining everything. 
 
    He showed them the metallic bands on his wrists that the gauntlets didn’t fully cover. Harold hummed as he gazed at them pensively before he grabbed Elijah’s wrists and brought the handcuffs closer to his face. He studied them for a couple of minutes before he nodded and muttered something to himself. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I have something that can help,” the old man murmured to the room as he went to his shelves filled with various potions. “Where is it? Ah… yes, this should do the trick.” 
 
    He came back toward us with two vials. One of them had a thick, blue substance in it, and the other was a metallic-gray potion that looked more like a paste than anything else. 
 
    “What are those?” I asked. 
 
    “This is a protective potion,” Harold answered as he showed the blue potion, but then he turned to address my dad, who had started to remove the gauntlets I’d given him. “No, leave those on. This potion will protect them from any harm going forward, which means no weapon or curse can defile them. I’ve only just perfected it now, my boy, but it’s finally ready.” 
 
    “Awesome.” I grinned. “And what’s the other one?” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” the old man chuckled and held out the gray vial. “This potion can melt metal, even the cursed ones. First, I will protect the gauntlets with the blue potion, and then we’ll destroy the cuffs with the gray one.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Elijah announced. 
 
    He went to sit at the table that Maggie had cleared of her many books, and I watched as Harold poured the blue potion all over the gauntlets with extreme care before he did the same with the gray one. 
 
    The metallic bands sizzled as if they’d been burned, and smoke began to fill the room. Harold blew it away, and my eyes widened when I saw the metal start to melt. The potion acted exactly like acid, and I wondered if that’s where Harold had gotten the idea from. 
 
    “Incredible,” Elijah murmured in amazement that mirrored my own. “Old friend, you do have a gift for potion-making.” 
 
    When the metal was entirely melted, there was nothing left on my father’s wrists but the gauntlets, which looked as brand new and shiny as they were before Harold poured the blue potion all over them. 
 
    “Can you do magic yet?” I asked Elijah. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head straight away. “It’ll take me some time before I can use my powers again.” 
 
    “Why don’t you stay here a bit and practice with us?” Maggie suggested. 
 
    “Son?” Dad looked at me for my approval. 
 
    Girls, shall we go and find some gems? I mentally asked my women for their opinion. 
 
    Oh, yes! Amber said excitedly. And maybe even slay a beast or two in the process. 
 
    Sounds like a plan, Sid agreed. 
 
    I’m always down to help you, master, Lapis said in an eager tone. 
 
    If it means Ruby and I get to find our last gems, absolutely! Amethyst almost squealed in delight at the prospect. You’re in, Rubes? 
 
    Yes, count me in, the redhead said. 
 
    It’s all sorted then. I grinned before I switched to speaking out loud. “You stay. The girls and I will go back to the dungeons and see if we can find the last two gems we’re still missing. I’ll come back for you when it’s time to leave.” 
 
    I bade my goodbye to the three of them before I left the quartermaster’s chambers and made my way out of the castle. 
 
    This time, I didn’t have to whistle for Kaida to come to me since my dragon was letting some of the townspeople pet him. I was amazed by how chill and calm he was as he laid on the stone sidewalk, especially because the first couple of times we were in Hadden, Kaida had stayed by my side as if his life depended on it. Even Harold used to have trouble with him, but the longer Kaida spent in Hadden, the more social he became. 
 
    I chuckled when Kaida rolled on his back to let a few children pet and scratch his belly. He behaved exactly like a cat and even closed his red eyes in contentment as he growled softly. 
 
    “Hey there, buddy,” I greeted as I walked over to the small crowd that had gathered around him. 
 
    The adults all approached me to shake my hand and pay their respect, as if I were the actual Baron of Hadden, while the children screamed my name and abandoned Kaida’s side to come hug my legs. 
 
    Never before had I felt like the Messiah as much as I did in that moment. These people were my people even if they didn’t know it, so I spent the next few minutes catching up with them and reassuring them that everything would be fine. 
 
    The amount of faith they had in me and my ability to save Hadden was impressive, and it motivated me even more to defeat the overlord and bring back peace. 
 
    Eventually, the crowd started to die down and scatter, so I climbed on Kaida’s back, grabbed the pommel and the reins, and clicked my tongue to ask him to fly away. 
 
    “Bring me to the cabin, Kaida,” I requested as I patted the side of his neck. 
 
    Is Mr. Popular done with his fans? Amber teased me once Kaida was flying away from the town, and I laughed out loud. 
 
    What can I say, I’m irresistible, I teased back. 
 
    You sure are, master, Lapis agreed. 
 
    I must say it was absolutely adorable to watch all those kids fawning over you, Ruby gushed. I can see why everyone loves you. 
 
    She let out a small giggle before she stopped talking, and I was certain she was now blushing from her own words. 
 
    Thank you, Ruby. I grinned at the compliment. Now, let’s go and find you some gems. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    We arrived at the cabin in only a few minutes, and after I hopped off Kaida, I patted his neck, bade him goodbye, and went inside. Then I headed straight for the stairs, but instead of going through the portal, I went toward the dungeons’ entrance. 
 
    I glanced down at the compass tattoo on my wrist, but the arrow was going around in circles without settling in any direction. It seemed only the dungeons would be able to lead me in the right direction, so I followed the main tunnel until it turned left, then right, then up some stairs, then right again and down another flight of stairs. 
 
    Eventually, I reached a dark cave where I noticed ten tombs at equal distance from each other. There were still lit torches on the walls, but they were dimmed compared to the tunnels, although I couldn’t explain why. The air was also as chilled as the dungeons’, so chilled that when I shivered and exhaled, a cloud of vapor escaped my mouth 
 
    Oh, goodness me, it’s freezing, Amethyst suddenly said. 
 
    Can you feel the cold? I frowned at Amy’s comment. 
 
    Unfortunately, yes, we can, Sid confirmed. I’m not too sure why, but it’s like we can feel everything you feel, not just experience your emotions. 
 
    You feel all that through the bond? I asked in an amazed tone. 
 
    Although I was accustomed to Hadden, the dungeons, and the magic around me, there were times like now where this world still managed to take my breath away. 
 
    We do, Amber giggled. When you’re cold, we get this odd chilling sensation. We’re not exactly cold, per se, but we can imagine it all too well. 
 
    Like our dear friend Harold would say, it is most extraordinary, I joked, but behind it, I was truly amazed at the new knowledge I learned on a daily basis. 
 
    It is quiet, Sid giggled in agreement. But in all seriousness, what do you think is in those tombs? 
 
    I don’t know, but I don’t like the anxious sensation I have, Lapis said, and I heard the light tremor in her voice. 
 
    The tombs were sealed shut by the top of the caskets, but if I’d learned one thing while in Hadden, it was that tombs or caskets never remained shut. It was exactly like in video games, so I knew better than to storm inside the cave as if I owned the place in search of gold, gems, or chests. 
 
    Right, I said in a business-like voice, and I felt my women’s focus through our bond. I suggest we use your sneak ability, Ruby, to search the cave for any treasure we can find. We need to make sure whatever is inside those tombs doesn’t come out to fight us. Is that good with you girls? 
 
    Absolutely, Ruby agreed immediately. I’ll focus extra hard so you can search the cave undisturbed and uninterrupted. 
 
    Thank you, Rubes. I grinned. Any questions? 
 
    Let’s do this, Amethyst said excitedly. 
 
    I waited a few moments for Ruby to activate her ability, and when the dagger started glowing, I stepped inside the room. 
 
    The cave was large enough to house ten normal-sized tombs, but it wasn’t the biggest place I’d found in the dungeons. The ceilings were relatively low, but I started searching every nook and cranny in search of treasure. Every time I walked past a tomb, I made sure to hold my breath and tiptoe around them. Ruby’s ability silenced my footsteps entirely, but the rest was up to me. 
 
    I still carried weapons, and steel made some noise, so if I were to drop one of them, not even Ruby’s ability could silence the sound they’d make as they landed on the cold stones. 
 
    I spent the next few minutes quietly searching around the tombs in every crack I could find. 
 
    James, I can feel something, Amethyst suddenly gasped. Something is pulsing somewhere in the walls. 
 
    It must be your gem! Amber squealed in delight. 
 
    Guide me. I grinned at the prospect of finding Amy’s last gem. 
 
    To your left, my purple-haired woman instructed, and I headed toward the wall on the left side of the cave. 
 
    There were some holes in the stone walls, so I shoved my hands in them and felt around for the small gem. 
 
    Further down, Amethyst urged me. Yes, I can feel its pull. It must be right here. 
 
    She was getting overwhelmed and excited at the same time, and when I put my hand in the hole she indicated, I silently whooped when my fingers grazed against something tiny and hard yet soft. 
 
    You were right! I praised my lover as I pulled my hand out. 
 
    The gem was extremely tiny, half the size of my thumb. It was shaped like a teardrop, and despite the limited lighting in the cave, I couldn’t help but notice its beautiful and mesmerizing blue color with some hints of black in the middle. 
 
    It’s so beautiful, Amy whispered in awe. Quick, quick, James, give it to me. Please. I need it so bad. 
 
    I know, I’ve got you, I reassured her as I took the helmet off and added the gem to the free space on the right side. Here you go. 
 
    Thank you, James, thank you so much, Amethyst sighed in relief as soon as the gem was on the helmet. 
 
    Aw, this is amazing! Amber gushed happily. I wonder what your new ability is. 
 
    I don’t know, but I can’t wait to figure it out, Amy giggled. 
 
    I’m happy for you, Ames, Sid said in earnest. 
 
    Yes, me too, Amy, Lapis added. 
 
    This is so wonderful, Ruby sighed happily. I can’t wait to find my last gem as well. 
 
    Unfortunately, Ruby was so excited and thrilled by our discovery that she forgot to keep her ability on. The light on the blade dimmed, and it flashed in and out before it stopped completely. 
 
    As soon as her ability was off, a low-pitched vibration echoed around the cave. The floor trembled under my feet, and before I knew it, the top of the caskets had been blown away from the tombs. 
 
    Oh, no, James, I’m so sorry! Ruby let out a cry of disappointment and frustration. I wasn’t paying attention, it’s my fault. 
 
    It’s alright, Ruby, I assured her. Whatever’s inside the tombs, we’ll kill them. 
 
    Yes, we will, Amber agreed easily. We’re powerful, remember? 
 
    That’s true, we are, Ruby agreed, although she still sounded angry with herself. I’m still sorry, guys. 
 
    Don’t be, it’s absolutely fine. A grin grew on my face. Besides, I was in the mood to kill a few monsters. 
 
    What are we waiting for then? Sid chuckled, and I could tell she was as ready to fight as I was. 
 
    I expected to see a bunch of near-dead draugrs emerge from the tombs, but I was surprised by what came out of the graves. 
 
    The creatures were as thin as skeletons, and they had sickly gray skin with a red mouth where drool pooled on each corner. Every monster still had some human clothes on, but they were torn, dirty, and the original color had faded. Whatever was left of the fabric was hanging limply. 
 
    The monsters all let out some low “ahhh” sounds as they used their skeleton-like arms to push themselves up. 
 
    Zombies, Sid murmured. I’ve read about them before. Surprisingly, they’re immune to fire, but I don’t know about your ice ability, Amber. 
 
    There’s only one way to find out, Amber said with confidence. One word from you, James, and I’m ready. 
 
    Let’s try to freeze them, and then we can behead them with the sword, I instructed, and all five of my women agreed to the plan. 
 
    So, I unstrapped the bow from my chest, nocked an arrow against the string, and aimed at the closest zombie when the wood turned cold under my palm. 
 
    As expected, there were ten of them, but they were moving much slower than I would’ve thought, so it was an advantage I’d definitely use. 
 
    The projectile went straight in the zombie’s chest, and I cheered loudly when the ice spread across its gray skin until it covered the entire monster. The zombie fell back in its casket and didn’t get back up, so I aimed another arrow at the second closest zombie. 
 
    Looks like they’re not immune to ice, I commented when the second zombie fell on the cave floor after the arrow nestled in its stomach. 
 
    Apparently not, Amber chuckled. And they’re really slow as well, exactly like in the movies! 
 
    The only difference is probably the smell, I joked. Those zombies don’t have a smell, which is weird considering they’ve been stuck inside a tomb for probably decades or more. 
 
    Well, I’m not complaining, Sid giggled. I don’t particularly want to smell some putrid odor if I can help it. 
 
    Me, neither, Amethyst agreed. I don’t think I’d do well with horrible smells. 
 
    Good thing we don’t have to put up with that then, I concluded. 
 
    I proceeded to fire arrow after arrow at each one of the remaining eight zombies. 
 
    James, look out! Amethyst suddenly shouted in my head as I was about to fire yet another arrow at one of the zombies. 
 
    Thanks to my woman’s warning, I managed to dodge the zombie that had creeped up on me from my right. There were only two left, and they were advancing toward me in a slow and threatening manner. 
 
    Before I could do anything, there was a sudden puff of smoke that filled the air around me. The smoke was thick and dark gray, and I had no doubt it was coming from the helmet. 
 
    I guess we now know what your second ability is, I chuckled as I blindly kept my bow pointed at the smoke. This is so wickedly cool! 
 
    I don’t even know how I did that, Amethyst giggled, but there was no denying how pleased she was. 
 
    That’s what makes it even better, well done, Sid praised her. 
 
    Do you think it’s just some blinding smoke or can it do anything else? Lapis wondered out loud. 
 
    I’m not sure, Amy answered truthfully, and she sounded deep in thought. I can try to do something else with it? 
 
    Yes, let’s try, I agreed. We might be pleasantly surprised, who knows? 
 
    When the smoke started to dissipate in the air, I felt Amethyst’s deep concentration in the back of my mind before a bright light started glowing around me. It emanated from the helmet, and to my amazement, the last two zombies growled as they closed their eyes and shielded their faces. 
 
    The light was bright, but it wasn’t so bright I had to protect my own eyes from it. 
 
    The light is blinding them! Ruby said excitedly. How did you do that? 
 
    I was thinking about protecting James, and suddenly I was combining my abilities together, and this light appeared, Amethyst eagerly explained. 
 
    Is it blinding you, master? Lapis asked me. 
 
    No, it’s not. I shook my head and fired an arrow at one of the zombies. It must be because of the bond. You’re protecting me with your shield, and your light blinds everyone but me. How about you, girls? Does the light blind you? 
 
    No, it doesn’t, Amber answered first. At least not for me. 
 
    It doesn’t bother me, either, Sid added, and both Lapis and Ruby expressed their agreement. 
 
    I quickly aimed another arrow at the last zombie and watched as Amber’s ice ability froze the creature. It fell in a loud thump on the stone floor before silence filled the cave. All ten zombies were frozen in place, so I went over to every single one of them and beheaded them so they wouldn’t come back to life. 
 
    It wasn’t much of a fight at all, was it? Ruby sighed in disappointment. But I do feel relieved it wasn’t too hard, considering it was my fault. 
 
    None of us holds you responsible, I assured her, and my four other women were quick to back me up. At least, we know what Amy’s second ability is. We only need to find yours, and we’re good. 
 
    I can’t believe how useful your ability is, Ames, Amber said in awe. With it, the overlord doesn’t stand a chance! 
 
    He already didn’t stand a chance now that the set is completed, but now his chances are even more slim, Sid agreed. 
 
    Let’s head home? I asked my five warrior women, who all agreed. Right, let’s get my dad and go back home. I’m curious to see your new physical change. 
 
    Oh, yes, me, too! Amethyst said. Do you think it’ll be my hair as well? 
 
    Most probably, Amber agreed. That’s what happened to the rest of us anyway. 
 
    Oooooh, I’m intrigued, Amy giggled. 
 
    The dungeons led me back to the cabin, and from there I rode Kaida back to the castle. Elijah was still in the quartermaster’s chambers where he was practicing magic with Harold and Maggie. 
 
    My dad’s magic was still rusty, but he’d apparently been able to do some simple and basic spells, so we were hopeful he would gain all of his magic back by the time we had to fight and defeat the overlord. 
 
    We both said goodbye to the old couple before we traveled back to the cabin, and from there, we crossed the portal and arrived back into the loft’s master bedroom where my mom was waiting for us. 
 
    She jumped from the bed the second we stumbled out of the closet and cried in relief when she knew we were safe. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, you were gone for so long,” she scolded us as she fell in my father’s arms. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, my sweet butterfly,” Elijah apologized before he bent down and captured her lips for a passionate kiss. “Catching up with old friends and all that. You know how that usually goes.” 
 
    “Don’t do that to me again.” She frowned momentarily before she turned and locked eyes with me. “And you. I can’t believe you’ve been escaping to another world for hours at a time. No one would know where to look for you if you were to stay locked up in Hadden.” 
 
    “Mom, it’s okay,” I said in a soothing voice as my women helped me take the armor off. “I’m always trying to be safe when I’m in Hadden. Besides, you’re forgetting I have five super strong women who help me fight.” 
 
    “All the more reason to be worried about you,” Mom retorted as a slow pout formed on her face. “But you’re not a kid anymore. You’re an adult. I just have a hard time accepting you’ve grown into such a remarkable and handsome young man.” 
 
    “Aw, Mom,” I teased her, and she clicked her tongue and flicked me behind the ear. 
 
    “He takes after me for the handsome part,” Elijah said in a somewhat pompous but joking voice. 
 
    Mom’s reaction was immediate. She scoffed, turned toward him, and flicked him behind the ear while we laughed at the two of them. 
 
    “If you haven’t noticed, he looks exactly like me save for the eyes,” Mom reminded him. 
 
    “He does,” Dad admitted with a sappy love-struck look. 
 
    “Thank you.” Mom smiled before her eyes widened. “Oh, my, my dear child, what happened to your hair?” 
 
    “What, what?” Amethyst asked in a panicked voice as she patted her hair for any anomaly. 
 
    We’d been so focused on the conversation with my parents that none of us noticed the slight change with Amethyst’s physical appearance. 
 
    Her long and wavy hair was still as bright purple as before, but it now had beautiful mermaid blue and black streaks. She looked positively stunning, and the new colors enhanced the dual colors of her eyes. 
 
    “It looks incredible,” Mom gushed as she rushed toward Amy and gently grabbed some locks. “I wish my hair was as gorgeous as yours. You all have wonderful and luscious hair. What’s your secret?” 
 
    The evident relief on my girlfriend’s face made me chuckle. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” I complimented her. 
 
    “Oh, my God, Ames!” Amber squealed. “Go look at yourself in the mirror. Your hair is so beautiful.” 
 
    “Is it?” Amethyst grinned under the attention before she rushed inside the en-suite to admire her new hair color. 
 
    My women followed her as they continued to compliment her, so I walked my parents to the entrance hall where they got ready to go back to my mom’s. 
 
    “Come for dinner tomorrow night,” I said before they left. “It’s Christmas Eve, it’s a time meant to be with family.” 
 
    “Well, it depends,” Mom said with seriousness before she cracked a grin. “Are you cooking, or is sweet Lapis?” 
 
    “Lapis will cook, obviously,” I chuckled. “It’ll be a nice evening, though, so I’d love it if you were both there.” 
 
    “Of course, son,” Dad said as he clasped a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good.” I smiled at the two of them before I let them walk out. 
 
    It was weird to see my mom with my dad, especially because I didn’t have any memories of him whatsoever, but I could tell he was a good person, and he made her happy. So, as long as she was happy, I was also happy. Now, we could finally be one happy family like I’d always dreamed. 
 
    My women and I went out for dinner to celebrate the finding of Amethyst’s last gem. It was a nice little treat to mark the end of a good and eventful day. I treated them to a restaurant of Amy’s choosing, and we ended up eating some very spicy Indian food, except Amber, who had some mild dishes. 
 
    The six of us spent a wonderful evening together, although we spared a saddened thought for Honey, who was spending some quality time with her mom after their emotional conversation today. My newest girlfriend had kept me updated throughout the day, and while I didn’t know all the details, I was glad to know her relationship with her mother was almost as good as before. 
 
    With the encouraging news Honey provided, I invited both her parents to join us for our Christmas Eve dinner, and I even invited Sid’s dad. I didn’t think Richard had anyone to spend the festive holidays with, and I knew there was nothing more depressing than spending Christmas alone. Besides, I knew Sid wanted to see her dad more often, so it was a joyous occasion to have everyone we loved with us. 
 
    There would be a hell of a lot of cooking on Lapis’ part, but we’d all give her a helping hand, so I knew the day would be memorable and amazing. I wanted the next two days to be as incredible and extraordinary as possible to mark my women’s first proper Christmas celebration. 
 
    We spent the rest of the evening curled up on the couch as we watched some Hallmark Christmas movies. They were very cheesy and romantic, but my otherworldly women loved them, so I spent most of my time admiring them and falling more in love with each one of them than actually watching the movies. 
 
    We went to bed in the master bedroom and all piled up together, and when I woke up in the morning, I was refreshed and feeling exceptionally cheerful. 
 
    Today was Christmas Eve, and there was loads to do to make this day as phenomenal as I wanted it to be for everyone. I helped Lapis make some brunch for all of us since we’d be busy for the entire day and would probably not find the time to have proper food. Except for Amber. She couldn’t go two hours without eating, but that was to be expected, so I made sure the cupboards were stocked with a mountain of different snacks to satiate her growing hunger. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan for today?” Amethyst asked as she shoveled some potatoes in her mouth. 
 
    She’d done some intricate braiding with her hair, and it showed off her small and soft facial features. She looked beautiful, but then again, all my women did, and I didn’t think I would ever get used to their beauty nor how lucky I was to have such kind, strong, and gorgeous women by my side. 
 
    They were all devoted to me, and in return, I was as devoted to them as they deserved. 
 
    “Well, first things first, we need to buy a lot of food,” I explained as I drank some of my black coffee. “We’re hosting a proper party, there’ll be loads of people including us, so we need to make sure we have enough to feed everyone.” 
 
    “And drinks,” Amber added cheerfully. “Lots of drinks!” 
 
    “And drinks,” I confirmed with a little chuckle. “Even the non-alcoholic ones for you.” 
 
    “Yayyyy!” Amber cheered. “So, we buy a lot of food, and then what? We can’t host a party like this!” 
 
    She waved around the flat with a pout. There were some Christmas decorations we’d already put up as well as the Christmas tree, but it seemed she wasn’t happy with the way the loft looked. 
 
    “Why not?” I frowned. “The loft is decorated for Christmas. What more do we need?” 
 
    “More decorations, obviously,” Sid giggled. “Maybe a few more chairs? And a festive tablecloth and cutlery.” 
 
    “Actually, we’d need two sets,” Ruby jumped in. “One for this evening, and one for tomorrow. They’re two different days, aren’t they, James?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I confirmed. “We could have something more classy tonight, and something festive and Christmassy for tomorrow?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, that sounds wonderful, master,” Lapis gushed over the idea. “I could even make some special Christmas cookies for tomorrow, and something else for tonight?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I easily agreed. 
 
    “Do you know what else we need?” Amber asked in between mouthfuls of bacon and potatoes. 
 
    She had a grin on her face, and both she and Sid looked as thick as thieves, so I knew it was something fashion related. 
 
    “Some new clothes?” I hazarded a guess, and when they both nodded and erupted in fits of giggles, I smiled. “Of course. Anything you want, you can have.” 
 
    “Oh, perhaps I can get more fabric,” Amethyst suggested with keen interest. “What if I were the one to make the placemats? I could make some white snowflakes to put under the plates?” 
 
    “That’s a brilliant idea, Amy,” I complimented her. “Are you sure you’ll have enough time to do that today?” 
 
    “I work fast,” she insisted. “I can lock myself in the guest bedroom and work uninterrupted for a few hours.” 
 
    “Alright, then, it’s settled,” Amber chirped happily. “Ames will do the placemats, and we’ll choose something pretty to go along with it.” 
 
    “I’ll help Lapis make the food for tonight,” Ruby offered. 
 
    “Thank you,” the blonde responded with a lovely smile. 
 
    “And we’ll add a few more decorations around here,” Sid added as she gestured around the living room and entrance hall. 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned at the plan we laid out for today. “Let’s finish up and then go.” 
 
    We happily munched on the rest of our brunch, and once we were done, we cleared the table, filled the dishwasher with the dirty dishes, and turned it on before we left the loft. 
 
    We decided to walk to the nearest supermarket that was big enough for us to find everything we needed. The streets were crowded with last-minute shoppers like ourselves who were walking quickly. There was a happy and cheerful atmosphere around, and people who passed each other on the street happily cheered “Merry Christmas.” 
 
    My women were all talking excitedly to each other as we walked. Their first proper Christmas was going to be a success, I could sense it. 
 
    At the grocery store, I let Lapis decide on everything she wanted to cook tonight and tomorrow. Nothing was too much for her or any of my other women. While Ruby helped Lapis pick up the ingredients she needed, Amethyst went to get some more fabric for the placemats. 
 
    As for Amber and Sid, they went to get some new cutlery sets as well as some glasses, decorations, and a few folding chairs just in case we needed more seats. Once they were all satisfied with their purchases, I offered to go back to the loft with the many bags we had while they went shopping for their new Christmas outfits. 
 
    I knew Amber and Sid would want at least two different outfits, but I wasn’t certain the rest of my women cared as much. They wanted to look pretty, and they very obviously liked clothes, but not to the extent both Amber and Sid did. 
 
    All five of my women agreed to go shopping for an hour or two while I started sorting the loft out. I handed them my credit card and advised them to spend as much as they wanted on anything they wanted, but to still be reasonable. With the promise they wouldn’t liquidate my bank account, I left them to go back home. 
 
    Since the set was completed, our bond was stronger than ever, and it allowed them to be further away from me than we ever thought possible. I even believed they’d be fine if we were in two different countries, but I wouldn’t test my theory just in case they became ill and I wasn’t around to help them. 
 
    Soon, we wouldn’t have to worry about that. Soon, we’d defeat Cornelius the Third, use his Transfuser to break the curse, and then my women would be able to do whatever they wanted without the fear they’d become ill if they were too far away from me. 
 
    At the loft, I started unpacking the grocery bags and putting the food away before I started on the decorations. I sorted them by color and decided to let Amber and Sid worry about what they wanted to put and where. I knew they’d do an amazing job regardless, and our guests would have a lovely time. 
 
    By the time I’d washed the new dishes and cutlery sets we’d just bought and put away the clean dishes, my women were back. I was surprised they weren’t gone for more than an hour, especially when they could shop as much as they wanted, but we did have only a few hours left to decorate the loft and get ourselves ready for the evening. 
 
    Time was running short, so my women put their shopping bags in the master bedroom before Amethyst locked herself up in the guest bedroom with her sewing machine. Then Amber and Sid started decorating the rest of the loft with the white, dark blue, and gold decorations we’d gotten for tonight. 
 
    Christmas Eve was going to be an expensive-looking night, but Christmas Day would be more relaxed and casual. 
 
    I hovered around the kitchen to lend a hand to Lapis and Ruby as they cooked tonight’s dinner. There was some salmon, some green beans and green olives with cherry tomatoes, some potatoes, and a three-tier cake covered in white and blue icing. Lapis had even gone as far as putting snowflakes all over the cake. 
 
    The result was beautiful, and I was slightly disappointed we’d have to cut the cake and eat it. 
 
    “You outdid yourself,” I praised Lapis when she added the finishing touches to the cake. “And you, too, Ruby.” 
 
    “You think the cake is alright?” Lapis bit on her bottom lip worriedly. 
 
    “Of course.” I smiled and leaned over the kitchen island to give her a sweet kiss. 
 
    Her mouth tasted as sweet as the icing flavor she’d just made, and my stomach growled for more, but it would have to wait. Our guests would soon be arriving, and we still had to get ready. 
 
    “I want tonight to be perfect,” Lapis said, and I noted the nervousness in her voice. 
 
    “It will be, Lapis,” Ruby assured her from where she was washing some of the dirty dishes. “Look at all the food you’ve made! There will definitely be plenty for everyone to have seconds and thirds if they so wish.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded in agreement. “You’re a talented cook, probably the best one I’ve ever seen. You could open your own restaurant, and people would travel across the country to eat your food.” 
 
    “Thank you, master,” Lapis giggled in delight at the compliment. 
 
    Her cheeks were rosy pink from all the hard work she’d put in for the past few hours, and her blonde hair was all over the place. It didn’t matter if she didn’t have makeup on or didn’t have perfect hair, right now, she looked super cute and edible. She was her true self when she was cooking, and that made me appreciate her beauty even more. 
 
    “Right, go get ready now, both of you,” I commanded in a fake imperial voice that made the two of them laugh. “I’ll finish cleaning up the kitchen and setting the table.” 
 
    The two of them gave me a kiss on each cheek before they nearly skipped down the hallway. 
 
    By the time I was finished in the kitchen, Amethyst finally emerged from the guest bedroom. She looked exhausted but happy and proud of herself, and for good reason. 
 
    The placemats she carried with her were stunning. They were exactly as she said they would be, beautiful snow-white snowflakes, with a lot of small and intricate designs throughout. With the limited time she’d had to make them, I was impressed by her talent. 
 
    “Amy, they’re gorgeous,” I whispered in awe as I took one placemat to admire it up close. “Where did you get the inspiration from?” 
 
    “Internet.” Amethyst grinned at my reaction, and I helped her put the placemats on the table. “I am satisfied with the result, I’ll admit, but I wish I had the time to make some matching coasters as well.” 
 
    She was pouting her pretty lips while her brow furrowed slightly, and she’d never looked as adorable as she did now. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her. “They look incredible, and the designs you’ve added are a nice extra touch. Everyone will be as impressed as I am, trust me. You’ve outdone yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you, James.” Her pout turned to a contented smile before she gasped and rushed toward the countertop beside the sink where Lapis’ three-tier cake was safely put away from all her other food. “Oh, wow! Lapis sure has a gift, doesn’t she? This cake is marvelous.” 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” I chuckled fondly at my woman’s reaction. “Why don’t you go get ready for tonight?” 
 
    Amy nodded, kissed me, and disappeared into the master bedroom just as Amber and Sid were coming out. My two women were already showered and dressed since they’d finished setting up the new decorations ages ago. They’d done a little bit of extra cleaning around the loft to ensure the place was spotless, and now they looked divine in their new expensive-looking dresses. 
 
    Both of them wore a black dress, but while Sid had a golden strap on her right shoulder that kept the fabric together and showed off some of her skin, Amber had opted for a strapless dress so tight, I didn’t know how she was able to breathe. The dress showed off how slim she was despite her pregnancy, and both of them wore matching black heels with some gold and silver glitter all over. 
 
    “You girls are dazzling,” I complimented them, but I knew no word would be enough to explain how amazing they looked. 
 
    Amber’s red hair was wrapped up in a tight bun, and she’d even added a tiara on her head, while Sid had let her hair down in natural waves. The only accessory Sid wore was a single brooch that held up some of her long hair away from her delicate face. Even their makeup was softer than it usually was to match the lavishness of the night. 
 
    “Why thank you.” Amber and Sid blushed at my words. 
 
    “You’ve done really well with the decorations,” I added with a vague gesture toward the entrance hall where they’d put up gold, midnight-blue, and white balloons as well as some matching colored banners that spelled the word ‘Christmas.’ 
 
    “There wasn’t much else to do, but it was necessary,” Sid commented as she went to sit down on the couch. 
 
    “Awwww, the table looks so lovely,” Amber cooed as she walked around the kitchen island to look at the new cutlery, tablecloth, and placemats. “Oh, my God, are those Amy’s placemats? They’re so gorgeous! Sid, come take a look.” 
 
    Sid rushed over as fast as she could in her high heels and made the same ‘aww’ face as Amber when she spotted the snowflake placemats. 
 
    “She’s so talented.” Sid smiled in delight. “The table looks incredible.” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Amber squealed just as loud as she ran to the countertops. “Is that a bow?” 
 
    She pointed at the midnight-blue bow Lapis had added on the cake and jumped up and down while she clapped her hands. 
 
    “It is,” I chuckled. “Both Lapis and Ruby worked hard in the kitchen.” 
 
    “They did,” Sid agreed with a vigorous nod. “I can’t wait to eat the cake, although there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to touch it at all. It looks too pretty to cut it into pieces.” 
 
    “Maybe I can draw it,” Amber suggested. “That way we get to see it every day!” 
 
    “Oh, yes, what a fantastic idea!” Sid grinned. “Take a photo so you’ll remember what it looks like.” 
 
    Amber nodded and snapped a quick photo of the cake before she gasped in horror when she glanced back at me. 
 
    “James!” she shouted in a particularly loud voice, and she looked so shocked, I feared there was something wrong with me. “Why aren’t you showered and dressed yet? It’s late! Our guests will be here soon.” 
 
    “I’ll go now,” I laughed and went over to her to give her a quick kiss on the lips before I did the same with Sid. 
 
    Then I went down the hallway and into the master bedroom where my three other women had showered and were applying the finishing touches to their makeup. The three of them looked glamorous in their outfits. 
 
    Lapis was wearing a long white dress with two glittery gold straps on each shoulder. The fabric was well fitted around her waist with a simple gold chain, and it showed off her lovely curves. Like Amber, she’d done her hair up in a bun, but hers was messy, and some tendrils of hair fell over her forehead and temples like a curtain. 
 
    Amethyst had chosen a midnight-blue jumpsuit that accentuated the new colors in her hair. Her outfit was simple but elegant, and the sparkly black belt she wore enhanced her small hips. Her hair was loose and straightened, and she’d added a few pearly-white beads all over. 
 
    As for Ruby, she’d gone for an emerald velvet dress with tight sleeves that opened up around her wrists. The deep and rich green color made the deep redness of her hair pop even more than usual, and she’d put it up in a high ponytail with a few locks falling on either side of her face. She’d opted out of wearing any accessories, and her simple yet refined outfit made her look exquisite. 
 
    All of my women were extraordinarily beautiful, and I couldn’t wait to see what Honey would wear tonight. 
 
    “You are all lovely, absolutely stunning,” I complimented them and rejoiced in their pleased expressions. 
 
    “Thank you, James,” Amethyst said as she added some light blush to Ruby’s porcelain-white skin. 
 
    “The bathroom is all yours, master.” Lapis motioned at the en-suite with one hand. 
 
    “We’ll get the guests seated if they get here before you’re done,” Ruby added, and I sent her a grateful smile. 
 
    I headed for the bathroom and took a quick shower, and by the time I went back inside the bedroom, my three warrior women were gone. I chose to wear smart black pants and a fitted black blazer over a white button-up shirt. I also added some expensive gold cufflinks to match the gold accessories my women had bought for themselves, and I even put on some hair gel to tame my unruly hair and slicked it backward. 
 
    I had to admit, I looked good, and I knew my six women would be delighted by the effort I put in. With one last look in the mirror, I headed back to the living room and found my five otherworldly women pleasantly chatting on the couch. None of our guests had arrived yet, so I went to join them, but as I was sitting down, the doorbell rang for the first time. 
 
    “I’ll go!” Amber jumped up before I could do or say anything and ran up the steps and down the hallway in her high heels. 
 
    “How can she run with heels?” I curiously wondered out loud. 
 
    “It’s a skill,” Sid giggled in answer. “More like an art, really.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I chuckled along with her. 
 
    Amber came back with Richard following behind her. Like he often did, Richard wore a smart and elegant suit, but instead of the usual tie, he’d opted for a black bowtie that made him look more handsome than he already was. 
 
    “Richard,” I greeted him with a shake of the hand and a smile. “Looking good as usual.” 
 
    “Thank you, James,” Richard chuckled. “You clean up nicely yourself.” 
 
    I thanked him and let him greet his daughter just as the doorbell rang again. This time, it was my own parents. Elijah wore a new, dark gray suit he must have bought today, and Mom had put on a red dress I didn’t even think she owned. 
 
    “Mom, Dad, you both look fantastic,” I complimented them as I led them to the living room. 
 
    “Thank you, sweetie.” Mom gave me a kiss on the cheek before she went to greet my girlfriends. 
 
    “Dad, I think there’s someone you haven’t seen in a long time here to see you,” I told Elijah and gestured at Richard. 
 
    The businessman had his back to us as he spoke with Sid, but when I called his name, he turned around and stared at Elijah with wide eyes. He was speechless, and it seemed even my dad didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “Dad, do you remember Elijah?” Sid asked her father. “He left Hadden with you. You both grew up together.” 
 
    “We did…” Richard murmured at last, and a broad, uncharacteristic smile split his face. “You old bastard, I thought you were dead.” 
 
    Richard gave a hearty chuckle as he stepped forward and embraced my dad in a manly and strong hug. I couldn’t see my dad’s face, but I heard the same euphoric laugh, so I knew he was happy to meet one of his old friends. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Richard,” Elijah said when they stepped backward. “Have you aged at all? You still look as dashing as you did back when we were young. Ah, yes, you have aged a bit. Look at all the gray in your hair.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk, old man,” Richard teased back. 
 
    They stared at each other one more time before they fell back in each other’s arms. I didn’t know they’d been as close as they demonstrated, but it was nice to see my dad still had some ties to this world apart from my mom and I. 
 
    “When James said he’d found a drawing of you, I didn’t want to believe you were still alive,” Richard admitted, and only now did I notice both my mom and the rest of my women had teared up during the two men’s reunion. 
 
    “Alas, old friend, you will not be rid of me that easily,” Elijah said as he puffed his chest. “I’m very hard to kill.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t gloat if I were you,” Mom warned him with a false air of disappointment. 
 
    “Of course, my sweet butterfly,” Dad immediately sweet-talked her, and he rushed back to her side to pepper her face with kisses. 
 
    “I believe there’s someone else you both know who’s coming tonight,” I mysteriously added. “Someone you both haven’t seen in a very long time.” 
 
    If one of them was to know whom I was talking about, it’d be Richard. He was the one who’d shown us the picture of the bunch of them who’d fled Hadden, so he knew about Honey’s mom and the fact she still lived in New York. 
 
    Just then, the doorbell rang on cue, so I went to answer it, and a couple of minutes later, Honey and her parents entered the loft. 
 
    Honey looked stunning in a glamorous red dress that made her blonde hair, white skin, and blue eyes stand out. It seemed she’d gotten Amber and Sid’s memo since she was wearing a gold necklace that rested beautifully on her naked collarbones. 
 
    Her outfit was also tight enough that it showed her curves but not so much it would be indecent for our evening. 
 
    Honey’s mother was an older version of her daughter. They had the same blue eyes and blonde hair as well as the same height and petite body. She wore a long and elegant black dress while the tall man who stood at her side was wearing a simple black tuxedo with a bowtie. 
 
    I’d only ever seen Honey’s father in pictures she had on her desk back on campus, so I was impressed and slightly intimidated by how tall he was. However, the kind smile he gave me was enough to calm my nerves down. Honey had told me her father learned about Hadden only the day before, so he was still getting used to all the weirdness that surrounded his family. 
 
    The man seemed nice enough and like a goofball, exactly like my dad was, so I was certain the two of them would get on perfectly well. 
 
    “Hi, guys, welcome,” I greeted them as I closed the front door. “Rachel, I think you’d like to see two of your old acquaintances?” 
 
    Honey’s mom nodded fearfully, but her husband, Hugh, took her hand in a firm grip to give her the emotional support she needed. During the conversation with her mom, Honey had told her about Elijah, Richard, myself, and the daughters, so Rachel was up to date with everything and clearly emotional. 
 
    “Shall we?” Hugh murmured, and when Rachel nodded, he accompanied her down the hallway. 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe how many tears she’s cried since yesterday,” Honey sighed once we were alone. 
 
    “It must have been tough for her, but look at you both,” I said encouragingly as I placed my hands on her hips and brought her to me. “You’re closer than ever, and there’s no more secrets standing between the three of you. It’s all working out for the better.” 
 
    “It is, you’re right,” Honey acknowledged with a little smile as she wrapped her arms around my neck and rested her forehead against mine. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hello.” I grinned and closed the gap between our faces. “Come on, let’s celebrate Christmas Eve the way it’s supposed to be celebrated.” 
 
    “You mean with alcohol, right?” Honey joked as I led her by the hand. 
 
    “Evidently,” I laughed. 
 
    We joined the rest of our big group in the living room just in time to see Rachel burst into tears as she fell in Richard and Elijah’s arms. Both my mom and Honey’s dad stayed back while they shed tears and held each other’s hands. 
 
    “Right, is this a funeral or a celebration?” I joked to clear up the tension in the room. 
 
    Everyone laughed, and after we’d dried our happy tears, we sat at the table to start our dinner. While Amy and I served dinner to everyone, Lapis explained the different dishes, and although she received a lot of compliments for the way her food looked, she received more when our guests tried the food. 
 
    I knew for a fact the red of Lapis’ face was due to the many compliments she kept receiving throughout the evening. Everyone loved her food, and there was nothing left on any of our plates after each dish.               
 
    When we brought the magnificent three-tier cake to the table, our guests let out gasps of surprise and amazement. 
 
    “Lapis, this is gorgeous,” Mom applauded her. “Did my son let you slave away in the kitchen all day?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” The blonde shook her head immediately. “He tried to help me as much as he could, and so did Ruby. It wasn’t all me.” 
 
    “It was mostly her,” Ruby easily denied. “James and I only helped where we could, but that’s it. The ideas and the execution are all Lapis.” 
 
    Lapis blushed under the attention, but I could tell she was pleased by the many compliments. 
 
    I started to cut the cake and gave a piece to everyone. The inside of the cake was rainbow-colored, which was a nice, unsuspected, and extra touch no one could have guessed from looking at the cake from the outside. 
 
    We all ate in silence and savored our dessert as we sipped on more champagne and wine. Tonight had been a brilliant success, but I hadn’t doubted it would be. My women were strong and skilled, and they could pull off anything they put their minds to. 
 
    Once we were done with our cake, we migrated to the living room to drink more alcohol until it was time to call it a night. Throughout the evening, Richard, Elijah, and Rachel had reminisced about their childhood in Hadden, and they’d shared a lot of stories about each other, some of which were embarrassingly hilarious. 
 
    At the end of the night, I called a cab for my parents and then a second one for Honey and her parents. I’d told Honey she was free to spend the night, and to stay over for Christmas, but she said she wanted to spend the holiday with her parents. I could tell the three of them were worried about the upcoming battle in Hadden, and I didn’t blame them for wanting some alone time together.  
 
    “I guess we’ll have to do our gift exchange later,” I murmured to Honey as her parents were saying goodbye to my other women.  
 
    “Definitely,” Honey whispered with a glint in her eye. “Plus, we’ll have many more Christmases to celebrate together.”  
 
    “Will we now?” I teased and took a step closer to her in the entry hall.  
 
    “Of course,” Honey said as her eyes drifted to my lips. “You can’t get rid of me now, James.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it.” I smirked, and after I glanced around to make sure her parents still weren’t looking, I darted forward and pressed my lips to the blonde’s.  
 
    Soon, she and her parents left in their cab, and I was about to call another one for Richard, but he stopped me and admitted he had a private chauffeur waiting for him. 
 
    Our guests departed one by one after thanking us for such a memorable evening, and when it was finally just my women and I, we tiredly dragged ourselves to bed. 
 
    Tomorrow was Christmas Day, and we’d do it all over again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I was woken up on Christmas morning by some joyous cheers that were only slightly muffled. I smiled instantly because I knew the reason my warrior women were as happy as they were was. While they were sleeping, I’d gotten back up to place all our presents under the tree, exactly like my mom had done for years when I was a kid. 
 
    I knew they were adults, but it was their first proper Christmas celebration, and I’d always said I’d do everything I could to make it memorable. So, presents under the tree, a half drank glass of milk and a plate with a few cookies and crumbs all around to pretend Santa Claus had truly come to deliver the presents while we were sleeping. 
 
    Of course, none of my women were that oblivious to my shenanigans, but they clearly appreciated the lengths I’d gone to in order to make their first Christmas enjoyable. 
 
    “James, come look!” they shouted from the living room. 
 
    I quickly got up and jogged out of the bedroom to see them all gathered around the tree. The five of them were wearing their special Christmas pajamas we’d gotten a few days ago, and they looked adorable. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked once I caught up with them. 
 
    “Look, presents!” Sid pointed at the mountain of wrapped gifts under the tree. 
 
    “Did Santa really come?” Amber asked, but despite the innocence in her voice, she was grinning like the Cheshire cat, so I knew she didn’t actually believe in an old fat man’s fake existence. 
 
    “Apparently so,” I pretended to be surprised, which only made them laugh. “Who wants to open some presents?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, please, I do,” Amethyst answered eagerly from where she was already sitting in front of the tree. 
 
    “Let me make some hot chocolate first,” I announced and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    When I was a kid, my mom would always make us some homemade hot chocolate that we drank while we opened the presents. She always made sure we had plenty of marshmallows to go with our hot drinks, and I was grateful for everything she’d ever done for me, so it was only natural that I wanted to do the same for my women. 
 
    Once I was done with the hot chocolate, I placed the steamy hot cups on a tray, added a large bowl of marshmallows, and went back to the living room. 
 
    “Here we go, all set.” I grinned and handed each of my women a cup before I sat down beside them. “Who wants to go first?” 
 
    “I think you should, master,” Lapis said, and my four other women shared their agreement. 
 
    “Yes, you should.” Ruby nodded. “You’ve done so much for us, it’s only fair you should be the first one to open a present.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “If I must, then hand me a present.” 
 
    While Ruby rummaged through the pile of presents, Amber leaned against me. 
 
    “Thank you for this magical experience.” Her lips brushed against my ear as she spoke, and I shivered from her hot breath. “I can’t believe you say your world doesn’t have magic. Christmas is the most magical thing I’ve ever experienced.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re all happy,” I whispered back just as Ruby held out a small square present. 
 
    “This one is from Lapis,” the redheaded woman read the tag. 
 
    I took the present from her and opened it under the watchful attention of my women. I very much had the sensation I was a lab rat, but I didn’t mind it. Once the wrapping paper was off, I was left with a box, so I opened it and smiled fondly. 
 
    “Lapis, this is beautiful,” I murmured. 
 
    She’d gone out of her way to use her skills to make me a thoughtful present rather than simply buying something already made. The box contained a few gingerbread cookies shaped like hearts, and they each had a different drawing on them 
 
    There were six cookies in total, and each of them represented one of my women. Lapis had added some edible beads all around the edges, and in the middle was a drawing of my women. Each cookie had a specific color. Purple for Amethyst, orange for Amber, black for Sid, red for Ruby, and blue for Lapis herself. 
 
    Lapis’ gift may not have been worth much, but it was thoughtful and beautiful, and I almost didn’t want to eat the cookies. 
 
    “Amber helped me with the drawings,” Lapis said in a shy voice. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “I love it,” I assured her as I leaned toward her and kissed her. “Thank you. Although, I’m not sure I’ll be able to ever eat them. They’re too beautiful.” 
 
    “They’re delicious, too, master,” Lapis giggled softly, but I could tell she was pleased by my compliment. 
 
    “Well, in that case, I’ll force myself to destroy your hard work.” I winked at her, which made her giggle some more. “Right, I think it should be your turn to open some presents, girls.” 
 
    We took turns opening our presents while we drank our hot chocolate and ate some marshmallows. All five of my women were ecstatic with their gifts, so I knew I’d chosen the right ones for each of them, and they’d all gifted me with amazing presents in turn. 
 
    Amber had painted me in the black armor I wore in Hadden, and she’d included all five weapons. Her bow was strapped around my chest while the feathery tip of her arrows were poking out behind me. Sid’s pauldrons were on my shoulders and made me look more buff than I actually was, whereas Amethyst’s helmet gave me an air of a victorious prince setting off to war. Lapis’ longsword was on the right side of my belt, and Amber had drawn me with one hand on the hilt and a fierce expression on my face, as if I were about to slay a monster. And lastly, Ruby’s dagger was in my left hand, and I was holding it as if I were born to do it. 
 
    The painting was a true masterpiece. 
 
    Sid had chosen to offer me a gift certificate to use whenever I wanted. It was a sword fighting class with a sword master, followed by some paid lunch at an expensive four-star hotel. It was thoughtful, and I couldn’t wait to learn some more fighting moves and probably kick some ass as I did so. 
 
    Amethyst had sewed some designer-looking clothes for me, and I was truly impressed by both the quality of her work and how spot-on her measurements were. I’d look absolutely incredible with my new clothes, and I couldn’t wait to take my women out to another luxurious restaurant to show them off. 
 
    As for Ruby, she managed to get me an internship with a big name in the music industry. It was only a twelve-week internship over the summer months, but it was paid and right here in New York. Thanks to her, I’d be able to gain some contacts, which was always good for my future career once I graduated college. 
 
    My five warrior women absolutely adored the gifts I bought for them, and they spent at least fifteen minutes thanking me for my thoughtfulness. 
 
    All in all, Christmas Day was a success, and we hadn’t even had our dinner yet. 
 
    My parents and Richard were coming back today, so once we were done with our present openings, I joined Lapis and Ruby in the kitchen to give them a hand while my four other women took down the decorations from yesterday and put up some new ones. 
 
    Today’s theme was more festive, simple, and colorful. There were a lot of red, green, and white, and for the occasion, Lapis had baked a cake shaped like a Christmas tree. We still had more than half a leftover cake from yesterday, but the blonde insisted we needed a new cake for today. 
 
    She wasn’t wrong, and soon the loft was filled with delicious sweet and savory smells. 
 
    Today, none of my women decided to wear some elaborate outfit. Instead, they’d chosen to go for some simple yet beautiful and colorful dresses and jumpsuits to match the Christmas colors. 
 
    Our guests arrived just after midday when our duck was still roasting away in the oven. Apparently, duck was what people in Hadden ate during the Baron’s feast, so Lapis had gone for what little she could remember. She’d wanted to cook something familiar for her first Christmas, but I didn’t doubt she’d explore different dishes every year. 
 
    “It smells divine in here, my dear,” Elijah said in greeting, which made Lapis smile in content. “I can already feel myself grow fat if I continue to eat your delicious food.” 
 
    “You were too skinny and starved, sir,” Lapis answered easily. “You need to get your strength back, and when you do, it’ll help you with your magic, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Isn’t she thoughtful, caring, and considerate?” Elijah asked around, and we all agreed. “But didn’t I tell you to call me Elijah?” 
 
    “Yes, you did, sir.” Lapis nodded as her cheeks turned pink. “It’s just… you’re master’s father, sir, and--” 
 
    “And nothing,” he interrupted her with a smile. “Call me Elijah or Eli. Or even Dad if you want. As I understand, my son is in a serious relationship with you and the other daughters, is he not?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, he is,” the blonde giggled. 
 
    “Well, then, you’re practically family,” he concluded as he went over to embrace her. 
 
    “Darling, stop scaring the poor child,” Mom gently scolded him as she flicked him on the temple. “Don’t worry, my dear Lapis, you don’t have to call him anything you’re not comfortable with.” 
 
    “But I wouldn’t mind if you called me Dad,” Elijah insisted and narrowly avoided another flick on the ear. 
 
    I laughed at the interesting relationship my parents had with each other. Despite the two decades they’d spent apart, it seemed it hadn’t altered their dynamic as a couple or as parents, and it was beautiful to see. To a certain extent. I was still their child, and there were some things children should never know about their parents. 
 
    Soon, Richard arrived as well, and dinner was ready. I forced Lapis to relax and sit down after she’d been cooking for two hours, and I served everyone with Sid’s help. 
 
    Both champagne and wine flowed easily, and even Amber drank a lot of her non-alcoholic beverages. The atmosphere was relaxed and joyful. We ate and drank too much, exchanged some presents, and drank some more. 
 
    At some point, we attempted to play some party games, but by then, we were too full, filled with happiness, and inebriated to properly play any kind of game. We still tried, but it ended up with bursts of laughter, so we eventually gave up. Then Richard announced he was leaving, and soon my parents were getting ready to leave us as well. 
 
    “Thank you for the past few days, son,” Dad said as I walked them to the entrance hall. 
 
    “Thanks for coming.” I smiled and hugged him tightly before I turned to my mom. “I’ll see you very soon, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, sweetie, you will.” Mom smiled back and kissed my cheek. “Thank you for the amazing gift. You shouldn’t have treated us the way you did.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I chuckled and waved her words away. “You both deserve to get to know each other again after nearly twenty years apart. Enjoy your vacation. You can go anywhere you want.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she enjoys herself and stops worrying about you, son.” Dad winked at me, and I chuckled at the indignant look on my mom’s face. 
 
    “I’m a mom, of course I worry, it’s in my job description,” she retorted with a small roll of her eyes. “Come on, let’s get your old ass back home.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Elijah made a military salute with one hand and laughed when Mom tried to flick him behind the ear. 
 
    I’d booked them a cab, so I wasn’t worried about them traveling back home, but I still asked my mom to send me a text to make sure they’d arrived safely. 
 
    Once everyone was gone, I went back to the living room and helped my women clean up the room and the kitchen. The past couple of days had exhausted me, and I wanted nothing more than falling asleep surrounded by my amazing and beautiful women. All the food Lapis had cooked had almost put me in a food coma, and I was sure I’d sleep for the entire night and day. 
 
    But as I was about to suggest we went to bed, Ruby walked toward me with clear intent on her face. She was determined to do something, and behind her, I spotted my four other women giggling together and cheering her on. It quickly became clear what she wanted when she didn’t slow down and almost bumped into me in her haste. 
 
    “Wow, slow down there,” I chuckled and steadied her with my hands on her waist. 
 
    Ruby lifted her golden-brown and red eyes toward me, and I was taken aback by the level of devotion and love I could see. Her white cheeks were covered in a light shade of pink, and she bit her lips once before she leaned in and closed the gap between us. 
 
    Our kiss was slow, new, and slightly awkward from her nerves, so I trailed one hand up and cupped the back of her neck before I deepened the kiss and took charge. Ruby softened like putty in my hands, and she let out a quiet moan when our tongues met for the first time. 
 
    I hadn’t expected her to come onto me today of all days, but I was far from complaining. I’d waited some time for her to trust me enough to let me close to her, and it seemed today was the day. It marked the end of a perfect day from beginning to end. 
 
    When we pulled away from each other, breathless and high on endorphins, we smiled, and I noticed none of my other women were around. They must have left the room while Ruby and I were lost in our first proper kiss. 
 
    “Wow…” Ruby murmured. “That was way better than I expected.” 
 
    She giggled, and her cheeks became more red than pink. She looked adorable, and I wanted to kiss her again, so I did. The hand on her neck went to grip her hair while the other hand on her waist tightened against her skin. 
 
    “James,” she whispered as she pulled away from the heated turn the kiss had taken. “I want to have sex with you.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready?” I asked her when all I wanted was to take her to bed, strip her, and have my way with her. 
 
    “One hundred percent,” she said, and her trusting smile was enough of an indication that she was certain and ready for us to take things to the next level. 
 
    “Alright then.” I smiled and kissed her lips softly before I took her by the hand and led her to the empty guest bedroom. 
 
    My four other women had actually put some rose petals on the floor and across bedsheets in the shape of a heart. They’d even lit a few candles that made the room smell like citrus and berries. It was thoughtful and romantic, and it showed they truly cared about Ruby and wanted her first time to be memorable. They included her in everything they did, and I loved that about them. 
 
    It must not have been easy for Ruby to be the last one to join our polyamorous relationship, but if she had any worries or doubts, she’d never shown them. I didn’t think there was anything to fear, but from a newcomer’s point of view, it must have been tricky. 
 
    So the fact my other lovely women had thought to create a romantic ambiance for our first time together meant everything, and I made a mental note to treat them to more days out in the future. 
 
    “I didn’t know they’d do this, I swear,” Ruby was quick to apologize when I closed the door behind us. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” I reassured her as I took her hand and squeezed it gently. “I think the bedroom looks great, and you look even more beautiful. Your first time is important, and I want to make you feel good. Do you like the rose petals and the candles?” 
 
    “I do.” She nodded in earnest. 
 
    “Then that’s all that matters right now.” I smiled and captured her mouth for another sweet kiss that quickly transformed into a passionate one. 
 
    I wanted to take my time and discover her body, her likes and dislikes, so I slowed our kiss down and pulled away. Ruby pouted and leaned forward to steal another kiss, but I stopped her and made her turn around. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she wondered curiously. 
 
    Instead of giving her a verbal answer, I gently took her hairband off and threw it on the floor amid the rose petals. Ruby’s long and wavy blood-red hair gracefully fell on her back and shoulders, and I took a second to inhale its sweet lavender smell. Then I pushed it to the side so her neck would be free, and I peppered the soft skin with kisses and little nibbles. 
 
    Ruby went slack against my chest, and I was certain her eyes were closed while a beautiful and happy smile stretched her lips. She let out some quiet moans and contented little noises when I found the one spot that made her legs start to shake against mine. Her skin was suddenly covered in goosebumps, and her entire body shook from the force of her arousal. 
 
    When I knew she’d want more, I stepped away and smirked at the grunting noise of disapproval she let out. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere,” I whispered as I purposely let my lips drag across the shell of her ear. 
 
    “What… are you doing to me?” Ruby exhaled sharply as more goosebumps broke out across her skin. 
 
    “I’m teasing you to discover what you like,” I answered honestly. “I want you to remember this night for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say I will,” Ruby chuckled, and I chose that same moment to graze my teeth against the skin where her neck met her collarbone. 
 
    She let out a strangled noise when I gently pressed my teeth deeper against her skin, and her right hand went to grip the back of my neck to press me even closer to her neck. 
 
    I grinned against her skin. I’d just found what drove her crazy, and I fully intended to do it again and again until she either begged me to stop or finish what I’d started. 
 
    “O-Oh, G-God,” my beautiful redheaded woman gasped when she managed to recover from the sudden pleasure I’d given her. “Why… why do I like it when you bite me?” 
 
    “Because you’re unique,” I chuckled fondly and pressed a kiss on her clothed shoulder. “You like what you like, and I’m more than happy to give you everything your heart and body desire.” 
 
    My words caused her to shudder and whimper at the same time as she pressed her back and ass against me. We had barely begun, and yet she was already into it. The effect I seemed to have on her was unbelievable, but I enjoyed every second of it. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” I whispered before I went back to kissing and gently biting her neck. 
 
    Every now and then I’d lightly suck on the skin, which elicited a particularly loud moan from my otherworldly lover. Then, when her legs threatened to give out, I moved on from her neck despite her disappointed groan. 
 
    “We have all night,” I assured her as I started unzipping her dress. 
 
    The green velvet fabric stuck to her like a second skin, but it was more than time to take it off. I slid the dress down her gorgeous body and quietly whistled at the sight I now had in front of my eyes. 
 
    Ruby had gone full commando underneath her dress, and as soon as it reached the floor, she stood naked before me, in all her magnificent glory. Her skin was porcelain white everywhere, and she even had a cute birthmark above her left ass cheek. 
 
    “Well, look what we have here,” I murmured as I traced her birthmark with one digit. “Did you go commando all day?” 
 
    “Commando?” Ruby repeated, and I heard the frown in her voice even if I couldn’t see her face. 
 
    “Entirely naked,” I explained in a gentle voice. “Did you plan on getting me here all day?” 
 
    “I… yes,” she whispered and lowered her head, as if it were a dirty secret. 
 
    “That’s fucking hot,” I whispered back, and I gripped her chin with one hand before I turned her face to the side and leaned down to kiss her lips. “You’re so fucking hot, and I can’t wait to be inside you and make you feel good.” 
 
    “J-James, please,” Ruby pleaded against my lips as she turned around fully and pressed her breasts against my chest. 
 
    “Do you want that, mmm?” I pulled away from the kiss and gently yanked her head down so I could peer at her hooded and glassy eyes. “Do you want me to touch you and make you cum for the first time?” 
 
    “Y-yes, I do.” She nodded fervently, and in that moment, I knew I could do or say whatever I wanted, and nothing would change the way this extraordinary woman felt for me. “Please, James, I-I need it. I need you.” 
 
    “Well, then, since you asked so nicely.” I picked her up and crashed my lips against hers for a heated kiss. 
 
    My animalistic side was clawing its way out of the cage I’d locked it in, but I couldn’t help it. Each of my women brought out this crazy side of me I never knew I had until I met them. 
 
    But it was still Ruby’s first time, so unless she asked me to fuck her as hard as I wanted, I’d treat her like the precious woman she was. 
 
    Ruby moaned into the kiss and drew me from my thoughts of animalistic sex. There was a wet patch on my shirt where her pussy was pressed against me, and I grunted at the obvious sign of her desire for me. 
 
    I laid her down on the bed and straightened back up despite the cute and needy grabby hands she was doing to get me back on top of her. 
 
    “One second, I need to take my clothes off,” I chuckled at her enticing eagerness. 
 
    “Can I do it?” she asked as she sat back on her elbows and watched me with hawk-like and unblinking eyes. 
 
    “Sure.” I smiled and dropped my hands to my sides while Ruby got up and started undoing my shirt buttons one by one. 
 
    Her hands were delicate and beautiful, and I’d never really been that much into hands before, but I couldn’t look away from how graceful and elegant her long fingers were. Her ring finger bore the ring I’d bought for her as a sign of my love, and I couldn’t help the sudden need I had to kiss it. So, I took her left hand and pressed a kiss on the top of her ring before I let her continue to undress me. 
 
    Once my shirt was unbuttoned all the way, Ruby spread her hands on my chest and gently dragged her nails across the skin. Her hands were cold, but I didn’t mind and instead craved the contact even more. She moved them up and down a few times, and she was obviously marveling at the sight of my newly formed abs before she brought her hands all the way to my shoulders and helped me take the shirt off. 
 
    “You’re very sexy,” she complimented me as she bit her lip and admired my bare chest. “And I’m very lucky that you found and rescued me.” 
 
    “I’m the lucky one,” I contradicted her, which made her smile. 
 
    “I guess we’re both pretty lucky,” she said, and I easily agreed with that. 
 
    Ruby then started on my dress pants. She undid the button, pulled the zipper down, and slid them down my legs. I stepped out of them and kicked them behind me before I adjusted myself in my briefs. I’d had a semi since the moment Ruby first kissed me, and after seeing the way she reacted to me, I was now fully hard and needed to relieve some of the pressure. I didn’t press her to touch me since it would come in her own time, but I smirked when she gulped at the bulge deforming my briefs. 
 
    “You can take them off,” I encouraged her when she remained still. 
 
    It seemed that was all my beautiful lover needed to hook her fingers inside my briefs and pull them down my legs. As she bent over to make sure my underwear slid down easily, she came face to face with my erect dick, and her eyes widened in both fascination and slight fear. 
 
    “It doesn’t bite, you know,” I teased as I stepped out of my briefs and chucked them behind like I had done with my pants. 
 
    “I know,” she huffed in feigned annoyance, but the way her eyes shone with interest and mischief told a different story. “I’m just admiring you. You’re bigger than I remembered.” 
 
    There were some traces of nervousness in her voice, so I helped her straighten back up and tilted her face toward me. 
 
    “Are you sure you want this?” I asked as my thumbs stroked her cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure.” She nodded fervently. “I trust you, James, and I want to seal the bond. It’s like I need to do it if I want to breathe again.” 
 
    “Okay.” I smiled at her and kissed her lips slowly and gently. 
 
    I took my time exploring her mouth until it wasn’t enough anymore, and all we wanted to do was finally be with each other. Then I laid her down on the bed and took a moment to admire her in all her glory. 
 
    Her round breasts were flat on her chest, and her dark pink nipples were hard and calling out to me. I wanted to put my mouth and hands on them and discover every inch of her skin, and luckily for me, we had all night to do just that. 
 
    “Please, come here,” Ruby begged as she opened her legs and put both her feet flat on the mattress. “I need you.” 
 
    “I’m here, baby, I’ve got you,” I murmured and went to lay down on top of her. 
 
    Ruby’s body was flaming hot, and the top of her thighs were wet with her anticipated pleasure. My dick was pressing on her lower abdomen, and the pressure was delicious. I was desperate to put my cock inside her warm and wet pussy, but I couldn’t be selfish with her, not during her first time. 
 
    Instead of angling myself toward her entrance, I kissed her mouth and fondled her breasts while my thumbs and forefingers rolled and pinched her hard nipples. My gorgeous lover gasped and whimpered in the kiss, and soon her tongue became slack against mine, so I pulled away and trailed kisses down her throat and neck. 
 
    “Harder,” she whispered. “Please, my n-nipples.” 
 
    “You want me to pinch them harder?” My lips ghosted over her skin as I spoke, and goosebumps erupted all over her body. 
 
    “Y-yes, please.” Ruby nodded, and the passion I saw in her darkened eyes was so powerful it drew me in like a vortex. 
 
    “Anything for you.” I smiled against her skin before I nibbled the side of her neck and rolled her pink buds harder between my fingers. 
 
    Ruby’s reaction was instant. She bucked her hips up in an uncontrollable movement while she let out the sexiest moan I’d ever heard her make. 
 
    “You really do love it hard, don’t you?” My voice was full of wonder at this amazing beauty who shared my bed. 
 
    “I-I, yes, I do,” she stuttered and cast her eyes down. “I… I’m not sure why.” 
 
    “I don’t think you need a reason,” I said in a soft and kind voice. “Whatever you’re into, I’m into, and I want to please you and make your first time memorable.” 
 
    “It already is, James.” She blushed at her admission, as if it were a secret she hadn’t meant to share. 
 
    “Good.” I couldn’t help the satisfied smirk that grew on my face. 
 
    I went back to her neck, nibbled, and bit her soft skin lightly while my fingers continued to roll and pinch her nipples the way she liked. I slowly made my way further down her neck toward her collarbone, and I sucked the skin until there was a dark purple mark. 
 
    Then I left a hot trail of kisses down her chest, and my mouth replaced my fingers on her breasts. I kissed, licked, and bit both her nipples until Ruby was a hot mess of moans under me. Her reaction to me was epic and instant, and I couldn’t believe such beautiful women like her and the others had chosen to be with me.  
 
    I continued down her torso until I reached her belly button and slim waist. Ruby was breathing heavily, a thin sheen of sweat covered her body, and when I looked down between her legs, I noticed her wet labia was pulsing. 
 
    She was so ready for me, but I wanted to drag this out and make her cum at least twice tonight. 
 
    “Tell me how you feel,” I gently ordered when I reached the top of her hips. 
 
    Her pussy was inviting, and the fact she’d spread her legs wider for me made me yearn to be inside her even more. But instead of inserting my fingers inside of her straight away, I teased her entrance and labia with my index finger. 
 
    My touch was light, and when Ruby bucked her hips up to get more friction, I pulled my hand away completely. 
 
    “G-Good, I feel great,” she murmured as her eyes flew open to look down at me. “You already make me feel… so good. I need you inside me. Please, James.” 
 
    “Not yet, but soon,” I promised her. 
 
    My lover whined, but her complaint turned into a moan when I teased her clit with my finger. I lowered myself down until I was face to face with her pussy, and I delicately blew some hot hair on her clit. More goosebumps broke across her soft skin, so I repeated the same gesture on her pussy. Her labia pulsed at a rapid pace, and her thighs began to shake. 
 
    I stared at Ruby’s face as I teased her pussy some more before I pushed my digit inside of her. Her breath got stuck in her throat at the intrusion, but she was so wet and ready for me that my finger slid all the way in without a problem. 
 
    “Fuck, how are you so wet?” I marveled in an awed voice. 
 
    “You… you did this to me,” she breathed, but her voice didn’t have any accusation. “You’re already taking such good care of me.” 
 
    “Good.” I smirked and slowly moved my finger in and out of her pussy. 
 
    I knew the chances she’d cum from my fingers alone were slim, but it was only the beginning of our night together, and I had a few tricks up my sleeve to make her enjoy her first time. 
 
    For the next few minutes, I actively prepared her pussy with my fingers while I kissed and bit her neck, and my digits were completely soaked by the time I took them out. 
 
    I didn’t let Ruby have the chance to ask for more before I brought my face to her pussy and licked a long stripe that had her shivering all over. 
 
    “O-Oh, my G-God!” she screamed as her hands gripped the sheets in iron-tight fists. 
 
    “You like that?” I asked and repeated the same gesture to elicit another noise out of her. 
 
    “Yes, y-yes, I do.” Ruby immediately nodded as fast as she could. “Please, d-do it again.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I said before I gladly licked her pussy again. 
 
    I expertly slid my tongue past her labia and inside her pussy, and Ruby’s loud moans filled the room as I started fucking her with my tongue. My fingers played with her clit at a slower rhythm than the way my tongue moved inside her. I knew for a fact it was slow and torturous, and if my lover’s continuous moans were anything to go by, she was enjoying herself as much as I was. 
 
    “James…” she gasped and gripped my hair to bring me closer to her pussy. “It feels… God, so good.” 
 
    I hummed in agreement, and the vibrations reverberated inside her. Ruby’s hips bucked up even more at the sensation, and her hands tightened in my hair, so I did it again and again until she was a moaning mess. 
 
    My fingers picked up the pace on her clit so I could bring her close to the edge. I added a finger alongside my tongue and was only met with slight resistance, but I pushed past it with ease and continued to fuck her with both my tongue and digit while my other hand was stroking and pinching her clit rapidly. 
 
    “F-Fuck, James, it feels a-amazing,” Ruby stuttered in between moans, whines, and gasps. “I’m gonna…” 
 
    “You’re gonna cum?” I asked as I pulled my tongue away. 
 
    When she wordlessly nodded, I drove my hand back inside and fucked her with vigor until she was once again like putty in my hands. Ruby’s grip on my hair was almost painful, but it was a sign of her pleasure, so I wasn’t bothered and instead focused all my attention and energy on making her climax. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Ruby was screaming my name, and her body convulsed as she came. Her desire was sweet and delicious, and it flowed easily in my mouth. I rode down her high with my tongue and finger before I pulled out of her and removed my hands. 
 
    Ruby was breathing heavily, and the movements her chest made drew my attention toward her round breasts. They were gorgeous, and I couldn’t wait to see them jiggle from side to side while I fucked her as if our lives depended on it. 
 
    “Wow…” Ruby sighed dreamily as she let go of my hair. 
 
    Her limp hands fell on the mattress, and I chuckled fondly at her cute reaction. It was her first ever orgasm, and I was proud of how successful it went. It was only the first of many more to come, but I didn’t press for more just yet. First, I wanted her to regain her breathing and come down from her high so she could beg me to take her and make her mine like we both desperately wanted. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I laid down beside her with my hard dick pressing against her hip while I traced soft circles on her skin. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said before she giggled and turned her face toward me. “More than okay. It was… intense and way more pleasurable than I thought it would be.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad,” I chuckled and leaned down to kiss her lips. “But just you wait until I make you cum with my dick inside of you.” 
 
    “Can I touch you first?” she asked as she eagerly peered down at my dick. 
 
    My cock twitched at the idea, and I smiled at her before I nodded. 
 
    “Only if you’re sure that’s what you want.” 
 
    “It is,” Ruby said confidently. 
 
    My redheaded woman sat up and moved us around so I was the one laying down while she knelt between my opened legs. She grasped my cock with delicate fingers, and just her soft touch made it twitch again. 
 
    It had been a few days since I’d had any action since we’d all been too busy with saving my dad and going back and forth to Hadden, so I was a little too eager to have her please me. 
 
    “Guide me?” she asked, and I figured it was her way to disguise her nervousness. 
 
    “Grab it in a firm grip,” I instructed as I lifted a hand and tucked some strands of hair behind her ear. “Not too tight, otherwise it’ll hurt. Yes, like that, very good.” 
 
    She smiled at my praise and started moving her hand up and down my shaft. The rhythm was torturously slow, but I didn’t ask her to speed up. It was the first time she was intimate with someone, and I wanted her to do everything she wanted, so if she wanted to give me an extremely slow handjob, I’d happily let her. 
 
    “Like this?” She lifted her eyes to my face, and I nodded in encouragement. 
 
    Ruby started to gain more confidence, and soon she sped up her movements on my dick. I’d been leaking precum for some time now, so her hand easily slid up and down. 
 
    “Rub your thumb on my tip,” I encouraged her. “Mmmm, yeah, like that.” 
 
    “Does it feel good?” she asked, and I chuckled at her question. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, it does,” I confirmed. “Go a little faster.” 
 
    My otherworldly woman did as I told her, and soon she was jerking me off as if she’d done that her entire life. Her grip was tight but not so much that it hurt, and every now and then she’d rub my tip, which made my dick twitch every single time. 
 
    “Play with my balls,” I advised her after she’d been at it for a few minutes. “Tug on them, but not too hard.” 
 
    Ruby nodded and used her other hand to do just that. At first, she was hesitant to apply any pressure on them, but after some more coaxing, she tugged on them exactly the way I loved it. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah, like that,” I praised her. “You’re good at this, aren’t you?” 
 
    My beautiful lover grinned at the compliment, and it seemed to motivate her to give everything she had. She even twisted her hand on my dick every now and then to bring me some extra pleasure. Her hand sped up even more, and I realized she wanted me to cum from her touch only. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” I questioned. 
 
    She’d been at it for some time now, and I didn’t want her to be in any sort of pain whatsoever, not if I could prevent it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she was quick to say. “I promise.” 
 
    I doubted it was the truth, but she smiled and bent down to kiss me, so I grabbed the back of her neck and deepened the kiss. When we pulled apart, Ruby hid her face in my neck and kissed the skin in the exact same way I’d done to her. Her teeth grazed against my skin every so often, and her mouth on my neck combined with her hands on my dick and balls brought me closer to the edge. 
 
    “You’re doing so good, baby, so good,” I praised her before I grunted and forced my hips to stay still. “I’m gonna cum soon.” 
 
    At my words, Ruby’s hand on my dick sped up even more, and I spared a thought for her arm. But then I groaned loudly as her finger brushed against my tip while her other hand tugged on my balls. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as my body convulsed in the same way hers had when she came. 
 
    I spilled on her hand and watched it trickle down my cock while Ruby continued to stroke me. My body jerked at the same time as my dick twitched and released the last bit of cum it was capable of, and only then did my sexy goddess let go of my sensitive dick. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I murmured as Ruby sat up on her heels. 
 
    “Did I do it right?” She nervously bit her lip as she awaited my answer, and she looked so adorable and insecure. 
 
    “You were perfect,” I assured her before I sat back on my elbows and leaned up to kiss her lips. 
 
    “I kind of want to continue until we have sex,” Ruby admitted as she tucked some hair behind her ear. 
 
    “That’s the plan.” I smirked confidently and shuffled until I was laying down on top of her. “I’m gonna fuck you nice and slow and make you feel things you’ve never thought you could feel.” 
 
    “Please,” she whispered as she unblinkingly gazed into my eyes. 
 
    I kissed her mouth again, and while our tongues danced together, I reached down to bring myself to hardness. Once I was ready, I brought my tip against Ruby’s pussy and gently pushed past her labia. She was still open and prepared from when I fucked her with my tongue and fingers, so despite the fact it was her first time, my dick slid in with minimal efforts. 
 
    “Oh, wow…” Ruby’s eyes widened, and her breath hitched. “I feel… so full. G-God, you’re so big.” 
 
    I inserted my dick all the way in until I couldn’t go any further. Ruby’s walls had swallowed me whole, and they were so tight I felt cocooned and warm. 
 
    “Shit, you’re so fucking tight,” I marveled at the sensation around my dick. “How are you so tight?” 
 
    Ruby moaned in answer, but I noticed the slight grimace on her face before she chased it away. 
 
    “You okay?” I frowned in concern at the discomfort she clearly felt. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She nodded. “Just getting used to it is all. You can move.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She nodded again, and I shifted the weight on my hands so I wouldn’t crush her before I gently pulled out and pushed back in. I made sure to go slow and be careful not to hurt her, and soon, Ruby’s slight frown disappeared and was replaced by moans and little gasps. 
 
    “Does it feel good?” I grunted, and I stared intently at her face while I fucked her as slowly as I’d promised. 
 
    “Y-Yes,” she confirmed between gasps. “So good. Faster, please.” 
 
    I smirked at her order and picked up the pace. I linked my hands together with Ruby’s, and while I fucked her faster and harder, we gazed into each other’s eyes. The soft light emanating from the candles in the room made her face look even more beautiful. The moment was romantic and filled with love and adoration. 
 
    She didn’t say it, but I read her affection in her golden-brown and red eyes. Right now, we didn’t need words to share our feelings. Our actions spoke for us. 
 
    Ruby’s hands tightened around mine as she began to move her hips to meet my thrusts. The added movement allowed my dick to slide in deeper, and we both moaned loudly at the new sensation. My sexy goddess bucked her hips up and wrapped her legs around my waist before she let go of my hands so she could wrap her arms around my neck. Her nails suddenly dug into my skin when I hit her special spot, and she screamed my name while she threw her head back. 
 
    Her neck was exposed, so I bent down and nibbled the skin the way she loved it. 
 
    “Fuck, I love fucking you,” I groaned as I bottomed out, slid out of her, and slammed back into her warm pussy. 
 
    Ruby kept contracting her walls around my dick and sucking it up like a vacuum cleaner, which made it difficult for me to fuck her, but I loved the sensation and wouldn’t ask her to stop for anything in the world. 
 
    “And I-I love the way you fuck me,” Ruby managed to say between moans and grunts. 
 
    She opened her mouth to add something, but I hit that one spot inside of her that made her scream so loud I was certain the neighbors would hear. 
 
    “O-Oh, my G-God, right t-there,” she stuttered in between screams. 
 
    I could tell she was getting closer to her climax, so I used my right hand to touch and pinch her clit the way that drove her crazy with lust and pleasure. I suddenly pictured her riding me so I could hold her ass and play with her breasts, but I didn’t want to break the rhythm, so I focused on fucking her hard and fast while I kissed and bit her neck. 
 
    “Oh, my G-God, you’re s-so amaziiiiing!” she screamed the last part and painfully dug her nails in my shoulders. 
 
    Seeing her get so lost in her pleasure was a huge turn-on for me. My balls tightened a few times, but I held back my own orgasm so I could make her cum at the same time as me. 
 
    My whole body was overheated, and my back was drenched in sweat. My breathing was loud and ragged, and so was Ruby’s, but I still leaned down to press a hot and messy kiss on her open mouth. 
 
    “I’m close,” I warned her before I grunted and let my hips become as frenetic as they wanted to be. 
 
    “Me, t-too,” she gasped. “F-Fuck! So big, you’re so g-good to me.” 
 
    Her praises encouraged me to give my absolute everything. The bed creaked with every movement, and for a second, I feared it would break under our intense lovemaking. But it held on, and we both inched closer to our respective orgasms. 
 
    “Together,” I said, and when my sexy goddess nodded and screamed my name, I released the last grip I still had over my self-control and spilled inside of her. 
 
    Ruby came so hard that her body convulsed, and her eyes rolled to the back of her head. The iron-tight grip she had on me was almost painful, but I was holding on to her just as tight. She was my anchor, the only person grounding me to Earth as I rode out my high until I was milked dry. 
 
    When there was nothing else coming out of my dick, I pulled out of Ruby and gathered my cum on my fingers. I was about to wipe them down on a corner of the sheets, but Ruby stopped me and brought them to her mouth instead. 
 
    I curled an eyebrow in surprise, but my redheaded woman simply smirked before her tongue darted out of her mouth. She licked my two digits with abandon like she’d do with a lollipop before she sucked on them a couple of times. 
 
    “Okay, that’s fucking hot,” I admitted, and I noted how rough my voice sounded. “I can easily picture you sucking on my cock.” 
 
    “Maybe I want to.” Ruby pulled her mouth away with a ‘pop’ sound and grinned at me in a sensual and mischievous way. “Maybe I want to take care of you the way you took care of me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be opposed to that.” I grinned back at her and kissed her cheek. 
 
    I laid down beside her so we could both regain our breathing, and Ruby curled up against me. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and brought her closer. She took the hint and hooked her left leg around my waist so she was half laying down beside me and half straddling me. 
 
    We laid like that for a few minutes, but then Ruby smiled against my shoulder before she shifted on top of me and properly straddled my hips. My flat dick twitched in interest at her sudden change of behavior. She had a cocky smile on her beautiful face, and her golden-brown eyes shone with mischief and lust. 
 
    She moved her hips once, then twice, and my dick reacted accordingly. It started to harden where it laid soft on my stomach, and I could feel the top of my thighs were becoming wet from Ruby’s pussy. It seemed she liked being in charge, and I was definitely not complaining by this turn of events. 
 
    “Yes?” I raised my eyebrows as I feigned innocence and incomprehension. 
 
    Of course, I knew exactly what she wanted, and I’d let her get what her heart desired, but I wanted her to ask and even beg for it. 
 
    “I think you know,” she teased as her hips picked up an even rhythm. 
 
    My sexy goddess moved so she was straddling my hardening cock, and feeling her wet and warm pussy on my sensitive skin made me want to take what I wanted instead. 
 
    Her round breasts were beautiful and perfect, and I couldn’t resist touching them, so I brought both my hands to them and fondled them with love and care while my thumbs attacked her pink buds. 
 
    “I want to hear you say it,” I ordered in a low voice as I looked up at her. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Ruby answered immediately. “But I want to be on top. Please.” 
 
    “You want to be in charge?” I asked although I already knew the answer. 
 
    Ruby still nodded in agreement and placed both hands flat on my chest to find her balance as she rocked her hips against mine in a slow and extremely tortuous manner. 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged her. “Take the lead.” 
 
    Now that she’d had her first time, Ruby knew what to do. She lifted herself up, grabbed a hold of my fully hard cock, and angled it toward her entrance. 
 
    “That’s it, baby, sit on me,” I praised her as I let one of my hands trail down her side until I reached her lovely ass. 
 
    Emboldened by my praises and encouragement, my sexy goddess lowered herself back down. The tip of my dick pushed past her lips and nestled inside her delectable pussy easily. Fortunately, she was still tight, but I didn’t have the sensation I was stretching and tearing her apart. 
 
    “Mmmmmm…” Ruby moaned loudly as she threw her head back. “God, you’re so big. You fill me up so perfectly.” 
 
    I growled at the filthy words that came out of her mouth and gripped her ass cheek to make her sit deeper on my dick. 
 
    “God, I can feel you in my stomach,” she gasped as she suddenly looked down at our joined bodies. 
 
    My dick twitched, and the movement reverberated against her stomach. Ruby gasped again, and her walls tightened around my cock in an involuntary reaction. 
 
    “Move,” I ordered her gently. 
 
    Both my hands were now on her ass, and I kneaded the meaty flesh while Ruby lifted herself back up. My dick almost fell out of her, but she sat back down hard, and the two of us moaned at the same time. 
 
    I loved it when my women took control and rode me like they’d never ridden anything before. I loved fucking them in any position they were willing to try, but there was something about the fact I could grab their asses and play with their tits while we fucked that got to me. 
 
    My redheaded lover began moving up and down my shaft, and the more she did, the more confident she became. 
 
    “You look fucking magnificent sitting on my dick,” I complimented her between two grunts and growls. “You were made to ride it.” 
 
    “I love to ride you.” Ruby nodded as her breathing became heavier and more sparse. “G-God, I wish I could do this forever.” 
 
    “We can, baby, we have the rest of our lives,” I promised her. 
 
    I could tell she was strained by the effort it took her to keep moving up and down, so I gently tugged on her arms until she fell on my chest, and from there, I went back to hold her ass up, and I started fucking upward inside her tight pussy. 
 
    “Fuck, you feel amazing,” I growled before I went to bite her neck to stop myself from becoming like a vocal animal. 
 
    “Y-You, t-too,” she stuttered as she breathed heavily against my shoulder. “Mmmm… G-God, don’t s-stop…” 
 
    “Never,” I breathed. 
 
    We both fell silent while I fucked her with everything I had. Our moans and screams filled the empty room, and while I spared a thought for my four sleeping women, I didn’t have it in me to keep ourselves quiet. 
 
    When my hips began to tire, I rolled us over so I could fuck her into the mattress faster and harder than during her first time. I was slowly becoming like an enraged animal, but I couldn’t help myself. A beautiful and super sexy woman loved me and allowed me to fuck her, so I was going to take what she gave me for as long she was willing. 
 
    “Shit, you got me so hard,” I growled into her ear. “So fucking hard for you. Do you like the way my cock slides in and out of you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ruby whimpered. “You feel… so damn good.” 
 
    “Damn right I do,” I groaned and reached between us to start touching her clit. 
 
    Having Ruby ride me had gotten me so turned on I just wanted to climax and make her feel as good as she made me feel. 
 
    “Are you gonna cum with me again?” 
 
    “I-I will,” she cried before she screamed my name and begged me not to stop. 
 
    By that point, I was fucking her like there was no tomorrow, and the bed creaked and hit the wall with every thrust. Ruby was screaming each time I rammed into her pussy, and her nails had found their way in my skin again. 
 
    My body was suddenly overcome with the familiar rush of adrenaline. I shivered as my balls tightened, and when Ruby tightened her own walls around my dick, I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “Shit, I’m cumming,” I groaned. “Cum now!” 
 
    Ruby shouted my name as I came inside of her. There wasn’t as much semen since I’d already finished twice tonight, but I still managed to fill her up nicely. My body jerked, and some spasms overtook it as my dick twitched and spurted out the last drops of cum it could muster. 
 
    Then, I collapsed on top of Ruby, exhausted but satiated, and extremely content and blissful. 
 
    “Shit, you’re so amazing,” I said once my heartbeat had calmed down enough to let me speak. 
 
    Ruby giggled tiredly and nuzzled her face in my neck. She kissed my sweaty skin once, twice, before I felt her eyes close. 
 
    “You’re pretty amazing yourself,” she whispered quietly. “I think I’m going to spend the whole day sleeping.” 
 
    “I might be right there with you,” I murmured as I squeezed her. 
 
    “James?” Ruby whispered after a few minutes spent in silence. 
 
    There was not a sound in the loft, so I assumed the rest of my women had gone to bed. 
 
    “Mmm?” I hummed quietly. 
 
    “I love you,” she confessed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    I smiled at Ruby’s confession, kissed the top of her head, and squeezed her small body even closer to me. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I admitted, and it was freeing to finally be able to tell her my feelings. 
 
    I stifled a yawn and forced myself to stand up and blow all the candles out before I came back to bed and cuddled up close with Ruby. We’d finally sealed the bond, and I felt invincible. I was certain we were going to be even more powerful now that there wasn’t anything holding us back. 
 
    In less than two minutes, we were both asleep, and I had the most relaxing, long, and peaceful sleep I’ve had in a long time. 
 
    Both Ruby and I slept until midday the next morning, and by then we were starving after our night of activities. We first went for a quick shower before we joined my four other women in the kitchen and discovered that they’d prepared a sumptuous and healthy meal to make up for the heavy eating we did over Christmas. 
 
    “Soooooo, how was your night?” Amber both smirked and winked at us when we stepped into the kitchen. 
 
    “I bet it was fantastic,” Sid said as she wiggled her eyebrows. 
 
    “With master, it can only be extraordinary,” Lapis added with a wide grin. 
 
    “So extraordinary that you went for it twice,” Amethyst pointed out before she giggled with the other four women. 
 
    Beside me, Ruby blushed and nodded in confirmation, and I chuckled and kissed the side of her face fondly. 
 
    “Now that the bond is sealed, do you think it might mean we’re more powerful?” Amy wondered. 
 
    “I was asking myself the same thing,” I said and shrugged at the same time. “I have no idea, but after everything we’ve lived through in Hadden, it’s safe to assume we would be.” 
 
    After we’ve had some much-needed food and coffee, we migrated to the couch and spent most of the day watching crap TV and making jokes at people’s stupidity. It was a relaxing day, and it was exactly what we craved for after the Christmas festivities. 
 
    For a change, we cooked some dinner for Lapis, and although it wasn’t as delicious as the food she made, she was kind enough to assure us it was as tasty. Then the six of us cuddled up together in bed and made some plans for the next few days. 
 
    The next day, we headed back to Hadden with Elijah to check up on the town and Harold’s translation of the grimoire I’d received from Grimkog. Unfortunately, Harold was still working on the key passages and said it would take a few more days before it’d be ready, so we went to fly around with Kaida while my dad practiced his magic. 
 
    I did go to Hadden to talk to a few townspeople and ask them if they’d seen anything suspicious around the town, any monsters or warlocks or if they’d seen any of their neighbors act differently, but they all assured me they hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    So Kaida and I went flying above Hadden and the forest to see if we saw anything suspicious, but there was no strange activity that we could see. I figured it probably meant Cornelius knew Elijah had escaped Hadden entirely and was now trying to come up with a new plan of attack. I didn’t know how long we had left before he made his move, so I needed to quickly form a plan first. I wanted to attack Cornelius instead of risking him attacking Hadden and me first. 
 
    We stayed for a few hours before we went back to Brooklyn, and then my women and I went ice skating again. It was Ruby’s first time, but she handled it like a pro, and she glided over the ice as if she’d done that her entire life. 
 
    For the next three days, my women and I spent time with Honey as we bonded over the new dynamic in our relationship. I inquired about Honey’s relationship with her mom, and luckily, my latest girlfriend reassured me everything was fine between them. There were still some odd moments at times, but it was mostly between her parents, and Honey was convinced they would be alright. 
 
    Over those three days, Honey asked a lot more questions about Hadden, Cornelius, and our magic. Her curiosity was difficult to satisfy, but I understood where she was coming from. After all, she was part magic as well, and when I found out about Hadden the first time, I wished I’d had someone who could explain everything to me. 
 
    Of course, I met Amber on my first day in Hadden, but my beautiful woman didn’t have all her memories with her, so there were a lot of questions she couldn’t answer. So, I happily obliged and answered every single question Honey had about her mother’s birthplace. 
 
    It was rare, but we also managed to spend some time with my parents and met up with Aron a couple of times. 
 
    The day before New Year's Eve was the anticipated meeting with some of the magic folk who fled Hadden alongside Richard, Elijah, and Rachel, Honey’s mom. I was eager to meet them and convince them to join me in my fight against the overlord, and my women and I, as well as my parents, headed to Richard’s office where the meeting would take place. 
 
    “I’m curious to know what they’re like,” Ruby wondered curiously. “They’re our people, so it’s like they’re part of our family.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll like and accept us?” Lapis asked in a slightly scared and worried voice. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll all love you,” I assured her as we stepped out of the elevator. 
 
    Richard’s receptionist wasn’t here, so our large group went straight inside his office where Richard, Honey, and Rachel were already present. We greeted each other, and we only had to wait a few minutes before a small group of middle-aged people knocked on the door. 
 
    “This is it,” I whispered to my women. 
 
    I was curious and anxious myself, but I trusted myself to convince them to rally to our cause. Hadden was their home, and like Richard, they’d deserted it for far too long. It was time to make amends and fix their mistakes. 
 
    Although I knew there wouldn’t be a lot of them, I was still disappointed when only five people stepped inside the office. They had various ethnic backgrounds, and they’d all clearly done something different with their human lives. Some, like Richard, made tons of money, I could tell from the clothes they wore, while others were exhausted and had clearly worked hard for two decades. There were two women and three men, and although I knew they were approximately the same age, some looked older than others, probably due to the work they must have been doing over the years. 
 
    “Welcome, old friends,” Richard greeted them as he went over to the little group to shake their hands. 
 
    One woman had long dark hair, as black as a crow. She was the smallest of the five, and she introduced herself as Kiko in nonaccented English. I could tell she’d been living somewhere in the Midwest since she’d picked up the accent, and her skin looked tan. Her hands were perfectly manicured, and the jewelry, pencil skirt, and white button-up top she wore looked expensive. 
 
    The second woman was as fair as Kiko was tan, and her red hair reached her shoulders. She was a head taller than Kiko, but it might have been due to the heels she wore. Unlike her female counterpart, the redhead had simple and cheap-looking clothes whose colors were faded. Her face was heavily wrinkled, and when she introduced herself as Margot, I picked some New Orleans in her accent. 
 
    Then the men introduced themselves. There was Ben, who had dark skin and darker hair, and like Kiko, he reeked of a luxurious lifestyle. When he spoke, I heard his West Coast accent, probably Los Angeles, so I figured he must probably own a house in Beverly Hills. Ben was the tallest of the group, but his smile was also the widest and the kindest. 
 
    Then next to Ben was Diego, a man who’d settled in Texas. From his cowboy look, I was certain he probably worked on a ranch. Diego had dark brown hair, brown eyes, and tan skin, and he was only slightly taller than Kiko. 
 
    And finally, the last man was Frank, and from the Hawaiian shirt and relaxed expression on his pale face, I could tell he’d flown all the way from Hawaii. His dirty-blond hair was a typical indicator he probably worked as a surf instructor. 
 
    “Richard, old friend,” Ben greeted, and he used his long legs to stride over and give the businessman a tight and manly embrace. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re all here,” Margot said in disbelief, and then she gasped when she noticed Honey and her mother. “God, Rachel, is that you?” 
 
    “Hello, Margot,” Rachel said. 
 
    The two women stared at each other before their faces broke into smiles, and they ran into each other’s arms. Kiko watched the two of them with uncertain eyes, but when they turned toward her and offered her to join them, Kiko smiled and hugged the two of them. 
 
    “Good Heavens, are my eyes deceiving me?” Frank rubbed his eyes, but when he opened them again and looked at Elijah, he smiled and shook his head. “Nope, I’m as sane as I was this morning. Elijah, what a surprise. Richard didn’t say you’d be here.” 
 
    “He didn’t know,” Dad said as he went over and shook both Frank and Diego’s hands. “We have a lot to explain and little time to do so.” 
 
    “Ahhh, come here, friend!” Frank waved Elijah’s words away before he embraced him. 
 
    “I never thought I’d see any of you again,” Diego admitted as he strode around the office and looked at the art on the walls. But then he paused, and his expression grew serious. “If we’re here, then something is going on in Hadden, isn’t it?” 
 
    His question brought a nervous silence in the room, and Elijah, Richard, and I shared a look before we nodded at each other.  
 
    It was time. 
 
    “Please, sit.” Richard indicated the two couches facing each other. “What we have to tell you is long and will bring back painful memories for all of us.” 
 
    When all five of them sat on the couches, Elijah began explaining his story. Like he’d done for us, he started at the very beginning and didn’t skip any of the details he’d told us. Throughout his explanations, I stared at the five magic folk, who all listened with rapt attention. 
 
    It must have been a lot to take in, but they didn’t show fear or anxiety like I would’ve expected, but then again, they were born and raised in Hadden. They knew about magic and Cornelius, so it wasn’t as much of a surprise to them as it had been for my women and me. 
 
    “So the person terrorizing us is Cornelius the Third?” Ben frowned, and he looked deep in thought. “The old bastard. He played the long game, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t he be nearly or over a hundred years old by now?” Kiko mused. 
 
    “Yes.” Elijah nodded. “But with all the magic he’s acquired over the years, he’s managed to slow down his aging process. He’s more powerful than ever, and we need to act now before his army grows even more, and before he gains some more powers somewhere.” 
 
    “You want us to go back, don’t you?” Margot figured in a flat voice, but I couldn’t decipher the emotion on her face. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed as I spoke for the first time. “You might have noticed the five women by my side?” 
 
    I paused to allow them the time to glance at my warrior women.  
 
    “They’re the daughters,” I explained as I showed them off with one hand. “The enchantment turned curse doesn’t work here, which is why they’re in their corporeal form, but when we go back to Hadden, they transform back into their weapon forms. I have wielded them for a while now, and together, we sealed the bond. We’re as powerful as Cornelius, so we could take him down, but he has a growing army filled with warlocks, hybrids, and monsters.” 
 
    “So you want us to go back,” Margot repeated, and I nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “We need all the help we can get,” I added. “I know you all fled for a reason. You’ve been persecuted for too long, but this stops now. Together, we can defeat Cornelius and finally bring peace back to Hadden.” 
 
    The five magic folk shared a look I couldn’t understand, but if I had to guess, I’d say they weren’t sure about going back into their hometown. 
 
    “Do you know how long I’d been stuck in my weapon form before James found me?” Amber suddenly spoke up in a serious voice as she leaned forward on her elbows to look at them. “Decades. Time passes so slowly when you have no interaction with any being at all for decades. James saved me, he saved all of us, but we still need you. You have to help us. Please.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Ben said, which took us by surprise. “This bastard of a Baron needs to pay for what he did to us. We never would’ve put an enchantment on you girls if it weren’t for him and his son. So, I’m in. I’ll help you fight his army.” 
 
    I shared a triumphant look with Amber and my other five women. It seemed Ben was overwhelmed by guilt over what his people had done to Amber and the other daughters. Amber had played the one card he couldn’t put aside and forget, and it worked in our favor. 
 
    “Thank you,” Amber told him with a small smile. “You don’t know what it means to me, to us.” 
 
    She expectantly turned toward the remaining four magic folks, who were still looking uncomfortable and anxious at the same time. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Margot surprisingly said. 
 
    Judging from her previous response, she’d been the last one I’d expected to agree to join our fight against Cornelius. But what I’d mistakenly taken for fear and maybe anger was in fact determination and fury, but not toward us, toward Cornelius. 
 
    “Thank you, Margot.” Rachel nodded her head at her old friend before she turned to Kiko and raised her eyebrows. “Come on, Kiko. We need you. You were the most powerful out of the three of us.” 
 
    The compliment made Kiko smile before she sighed and nodded. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll go back to Hadden and fight with you all,” she said, and I grinned as I glanced at my women. 
 
    So far, three out of five had agreed to help us. It was more than I’d expected when I walked into the meeting, and I was confident both Diego and Frank would soon follow their comrades. 
 
    “Yeah, alright, man,” Frank said in a casual tone as he flicked his blond hair out of his eyes and looked at me. “I’m itching to use magic again, and if I get to kick Cornelius’ ass in the process, I won’t say no.” 
 
    His comment drew a laugh out of us, and we all turned toward Diego as one. 
 
    “If I say no, everyone will think I’m a bastard,” he sighed, but he had a growing smile on his face as he slowly nodded. “I guess I have to help you then.”  
 
    I would’ve pumped my fist in the air if I’d been alone. 
 
    “Well, then, friends, it’s settled,” Richard announced in his usual business-like voice. “We’ll help James and the daughters fight Cornelius, and we will defeat him and his army.” 
 
    “Just how sure are we to win?” Ben wondered out loud, and his question caused the magic folks to squirm as they looked unsettled. 
 
    “We have a fair chance,” I answered for everyone. “Look, I don’t know if we will win, but I’m stronger than I’ve ever been. I can do magic as well, and I have the completed set. The prophecy is right to say only I can defeat Cornelius, and I will. I have to. There’s no way I can let him win and get away with murdering innocent people, stealing your magic, and becoming more powerful and probably immortal. We are the last line of defense for the innocent people in Hadden. And the innocent people of this world, too.” 
 
    I was getting worked up the more we spoke about how evil Cornelius was, and there was nothing more I wanted to do right now than kill him. I knew I wasn’t one hundred percent ready yet, and I still had to practice my summoning skills, but I was getting closer to being ready than I ever was, and when the time came, I’d gladly take his life in front of his army of followers. 
 
    “I like those odds,” Ben approved with a nod, and one by one the other four magic folks agreed with him. 
 
    “Alright, so James will come up with a plan, and as soon as he does, I will personally contact you to update you,” Richard explained the next steps that were to be expected. 
 
    When everyone agreed with the plan, we started leaving Richard’s office one by one, and my women, our parents, and I went back to my place so Elijah could come back to Hadden with me and continue practicing his magic. 
 
    “Please, be careful,” Mom pleaded once we were ready to go. 
 
    “Yes, my dear, we will be,” Dad promised and proceeded to give her the kiss of a lifetime. 
 
    “See you soon, Mom.” I winked at her, let my dad go inside the closet first, and after I made sure my women were holding on to me, I stepped through the portal. 
 
    This time, Elijah didn’t stumble when he landed in Hadden, nor did he look sick. 
 
    “You’re good?” I asked just to make sure he was okay. 
 
    “Yes, son, I’m alright,” Dad said reassuringly. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I said, and the two of us headed up the stairs. 
 
    Since rescuing Elijah, I’d been thinking loads about the best way to defeat the overlord, and I was now convinced I’d come up with the best possible plan that would ensure we had the advantage over Cornelius and his army. 
 
    So, I flew Elijah to the castle, and while he went to practice his magic with Harold and Maggie, I decided to speak with the Baron. He needed to be brought up to speed with my now concrete plan. 
 
    Does the plan remain the same? Amethyst asked before I entered the throne room. 
 
    Yes, I confirmed with determination. 
 
    Good, Sid said. It’s a good plan. 
 
    Let’s just hope the Baron will agree to it, Ruby said, and her soft voice betrayed her worry. 
 
    He’s many things, but he’s not an idiot, Amber pointed out, and I mentally agreed. If he knows what’s best for Hadden, he’ll do whatever he can to help us save the town. 
 
    And let’s not forget I’m an amazing speaker and conversationalist, I added as I strode inside the throne room. 
 
    The Baron usually sat on his throne, but today, he was seated at the table with a gourmet type of meal. There was what looked like chicken breasts, potatoes, green beans, and a ton of fruits and cakes. 
 
    “Sir Miller,” he greeted me with a smile. 
 
    He was in a surprising and rare good mood, but I knew it would change once I told him about my plan to defeat his grandfather. 
 
    “Sire,” I greeted back with a tilt of the head. 
 
    “You must join me for supper.” He gestured at the empty seat opposite him before he clicked his fingers, and a servant ran forward with a plate and cutlery. 
 
    Well, that’s new, Amber commented dryly, and I couldn’t have said it better myself. 
 
    “Sit,” the Baron ordered as he pointed at the chair for a second time. 
 
    “If you insist,” I said and did as he wanted. 
 
    “Please, eat,” the older man urged. “Eat as much as you like, Sir Miller. I’m feeling benevolent and generous today.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I questioned him as I picked up a slice of bread and some cured ham. 
 
    “I’ve increased my people’s taxes,” he said gleefully. “The decree was made public this morning.” 
 
    I knew there was a reason why I didn’t like him, Ruby scoffed. Now I know what it is. 
 
    He’s not that bad of a person, Sid interjected. He’s a bit odd, that’s all. Maybe James can convince him it’s not a good idea. 
 
    I’ll try, I promised before I switched to speaking out loud. “Are you sure that’s wise?” 
 
    “Of course it’s wise!” The Baron raised his voice, and he sounded indignant about the fact I’d dared to question him and his politics. “The people need to pay their taxes so I can continue to live as well as I do. Taxes are increased once a year after a well analyzed research, I’ll have you know. And sometimes, they’re decreased, though I tend to limit this from happening. My people live well, we trade a lot, therefore they have to pay more when they earn more. Besides, how else am I going to fortify the town? I’m not a man of magic, and I’m definitely not a soldier by any means, so what else is there for me to do than use the people’s tax money to pay someone to strengthen my town?” 
 
    I’d never heard him speak as much as he had, so I was slightly taken aback by the points he raised. It was obvious to me then that the Baron truly cared about Hadden, and he was trying to show it in his own peculiar way. He feared the coming war would completely destroy the town he grew up in, so he did the only thing he, as the town’s Baron, could do. Raising the taxes meant he could have people build extra fortifications, and potentially even buy off mercenaries to have them fight on our side when the time came. 
 
    The Baron kept on staring at me with wide, crazy eyes, so I started to realize he wasn’t the asshole a lot of people assumed he was. He was scared, and the growing tension over the past few months made him panic. It was suddenly clear to me he had no idea what he was doing. He was only a man, after all, and there was nothing wrong with that. 
 
    Perhaps he’s right after all, Lapis said slowly. 
 
    He certainly does have a few valid points, I reluctantly admitted. But that’s not what we’re here to discuss today. We can have a deeper conversation about this matter at a later date. 
 
    Good idea, Amethyst agreed. Let’s convince him first. 
 
    “I have some news,” I announced and changed the subject. 
 
    The Baron had calmed down. His face had returned to its normal white color, and his old eyes were merely curious now. 
 
    “Do tell,” he said as he put his fork down and wiped his mouth with his white linen napkin. 
 
    “I have come up with a plan to defeat your grandfather, Cornelius the Third,” I revealed, and I didn’t miss the way the Baron’s breath hitched at his relative’s name. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” he asked, and he seemed annoyed by the fact I was taking my time to tell him about my plan, but I knew he was hiding his nerves behind anger. 
 
    “First of all, I’m going to go to Cornelius’ base in the dungeons,” I explained. “I’ll capture one of his followers and make him deliver a special message for his master. I’ve chosen a time and date for the big battle, and I want to make sure we’re keeping our advantage rather than risk a surprise attack when we least expect it.” 
 
    I had thought about attacking the base and putting pressure on Cornelius’ defenses, but there were too many aspects of this plan that could and would probably go wrong. 
 
    If we did attack the base, we had to keep in mind there’d be no way for a safe retreat if it came down to it, since the tunnels were narrow and winding. Fighting in the tunnels was fine when it was just myself and a monster, but to have an entire army fighting another full army was simply suicide. 
 
    The dungeons were also ancient, and although they were mostly well-kept thanks to magic, they were still built with stones, and there were a lot of risks of cave-ins. On top of that, I didn’t know how well Hadden’s guards and people would respond if they were to fight in such tight quarters. Some of them might suffer from panic attacks, and I couldn’t risk their safety or mine. 
 
    Besides, Cornelius and his army lived in the dungeons, so they were bound to know the tunnels like the backs of their hands. It was a clear advantage for them, and I wanted to avoid giving Cornelius the upper hand. 
 
    “I fail to see what my part is in your little scheming.” The Baron furrowed his brow. “How can you be certain my grandfather will take the bait? If he’s anything like me, he is no fool.” 
 
    “I’m getting there, and trust me on this, he will know it’s in his best interests to come to the battlefield.” I smirked as I thought about what I’d say to Cornelius’ minion when I captured them. 
 
    I didn’t want to give the Baron the wrong impression, but when I did kidnap one of Cornelius’ warlocks, I’d warn them that if Cornelius didn’t show up, I’d kill his grandson and take Hadden’s throne for myself. If what Elijah had said was true, and Cornelius truly cared for the Baron, then he’d never risk his life or his throne. 
 
     “First, I need to inform you I’ve been in contact with some of the magic folks who fled Hadden all those years ago,” I went on. “They’ve agreed to come back and fight alongside us to defeat Cornelius and his army. In the meantime, we need to get every guard, man, and woman able to hold a sword trained. Even if we only cover the basics, they need to be able to defend themselves and kill our enemies. We need all the numbers we can get.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” the Baron hummed thoughtfully as he stroked his blonde beard. “My guards have increased their training sessions upon your request as Commander of the Guards, Sir Miller. I do believe they’re ready.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that, but we can’t relax now, not when we’re so close to our final battle,” I emphasized. “They need to give lessons and pointers to the townspeople and take turns doing so. That way we’ll increase our chances against Cornelius.” 
 
    “I will see to it.” The Baron tilted his head forward in agreement. 
 
    He conceded easily, Ruby remarked. I would’ve thought he’d talk his way out of doing any of his duties. 
 
    To be fair, he has surprised me recently, I admitted as I recalled some human and compassionate sides of the Baron he’d previously shown me. Maybe he’s just grateful he doesn’t have to figure all this out on his own. 
 
    I did say he wasn’t all that bad, Sid chuckled. 
 
    “Where do I come into play in all that?” the older man questioned. 
 
    “I’ve thought long and hard about it, and I believe you need to stay hidden during the battle,” I explained before I laid out the entirety of my plan. “I will fight Cornelius and weaken him, and only then must you show yourself.” 
 
    “To what end?” He frowned again. “I don’t particularly have an interest in a family reunion.” 
 
    “I understand that, but remember what Elijah told you,” I reminded him with a pointed look. “You’re Cornelius’ weakness, the one thing that still ties him to his humanity. He wants you on his side. We need to take advantage of that fact and use it in such a way it’ll destabilize Cornelius enough for me to kill him.” 
 
    “And how, pray tell, do you intend on killing my last living relative?” The Baron raised some expectant and petulant eyebrows. 
 
    I had a feeling he had a love and hate relationship with his family, and I wondered if Cornelius the Third had the same problem with his own son. On the one hand, it seemed the Baron wanted nothing to do with his grandfather, but on the other hand, it was almost as if he didn’t want me to kill him. 
 
    “I’m still working on it,” I admitted truthfully. “But you will be a distraction big enough that it should allow me enough time to get in close and kill him. If not, I can assure you I have powers even you know nothing about, and I won’t hesitate to use them to destroy Cornelius.” 
 
    For some time, the Baron didn’t say anything back. His eyes were staring unseeingly at the table filled with food, so while he pondered about my plan, I filled my stomach with the cured ham on my plate. 
 
    “How can you guarantee my safety?” he eventually asked, and I silently cheered. 
 
    It wasn’t a straight-out refusal, and I’d anticipated this question, so I knew exactly how to respond. 
 
    “Your quartermaster is a genius at potion making, so he will make some special potions for you,” I explained. “All you will have to do is drink it and come on the battlefield.” 
 
    “What kind of potions are we talking about?” he squinted in slight disgust. 
 
    “Most probably a protective potion,” I guessed. “One that will create a shield around you and allow you to cross the battlefield unharmed. I will also personally protect you from any harm with my magic. Nothing will happen to you.” 
 
    The Baron became silent and thoughtful again, and I used the time I had to eat some more of the food he’d generously shared with me. Eventually, he cleared his throat and nodded. 
 
    “I accept,” he said in an imperial voice, as if he were a martyr about to die for the cause. 
 
    Of course, I kept silent about the fact I’d have made him do it even if he had flat-out refused. The Baron was Cornelius’ only weakness according to Elijah, so there was no way I’d go into battle without the conviction the Baron was on my side and would follow the plan. If he’d said no, I probably would’ve been forced to tie him up somehow and use magic to prevent him from escaping until the day of the battle. 
 
    Luckily, it didn’t have to come to that. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said in earnest. “Hadden will be triumphant, you will see.” 
 
    “You better win, Sir Miller,” the Baron warned, and the threat was clear as day. 
 
    “I will,” I said with conviction before I stood up. “Thank you for the meal.” 
 
    The Baron didn’t reply, so I left him to go back to his supper and left the castle. It was time to invade Cornelius’ base once again and kidnap one of his followers. 
 
    Well done, master, Lapis praised me once I was outside. I don’t think anyone could have convinced him apart from you. 
 
    Thank you. I smiled. Let’s hope our plan works. 
 
    How are we going to find one of the overlord’s minions, though? Sid asked. They’ve been remarkably quiet lately. 
 
    I don’t suppose they’re walking around holding a sign, are they? Amber joked, but she had a point. 
 
    Well, we know Cornelius has a lot of people working for him, right? I said and waited for my women to agree. I’ll hide in the tunnels near the entrance of his base until one of them shows up. If his followers are anything like the ones we’ve faced before, they’re bound to live in or around Hadden and work for him undercover. 
 
    That’s smart, Ruby approved. If they are indeed from Hadden, then they’ll have to go home eventually. You can just wait them out. 
 
    Exactly. I grinned. 
 
    Kaida wasn’t chilling around Hadden this time, so I whistled for him, and only a minute or two flew by before I heard the familiar swishing sound of his wings flapping. I looked up in time to see him land on the paved road before the castle gates where I’d been waiting for him. 
 
    “Hello, buddy.” I smiled at him and patted the scaly skin between his nostrils in greeting. 
 
    My dragon breathed loudly against my hand as he nuzzled closer to me. Then he pushed me toward his back so I could climb on the saddle. 
 
    “Fly, I’ll tell you when to land,” I said to him. 
 
    Kaida growled in understanding before he pushed off the ground and into the air. I used the reins to lead him toward the forest, and he flew low over the trees. I remembered exactly where the hidden entrance was, so after we’d been flying for a few minutes, I whistled and pulled on the reins slightly to indicate it was time to descend and land. 
 
    My dragon followed my directions and landed on the soft grass of a meadow not too far from the hidden entrance. 
 
    “Thank you, Kaida.” I smiled and scratched him on the nose before I ventured into the forest. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to find the entrance in the trunk of a tree, and when I did, I lowered myself into the concealed hole. 
 
    Ruby, I’m going to need you to turn on your ability, please, I asked my redheaded woman. 
 
    Of course, she said, and immediately, the dagger blade began to shine as a sign her sneak ability was turned on. 
 
    Thank you, I said as I picked up the dagger and held it up in front of me. 
 
    No one but Ruby and I could see the shining blade, so I’d use it to light the way since the torches on the walls were more dim than in other parts of the dungeons. 
 
    Before I started walking down the tunnels, I drank some of the invisibility potion so I could wait out a minion undetected. 
 
    Sid, I need you to have your offensive defense ready to go when I say so, I warned my dark-haired woman. We’ll have to act quickly in case they’re not alone. 
 
    I’ll be ready, she vowed. 
 
    Alright, let’s go, I said before I headed for Cornelius’ hidden base. 
 
    I walked through the tunnels for some time before I neared the entrance, and when I did, I stayed back behind a corner and waited in the shadows. I had enough invisibility potion to last a few hours if necessary, but I didn’t think I’d have to wait that long, not when the place was always bustling with activity. 
 
    There were always little henchmen running around doing errands for Cornelius, and like I’d said to my women, some of them were bound to live in Hadden since it seemed that was where Cornelius drew most of his followers from. 
 
    Every now and then, I checked around the corner to see if anyone entered the tunnels, but for some time, there was no one. 
 
    It’s taking longer than I thought, I admitted. 
 
    It must have been almost an hour since I’d reached the base, and I knew the potion would soon wear off. 
 
    We have time, Amethyst said encouragingly. 
 
    Wait, I think I hear someone, Ruby suddenly whispered, and we all quieted to strain our ears. 
 
    My redheaded goddess was right, there were some footsteps heading our way, and judging by the sound of it, there was only one person. 
 
    I flattened myself against the wall when Cornelius’ follower walked past me, and I noticed he wore a cloak similar to the one I’d stolen off another warlock. 
 
    Ruby, make sure your ability stays spot-on, I warned as I followed the warlock. 
 
    I won’t let you down, she promised. 
 
    I know you won’t. I smiled. Sid, get ready. 
 
    Just say the word, James, Sid said, and I could already feel the slight tingling sensation from her electricity on my shoulders. 
 
    I crept on the unsuspecting minion, who was walking without looking back. 
 
    Now! I mentally shouted, and immediately, Sid’s offensive defense flew out of the pauldrons and hit the warlock in the middle of the back. 
 
    The cloaked man froze as his body became rigid before he fell down on the cave floor. 
 
    I went over to him, picked him up from under the armpits, and dragged him further away, into the dark, winding nest of tunnels. I didn’t want to risk anyone interfering with the plan, so I had to keep the element of surprise. 
 
    Well done girls, I congratulated my women. Now, let’s see what we can do about this warlock. 
 
    The man’s face was stuck in a surprised expression with wide brown eyes and bushy eyebrows. He looked average and unnoticeable, and if I’d previously passed him on the streets of Hadden, I didn’t remember. 
 
    I waited for his paralysis to wear off, and as I did so, my own invisibility started to fade away until the warlock’s eyes settled on me with fear and curiosity. 
 
    “Well, hello there,” I greeted him with a false cheerful voice. “Were you headed back to Hadden to see your family? My, my, what would they say if they knew you worked for the enemy?” 
 
    I tsked and shook my head in a disapproving way, but then I noticed the man’s digits shake with an involuntary tremble. 
 
    Good, the paralysis is fading, I mentally said to my women before I knelt down beside the warlock and switched to a speaking voice. “Luckily for you, I’m feeling merciful today, so here’s what we’re going to do. Blink once for yes and twice for no. Do you understand me?” 
 
    The man blinked once, so I grinned in satisfaction at the power I held over him. 
 
    You’re enjoying this a lot, aren’t you, James? Sid chuckled fondly 
 
    You bet I am, I said. 
 
    Am I the only one who’s feeling a little sad on this man’s behalf? Lapis sighed. 
 
    He joined Cornelius’ side, Lapis, Amber reminded her in a gentle voice. He’ll get what he deserves. 
 
    But what if he was forced to join the overlord because Cornelius had something over him? Lapis wondered. 
 
    There’s nothing we can do for him, I reasoned. We have to stick to the plan, alright? Our message might scare him into leaving Cornelius. He might join our side during the battle, you never know. 
 
    Alright, my sweet blonde agreed. 
 
    “Good lad,” I said out loud in a patronizing tone. “Now, I have a message I want you to deliver to your wicked master. Can you do that?” 
 
    The warlock blinked once, and in his eyes, I saw the growing fear he wasn’t even trying to hide from me. 
 
    “Good.” I smirked. “You’re going to tell him that James Miller is going to kill his cherished grandson if he doesn’t come to the battlefield of my choosing. Can you remember all that?” 
 
    Once again, the man blinked once, and his fingers twitched some more, so I knew he was fighting the paralysis, and Sid’s ability wouldn’t last much longer.  
 
    I had to be quick. 
 
    “Tell your master he has to meet me on the path that leads to the mountains in seven days from now,” I ordered, and without prompting from my part, the man blinked once. “Good man. Don’t forget to say I won’t hesitate to harm his grandson if he doesn’t obey.” 
 
    It was a lie, but the warlock, and Cornelius, didn’t need to know. Besides, I didn’t trust him to keep his word even if he promised to meet me in the mountains in seven days. 
 
    This was why my women and I planned to be ready before then. Something told me Cornelius the Third didn’t play by the rules when it came to war, so neither would we. He would most likely attack us in Hadden and try to take us by surprise, but it would be on our home turf, and we would have the advantage.  
 
    Sid’s paralysis was wearing off, and bit by bit, the warlock’s body was covered in spasms as he regained mobility. 
 
    “I wouldn’t attempt anything against me,” I warned him before he could cast a spell on me or try to run away. “I have powers you wouldn’t even believe. I’m not going to harm you, you’re my messenger, but if you try anything, I will destroy you. Understood?” 
 
    The man blinked once, and to my surprise, he was able to slightly nod his head. Soon, he’d be able to speak and get up, so I straightened up and looked down on him. 
 
    “One last question,” I said as another smirk grew on my face. “Are you afraid?” 
 
    The warlock blinked twice, but I could tell he’d hesitated, so I chuckled and clicked my tongue. 
 
    “Now, that’s a lie,” I murmured in a condescending and disapproving tone. “It doesn’t bode well for you to lie to me. I’m going to ask again. Are you afraid?” 
 
    “Y-Yes…” the man managed to say, and that’s when I knew Sid’s paralysis had completely stopped. 
 
    Still, the man didn’t try to run away or hex me, so he must’ve truly been scared of me and what I could do to him if he didn’t obey. 
 
    “You should be,” I said in a threatening voice. “I could easily kill you right now, but you’re going to be useful to me, so consider this your only chance. If I see you on the battlefield, I’ll personally track you down and kill you. Cornelius doesn’t care about you, and he’ll happily sacrifice you if he has to. But that’s not my problem, now is it? Run along, now. You have a message to deliver to your master.” 
 
    I figured a little threat would be enough to scare this man into not battling for Cornelius. I was hoping he’d either skip the battle altogether or join our side. We could do with another warlock on our side, but I wouldn’t go out of my way to convince him. 
 
    The man scrambled to his feet and stumbled a little before he leveled his eyes with me, as if he thought I’d go back on my word. 
 
    “Run along,” I repeated as I gestured at the tunnels behind him. 
 
    I didn’t have to say it again before the warlock ran away back where he came from. I didn’t stick around to face the army Cornelius would no doubt send in the tunnels to chase me, and instead I drank the teleportation potion and materialized in front of the castle. 
 
    You were so hot, all bossy and threatening, Amber praised me with a little flustered giggle. 
 
    Yes, you were! Sid quickly agreed. I wouldn’t want to be that poor man when he tells Cornelius about your message. 
 
    Do you think Cornelius might hurt him? Lapis wondered sadly. 
 
    It’s a possibility, I answered as I made my way inside the castle and back toward the throne room to update the Baron. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do for him. I tried to scare him enough that he wouldn’t join the battle or potentially join our side, but I don’t know if it worked. 
 
    Oh, I do hope so, Lapis sighed. 
 
    I went back to the throne room, and the guards opened the door for me. The Baron was exactly where I’d left him, and I wondered if he’d moved at all since our meeting. The table was still filled with an incredulous amount of food, but the Baron was only sipping on his cup. 
 
    “It is done,” I announced as I stepped in the room. 
 
    “What is done?” the Baron asked as he lifted his lazy eyes toward me. 
 
    “I’ve delivered the message to your grandfather,” I reminded him. “The battle will take place in the next few days, so I want all the guards, men, and women to be ready to fight at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    Although I addressed the Baron, I turned around to glance at the guards behind me to let them know I wanted them to pass the word to the rest of the guards. They remained silent, but they both nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    “Ah,” the Baron said before he sipped some more of his beverage. “I will ensure Hadden is ready to fight.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded and left him to drink himself into oblivion. 
 
    I navigated through the castle hallways until I reached Harold’s chambers. I knocked on the door, and when the old man opened, I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. 
 
    Elijah was practicing his magic with Maggie, but he stopped when he noticed me. I took a seat at the table with them and explained everything that happened in the dungeons with Cornelius’ warlock. 
 
    “So we have seven days to prepare for battle, mmm,” Harold repeated in a thoughtful tone. 
 
    “Less than that,” I said truthfully. “I don’t expect Cornelius to nicely sit and wait seven days when he could take us by surprise and kill us all. So, I want you guys to help get Hadden ready in case I’m right. The next few days will be crucial.” 
 
    “We will be ready,” Maggie vowed solemnly. 
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at her. 
 
    I had all the confidence in the world that both Harold and Maggie would do everything they could to help Hadden and its people. 
 
    “Oh, that reminds me,” Harold suddenly said with a little chuckle. “I managed to translate the grimoire.” 
 
    “That’s great news!” I grinned and placed my hand on his frail shoulder. “So, what does it say?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “First, I must say the book Grimkog has given you is exceptionally rare,” Harold commented gleefully, and I didn’t miss the twinkle in his old eyes as he brought the grimoire to the table and sat down opposite me. 
 
    Next to him, Maggie chuckled at her husband’s antics and leaned toward him so she could glance down at the book. The pages were yellow and wrinkly with old age, and Harold turned them over with love and care. The old man truly loved his books, and it was as useful as it was endearing. 
 
    “I’m talking one of a kind type of rare,” Harold added with raised eyebrows when he looked back at me, and I nodded in understanding. “It is a most valuable price for saving one of his own. Would you allow me to keep it for some time so I can translate the rest of the book?” 
 
    “Of course.” I smiled at him. “You can keep it as long as you need. In fact, why don’t you keep it forever?” 
 
    I was never much of a reader unlike him, so what would I do with an ancient grimoire written in a language I couldn’t even read? Harold would benefit from the book way more than I ever would, so although it was a gift from the dwarven chief, I’d happily give it to Harold. 
 
    “Oh, my, thank you, my boy,” the quartermaster murmured as he lovingly stroked the grimoire. “I’ll take good care of it, I swear to you.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it for a second.” My smile grew into a grin at the clear excitement on his old face. “So, what does the book say?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Harold muttered mostly to himself, and he flipped through the grimoire with care to find the page he was looking for. “Ah, here it is. The author, although competent, loves to use endless words and sentencing, so it took me some time to actually find what we were looking for. As expected, this is a book about magic, the normal kind we use, but also dark magic. I have no doubt it’s the type of magic Cornelius the Third himself uses.” 
 
    “What could be so important about magic?” I frowned in confusion as I failed to see why Grimkog believed this grimoire would be useful to me. “Are there any spells we can use to fight Cornelius?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” Harold shook his head, but he didn’t look sorry. “But amid the many pages describing the difference between the two types of magic, I found this part here that mentions the Transfuser.” 
 
    He pointed at the middle of the left page where none of the words looked familiar.  
 
    “There,” he murmured triumphantly. “The grimoire explains how to use the Transfuser, both to steal someone’s magic and to break the curse put upon the daughters. The grimoire is adamant that once the curse is broken, the daughters’ memories will come rushing back in with such strength, it will take some time for them to deal with the new, yet old, memories.” 
 
    So long as we get all of our memories back, that’s all that matters to me, Amber murmured in my head. 
 
    Me, too, Amethyst said. I want to know everything there is to know about me, not just snippets of old memories. 
 
    We’ll get all of your memories back, I promised them. Both Harold and Elijah know how to use the Transfuser, so all we need to do is defeat Cornelius, break the curse, and then we can destroy the Transfuser for good so no one will ever threaten to steal your magic ever again. 
 
    I’m so ready to give that evil man what he deserves, Lapis said with surprising venom and animosity. 
 
    It was the fiercest and most hateful I’d ever heard her speak, but she had good reasons to hate Cornelius for what he’d done to our people and the threat looming over them because of him. 
 
    “As long as we can break the curse and they get their memories back, we’ll do anything,” I said to the three adults. 
 
    “Now, I know Elijah mentioned he’s able to use the Transfuser, so the two of us can work together to break the curse,” Harold went on. “The only thing I’m still unsure of is how to destroy the Transfuser. The grimoire, although extremely useful, doesn’t say what we have to do.” 
 
    “Do you know?” I turned toward Elijah, who sat next to me. 
 
    “My guess is no weapon will work to destroy it,” Dad said slowly as he looked deep in thought. “Cornelius has made sure of that, and although he hasn’t explicitly said so, I know how his brain works, and he would never have taken the risk to have anyone destroy the Transfuser with some weapon or other.” 
 
    “So, how do we destroy it?” I asked the three adults, but their guess was as good as mine. 
 
    “Magic?” Maggie suggested. 
 
    “The book is adamant about it, my dear,” Harold said with a slight shake of his head. “No magic can destroy the Transfuser, I’m afraid.” 
 
    So, if weapons and magic are no good against the Transfuser, what else is there to use to destroy it? Ruby wondered in my head. 
 
    “How about fire?” I suggested. “I do have a dragon who’ll do whatever I ask of him, so if we can’t use magic or weapons, surely fire will do the trick and reduce the Transfuser to ashes, right?” 
 
    “Potentially,” Harold agreed. “The grimoire doesn’t mention anything about fire, but it’s worth a try.” 
 
    “Does the book say anything about mythical creatures?” I asked as a new plan formed in my head. 
 
    If Kaida’s fire was no use against the Transfuser, then maybe one of the creatures I summoned could do something about it. And maybe, both the creature and Kaida’s strength combined would destroy the Transfuser. Then all we’d have to do was make sure no one ever found what was left of the weapon. 
 
    “It doesn’t, I’m afraid.” Harold shook his head again with an apologetic expression. “I will have another read through the more complicated parts and will let you know if I find anything about it.” 
 
    “It’s an interesting idea,” Maggie approved with a kind smile. “I’m certain old Cornelius hasn’t thought about every possibility one can have to destroy the Transfuser he’s worked so hard on building.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I should know?” I asked Harold, but the old man shook his head. “Alright, thank you for translating the key parts. At least we now know how to break the curse, so now we can start thinking about how to destroy the Transfuser.” 
 
    In the back of my mind, I could sense my women’s excitement at the fact we were one step closer to breaking the curse. Soon, they’d be able to walk around Hadden in their human form, and together, we’d get to do all the things we’ve dreamed about doing for months. 
 
    “How’s your magic coming along, Dad?” I asked Elijah once Harold had put the grimoire away. 
 
    “Let me show you,” he said instead and then proceeded to demonstrate his abilities. 
 
    Elijah’s magic was becoming stronger, and I could see why he’d been higher up on the hierarchy than Harold or Maggie. He was able to create a mini tsunami using only the water inside Harold’s teapot, and he made the water disappear with a snap of his fingers. 
 
    It was impressive, and at that moment, I was proud to call him my dad.  
 
    After that, it was time to go back home, but before we left, I wanted to check up on the guards I commanded, so we bade our goodbye to Harold and Maggie and headed toward the castle courtyard where the guards usually trained together. 
 
    A lot of the guards were indeed practicing in the courtyard, but they stopped when they noticed us. 
 
    “Good day to you all,” I greeted them as they gathered in front of me. “I can see you’ve been training hard, so for that I thank you. How are the fortifications coming along?” 
 
    The guards looked at each other before one of them stepped forward to answer. 
 
    “They’re nearly ready, Sir Miller,” he said, and I nodded approvingly. 
 
    “Good.” I smiled at him before I looked at each of the men. “I advise you to stay on your guard, alright? I need everyone on high alert, and if anything happens when I’m not here, send a message for me at the cabin in the forest.” 
 
    “We will, Sir Miller,” another guard promised with a crisp salute. 
 
    Once reassured the guards were training their hardest and keeping an eye out for anything suspicious, Elijah and I left them to return to their training while we headed out of the castle. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, son,” Elijah murmured as I whistled for Kaida. “You’re a true leader.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” His compliment had gone straight to my heart, so I smiled when he put a hand on my shoulder in a way only a father could do. 
 
    Kaida chose this moment to appear, and the two of us climbed on his back before he flew us back to the cabin. We didn’t dally any longer and went straight through the portal, and once we were safely in the loft, Elijah announced he was going back to my mom’s to spend some time with her. 
 
    My women and I decided to invite Honey over since it had been a couple of days since we’d properly seen her, and my latest girlfriend accepted our invitation straight away. She came round the loft, but before we could begin to think of something we wanted to do together, Honey announced she wanted to join the battle in Hadden when it did come. 
 
    “What?” I asked and blinked in shock. 
 
    “I want to help you fight that Cornelius bastard,” Honey repeated fiercely, and in that moment, I could definitely see the warrior in her. 
 
    Since she couldn’t see the portal without my help, I didn’t think she possessed strong magic like me or my other women, but she still belonged in Hadden on her mother’s side, and it was obvious she wouldn’t back down until I accepted her offer. 
 
    It also became clear that while Honey’s previous questions before New Year’s Eve had been mostly to satisfy her curiosity, I now understood she’d had an ulterior motive all along. She wanted to get as much information as she could to have all the arguments in her favor when she requested to fight against Cornelius. 
 
    “No.” I still shook my head adamantly. “It’s too dangerous, Honey. You’ve never been to Hadden or fought at all. I don’t want to risk your safety simply because you haven’t been trained properly.” 
 
    “Then teach me,” she said with a determined look on her face. “Teach me how to fight, train me, and let me help you guys. Hadden is also my home, and I want to protect you guys as much as I can. I don’t want this Cornelius bastard to destroy my mother’s childhood town or cross over into our world to take over Earth.” 
 
    “She has a valid point, James,” Sid pointed out, and I sighed because I knew they were right. 
 
    “I know, I just don’t want anything to happen to you, to any of you,” I explained my reasoning. 
 
    We were all sitting on the couch as we discussed Honey’s announcement, and the blonde was sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table. 
 
    “And I love that about you, but you can’t make me change my mind or make my decisions for me,” Honey said as she jutted out her chin. 
 
    “We could train her,” Amethyst suggested, and I noticed my other women were nodding in approval. “If we do train her, then at least we’re giving her the tools she needs to be able to defend herself.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Ruby agreed. “And besides, we do need all the help we can get, isn’t that right?” 
 
    “It is,” I reluctantly agreed with a sigh. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Amethyst suddenly said, and we all turned toward her to see her with a serious and pensive frown on her lovely face. “Honey is adamant about joining the fight, and we do need all the help we can get. We can train her so she knows the basics to be able to defend herself, but why don’t we make sure she’s out of harm’s way?” 
 
    “How so?” I frowned as I tried to see where she was going with that, but I could already tell Amy was about to say something spectacularly intelligent. 
 
    “We keep her at the back of the army,” my purple-haired woman explained. “As a last resort if the frontline falls, Honey can be the last line of defense for the people of Hadden. There will definitely be wounded people as well, and they’ll need help to get back to safety in the castle, so she could do that.” 
 
    I took a moment to ponder Amy’s solution, but I already knew I liked her plan. Honey wouldn’t back down until she got what she wanted because that’s how fierce she was, but I would definitely not put her in unnecessary danger simply because she asked for it. 
 
    If Honey stayed on the frontline, she’d be slaughtered even if we spent a week training her. At least this way, she’d be a part of the battle by helping our injured people. 
 
    “If you’re okay with that, then it’s fine with me,” I said in a serious tone as I stared straight into Honey’s baby blue eyes. 
 
    “I am,” she confirmed with a firm nod. “I want to help in any way I can.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Sid said in a lighter tone, and she clapped her hands once to lighten up the atmosphere. “We’ll train Honey as much as we can, and she’ll remain at the back of the army, helping our wounded.” 
 
    The smile that broke out on Honey’s face was large enough it could’ve lit up an entire town, and my other women cheered as one before they tackled me in their happiness until we were one big mess of limbs and happy laughter. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I chuckled once they’d gotten off me. “Let’s go back to Hadden. We can get you some proper armor and weapons, and we can train without raising any suspicions.” 
 
    “For real?” Honey grinned at my suggestion, and when I nodded, she squealed happily and started jumping up and down. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” 
 
    I loved making my women happy, so seeing Honey like this was amazing, even if I was still concerned about her safety.  
 
    The seven of us went to the master bedroom, and Honey watched as the five daughters helped me put the armor on. Then, once we were ready, the daughters grabbed onto me, and I turned toward Honey. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked as I extended my hand toward her. 
 
    “Ready,” she said in a determined voice. 
 
    “Let’s go then.” 
 
    Honey took my hand, and together with my five other women, we stepped through the portal. While I was used to crossing worlds and landed perfectly on my two feet, it was Honey’s first time, so she wobbled on shaky legs, and she would’ve fallen if I wasn’t holding her hand. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I steadied her and cupped her face with both my hands. 
 
    “Y-Yeah, I think so,” she said with a trembling voice. 
 
    She looked a little bit green, as if she might become sick, but she gulped, squeezed my hand, and nodded. 
 
    “I’m good,” she assured before she took a proper look at me. “Oh, wow. Don’t you look handsome!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled and twirled on myself to let her admire me from every angle. 
 
    “So, these are the girls, right?” She pointed at my weapons and extra pieces of armor I didn’t have when I stepped through the portal, and I nodded in confirmation. “Can they hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah, they can,” I chuckled some more at Honey’s adorable curiosity. “They’re saying hello.” 
 
    “Hello to you too, girls,” Honey giggled as she stepped closer to me and waved at each of them. 
 
    Well, isn’t she the cutest? Amber cooed in my head. 
 
    I can’t believe she’s here with us, master, Lapis said in disbelief. It feels right, though, doesn’t it? 
 
    Yes, it does, Sid agreed. It feels like everything is almost the way it should be. 
 
    Almost? Ruby questioned curiously. 
 
    Almost, Sid confirmed. We just need to break the curse first, and then everything will be as it should be. 
 
    We’ll get right on that after we get some armor and weapons for Honey and train her, I mentally said before I switched to speaking out loud. “Shall we go?” 
 
    “Yes!” Honey squealed happily. “I can’t believe I’m going to see the town where my mom was raised. This is so weird but exciting at the same time.” 
 
    “Just wait until you actually see the town,” I chuckled at her excitement. “Also… what do you think about dragons?” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” she squealed again and grabbed my arm in a tight grip. “I almost forgot you have a dragon. Can I see him?” 
 
    “Of course.” I nodded and smiled at her. “You’ll even get to fly on him to the town.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She started jumping up and down again as we climbed the stairs that led to the main part of the cabin and stepped outside. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed before I brought my fingers to my mouth and whistled for Kaida. “Here he comes.” 
 
    I pointed at the clear blue sky, and a second later, my beautiful dragon came soaring above the trees. It seemed he knew something was up because instead of coming to land right in front of me like he normally did, Kaida flew above our heads in circles for a few seconds, clearly showing off his skills, before he finally landed in front of us at the edge of the forest. 
 
    “Wow…” Honey whispered in awe as Kaida growled softly and straightened his neck high. 
 
    Like this, my dragon looked like the mighty creature he was, and I was extremely proud he belonged to me. 
 
    “Hey, there, buddy,” I greeted him with a pat on the neck. “I know what you must be wondering. Twice in one day, something must be up, and you’re not wrong. This is Honey, she’s my friend, and we need a ride to Hadden to get her ready for the battle. Can you do that?” 
 
    I was aware Kaida was still a bit put off by some humans. He’d grown very affectionate toward the kids who lived in Hadden, but I wanted to take all the precautions necessary to ensure he wouldn’t try to set Honey on fire or something as crazy and life-threatening as that. 
 
    Kaida glanced between Honey and me a couple of times before he nodded his long head. His blood-red eyes were merely curious when they settled back on Honey, so I figured he understood she wasn’t a threat to him but a friend. 
 
    “He’s absolutely beautiful,” Honey murmured with an awestruck expression. “I can’t believe I’m standing in front of a real freaking dragon. Can I touch him?” 
 
    “Sure, but lift your hand palm up very slowly,” I instructed as I stood right next to Kaida’s head in case he attempted to attack Honey, but it seemed I didn’t need to worry. 
 
    Kaida, like a playful cat, licked Honey’s hand before he growled softly again and nudged her shoulder with his nose, which made the blonde giggle and close her eyes. 
 
    “He’s quite the playful dragon, isn’t he?” she commented, and she moved her hand toward his neck so she could pat him the same way I had. 
 
    To my astonishment, Kaida allowed her to pet him like a docile and tame creature. 
 
    Once we break the curse, I’m taking each of you on a ride with Kaida, I vowed to my five other women who were currently stuck in their weapon forms. 
 
    Oh, I cannot wait! Amber said excitedly. 
 
    It sure will be interesting to see Honey’s reaction when Kaida starts flying, Sid chuckled. 
 
    I’m quite certain you’ll become deaf, James, Ruby teased, and her joke drew a smile on my face. 
 
    “What, what, who said what?” Honey questioned when she noticed the look on my face, which only served to make me laugh. 
 
    “The girls are simply happy to see you ride Kaida,” I explained. “You’ll be the first to be able to ride him in person.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Honey said and started to frown. “I forgot they haven’t done that yet, sorry, girls.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” I smiled and held my hand out to her. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    I helped Honey settle on the saddle before I climbed in front of her, and I told her to hold on to me while Kaida pushed off the ground and spread his wings. My dragon started flying above the forest and toward Hadden, and like Ruby had predicted, Honey was yelling and cheering loudly in my ear at the new experience. 
 
    “Having fun?” I yelled at her so she’d hear me over the swishing noise the wind made around us. 
 
    “Oh, my God, this is amaziiing!” she squealed, and her hold around my waist tightened so much I felt it through the armor. 
 
    I chuckled at her reaction, and soon enough, Kaida reached the edge of the town, but instead of landing in front of the castle gates like he usually did, I steered him toward the fountain at the bottom of the main road. Once Kaida had landed, I jumped down before I helped Honey get down as well. 
 
    She wobbled on her feet and stumbled back a couple of steps, but she managed to find her balance. 
 
    “That was absolutely incredible,” Honey gasped. 
 
    Her cheeks were flushed, and her short blonde hair was all over the place, but her blue eyes were shining with clear happiness. 
 
    “Hadden is full of surprises,” I promised her as I took her hand. “Let’s discover them together.” 
 
    Honey grinned and kissed my cheeks before we started walking down the main street. I wanted to hold her hand, but I didn’t know who secretly worked for Cornelius around us, so I didn’t want to put her in danger any more than necessary. 
 
    I spent the next few minutes showing Honey around Hadden before we went to see Aldric, the town’s blacksmith. Aldric had done an amazing job with my gauntlets and Kaida’s armor and saddle, so there was no one else I trusted more than the old man to sell us some quality weapons and armor. 
 
    Aldric was busy with a customer when we reached his shop, so we walked around his shop and looked at the different weapons he had. 
 
    “What were you thinking of fighting with?” I asked Honey as we stared at a beautiful sword with a simple silver hilt. 
 
    The sword was shorter than Lapis’, but its blade seemed just as sharp, and I had a feeling Honey wanted it. 
 
    “Mmmm, I’m not sure,” Honey said thoughtfully. “I think maybe a sword, but I’m open to ideas.” 
 
    She’d look fierce with a sword, Sid agreed. 
 
    Maybe she could even have two swords? Ruby suggested, and I quietly hummed in at the idea. 
 
    “Ruby’s suggesting you fight with two swords,” I explained when Honey glanced at me with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Because one sword is not enough?” Honey snorted and gently shook her head. “I think I’ll stick to one weapon since I know we don’t have much time left to train me before the big battle.” 
 
    “Probably a wise choice,” I chuckled in agreement. 
 
    Just then, Aldric strode over to us, so we turned toward him. 
 
    “Sir Miller, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” the blacksmith said as he shook my hand in greeting. “And who are you, miss?” 
 
    Like me when I first came to Hadden, Honey wore her everyday clothes that were absolutely fine to wear in Brooklyn but looked out of place in Hadden. She’d received some looks when we walked around the town, but we hadn’t had any time to find her some more appropriate clothes, so she’d just put on the cloak Amethyst had made for me. It was too big on her, but it was enough to cover her clothes, although the wind would sometimes blow the fabric away and reveal what she wore underneath. 
 
    “This is Miss Honey,” I introduced the two of them. “Honey, this is Aldric, Hadden’s best and most accomplished blacksmith.” 
 
    “I don’t know about the best, but I accept the compliment, Sir Miller,” Aldric chuckled, but I could tell my compliment had gone straight to his heart. “So, what can I do for you today?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re aware that Hadden’s been preparing to fight the person responsible for the increase of monster sightings and chaos in recent months,” I explained in a serious but hushed tone in case some passersby overheard our conversation. 
 
    “Indeed, I am.” Aldric nodded gravely, and I knew I had his undivided attention. “Are you looking to equip yourself with more weapons?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I smiled and tilted my head toward Honey, who’d stayed by my side. “My lady here wants to join the fight, so she needs the best weapon and armor in all of Hadden, and I don’t trust anyone else but you, my friend.” 
 
    “You do me a great honor, Sir Miller,” the blacksmith said in earnest. “What would the lady like?” 
 
    He turned toward Honey, who looked back at me with uncertain eyes, so I decided to take the lead. 
 
    “We’re thinking about a sword,” I said. “My lady is inexperienced with weapons, but I’m going to be in charge of her training.” 
 
    “A wise choice, Miss,” Aldric said to Honey. “If I may suggest a cutlass sword?” 
 
    He motioned for us to follow him through the shop until we reached a glass cabinet on the right side of the shop where a few different types of curved swords were put on display for the customers. 
 
    “This one, for instance, is light enough to fight with, but not too tiny you wouldn’t be able to defend yourself with it,” Aldric explained as he unlocked the cabinet and took out a cutlass sword with a basket-shaped guard. 
 
    The hilt was black onyx while the blade was a shiny silver color that reflected the light from outside. The weapon was beautiful, and I could definitely imagine Honey protecting the people of Hadden with it. 
 
    “Oh, wow, it’s stunning,” she said as she took the sword with careful fingers. “Not as heavy as I thought it would be.” 
 
    She carefully waved the sword around to test its weight in her hands, and a smile crossed her face before she looked back at us. 
 
    “I love it,” she said. “And you say the blade is sharp enough to kill my enemies?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Aldric nodded. “I’ve crafted it myself, and I can assure you your enemies will suffer horrible wounds when you pierce through their armors.” 
 
    “It will pierce metal easily, then?” Honey asked for confirmation, and when the blacksmith nodded again, her grin intensified. “Wicked.” 
 
    “We’ll take it,” I said. “We also need your finest armor to protect her during the battle.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir Miller, follow me.” Aldric turned around and walked toward the other side of the shop where a few different pieces of armor were exhibited. “This is my most expensive set, but I assure you the quality is the best you’ll find around here. Although, I must say, the lady is remarkably short for this armor.” 
 
    The parts of the armor he was indicating were of a typical silver color. There were only two gauntlets, some large sabatons, chest plates, and a helmet that would cover the entire face and protect someone’s flesh against enemy blades. The metal was cool and smooth under my fingers, and I knew once we put some enchantments on it, Honey would be as safe as she could ever be on the battlefield. 
 
    Aldric was right, though, the pieces of armor were too big for Honey’s short and skinny frame, but I was certain Harold would be able to do something about it. He probably had some potion to modify the armor’s size as well as protective potions to add another layer of security. I’d ensure he made the parts of armor Honey would wear lighter than their original weight and enchanted her sword to make her stronger. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked her when she still hadn’t said anything. 
 
    “It looks exactly like armor you’d see in movies,” she whispered low enough so only I could hear. “This is amazing! Absolutely brilliant, but if I’m to help injured people get away from the fight, the helmet would only be in my way. I need perfect vision for this, don’t I?” 
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded at the point she raised before I turned toward Aldric and announced we were buying both the sword and pieces of armor minus the helmet. I paid him ten pieces of gold for everything, but I trusted his judgment, and I knew the items he crafted were good quality. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir Miller,” Aldric said as Honey and I were getting ready to leave. “I will see you on the battlefield.” 
 
    “You’ll fight by my side?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded fiercely. “Hadden is my home, and I will do anything in my power to protect it. I have a wife and a son, you know?” 
 
    “You do?” My eyebrows raised high on my forehead. 
 
    Aldric and I had never really talked about this matter before, so it came as a shock to hear he had a wife and son. 
 
    “Yes,” he chuckled. “My son is too young to fight, but my wife will fight with you, Sir Miller. For Hadden, for our home, and for our son.” 
 
    “This is incredible,” I told him truthfully. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Promise me one thing,” Aldric said before Honey and I left, and I raised my eyebrows in a silent question. “Don’t hesitate when the time comes. Kill him before he kills us all.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    I shook Aldric’s hand to seal the vow I’d just made, but it wasn’t just some words I’d said to appease him, and he knew that. I’d pierce Cornelius’ heart with my sword or with an arrow if I had to, but no matter how the battle would play out, he wouldn’t make it out of it alive. It was a promise I’d made to myself long before I promised the same to Aldric. 
 
    Once we were back on the street, Honey turned to me with an amazed expression on her lovely face. 
 
    “The people around here truly love and respect you, don’t they?” Her voice was as soft as the look in her eyes when she glanced at me. “They hold you in high esteem and would clearly do anything for you.” 
 
    “And I’d do anything for them,” I said. “Hadden is my home as much as Brooklyn is, and Aldric is right. We need to protect our home.” 
 
    And we will, Amber said in my head. 
 
    We’ll make sure Cornelius pays for everything he ever did to us and to Hadden’s people, Sid added. 
 
    I smiled at my women’s comments before I led Honey back to the main street. We headed back to the forest, but instead of flying with Kaida, we walked for a bit until we found an empty clearing void of any monster or animal. 
 
    Honey put the pieces of armor down since they were too big for her, and she picked up her newly acquired sword and tested its weight again like she’d done in the shop. 
 
    Seeing her all ready to fight was strange, but somehow it felt right, as if everything was the way it was supposed to be.  
 
    “So, how does it feel?” I asked once she’d lowered her arm. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s weird,” she laughed. “But I do like to hold it. I’m not sure I’ll be any good at fighting, especially against you, but I’m ready to try.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded and smiled at her. “Let’s begin then.” 
 
    For the next few hours, my women and I trained Honey as best we could. We knew it’d take more than half a day to get her ready, but Honey was a fast learner, and although she hadn’t been able to disarm me once, she’d come close a few times. 
 
    Lapis and Ruby were the ones who had the most pointers to give since they each were pros with a blade, but Amber, Sid, and Amethyst also helped by giving some defensive advice. 
 
    I also practiced my summoning magic, and while I wasn’t an expert just yet, I was getting faster and more proficient at it.  
 
    By the time we called it a day, both Honey and I were drenched in sweat, but I was content with her progress. I knew we’d have to train her some more, but she’d be able to defend herself against our enemies when the battle came, so for now, it was enough. 
 
     “Oh, man, I’m exhausted,” Honey groaned once we were back at the loft. 
 
    Until we could get Harold to resize Honey’s armor and put some enchantments on it, we decided to place it alongside my own in the safe, next to my potions, maps, some gold nuggets, and the sword I’d bought at the Ren Fair. 
 
    I’d thought about giving that sword to Honey to save us the trouble of having to buy another one, but while the sword was good and had helped me win the contest, I knew it wouldn’t be enough to fight off Cornelius’ army. Besides, Aldric’s weapons were of a much better quality, and I wanted the best for Honey. 
 
    “You get used to it after some time,” I chuckled as I settled behind her on the king-sized bed and brought my hands to her shoulders to give her a massage. “But you did well today, I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Honey sagged almost instantly when I started working on the knots in her neck and upper back, and her head fell forward as she moaned softly. 
 
    “If I get a massage every time we go to Hadden to train, then I’m ready to go back,” she murmured. 
 
    “I thought you were exhausted?” Amber teased her from where she was laying down beside us. 
 
    The seven of us were chilling in bed seeing as it was quite late in the evening. We were all tired from the long day we’d just had, and since tomorrow was New Year’s Eve, we wanted to have a nice and relaxing evening before the craziness that was bound to happen the next day. 
 
    “Well, I am, but James is taking such good care of me I can put that aside,” Honey joked, but behind the amusement in her voice, I heard how serious and honest she was. “When are we going back?” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s New Year’s Eve, so I doubt we’ll have the time,” I said. 
 
    “We could always go in the morning,” Ruby suggested. “For a couple of hours only. It would be enough for Honey to train some more, and for us to still have the rest of the day.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea.” I smiled at my redheaded woman, who was lounging at the edge of the bed. “In fact, why don’t I tell Richard and the other magic folks to come as well? They need to practice their magic for the big fight.” 
 
    “Is it safe for them to come before the battle against Cornelius?” Amethyst wondered as she bit her lips anxiously. 
 
    “We’ll train in the forest, and we’ll have Kaida, Elijah, and us to protect them,” I assured her. “We will be extra careful. I promise. They do need to get their magic back. If they’re anything like my dad, then their magic will be rusty, and they wouldn’t be of any use to us during the fight.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Ruby nodded in agreement. “They will need to be able to defend themselves, and I don’t suppose they’ve been keeping up with their fighting skills over the years.” 
 
    “It’s settled then,” I concluded in a satisfied tone. 
 
    I finished massaging Honey before I took my phone out and sent a message to Richard asking him and the other magic folks to come to the loft in the morning. Richard’s reply was almost instant, and he promised to be there with the others so we could all go back to Hadden. 
 
    We would stay close to the cabin in case something went wrong, but I wasn’t too worried about them coming back to Hadden for a few hours. If anything, by the time we were finished, they would be able to do basic magic to defend themselves. 
 
    “What’s the plan for tomorrow night then?” Sid wondered after some time. “Are we having a celebration here?” 
 
    “I’ve actually rented a bar.” I grinned. “I was thinking of inviting the magic folks as well, since the loft would be too small to house everyone.” 
 
    I worried about leaving the loft for an entire evening and potentially half the night, but we did deserve to enjoy ourselves for a little while. Besides, I had a plan and would not leave the loft completely unattended. I’d bought a camera I could link to my phone, so if anything happened in Hadden, if the closet started to make noise or someone tried to go through the portal, I’d receive a notification on my phone, so we could all come back and see what was going on. 
 
    “Ohhhhh, what a fantastic idea!” Amber squealed in delight. “It’s such a shame I cannot drink, but we’ll have a marvelous time!” 
 
    I laughed at her enthusiasm, and the seven of us spent the rest of the evening talking about the different New Year’s Eve celebrations around the world. Then we drifted off to sleep together, and while the bed was massive, it was getting ridiculously tiny for our group, so I volunteered to sleep in the guest bedroom, and both Lapis and Amethyst joined me so the rest of my women would have enough space. 
 
    After a restful night, we made enough food to feed an entire army, and soon enough, Richard, Elijah, and the five other magic folks were here. We had breakfast together before we were ready to go through the portal. 
 
    My women helped me get my armor on, and I decided to take the sword I’d purchased at the Ren Fair with us in case some of the magic folks wanted to practice fighting with a sword. 
 
    In Hadden, we went into the clearing where Kaida was nesting, and while he was wary of so many new people, he didn’t try to set them on fire, so I petted him for a bit and reassured him that none of them would harm him. Once he was calm enough, I let Elijah lead the magical training while I trained Honey. 
 
    She hadn’t forgotten the pointers and advice we’d given her yesterday, and while I was certain every muscle in her body ached, she didn’t give up or show any signs of weakness. 
 
    We trained for a few hours, and when we were done, I let Honey catch a breather while I practiced my own magic. I could now summon mythical creatures easily, but I was still drawing on my women’s powers and energy, so I had to try to summon the creatures on my own. 
 
    I focused intently on the task at hand, blocked out the sounds of the forest and training around me, and entered a meditative trance where I was completely lost inside my own head. I pushed aside every intrusive thought I usually had, and before I knew it, the shape of a hippogriff formed in my mind. When I opened my eyes, the fully-formed creature was standing proudly in front of me and staring at me with its yellow eyes, yellow beak, and gray feathers. 
 
    The noises in the clearing had stopped, and I realized everyone was watching the hippogriff and me. My dad looked proud of me while the rest of the magic folks were impressed, taken aback, and slightly jealous of the magic I could do. 
 
    “Well done, son,” Dad congratulated me. 
 
    Did you use our magic, master? Lapis asked. 
 
    No, I didn’t, I said as a grin formed on my face. 
 
    You’re ready! Sid praised. Cornelius better be prepared because we’re going to destroy him! 
 
    While my women cheered in my head, Richard and the others came to me to congratulate me on my advanced and one of a kind magic, and further away, Kaida stared at the hippogriff with clear distrust on his noble face. 
 
    Even I was impressed with my own mental strength as I talked with everyone, and the hippogriff remained still beside me as it waited for me to give him some orders to follow. 
 
    Our training session drew to a close after that, but like yesterday, I wanted to check up on the guards and have a quick fly over the forest and town to make sure nothing was amiss. The magic folks left Hadden while Honey stayed with me, and the two of us flew above the forest and mountains. 
 
    When I didn’t spot anything suspicious, I headed toward the town, but even there, I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. So I had Kaida land in the courtyard where some different guards than yesterday were training. 
 
    We had a quick chat where they assured me they slept with one eye open and did hourly walks around the town to make sure no one acted suspiciously. I was satisfied with how things were going, so Honey and I climbed back onto Kaida and headed back to Brooklyn to get ready for the evening. It was past noon by the time we came back, so I treated my women to a home delivered hot meal that we ate in front of the TV. Then we started getting ready for the party. 
 
    The bar I’d rented was only a few blocks away from the loft, so we could walk there and back in just a few minutes. For this special evening, I wore my best black dress pants with a white dress shirt, and I combed and styled my hair to the side for a different look. I knew I looked good, but it was nothing compared to my six beautiful women. 
 
    Since Honey didn’t have any of her clothes here, she’d borrowed a black mini dress and heels from Amber. She looked indecently sexy, and she clearly knew it if the smirk she gave me was any indicator. 
 
    “You look stunning,” I complimented. 
 
    We were the only ones ready, so I went over to her and kissed her pink lips. Her shiny lipstick was slightly smudged after our kiss, but she didn’t mind and instead kissed me again. 
 
    “Aw, have you started the party without us?” Amber’s voice drew us from our kiss, and I looked beyond Honey’s shoulder to see the redhead with a playful pout on her face. 
 
    Amber had opted for a black dress that wasn’t as tight as what she’d normally wear, and I figured it was because it looked as if she’d eaten a lot today. For being a couple of months pregnant, she didn’t show much, but her stomach was starting to grow, and I knew she felt self-conscious about it, though she had no real reason to. 
 
    She was a sexy goddess, whether she was pregnant or not, and I made sure to tell her every day. Tonight, she’d worn her hair in a high ponytail, and her fiery hair fell across her covered shoulder. 
 
    “Come here.” I smiled and opened my arms for her to join us, and when she was close enough, I kissed her red lips like I’d done with Honey. “You look gorgeous.” 
 
    “I don’t look too fat?” she pouted as she bit on her bottom lip and twirled so I could admire her from every angle. 
 
    “You look perfect,” I assured her. 
 
    “Yeah, girl, you’re hot,” Honey added as she gently smacked Amber’s ass. “I’d do you.” 
 
    Amber laughed and was clearly happy with our compliments, and then both Lapis and Ruby came out of the master bedroom. Both women were just as stunning as each other, and while Lapis had gone for a long, pale blue dress that was open on the side, Ruby had chosen a sparkly silver dress that made her skin look more pale and beautiful than ever. The two of them had kept their hair down and curled their locks in a professional way. 
 
    “You two are lovely, as usual.” I smiled at them and went over to kiss their lips. 
 
    “Thank you,” both Ruby and Lapis said at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, I’m excited for tonight,” Ruby sighed dreamily as she went to sit at the kitchen island. 
 
    It was going to be her first time in a New York pub, and I was going to make it one of the best nights of her life. 
 
    Soon, we were joined by Amethyst and Sid, who were each wearing different colored dresses. Amy had gone for a long, midnight-blue dress that made the color of her purple hair stand out even more, whereas Sid had chosen a black-and-white strapless dress that enhanced the darkness of her hair. 
 
    “And you two are absolutely divine,” I told them as I went over to them and greeted them with a kiss. 
 
    “Why, thank you,” Sid giggled and batted her eyes at me in a way that made all of us laugh. 
 
    “Are we all ready?” I asked my six women. 
 
    I’d gotten a text from Aron, who was already at the bar I’d rented with his girlfriend, Jessica. It felt like I hadn’t seen him in forever, but in reality, it had only been a few days. It would be nice to catch up with my best friend and spend the evening drinking with him. 
 
    The seven of us left the loft and headed down the street to go to the bar. Considering the number of people joining us for the evening, I’d asked the owner of the bar to leave two or three bartenders to tend to us throughout the evening so we wouldn’t have to wait forever to get drinks. 
 
    When we got to the bar, Aron and Jessica were already there, and so were my parents. 
 
    “Dude, haven’t seen you in a while,” Aron greeted me with a handshake and a bro hug with a pat on the back. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, too, man,” I chuckled and greeted his girlfriend and my parents. “Let me introduce you to my dad.” 
 
    Aron had met my mother before, but as far as he was aware, my father died when I was a kid, so I told him my dad had been in an accident that caused him to lose his memories. So, for nearly two decades, we’d lived without him, and we believed he was dead until recently when he suddenly showed up with his memories back. It was a somewhat believable story, and luckily for us, Aron didn’t question us about it. 
 
    Our group ordered our first round of drinks, and when we were halfway through, Richard and the other magic folks arrived. Although we’d seen them a few hours earlier, we still went over to greet them, and then the party could finally start. 
 
    The owner of the bar had put on a playlist that blasted through the speakers, and the bar itself had been decorated with banners and balloons. There even was a photo booth in one corner. 
 
    For the next few hours, we all drank way more than we should have, except for Amber, who was stuck with nonalcoholic beverages, and my women and I mostly spent the evening getting to know our people and catching up with Aron and Jessica. 
 
    The bar had a TV and was broadcasting the ball drop in Times Square, and when the countdown to midnight started, we all shouted from the top of our lungs before we exploded into happy cheers and yells. I kissed each of my women on the mouth before I embraced everyone else. 
 
    At that moment, I was the happiest person on Earth. I had six beautiful women who loved me, my dad was back home with my mom, I’d met the best friend I could ever have had, and my women and I had found some of our people. It was probably the booze talking, but I knew things would only look up and get better from now on. 
 
    We partied for a few more hours until the wee hours of the morning, and when we were too tired to stay on our feet, we all headed home. I bade my goodbye to our people, my parents, and Aron and Jessica, before my women and I went back home. 
 
    The streets were still extremely busy with late night party people like us, but we made it home in one piece and went straight to bed. We were drunk and happy, so although the bed was too small for all seven of us, we were too tired to care and decided to pile up on the mattress. 
 
    I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow, but I was woken up only a couple of hours later by someone being sick in the en-suite bathroom. 
 
    Five of my women were sound asleep beside me, so I crept out of bed and joined the one who was missing. 
 
    “Hey…” I whispered to Lapis, and I closed the door behind me so we wouldn’t wake the others. “Are you alright?” 
 
    My sweet blonde was kneeling in front of the toilet, and it seemed she’d been there for some time. Her pale face was even more pale than usual, and she had dark circles under her tired eyes. 
 
    “Oh, master, I feel so sick,” Lapis whimpered softly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    I kneeled beside Lapis and brushed her hair away from her face. It was sweaty and sticky, and her forehead was shiny with sweat. 
 
    “Is it because of the drinks?” I asked with concern as I tried to understand why my sweet Lapis was sick. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” She gently shook her head and then groaned before she was sick some more. “I only had one drink, master. I was abstaining in solidarity with Amber.” 
 
    I cooed at how sweet she was, flushed the toilet, and helped her walk to the sink. Then I sat her up on the counter and wiped her face with a cold and damp cloth before I handed over her toothbrush. 
 
    “Maybe you’re coming down with something,” I murmured. 
 
    None of my women had been sick since I rescued them from Hadden except for when our bond wasn’t as strong and they felt ill if I was too far away, or when Amber was sick because of her pregnancy.  
 
    Wait a second…  
 
    Lapis finished brushing her teeth, and she turned to me with a worried look on her face, like she’d heard my thoughts. 
 
    “Do you think…” Lapis didn’t finish her sentence, but I knew exactly what she was trying to say. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, but the truth was I had no idea if she was also pregnant. “Only one way to find out, right?” 
 
    When Lapis nodded, I rummaged through the bathroom cabinet until I found the second pregnancy test we hadn’t used. 
 
    “Do you remember how to use it?” I asked, and when Lapis wordlessly nodded, I smiled at her and kissed her forehead. “I’ll wait outside. Come get me when you’re done.” 
 
    I left the bathroom and closed the door behind me as quietly as possible, but it was no use seeing as all six of my women were awake. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Amethyst asked as she sleepily rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “Lapis is sick,” I said and sat on the edge of the bed. “She’s doing a pregnancy test.” 
 
    She couldn’t be sick because of the bond. We were stronger than ever, and I’d got to college while they remained home before, so I knew for a fact it couldn’t be the reason why she was sick. The only two things I could think about were she’d either caught a virus or she was pregnant. 
 
    After all, Amber had been sick for some time before we found out she was pregnant, and none of my otherworldly women had ever shown any signs they could catch human diseases. 
 
    “It would be wonderful if she were pregnant,” Amber said as she stifled a yawn and cuddled the pillow she’d been using. 
 
    “Our family would be growing bigger,” Sid sighed dreamily. 
 
    We didn’t have time to discuss the possibility further before the en-suite door opened, and Lapis came out holding the pregnancy stick in trembling hands. 
 
    “So?” Honey asked as we all waited with baited breath. “Is it positive?” 
 
    “It’s not showing yet,” Lapis said and came to sit on the edge of the bed next to me. 
 
    The seven of us impatiently waited for the pregnancy stick to reveal the truth behind Lapis’ sickness, but we only had to wait a few more seconds before we found Lapis was indeed pregnant. 
 
    “Oh, my God, this is wonderful!” Amber squealed happily, and she suddenly had enough energy to stand up and come hug Lapis. “I won’t be alone with this pregnancy thing.” 
 
    Lapis giggled in response before she looked at me with hopeful eyes. I smiled at her in a reassuring way to let her know I was overjoyed with the news. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I murmured as I picked her up, and together we twirled around before I kissed her lovingly. 
 
    I couldn’t believe two of my women were pregnant at the same time. I knew my mom would be scared and worried on my behalf, but once we vanquished Cornelius and restored the peace in Hadden, I only had to worry about graduating from college. The seven of us were all in this together, so I knew we’d be alright. 
 
    “Yeah?” Lapis asked in a small voice, as if she believed I was hiding my true feelings. 
 
    “One hundred percent,” I assured her and hugged her firmly but gently. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think I can sleep anymore,” Sid announced as she jumped off the bed and danced around in happiness. 
 
    “Me, neither,” Lapis admitted, and despite the dark circles under eyes, and her obvious exhaustion, she looked beautiful and happy, and I fell in love with her even more. 
 
    “You go rest on the couch,” I ordered and kissed her cheek. “We’ll make breakfast for you for a change.” 
 
    “Oh, no, don’t be silly, master, I can do it,” Lapis argued. 
 
    “Absolutely not.” I grinned and took her by the hand to lead her out of the room and into the living room. “Sit, please.” 
 
    “B-But… I’m more than capable of making breakfast,” Lapis stuttered as she tried to convince me to let her be on her feet for an hour to cook breakfast for everyone. 
 
    “Nope.” My grin grew at the small pout on her pink lips. “Today, we’re taking care of you. It’s not up for discussion. What would you like to eat?” 
 
    For a second, I was certain my sweet blonde would attempt to argue some more, but she eventually sighed, sagged on the couch, and nodded in a defeated way. 
 
    “Well, since you insist, master, some pancakes and bacon would be nice?” She made it sound like a question, as if she were afraid to ask for what she truly wanted. 
 
    “Coming right up.” I bent down to kiss her lips before I joined my other five women in the kitchen. 
 
    Despite how tired we all were, we put on some soft music for ambiance and helped each other make enough pancake batter to feed the lot of us. It took us some time to get everything together, but eventually we’d managed to have the table filled with warm pancakes, crispy bacon, buttery potatoes, and fresh orange juice. 
 
    In solidarity with both Amber and Lapis, I decided not to have coffee this morning, and my other women followed my example. Instead, we stuck to hot chocolate and juice, so even if we were still tired, it was worth it when I noticed the grateful look on both their faces. 
 
    “I think we should go baby shopping,” Amber announced as we were clearing the table after breakfast. 
 
    “Isn’t it a bit early for that?” Ruby frowned in surprise. 
 
    “Trust me, Rubes, it’s never too early for shopping,” Sid giggled. “And I second Amber’s idea.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” I chuckled at my two women who loved shopping perhaps as much as they loved me. “It’s fine by me.” 
 
    “But… I don’t even know if I’m having a girl or a boy.” Lapis frowned as she brought her hands on her flat stomach. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Honey said. “There are many unisex clothes you can choose from.” 
 
    “Alright then.” Lapis smiled at the idea. 
 
    Once the kitchen was clean, we got ready for the day and headed to the shopping center. Like the night before, I had my camera operating, and my phone was constantly in my hand in case I received a notification from the app. Luckily, nothing had happened last night, and I was hoping it would be the same today. 
 
    I could tell Lapis was getting excited about her pregnancy the more we were browsing for baby clothes and other accessories. 
 
    For today, though, we only purchased clothes and a couple of toys since we’d already bought some bottles and nursing accessories Amber had chosen. It would be enough for the two of them, and if any of my women were to be pregnant in the future, we’d simply have to buy some more. 
 
    The seven of us spent a lovely and relaxing morning at the mall, and after some well-deserved lunch, we headed back to the loft and decided to train Honey some more. Before our session began, we flew to the castle so I could have a quick chat with the guards, who assured me they had nothing suspicious to report, and the fortifications would be done in a day or two. 
 
    Once reassured, Honey and I went back to the clearing where Kaida nested and began her training. She was making amazing progress, and she fought fiercely and with determination. She was clearly born to do this, and although I was better than her, she was a fierce competitor, and I knew she’d be fine against Cornelius’ minions. 
 
    Once we were done with her training, my women and I wanted to head to the dungeons in search of Ruby’s second and last gem, but we feared it’d be too dangerous for Honey. She was getting amazing at fighting, but I didn’t want to put her in any danger if I could avoid it. 
 
    Luckily, Honey was understanding, and after she promised to wait for us back at the loft, I helped her cross the portal. When I knew she’d crossed safely, I headed toward the tunnels and looked at my compass. The arrow pointed north, so I headed straight ahead and walked through the dungeon as I followed the path laid out before me. 
 
    The tunnels turned left and right, and I walked for quite a while, so long in fact, that I started to wonder if the dungeon had gotten me lost on purpose. But just as the thought crossed my mind, the narrow tunnels opened up into another cave-like room. 
 
    Finally, I mentally groaned. It took ages to get somewhere today, didn’t it? 
 
    Maybe the dungeons didn’t know where to go? Amethyst suggested. Although they’ve never failed us before, so I find that hard to believe. 
 
    I think they knew exactly where to go, Amber said. I also think we’re under the mountains. We’ve walked for so long, so there can only be one reason why it took us forever to get here. 
 
    You might be right, I agreed. 
 
    I stopped at the edge of the tunnel and peered inside the cave. The room was tiny, and the ceilings were relatively low, but not low enough I couldn’t stand straight. There weren’t many things inside save for a few makeshift beds on the floor and unlit candles. 
 
    But it wasn’t hard to miss the three goblins who were cooking some food over a small black cauldron. 
 
    The tiny creatures were entirely bald with black and brown spots on their scalp, and they had long, hooked noses and big, round, black eyes. The monsters wore some filthy and torn clothes, and despite the delicious-smelling food they were cooking, I could still detect their foul stench around the small room. 
 
    Ew, they’re really ugly, Amber moaned in my head. 
 
    They are, I agreed. What do we know about them? 
 
    They’re greedy creatures, Sid answered first. Extremely mean and mischievous. They’ll try to talk their way out of any situation possible, and they’re also wickedly fast. 
 
    So, what do we do? Ruby asked. 
 
    We don’t give them the chance to speak, I said as I took an arrow from my back and unstrapped the bow from my chest. Amber, let’s set them on fire. 
 
    You got it, she said. 
 
    The wood started to heat up beneath my palm, so I aimed at one of the goblins and fired when Amber was ready. The arrow flew straight into the first goblin, and the monster barely had time to yell in pain and shock before his monstrous body erupted in flames. 
 
    The two other goblins looked up with sharp protruding teeth and threatening eyes, and they narrowed in on me in a second. As Sid had predicted, they were fast, perhaps even faster than I was, and in a second, they were no longer standing by the cauldron and their burning friend. 
 
    I looked around the room and jumped to the side in time to avoid their attack. In the span of a couple of seconds, the goblins had picked up some hidden swords, and they’d managed to creep up on me. 
 
    So I fully stepped inside the cave and switched the bow for the sword. With my women’s abilities combined, I knew two goblins were no match for me. I didn’t even need to ask them to use their abilities anymore. They knew exactly what to do, and perhaps it was because we were so in sync and the set was complete, but we were always on the same page when it came to fighting monsters. 
 
    Lapis used her predicting ability to show me what attacks the goblins were going to use, and both Sid and Amethyst turned on their defense abilities that enhanced my armor and made me stronger. 
 
    I managed to pierce one of the goblins in the heart while Sid used her offensive defense to paralyze the other one. 
 
    Well done, I congratulated my women. 
 
    With two goblins down, I headed toward the paralyzed monster and turned it on its back. 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked. “Where’s the chest?” 
 
    The dungeons had led me here, so it meant Ruby’s gem was in this room, and while my redheaded woman couldn’t sense her gem nearby, it didn’t mean it wasn’t here. I believed it simply meant there was a protective spell on the chest that hid it from my women’s senses. 
 
    The goblin stared at me with hatred, and I could tell it wasn’t going to help me find the chest, so I killed it with the sword before I started searching the small room. 
 
    If the goblins are as greedy as you say, Sid, they must have hidden more than just a chest, I murmured as I searched the space around the cauldron. 
 
    They probably have some stolen treasure, Sid confirmed. I’d say some gold, and even jewelry. 
 
    Let’s find their treasure and keep it for ourselves, Amber said with excitement. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to find the place where they’d hidden their treasure. The goblins may have been mischievous, fast, and greedy, but they weren’t smart at all. They’d chosen to hide the chest in their makeshift bed, and I opened it and was met with a beautiful rich chocolate-brown gem. 
 
    The gem was shaped like a mini circle, but when I brought it close to my face, I noticed the little star shape inside the gem. It was gorgeous. 
 
    Almost instantly, Ruby gasped loudly, and I knew that whatever spell had been put on the chest was now gone, and she could sense the gem’s power calling out to her. 
 
    James, James, I can feel it, Ruby said in both excitement and disbelief. Oh, wow, I forgot how incredible it felt to be able to sense our gems. 
 
    It’s quite thrilling, isn’t it? Amber chuckled. 
 
    Here you go, Ruby, I said as I took the dagger off my belt and added the gem on the other side of the hilt where there was a little indent for her gem. 
 
    Thank you, James, Ruby sighed in contentment and relief. I feel complete. This is amazing! 
 
    I wonder what your new power is, Lapis said curiously. 
 
    Is there anything different? Amethyst asked. 
 
    Not that I can tell, Ruby answered after a few seconds of silence where I figured she was trying different things to make her new ability work. I’m sure it’ll manifest itself when we need it, though. That’s how it happened with my other gem. 
 
    And with ours, too, Sid said in a reassuring tone. 
 
    Is no one going to ask the most important question? Amber paused in a dramatic way to add suspense to whatever she wanted to say, and it made me chuckle. Let’s go home to see your new physical change, Rubes! 
 
    Let me just search their beds for treasure first, I laughed at her impatience. 
 
    There were only three makeshift beds for the three goblins I’d killed, and in one of them was the chest. I searched the other two, and I found a hefty pouch of gold and some jewelry I could either pawn off for more money or give to my women if they wanted to keep them. 
 
    Alright, let’s go, I said once I was done. 
 
    Before I left the dungeons, I chopped off one of the goblins’ heads to show the Baron so he would graciously pay me for my efforts. I still had loads of money, but I wanted more, especially with a second baby on the way. 
 
    Instead of walking all the way back to the cabin or taking the tunnels to exit in the middle of the forest, I drank some of the teleportation potion and materialized myself right in front of the castle gates. I was starting to run low on the teleportation potion, so after I spoke with the Baron, who’d most probably send me to Harold to receive my payment, I’d ask my old friend to replenish my potion supply. That way, I could strengthen Honey’s armor and sword once we were back in Brooklyn. 
 
    Without surprise, I found the Baron in his throne room, and I once again wondered if he ever went anywhere else. The castle was relatively small, but it was still big enough that he had an incredible number of rooms. 
 
    “Sire,” I greeted him when I stepped in the room. “I have found a goblins’ nest, but I vanquished them.” 
 
    I waved the head in front of him, but the Baron made a disgusted noise and looked away. 
 
    “Take it out of my sight,” he ordered not unkindly. “My quartermaster will see to your payment, Sir Miller.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I grinned at his childish reaction and left the throne room with the head in hand. 
 
    Maybe goblins’ heads had some special properties Harold could use for his potions, so with that in mind, I headed for his chambers, knocked on the door, and waited for the old man to let me in. 
 
    “Oh, James, my boy, it’s you,” Harold mumbled when his eyes landed on me. “Come in, come in. I’ve made some tea with a twist.” 
 
    “You mean you added some alcohol?” I laughed as I stepped into his chambers and closed the door behind me. 
 
    Maggie wasn’t in the room, but like I’d guessed, Harold’s brewing tea had a strong smell to it, and I wondered what type of alcohol he’d chosen to add in his tea. Probably some brandy or whiskey, if I had to guess. 
 
    “I may have added some,” he chuckled heartily as he winked at me, and I knew it was code for ‘a lot.’ 
 
    “As much as I’d love to, I’ve already drank too much last night,” I said as I remembered my New Year’s Eve party with my friends and family. 
 
    “Well, if you change your mind, James, it’s in the pot.” Harold pointed at the kettle on the stove before he went to sit at the table with a steaming cup of alcoholic tea. 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed again and then showed him the goblin’s head I’d chopped off, and Harold almost spilled his tea. “I’ve killed some goblins in the dungeons. Very greedy creatures, but not smart at all. I found their treasure in no time.” 
 
    I then waved the jewelry I’d found before I fastened it back on my belt. Harold chuckled and got up to get me another pouch filled with gold, and with the two pouches I now had, I knew I’d just made thousands of dollars. 
 
    “Goblins are shockingly greedy,” Harold easily agreed as he sat back down. “Unfortunately, there is nothing I need from a goblin’s head, so it won’t do my potions any good.” 
 
    “Speaking of potions, I’m running low on the teleportation one,” I said as I took the vial out of my belt and showed it to him. 
 
    I only had one more dose before I’d run out completely. Without a word, Harold got back on his feet and went to get me a new vial filled to the brim with the teleportation potion. 
 
    “This should cover you for some time,” he explained, and I generously thanked him as I put the potion away. 
 
    “While I’m here, do you happen to have more potions for a friend of mine?” I asked before I explained the situation to him. 
 
    I told him everything there was to know about Honey and her mother and the fact Honey was adamant about joining the fight, and once I was done summing up everything, Harold chuckled and gave me an armful of different potions. 
 
    “These are the same potions I used on your armor and weapons,” Harold explained as he carefully laid them down on the table. “You have a protective enchantment, one to make her armor more resilient but lighter and therefore easier to move around in, one to resize the armor to her body, and one to sharpen her blade and make it deadlier. There’s also a potion for her own strength and abilities, but she should only use those before the battle as the effects tend to wear off after a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Harold,” I said earnestly, and I tucked the potions away with as much care as he’d given them to me. “These will protect her in ways I cannot.” 
 
    “Of course, my boy.” The old man smiled kindly at me, sipped on his tea, and almost spilled it right back when he suddenly jumped to his feet. “I almost forgot! Come with me.” 
 
    He beckoned me over as he walked toward his lab-like table in the corner of the room where there was a new orange and red potion in his distillation machine. The swirling colors reminded me of Amber’s fiery hair, and I wondered what the potion was for. 
 
    “This, my dear boy, is a very special potion I’ve been working on,” Harold said, and I didn’t miss the glee in his eyes. 
 
    “What does it do?” I asked as I lowered myself to peer at the different glass tubes. 
 
    “It’s a trapping potion,” Harold announced proudly before he explained further. “When the time to fight Cornelius the Third has come, I will spill this potion around the battlefield. It will create an invisible barrier, and anyone who steps inside the circle will be trapped until the battle is over.” 
 
    “So no one can flee,” I concluded, and when my old friend nodded in confirmation, I let out a wowed sigh. “You always come up with the best potions, Harold.” 
 
    “I do try,” he chuckled and waved my comment away, but I could tell my compliment had gone straight to his heart. 
 
    “We’ll need to lure Cornelius’ entire army inside, but I’m working on it,” I explained. 
 
    I didn’t think it would be too hard to trap Cornelius’ army in the invisible circle. Cornelius would want to go straight for the Baron to save his life, and his army would protect him as he crossed the battlefield and attack the army I commanded. 
 
    “What will happen once the battle is over?” I wondered as I straightened back up. 
 
    “Ah, this is where it gets interesting,” Harold said mysteriously. “The barrier will stay in place until one side has either killed everyone else or captured the other’s army.” 
 
    “So, we need to capture or kill everyone in Cornelius’ army,” I summed up, and Harold nodded. “What if they surrender?” 
 
    “That would work.” He nodded again. “The point is, with this potion, victory is assured for one side or the other. No one will escape, and we can stop the spread of Cornelius’ dark magic use.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant, Harold, truly incredible,” I complimented him a second time. “Where do you get all your ideas from?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t take all the credit,” he chuckled and pointed at his collection of old and dusty books. “I’ve had a little help.” 
 
    I chuckled some more at his discreet honesty before I thanked him again and bade my goodbye. 
 
    Then I left with the goblin’s head and fed it to Kaida, who happily ate it. 
 
    Today had been long and eventful in more ways than one, and although I was happy, I knew both my women and I deserved some time to properly relax and spend quality time together away from Hadden and busy Brooklyn. 
 
    So, I flew back to the cabin on Kaida’s back, and when I crossed the portal back to the loft, Honey was waiting on the bed for our safe return. She jumped up when she saw us and joined the group hug we all shared. 
 
    “Ruby!” Amber squealed as she took Ruby’s arm and gently turned her toward her. “Your hair is stunning!” 
 
    We all looked at Ruby and noticed her beautiful red hair was filled with rich chocolate-brown streaks, the exact same color the gem had been. It enhanced the golden-brown of her eyes, and the mix of colors in both her eyes and hair made her look perfect. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous,” I complimented as I kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Go have a look,” Sid said excitedly before she took Ruby’s hand and led her to the en-suite. 
 
    Before I took my armor off, I had Honey grab her own armor and sword and follow me back through the portal. 
 
    “I’ve got some potions to make you stronger and protect you even more,” I explained as I spilled some of the potions on the armor and sword. “These ones will have to wait for the battle for you to take them as they only work for a couple of hours.” 
 
    I pointed at a couple of them Harold had given me, and Honey nodded in understanding before we slipped back through the portal to our bedroom. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to meeting this Harold,” she said as she admired the armor from every angle for any visible change, but other than it being smaller and more fitted to her body, there was none. “He sounds highly intelligent.” 
 
    “He is,” Sid confirmed as she exited the en-suite with Ruby in tow. “Very talented, too.” 
 
    “You’ll get to meet him soon enough,” I reminded her with a smile as I hinted at the upcoming battle. 
 
    At the mention of the battle, each of my women tensed and stared at each other before Honey asked to stay the night, as if I would ever tell her no. The seven of us got ready for bed, and we piled up in the master bedroom. 
 
    My night was surprisingly agitated, so I tossed and turned a while, and when some noises coming from the closet woke me up in the morning, I knew something was wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “What’s going on?” Honey immediately asked as she sat up and sleepily rubbed her eyes. 
 
    One by one, the rest of my women woke up and turned to the closet where faint horn noises could be heard. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” I said as I got up and walked toward the closet, and up close, the noises were louder. “Sid, can you call your dad and ask him to get everyone here? Hadden’s in trouble.” 
 
    I was hoping the noises were only caused by one of the Baron’s messengers because the Baron had something to ask me, but the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach was telling me an entirely different story. 
 
    My guts were certain Hadden was in danger, and Cornelius was on his way to attack the city. 
 
    “Of course,” Sid said before she rushed out of the room to go grab her phone. 
 
    I did the same and shot a quick and urgent text to my dad asking him to come to the loft right away. 
 
    “What’s that noise?” Ruby asked as she joined me in front of the closet and peered inside. “Does this happen often?” 
 
    “It’s happened a couple of times before,” Amber said, and I heard how worried she sounded. “But this close to the battle, I doubt the Baron would be asking for you unless something happened.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I sighed and grabbed a sleeveless cotton t-shirt and soft sweatpants that I put on over my briefs. “Come on, let’s get ready.” 
 
    My women quickly got dressed in simple and comfortable clothes before they helped Honey and I put on our armor, and Sid came back just as I was fastening the chest plates on my shoulders. 
 
    “They’re on their way,” she announced, and I nodded in a silent thank you. 
 
    While Sid got dressed, I went to the kitchen to make a cup of coffee for everyone but Amber and Lapis who had hot chocolate instead, and by the time our cups were empty, the doorbell rang. 
 
    Richard and the five magic folks were accompanied by my parents. All eight of them had dark and serious expressions on their faces, and I instantly knew it was their warrior faces. 
 
    They were ready to fight, and so were we. 
 
    “Let’s skip the greeting for today,” I said in a loud and firm voice once everyone was gathering in the living room. “We don’t have much time. Hadden’s in danger and needs our help, so we’ll go through the portal now and hope we get there in time.” 
 
    Luckily, no one disagreed with me, so we went to the master bedroom where I’d kept the closet doors open and put the clothes away on the bed. Nothing obstructed the entrance, so one by one, the magic folks stepped through the portal. 
 
    Before Elijah followed them, Mom embraced him so tight I was certain she was suffocating him, but Elijah simply held her back just as tight. 
 
    “Don’t you dare get captured or killed, you hear me?” she sobbed, and her voice was slightly muffled by Elijah’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll come back in one piece,” Elijah vowed. “You have my word. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Eli.” Mom took a deep breath before she released him and watched him step through an invisible portal. 
 
    When he was gone, she burst into tears and hid her face in her trembling hands, so I hugged and rocked her from side to side. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Mom,” I said in a soothing voice. “I’ll keep an eye on him. I know you’re scared for us, but we need to go now. We’ll be back, I promise.” 
 
    “You’re my only son, James,” Mom reminded me tearfully as she forced herself to step back. “If you don’t come back to me, I’ll personally come to Hadden to find you and kill you myself.” 
 
    “Noted,” I chuckled before I kissed the top of her head and turned toward my six beautiful warrior women. “Ready?” 
 
    When they nodded, we held on to each other and stepped through the portal. My otherworldly women’s touch disappeared except for Honey’s hand, and once we landed in Hadden, they were safely attached to me in their weapon forms. 
 
    You’re all there? I asked in a serious and urging tone. 
 
    We are, Sid confirmed. 
 
    Honey and I didn’t waste any time. We hurried to join the others outside the cabin, and as predicted, we were faced with a couple of guards and one of the Baron’s messengers, so I knew whatever threat was looming over Hadden was serious. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked the first guard I saw as I pushed past our large group to get to the frontline. 
 
    “It’s Cornelius, Sir Miller,” the guard answered, and I noted how scared he both looked and sounded despite the intensive training he’d gone through over the past couple of weeks. “Him and his army are on the move. They’re coming from the mountains.” 
 
    I knew exactly what to do as I’d been expecting Cornelius not to uphold his end of the bargain. While I whistled for Kaida, I took the transportation potion and uncapped it. 
 
    “All of you, drink the potion and teleport yourselves in front of Hadden’s fortifications outside the city wall,” I instructed in a firm voice that left no room for argument. 
 
    “What about you?” Honey asked, and although she showed a brave, fierce, and determined face, I could tell she was anxious about the battle. 
 
    “I’m going to fly there,” I said just as Kaida soared overhead and landed a few feet away from our group. “Go, now. Let’s not waste time.” 
 
    I watched as one by one, the magic folks, Honey, the guards, and the messenger drank the potion and disappeared in a puff of smoke. Once they were all gone, I climbed on Kaida’s back and clicked my tongue to get him to stand up, and together we flew toward Hadden. 
 
    You were right, Amethyst said in my head. Cornelius didn’t wait for the battle to attack Hadden. 
 
    I know, I said grimly and wished I’d been wrong. But that’s precisely what we were preparing for, and now we’re ready to fight him off. 
 
    And we’ll destroy him, Ruby said what we were all thinking. 
 
    Kaida must have sensed the urgency of the situation because we reached Hadden in no time, and the outer wall of the city was crowded with more than half of Hadden. Men and women as well as all the guards were already present in front of the fortified city, and the vantage point I had while we flew allowed me to spot Harold as he spilled some potion on the ground. 
 
    I had no doubt it was the trapping potion he’d mentioned, and if I squinted hard enough, the ground where Harold spilled the potion should have been wet and marked by the magic, but there wasn’t anything. 
 
    Looks like Harold is hard at work, Sid commented as Kaida roared and flew above our small army before he landed on the frontline. 
 
    Honey, Elijah, Richard, and the rest of the magic folks stood with the rest of the guards, as well as Maggie, and while the old woman was emotional about seeing people she grew up with, her mouth was set in a straight line, and her eyes were determined and furious. 
 
    “Honey, you remember what you have to do?” I asked as I walked directly toward my girlfriend. 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “Stay at the back of the army as the last line of defense and help tend to the wounded. I’ve got this, James. Kill him.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised. 
 
    We shared a quick kiss before she disappeared through the crowd of people and toward the back of the army. 
 
    We were on the road that led toward the mountains and Maniton, the village an hour or so away from Hadden. Behind us was the fortified wall, and beyond the wall was the town where the children, elderly, and sick people were hiding in the tunnels under the castle. 
 
    “Maggie, are you ready?” I turned to the old woman, who nodded fiercely. 
 
    “I’m ready for revenge,” she spat in a voice full of venom, and I could only understand all too well why she reacted like this. 
 
    Under Cornelius’ order, Florian had sent some men to storm the base where she’d been hiding for nearly two decades. If I hadn’t gotten there in time, Maggie would have died, and later on, Florian followed me to Maggie’s base and tried to kill us, but we killed him instead. 
 
    “Good, is Harold nearly done with the trapping potion?” I asked, but she didn’t need to reply. 
 
    “I am,” the old man announced as he trudged back toward the front line. “I went all the way down the road toward the edge of the forest. As soon as Cornelius’ army crosses the threshold, they’ll be trapped and unable to flee.” 
 
    “Amazing,” I said before I climbed back on Kaida and whistled loudly so Hadden’s army would fall silent and listen to me. 
 
    I felt like the highest general of the army riding my dragon as everyone listened with rapt attention to my encouraging words before the battle began. 
 
    What are you going to tell them? Sid asked. 
 
    I’ll wing it, I said confidently as words already started to form in my head. 
 
    Whatever you do or say, I know you’ll be convincing, Lapis complimented me, and with my women by my side, I knew I could do anything. 
 
    “For too long Cornelius has loomed over Hadden!” I shouted so everyone would hear me, and the tense, apprehensive, and almost religious silence that followed told me every single one of them was listening. “He has taken our sons, fathers, husbands, and brothers to do his bidding. He has brought chaos and fear to our beloved city. I say no more! It is time we fight back. It is time we defend our home against an invader who wants to see us destroyed. I know Hadden has had trouble with magic folks, but today, trust them to have your back because I assure you they will fight just as hard as you. It is time we put our differences aside to fight together, hand in hand, and kill Cornelius and whoever stands in our way! Who’s with me?” 
 
    I yelled the last part of my monologue, and my last word was drowned by war cries and shouts as everyone raised their arms and weapons in the air and stomped their feet on the ground. 
 
    Although I sat on Kaida, I could feel the earth trembling under a couple hundred people’s stomping. Today, we were all united, human and magic folks together, fighting against a common enemy. I couldn’t see the Baron, but I knew he was waiting in the shadows to make his move against his grandfather. 
 
    You were born to lead, Amber commented, and she sounded breathless and awed at the same time. 
 
    She’s right, Amethyst agreed quickly. I have chills all over. 
 
    So do I, Ruby said, and she sounded just as impressed and awed as my other two women. 
 
    I didn’t have the time to add anything or turn toward my people because there were some loud gong sounds that resonated down the gravel road. Trees lined either side of the road, and the path was only big enough for four buses put next to each other. 
 
    Both our armies would struggle to fight properly, but we had to make do with what we had, and I was confident the guards had trained the men and women of Hadden to the best of their abilities. I trusted my people, both human and magic folks, and I knew together we’d be victorious. 
 
    “Look over there!” one of the guards shouted as he pointed the tip of his sword toward the road. 
 
    I followed his direction and noticed a large dark mass of people marching up the road toward us. Right on the frontline was Cornelius the Third himself, but the bastard was being carried by his minions on a massive black throne. 
 
    Even from this far away, I could tell he was smirking at me, and probably at the small size of our army in comparison to his own, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    I would destroy him, and his followers would follow. 
 
    Oh… my goodness, Amber gasped loudly in my head. What…? 
 
    She didn’t finish her sentence, and when I looked beyond Cornelius, I noticed the reason for Amber’s strong reaction. 
 
    Among the warlocks and other minions, Cornelius’ army was full of ogres, giants, and a few hundred hybrids. There were all sorts of hybrids like chimeras, hydras, and more half-human, half-beast hybrids. 
 
    Shit, I mentally said. I knew he had a big army, but I didn’t think he’d have ogres and giants fighting for him. 
 
    What did he promise them? Sid questioned, and although I couldn’t see her, I heard the frown in her voice. 
 
    If I had to guess, I’d say treasure, Amber said grimly. Ogres and giants aren’t very intelligent creatures, and they do love gold. 
 
    But why? Ruby wondered. They can’t even use it, can they? 
 
    I think it’s just in their nature, Sid replied. 
 
    It doesn’t matter, Lapis suddenly said with the same fierceness and venom she’d used to speak against Cornelius. We’ll destroy them all and make them pay for what they did and for siding with him. Right, master? 
 
    You got it, Lapis. I nodded in a determined and focused way before I slid her sword out of its scabbard and pointed it toward the sky like I’d seen in movies so many times. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the first lieutenant of the Baron’s guards ready his men before Richard and Elijah did the same with Hadden’s men and women. 
 
    Cornelius’ army was still advancing toward us rapidly, but they weren’t in the circle yet, so I held off giving the order to start attacking them. 
 
    On top of the fortified walls, we had a line of archers that one of the guards commanded while I was going to be in the heart of the melee. We had a few wooden catapults, but against an army of monsters, hybrids, and warlocks, I didn’t know how efficient they would be, so we’d placed them toward the middle of our own army. 
 
    “Son, they’re reaching the edge of the circle,” Harold warned me. 
 
    Both he and Maggie stood with the rest of the magic folks, including my dad, and their group were right behind Kaida on the first line of attack. Harold had taken all the precautions necessary with potions and enchantments, and he’d given some to the guards and men and women, but I still spared a thought for every soul who fought for Hadden today. 
 
    Cornelius’ army must have been about a hundred or two hundred yards away from us, but despite the distance, I still stared straight into Cornelius’ face. I wanted him to know I despised him and everything he stood for, and that I’d enjoy killing him. 
 
    I couldn’t tell what his eyes were telling me, but his smirk was still in place, so I knew he was certain he’d win the battle. 
 
    He was wrong, and I’d make sure he knew that. 
 
    “Now, James!” Harold shouted in a surprisingly loud voice. 
 
    “For peace, for justice, for Hadden!” I yelled as I lowered my sword. 
 
    Instantly, every single person in our army let out war cries before they started running forward. The catapults were loaded, and the archers released their first arrows. Some hybrids fell under the projectiles, but the warlocks must have had a protective shield seeing as they weren’t harmed by the arrows. As for the ogres and giants, one or two arrows wouldn’t be enough to stop them. 
 
    Cornelius must have given the same order, and soon his army of beasts were sprinting toward us. Some hybrids with human arms had swords, crossbows, and two-headed hammers, but so did we, so the fight was fair despite numerical inferiority. 
 
    “They’re in the circle, James!” Harold shouted again so I’d hear him over the noises of the battle. 
 
    It was my cue, so I glanced at the magic folks one last time, shared a look with my dad, and a nod with Richard, Harold, and Maggie. Then I clicked my tongue, and Kaida flew off. 
 
    My dragon let out a boisterous roar, and I used the reins to make him fly above Cornelius’ army. 
 
    “I need your fire, now, Kaida!” I yelled at him, and with another roar, Kaida dove toward the ground and spat fire all over warlocks, hybrids, and monsters before he flapped his wings to gain altitude again. 
 
    I glanced down at the ground where his fire still burned, and I had the pleasure to see some hybrids and monsters screaming in pain as their bodies were consumed by the flames. 
 
    “Well done, Kaida,” I praised as I patted him on the side of the neck. “Let’s do that again.” 
 
    Kaida let out another threatening roar before he circled back and dove toward Cornelius’ army. When he was close enough that I thought we’d crash, he spat fire all over before he rose back up again. I used the reins to make him dodge some spears and arrows, but the ones that did hit him were repelled by his golden armor and the protective enchantments put in place. 
 
    “Wooo!” I yelled as Kaida flew away from the battle before he circled back again. 
 
    That was absolutely brilliant, master! Lapis congratulated me in an excited voice. 
 
    Let us help you fight them, Amethyst pleaded. 
 
    Soon, I promised. When the time is right, we’ll go down there and kill them all if they don’t surrender. There’s something I need to do before then. 
 
    While Kaida flew back down toward Cornelius’ army to burn as many of them as possible, I channeled my magic and energy to summon as many mythical creatures as I could to help us fight and win the battle. 
 
    My intuitive magic knew exactly what to do, and soon I was picturing phoenixes, dragons, griffins, and hippogriffs. I trusted Kaida to avoid enemy attacks while I focused all my energy and efforts on summoning, and when I opened my eyes, I was faced with a mini army of mythical creatures ready to fight for me. 
 
    “Fight for me and kill whoever tries to attack you!” I ordered as they awaited my command. 
 
    The mini army of about twenty summoned creatures took to the skies and headed straight for the heart of the battle, where I noticed Cornelius’ army was gaining on us. He had warlocks who could summon their own creatures thanks to magical scepters, and together with the hybrids and other beasts, Hadden’s smaller army was no match. 
 
    So I took Amber’s bow and rapid-fired five arrows into the necks of hybrids about to kill some of my guards while Kaida continued to spit fire all over. It was becoming difficult for him to aim at our enemies since both armies were fighting in a tight melee. The battlefield was slowly becoming a bloodbath, and it was nearly impossible to set our enemies alight while sparing our own. 
 
    I fired arrow after arrow while Kaida attempted to burn enemy warlocks, but I knew it wasn’t enough. Hadden’s guards had undergone intense training since they’d joined the Baron’s regiment, but the men and women hadn’t had enough time to prepare for the battle, and the magic folks were few and still rusty. 
 
    Only Elijah, Harold, and Maggie could properly deal heavy damage to their opponents, but Richard and the others still struggled despite their brief training the other day. 
 
    I hated to admit it, but we were quickly outnumbered, and the more Cornelius’ army closed in on us, the more fearful Hadden’s men and women became. I knew there was only one way to stop this massacre, and it was for me to fight against Cornelius himself and defeat him. Only then would his followers concede and surrender to us, and Hadden’s victory would be assured. 
 
    They need help, Amber urged. We have to do something. 
 
    Right now, the only thing we can do is seek out Cornelius and challenge him to a duel to end the battle, I said with determination as I flew Kaida above the battlefield. 
 
    Cornelius was easy to spot seeing as he was still lounging on his throne carried by a bunch of minions. 
 
    Let’s do this together, I said to all five of my women, and when they agreed, I clicked my tongue to get Kaida’s attention, and together we dove toward Cornelius. 
 
    The bastard was watching the battle unfold as if it were a common occurrence, and the look of pure glee on his face angered me to the point where my vision almost turned red. I nocked an arrow and released it toward his face, but like I’d expected, there was an invisible shield around him that protected him from my attacks. 
 
    What are we going to do? Ruby asked just as Cornelius’ attention turned toward me. 
 
    Kaida landed in front of him and roared so loud the earth trembled beneath us, but Cornelius wasn’t fazed or impressed. 
 
    Instead, he smirked and mouthed something I couldn’t hear above the fighting noises around us, and the next thing I knew, some spell flew toward us and hit Kaida straight in the neck. My dragon tensed before he stopped moving completely. 
 
    His scaly skin was soon covered in light frost, and I realized Cornelius had frozen him so I couldn’t use Kaida’s fire against him. It was smart, but I was more intelligent than him, and I quickly jumped down while still holding the bow. 
 
    The fight was about to become physical, and I had every intention of winning. 
 
    Come on, girls, let’s end this, I said with confidence to encourage them to give their everything, but I knew I didn’t have to ask. 
 
    My women were just as angry as I was, and I could feel their strong magic and energy combining with mine to make us stronger than ever. 
 
    “You think you stand a chance against me?” Cornelius asked as he got down off his throne and advanced toward me. “You fool.” 
 
    He didn’t have any magical staff in hand, but I knew he was way more powerful than his little warlocks, so I stayed on my guard and watched his every move while I nocked another arrow against the bowstring. The projectile didn’t even go near him before it was reduced to ashes, but that didn’t stop me. 
 
    We need to break his shield, Sid warned. Without it, he’ll be vulnerable. 
 
    How are we going to do that? Amethyst wondered. 
 
    We need to fight him over and over again without giving him a second to catch his breath, I said as a plan formed in my head. He’s old, so although he’s dealt with dark magic for years, his old age will probably catch up to him, and his shield will eventually fail. 
 
    You’re young and strong, master, Lapis praised me. You can defeat him. 
 
    We will defeat him, I corrected before I switched to speaking out loud just as Cornelius threw a curse at me. “The only fool here is you, pal.” 
 
    “Do you really think your tiny army of farmers can do anything against my powerful one?” Cornelius let out an evil laugh before he muttered a spell in a language I didn’t recognize, but I was certain it was dark magic. 
 
    His gravelly voice grew in strength as he uttered the incantation, and the more he spoke, the darker the sky became until the sun had completely disappeared. The sky turned as dark as night, and there was nothing to light the battlefield, which made it tricky and difficult to see and fight your enemies. 
 
    But for some reason, although I knew what Cornelius had done, I could see as if the sun was shining as brightly as ever. I saw everything clear as day, as if I had the vision of a cat. 
 
    What…? I mentally pondered. Are you guys also not affected by Cornelius’ spell? 
 
    We’re not, Amber confirmed, and she sounded puzzled. We can see everything like normal, exactly like you. 
 
    How is that possible? Amethyst asked, but I didn’t have an answer to give her. 
 
    I-I… I think it’s me, Ruby stuttered. 
 
    It must be your second ability! Sid said excitedly. James is still able to see everything just as sharply as before if not better than anyone else, so it can only mean one of us is using our abilities, but you’re the only one with a new ability. 
 
    I think you’re right, Ruby slowly agreed, and the more confidence she gained, the sharper my vision became. 
 
    She is, I confirmed. The more you focus, the better I can see. It’s almost like night vision. 
 
    This is soooo cool! Amber squealed happily. And so useful, too. Cornelius thought he could blind us with his magic, but he doesn’t know that together we’re stronger than him. 
 
    Emboldened by my women’s own determination and strength, I lifted my head and stared right at Cornelius. His smirk and overall satisfied expression dimmed when he realized his spell hadn’t affected me in any way. 
 
    “You didn’t see that coming, did you?” I teased since I knew it would enrage him. 
 
    I didn’t let Cornelius come up with another spell before I summoned the biggest dragon I’d ever summoned before. It’d distract Cornelius enough to allow me to attack him from the side and hopefully pierce his protective shield. 
 
    It worked, and while the overlord was battling the summoned dragon, Lapis used her prediction ability to let me peer into the potential future. Her prediction showed me that Cornelius was most likely to reduce my creature to dust before attacking me with a binding spell, so while he was busy fighting the dragon, I used the sword to pierce his shield. 
 
    Lapis used her second ability, and the blade shone and sizzled as it broke the magical shield that surrounded the overlord. 
 
    Woooo! Amber yelled in my mind. Way to go, you guys! 
 
    In the next moment, Cornelius had destroyed my summoned dragon and turned toward me with both fury and cockiness in his old gray eyes. His short white hair was slightly burnt at the tip where the creature had tried to set him on fire, but apart from that, he remained unharmed and looked like the powerful dark wizard he truly was. 
 
    “You didn’t think your pathetic attempts at magic would stop me, did you?” he taunted. 
 
    “No, but it got the job done.” I smirked and continued to hold the sword in front of me while we walked in a circle like two lions about to pounce on each other. 
 
    “What, my shield?” He let out an evil laugh that sounded more like a cackle than anything. “I don’t need a shield to kill you, James Miller. Didn’t your daddy tell you all about me?” 
 
    At the mention of my father, I glared at him, but I didn’t attack. I knew that was exactly what he wanted, and I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction to easily kill me simply because I got upset and angry about his taunts. That’s all they were, taunts. 
 
    What’s the plan, master? Lapis asked. 
 
    I’m thinking of a way we can get close to him and kill him, I said honestly. 
 
    Don’t we need the Baron for that? Ruby reminded me, and I mentally nodded. 
 
    We do, I confirmed. But we need to weaken Cornelius as much as we can before the Baron shows up. Sid, Ames, are your abilities on? 
 
    They are, they assured me. 
 
    I dodged some yellow sparks Cornelius had cast my way as well as another spell he tried to hit me with. For such an old man, he had remarkable strength and stamina, but I knew it was only because he was using dark magic. Without his powers, he’d be reduced to an old and weak man on his deathbed. 
 
    Look out! Sid suddenly shouted in my head, but despite her warning and the leap I took to avoid the next spell, Cornelius still managed to hit me in the chest. 
 
    Shit! I mentally yelled as I felt the protective enchantment on my armor fade away. 
 
    Luckily, both Sid’s self-absorbent ability and Amethyst’s extra shield were still active, so I still had some protection against the overlord’s attacks. 
 
    Amy, try to blind him with your ability, I asked my purple-haired woman. 
 
    Immediately, a white glow appeared all around me to light the dark battlefield. It blinded the minions by the throne, the hybrids and warlocks around us, and even my own people, but it did nothing to me. I heard a loud cackle and knew Cornelius wasn’t affected by Amy’s ability either, probably thanks to the dark magic he used. 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” he taunted again as he hurled more spells toward me. 
 
    I managed to avoid three of them, but the fourth one hit me in the chest again. I stumbled backward from the shock and strength of the spell, and as Cornelius lifted both hands to cast what would no doubt be a killing spell, a blaring low sound resonated all across the battlefield. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The frenzied battle came to a natural stop the longer the horn echoed around us. The surprised reprieve forced Amethyst to drop her blinding ability, and thanks to Ruby’s sharp vision, I saw what the fuss was about. 
 
    A large army was joining us on the battlefield. They were coming from the mountains, and in front was Grimkog, the dwarven chief. 
 
    Oh, my God! Sid cried in relief. The dwarves are here. 
 
    Are they here to help us? Lapis asked. 
 
    I don’t know, I answered truthfully. 
 
    I was hoping Grimkog had changed his mind after I saved one of his own, but it was hard to tell from this distance. Luckily, both armies were dumbfounded enough that they waited for the dwarf army to join the trapping circle, and once they were close enough for me to be able to see Grimkog’s face, I noticed him smiling at me. 
 
    With one nod in my direction that gave me reassurance the dwarves were on our side, Grimkog gave an order in an ancient language, and the next moment, the dwarves yelled as they charged toward Cornelius’ army. 
 
    They rushed on their short, stout legs to aid Hadden’s guards, men, and women, and the sight warmed my heart. With Grimkog’s army, we were no longer outnumbered by Cornelius’ forces. The odds were back in our favor, and I now had every confidence we’d come out victorious. 
 
    The battle resumed as quickly as it brutally stopped, and Cornelius turned sharply toward me with two different spells he cast my way. I ducked and dove out of the way to escape his dark magic, but I knew I couldn’t defeat him this way. Sure, I’d broken his shield, but he still had powerful dark magic on his side. 
 
    How are we going to defeat him? Ruby wondered as I avoided yet another attack. His magic is too powerful. 
 
    But we’re more powerful together, Sid reminded her. We just need to come up with the perfect plan. 
 
    But it seems our abilities aren’t doing anything to him, Amethyst said. My blinding ability had no effect on him whatsoever. What else can we do? 
 
    I thought long and hard about it, and I continued to summon mythical creatures to distract Cornelius as I used Lapis’ prediction ability. I followed up with Amber’s fire and ice arrows as well, but as Amy had pointed out, my women’s abilities weren’t enough to pierce through Cornelius’ use of dark magic. 
 
    To defeat him, I needed something more, something extra, but what? 
 
    Just as the question crossed my mind, time stilled. The change happened in a matter of seconds only, but I knew something was different. I was different. It was like I had all this new power rushing through every inch of my body, and if I didn’t do anything about it, it would consume me. 
 
    What’s wrong, James? Amber asked almost immediately, and I had no doubt she could sense what I was feeling. 
 
    Magic, I murmured as I glanced up and saw how Cornelius was frozen in place with his hands lifted toward me and his mouth open in the beginning of another curse. 
 
    I looked around me, but everywhere my eyes landed was the same. Every warlock, hybrid, monster, dwarf, and man were frozen, some about to die, some about to kill, and some helping each other out. Yet I could still move, breathe, and think normally. 
 
    The world was frozen in time except for me. 
 
    Did you do that? Sid asked in amazement. Did you use magic to pause the battle? 
 
    I… yes, I think so, I said carefully. I can’t explain it, but it’s like something has just been activated within my entire being. 
 
    An awakening, Sid breathed in shock. I read about them, but I didn’t think they were true. 
 
    What’s that? Ruby asked. 
 
    It’s when a magical being undergoes a moment of intense and powerful fear or stress, Sid explained, and suddenly everything made sense. Dormant powers push through the surface to come to someone’s rescue. I’m not sure what all your new powers are, James, but you can use them against Cornelius. 
 
    Do you know what to do, master? Lapis asked. 
 
    Somehow, yes, I do, I said. 
 
    It was like my entire being, body, mind, and soul was whispering instructions on how to access and use my new magic. My veins pulsed with power, and it felt as if my body caught fire as time resumed its course. The noises of the battle resumed once more. The people who were about to die, died, and the ones who were about to kill, killed. 
 
    But Cornelius never finished his incantation. I didn’t know what he saw on my face, but I definitely noticed the sudden fear in his gray eyes. I straightened up as I put my weapons away, and I waved Cornelius’ spells away with a simple shake of the hand. 
 
    As I started advancing toward him, Cornelius stepped backward. He became frenetic and frantic in the many spells he continuously attempted to hit me with, but he was only getting on my nerves, so with a more forceful wave of the hand, I sent him flying across the battlefield. 
 
    Cornelius landed on his back, and he didn’t have the time to get back up before I managed to throw one of my own spells at him. I didn’t know how I was doing it, but like Maggie and Harold had told me many times, my magic knew what was best, and it was showing and guiding me, so I happily let it. 
 
    I lifted my hands, and a gold circle appeared around Cornelius’ body, and when he tried to step out of the circle, he was met with an invisible barrier that prevented him from escaping. 
 
    “What is this?” he bellowed angrily as he repeatedly hit the barrier, but nothing else happened. 
 
    He remained trapped, and I fully intended on taking advantage of the situation. 
 
    “Who’s the fool now?” I asked him. “Maybe you shouldn’t have underestimated me.” 
 
    Cornelius let out a roar before he muttered some dark spells at a rapid pace, but even though they headed in my direction, they bounced off an invisible shield. I didn’t know how I’d managed to create a new shield, but I didn’t question it. My magic was powerful, and judging from Cornelius’ attempts to stop it, he also knew he was going to lose. 
 
    Your magic is so powerful, James, Amethyst gasped in surprise and awe. Much more powerful than ours, that’s for sure. 
 
    And Cornelius hates this, Amber pointed out, and they were right. 
 
    The look on Cornelius’ old face was pure rage and hatred, so I smirked to taunt and infuriate him some more, and despite the many hexes and curses he muttered under his breath, they all ricocheted against my shield. Some of them hit Cornelius’ warlocks who fought nearby, but more of them bounced back toward Cornelius himself, who managed to narrowly avoid them. 
 
    Shall we send for the Baron? Sid questioned. Cornelius is trapped, and you have a new protective shield. He can’t get to you. 
 
    You’re right, I agreed. It’s time. 
 
    The Baron and I had agreed on a signal so he’d know when to march across the battlefield. I told him I’d summon a griffin that would fly him to me, so I called out to my magic in only a few seconds, and I was amazed at how quick my mind pictured the griffin in my head, and how the mythical creature materialized even faster. 
 
    “Go,” I ordered as I pointed at the back of the army where we’d agreed to keep the Baron hidden until the time was right. 
 
    Since I’d summoned the creature, I didn’t have to explain what I wanted it to do. Just like my otherworldly women, my mind was linked to the griffin’s, so I simply conjured up the Baron’s face in my head, and the creature took off to the dark sky instantly. 
 
    I turned back toward Cornelius, who was still trapped in my glowing circle and trying to hit me with curses. He barked some orders at his minions, and the men sprinted toward me with swords raised in their hands as they screamed in a way that was, I believed, supposed to scare me off. 
 
    Like the spells, the minions bounced right off my invisible shields and went flying a few feet away. 
 
    “You cannot defeat me!” Cornelius roared like an enraged beast as he punched the invisible wall. 
 
    The angrier he got, the more mistakes he made, and as he continued his attempts to curse me, his spells rebounded off my shield and into members of his own army. It seemed Cornelius didn’t care what his dark magic did to his own followers, and I noticed some of them had stopped fighting and were staring at him like the crazed lunatic he was. 
 
    “Seems like I just did,” I answered cockily. 
 
    Just then, the griffin I summoned shrieked loudly as it flew in circles above us before it plunged toward the ground and landed on my right with the Baron barely holding on to its feathery neck. 
 
    “Grandfather…” the Baron hiccupped in surprise when he climbed down off the griffin. 
 
    His blue eyes were wide open, and he looked at Cornelius as if he couldn’t believe his own flesh and blood was standing in front of him. 
 
    “Magnus,” the overlord gasped.  
 
    He stared right back at the Baron, and his hands dropped to his sides, limp and void of any intention to harm, so I seized my opportunity. 
 
    My magic buzzed in my veins as I focused on Cornelius, and suddenly some rope materialized out of thin air. It slithered on the gravel paths like a snake and ensnared Cornelius’ body, which both bound him and made him fall backward. The rope went all the way to his mouth to prevent him from muttering some more dark spells to free himself, and as the Baron took a step forward with a hand outstretched, I dashed into the magic circle with the dagger out and slit Cornelius’ throat. 
 
    Blood poured out of the gaping gash and splattered all over the ropes, ground, and Cornelius himself, who couldn’t do anything but stare at his grandson in shock and denial. 
 
    “It’s over,” I murmured low enough so only the overlord would hear as I kneeled in front of his body. “You’ve lost, and you’re dying. My voice and my face will be the last things you see as you die. You have lost, Cornelius. And I will ensure your grandson ends up nothing like you.” 
 
    As I spoke, I shifted so I blocked the Baron from view and looked down into Cornelius’ eyes. They were the same blue as the Baron’s, but they were filled with hatred as they stared back at me. 
 
    In a few seconds, it was over. Cornelius drew his last breath, and when his body suffered its last spasm, I stood back up and cleaned the blade on Cornelius’ clothes. 
 
    As soon as the overlord was dead, his spells died with him, and the sky returned to its natural blue color. The hex on Kaida also faded, and soon my dragon was able to move again. He bellowed a roar that was so loud the ground shook beneath my feet, and everyone within a few feet of him fell to the ground and covered their ears. 
 
    I couldn’t explain it, but Kaida’s roar didn’t do anything to me. Maybe it was due to the special bond we shared, but his roars never hurt me. 
 
    “No…” the Baron murmured as he fell to his knees. 
 
    “It had to be done,” I reminded him. 
 
    I went over and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder, which he didn’t shake off. Watching a member of your family die must have been horrifying, no matter the circumstances, so I didn’t blame the Baron for reacting the way he had. 
 
    Surprisingly, he recovered quickly. Soon enough, he was back up on his feet, and his face didn’t betray any particular emotion. 
 
    “Well done, Sir Miller,” he said in a monotone voice. “You have once again done Hadden a great favor. I am indebted to you.” 
 
    Those around us who’d noticed the overlord die had already surrendered, but further away, back toward the fortified city wall, the battle was still raging on both sides. 
 
    We need to find a way to alert everyone else about Cornelius’ death, Ruby said as I watched both armies continue to fight ardently. 
 
    I’ve got this, I assured her. 
 
    I didn’t have a horn like Grimkog’s army did or some gongs like Cornelius’ minions had used to announce their arrival, but I had powerful magic, so I focused all my energy and attention on what I wanted to achieve. 
 
    My summoning skills could only summon mythical creatures, so there was no way I’d be able to make a megaphone appear out of thin air, but there was another option. 
 
    Magic traveled up and down my body, and when my veins buzzed with the same power as before, I knew my silent spell had worked, and when I next spoke out loud, my voice was amplified, as if I were speaking directly into a microphone. 
 
    “Cornelius the Third is dead,” I announced without raising my voice, but as soon I spoke, both armies started to slow down before they stopped fighting altogether and turned toward me. “Surrender or die. The choice is yours.” 
 
    For a few moments, silence was the only thing I could hear, but then, one by one, Cornelius’ army began to fall to its knees in front of me. Warlocks threw their staffs on the gravel paths, and hybrids handed their weapons to Hadden’s army. 
 
    There were still some ogres and giants standing, but my summoned creatures took care of them, and soon, there was nothing left of Cornelius’ army but defeated people who’d bowed to me. 
 
    We did it, master, Lapis said breathlessly. We won! 
 
    I knew we would, but at the same time, I can’t believe we actually did! Amber shrieked loudly. It all feels so surreal. 
 
    What are we going to do now? Amethyst wondered, but her voice betrayed the same relief I felt. 
 
    Now, we’re going to take care of the prisoners and clean up the mess left by Cornelius, I explained in a much calmer voice than I felt. Then we’ll find the Transfuser and break the curse so you can finally be yourselves in your home country. 
 
    Thank you, James, Ruby suddenly said with affection. For everything you did for us. 
 
    I smiled before I gathered up the guards and asked them to round up the prisoners. Then I went in search of my dad and Honey. I found Elijah with the other magic folks, and I let out a relieved breath when I noticed they were all standing together and were seemingly unharmed. 
 
    Both Harold and Maggie looked worn down and exhausted from all the magic they’d used, but they were okay, and that’s what mattered. 
 
    “Dad!” I yelled and rushed toward him. 
 
    “Son, you did it!” Elijah praised me as we both fell in each other’s arms. “You won!” 
 
    “We won,” I corrected him with a laugh. 
 
    Nothing could have explained how relieved I was to find my dad still breathing. Mom would have been devastated if she were to lose her husband again right after he returned to her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked once I pulled away from him and inspected him from every angle. “Are you all alright?” 
 
    I glanced at Richard, Rachel, and the rest of the magic folks, but they all assured me they’d only exerted themselves too much, but that was to be expected. None of them bore any visible wounds, and the only signs they’d been battling were the sweat on their bodies and the blood on their clothes that luckily didn’t belong to them. 
 
    “Dad, I have a special task for you.” I turned back toward Elijah, who focused his entire attention on me. “I need you to go to the dungeons to retrieve the Transfuser. Take one of Cornelius’ men with you and a few guards to accompany you and protect you. Then bring it back to me.” 
 
    “Of course.” Elijah nodded solemnly. “I will be back soon, son.” 
 
    I watched as my dad did exactly what I’d asked of him, and once he was gone, I headed in search of Honey. I knew she was at the back of Hadden’s army, tending to the wounded and doing everything she could to help, so I knew she was safe since Cornelius’ army hadn’t broken through the last line of defense before the battle ended. 
 
    Although I knew she was safe, I still needed reassurance and to see for myself, so I crossed the battlefield and stepped over dead bodies of members of both armies, but I was stopped by a few people who wanted to thank and congratulate me. 
 
    Hadden’s men and women who’d survived the battle were immensely grateful to me, and I could see on their faces they took me for their messiah. They gathered around me to pay their respects and say thank you’s, but they stepped away when Grimkog, the dwarf chief, headed toward me. 
 
    The crowd that had gathered around me dispersed to allow Grimkog through, and when he did, the old dwarf bowed his head at me. 
 
    “I regret not joining you sooner, Sir Miller,” Grimkog said in a sorry tone. “But my people have now made amends for their past mistakes, and we won’t take part in human business again.” 
 
    “It is I who have to thank you,” I said as I put a hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. “You have come to help us when we needed it, and I will never forget it. Hadden would welcome you with open arms if you wished to visit or trade with us.” 
 
    Around us, Hadden’s men and women muttered their agreement with expressive and happy voices. They were just as relieved by the dwarves’ timely arrival as I was. Without them, it would have been way harder to defeat Cornelius and his army. 
 
    Grimkog glanced around him, and although it was hard to read his facial expression due to the mountain of hair he had, his eyes told a different story. They were earnest, misty, and relieved all at once. 
 
    “Thank you, friend,” he said at last. “We will now retreat to the mountains, but you will always be welcome.” 
 
    “Stay.” I smiled and squeezed his shoulder before I let go. “Tonight, Hadden will celebrate the return of the peace, and it would be a great honor if the dwarf army celebrated with us. I heard you were quite the drinkers.” 
 
    “Oh, that we are.” Grimkog laughed heartily, and soon the dwarves and humans joined in. 
 
    Awww, how sweet it is to see two people befriend each other, Amber cooed in my head as the two armies merged to form one. 
 
    I have a feeling it’s only the beginning, Sid said, and I heard the smile in her voice. 
 
    With one last bow of the head toward Grimkog, I continued advancing back toward Hadden. The fortified city was intact thanks to the protective enchantments put in place, so I knew the children and elderly people had remained safe throughout the battle. 
 
    Where’s Honey? Amethyst wondered once I reached the mass of wounded people. 
 
    Harold was already there, and he was feeding his magical potions to some of them to help them heal faster. I smiled at the old man, who returned the gesture, and I craned my neck to spot Honey’s short blonde hair. 
 
    There she is! Sid shouted in my head. 
 
    I looked up, and sure enough, Honey was helping men and women alike who’d been injured in the battle. My beautiful woman was helping other people carry the wounded on makeshift stretchers. She appeared unharmed, and she had the same fierce expression on her face as she did when we separated. 
 
    For a second, I just stood there and watched her. She was a natural at this, and I wondered if Harold wouldn’t mind taking her under his wing and showing her the ropes to become a healer. I must have watched her for less than a minute before Honey glanced up, and her baby blue eyes found mine. 
 
    The creases and concern on her forehead disappeared, and a relieved grin broke out on her face. She said something to the woman she’d been helping before she sprinted in my direction and threw her arms around my neck in a vise-like grip, but I didn’t mind as I returned the embrace just as tightly. 
 
    “You’re safe!” she cried in relief. “I mean, I heard you were, but I couldn’t be sure you hadn’t been injured during the fight.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured and breathed in her lovely smell. “Are you alright? Did anything happen?” 
 
    “No.” Honey shook her head and slowly pulled away. “The battle never got close to us, so I helped the wounded as best I could. Harold had given me some potions to use, and most of them were able to go back to the battlefield.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” I said sincerely before I gave her a kiss. 
 
    Since the battle had ended, Harold’s trapping circle was annulled, and we were able to head back toward the town. Hadden’s children and elderly people welcomed us back with cheers and claps while they booed at the prisoners. 
 
    I told the guards to put the prisoners in the cells in the castle’s dungeons. Since we had a sizable number of prisoners, I informed the guards to put at least ten of them in each cell before we figured out what to do with them. 
 
    With the prisoners gone, and some guards in charge of clearing the battlefield, the Baron announced a feast would take place for the survivors. Since the dwarves were joining Hadden’s townspeople, the feast would happen out in the open in the town’s square. 
 
    The Baron’s household maids hurried to the castle to prepare a feast worthy of us, and before we knew it, some musician had begun a cheerful battle song to celebrate our victory. 
 
    Humans, magic folks, and dwarves were all mingling together, and for the first time since I stepped through the portal, everyone was happy, and peace was finally back in Hadden. It was an incredible sight, and I felt my women tear up through our bonds. 
 
    Soon, the servants brought out dozens of meat dishes and even more ale to quench our thirst. We’d had a fierce battle, and it was generous of the Baron to feed two entire armies. I even spotted him and Grimkog exchanging words that ended with a handshake and nod of the head, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d just agreed to trade with each other. 
 
    I invited Honey to dance, and while we were bonding and rejoicing in our victory, Elijah and the guards he’d taken with him returned with the Transfuser. 
 
    Honey and I left the heart of the celebration and headed to a more secluded area away from everyone else. I’d spotted Aldric with his wife and son, and the blacksmith raised his cup at me, so I smiled at him before our little group turned into an empty street by the church. 
 
    “That’s the Transfuser?” Honey asked in a critical fashion as she frowned and bent down to look at the weapon. 
 
    The Transfuser only reached our calves, and for such a powerful and important weapon, I was as unimpressed with it as she was. It was made of some kind of bronze metal, and there were two distinct parts to it on either side. The weapon was like a cube with two metallic arms, and from what I knew about it, one arm was to steal magic, and the other was to transfer said magic into someone else. 
 
    And somehow, this small weapon could destroy my women’s curse, but I had no idea how to use it. Fortunately for me, both Elijah and Harold knew everything they needed to in order to help us. 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Harold confirmed before he thanked the guards and gestured at them to go and enjoy the feast. 
 
    Once they were gone, the four of us gathered around the Transfuser. 
 
    “So, how do we do it?” I asked as I glanced between Harold and Elijah. “How do we break the curse?” 
 
    Elijah knelt in front of the weapon and took both robotic arms in hand before he pointed at a tiny button on the cube. 
 
    “We place both arms on each weapon,” he explained, and Harold nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “It will cancel the magic stealing feature if both arms are being used at the same time,” Harold further explained. 
 
    “And then what?” Honey frowned. “We press the button? Is it as simple as that?” 
 
    “We don’t,” Elijah said, and this time, it was my turn to frown. “Only James can.” 
 
    “What?” My frown deepened. 
 
    “You’re the one who has wielded and bonded with the weapons, son,” Elijah explained. “Only you can break the curse. If anyone else was to touch the button, they’d steal the daughters’ magic, and I don’t need to tell you what would happen if they lose their magic.” 
 
    I nodded mutely because yes, I did know. My extraordinary women would die. They weren’t human, they were magic, and without magic, they couldn’t survive, neither in Hadden or in my world where magic didn’t work. 
 
    We trust you, James, Amber said with such confidence it made me smile. 
 
    “There is a catch, my boy,” Harold said, and Honey groaned. 
 
    “Of course.” She rolled her eyes, but I knew she wasn’t angry with any of us. “It was too good to be true. Way too easy.” 
 
    “The timing needs to be impeccable for the curse to be broken,” Harold added in a serious voice. “If you press too early, the Transfuser will steal their magic, and if you press too late, it will absorb their energy, and they’ll remain a weapon forever, but without the ability to communicate with their wielder.” 
 
    Although my women stayed silent, my mind buzzed with how anxious and scared they were. Each of them had been stuck in their weapon forms without anyone to talk to at least once, and I knew they dreaded for it to happen again. 
 
    We still trust you, James, Sid said in a trembling voice. 
 
    We do, master, Lapis confirmed, and one by one, my other women voiced their agreement. 
 
    “So, when is the right timing?” I asked both Harold and Elijah, and the two men shared a worried look before they faced me. 
 
    “We don’t know, son,” Elijah said in an apologetic tone. 
 
    “So, how is he supposed to break the curse without endangering the girls?” Honey asked, and I knew she was angry on my behalf but not toward Elijah and Harold. 
 
    She was simply frustrated by the situation, so I took her hand to calm her down, and she instantly relaxed at my touch. She smiled sheepishly at me, and I smiled back at her before I turned toward the Transfuser. 
 
    “I believe your magic will tell you when the time is right,” Harold said when he noticed the puzzled expression on my face. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” I said in a determined voice before I switched to a mental voice. Are you all ready to try? I don’t want to mess up and make it worse for you. 
 
    Nothing can be worse than being trapped in our weapon forms when we’re in Hadden, Sid said, and my women agreed with her. 
 
    Free us, master, please, Lapis begged. 
 
    We know you will succeed, Amethyst added. 
 
    Alright. I smiled and knelt in front of the Transfuser. Who wants to go first? 
 
    It should be Amber, Ruby said, and my other women easily agreed. She was the first one transformed into a weapon, and she’s spent the longest time in her weapon form. It’s only fair she should be freed first. 
 
    Are you girls sure? Amber asked, and I was certain she was frowning and biting her lip. 
 
    We are, Sid assured. Do it, James. 
 
    I unstrapped the bow from my chest and held it in front of me. Harold and Elijah placed the end of each arm on either side of the bow, and the tiny claws grasped the wood in a tight grip. There was a click, and when I let go, the Transfuser was holding the bow in its robotic arms. 
 
    I’m ready, James, Amber said in my head, and she didn’t have to voice how trusting she was. I already knew. 
 
    So I sat cross-legged on the ground facing the Transfuser and closed my eyes. I focused all my attention and energy on my magic and the bond that linked Amber and I together. My finger hovered over the button, but I didn’t press it just yet. 
 
    My magic buzzed in my veins, as if it were trying to burst out of my body, but I knew it wasn’t right just yet. Like ringing bells, my magic flared to life, and a red light suddenly flashed in my mind, so I pushed on the button, and electricity rushed through my veins. 
 
    A gust of wind picked up around me, and when I opened my eyes, I noticed the Transfuser was illuminated by an amber-colored light. It was so bright everyone but me had to look away, but the light didn’t harm my eyes. The light grew and became brighter until the bow had disappeared, and in its place stood Amber in the clothes she’d worn back at the loft. 
 
    “It worked!” Honey screamed happily as she jumped in Amber’s arms. “Oh, my God, it worked! James, you’re a genius!” 
 
    In my head, my four other women cheered and yelled happily at the good news, and both Elijah and Harold looked stunned and relieved at the same time. 
 
    “Well done, son,” Elijah praised me. 
 
    I smiled at him before I stood up, twirled Amber around, and gave her a passionate kiss. 
 
    “Free the others, please,” she murmured in a teary voice, and her blue eyes were glossy with happy tears. 
 
    I sat back down in front of the Transfuser and repeated the same steps with my four other women until they were all standing in their human forms. Sid fell into Harold’s arms for the first time, and when Richard and the other magic folks found us some time later, both Richard and Rachel hugged their respective daughters. 
 
    “While I’m glad the curse is finally broken, I regret the fact we won’t share the same mind anymore,” Amethyst sighed as we slowly walked back toward the heart of the celebration. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Harold chuckled in a mysterious way, and my women and I shared a confused look. 
 
    “How could we still share the same mind when the curse has been broken?” Ruby frowned. 
 
    “Uncle, do you mean to tell us we can turn back to our weapon forms?” Sid wondered, and the enigmatic smile on Harold’s old face only served to confuse us more. 
 
    “Wait.” Amber stopped walking and closed her eyes. 
 
    For a minute, nothing happened, but then she started glowing much like she had when I was breaking the curse. A puff of smoke later, and Amber was back to her weapon form. 
 
    Can you hear me, James? she asked in a worried voice, and I gasped when I heard her voice as clearly as before. 
 
    “Oh, my God, it worked!” I shouted before I switched to speaking in my mind. I can hear you, Amber. Transform back if you can. 
 
    The next second, the bow disappeared, and Amber stood in its place. One by one, my other four women turned back to their weapon forms before they transformed back. Each of them was able to turn at will, and our link hadn’t been severed despite the broken curse. We could communicate exactly the same as before, and I had no doubt their abilities remained the same as well. 
 
    We still had to take care of the Transfuser, so while everyone celebrated our victory, Kaida and a couple mythical creatures I summoned destroyed the dangerous weapon so my women’s lives would never be endangered again, and once there were only ashes left, Kaida and I went flying over the forest and mountains as we dispersed the ashes everywhere. 
 
    No one would ever be able to put the Transfuser back together. It was over. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    A lot had happened since the defining battle in Hadden. Magic was officially restored in the town by one of the Baron’s decrees, and a trade agreement had been made between Hadden and the dwarf community. Hadden became more prosperous than ever, and it caused a lot of magic folks to return to the magical town that had once been their hometown.  
 
    And among them were the daughters’ parents. 
 
    When Maggie went on her perilous journey to convince the magic folks to join us, she hadn’t found them, but the small group heard about Cornelius’ downfall and came back when they also heard the rumor about the daughters’ broken curse. 
 
    Only Ruby’s parents were both still alive and together. Amethyst had a mother who shared the exact same purple hair color, and a father who’d perished during the first attacks twenty years ago. Lapis had a father with the same blue eyes she had before she found her ability, and to everyone’s surprise, he returned to Hadden with a little boy who turned out to be Lapis’ younger brother. Her mother unfortunately passed away during the birth of Henry, the three-year-old blond boy. 
 
    Sid already knew her dad, Richard, but the businessman never said what had happened to her mother, and Lapis’ father explained she mourned the loss of her daughter but never managed to get over the grief that slowly overtook her whole being. Only a few months after they fled, Sid’s mother passed from the overpowering grief. 
 
    As for Amber, her parents would’ve been almost as old as Harold, but sadly, they’d sacrificed themselves twenty years ago to give their daughter the chance to survive without knowing Amber would be stuck in her weapon form for the next two decades. 
 
    Although she was heartbroken by the news, Amber took it like a champion, and I knew the fact she was pregnant and had found a new family helped her manage and overcome her grief. 
 
    Adjusting to their newly found freedom wasn’t as hard as my women had anticipated, and we all fell into a non-boring routine while I graduated college with the best grades one could have had. I didn’t technically need a degree, I had enough money from Hadden to live several lifetimes, but it felt good to accomplish something on my own. 
 
    It took Aron and I a couple of years for our own music company to take off, but once it did, the two of us became extremely busy and dare I say famous. We produced music for different types of people. While Aron specialized in rock and pop-punk music, I turned toward a more electronic genre and worked with some of the most famous DJs in the world. 
 
    It was a dream come true, especially since I owned fifty percent of the business with my best friend. My women and I had ended up telling Aron the truth about a year after the final battle, and he’d taken it surprisingly well. I believed he’d been suspicious about the whole thing for some time but hadn’t said anything so he wouldn’t upset us. 
 
    Unfortunately, he and Jessica split up just before graduation, but after a summer spent moping about his long-lost love, he met Rachel, his fiancée, and together, they planned to have at least three kids and just as many dogs. 
 
    With all the big money I’d made with the company, as well as the gold I continued to receive from the Baron from some tasks and mini quests I completed here and there, I managed to buy one of the biggest luxury houses on the New York market. It housed my six beautiful women and our children and still left plenty of room for guests. I’d also bought a cabin in upstate New York, just like I’d promised them, and we even had a winter mansion in Beverly Hills. 
 
    I traveled a lot for work, so each time I went somewhere, I brought my women with me so they’d get the chance to explore the world beyond New York and Los Angeles. 
 
    Although I’d only married Amber in my world, I kept my promise to have ceremonies with my other women where our parents joined and celebrated our love with us. With family life and work, it was harder for me to go back to Hadden, but I made sure to visit at least once a week to see Kaida and his baby dragons he hid in the mountains and fiercely protected with his female dragon. Harold and Maggie continued to look out for my dragon, so I knew they were all safe while I was away. 
 
    And today was a special day. My women and I had decided to bring our beautiful and many children to Hadden for the first time. Ever since they were born, we’d told them all about it, and I was curious to see if they had any magic like their parents, but we’d waited until most of them were old enough to walk through the portal. And, of course, our kids were excited to see a land full of magic and dragons. It was, after all, a kid’s biggest dream, and today it was about to come true. 
 
    “Are we ready?” I asked Amber when she walked past one of the living rooms of our New York luxury home. 
 
    This morning was crazy, and our house was filled with screams, laughter, and running kids, but then again, most days were like this, and I loved it. 
 
    Amber paused in the doorway, and I immediately knew from the distressed look on her face that no, we weren’t ready, so I got up from the couch where I’d been going over some contract for work and headed toward my beautiful redhead. 
 
    “Alright, what’s up?” I wrapped my arms around her waist and brought her closer to me. 
 
    “Have you seen Luna?” She frowned, and I knew it was her motherly instincts that made her worry more than usual. “I can’t find her anywhere.” 
 
    “Is she hiding again?” I chuckled at our daughter’s tendency to play tricks on us. 
 
    Our five-year-old had the same fiery red hair as Amber as well as her cheekiness, and she’d also inherited my brown eyes and cleverness, so it made finding her when she played hide-and-seek a real challenge. 
 
    “She is,” Amber sighed, but there was a small smile playing on her lips. “She brought Ivy and William with her, so the three of them are missing.” 
 
    “She’s the oldest,” I reminded her with a chuckle. “Did you really think she wouldn’t bring the youngest of our kids with her? If anything, finding the twins will be easy since they’re only two years old, and when we find them, we’ll find Luna.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Amber’s smile grew. “Honey has her hands full with Jake and Ethan, so she’s not aware Ivy and William are hiding.” 
 
    “Why don’t you help the girls round up everyone?” I suggested. “I’m going to look for Luna and the twins.” 
 
    “Good idea.” She nodded and relaxed in my embrace when I kissed her mouth. “Right, good luck finding them.” 
 
    “I think I know where they are,” I chuckled and gently tapped her ass to get her going. 
 
    Then I headed up the magnificent white marbled staircase toward the kids’ bedrooms. The house was four stories high, and the ground floor had two living rooms, a gigantic kitchen, a home cinema, two downstairs bathrooms, and an office I used when I wanted to work from home. 
 
    The first and second floor only had bedrooms for our children and ourselves. Most of them had en-suite bathrooms, but the ones that didn’t shared the luxurious and big family bathroom on the second floor. As for the third floor, there was a proper library for Sid, an art studio for Amber, a crafting and fashion studio for Amethyst, an observatory complete with an opening dome for a huge telescope for Ruby, and a spa area that was mostly used by Honey, Amber, and Sid. 
 
    The fourth and last floor had a dance studio, more bathrooms, a second office, a music room for myself, and a special room where I kept everything I’d ever gotten in Hadden. That room was also the one where I’d put my old university closet where the portal was still hidden inside. 
 
    Our house also had an attic, a cellar, a massive and luxuriant garden with an outdoor pool, a play area for the kids, and a mini summer house that we mostly used as a storage room. 
 
    I’d worked hard to be able to afford such a property, and the monthly cost to look after it was enormous, but it was worth it, especially when I noticed how happy both my kids and women were. 
 
    When I reached the first floor, I went straight for Luna’s room. Luna was mine and Amber’s only child, but she still shared her room with her sister, Aurora, Lapis’ firstborn and second oldest. As predicted, Luna wasn’t in the room, but Aurora was, and my sweet five-year-old was the spitting image of her mother. 
 
    Aurora and Lapis shared the same curly blonde hair and green eyes, but our daughter had inherited my nose and ears and talent for music. 
 
    “Daddy!” she yelled when she heard me walking in the room. 
 
    She stood up from where she’d been playing on the floor and rushed toward me. I opened my arms, bent down to catch her when she threw herself at me, and twirled her around. Aurora laughed and laughed until I put her back down. 
 
    “How’s my sweet princess doing?” I asked as I knelt in front of her and pushed the thin bangs out of her eyes. 
 
    “I’m fine, Daddy.” Aurora grinned. “Are we going now?” 
 
    “We are.” I nodded and offered her my hand. “Are you excited?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, and although she wasn’t jumping up and down in excitement like some of her siblings, Aurora had a grin on her chubby face. “Mommy said Hadden is one of the best places in the whole world.” 
 
    “Well, she’s right about that,” I chuckled, and together, we headed out of the room. “Have you seen Luna by any chance?” 
 
    Aurora bit her lip as a sheepish look crossed her face, and in that exact moment, she reminded me of her mother. 
 
    “She told me not to say anything,” Aurora whispered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured her. “You won’t get in trouble, and neither will Luna, but we do need to get going. There are some special people waiting to meet all of you.” 
 
    Aurora continued to bite her lip for a second longer before she checked the hallway for any signs of her siblings and leaned toward me. 
 
    “She’s in the music room,” she whispered, and I now understood why she was being so cautious. 
 
    The music room was full of my expensive instruments and computers I needed to make music, and the children weren’t allowed in there, not until they were much older. 
 
    “Did she bring Ivy and William with her?” I asked, and when Aurora nodded, I smiled to let her know I wasn’t angry or disappointed. “Alright. I’m gonna go and find them. Why don’t you find your brother and wait downstairs with your mom?” 
 
    Aurora nodded and headed down the stairs while I went up. She had a twin brother, James Junior, and the two of them were as quiet and lovely as Lapis herself. Despite being ones of the eldest of all our children, the twins were among the calmest. 
 
    I headed to the fourth floor and entered the music room where I easily spotted Luna’s fiery red hair and fair skin. The five-year-old was talking to the twins, Ivy and William, who had the same blonde hair as Honey but my brown eyes and curiosity. 
 
    “Now, what are you all doing here?” I asked as I stepped inside the room. 
 
    The three children jumped in surprise, and the twins giggled and ran away, but I caught them as they tried to rush past me. They yelled and laughed when I took them in my arms and carried them toward Luna, who was sitting at the recording table and pressing buttons. 
 
    “Daddy, you found me!” Luna squealed in a pleased voice. “Mommy gives up sometimes, but you always find me.” 
 
    “I always will, baby,” I promised her as I sat next to her with the twins still in my arms. “Can you tell me why you’re up here when you’re supposed to be getting ready to leave?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugged, but the cheeky smile on her face was exactly like her mom’s when she was up to something. 
 
    “Come on, you can tell me, kiddo,” I said. “I promise I won’t get mad.” 
 
    “You never get mad, Daddy,” Luna chuckled and shook her head at me. “But I’ll tell you my secret only if you pinky promise to keep it to yourself.” 
 
    “Of course.” I smiled and helped the twins settle on my lap so I could free my hands before I offered my little finger to her. “I pinky promise to keep your secret safe.” 
 
    “Good.” She gave me a toothy grin as she hooked her little finger against mine. “I was writing a song for Auntie Sid.” 
 
    “Why for?” I asked as my heart internally melted at how sweet she was. 
 
    “For her new baby,” she said as if it were obvious, but it was news to me. 
 
    “Auntie Sid is expecting another baby?” I frowned, but it was because of how confused I was, not because I didn’t want another baby. 
 
    “Yes!” Luna fervently nodded. “Lily and Leo are in on the secret, but no one else knows.” 
 
    “Of course they are,” I chuckled. “Did Auntie Sid tell you about her new baby?” 
 
    Lily and Leo belonged to Sid and I, and while Lily was mischievous and smart, her younger brother already showed a passion for books, like his mother. They were respectively nearly five and nearly four, and I knew they’d be the best big siblings. They already played with and helped take care of the younger ones, so I knew one more baby was only going to make them happier. 
 
    “She and Mommy were talking about it,” Luna revealed. “I was supposed to be in bed, but I couldn’t sleep, and when I went to see Mommy, Auntie Sid was telling her about her new baby.” 
 
    “When was that, sweetheart?” I asked. 
 
    “Yesterday,” she said. 
 
    If Amber and Sid were talking about Sid’s pregnancy, it could only mean my dark-haired lover must have found out about it recently and was waiting for the perfect timing to tell me I was going to be a dad again. Our youngest baby was one and a bit years old, so I did miss looking after a newborn. 
 
    “Alright, well, your secret is safe with me, kiddo,” I reiterated as I stood up and put the twins down. “Go downstairs with your siblings, please, and make sure to stay downstairs, alright? We’re leaving soon.” 
 
    “Alright, Daddy.” Luna jumped off the chair and took her half-siblings by the hands, and together they left the music room. 
 
    I checked the entire fourth and third floor to make sure none of my other kids were playing hide-and-seek, and when I was satisfied by their absence, I went back to the ground floor. 
 
    “Ah, James, you’re here,” Amethyst said when I walked inside the kitchen. 
 
    My beautiful purple-haired woman had a one-year-old in her arms who was wailing and kicking, and two older boys were fighting over a piece of cake Lapis had baked in the morning. 
 
    “Here, give me Luke,” I immediately said as I grabbed the one-year-old boy. 
 
    Luke had the same brown hair as me, but like his brothers, he had the same bi-color eyes as his mother. 
 
    “Gabriel, Elliot!” Amy scolded the four and three years old. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop fighting over food? You know Auntie Lapis will always make enough food for everyone, so please, stop your fighting. Why don’t you share your piece of cake together, mm?” 
 
    While Elliot grumbled and tried to pry his brother’s hand off the cake, Gabriel nodded at his mom. 
 
    “Okay, Mama,” he said and proceeded to share the cake with Elliot. 
 
    “Thank you, boys,” Amy praised them with a pat on the head and a kiss on the cheek. “Join your siblings in the living room, please. We’re leaving in a minute.” 
 
    “I’ll race you!” Gabriel shouted before he sped out of the kitchen with Elliot hot on his heels. 
 
    “Nooooo, come back!” Elliot yelled as he laughed and made grabby hands at his older brother. 
 
    “Careful, boys!” I called after them with a chuckle. 
 
    “They drive me insane,” Amy sighed as she turned back toward me with a slight frown on her face. 
 
    “You’re doing amazing, you know that, right?” I assured her as I walked forward and gave her a side hug while Luke happily kicked his legs and sucked on his thumb. “Our three boys are beautiful and good. They simply have that boys’ rivalry, but they’ll grow out of it.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed again and smiled at Luke and I. “When they’re not fighting over food, Gabriel and Elliot are always up to no good with Luke. It’s quite endearing to watch, actually.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled. “They’re the best big brothers. Come on, we’re nearly ready now.” 
 
    I kissed Amethyst before she took Luke back in her arms and headed in the living room with the rest of the kids. As I was about to follow her, Sid entered the kitchen and headed straight for the cookie jar we kept on the highest shelf so none of the kids could have access to Lapis’ baked goods. 
 
    “Hey, you,.” I grinned at my dark-haired woman and went to give her a hug from behind, and as I did so, I placed both hands on her stomach. “How are you both doing?” 
 
    “What?” Sid choked on her cookie before she turned in my arms and looked at me with wide eyes. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Luna,” I laughed. “She overheard you and Amber talking about it. How long have you known?” 
 
    “I just found out,” Sid said as a beautiful smile stretched her lips. “Literally two days ago. I wanted to tell you after we went to Hadden with the kids.” 
 
    “It’s amazing.” I grinned back at her and kissed her lips. “Luna said that Lily and Leo already know about it.” 
 
    “They were going to be part of the surprise,” Sid admitted. “I was going to have them tell you about their new sibling.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead with the plan?” I suggested. “That way they can still do what you guys had planned, and I can pretend to be surprised.” 
 
    “That’s a marvelous idea, James.” Sid’s smile turned to a grin. “Tonight. When we get back, we’ll do the surprise.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I kissed her lips again before I stole half of her cookie and fled the room while she laughed and yelled after me. 
 
    On my way out of the kitchen, I bumped into the twins, Jake and Ethan, who were four years old. While they had my brown hair, they had the same baby blue eyes as Honey, and they were a spitting image of their mother. Honey having two sets of twins had been a surprise, but a welcome one. 
 
    “Whoa, boys, where are you going?” I chuckled as I stabilized Jake so he wouldn’t fall backward. “The living room is that way.” 
 
    I pointed down the hallway behind them and started steering them in the right direction. 
 
    “Daddy?” Ethan asked as he took my hand. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can we ride your dragon?” both he and Jake asked at the same time. 
 
    “Boys, I already told you it’s not safe,” I explained in a gentle voice. “When you’re older, I promise you will ride Kaida, but today is not the day.” 
 
    The twins made a sad and groaning noise, but they went along with my promise, and soon enough we reached the living room where every one of my kids and women were chatting away, except for three. 
 
    “Where are Ruby and the girls?” I asked the entire room, and just at this moment, Ruby herself walked in behind me. 
 
    “We’re here, sorry!” she apologized as she rushed in with two little girls with the exact same red hair as her. “Trouble getting dressed today.” 
 
    Eleanor and Sapphire were three and two years old, and while Eleanor was a shy and reserved kid, her sister was the exact opposite. At two years old, Sapphire knew exactly what she wanted, and we all treated her like the princess she was. She’d even chosen to wear a pink tutu today, and she looked beautiful. 
 
    “Are we all ready?” I asked as I looked at my fourteen children plus one on the way and six women, and I’d never felt as happy as I was at that moment. 
 
    Our family might have been large and crazy, but that was exactly how we wanted it. In fact, it had been my wives’ idea to have as many children as possible, close together, so they could all grow up with each other. 
 
    “Yessss!” they all shouted. 
 
    We had our ups and downs as every family did, and most people judged our relationship, but for us, it worked, and we were happy. I wouldn’t change anything about my life, and I knew my women thought the same. 
 
    “Let’s go back to Hadden.” I grinned.  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading the last Dungeon in My Closet! This was a fun series to write, and I hope you enjoyed it! If you did, please leave a review here, and tell all your friends to read it. 
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