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Previously...







Gage and his companions dealt with the slavers and evildoers in Nanrac. He and his ladies left the city and went back home to the farm to live their lives and wait to see if they were called to duty again. Gage became aware that he was someone feared. A Guardian. A person that was called into certain situations and resolve them when others couldn't. 


Gage wasn't sure how to take that since his mentor never mentioned it. Whenever he saw him again, then he would demand an answer since the last time he asked why he was being trained, Devon told him that he would know when it was time. Well, now it's time since he was being sent to the Kanos Empire, a dangerous place for a human.




Chapter 1

I was headed back to the cabin with my kills. My dire wolf companion, Seamus, was hauling the stag on his back, and I was carrying two rabbits. We had been out patrolling the area for any unfriendly creatures. The dhampir Cornelius and the moroi Zeke usually took care of this, but the two were now on a journey to explore the world. Their words.
It was hard to see them leave. We had become good friends and since I didn’t really have that many, I was saddened by their departure. The two helped us settle in and they stayed a few weeks.
It was when I received the enchanted cloaks that they decided to head out. The cloaks were a boon, and the duo ardently thanked me for them. The girls did as well, just a different kind of thanks.
We had settled into a routine if you want to call it that. Lexi, Kat, and Ella were beautiful and dangerous, and they all doted on me. I asked why, and all three said I saved them from a life they didn’t want. Bringing them to the farm was a gift for them; the three ladies could be who they were and do what they wanted. And it was peaceful.
Ella could practice her magic out in the woods, Kat and Lexi could train on their own or together without repercussions.
As we came upon the cabin, I smiled. Lexi was petting the horses, and Ella was in the garden. Our relationship was a strange one. The three ladies warmed my bed every night and were devoted to me. Even though we were intimate, we were taking things slowly because for one, I had never been in a relationship with a woman, let alone three.
As for the other women I’d encountered, you couldn’t count Susan because she was a friend with benefits relationship. Amelia and Penny weren’t serious about me, we only kissed a few times anyway. I did hear that they were married now. Amelia had her hands full with that dumbass noble. I only hoped Richard wouldn’t be put in charge for a long time. Penny was with Anthony, and I did hope they were happy; both had been nice to me.
I also heard that Lady Daria and Sherie were still looking for me for some reason. Maybe to give me a big reward. Ha! Unlikely. I told the girls about it, and they just laughed it off, saying that they wouldn’t let some stuck-up noble around me. I chuckled along with them.
Anyway, back to our relationship. It was certainly something to get used to. I hadn’t been accustomed to waking up with others in the morning. Now I could wake up to them cuddling me naked every day.
As I approached the garden, Ella looked over and grinned. “Welcome back, lover. Looks like you got a good haul.”
“Yeah, it was great. You can have your choice tonight, rabbit or venison.”
“Rabbit stew sounds splendid,” Ella quickly replied as she picked a few tomatoes. “We could put some of that seasoning you bought the other day in with it.”
“Sounds great.”
The seasoning wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. They sold it at all the general stores. It was just salt mixed with cayenne pepper, thyme, oregano, basil, cumin, and garlic.
I walked over to a tree and pulled the stag from Seamus’s back, laying it against the tree with the rabbits.
We had expanded the barn to fit the wagons in and built a better tool room inside. It had the rope that I was looking for, so I grabbed it and my cleaning knives. After I strung up the stag, I took the knives to it. As I was working, Ella came over.
“How was your day?”
“Better.” She exhaled a deep breath. “I still miss the guys.”
“That’s understandable. You were living together for a very long time.”
“Yeah, I know,” she agreed and sat down with Seamus, rubbing him behind the ears. “We need to make a trip to town to get some necessities.”
I grunted. “Okay. We can do that tomorrow if you want.”
“That will be fine. Can we stop and talk with Thea? She’s our friend.”
“Sure. We can take her out to lunch if you want.”
Ella smiled. “Thinking of bringing her into the fold?”
I stopped with my cleaning and looked over. “I can barely keep up with you three. What makes you think I’d want to bring someone else to our farm?”
Ella giggled. “You have no problems keeping up with us, Gage. But I was only kidding, I know that we are taking things slow, and we appreciate that as well. Oh, and another thing. I, uh, have been able to test my mana threshold. It has grown again since we continued…”
Yeah, that was another detail we’d figured out. The girls needed to feed, so I’d volunteered since we were out in the forest with no one around to see. If something happened, no one would scream out for the authorities.
Anyway, when they fed on my blood, it triggered something in them. Well, a few things, actually. It made them go into a state of euphoria. Bliss. Wantonness. And it helped with their abilities and talents.
The first time we did this, Kat and Lexi were off hunting. Ella was giddy because she was the first to try feeding from me. After Ella fed, she began moaning loudly and shuddered, and – as I later found out – orgasmed. For some reason, feeding from me sent her hormones into overdrive and the vampire tore off my clothes. Her eyes had a wild, unfocused look to them as she pushed me down on the bed. The moroi mounted me and held me down with her magic. It was… surreal being held down and fucked silly.
I couldn’t do anything while Ella rode me, having orgasm after orgasm. When she was done, her eyes focused again, and she was horrified by her actions. She screamed and took off, running away.
I lay there, thinking about what happened, but the first thing I had to do was get something cold to put on my cock and balls, which were really sore. I wasn’t going to complain, though. It had felt great.
When I was able, I went searching for my moroi and found Kat by the barn. She told me that Ella needed some time to calm down, so I went and got some water before sitting down at the table. My balls still hurt, and I had to rearrange them. When Ella finally made an appearance, she looked distraught. She apologized numerous times, tears flowing down her cheeks. I stood up and pulled her to me. As she melted into my chest, she mumbled another apology. I rubbed her back and told her it was okay, but I asked her what happened.
Ella took a minute before she began trying to explain. She didn’t really know what transpired. The best theory she came up with was that it was my blood that triggered everything.
We couldn’t test that theory, or at least, not yet. She really didn’t want to try anything and vehemently said that she wasn’t going to do it again.
I chuckled when I recalled that argument. I finally got Ella to calm down and we planned that Kat would try with Ella and Lexi there to make sure she didn’t fuck me to death. Though, admittedly, it would be a great way to go.
Anyway, long story short, we got everything worked out. All three got an increase in their powers when they fed from me. I did ask if they had ever fed from a mage before. They didn’t know and were skeptical of my theory that the boost might come from my magic or powers, whatever I had.
Kat asked about my bond with Seamus. It was because of him that they figured out I was a mage of some sort. Reluctantly, I gave in and let them know that, yes, I was a mage and filled them in on the skills I got from Seamus but told them I didn’t know what element or powers I had because I was never tested. Taming came to their minds, but I was leery about trying anything to do with that. After all, I didn’t want others in my mind.
So far, we still hadn’t tested my theory. I turned my attention back to Ella and apologized for my silence.
“I’m sorry, I was thinking about our first encounter.”
She went red, embarrassed, and looked away, grumbling about how it was an accident.
I chuckled and changed the subject. “So that’s great, Ella. Any troubles from your threshold expanding?”
“No, not that I can tell,” she replied. “Kat and Lexi were going to test their skills and get back to me.”
“Well, that will be helpful going forward, especially if we have to go fight more mages.”
I went back to concentrating on my kills while she went on.
“You think your mentor will send you out again so soon?”
Her tone told me that she was concerned. I didn’t know why.
“I’m not sure, but Seamus and I are prepared if we are.”
“Well, you’re not going without us,” she scoffed.
“Where’s Gage going without us?”
I looked over and saw Lexi and Kat walk up.
“Nowhere. I was just telling her that if Devon summoned me, I would have to leave.”
“You aren’t going without us,” Kat emphasized, and Lexi agreed.
I snorted. “I know, ladies. Let’s change the subject then. How was your day?”
“Fine, we sparred and tested out our thresholds,” Kat informed us. “The limit has increased.”
Ella turned back to me. “Maybe it’s time to test your theory, lover.”
Kat and Lexi voiced their agreements. I just grunted and handed them the cuts of meat that I wanted before letting Seamus chow down on the rest.
Silently, I strolled back to the cabin with the ladies in tow. Without a word, they began preparing our meal as I went to clean up.
I came back to the kitchen and sank down in a chair. Lexi brought me water and went out to clean up as well. Kat and Ella after her.
I began contemplating when, not if, Devon would make an appearance. And where he would send us. Hopefully, it would be to take down another noble.
The ladies came back in, and we chatted about what needed to be done. Ella informed them we were going to town for some needed items and to take Thea to lunch. The two smirked and made similar comments to Ella’s. I rolled my eyes and changed the subject to something else other than adding others to our home.
Over a great meal we discussed the topic of being sent somewhere to deal with immoral people. The girls were adamant about not staying behind. Of course, I reiterated that I would never leave them, and they seemed relieved.
I grabbed a book and read about some heroes of old, then took some time to check out a book about magic. Devon had one of his people give it to me when they brought over the cloaks. Actually, he’d left a few on the table for me to read.
Shaking those thoughts off, I took a breath and looked up as someone poked me on the shoulder.
“Ready for bed, babe?” Ella asked with a smile stretched across her beautiful face.
I nodded and she wrapped her arm around my waist as we walked to our bedroom.




Chapter 2

Dawn came early and we rose to do our daily routines. I went out and checked on the farm animals with Ella. Lexi was preparing breakfast and Kat was out in the garden. With any luck, we would have some fresh fruit with our meal.
When the chickens and cows were taken care of, Ella and I checked on the horses and fed them. I noticed that we would have to reshoe them soon. Since we were going to town, I would probably just have someone there do it.
Ella and I cleaned up before walking inside the cabin. Lexi was finishing up at the counter and Kat was setting the table.
I smiled at the two and sat down after grabbing some water. Lexi prepared eggs, sausage, biscuits, and gravy. Kat had prepared fresh cream, blueberries, melon, and strawberries. Everything looked scrumptious.
We got our helpings and dug in. I was savoring the flavors when Kat whined, “I’m bored, Gage. Is there anything we can do to take that away?”
I chuckled and swallowed my blueberry. “I thought that you loved it here. Peaceful and all that.”
She sighed. “I love it here, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t get bored. With Zeke and Cornelius gone, things are quiet. Ella, Lexi, and I want to do other things besides spar and hunt all the time.”
“Yeah, didn’t you ever get bored, Gage?” Lexi asked as she cut up a piece of melon.
“Hmm… well, now that you mention it, no. I was by myself and did all the work, so I can’t say it was the same. The chores and training kept me busy, but I do understand what you’re saying. Hmm… there are some things that come to mind. There are two guilds in town, the Adventurer’s Guild, and the Fighter’s Guild. Maybe we can join their guilds and see what jobs they have available.”
“That sounds great,” Kat said, polishing off the rest of her eggs. “What do you say, girls? Maybe we can find a job killing something or someone.”
Lexi and Ella grinned, showing off their fangs. I guessed they liked that idea. I chuckled and shook my head, knowing things could get interesting if they went and cleared out a monster den or even took out some bandits.
“We can check it out when we get to town.”
Ella rubbed the back of my neck. “Thanks, lover.”
I grunted and was about to eat the last of my sausage when Ella brought up something else. “Let’s talk about our bed situation.”
“Yes,” Kat agreed. “My back hurts when I get up in the morning and I always seem to fall in the crack.”
Crack?
Lexi sighed. “I’m all for saving money, Gage. But I agree one hundred percent on getting a bed big enough for all of us. Pushing two normal beds together isn’t cutting it. I mean, hell, you’re a big man and take up a bed by yourself.”
Oh, right, they’re talking about getting a bed built.
“We’re going to town anyway. Can’t we stop by the woodworker?” Ella pleaded, rubbing my arm.
I reluctantly nodded, perceptive enough to understand that I wouldn’t win an argument if one began. Three against one isn’t a good scenario. At least when the other guys were here it was equal, but now, I was on my own.
The three ladies smiled, knowing they’d got their way.
When finished with breakfast, we cleaned up. I was already dressed to go, complete with my enchanted cloak, but the girls still had to go put on their travel wear and enchanted cloaks. While they were doing that, I got the wagon ready. Seamus didn’t want to go with us, so he headed to the barn to lie down and watch over the farm.
It was busy in town, more merchants than I thought there would be. I dropped the horses off at the livery and had them reshoe the horses. The ladies waited for me to get done before following me to our next stop.
We first went to the Adventurer’s Guild. As we came through the door, a small pudgy gnome spoke out.
“Greetings! Welcome to the Adventurer’s Guild. How may I be of service?”
The ladies stayed quiet, so I spoke for them. “Good sir, we would like some information about membership, and how to proceed with job postings.”
He scrutinized me and then the others. I guess our hooded cloaks made him a little wary, but he responded anyway.
“Okay, annual membership is two gold for the four of you. The jobs are posted on our board hanging on the east wall there.” He pointed and we turned to look at the wall, some jobs were still there if we wanted to pursue any. “Check which ones you want to handle, do the job, and come back with a signed certificate that the job was done by whoever posted the job or else have proof of completion. At that time, you will be compensated by the guild. Also, there are new job posts every morning unless it’s an emergency and the guild needs assistance right away.”
The three women glanced at each other, before Ella responded, “Sounds easy enough. Does this membership work for the guilds in other towns?”
The gnome smiled and replied, “Yes, all the Adventurer Guilds will be updated with your credentials. Just give them your names and they will be able to find them in our database.” 
I reached into my pocket for the coin I already had handy. I remembered the fee from some gossip, so knew what he said was right. I dropped the coins on the counter. 
He took them and replied, “Excellent, I’ll get the paperwork started.” 
The gnome meandered to the other counter to get the booklet to sign us up.
We waited in silence until the gnome came back over to us. “I will need your signatures here at the bottom to finish with the membership.” 
After signing the papers, we walked over to the job board to see what jobs were left for the day. The girls picked a few up and read them.
Need help with surveying ruins. Pay is four coppers a day.
Need warrior to join our party for dungeon run. Will divide loot in equal shares.
Need assistance with getting rid of creature harassing farm animals. Pay is two silver.
“Hmm… looks tempting. Let’s go see what’s at the Fighter’s Guild,” Kat suggested. 
I nodded and we headed outside to the Fighter’s Guild. It was actually just down the street. We walked up to the counter to find a dwarf that looked like he had a permanent scowl.
“Yes?”
“We would like to see about membership in your guild?” Lexi advised the man.
“All of you?” the dwarf asked as he looked our group up and down. I guess he didn’t like our hooded cloaks either.
“Yes, we’d all like to join,” Ella responded and moved up to the counter.
“The fee for membership is one gold and five silvers for the lot of you. Jobs are posted on the board over there,” he said in a bored manner.
“Let’s look at the board. It may be things we don’t feel comfortable doing.”
I pulled off a couple posts:
Need guards for merchant caravan. Pay is a silver a day.
Need bodyguard for nobleman. Pay is two silver a week.
Help wanted for guard posts for our fair city. Pay is four copper a day.
Bandits spotted northeast on trade route. Reward for any information that leads to bandits getting caught or killed. Contact guild director.
“What do you think?”
“The caravan would take months going around the kingdom,” Kat responded. “I’m not interested in guard duty, especially for some stupid noble.”
Ella giggled. “Agreed. The bandit one seems interesting, though.”
“It does, doesn’t it? Let’s find out more.” Lexi snickered, as did Kat.
Here we go. I highly doubt they’re talking about investigating further just for information.
I sighed as they got more details as to where exactly the incidents occurred on the trade road. The dwarf didn’t care and gave it to the three.
We left the guild and headed for the merchant alley. We spotted some caravans, and the merchants trying to sell their wares.
“…stop here for great deals.”
“…we have all the latest fashions.”
“Get your…” 
It went on and on until we were out of the alley. We went straight to a woodworker, hoping they would have some frames already made and knew where we could get some feather mattresses. 
We opened the door to a clean shop. I held the door for the ladies, and we went inside to someone hollering. A well-dressed male was shouting at a young girl behind the counter.
“You incompetent, whelp. Get someone out here that can actually do something about my complaint.”
The young girl had tears glistening in her eyes. “Mister, my pops will be back in a few minutes—.”
He cut her off. “I don’t care where he is, just fix this before I call the city guard!”
She was silently sobbing. I glanced over to the girls and knew that they were fuming. I nodded to them as I walked up to the counter.
“What seems to be the problem, mister?”
He looked at me with contempt, even though I had six inches and about fifty pounds on him.
“None of your damn business. Keep out of this before I have you arrested.”
I chuckled. “You’ll have me arrested just for talking? Shit, shall I lay down the fucking red carpet because you’re in here? So who do I have the pleasure of seeing today?”
He snarled, “I’m Lord Haskell. One more word and I will have you flogged for your insolence.”
I grunted and walked slowly toward the guy. Stopping inches from him, I bent over to look him in the eyes, even though he couldn’t see my face. “I don’t give a fuck who you are. You have no right to act like this toward her, she obviously can’t fix the issue.” I glanced over at the young lady and asked, “Miss, what’s the problem?”
She sniffled and answered, “He says his order is messed up. Says it’s the wrong color paint, but what is on the order is what’s been painted.”
“Really? Is his signature on the order?”
She nodded, and I looked at the idiot noble. “You’re changing your mind now, are you? Trying to make this young lady a patsy?” 
The guy was seething with anger at this point.
“Be gone filth, or I will call my guards!” Lord Haskell shouted.
I smiled and told him no and to go ahead and call them in here. He strolled out the door in a rage and slammed it closed. 
“Thank you, mister, my pops is on an errand, and my mom is at the house,” she stated in a low voice.
“You’re welcome, miss. I hate nobles that think they can run all over people.”
The door opened then, and a middle-aged man entered. He was of average height and build and had dark hair. 
The young lady ran to him. “Papa, I’m so glad you’re back. A mean man came in and demanded his money back.”
He hugged her and replied, “I know sweetheart; he cornered me outside.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know how to fix his issue,” she mumbled back.
“It’s okay, he made the mistake, not you.” The father consoled his daughter for a few moments and looked up to see us. “Oh, sorry, I needed to make sure my daughter was okay. What can I help you with?”
I nodded and replied, “Not a problem, we’re looking for a few new bed frames. Would you have them, or can you point us in the right direction?”
“We don’t have them in stock, we usually make them customized. What size are you looking for?” the wood shop manager asked.
I looked at Ella and she spoke up at that moment. “The master bed needs to be big and comfortable, the other two can be a bit smaller in size.” 
She gave him the dimensions that she wanted, and he wrote it all down. I raised my brow, wondering what she needed that big of a bed for. She smiled and winked at me.
He made some other notes and looked up. “We can do that and will deliver it to your home. And I’m assuming that you need mattresses to fit the frames as well.”
“That’s correct,” Ella replied and came over to stand beside me.
“The total will be three gold and five silver,” he said with a smile.
I sighed and handed him the money. “We need to pick up some home linens and other bedding items. So, when will those frames and mattresses be ready for us?”
“I would say three days, four at the most. I just need directions to your home,” he replied.
I gave him the directions and handed him a couple more silver for delivering that far out. He thanked me and we left for the other items on our list. 




Chapter 3

A couple of weeks had gone by. We had traveled to the locations where the bandits were supposedly spotted, but none of us had any luck finding any trail or tracks that led anywhere. So, we left it for now and went back every week to see if anything changed.
I was coming back from checking on the horses and walked through the front door to see Ella preparing a meal on the stove. I thought about our weeks together and found that I’d been getting comfortable with the three. I know, strange right? Who wants to get bitten every so often and live with real life vampires. But the idea was growing on me.
Shaking those thoughts away, I stared at the moroi.
I know everyone has different turn ons, but for me it was this: a woman who was feisty, knew how to defend herself and took care of others, and most of all, could cook. 
Ella was bent over the stove, her fine ass sticking out just waiting to be grabbed. My dick was creeping up by the second, becoming uncomfortable, so I moved it around before she could see what I was doing. She popped her head up when I scuffed my shoe on the floor. 
“Gage, I lit some candles. I was hoping to have a nice candlelit dinner for us.”
I smiled and replied, “Awesome, what are we having for supper, woman?”
She giggled. “Well, lover, I picked some fresh veggies, so I cooked the leftover rabbit and made stew. Oh, Kat and Lexi are out in the forest checking our lands, Seamus is with them. Hopefully, they’ll come back with nothing important to report.”
I nodded. The girls had decided to switch out who checked the perimeter every few days.
As I seated myself at the table, Ella brought over the food and set it down. She fixed me a bowl and we ate in silence.
After a while she looked over and spoke. “Gage, we’ve been together now for weeks, and I’m hoping that you’re getting comfortable with us, as we are with you.”
“I am. I enjoy everyone’s company.”
“Good.” Ella nodded and took a sip of broth. “I know we’ve spoken about some things going forward but what do you want out of life, Gage?”
I thought about it for a few moments and hesitated before I answered. “Well, I want what pretty much everyone else wants. A safe and content life, a family, a home to raise some kids someday. Live off the land or find something to trade with the folks in town. But I guess that was all before I went to Nanrac. That simple life won’t happen now. Well, except when we don’t have to leave, or we aren’t summoned.”
“That’s what we thought,” she responded nervously. “We want a home and a family too. We enjoy being here and want to continue going forward. Are you ready for us to be a family? I mean, to make our relationship official.”
“I guess we never did make it official, as you say, but I’m happy to take the next step if you ladies are.”
She smiled and her eyes were misty. “That’s great, baby. We were hesitant to bring it up because you wanted to take everything slow.”
I grunted and we finished our meals before heading off to the bedroom. Well, she pulled me there and had her way with me. It wasn’t long before the other two came in and joined us. They heard Ella’s screams of passion, or mine. I didn’t ask which. The trio kept me up for some time before we fell asleep, twisted together under the linens of our new bed.
A few days later, Seamus and I were checking our lands to make sure nothing untoward was happening, that and to make sure any unsavory beasts or people weren’t walking the area without us knowing.
I hate to say it, Gage, and I know it was weeks back, but I must agree with your women. I’m bored.
I snorted. Seriously?
It feels like it’s been ages since we battled someone.
So, what do you propose?
Well, it may upset your women, but I say we go take a look around to see if the bandits made an appearance. Maybe we can track them down.
I chuckled. That will rile them up for sure, but I’m with you. Let’s go.
We traveled straight to the nearest road and began our trek. Seamus went invisible and joined me on the road. It was busy in that area. People were walking or riding their way to town, going in the opposite direction to us. Wagons were coming and going, and caravans were hurrying their way past us in both directions.
One caravan in particular caught my eye, a procession with numerous guards and knights guarding a blue and silver carriage that was evidently carrying someone important. 
Hmm… wonder who it is. 
The window opened at that time and a gorgeous face popped out to look around. A girl about my age with red hair, pale skin, high cheek bones, and green eyes scanned the area around her. She squealed in delight about something and turned to someone inside to answer an unheard question. 
I kept my head and eyes hidden in my cloak but saw the beautiful specimen talk loudly. She looked in all directions and didn’t even give me a second glance, which was a good thing because I didn’t want any attention at all from anyone. 
A moment later, the carriage hurried away from StormCrest. 
Stopping for a breather, I sat on a downed log and ate some nuts and berries that were in my pack, knowing I needed to get on the road again so I could hopefully get back to the cabin before nightfall. 
We walked for about an hour and were near the location of the first bandit sighting when we heard the first screams. Stopping and listening to where they were coming from, I realized they were on the road ahead. I made sure my dual swords were sheathed on my back and the blades on my body, as well as my bow and quiver, secured tightly. Then I sprinted to the location of the altercation, Seamus running beside me.
Coming over a tall hill I heard metal against metal, which meant either bandits or a dark race encounter. My eyes swept over the area, and I saw orcs and gnolls fighting against the knights that I’d spied earlier with the fancy carriage. I also spotted humans among them.
Dead bodies littered the ground. The twenty surviving were getting pummeled, and the fact that they were outnumbered by thirty didn’t help either.
I guess we found our bandits then.
Looks like it. A mixture of races. Guess that’s why they haven’t been caught yet.
Well, let’s see what we can do to help them out.
He growled his agreement.
I ran to the nearest tree and scaled it for stealth as well as to get a better angle to shoot. Standing in the tree, I grabbed my bow, nocked my first arrow, took a breath, and let it fly. It sailed true, braining an orc. I continued my onslaught, and for about eight to ten shots, one bandit after another went down to breathe no more.
The bandits finally noticed me and bellowed something incoherent. The last surviving human bandit shouted out orders, but he didn’t get them all out before an arrow embedded in his skull. The prick fell off his horse with a thud when he hit the ground.
The orcs and gnolls backed off and looked warily at their fallen brothers, but so did the knights. They were all wondering where those arrows came from. 
During this time, a couple more knights went down. I released my last five arrows before the dumbasses located my position. I chuckled at their hesitance to come in my direction. Descending the tree, I dropped my bow and quiver, and walked towards them.
“Seamus, let’s take the rest of those fuckers out.”
He growled and followed me.
When the bandits saw me come out of the foliage, ten orcs ran at me at full speed, but I just kept walking. I heard a feminine bellow from somewhere, but I couldn’t turn my attention away from the orcs headed my way. 
Unsheathing my swords, I waited until they were upon me before I made my move. When Seamus came out of his hiding place, the orcs stopped and waited for us to do something. The wolf howled his battle cry, which stopped everyone around for a few moments to look at what had made that impressive noise. I ran at the orcs full speed, and three tried to take me down at once. Big mistake. 
I sidestepped the first orc who made a swing at me, and with the blade in my left hand, sliced open his midriff. He went down in agony as his insides spilled over the ground and died moments later when his head hit the ground from my right-handed backslash. 
The second came at me, but I dodged his swing at my head with his axe. His momentum carried him forward, and I used a backhand swing to cut his head off. 
Two down and one to go. 
The third orc saw the other two go down easily, so he tried to go slow to figure out my technique, but I didn’t let up. I faked an overhead with my right hand, which he blocked, but I twisted and thrust in his ribs with my left hand. The sword went through and poked out his neck. Needless to say, he went down after a few moments and his eyes glazed over. 
Looking up at the fighting still taking place, I saw that Seamus had taken down six others quite quickly by tearing their throats out, and that was when I noticed a tall female warrior with a broadsword battling a couple of gnolls. 
Long onyx hair was pulled up into a ponytail. She had smooth, tanned skin, a muscular physique, and a beautiful face with chocolate brown eyes. She was graceful, moved with fluid techniques, and very skilled. This woman would give my mentors, David and Devon, a run for their money. 
The knights had taken care of the others and were making sure no one else was in danger. Seamus sat waiting for me while I noticed that it was silent all around. Everyone was gawking at Seamus.
The female warrior stared for a few moments but then got busy looting her kills. When she’d finished, she stood up and stared at me, but she couldn’t see my face through my enchanted cloak.
A barbarian.
Yeah, she is far away from the mountains though.
Maybe she wanted some different scenery.
Possibly.
I chuckled as the barbarian and I had a stare down. Her face was blank, no smile, just… emotionless. When the people around understood that Seamus wasn’t going to cause any harm, they spoke out to break the silence.
“Thank you both for your help. Good sir, are we in any danger from your wolf?” a knight asked with trepidation as his voice trembled. 
I shook my head no and he gestured to the carriage. Two finely dressed females descended from it at that time. The one I’d seen before and a blonde about the same height and body style as the redhead. 
“I would like to introduce Ladies Giselle and Rebecca,” the knight announced. 
I bowed but didn’t say anything. The female warrior walked over to them and introduced herself.
“I am known as Callie Gwonrinn of the Sapphire Claw clan,” the tall female barbarian informed the two nobles. The ladies started conversing as I went around getting my arrows out of the dead bodies strewn on the ground. 
“Good sir, can we have your name?”
I turned around to see the redhead, Lady Rebecca, smirking at me.
“Not at this time, my lady.” 
She frowned at my answer. Not caring, I turned and went about my business, trying to hurry along to get some distance away from them. After I’d retrieved my arrows, someone hollered at me.
“Sir! You will answer the lady right now and stop being disrespectful to your betters,” one of the knights snarled.
I chuckled at his response. “My betters? Typical nobles. You don’t even fucking know me, nor can you see me. How the hell do you know what I look like or who I am? Not to mention, my wolf here doesn’t like your tone.” 
Seamus growled at the knights, and they took a few steps back. I guess they didn’t want to tangle with the huge wolf.
The knight who hollered at me turned crimson in anger. “Look, lad, all you have to do is tell us your name and pull down your hood. Then we shall know who we’re talking to.”
I thought about it for a few moments before answering. “No thanks, I’ll leave my hood up. If you want a name, I’ll give you one. Slade.” 
I turned to the barbarian female and nodded to her, then did the same to the two noblewomen. 
“Ladies, it was very nice to make your acquaintance. I hope this experience doesn’t have an ill effect on you.” 
I then hurried back to grab my bow and raced off through the forest as I hollered over my shoulder. “Let’s go!” Seamus followed moments later.




Chapter 4

The two of us ran, trying to get enough distance away from them. We took the wrong way at first and turned in a different direction to try and throw off any that were on our trail. Not that I really thought they would follow, I was pretty sure we’d shocked them. We just wanted to put up false trails as a precaution.
I slowed down and took a breather, telling Seamus to do the same.
“I doubt we will be able to turn in that quest for the bandits now,” I commented offhandedly.
Yeah, someone will be looking for you now.
I grunted and we began our way again. It took some time and as dusk fell, we came upon the outskirts of my lands.
I’m going to hunt now.
I snorted. “Yeah, you just don’t want to be around and get bitched at.”
That too.
He took off without another word. I sighed and made my way to the cabin, hearing some giggling and talking inside. I dusted off my boots and clothes before making my way in.
Kat saw me and spoke. “Bout time! We were about to go and search for you.”
Lexi smiled. “Bring your big, sexy ass over here and eat. Then tell us why it took you that long to check your lands for trespassers.”
I exhaled a breath and sat by Ella, pulling my hood down to eat. It wasn’t long before someone cleared their throat.
“All right, spill,” Ella demanded with a smirk. A gleam in her eyes said if I didn’t, something bad was going to happen.
So, I did. I told them the story of our day, which didn’t go over very well with them. At all. They berated me numerous times about how dangerous it was and now, nobles were involved. Again!
“We don’t need any nobles trying to find you, honey,” Ella emphasized. “That could spell disaster for us.”
I nodded, knowing they were right about that. “None saw my face.”
“No, but they saw Seamus,” Kat chastised. “People will still notice how big you are and your build.”
“That’s right,” Lexi agreed. “We’ll have to stay away from town for a few weeks.”
Yeah, that’s probably best.
“I apologize, ladies. Though, the bandits are taken care of.”
I smirked as they grumbled about not being able to help. They got up to clean and I helped out as well. Then we read some before heading to bed.
Weeks went by and we continued our routines. Farming, animal care, and training. Oh, and our relationship. The three ladies were happy and let me know they were. I was glad of that since I was basically clueless about things like romance and such. But Ella, Kat, and Lexi helped me with what I needed. They each had a date night with me. While one wanted to be romanced, the other two were out doing other things. Needless to say, I learned a lot during those times.
Anyway, we waited till the last moment before having to make the trip to town. We went there in our wagon, and as soon as we arrived, the girls drove us over to the livery. I paid the fee to repair the horseshoes and to give them oats.
“Where to first?” Ella asked with a smile.
“I would say—”
I was cut off by Kat. “We need girl stuff. Lotions, perfume, and other goodies.”
“Yes, let’s go visit the clothier, I need some new items,” Lexi suggested and leaned in to whisper. “That and some nightwear. Maybe Thea will hook us up.”
“Ooooo, I hope so,” Ella said gleefully. “That and we can talk with her about you know what.”
The other two agreed and started in on maybe role playing and such. I groaned, which made the three ladies giggle.
Well, that was my cue to head off somewhere else. “All right, I’m going to visit the blacksmith.”
“Very well, dear.” Ella hugged me. “We will meet up at lunch, sound good?”
I nodded and headed off. It took a few minutes, but it was okay, I knew the ladies would take their time. As I looked over the town blacksmith’s wares, I could see that they did good work. An apprentice rung up my order and I walked out with fifteen new throwing knives. They weren’t of the best steel but for the girls to practice with, well, they would do. I would purchase or make them better ones in the future.
My next stop was to get feed for the animals. The clerk said they would deliver my goods to the livery to place in my wagon, which was good for me. I also went to the bowyer and picked up some bolts and arrows, just in case. Who knew when Devon would call upon us.
It was at that moment that my stomach growled, telling me it was lunchtime. I headed over to the eatery to wait for the girls. A cute little redhead took my drink order and sashayed off. I stared at her behind a little too long and didn’t notice someone beside me.
“That is a cute little ass.”
I turned to see Kat. I shrugged and replied, “Yeah, it is.”
The dhampir hit me on the arm and groaned. “You get to look at our naked asses whenever you want. Why are you looking at hers? Are you looking for some strange pussy?”
I chuckled and shook my head. “No, I was just in my own little world, sweetie. Her rear was just in the way.”
Ella and Lexi joined us at that time.
“Whatever,” she snorted.
“What’s got you in a tizzy, Kat?” Ella laughed softly.
“Loverboy over there was staring at another girl’s ass,” Kat hissed.
The other two ladies laughed. Ella got herself back together before responding. “Well, weren’t you just doing the same thing over at the clothier? What was her name again? Becky?”
“Yeah, she’s a real beauty being an elf and all,” Lexi answered. “Oh, and don’t forget about Thea. She was hanging all over her as well.”
I couldn’t see Kat because of her enchanted cloak but I could tell that she was embarrassed by the way she was acting.
“I-I… th-that’s different,” Kat stammered. “I was just recruiting.”
That was a confusing thing to say. “Recruiting? For what?”
Ella and Lexi giggled again as Kat answered, “To get them to join us in bed.”
“Becky does have a sexy body,” Ella commented with a nod. “And we all know that Thea has a great personality. They are both sweeties. I don’t mind if you bring them into the fold.
I sighed and shook my head. They were adamant about others joining. I rolled my eyes, though they couldn’t see. “We’ve been over this, ladies. I have no urge to add anyone. And by the way, we said to take things slow. That isn’t slow.”
They grunted their agreement and let the conversation go. For now. I could guarantee it would come up again. We ordered food and spoke about other things.
When we’d finished our meal, I told the girls that I had one more place to stop and would meet them at the livery. Kat wanted to join me, so we left the café.
Minutes later we came to our destination, a medium-sized store in between the tailor and herbalist shop. I opened the door for Kat, and we entered to see that the store sold a variety of goods: household, hunting and fishing supplies, and other items. Customers were bustling around the aisles looking for good deals, but some were just chatting to each other. 
It seemed like the store had its own area for customers to get drinks and enjoy being there. The owner provided coffee, cider, and a mixture of other beverages, but no alcoholic drinks were served. While we were browsing, a conversation was in progress that we couldn’t help but overhear. 
“…they just came out of nowhere to help. I tell you, John, it was awesome to behold. We were done for, surrounded by gnolls and orcs, but while we were fighting, arrows came out of the forest at blazing speed. They only used one arrow per kill, either hitting the eye area or in the neck. This person had tremendous skill.” A male was gleefully describing the battle. He continued, “And this barbarian female came out on our side to handle some with her blade. While she was ferocious in her fighting, the male was brutal using his blades. He was a dual bladesman and took care of three orcs in under a minute, and his familiar he had with him was deadly.”
Another male at the table responded, “Well, if that’s true, Charles, then the duchess owes them for the lives of her daughters.”
A female voice commented, “Yes, Lady Rebecca told me her side of the story. She said that her entourage was done for until these two showed up. When they got out of the carriage, they found the male had a hooded cloak on, but according to her, he was huge. Well-muscled from what she could see. When they asked him to take off the cloak, he refused, retrieved his arrows, bid the ladies good day, and disappeared into the woods. The barbarian came over to introduce herself to the ladies of the court, but all they wanted to know was if she was with the hooded male. She advised them no, but after a few minutes of conversation she left to track him down.”
Huh, so the barbarian lady was trying to track me. Good thing that we put up false trails.
They all took sips of their beverages and Charles spoke out. “From what I’ve heard, this wasn’t the first sighting of this hooded male. Another caravan was attacked by bandits, and he intervened, saving them. The caravan leader called out to him, but his response was ‘Glad I could help. Have a nice day’, and then he left.”
The female replied to his statement, “Who do you think he is? Someone from around here?”
Charles answered, “I’m not sure, Tabitha, but I doubt it. No one has seen his face, so who knows if he is or not.”
“I know Lady Rebecca has been wanting to find him. It seems she’s fascinated by him,” Tabitha stated before taking a sip from her cup.
The males grunted and continued talking about other news, so we went on about our business. I stopped Kat in the next aisle and whispered in her ear.
“Shit, they’re looking for me. We need to hurry up and get out of here.”
She nodded and replied, “I agree. Let’s get what we need and leave.” 
We went down all the aisles searching for the items we needed, watching the people around us, ensuring they didn’t recognize us. Avoiding the people whose conversation we’d overheard, it took us around ten minutes to find what we came for, pay the clerk, and leave. 
On our way back to the livery, we veered off into alleys to make sure nobody followed us.
“Wonder why she would want to find you,” Kat commented, peering ahead down the alley.
“Not sure, but we need to stay out of here for a little while.”
Kat responded, “I agree, babe, not knowing what this noblewoman wants, we should steer clear of town.”
When we got back to the livery to meet up with the others, we quickly set off toward home. 




Chapter 5

Arturo took a drink of water and wiped the sweat off his face. It was a hot day out in the sun. He looked over at the tunnel and could hear the excitement from his party members. They had come upon the tunnel while foraging in the woods, looking for food. Mika found the entrance by accident, falling over when he was leaning against the moss-covered rocks.
The area was dense with grass, dirt, and rocks that covered the entrance to the underground cavern leading to a lair of some sort. Laura cleared it out with her magic; being an earth mage helped.
It was a great find for the group as they wanted to get their names up with the top adventure parties. Hopefully, this would move them up a rank.
“Arturo, you ready?” Mika hollered.
“Yeah, be there in a moment,” Arturo replied and rose to walk over.
The two met up with the others and walked down further into the cavern with their lit torches. Richard was in front with his shield and sword ready for battle if anything came out to attack them. Arturo was a rogue, Mika was an archer, Lithann was their cleric, and Laura was a mage.
“Are you sure this is safe?” Lithann asked warily as she shivered in the tunnel.
“Of course, it is!” Mika replied with a smile. “Just a bit of darkness.”
“Yah, there could be some buried treasure down here.” Arturo rubbed his hands together gleefully.
“I’m getting a very bad vibe here,” Laura told the group. “Something isn’t right.”
None of the guys responded. The two ladies glanced at each other and shook their heads. They knew that this was a very bad idea.
The group slowly made their way down the shafts, detouring into a few caves along the way to see if any loot was around. Some coins and herbs were scattered but nothing extravagant.
Ten minutes later, the party came to a door with intricate writing and runes. None of the group could decipher the whole message that was written. Lithann was the only one that could read the ancient text and only recognized a few phrases.
“Lithann, can you tell us anything?” Mika asked while trying to find a way to open the door.
“I can only identify a few parts and my gut tells me that we need to turn around and seal the passage again.”
“What?” Arturo turned to his friend. “We came all this way, why are you wanting to leave now?”
Mika and Richard agreed with him.
Lithann sighed. “Because I can only recognize a little of the writing, and if I remember correctly, I believe it states something about great power, riches, and death.”
When she mentioned the word riches, the rest of the group perked up, even Laura. They all wanted extra money and if there were riches behind the door, they wanted in.
Lithann urged them to leave, warning the group that it didn’t feel right. To her, there was a sickly aura around the area.
The others waved off her concerns and asked if she knew how to get the door open. She groaned and grumbled to them but went over to check the door again. At the bottom, she was able to read a phrase that said the door was secured by magic runes. It didn’t say anything about how to open it.
“I wonder if we destroy the runes, then maybe it will release,” Arturo suggested. “I’ve heard if the runes aren’t intact, they won’t work.”
Richard grunted, and Mika agreed with him. Laura didn’t have any input, and Lithann kept quiet.
Richard, Mika, and Arturo tried to destroy them with brute force, but that didn’t work. They thought about what to try next, and Laura suggested overloading them with mana. Maybe the magic would fail after that.
The guys looked over at Lithann, who murmured that this was a terrible idea. She and Laura strolled over and placed their hands on the door before pushing mana into the runes. Nothing happened at first, but after almost a minute, the runes began to glow brighter.
The two ladies stepped away from the door, and as they did, the runes got brighter and brighter. Eventually, they all had to cover their eyes as the light blinded them. As loud pops and sounds came from the door, the group yelped and dived away. When the light faded, the party glanced at each other and rose from the floor.
“Is everyone okay?” Lithann questioned, worried that someone had gotten injured. They all said they were good and had no injuries.
Arturo looked over towards the door. “Look, the door. It’s slightly open.”
“Yeah!” Mika yelled. “Let’s go see what’s so important that they needed to seal the door.”
“Maybe it was pirates,” Richard commented. “They may have hidden their plunder here.”
Mika thought about it and said, “I can see that, the sea isn’t that far away. This would be an elaborate hiding place, though.”
“And sealing it behind a runed door?” Laura asked in disbelief. “They would have to know their shit because that was no novice that engraved those runes on the door. It had to be an adept, maybe two. I doubt this is a pirate’s lair full of their hidden treasure.”
“I concur.” Lithann nodded. “I can also feel an eerie aura coming from inside and around us.”
“All right, everyone, let’s form up and take this seriously. We go in like we are clearing a dungeon.”
They nodded and formed up, then slowly made their way inside. When everyone was in, they saw that it was a crypt of some sort. Statues were set up on the east and west walls. They were all warding statues, which was strange. Four skeletons were chained to the walls with robes hanging off of them, and there was a black sarcophagus in the middle of the crypt. Richard lit the torches that were inside.
“What are those statues here for?” Laura asked and went over to look at them. Lithann joined her.
“They are warding figures, to keep auras within a space or room,” Lithann explained. “Sort of like if you want to keep your valuables or enchanted items hidden from others.”
“Huh, that’s cool,” Richard said, scanning the area.
“This is some creepy shit,” Mika commented and pointed at the walls. “It looks like those people were sealed in and died chained to the walls.”
“Yeah, and that’s not all,” Arturo said as he investigated the skeletons. “Their jaws were broken. I would say that their tongues and eyes were cut out as well.”
“What?! Why would anyone do that?!” Richard asked incredulously.
“They must have offended some lords or nobles, or they did something horrible,” Mika stated nonchalantly. “Who cares, let’s look for anything that can be sold. On the door it said there were riches inside.”
The group began searching and found black staves that had runes upon them, weapons, and some old tomes. There was no money, though.
“That sucks. I was hoping for some gold,” Arturo grumbled as they stacked the items in a pile.
“Me too,” Mika agreed. “Oh well, at least we can sell these to the Adventurer’s Guild and the Fighter’s Guild.”
“Don’t forget the black sarcophagus,” Laura reminded the group.
“You want to disturb someone’s final resting place?” Lithann gasped in disbelief.
The guys went over, not caring in the least if they defiled the resting place of whoever was inside and pushed the lid. It took some time, and they strained to get it off. Eventually, they got it loose, knocked it off the top, and let it clatter to the ground.
The smell was horrendous as they gazed at the body inside. It wasn’t normal, the body seemed like it was still decomposing.
“Oh, that’s nasty!” Laura gasped, covering her mouth. “Why doesn’t the body look like the others?”
“Uh, maybe the sarcophagus kept it preserved?” Arturo said in a joking manner.
“No, but I wonder if this was here when the others were chained,” Richard pondered and looked around the inside. “Hey, look, it has gold lining. The damn coffin is filled with it.”
“That and talismans?” Lithann said in confusion. “Strange. And look at this.” She pointed to an obsidian staff with a skull on top. “It has red eyes. Rubies?”
Mika picked it up and checked it over. “Looks like this was not a wasted effort after all. Laura, do you have enough space in your storage ring for everything here?”
She shrugged. “Maybe. I can try to place it all in.”
Mika nodded. “All right, we will fill our packs with everything we can.”
They all nodded and began looting. Everyone was excited and moved around, not noticing the temperature drop and the body inside the coffin moving.
Mika was still holding and admiring the staff when his hands began to turn black and extreme pain shot up his arms. He began screaming and let go of the staff. Everyone looked over to see him in pain. The others ran over as he dropped to the ground.
“What’s going on, Mika?” Laura demanded in a panic at hearing him scream that way.
Mika whimpered and showed them his arms. The blackness was inching toward his face.
“What the hell?!” Arturo exclaimed and backed away.
“He-Help… me…” Mika pleaded in a low voice, almost a whisper.
The others screamed as his face and head turned black. His eyes sunk in and melted as did his tongue and ears.
“Let’s get out of here!” Richard yelled, and they all ran toward the door. It slammed shut, as if by magic.
Everyone tried to get it open but to no avail. Laura was chanting a spell to use the earth for their escape, but it was cut off when she was thrown against the wall. That was when they heard an evil voice and laugh behind them.




Chapter 6

A couple of months had gone by for us. During this time, I went over with the girls the healing knowledge that had been bestowed upon me. They were quick to pick it up, and soon after, they were able to prepare and mix potions and poultices if necessary. 
We spent most of our downtime tending the garden and animals. We also sparred a lot, and I trained them on the forms that I used and the blades they were unfamiliar with. 
Seamus was happy to hunt and watch during these sessions. He advised me that it was wise to train the girls, with which I agreed. After a couple of weeks of this, Kat mentioned something that was bothering her.
“Gage, we brought up a while back that you could be a guardian. With the training that you’ve gone through, were we right in our assumption? Are you a guardian?”
Thinking it over, I carefully responded, “I may have been recruited to be one, but until Devon arrives or summons me, I can’t ask him to know for sure. It does seem like it, though. Even Seamus believes it to be true. Are you having doubts about staying?”
“No, that isn’t what I meant,” she quickly replied. “I was just making sure. Ella and Lexi wanted to know as well.”
The duo nodded. I sighed and said, “During my training, I asked why they were training me, but no one would give me a straight answer. My mentor and his associates took it upon themselves to teach me everything I know. Devon instilled in me that I would need to know everything that was taught to me for a reason. Again, he didn’t tell me what that reason was. All he said was that when the time came, I would know it.”
“Well, that wasn’t cryptic at all,” Kat stated.
I chuckled and replied, “I know, but now you’re here with me, and I want to teach you too. Four is better than one, right?”
They all nodded in agreement.
“We are just going to have to get stronger and train more,” Lexi said with some emphasis. “We need to be in sync when your mentor calls upon us. I doubt it will be like the last time. This mission will probably be even more difficult.”
“I agree with Lex,” Ella stated with a contemplative look. “I believe that Devon sent you to Nanrac to see what you were capable of. And since you totally dismantled their government and saved all those children, then he will send you out on more challenging assignments. We need to be ready.”
I had to agree with them on that. Devon would throw something more challenging our way next time. After this little talk, we resumed training and sparring.
A few more weeks went by, and we found ourselves getting closer to each other. Nights with them were always intriguing. Sometimes it would be animalistic, but other times would be gentle, and we’d profess our love for each other. It was mind-blowing for me since I hadn’t had anyone in my life like this before. The experience was surreal, but awesome as well. 
Our garden was well off now with nonstop vegetables for food. Meat was always welcome, and the girls traded out with me to hunt.
The healing plants and ingredients were also aplenty, so the girls grabbed some jars and bottles out of the barn, and we mixed up potions and ground up other items to be stored in our cabin. 
The ladies were smooth and seemed to be naturals at everything they did. They were very intelligent and driven when it came to anything they set their minds to. It wasn’t a surprise when they were almost as good as me mixing ingredients. Also, they caught on to the forms and techniques faster than I thought, and with experience, they would be more lethal than they were. 
One night I watched as Ella cleaned up after our meal. She was beautiful. Thinking about her culture, I wondered what they did for marriage. Yeah, I was leaning that way.
“Ella, come sit, I need to ask something.”
Kat and Lexi were outside tending to the animals.
After she was done with putting away some dishes, she sat down. “Yes, lover?”
I smiled and replied, “I don’t know much about your people, do they have marriage or something like that?”
She grinned, showing me her fangs, and answered, “My people go through a ritual that bonds us forever.”
“Oh, okay. Um, but from what you just said, I’m assuming that you didn’t bond with anyone before now?”
“That’s correct, Gage,” Ella purred. “It’s a simple affair, though. Why? Thinking about that are we?”
“I think so. Would you and the others be interested in that? I mean, not right now, of course, but in the future?”
With tears in her eyes, she leaned into me and started sobbing on my shoulder. Well, I didn’t think that would happen. For a minute or so, she let it all out. 
“I’m sorry, Gage. It took me by surprise. I’m so happy right now and have much love for you in my heart. And yes, we have discussed that many times over the months that we’ve been here and would very much like to bond with you when you’re ready.”
I smiled and we kissed tenderly. After a few moments, I took her back to our room and made love to her. Sometime later Lexi and Kat joined us, and when they found out about what I’d mentioned, they screamed out in glee and began to drown me in kisses.
The very next day I left the cabin pretending I was hunting, but instead, I traveled to town. When I got to the jeweler, I explained what I wanted, and he said it would take a couple of days. After paying him, I set out to hunt so the ruse would play out. 
A few days later, I fibbed again and went to pick up my items. He showed me the rings, and I was impressed. They were diamond rings with a layer of gold, but they were lightweight, so they wouldn’t interfere with their weapons. I was excited to give the rings to them, so I hurried off to our cabin, looking forward to seeing their faces light up.
During the journey, I heard some shouting in the distance but didn’t feel like it was any of my business. Seamus was with me, and he turned his attention in that direction. I slowed down and waited for his input. Suddenly the shouts turned into screams. 
“What do you think?”
It’s off our path, but something isn’t right. We should check it out. The sounds aren’t far away.
I nodded and was about to head that way when Kat and Ella stepped out of the forest.
“You heard the screaming, I’m assuming?” Ella asked as she approached.
“I did.”
“Well, you aren’t going without us this time,” Kat advised. “We want to have some fun to.”
Ella chuckled and we took off northeast of our cabin. 
Coming up to the scene where we heard the screams, we noticed two different banners: one with a lion head surrounded by gold and red colors, the other had a boar with purple and black colors. The two forces probably equaled two hundred and were battling each other. 
“What the hell’s going on?”
“Not sure, but they’re killing each other,” Ella said with concern.
The two sides were locked in battle as we scanned the area for some idea of why, but it didn’t dawn on me something was off until I saw three cages with prisoners. 
“Those have prisoners, seems to be a mixture of races too, but I can’t tell from up here.”
“What would you like to do about it, babe? Leave or help somehow,” Kat asked as she scoped out the danger.
I glanced around to see what we could do and found a way. “We’re going to skirt around the soldiers and get behind them. Whoever we come upon, kill them, and free those prisoners. Pull up your hoods, ladies, and be silent like I taught you. Let’s go.”
The two nodded and pulled on their hoods as we made our way. The forest was thick, which helped maintain our cover, and after a couple of minutes we were right in line with the cages. Moving silently, we came upon three guards, so I gave the hand signal to take them out. 
I taught Ella and Kat stealth and to kill silently, though, with them being vamps it wasn’t hard for them to do. And like I said before, they were lethal.
Taking care of the three guards was easy enough since they were focused on the fight in front of them. Ella held them still with her earth magic and Kat used her speed to slice their throats open.
When we walked up to the cages, the prisoners were looking warily at us, having seen how we took out the guards. 
“Ladies, look for some keys on those guards. Hopefully, they will have them, so we won’t make much noise.” 
Searching the corpses, Kat found the keys and started unlocking the cages, but I stopped her.
I spoke to the prisoners in a low voice not to draw attention. “Listen up, we will get you out but don’t run or speak if you can help it. We don’t want the soldiers to know what’s going on back here. Go with one of us and we will lead you away from here.” 
They nodded, and I advised Kat that she would take the first group, then Ella would take the next, and my group would be last. Emptying the cages one by one, I counted over forty people of mixed races being held. 
As my group was hurrying away, I heard someone yell out, “Quick, to the prisoners, we need to retreat!”
Six scraggly-looking guards ran over to the cages and stopped short when they saw me with a bow in my hands.
One of them shouted, “Who the hell are—?” 
He didn’t get to finish his sentence due to a technicality. That detail turned out to be an arrow sticking out of his left eye.
“Kill him! He let the prisoners go!” another soldier bellowed.
I shut him up quick with an arrow to the throat, and the rest of them took their blades out to rush at me, but I got off another two arrows before the last two got close. Seamus came out of the foliage and tore them to pieces. 
I went around to recover my arrows and scan to make sure no one else saw or came near us. Walking backwards out of the area, nobody followed us since the battle was still going on.
Thanks for the help.
No problem. I will stay hidden for now until you need me again. Seamus turned himself invisible and went off into the woods.
I walked out to the clearing where the prisoners were and saw them huddled together near the woods for cover. Kat came over and updated me on the situation.
“Gage, most of these people are from Belfont. One of them is actually the duke’s daughter. The others are from all over. There are five different races of elves, a couple of gnomes, four mages of some kind, and I believe five weres.”
Hmm. “Direct me to the duke’s daughter.”
She nodded and walked me over to a tall girl probably a couple inches below six feet with long blonde hair, blue eyes, and a body that would start wars, which I supposed it had. 
“This is Sierra,” Kat introduced her, and I nodded. 
“What are you going to do with us?” Sierra asked defiantly.
I chuckled and thought, it always has to be fuckin’ nobles. 
“Let you go. I have no need for you or the headache you would bring me.”
She sneered, “That’s right, cretin. You keep your dirty hands to yourself, and we’ll get along just fine.”
“Look, bitch, you have no idea who he is or what he can do. Just shut your fucking mouth until we decide what to do with you.” Ella stepped over to her and got in her face. The moroi was inches taller than the noble and Sierra backed up. 
I looked at the others around and decided to nip this shit in the bud. “Are those your people over there?” I pointed to the army wearing the lion insignia.
Another female came up and spoke out. “Yes, sir, they are our army. They must be looking for us.”
A skinny male butted in, “Please, can you take us over to them?”
I looked at the newly freed captives, deciding what to do. First, I had a question. “Who are your captors?”
The male replied with venom in his voice. “Those are Count Mordren’s men. They have been in our kingdom for weeks, kidnapping whoever they could, but thanks to you we have escaped. We need to get to those knights and let them know we are safe.”
I nodded and responded, “All right, get your people together and follow me. Those who aren’t going, I will leave two of my own to watch over you.” I lowered my voice to my companions. “Girls, stay with them while I go have a chat with some knights.”
They nodded and I gestured to the people of Belfont to follow. I had them stay out of sight until it was safe to proceed. It didn’t take any time to get into the camp of Belfont, where they began yelling for me to get my hands up and stay where I was. 
I stopped and called out, “Tell your commander I would like to see them.”
“I don’t think so. You tell us what you want,” a middle-aged looking man shouted.
I still had my hood up and chuckled. “Tell them I have precious cargo to deliver.”
I heard a deep male voice respond, “Yeah? And what would that be.”
“I’m sorry, didn’t catch your name.”
“It’s Commander Pike of Duke Drummond’s army,” the arrogant prick sneered.
“Ah, well, commander, you see I have something very valuable to your people.”
He stared at me for a few moments and replied, “Uh huh, and what is it then?”
“Your people.”
He looked at me like I was crazy and before he said anything else I called out to the others behind me. “Come on out.” 
They walked out of the forest, twenty something of them, and all had smiles and tears in their eyes. The commander and guards around just gawked, sputtering out gibberish until Sierra started in on them. They jerked at the tongue-lashing she gave them. I chuckled at that and turned to walk away, but the commander yelled out to me.
“Sir, I don’t know how you did it, but you’ve done a great thing freeing them. Thank you for the help.”
That set off Sierra then. “What!? Why are you thanking him? All he did was what he was supposed to do. He’s a commoner, fodder for our army.” 
Pike tried to argue with her, but she wouldn’t hear of it.
“Don’t worry about it, commander. Sierra, I’m not someone you can just boss around, so here is a piece of advice: Keep your comments to yourself. Pike, good luck with that one.” 
He laughed at her red-faced fury, and I walked away as she was screaming at me. I came to the clearing minutes later to find the others in a circle chatting. The group had some males.
Hmm… that should make this interesting.
The conversation stopped as I came into view, and Kat introduced me to the remaining people.
“Sir, let me present those who are left here. The elves: Fenian and Arlen are wood elves, Penela, Theodus, and Valindra are high elves, and Keerla, the lone dark elf. The gnomes: Zelwig and Fliddi. The weres: Ember, Grace, Kara, Darren, and Alan. Last but not least, the mages: Sophia and Amelia, life mages, Eve and Aspen, healers, Andre, elemental mage, and Lucius, fire mage.”
I looked around, especially taking notice of the mages, wondering if I could get them to come by the abode and help a brother out with some updating of my farm, but that would cause issues since my girls were bloodsuckers. I was about to say something when Kat interrupted my thoughts.
“Sir, they asked about us escorting them to Stormbridge. They want us to come with. If they have us as guards, that will give them time to recuperate while they’re traveling. And since they have no weapons, we thought it might be a good idea. That and they are going to pay us.”
I stared at Kat and Ella for a few moments. Neither could see me, but they knew I wasn’t happy about having to escort these refugees back to that city. Why does it always have to be that city?
“Fine, but you need to let them know that I don’t care for individuality, we go as a group, and no slackers.” 
They nodded and started talking while I trudged away, thinking that my day just went to shit.




Chapter 7

After the group got their shit together, I called over the life mages to meet with me. They were obviously nervous, I could tell, and I let them stay wary.
“Hello, ladies, I know you’re nervous, it’s to be expected, but I have a question for you. Are you able to use your magic to grow structures like buildings and homes?”
They smiled and nodded. Well… I wonder if they make house calls.
“Okay, when we get you back to your home… uh, is Stormbridge your home?”
Both nodded, so I continued, “I would like to discuss a building project. Maybe you could come out to my place so that I could show you what I’d like to accomplish. …At least to see if it can be done.”
The two mages nodded and said they would think about it. 
I shrugged, looked over the group and bellowed, “Let’s move.”
They followed me and the girls toward the big city, and I mulled things over as we moved.
Why do I find myself in these situations? I’m definitely going to make these people hunt for their own damn food.
As those thoughts and similar were racing through my mind, someone approached me from my right. A female voice spoke in a low voice. “Sir, we heard you’re a farmer. Is that true?”
I looked over to see two ladies in grubby tunics with dirty blonde hair and pointy ears.  Hmm… elves. Wonder what race. Wood or sun? The dirty blonde hair and tanned skin would indicate sun elves, but I’m not sure.
“Yes, that’s right, why do you ask?”
They glanced at each other before the girl spoke again. “Well, you’re not the kind of farmer we’re used to. Don’t take this the wrong way but damn you’re big, and I’m assuming those blades on your back aren’t for show.”
“No, ma’am, they’re not. I only use them when needed, plus I have hidden ones on my person as well.” 
Everyone was wary now, and the other elf waited a few minutes before she spoke. “I’m sorry to disturb you, sir, but I think we are being followed.”
“Umm… Penela and Valindra, right?” They nodded, so I continued, “Can I call you Penny and Val? Okay, thanks. Well, ladies, there is someone following us. But they’re with me. They’re watching our rear while I watch the front and my other two acquaintances the sides.”
“Oh, okay. Are we in danger still?” Penny asked with a concerned look upon her.
I studied the two while continuing to walk, then replied, “Depends. I’m not sure why they wanted you in the first place.”
She answered, “It didn’t make sense to us, but one of the theories was they were there for the magic users. And whoever was with them, they also took for extra coin. We’re not sure, though.”
I thought about it for a minute and replied, “Hmm… it seems that the slavery thing is still ongoing.”
No one answered or responded to my statement.
“Okay, well let’s see if we can get you guys home safely.”
The pair smiled and nodded as we continued to walk. I thought about what could be waiting for us when we approached the city, and I certainly didn’t want to run into anyone I knew. Having the girls with me might cause issues with the mages. I brushed those thoughts off as I noticed a couple of the guys leering at some of the ladies. I’d need to keep a close eye on the male weres and mages; I knew we would surely have issues. 
The damn weres were always either passionate or idiotic about the stupidest shit, and even the mages were conceited. I learned that in Nanrac. Yeah, this was going to be lovely escorting these idiots all the way to Stormbridge.
We walked further along before I heard the first arrogant words and laughter from the males. It seemed that they were in their own group now, everyone else walked together in another group. 
The bastards cackled and their group discussion, which seemed to involve females, was loud. Most of it was about what they liked in a woman and the body types that turned them on. Some divulged what they had done to women. But what really got my hackles up was when they started calling out to the ladies traveling with us. 
I spun around suddenly, strode to the assholes and halted right in front of the group. The girls stopped as well and looked over to me, wondering what was going on but didn’t interfere. The weres and mages ranged in height from 6’2” to 6’4” and all of them were broad shouldered, but this didn’t matter in most cases because the weres usually won due to their ability to shift. I really didn’t give a shit what they could change into since I had an ace up my sleeve. Yes, you guessed it, I had a big ass dire wolf looking after me. Oh, and vampires!
“What do you want?” Darren snarled in a way that made me think of a wolf.
I didn’t answer at first, so another idiot – I believe it was Lucius, the fire mage – sneered, “Move, troll, you’re in our way. If you don’t, we’ll move you.” 
The other three expressed their agreement, and the tension in the forest grew at that moment. My companions came behind me at the challenge, but I didn’t turn to them.
“You will be courteous to the others, or you need to leave.”
Alan popped off, “Who’s going to make us? You three?”
“There are four of us, not to mention two weres and two mages. We have you beat before it even starts,” Lucius stated smugly.
“Yeah? I don’t need anybody else to take care of you four. You idiots give me a reason to show you and I will.”
I felt the asswipe start to gather his magic, so I backhanded the fucker across the face, and he ended up ten feet away, groaning. I turned back to the others, who were getting into their defensive stances, and called out, “Stay where you are or die.” 
Darren didn’t listen, he started shifting and thought that his animal would overpower me. I walked over as he was shifting to his wolf; it was big and brown, maybe nine feet long. He reared back and howled, but while he was howling, I punched him in the throat. I chuckled as he choked on his breath as his larynx was crushed. While pinning him down, I put my dagger to his throat, waiting for him to heal, and when he took a fresh breath, the wolf knew one move would be his last.
“Now, let’s try this again, shall we? You move in any way, I’ll slit your throat. Your friends move, and I’ll slit your throat.” Nobody moved, and as the wolf panted, I held the dagger to him. “You idiots, listen up. I will not tolerate any foolishness from any of you, and if you think to overpower me, just realize that you won’t.”
I called Seamus to come up behind them. Branches broke and everybody turned to look in that direction but me. The screaming and shouting started immediately when he broke through the foliage. He put on a show, too, growling and baring his teeth. All froze in their steps except me, Kat, and Ella, who smiled at the commotion.
“W-what the hell? You have a dire wolf with you!?” Alan shouted.
Lucius about shat his trousers and squealed out, “Please, don’t hurt us!” 
Seamus, come closer.
He did what I asked. “Everyone shut the fuck up! The wolf is with me. Now, if you don’t want to be dinner for him then I would suggest calming down.”
I punched Darren in the ear for not listening to me. He yelped and whimpered, but I let him back up. The group of males moved closer to each other and tried not to show fear, but it was all over their faces. 
“You idiots have a choice to make, walk with us in silence or leave. Make the decision now.” 
They took just a few moments to gather the courage to respond and said in low voices that they would join us. I scanned the group and found them to be wary of anything related to me, so I decided to calm them down and told Seamus to head out first. I wanted him to scout.
“Let’s go.”
The girls and I led them out, and we could hear murmuring from the people following us. Seamus wasn’t that far ahead, and the asswipes didn’t say a word. 
A male and female elf caught up to us. The male asked, “Good sir, why do you cover yourselves with those hoods?”
Not looking over, I answered, “For situations like the one we just had. Basically we don’t want others to know who we are.” 
We walked on for another half hour and when I saw the outskirts of my lands, I stopped to have a last therapy session.
“Okay, we’re going to pause for a bit. I need to check on some things, so take a break. Ladies.”
Kat and Ella moved over to where I was at. “I need one of you to run along and tell Lexi what our plans are and hustle back.”
“Do you think we need her along?” Ella asked, looking over at the group.
“I’m not sure, but who would watch over the farm if we all went?”
“Good point,” she replied.
“I’ll go,” Kat volunteered. “I’m faster.”
Ella agreed with her. “Okay, wait until you are away from the group before using your super speed.”
“I will, don’t worry.” Kat giggled and hugged me before walking off.
I strolled over to a tree and sat down for a bit, and Ella followed. After some time had passed, I rose and spoke to the group again. “All right, from here on, it’s riskier, so keep up and watch out for danger. Let’s go.”
They nodded and voiced that they understood the risks. I took a long look at the troublemakers, and they had the decency to look away. Following the path, I led the group away from my lands.




Chapter 8

Our journey took us a bit. Kat joined us later when we stopped for the night. The group discussed some things regarding their captivity. I didn’t pay attention until I realized they had magic users. It stumped me because none of them had collars on.
I halted the conversation and asked, “Why didn’t you use magic to escape? None of you had a mana consuming collar on.”
One of the life mages responded, “They injected us with some serum which hindered our magic. It made us woozy, and we couldn’t think straight. It also blocked our magic for at least half a day.”
So that’s why Darren was able to shift then. They must not have given them their second dose that day.
“Did anyone find out where they got the serum?”
Lucius scoffed, “Yeah, that was high on the list of conversation topics with the bastards.”
I let that slide. “Well, no need to worry about it then. Soon, you guys will be home. So, get some rest, but before you do, we need to set up a guard schedule.”
There was enough of us to only be on duty for an hour or so. And before we knew it, dawn came. We rose and set off.
As we got closer to Stormbridge, I became anxious. The last time I was here, that adept was looking for me, as was the duke. I wondered if that was still the case. Hopefully we wouldn’t run into that prick Richard or even Amelia. I still felt sorry for her being betrothed to that guy.
“Are you okay, Gage?”
I looked over to see Ella beside me. “Yeah, just have some ill feelings going back to that city.”
“Oh? You’ve never mentioned it,” she replied, pondering what I’d said.
I didn’t? Huh, guess that was something I didn’t care enough about to say. “Well, nothing good came from me going there. So, I’m reluctant to return.”
She hugged my arm. “We won’t stay if you don’t want to.”
That was a trap if I ever heard one. “So, I’m assuming that you want to?”
Ella shrugged and said, “Kat and I wanted to go shopping.”
I barked a laugh. Same for women everywhere. The city could be overrun with invaders, but they wouldn’t care as long as they could go shopping.
I shook my head and said, “Shopping, eh? And what do you ladies need?”
“Who said we needed anything? We just want to see what’s available.”
Chuckling, I stared ahead looking for danger. Seamus hadn’t told me he’d seen anything around since he spotted some stags roaming. Hopefully, it would be uneventful until we reach the outskirts of Stormbridge.
We stopped for a break beside a creek to fill our waterskins. As we were chatting, two felines broke through the foliage and ran toward us. The size of the pair seemed small to me, so I wondered if they were young.
I guess that I’d jinxed us by wanting peace and quiet on our escort mission. As I unsheathed my swords and everyone braced for a fight, the two felines, which looked like they were cougars, shot past us and fled.
Hmm, strange. I wonder who they’re running from.
I got my answer moments later when a group of eight cave trolls and dwolgs came through the same foliage. The dwolgs were a hybrid of a demonic wolf and dog. The species was very good at tracking and running down their prey. With their enhanced smell and hearing, not many could get away from them or even hide. For cave trolls to have them was weird, but not something to worry about. At least, for now.
I thought that on the path they were headed, the group of trolls and dwolgs would just go around us, but the weres shifted and went at them. The mages, after they got over their shock, helped them out. Me? I did no such thing. Those idiots were fighting cave trolls and dwolgs, not easy opponents to take down. The elves stayed put as well.
Ella and Kat came over, so did Seamus. We watched for a bit to see what the outcome would be, but the defenders were getting their asses handed to them. The idiot weres didn’t realize that they had a fire mage with them; his magic would kill the cave trolls easily.
That dufus either didn’t think to yell at them to get out of the way, or he didn’t know what would kill trolls. With their regeneration, trolls were a bitch to deal with. A few minutes later, I saw the two cougars come back to help.
“Do we need to step in?” Kat asked with her daggers out, ready to go.
“I’m not sure yet, let’s wait a bit.”
I observed for some time as the dwolgs got taken out, but the trolls were gaining the advantage with their strength and clubs. Okay, it was time for us to intervene then. Ella had earth magic and Kat was quick, so I assumed we’d be able to kill them easily.
“Ella, pin the trolls down one at a time where Kat can cut their heads off. When we’re done, we’ll have that fire mage burn their bodies.”
They nodded and took off. Seamus watched with me; he didn’t want to get involved with that many trolls unless he had to. I didn’t blame him one bit, I wasn’t keen on joining in either.
One by one, the two vampires worked as a team and handled the trolls as the group of defenders backed off. I chuckled when they gawked at Ella and Kat. Yeah, those two were ferocious.
When they relaxed, the weres shifted back and the mages came over to rest. They flopped down and breathed heavily. I walked over to the one named Lucius.
“Get up, you aren’t done yet.”
He sneered at me. “What? Those things are dead now. Why do I need to get up?”
I exhaled and calmed myself before replying to the fool. “Well, let’s see. Those are trolls, cave trolls to be exact, and they have strong regeneration magic.”
“It’s not like you did anything to help, so you can take care of it,” he scoffed.
“Even though those heads are cut off, we need to burn the bodies, so they won’t be able to regenerate. I had the ladies do that so we would have a chance to end them without further injury. Don’t you know anything about trolls?”
That set him off and he hurriedly rose, but before the idiot could say anything else, my dagger was at his throat. “Give me a smartass comment and your head will be on the ground with them.”
He held up his hands and stepped back.
“You’re the only one with fire magic. Get to it,” I commanded and gestured toward the trolls. He slowly walked off. I observed him as he took his sweet ass time to fry the trolls, but eventually, there were piles of ash in the place where the trolls had been.
I shook my head and walked off to get some water. While taking a few drinks, the female were came over with two young ladies beside her. Of course, the female couldn’t be more than twenty, so these two beside her must be teens. The young cougars?
“Sir? Could we have a moment of your time?”
“I’m sorry, what was your name again?”
The brown-haired lady smiled and said, “My name is Ember, and these two are Nancy and Helen.”
I observed the two young ones. They had blonde hair and blue eyes. Cute would be the best way to describe them.
“It’s nice to make your acquaintance, ladies.”
Ella and Kat walked up at that moment. The two young ones tensed and backed up a step. I gestured for them to stop. “They are friendly.”
Nancy and Helen reluctantly moved up to their original spots.
“They got separated from their pack, so would it be okay for them to go with us?” Ember asked sweetly.
I shrugged and replied, “Sure. Are they from the city of Stormbridge as well?”
“Just outside of town, sir,” Nancy replied with a soft voice.
I nodded and told them we would take them as far as we could, but I wouldn’t get near their pack just in case they got the wrong idea. They understood, and we got ready to head out.
The rest of the journey was uneventful and when we saw the outskirts of Stormbridge in the distance, I sighed and traipsed to our destination.
Nancy and Helen thanked us as we stopped. The two hugged me and the girls before heading out toward their lands. I smiled and watched until they were out of sight before moving on.
The group was hyped now as their city came into view. They walked faster, and I let them lead. Hell, I could care less since Kat told me that someone would meet us at the Marigold Inn with payment.
We approached the gates. Unlike last time when the city celebrated their people being found, the guards let us through without care. I chuckled at that and hoped that no one would recognize me. Though, with the hood up, I highly doubted anyone would.
Ella asked directions to the inn, and the group thanked us and left. I was happy that no one got seriously injured during the fight with the trolls. We had healers with us, so they were able to help, which was good. I really needed to get a healer to join our party.
Kat and Ella pulled me into the inn, and we sat down at the back of the common room. The three of us ordered some ale and stew, and I reminded myself to bring Seamus some food later.
We sat there talking amongst ourselves for what felt like an hour, wondering how long it would take to get our payment. The girls wanted to shop and explore the city since they had never been there. It wasn’t minutes later that a group of six entered the inn. Eve and Aspen, the healers that were in the group, Ember and Darren – of all people – behind them, and two older gentlemen. One had a white robe on and the other had leather armor.
The group strolled over and stopped. The guy in the white robe stepped forward and spoke. “Greetings. I am Harry Wilder, elder of the Healer Guild. Aspen and Eve told us what happened, and I would like to thank you for freeing them.”
The other guy with the leather armor stepped forward. “I am Gabriel Houge, and I am part of the Were Council. We would like to extend our thanks as well.”
I stopped myself from scoffing at them. “It wasn’t a big deal, gentlemen.”
“Nonsense,” Harry replied. “The stories they told us were heroic.”
I snorted that time. “Heroic? No, just in the right spot at the right time. I appreciate you coming out to speak with us, but it seems we need to get going.”
I smelled something funny going on and knew that we needed to leave.
Gabriel held up his hand to stop us. “Please, stay seated. Others are on their way over to speak with you.”
I rose and towered over him; the guy was less than six feet tall. He stepped back by reflex.
“I don’t need to wait for anyone. Something is going on; I can see it in those girls’ eyes.” Eve and Aspen were wary, Ember was nervous as well. “So, move, or be moved.”
The were growled at me and his eyes changed. Darren thought since his kin was near, he was going to get his revenge. I turned my attention to my girls, and they nodded to me.
Taking a breath, I punched Gabriel in the throat, and he went down, his hands around his neck, choking to death. Kat punched Darren in the face, and he went flying into some tables. Ella held a dagger to Harry’s throat.
“Nobody moves, or he ends up with a bloody necklace for the holidays,” Ella warned the inhabitants of the inn. They were staring at us now. Harry was wide-eyed with terror. Aspen and Eve were pale, as was Ember.
“Let’s go.”
I walked off, hearing Gabriel still gasping for breath, and Darren moaning across the room. Ella let the healer go and joined us. We got outside just in time to meet a host of soldiers riding over. Fuck.
“Stay where you are!” the leader commanded.
I laughed at the guy. “Or what?”
“You will have a nice stay in the dungeons,” he calmly replied with a shrug.
“Look, we haven’t done anything. Why are you accosting us?”
He responded without hesitation. “I was told to bring you before the duke. He would like to speak with you.”
I was trying hard not to be a smartass, but I failed. “About?”
“I am not at liberty to say since I do not know,” the squad leader stated. “All I was told was to bring you in.”
“And you are?”
He grinned and said, “I am Captain Ron Federer of the Midnight Knights, Duke Morgan’s Elite Task Force.”
That explains the black armor then. Elite task force? Really?
“It is certainly strange that the duke would send his task force to get me. Why not send regular soldiers?”
Captain Ron laughed. “Because you’ve slipped through before when escorting Lady Daria and Lady Sherie back to us after they were kidnapped. They weren’t taking any chances this time.”
“Whatever. Let’s get this over with.” Ella and Kat stared at me, and I knew that we would have a conversation about that later.
He gestured to three riderless horses. I turned to look at the girls and nodded for them to mount up.




Chapter 9

The captain led us through the city with no less than half the passers-by staring at us. At least we weren’t in cuffs. As we were being escorted, I remembered some things that didn’t add up.
“Why is the duke here? I thought a baron ran Stormbridge.”
The captain looked at me like I was crazy. “Why would a baron oversee this city? Stormbridge is Duke Morgan’s to run. His family lives here. Well, that is if they aren’t traveling to other estates within the kingdom for politics and such.”
Huh. Then why was Glackney here?
“I was here years ago and helped Baron Glackney with a problem he had. I was traveling with some rangers at the time.”
Ron stared at me for a few moments, sizing me up. That was funny, I was at least six inches taller and had forty pounds on the guy.
“Baron Glackney is the brother of Duchess Reanna, Duke Morgan’s wife. If the two aren’t here, he steps in to help when needed and handles business at the estate that he owns within the city. Hmm… I remember the incident you are referring to. We were out on assignment, tracking bandits. Duke Morgan and his wife were at the capital for undisclosed reasons that kept them away. While away, higher taxes were levied, and illegal incarcerations were permitted. Baron Glackney, even though he had a creature taking control of him, hasn’t been allowed to oversee Stormbridge since. That was a command from the king. The Morgans had no idea what was going on, and it took a while before the citizens began to trust them again. It was a very trying time.”
I snorted and shook my head. “Richard was here. Why didn’t he deal with it or let his parents know what was going on?”
Ron shrugged and replied, “He was young, still a teen at the time. Brash and cocky. He has gotten better with his attitude since that incident.”
I cackled at the captain, who took it as an insult. “What are you laughing at?” Captain Ron bellowed. “The duke’s son isn’t someone to insult or offend. They will put you in the stocks or worse, the dungeons.”
The girls turned to him at his outburst, but he wasn’t deterred at all and glared back at them.
I didn’t care what he said and told him so. “Oh, I know how arrogant the duke’s son is. The prick challenged me in front his betrothed. Well, she wasn’t his betrothed at that time.”
That must have been news to him, and he was glaring at me now, but he didn’t say anything else. Every so often, the girls looked at me. They were very curious now.
It took some time but eventually, we ended up in the courtyard. There were people already waiting for us. Guards were lined up the stairs, facing each other ten feet apart, and there was an escort for us: A middle-aged man with gray streaks in his hair, standing at just over six feet, wearing fine tailored clothing.
I looked over at the captain, and he pointed at the well-dressed gentleman. “That is Klaus, Duke Morgan’s right-hand man. He will lead you to where you are wanted.”
“You do know that I could escape anytime that I wanted, yeah?”
“Oh, I have no doubt, but your name would be on wanted posters all across the kingdom,” Captain Ron retorted quickly.
“As if you know my name,” I scoffed. I didn’t think that I gave it out unless someone blabbed. Amelia maybe?
“Oh, I know who you are, Gage,” he responded with a grin. “Half the kingdom knows that you rescued Lady Daria, Lady Sherie, and Baron Glackney. And let us not forget Lady Rebecca and Lady Giselle.”
That caught me off guard, but I didn’t show it and tried to shrug his statement off. “What are you talking about? Who are those you mentioned last?”
He chuckled and shook his head. “Don’t play coy. It’s the hood and your stature that give it away. Lady Amelia, Lady Daria, and Lady Rebecca all described you. All that is missing is your wolf.”
I kept my mouth shut, not responding to this nonsense.
“Look, if the duke wants to see you, then you’ve done something to catch his eye. Though, what I’ve already mentioned is enough. He might want to give you some reward, who knows. But I will leave you with a warning: Don’t make us come after you. It will not end well for you and your companions.”
The girls tensed, but I laughed at him. “All right, thanks for the friendly warning, but let me give you one.” I quickly dismounted and strolled over to the captain, Ella and Kat in tow. He and his men immediately unsheathed their swords, gaping at how quick we were. “If you come after me and mine, then I will gut you and string you up so your entrails fall out of your body as the blood drains onto the ground. While I am doing that, my ladies here will kill those with you, and then we will hunt down the rest of your men. Do you understand my warning?”
He didn’t like being threatened, but I didn’t give a shit.
“Can you gentlemen please stop threatening each other?” Klaus asked us in a monotone voice.
I turned my attention to him, and the guy shuddered as my gaze fell upon him. Even though Klaus couldn’t see my face, he knew that I wasn’t happy.
The captain left without any response. I huffed and moved toward the right-hand man of the duke. I noticed that the soldiers had unsheathed their weapons as well. I snickered as I stopped in front of Mr. Klaus.
“Please lead the way, Mr. Klaus. I have no idea why I’m here, nor do I care. Sorry for being an asshole, but in this situation, it is warranted.”
The guy turned and began his ascension of the nearby steps, mumbling something about youth these days. I chuckled to myself and followed.
He led us through the foyer, which was decked out in marble and granite with fine draperies and linens. I also saw the intricate woodworking of the light stands and such around the hallways. The artwork was gaudy, though, as were the tapestries.
We went down multiple hallways and were finally led to some double doors. The two guards opened them as Klaus approached; it was where they held court. Fantastic. I saw numerous people there, nobles speaking to one another. As we came up, there were lots of gasps from all around us. I chuckled at that.
Klaus stopped about twenty feet from the dais. It was the second time that I’d seen the duke, who had dark hair and blue eyes. He was sitting straight with his hands on the arms of his throne. A pretty lady with blonde hair was sitting on his left. She had green eyes and seemed timid or nervous. It had to be Reanna, the duchess.
On the right of the duke, standing behind him was Richard. The dumbass hadn’t grown any that I could tell. Matter of fact, he was pale and skinnier than I remembered. I guessed the stress of the duchy had gotten to him.
I scanned the area to see Amelia, who was still looking beautiful, sitting in a chair off to the side with the other nobles. Beside her was her mother, Daria, and her aunt, Sherie. Garth was with them as well. There were others present, some were the people I escorted here recently. They had cleaned up nicely. I also recognized Adept Bella and a couple of her colleagues sitting with her.
“Your Grace, I have brought the man who rescued numerous residents of our city as you have requested.” Klaus bowed.
“Thank you, Klaus,” the duke said, dismissing the guy. He then turned his attention to me. “Welcome to my home, Mr. Gage. I am Duke Renaldo Morgan.”
I nodded to the guy, not responding with words. He smiled. “I see that Lady Amelia and Lady Daria were correct in their descriptions. You are not a man of many words.”
I looked over at the ones who were mentioned. They gulped and seemed nervous, so I returned my attention back to the duke.
“Why am I here?” I didn’t want to sound irritated or annoyed, but it came out that way.
“A few reasons, Mr. Gage,” Duke Morgan replied and gestured to the seats on his left. “Like Klaus said, you have rescued many of our citizens. You also solved the incident involving my brother-in-law, Baron Glackney, and eradicated the bandits that were harassing caravans in my duchy.”
I didn’t deny nor confirm anything he said. I just stood there in silence. Richard was sneering, wanting to shout something, I could tell.
“You also were the one who rescued Lady Giselle and Lady Rebecca, is that right?” Duke Morgan asked me.
I was about to respond to the man, but I evidently wasn’t fast enough.
“Answer him, you cur!” Richard bellowed like an idiot.
The duke groaned and shook his head. Amelia put her hand over her eyes.
Richard wasn’t done though, the prick stepped up beside his father and pointed at me. “He needs to show respect. The insolence he is displaying is inexcusable.”
The girls hissed at the guy. I laughed, which shocked the assembled. “I don’t have to answer him, Richard. I’m not here of my own accord; I was made to come here.”
“Would you have come if we had asked?” Amelia butted in. Kat and Ella slowly turned their heads in her direction and hissed. Amelia didn’t back down though. Of course, if she knew who was under those hoods, then she might have had a different attitude.
I answered without looking at her. “Probably not, but my question is, why did you need to speak with me? I’m a nobody.”
“That isn’t true,” Duke Morgan stated firmly. “A man of your prowess and power isn’t a nobody. We have been trying to find you, but something has been blocking our scrying.”
“I haven’t done anything wrong, so why would you be looking for me?”
I already knew they had been looking for me. My ring was the element that blocked them.
“You are a dangerous individual, Mr. Gage,” he replied. “We couldn’t let you roam around without us knowing where you might end up.”
“That indicates that you are wanting to watch my every move.”
“No, not really.” Duke Morgan shook his head. “We just need to know if something happens that you are available to help or if you were involved, we would know and take measures.”
I shook my head at that. “Sorry, Duke Morgan. If you want to know about me then you will have to speak to my employer.”
That confused him. “And who is your employer, Mr. Gage?”
At that moment, the doors opened. I looked over my shoulder and was very surprised at who I saw. In came multiple people dressed in regal clothing and guards with black and blue sashes escorted them. The mages already in the room stood and observed the newcomers.
“What is the meaning of this?!” the duke demanded as he stood and scanned those who had barged in.
The new guards spread out and waited as the eight people in rich clothing stopped behind me.
“Duke Morgan, you are unauthorized to speak with Mr. Gage. This meeting is over.”
“How dare you! I demand to know your name,” he spat and came down off the dais.
“I am not at liberty to say,” the audacious man displaying extreme confidence replied. His calmness made me wary. “And if you come closer, you will be taken into custody, and believe me, you don’t want that.”
The duke was seething now, and Richard mouthed off something inappropriate.
“Keep your offspring in check, or he will face the same punishment.”
“The king will hear of this atrocity,” Duke Morgan promised the audacious man in front of him. “You will be in my dungeon by the end of the week.”
The man and women with the speaker laughed at the duke.
The man spoke again. “The king is already aware that we are here, so I doubt your threat will come to pass. Now, as I said, we are leaving. Come along, Mr. Gage. Your companions as well.”
I turned and walked off without looking back. Kat and Ella followed. I was smiling and chuckling to myself as I exited the room, not believing what had happened that day.




Chapter 10

We walked out into the courtyard to more guards with the same-colored sashes blocking the entrance for Duke Morgan’s men. Even Captain Ron and his band of misfits were there. I waved at him as we were led into a carriage with the man who was in charge, and a woman with blonde hair. She had a red mage robe on. The guy we followed was a big guy like me with black hair and blue eyes. The others with us loaded up in other carriages, and the guards mounted their horses.
As we left the area, I looked out the window to check and make sure no one was following, but I couldn’t see anyone. When we were far enough away from the duke’s estate, the guy began talking.
“Mr. Gage, I would prefer we met under better circumstances. My name is Vladimir, and I am affiliated with the same organization as you. We are stationed here in Stormbridge.”
I sighed and shook my head. “Same organization you say?” He grunted, so I continued. “And how did you know where I was?”
He smiled and gestured toward the woman. “Trish, you want to take that one?”
She answered, “We got word from your benefactor that you were headed for the duke’s estate. He knew that you wouldn’t normally do that, so he had us intervene.”
Devon has that much pull? Damn. And how did he know where I was? Must be the rings he gave me.
“I appreciate it, but it will probably bite me on the ass in the future. Anyway, I’m new to this, so I’m a bit curious. You mentioned the king back there. Is he really aware of what you just did and okay with it?”
Vlad nodded. “Yes, Gage, our secret organization has authority that even surpasses the king’s. He was advised before we moved in. I’m not sure who informed him as I’m not privy to that information.”
A secret organization? I really need to sit down and speak with Devon. This is getting crazy.
“Then who oversees us? Surely, there must be others that run things.”
“Oh dear, Devon hasn’t told you any of that, has he?” Vlad sighed and covered his eyes with a hand.
“Well, he did say that Gage was new, and he wanted to test him,” Trish stated with a shrug of her left shoulder. “Maybe he was going to tell him before his next assignment.”
“Maybe,” Vlad murmured. “Um, to answer your question, we operate under and are directed by a council of six individuals who manage our organization. They are voted in through trials and are very powerful. We, the warriors and mages, are called peacekeepers and have superiors we report to. They are known as arbitrators or judges. In short, that’s our chain of command.”
“I thought we were all guardians.” This was confusing to me.
“Oh, we are,” Vlad responded with a nod. “I mean, that’s our official name, but out in public, we don’t go by that name because it causes everyone to freak out.”
“And what about—,” I was going to ask more questions, but he held up his hand.
“That’s all I can say for now, we are almost at the inn. Your mentor told us to get you out of the city and quick. So, get your things and go home, we made sure that the innkeeper looked after them. Oh, and you should ask Devon your questions.”
“Okay, so I’ll get my answers when I see Devon next but answer me one thing. Do we work with the other kingdoms as well?”
He nodded. “Yes, and we have squads in all the kingdoms. If one of them needs a particular skill set, then the arbitrators send those in who can take care of the job.”
I grunted and shook my head; it was hurting now. The carriage slowed to a stop, and we got out.
“It was nice to meet you, Gage,” Vlad said as I shook his hand. “I hope we meet again.”
“Likewise.”
He got back into the carriage, and they drove off. I walked inside with the girls to retrieve our stuff from the innkeeper, then we hurried out of the inn.
On the outskirts of the city, Seamus joined us.
“What the hell happened in there?” Ella demanded as she took my hand in hers.
I shrugged. “I’m not sure. We all knew that my being a guardian was a logical deduction. I just didn’t know that it’s a secret organization that hands out justice to whomever the superiors command. And to top that, the kings and queens are lower in the hierarchy than this council Vlad spoke of.”
“Yeah, that was eye-opening,” Kat replied. “At least, from what we’ve heard, the guardians are the balancers. They are called in when needed and do the job others cannot. They reveal the evildoers just like you did in Nanrac.”
“I guess, but what happens when this council decides to take out those who go against them? Innocent people who are in the right, but we are commanded to take them out because they will interfere with the council’s plans.”
“I can’t say.” Ella sighed. “They would be corrupt if they did that.”
We walked along, and I explained to Seamus what had happened. He chuckled at me being taken to the duke, but I kept silent.
The trip back was uneventful, and when our farm came into view, I smiled.
“Go hunt, I know that’s what you want.”
I’ll see you in a bit.
Seamus ran off, deeper into the woods. The three of us kept going and called out as we approached the cabin. Lexi hollered out to us that she was inside. I smiled and went in, and she met me halfway to give me a kiss.
“I’m glad that you’re back,” Lexi murmured. “It was getting boring here alone.”
“I’m sure it was.”
“I was about to begin dinner when you guys arrived,” Lexi told us when she stepped back.
“We’ll help then,” Ella responded and walked over to the kitchen to clean up. So did Kat.
I did the same when they were done and set the table as the girls cooked and discussed our journey. Ella and Kat told her about our meeting with the duke and the other guardian, or peacemaker. She was surprised at the information we acquired from him.
We had just sat down to eat when Seamus spoke.
You need to come outside, Gage. I found an intruder and forced them to the cabin.
Okay, be right there.
“Seamus has located an intruder, they’re outside.”
The girls rose immediately and donned their cloaks before grabbing their weapons. I put on my cloak and walked outside to see Seamus sitting by a tall woman. Looking closely, I realized that I recognized her. I moved down off the porch and toward the lady with the girls behind me.
“Finally found me, did you?”
The female barbarian stared at me before reluctantly nodding.
“Who is this?” Ella asked curiously. “And how did she find you?”
That was a good question. “I don’t know. Remember me telling you about the bandits we took out not too long ago? Well, we thought someone might have tried to follow us, so Seamus and I covered our tracks. Now I’m curious to know how she found us after all this time. Care to enlighten us, miss?”
The lady barbarian stood straight and answered. “I lost your tracks after that night but knew you had to live within the woods around there. I was about to give up, but I saw you walking today from Stormbridge, so I followed at a distance. At first, I wasn’t sure that you were the one but not many wear an enchanted cloak. And when your wolf found me, then I knew you were the one fighting that day.”
Hmm… she followed me. I sighed and looked over at the girls. They knew that we messed up and shrugged at me. We would need to do better at covering our tracks next time.
“Okay, you found me. What is it that you need from me?”
The lady barbarian cleared her throat before speaking. “Well, you left so suddenly that day, I didn’t get a chance to speak with you. I was curious about your fighting style and wanted to see about maybe getting some lessons.”
That was strange, she was already a good fighter. “Uh, I’m sorry, what was your name again?”
“I am Callie Gwonrinn of the Sapphire Clan. Cal to my friends, though,” she calmly replied.
“Wow, one of the Sapphire Clan is down from the mountains,” Ella stated with surprise. Kat and Lexi seemed stunned as well.
I didn’t know what Ella was referring to.
“I’ve never met anyone with your accuracy with a bow,” Callie began. “Then you can handle yourself with a blade, and you have that magnificent wolf with you. I was intrigued to say the least.”
“Well, you impressed me that day too. That’s why I’m wondering why you need lessons.”
She blushed after the compliment. “I’m always wanting to get better with my sword.”
“Uh, Callie, don’t take this the wrong way, but are you running from something?” Ella asked carefully, not wanting to upset the woman.
“From what I’ve heard, most of your kind don’t come down from the mountains unless for a dire need.”
“No, I’m not running from something or someone,” Callie replied. “I just wanted to go out on my own. I’ve been cooped up all my life and dreamed of getting out to see what the world was like, ya know?”
I could understand what she went through. I felt the same at the orphanage.
She continued after a few moments. “When I came across him, he intrigued me, and I wanted to see if we could adventure together. But I didn’t know that he had others with him. Are you guys together?”
Ella chuckled. “Yes, we are with him. Intimately.”
I groaned and shook my head. “Ella, stop.” The moroi chuckled as I continued, “By the way, I’m Gage. It’s nice to meet you, Callie, but if you are looking—.”
Ella interrupted me. “Would you like to come inside, we just sat down to eat.”
I looked over at the mischievous vampire. I couldn’t see her face due to the cloak, but I knew she was scheming.
Callie stood there, not knowing what to say after all she had learned. Her stomach answered by gurgling. “I-I… that would be great, but I don’t know if it’s safe.”
I chuckled. “I give you my word, it’s safe.”
She hesitated for a few more moments before moving. Seamus told me he was headed back out. I watched him as Lexi and Kat gestured for Callie to follow them inside.
When they were inside, I turned to Ella. “What are you up to?”
She giggled and patted me on the butt before walking inside, not responding to my question. I knew right then that I was in trouble.




Chapter 11

The girls had let Callie set her stuff down in the corner of the living room before leading her to the dining table. I now had to decide if I wanted someone who wasn’t in our circle to see my face. Not many people had seen my face around this area as I always kept my hood up. So, with Ella inviting Callie inside to eat, I assumed that she and the others would reveal themselves. Ah, and there they go.
Callie yelled in fright and immediately stood up, knocking down her chair. Ella chuckled in delight as she drank her wine. Kat and Lex rolled their eyes, continuing to eat. I watched Callie stand still, not sure what to do.
“Is everything okay, Callie?” I asked politely, knowing that it wasn’t. The girls should have taken some time to get to know her before revealing themselves.
She pointed at the girls and was about to say something but stopped. Finally, the woman shook her head and stared at me before forcing herself to speak. “Are they who I think they are?”
I ate some bread and swallowed it down before gesturing to the girls. “Why don’t you ask them?”
Callie swallowed hard enough for us to hear. She cleared her throat and stammered, “Th-This was a m-mistake. I-I will let myself out.”
The barbarian turned and took two steps before I stopped her. “Ms. Callie, they aren’t going to hurt you. They wouldn’t have invited you in if that was the case.” I turned my attention to Ella. “This is Ella, and yes, she is a moroi.” Ella waved at the wary barbarian.
“To my left is Lexi, and to my right is Katrina.” The two mentioned waved at her. I sighed and shook my head at them. “Be nice, girls. You always go on about not having friends or others to talk to. Callie says she wants adventure and has gone out on her own. She is new at this, so cut her some slack. I think it’s unlikely that she has run across your kind before, but I’ve no doubt that she has heard stories.”
The three vampires nodded, embarrassed. Callie voiced her agreement that I was correct in my thinking, so I continued, “Now, you ladies have gone on many adventures from what you’ve told me. So, why not tell her some stories to ease the tension?”
Ella rose and gestured to the seat the barbarian woman had vacated. “Please, we meant no offense. It was just a trick or joke, if you will.”
Callie stood there, thinking about it, and then slowly sat back down. We ate in silence for some time before the girls asked about her strengths and weaknesses. They then told her that they were part of the Adventurer’s Guild and wanted to know if she was interested in that. Callie said she was, so they would head to town tomorrow and get her signed up. I agreed with them that, if Callie wanted to join us, then she could help us on jobs if need be.
I was tired, so after we cleaned up and got Callie situated in one of the other rooms, we headed to bed. As I closed my eyes, I remembered what I had in my pack. Hmm… I would need to find the right time to give them the rings now.
The next morning, we woke and did our normal routine. I went out to do the chores. Lexi and Ella joined me. We were milking the cows and grabbing the fresh eggs when Callie walked up.
“Can I help?” she asked. “I worked the farm in our village.”
I grunted. “That would be great. You can help Ella with the eggs, then brush down the horses and feed them.”
She nodded and got to work. I went back to concentrating on milking. Not long after, I took the fresh milk in and placed it in the cold room.
“You need any help, Kat?” She was cooking breakfast this morning.
“No, sir.” She smiled and continued cooking.
I nodded and went back outside to check on the garden. I noticed that some critters had gotten in and eaten some carrots and potatoes. Callie gave us ideas on how to prevent that, so we let her handle getting that worked out. She needed some materials, so when we went to town, she would pick those items up.
After breakfast, Lexi got the team ready for departure. We loaded up the wagon and headed for town. Seamus followed along at a distance.
Callie was curious about some things, mostly about the cloaks. Ella told her they were enchanted. The barbarian was interested in getting one if she could. My moroi looked over at me and told her if she showed me her tits, then I would get her one. Callie’s brow rose at her declaration but a moment later, she shrugged and pulled up her tunic, showing me her breasts. They were packed into her brassiere, which barely kept them inside. Callie then pulled her breasts out of her brassiere and smiled at me. They were bountiful with huge nipples. Nice!
The girls giggled and shook their heads at her. I rolled my eyes and advised that Ella was kidding.
Callie shrugged and put her breasts back into the brassiere. She then turned her attention to Ella. “You owe me an enchanted cloak.”
Ella chuckled. “No, the big man owes you. Isn’t that right, dear?”
I grunted and scanned the area for danger, not paying attention to them now. They made small talk the rest of the way.
When we reached town, the girls pulled their hoods up while I left mine down.
Our first stop was the Adventurer’s Guild so that Callie could join us on our jobs and get credit for it. If she decided later on to split from us, then she would have experience.
We went to the Fighter’s Guild and got her a membership there as well. While we were at both locations, I noticed a few jobs for us to handle, so I grabbed them. One concerned kobolds running rampant in an orchard, another stated that they needed gray vipers, and the last referred to a goblin village that had shown up near the area we took out the bandits.
While we were in town, the girls stopped in to say hi to their friend Thea. They also wanted to introduce Callie. I stayed outside until they were done, and then we left.
“Why didn’t you come inside?” Ella questioned me. “She doesn’t bite like we do.”
Kat and Lexi snickered at her statement. Callie didn’t think it was funny.
“I have all the women I want right here.”
The three vampires cooed, but Callie was wide-eyed. Not wanting to go further with that comment, I changed the subject.
“All right, here are the jobs I took.”
Handing them the papers, they looked them over and we decided to get the ten gray vipers first. The guild wanted the venom sacs, scales, and fangs; they used them for some potions I believe.
The girls led the way, remembering where we saw them last.




Chapter 12

During the journey, Callie asked about the girls’ lives and the adventures they’d had. I was in the back of the wagon, gazing at the scenery as it passed. I saw some stags grazing in the forest and horned rabbits hopping around the foliage.
Some time went by, and I was in my own thoughts when someone tapped me on the shoulder. I looked over to see Kat in my face.
“Anything wrong?”
I shook my head and said, “No, just spaced out a bit.”
She grunted. “Well, we’re near the area we spotted those vipers before. How do you want to handle it?”
I scanned the area and sure enough, we were there. Ella pulled over into a clearing and we got off. I yawned and grabbed the weapons from the back.
“This shouldn’t take long. Do you want us to handle it?” Ella asked as she rubbed my arm.
I grunted and thought about it. “That will be fine. I can stay with the wagon. Seamus is around, so if anything comes up, we will take care of it.”
They nodded and took off through the forest. I let the horses graze and tied them to a tree. It was then that I felt someone watching me. I slowly went in a circle to see if I could find what was observing me, but the feeling went away. I sat down on the back of the wagon and kept my search going.
Something wrong, Gage?
Not sure. It feels like something is watching me.
Oh? All right, I’ll go take a look and see if anything is around. Be back in a few.
Okay, be safe.
Seamus snorted and took off.
The feeling was still there, so I kept scanning the area to see if I noticed anything moving, but I didn’t. Seamus came back ten minutes later.
I didn’t see anything.
Yeah, me neither. Must just be wary of things around. Though, it is the same feeling I had when you approached me.
Hmm… could it be that another one of the Earth Mother’s blessed has found us?
That confused me. What?
Someone like me. Though, I doubt it will be a wolf, I would’ve smelled them, and I don’t smell anything out of the ordinary right now.
That’s reassuring. What does that mean, “someone like you”?
Since we have time, let’s go over some things that you need to know. Like about our bond. I don’t believe we actually discussed it other than the bare minimum. As you know, a link can occur between creatures of magic and the beings they choose. A bond will be created if both choose it. When that kind of bond happens, you will begin to feel changes in your body. Your senses will change, abilities and skills as well. With me, it was strength, speed, and a few other things. You’re a powerful mage and due to this, more creatures will seek you out. Not sure if they will have good or evil intentions. Always be prepared to defend yourself, some of them have been living without a bond for ages and will test you to see if you’re worthy of them bestowing their gifts on you.
Well, shit. That seems hazardous to my health.
He grunted but didn’t respond.
I thought about the explanation he gave and didn’t really know what to say except, What other creatures are we talking about Seamus?
Well, with flying creatures, you have griffins, wyverns, dragons, pegasus, and gargoyles. Non-flying creatures, there are smilodons, manticores, chimera, even Othrus or Cerberus could if they so chose, and others. Some of those I named aren’t normally around or wanting a bond. I was just letting you know the possibilities.
I nodded and spoke when the shock wore off.  So, these creatures of magic will seek me out. That’s just great, it looks like I’ll have to train harder then.
He chuckled. Well, I guess we will be in this together but don’t forget your ladies. They will be with you as well.
That brought up a question in my mind. Ella is a mage, why doesn’t she have a companion?
I’m not sure. Some mages go through life without one.
And I’m a target for these powerful creatures, but others aren’t? What kind of shit is that?
As I said before, you are unique, special. Whatever you want to call it. And a guardian. The Earth Mother wants you protected, so she will send powerful creatures to bond with you.
I sighed and shook my head. What happens if a dragon shows up? Will you protect me then?
I chuckled at the look he gave me.
If a dragon shows up, then you’re on your own.
I smirked and looked over at the horses to make sure they were okay. It will surely be an adventure though.
He snorted. It sure will be if one shows. Hell, don’t forget a chimera could show up, and even Cerberus. If that happens, again, you’re definitely on your own.
I laughed and thought about that ridiculous statement. Cerberus, the gatekeeper? Not a chance. And I’d never seen a chimera or heard of anyone coming across one of those creatures. I doubted they would come anywhere near me.
The girls came back at that time, giggling about something. They threw the bag in the back of the wagon, stating the job was done. I congratulated them and got the horses into their positions, and we were off.
The girls didn’t want to tackle the goblin village that day, nor the kobolds, so we went home. As we traveled, I thought about what Seamus told me. That would be something if a dragon showed up. Though, it would be a pain in the ass to deal with. How much would one need to eat?
I shook those thoughts away and listened in on the girls’ adventure. Apparently, they didn’t have any issues with this job. I was happy about that. They asked me if anything happened while they were out, and I told them no. I didn’t want them to worry for nothing.
The next morning, we rose and got our chores done before heading out to check out that goblin village. There were six of us, counting Seamus, so I wasn’t expecting it to be that big a deal.
We traveled toward our destination, and I again felt like something was watching us. I told Seamus and he turned invisible then began searching around for anything following us. We kept going, he would catch up when able.
Trying to keep my mind on the mission, I put everything else to one side.
We came upon the area and slowly made our way into the forest. It took us a bit, but Kat finally saw something coming from a cave north of us. Our group silently moved over that way. As we approached, I halted everyone and gazed upon the cave entrance Kat had spied. The dhampir had excellent vision.
Seamus had made it back by that time and told me that he again didn’t see or smell anything around that wasn’t supposed to be there.
We watched the entrance and saw a few goblins going in and out every now and then. A patrol came by minutes later. We quickly took them out and made our way toward the entrance. Kat and I took out the ones wandering around with arrows.
“Kat, Lexi, take the lead. You two have the best senses out of all of us besides Seamus. He will bring up the rear. Callie is behind the vanguard. Ella and I will be in the middle for support.”
They agreed to my plan, and we entered the cave. It wasn’t big at all, though with beings only five feet tall at the most, you don’t need ceilings to be high.
The two dhampirs and Callie made quick work of the stragglers around. They led us deeper into the tunnel access from the cave. Finally, we heard voices speaking in a guttural language that I didn’t understand. There were a bunch of them in a cavern. It was a big space for the goblins. I saw numerous huts and poorly made homes within.
The girls looked at me, and I smiled. “Go wild.”
Grinning maliciously, the vampires pulled their hoods down before they took off. Callie was a step behind them. Seamus wasn’t going to be left out, so he joined in as well. It didn’t take long before screeching and roars could be heard from the village.
I heard Seamus growl and rip apart numerous goblins. I tried to follow Kat and Lexi, but they were too quick. Ella used her earth magic to take out her foes. Callie bellowed her war cry as she cut down one after the other.
Before long, it was over. I didn’t have to do anything. The girls went around looting the bodies to try and find anything of value, which wasn’t much. They did find a few necklaces and jewelry, and even some coin. That was something.
When finished, Kat put a few goblin ears and eyes into a bag as evidence to give to the guild for the job completion. I followed the girls out, and when the light hit, I saw that they would need a good bath. Their garments and armor were drenched in goblin blood. It would be rough getting that out of their armor. The clothes could be replaced easily.
I chuckled as they whined and bitched about it. We got back to the wagon and decided since they were already dirty, we would go take care of the kobolds.
When everyone was ready, we set off. I smiled to myself about the incessant bitching they were doing because they were all stinky and dirty now.




Chapter 13

The journey wasn’t far for us. We traveled in the wagon to the orchard where the kobolds were seen and pulled the wagon over to the front. We got off and walked over as two guys were walking our way.
“State your business,” one of the guys ordered.
The three vampires had their hoods up, so since my hood was down, I answered. “We are here to take care of your kobold problem.”
He grunted and showed us the way to what they thought was the kobold’s hideout. It was a hole in the side of a hill. Well, that’s what I thought it was, but taking a closer look, it was a tunnel that led deeper into the earth.
“There’s no reason for you to enter that, Gage,” Kat said as she investigated the tunnel.
“I agree,” Ella said. “Let us flush them out.”
“That’s a sound plan,” Lexi smiled, her fangs on display. Callie shuddered at that.
“Okay. Callie, Seamus, and I will stay out here and take them out as you force them to flee. There’s no use all four of you going down there.”
They agreed and we got into position. The three vampires hurried down the tunnel. It wasn’t long before we heard hisses and shrieks. There were also battle cries. The girls were making some noise, that was for sure.
There are some coming up the tunnel.
“Be ready, Callie, here they come.”
She unsheathed her sword and waited near the entrance. Seamus was there also. I waited behind them. If any skirted past them, then I would end them.
I heard Ella shout something, and I guessed she was warning us. Soon after, they came out of the hole in panic. Seamus and Callie took some down, but there were too many of them. The small reptilian humanoids were agile and swift. So, I cut down the rest that got passed them. When the last one dropped to the ground dead, we waited for others to show, but none did. Silence reigned. A few minutes later, the girls appeared with bags in their hands.
“These bags were down there,” Kat said as she placed them on the ground to look inside. The other two did the same.
I looked around at thirty bodies lying on the ground. Damn, that’s a lot. No wonder the guy needed the guild to take care of them.
“Not much of a haul,” Kat grumbled. “All that work, and we only got ten gold and some silver out of the deal? Oh, and a few necklaces.”
“Well, it is something,” Ella responded with a grin. “Kobolds aren’t known for their riches, Kat.”
The others snickered and agreed. Lexi went to fetch the farmer to show him that the job was complete and get him to sign off. He did but was shaking his head, whining about having to bury them. Callie suggested he throw them back into the hole and fill it in. He seemed to like that idea.
As we were about to leave, we heard roars from within the forest. I turned to see what was going on and waited. Maybe those sounds would be going away from us. Nope, that wasn’t the case. They continued and were getting closer.
Six yellow eyes shone from within the forest and were coming toward me. I watched and waited to see what they were since my blades were already on me. Seconds later they revealed themselves. Panthers, big fuckin’ cats.
Holy shit! What the hell are they doing around here?
Three huge, feline predators ran in our direction coming from the forest and stopped around thirty feet away as I unsheathed my weapons. They were about five feet tall, eight feet long counting their tails, and weighing at least three hundred pounds. Like I said, big freakin’ cats.
I couldn’t really tell what gender they were because the three were around the same size. The trio were bloodied and seemed to be running from something.
I stood there and tension filled the air, but I didn’t know how to proceed until Seamus spoke to me.
The three are females and are in trouble. They need our assistance, Gage.
Yeah, the lacerations gave me a heads up. Wait, how did you know they need our help?
They told me.
You can speak to them?
Yes, and you could too if you practiced your magic.
Pffft. When do I have time for that?
All the time. Anyway, they were attacked by some cave trolls and their wolves. They were tracking them.
I grunted. Really? Terrible foes to deal with.
They also said that three males were fighting them off so they could get away.
Shit. So they assume the trolls would keep tracking them if they defeated the others.
Probably a good assumption.
Well, then we’d best prepare if they’ve tracked them here. The farmers will be in danger too.
Seamus growled and nodded. The girls were waiting beside me.
“The three panthers before us were attacked by cave trolls and their wolves.”
The ladies groaned. Callie spoke up. “They look hurt.”
“Yeah, three males were fighting the cave trolls off so they could escape but they believe it is only a matter of time before they track them down. Prepare yourselves for battle.”
The vampires pulled their weapons out, as did Callie. Seamus guided the panthers over to our wagon to hide under it. Well, they tried. Only one would fit, so he had them go into the newly cleared tunnel.
“Get your bow, we can take a few out before they reach us,” Ella suggested as she walked over to get hers as well. “Or at least, slow them down.”
I nodded and picked up my bow before shouldering my quiver. Taking a breath, I went to the front of the wagon and waited.
They are coming.
Where?
From the northeast of our current position.
I looked over at the spot Seamus indicated. It didn’t take long before we heard branches being broken and grunting sounds coming from the forest as they got closer. A minute later, we heard growling and snorting behind the foliage.
They broke through, and we got our first look at them. The cave trolls were huge. They had broad shoulders and muscled arms and legs. I snorted. Ten feet of ugly were coming at us. The wolves were large as well, but not as big as the felines or Seamus. They were still fierce looking though, as the wolves measured about four feet tall and six feet long.
Six of each came into the clearing. The trolls had long clubs ready to bash our heads in, and the wolves’ maws were already dripping blood.
The males must be dead then.
“Get ready!” I commanded the ladies.
I took my bow and nocked an arrow, waiting for the inevitable to happen. I knew a troll’s skin was thick, and the arrows wouldn’t do much damage on the limbs or torso, but the eyes and mouth were open season.
A stare down had set in. The cave trolls weren’t expecting us, but they didn’t flinch. After about a minute, I guess they got bored as one of the trolls bellowed, and the battle was on. The nearest troll came after me while the others chose targets among the rest of us. The idiot raised his arm up to bash me, which gave me clearance to his neck and mouth. I obliged him and let loose the arrow right in the fucker’s mouth and it came out the back of his head. He moaned and tried to get it out. As that distracted the troll, I let loose another one in his right eye. He let out a screech of agony when he fell over. I didn’t want to give him any time to get back up, so I unsheathed one of my swords and cut his head off and kicked it away. 
Looking up at the brawl going on, I sheathed my sword, and took my bow to aim at another troll or wolf. The ladies were on the defensive and outnumbered, but that didn’t deter them. Kat and Lexi used their speed to get in and try to kill the wolves, but the trolls kept them back by swinging their clubs.
Seamus took down two of the wolves before one of the trolls kicked him away. He got up and limped away as I hit the troll in the arm and diverted its attention so he could get to safety. Callie and Ella were fighting against two trolls, keeping them at bay. The moroi didn’t have fire magic, otherwise this would have been easy as trolls were afraid of fire.
Sensing that I needed to intervene, my aim was at the surviving wolves since they were more agile, and I cut loose with arrow after arrow. Howls and sounds of pain were heard throughout the area. I didn’t miss my chances, hitting the necks or brains of each wolf.
All the wolves were lying on the ground, not moving. I saw Ellie take down the troll she was fighting and then went to help Callie. Not long after, they took out that troll too.
The other trolls were upset when they realized what had happened. Now, it was us against three trolls. I liked those odds better, but the trolls backed up like they were going to flee. So, I grabbed the last few arrows in my quiver, took aim again, and let them fly. The arrows hit the trolls in the neck and distracted them, which let Seamus and the ladies get the upper hand. They didn’t disappoint. It took teamwork, but they overwhelmed the trolls, taking them down one by one. As they lay there, not moving, I went over and made sure they were dead by cutting their heads off.
I scanned the area for any other intruders but didn’t see any, so I went to check on the wolves to see if any still lived and to retrieve my arrows. I did the same with the trolls. The arrows in the trolls wouldn’t come out, so I supposed I would need to replace them.
My ears picked up some whimpering coming from the forest area. I turned around to see two panthers slowly moving toward us.
Damn, they must be tough to have survived the cave trolls.
I made my way over to check the damage as they fell over. There were gashes and cuts all over their bodies, some deep. As I came up to them, one of the cats growled at me.
“I can help you if you’ll let me.” 
Seamus came over and evidently said something to him. The male panther turned and looked at him for a few moments but finally growled softly. 
I told them that you could try and heal them, but looking at their wounds, I warned them that they may die from blood loss.
Okay, I will do the best I can. We need to get them into the wagon for transport. I will work on them as we travel.
What about the females?
We can’t put them all on the wagon, they won’t fit. One of the girls will need to come back and pick them up.
I will let them know what’s going on. Hurry.
I grunted and walked away. The farmer was talking with my girls as I approached. I heard him bellowing about the panthers now in his orchard.
“… they need to go!”
“Sir.”
The guy looked over and was about to start yelling at me, but I put my hand up to halt his outburst.
“The two over there,” I pointed in the direction of the male panthers and continued, “they are severely wounded, so I’m taking them back to my lands to try and heal them. The three in the cave will need to stay put until one of us returns with the wagon.”
“Those are dangerous creatures,” he argued. “They could kill us easily.”
I scoffed, “They are wounded as well, so please, just go back to your house and stay put until we get this situation under control. Oh, also, drag those trolls and wolves into a pile and burn them.”
The guy looked at me with wide eyes. “You expect me to do that with those predators nearby? No way!”
I sighed and nodded. “Fine. When one of us returns, they will set them on fire, but you will need to watch it so that it doesn’t burn down your orchard.”
He grumbled something unintelligible. I walked away then.
“Girls, help me load them up. Callie, drive the wagon over.”
They nodded and a few minutes later, we were traveling down the road with the wounded felines.




Chapter 14

We traveled down the roads as quick as possible, though we hit some holes, jarring the panthers and myself since I was in the back with them. I had some poultices in my pack to help with the bleeding, but there were lots of lacerations. I didn’t have enough with me to cover them all.
Not sure how long it took, but when we arrived at our cabin, I had Callie stop the wagon in the barn.
“Girls, make them a bed from the hay. I’ll go get my bag.”
They grunted and began placing the hay like I wanted. I ran into the cabin to grab my pack of bandages and equipment to mix some poultices with the ingredients I had on hand. I headed back out to the barn to see the girls had placed the felines on the hay in different spots. The two cats yowled in pain as I approached.
Once I’d unpacked my gear, I sorted everything into groups and started mixing enough of the poultice to cover their wounds and stop the bleeding. When the mixtures were done, I went over to the felines and began placing the poultices on the wounds. The two were breathing heavily now and tensing every time I touched them.
I supposed they were in some shock, but I needed the wounds to stop leaking. I applied the mixtures to the many cuts, and a few minutes later, the poultices did their job, but the felines weren’t out of danger yet. I found when looking over the ingredients that I didn’t have everything I needed.
“Okay, the bleeding has stopped, but I need to go out and get some ingredients in the woods that I’m missing for a healing potion. Stay with them and try to make them comfortable.”
Ella shook her head. “No, I’m coming with you. Lexi and Callie are going to go pick up the three ladies back in that cave. We discussed it while you were working in the back of the wagon. They were hurt badly as well. Kat will stay with the two here.”
I grunted and agreed with her. It was a good enough plan.
“Do you have enough to help the three when we get back?” Lexi asked with concern.
I checked my ingredients on hand and shook my head. “No, but we can get most of them from the garden. I’ll also grab enough of what we need from the forest.”
They nodded and we went our separate ways. I was about to step out of the barn when Seamus stopped me.
I’ll stay as well.
That made me think about his fight with the troll. I strolled that way and looked him over.
I’m fine. Just bruised.
Okay, but you’ll take some of the healing potions as well. No arguing.
He growled his displeasure at that. He knew they tasted bad.
After nodding to Seamus, I ran with Ella to the forest in search of the healing ingredients: feverfew, sweet marjoram, greenthread, berry leaves, and sage. A mixture that Devon’s acquaintances taught me. 
An hour later, after locating the plants needed, I arrived back at my barn. The two males were moody to say the least, but I shook off their attitudes and started on the healing mixture. I mean, I could understand them, they were in pain.
It took some time, but after getting the mixture right and into bottles, with the help of Ella, who made sure the panthers didn’t chomp my hand off, I poured the solution down their throats. She giggled at me when I flinched a couple times. I then tried to hand her the bottle to get her to do it, and she stopped laughing pretty quickly.
For a few minutes, I rested in a chair and watched as the two patients went to sleep. I could hear their breathing was getting better. That was good news. I then made Seamus take his potion. He didn’t like it, but Ella advised him to do it, otherwise, he would deal with her. He snorted and downed the potion without arguing further. In no time, Seamus went to sleep as well.
Kat brought me some water and leaned on me. “What a day.”
“You can say that again.”
I rubbed her back and drank my fill.
Ella came over and sat down beside me. “Will they live?” she asked in a low voice, trying not to disturb the snoring felines.
I thought about it and answered truthfully. “I’m not sure. They were wounded badly. Hopefully, we got the healing potion to them in time.”
She kissed my hand and was about to respond but we were interrupted by noise from outside.
“I think they’re back,” Kat stated and walked to the barn door.
I rose and went out as well. The others had returned, and I pointed at the cabin for them to stop there.
“What are you plans?” Ella asked as she walked beside me.
Not stopping, I answered. “We can put them in the guest room not being used. We will need to move stuff around to handle all three.”
Kat butted in, “I’ll work on that.”
She took off as we came up to the wagon. All three were lying down, and none of them looked up when we approached.
“They are sleeping,” Callie enlightened us. “It took us a bit because we lit the pile of bodies on fire for that farmer. He was an ass, by the way.”
I chuckled and agreed. “Okay, let’s move them into the cabin. Kat is making room for us.”
We moved the felines into the room. Kat had blankets on the floor, so we tried to make them as comfortable as possible. All woke up though, in pain. While the girls were doing that, I went and grabbed what I needed out of my garden for the poultices. And when we were in the woods looking for the healing items, I’d gotten more than enough plants so that I could have extra. We would need them anyway.
The girls helped me this time since they’d observed what I did to the others. We applied the poultices to the lady felines, who yowled in pain and displeasure. It couldn’t be helped, and I let them know that. Seamus was still outside, so I couldn’t hear their replies.
Huh, maybe I do need to practice my magic like Seamus said. Ugh, we will see.
When the healing potion was ready, everyone had a job to do since there were three of them. It didn’t take long before the three were asleep. Our little group went outside to the well behind the cabin, which a spring kept filled with water, to clean up.
Leaving the felines to rest, we went to the kitchen. The ladies whipped us up some sandwiches and fresh fruit. Our meal was eaten in silence for the most part. Except when they asked what we were going to do with five felines to deal with. I laughed and told them whatever we could. They rolled their eyes and began talking about other things.
We checked on the felines in the middle of the night, rousing them to clean the wounds thoroughly, and then reapplied the poultices. When we finished with one patient, I had the girls wrap the cuts in bandages so the panthers wouldn’t scratch the poultices off, and an hour later, the job was completed. 
The felines fell back asleep as we went to clean up. After that, we were exhausted, so we went to our beds and slept almost instantly.
Light came through the window in our room, and it took me a moment to get my head straight. For some reason, my body hurt.
Oh, that’s right, I fought trolls yesterday. 
At that moment I realized I wasn’t alone, moving my head to the right I found a big wolf staring at me. That was something that didn’t happen very often, so I wondered why he was in my room.
Thank you for saving those panthers. The Earth Mother thanks you for saving them as well. And for your concern for me. By the way, the potion helped. My body was in pain. Thank you.
Yawning, I asked, How are they doing?
He answered with a sigh. They’re sleeping at the moment, but their breathing is better. They will need care for at least a couple of weeks until they are better.
I nodded and got out of bed to get dressed. I figured. I’m assuming when they wake, they will be ravenous. So I’ll go hunting for some food. You going to come with?
Yeah, I feel better, so I’ll tag along.
I woke up Ella and kissed her head, letting her know that we were going hunting. She nodded and went back to sleep. I grabbed my bow and quiver before heading to the forest to hunt some stags. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take long to find some.
A couple hours of hunting became fruitful. I took down two stags and dragged them back to my place. I started a fire immediately with a spit. While waiting for the fire to be ready, I cleaned the deer with Callie’s help. She was happy to give me a hand.
We took the meat off that I wanted, and the only things I discarded were the skin and intestines. I figured the felines could chew on the leg bones after devouring the meat on them. An hour later, breakfast was served. I put up some meat for us to have at lunch and dinner and waited for the felines to wake. It wasn’t long after we were done that those in the house woke up.
The girls fed the lady felines, and I took food to the males in the barn. The two were awake and lifted their heads when I came in. They were certainly big cats. I set the stag legs in front of them, and they immediately devoured them.
I guess it’s a good thing that I brought them more.
I threw the others in their direction, and they savored them. While I was sitting in the chair from the previous night, I heard a voice in my head.
Thank you.
That surprised me a bit and I cleared my throat before answering. Sure, no problem.
The answer surprised them.
So, you can speak to us. Seamus said you could but you’re a lazy mage.
I scoffed, I don’t profess to be a mage.
Well, having Seamus as a companion makes you a powerful mage. You need to accept what the Earth Mother has given you.
I grunted and changed the subject as Seamus came in, having finished his breakfast.
Anyway, you’ll need rest and I’ll need to reapply those bandages after putting more healing poultices on you.
We appreciate your help. My name is Griffin, and the silent one beside me is Eron.
Well met, guys. They nodded. Griffin continued speaking to me.
We were ambushed by those cave trolls as we were about to begin mating season.
I cleared my throat at that statement. Like I needed to know that.
Seamus chuckled at me.
Uh, I’m sorry that happened.
It is unfortunate. The other male in our group was killed.
I sighed and shook my head but didn’t respond.
Were you able to heal the women?
I nodded. Yes, they are resting in my cabin.
The two seemed to relax then.
Their names are Keelie, Torinda, and Yalena.
I will remember that when I see them next. I’m Gage.
They chuckled and Griffin said they knew already.
If I may, I’d like to make a suggestion. You need to practice your magic. Things may happen and you’ll need that advantage. The Earth Mother gave it to you for a reason. Seamus said you can see through illusions and invisibility spells. That is powerful magic and needs to be trained.
I stopped my retort and cleared my throat. Well, Griffin, I may have that magic, but there is no teacher around, and I’m definitely not going to some academy. Mulling over those thoughts, I sighed. But I do know that it’s probably good if I begin to train with my magic. I’ll just need to find someone to help. Anyway, I’m going to check on the others. So, I’ll be back later.
They grunted as I walked out of the barn.




Chapter 15

As I came out of the barn, I saw that Lexi and Kat were out in the gardens, working. I sauntered over.
“How’s it going, ladies?”
The two looked over and smiled. Kat answered, “We were just tending the garden while Ella watches over the felines inside the cabin. Callie is getting the fresh eggs.”
“We were going to milk the cows, but we figured that we needed to wait a bit to let them rest,” Lexi added.
I nodded. “That’s considerate, but we will make noise regardless. And the felines in the barn are awake. So, we can do it anytime. Matter of fact, I’ll check on the patients and then handle that.”
They grunted and I made my way to the cabin. Walking in, I saw Ella wiping down the counters.
“Hello, honey,” Ella called out as she saw me.
I kissed her on the cheek and grabbed a cup of water before downing it. I filled the cup again and drank it in two gulps.
Man, I guess I was thirsty.
Placing the cup into the sink, I walked down the hall to where the patients were. They must have picked up my scent as I came near. The three roused immediately before putting their heads back down. I checked and changed the bandages and healing mixture. The cuts were healing rapidly, which must mean they had healing abilities. I was concentrating on the treatment and was surprised by the interruption.
Thank you, Gage. Your family has been very kind to us, one of the females commented.
I turned to see one of the panthers staring at me.
Ah, so you can hear us.
I grunted. When I clear my head from other things, I suppose. Though, Seamus told me that I should be able to hear you in any case. I guess that surprises me since we aren’t bonded.
Maybe it’s because you have an affinity for beast magic.
I thought about that statement. Did I have that kind of an affinity? Shit, I really needed to find out what affinities I had.
That’s a good assumption, I suppose.
I’m Torinda, by the way.
Well met, Torinda. How are you and the others feeling?
She moved and yipped in some discomfort. The pain is tolerable. Your woman known as Ella gave us food, so we are content.
I noticed the others were listening in on our conversation now.
That’s good. Is there anything that you need?
One of the other panthers answered. Some fish would be nice.
Torinda huffed. Keelie, stop with that. We can visit the lake when able.
Keelie huffed and put her head back on the floor. The other one butted in and spoke. I guessed she was Yalena.
Sorry about that. Keelie loves fish.
I snorted. Not a problem. I can see about making a detour to catch some fish. You’ll be here for some time before you’ll be able to leave.
That’s very nice of you, Yalena replied.
I stood up and bowed to them. Ladies, I’m at your service.
The three felines giggled, which caught me off guard. I mean, watching a human girl giggle is one thing, but three huge panthers were another. I shuddered.
While I was thinking about that, Torinda spoke in a husky voice.
Look, girls, we have a gentleman in our midst. He’s quite a looker too, well built by looking at his arms. We will have to let Tara and her weres know about this beefcake.
Yalena purred. I agree, Torinda. I’m not sure I want to leave his room, having him take care of us is heaven.
I shook my head and bid the ladies good day.
Keelie hollered at me as I left. Oh, don’t be that way, Gage. We were just messing with you, all except the Tara part.
I grunted and set out to the barn to milk the cows so we’d have fresh milk for the day. I would bet on the felines enjoying some. Callie had finished gathering the eggs and helped. After collecting the milk, I took the pails to the house and poured the milk into glass containers but not before giving some to the panthers.
Callie helped Ella with the ones inside, and I gave some to the ones in the barn. I was thanked numerous times for that.
When finished, I went out to help with the garden. Lexi worked on the spices and herbs, while Kat and I worked on the vegetables and pulling the weeds out. It didn’t take long before the weeding was done and for us to pick the ripe vegetables. Lexi put the herbs and spices into baskets and placed them on the side for us to work on when inside the cabin.
“Are we going to spar today?” Callie asked as she walked up.
I looked over and thought about it, then shrugged and answered, “I don’t see why not, but at least two of us need to check our lands for any intruders. Those cave trolls may have come through here.”
“That sounds logical,” Kat agreed. “I can go check with you.”
I grunted. “Lexi, you mind working with Callie today?”
Lexi grinned and glanced over at Callie. “Sounds fun.”
Callie snorted and said, “Just don’t go overboard. I don’t want to be in a bed beside the panthers.”
The three of us chuckled.
Kat and I grabbed our weapons before setting out. She told Ella what our plans were. Seamus joined us. We didn’t see anything until we were by the edges of my lands, where we discovered lots of footmarks.
Wonder if any are still around.
I don’t know.
I’ll check around and return shortly.
Seamus left as Kat was observing the ground.
“Seamus went and checked to see if any stragglers are still around.”
She grunted. “I’m assuming these were the ones we encountered. There are panther tracks as well.”
Kat pointed out where she saw those. They were indeed panther tracks. Or another feline, but I doubted any others would be around if cave trolls were about.
We checked other places, but nothing went through those areas except the normal animals. Seamus returned a while later.
I couldn’t see or smell any others around the area. I think those were the only ones.
I relaxed then. Good. We don’t need any of those causing more issues.
Agreed.
The three of us left and headed back to the cabin. When we arrived, I checked on the patients again. The rest of the day was uneventful. Besides taking care of the panthers, we piddled around the farm.
Over the next few days, we did our usual routine. Training, gardening, and tending to the animals. Oh, and the panthers started doing better. After moving around for a couple of days, they decided to take off.
They left after breakfast one morning. That day, I was working on different techniques with Callie when I heard some noise in the distance. I walked over and observed the front of the farm with Callie. The girls immediately came out too when they heard what was happening. Moments later, we saw a wagon come down the way with two horses in tow.
As they came up, I recognized them. They stopped near the barn and dismounted. I smiled as the old man came over.
“Gage.”
“Devon.”
I chuckled as we hugged. He let go and turned to my girls.
“Well, since we aren’t anywhere that others can hear, how about you introduce everyone?” Devon questioned me with a smirk.
I introduced Kat, Ella, Lexi, and Callie to Devon. He then told us who he had with him. The two that were at the inn in Nanrac before we left, I already knew, and the other two were evidently just helpers. Though, Devon did say that they could be trusted with my secrets, including the girls.
Callie was new, so he had questions, and I let her tell him why she was here. I was then surprised when she told Devon that her real reason for being there was to woo me, which I suppose was kind of the explanation she gave us at the beginning, but it was for training and such. Oh, who was I kidding? The girls wanted her to join the family. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking: Why would they want that? I asked the same question and never got a good answer.
“Where’s your wolf, Gage?” Devon asked as he looked around the area.
The gathered scanned around too. Seamus came padding out of the barn. I guessed he was lazing about.
I pointed over and said, “There he is.”
The ones not familiar with Seamus gasped and stepped away. That brought up a thought. Did they not see him in Nanrac? Nope, I recalled he was outside the city when they showed up and kept himself invisible during the girls’ fight.
Seamus moved over and I patted him on the head and rubbed behind his ears. He sat down beside me.
Devon smiled and shook his head. “It looks like he’s gotten bigger, Gage.”
Devon’s associates were wary now. I chuckled. “It’s okay, everyone. This is Seamus, he won’t kill you unless it’s warranted.”
That shocked them, but Devon cackled. “Seamus is Gage’s companion.”
His statement made them relax somewhat.
“Let’s go inside,” I suggested.
We made our way inside and Devon asked, “Have you any of that black liquid you’re always drinking?”
Seamus went over and lay down in his usual spot.
“Lexi, would you make some coffee?”
She nodded and began working as I looked over at the old man. “Are you guys hungry? Maybe some sweet bread or something with the coffee?”
The woman named Mellie smiled and said that would be nice, but Devon shook his head, as did the other man known as Paul. The underlings had stayed outside to tend to the horses.
“So, tell us what’s been going on,” Devon urged. “Any dramatic events since we last saw each other?”
I glared at him, but it was Ella who answered. “Yeah. Not too long ago, we took out some cave trolls and their mangy wolves.” Ella looked over at Seamus. “No offense.”
Seamus looked up and growled but closed his eyes and put his head back down. Ella snickered at his antics. I chuckled and shook my head.
“You had cave trolls out here, Gage?” Devon asked with concern.
I nodded. “Yeah, we were clearing out a kobold den when we saw a few panthers being chased by some cave trolls.”
Devon and his people glanced at each other.
“And you killed the trolls and wolves?” he asked.
I scoffed, “Yeah, like I was going to let those creatures roam our lands.”
The three were relieved to hear that.
“Well, that’s good,” Devon stated. “At least we don’t have to worry about them now.”
“You said that there were panthers around here?” Mellie asked, intrigued.
“Yeah,” Kat quickly replied. “They were badly injured too.”
“At least, until Gage helped them get their health back,” Callie blurted.
Paul glanced over at me. “You healed them?”
“I did. It took some time, but they are hopefully on their way back to their homes. They were in my lands as it was mating season.”
The others chuckled at my statement.
“He even spoke to them,” Kat stated with a smile.
I groaned at that.
“You spoke to them?” my mentor asked in surprise. “Decided to use your magic? Good for you, Gage.”
Mellie and Paul smiled.
“I figured it wouldn’t hurt to start.”
“I’m proud of you, Gage,” Devon praised. “You have grown into a fine young man.”
I snorted. “What are you buttering me up for, Devon?”
The guy was up to something. Otherwise, why would he be here with the others? Clearly, he was going to send me out again.
Devon had a hurt look on his face now. “Why would you say that? I’m just giving you a compliment.”
“Uh-huh,” I scoffed. “Thanks for that then. Now, tell me why you’re really here. It’s not a friendly visit, Devon. If it were, then you wouldn’t have all these people with you.”
The girls looked concerned; they realized it was time for us to leave. Devon sighed and looked over at his colleagues. They nodded to him.
“We need you for another assignment,” he began. He paused for a few moments but carried on. “It’s a tough one, son.”
I nodded and said, “I knew you would ask eventually. What’s the assignment?”
I looked over at the girls, they just stared at my mentor.
“There is a major threat over in Fostrun. We have sent in the closest squad, but after a week, we have had no news from them. So, we sent in another, with the same outcome.”
Fostrun? “You want me to go to Fostrun? As in the Kanos Empire?”
What the hell is he thinking? The Kanos empire is dangerous.
I agree. Lots of races live there. Demons and their spawn, lamias, beastfolk, succubi, dragons, wyverns, and even gargoyles. Worst of all, liches and necromancers. I’ve even heard rumors that a demigod lives deep within.
Great, just fuckin’ great. Let’s hope we don’t meet them then.
I agree.
I was brought out of my brooding by Ella and Callie.
I saw that the girls were shocked, even Callie who asked, “You mean for Gage to travel to the daemon territory? That’s a dangerous journey for anyone.”
Ella scoffed, “Not to mention traveling through the Elven Kingdom. And that’s like a month’s travel, at least.”
Devon nodded. “Yes, it is. We believe that someone is slaughtering people from the nearby border towns of Windhollow and Tehula and taking their bodies inside the daemon territory.”
That sounds morbid. “Windhollow? Don’t the elves have garrisons at those locations? And why would they bring those bodies over there? It can’t be a ritual; they would need live sacrifices for that.”
“No, no ritual.” Devon shook his head. “We think the culprit is a necro, up to no good. But we don’t know that for sure because we lack the intel. Anyone we or the elves send in is taken out. We even tried to get the emperor from Kanos to investigate, but he has not responded to our requests.”
I groaned and closed my eyes to think. “Okay, and you want me to handle it.”
“I know you can,” he stated confidently.
I laughed. “What makes you think that? You sent other guardians there, and they perished, Devon. Yeah, I know that we go by peacekeepers, but guardian is our real name, isn’t it?”
He was surprised by my rant but sighed. “I know that I should have told you and was going to, but you’re hard to talk to.”
That confused me, and I was about to respond when my girls giggled and said that they agreed with him. I was appalled.
“What do you mean by that, ladies?”
They were still giggling for a few moments after my question. It was Ella who answered after she got herself back together. “You are hard to talk to, honey. Most of the time when we ask questions, you either grunt or nod, which is great sometimes, but other times, we would like more input. At first, it was hard, but we have gotten to know you now and it doesn’t bother us anymore.”
I shook my head at her, not knowing what was going on. We would need to have a discussion about this. I turned my attention back to my mentor.
“You still should have told me. I had to learn about it from Vlad. Thanks, by the way, for getting us out of that sticky situation.”
He grunted. “I’m sorry, I should have told you. …And since the ladies here already know about what’s going on, I’m sure they’re going with you to help. Yes?”
“Damn straight,” Ella hissed. “He isn’t going without us.”
Kat and Lexi agreed. Callie slowly nodded her agreement. I wondered if she would leave now. I noticed her reaction when I said guardian. We would see then.
“Okay, since that’s settled, I’m assuming that we leave tomorrow.”
“We would be grateful if you could,” Paul said in response.
I grunted and said, “We have to get ready. You will take care of my farm then?”
Devon nodded. “We will.”
I got up and began to get prepared for our journey.




Chapter 16

I went over everything in my mind again to check we had all our necessary gear and bags packed and loaded in the wagon. The two underlings that Devon was leaving here got the horses prepared for us. When ready, I had a discussion with Callie about everything to make sure that she knew what was going on, that is, my being a guardian and such, and what it meant. I told her about my last mission and how I met the girls, and then the issues we had when dealing with the slavers and nobility in Nanrac. She took it in stride, telling me that she had already made the decision to pursue a relationship with me and become part of the family. She had spoken to the girls’ numerous times about it. My brow rose at that. It seemed they were conspiring.
All four ladies would take a seat in the wagon while I was going to ride solo. Devon approached as I was finishing packing my saddlebags.
“Have you got everything ready?” he asked with a sigh.
I nodded and replied, “Yes, sir.”
He handed me a bag, and I heard the clinks of coins inside as I grabbed it.
“Take that and get situated somewhere on the border,” Devon suggested. “If you can find an abandoned place, all the better. I want you to investigate and get back to me when you find out what’s going on. Don’t take chances and get yourself killed, okay?”
Devon looked worried. I sighed. “I’ll do what I can to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
He groaned. “You are hardheaded, Gage. I didn’t want to send you on this mission. It’s very dangerous. The Kanos Empire isn’t some vacation spot to hang around. Get in and get out.”
I smiled and said, “Don’t worry, I will. What I want to know is, don’t they have patrols around the borders?”
Devon nodded. “Yes, they do. But this necro must be onto their schedules and such. Either that or he waits in the shadows for them to scurry off.”
“That sounds plausible. Okay, when we get there, I’ll send word.”
He hugged me and mentioned, “I sent word to the guild halls in those towns so that they know you’re coming. Show them this.” He handed me a gold star that said peacekeeper. “That will let them know that you are there to investigate the murders.”
I grunted and pocketed the star. “I’ll check in when able.”
Devon smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “Take care, kid, and make sure that you keep an eye on those ladies of yours.”
I chuckled. “I’m sure it will be the other way around. They will make sure that I’m always in their eyesight.”
He laughed and stepped back as his colleagues walked up. We said our goodbyes and left. Seamus followed along with me. I sighed as we turned and set out, knowing that my ass and back would be sore the whole trip. Again, I needed to find a healer to join our group.
The trip was uneventful for the most part. We skirted the towns and cities until we needed to resupply. The money that Devon gave us went toward the inns that we stayed at. The girls chatted about what needed to be done. They had heard what Devon said about us finding a place to get situated. That told me that this mission wasn’t going to be a quick one. Although, I didn’t think it would be. If what he said was true, then our job would be difficult. Dealing with a necro wouldn’t be easy. The bastard could revive the dead and use dark magic. Terrible magic.
During our downtime, I had Ella go over the basics of magic. I wanted to try and figure out what I could do besides illusion and mind magic. The other skills came from Seamus. She did bring up that I might have beast magic. I didn’t know what that meant and asked for an explanation.
Those with beast magic had different skills and abilities. Most could communicate with creatures, and others could bond with them. She then brought up the crystals that Devon had given me when I set out on my own. They were to help bond with a companion, though I didn’t use any. I told her that, and she responded that I could have a high enough affinity for beast magic that I didn’t need them.
I thought about it and shrugged after a bit, not really knowing what I could or couldn’t do. I would perhaps need to see a mage about that soon. They could tell me what my affinities were.
Ella then elaborated on the skills. Some were called summoners and had the ability to bring forth creatures from another plane of existence. Those who were evil could summon malignant creatures to do their bidding. Others would have their summons help them in battle or with their daily life and jobs. That was interesting, and I could see that such a skill would be good to have. I asked if she knew how to use that kind of magic, but she didn’t know.
I dropped the subject, and we got into a discussion about the elementals: Wind, fire, earth, and water. She went into detail about each one, though she could only use earth. I found it fascinating. My mind went back to the times when I was younger when I observed the magic users show off their powers. To be able to bring forth wind or shoot fire out of your hands would be awesome. I then thought about the ability to find water when needed or have shelter because if you were an earth mage, like Ella, then you could build something to protect yourself from the weather. I asked her how difficult it was to build a shelter for our group. She shrugged and told me that it wouldn’t be difficult, just that her mana pool would take a hit depending on the size of the building.
We also discussed battle spells. When Ella mentioned her mana pool, I got the impression that you had to have a lot of mana to perform large spells. She nodded and said grand-tier spells took a lot out of her. I pondered for a bit until she brought up mind magic and the different tiers: Illusion, telepathy, and even telekinesis. That would be cool to have that kind of magic. The ability to move an object with your mind. But Ella pointed out that I could use illusion and telepathy already; had I ever tried to move objects? I shook my head and told her that I didn’t even know that was an option until now.
The girls perked up when Ella wanted me to try it out. I sighed and thought about how she performed magic. I tried to duplicate her technique, but it didn’t work. No matter what I did and with her suggestions, I failed to move anything with my mind. I gave up after I began to get a headache.
I sighed and scanned the area we were in. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It had been a little over three weeks since we left the farm.
Are you okay?
Turning my attention to Seamus, I said, I’m fine. Head hurts, though.
Well, it would be great if you could use telekinesis. That would give you an advantage when facing those who have shields and where arrows fail to hit their mark.
That’s true. It could help in other ways as well.
He grunted and turned his attention to observing the area around us. I thought about what he said. Telekinesis could be used in a lot of different ways. Range attacks, close encounters, and even sneak attacks. It would have been great to have that ability.
We were getting close to the border and the elven guard squads made us identify ourselves at least a dozen times. They were on high alert now since all the incidents. I had asked numerous times what exactly happened, but none would answer. They just told me to head out when I advised why we were there. One of the leaders told me to see the commander at the garrison in Windhollow, an elf named Vulwin. He would be the one to speak to about the incidents.
I thanked them and we continued our journey.
“There it is.” Kat pointed in the distance. “Windhollow.”
I grunted as I observed the city. It looked like any other city that we traveled to. Well, at least from here, it appeared the same. But the elves liked the forests and since this was out in the open for the traders, merchants, and others to sell their wares and such, I doubted any trees were about. The elders and council would be hidden within the forests, so I wondered who oversaw the city.
“Thank the goddesses,” Callie moaned and rubbed her ass. “My ass is sore.”
Ella, Lexi, and Kat voiced their agreement and rubbed their tushes.
“Well, let’s hurry and see about sleeping in a bed since we haven’t even seen an inn in three days,” Ella suggested and flicked the reins to get the horses moving again.
I’ll stay outside the city to begin a search for any clues. I’ll let you know if I find anything.
All right, be careful. We’ll meet up by that grove of trees over by the west exit after we speak with the guild master.
He grunted and moved off. I followed the girls and soon we were at the gates. The guards were slowly letting people in. It took a bit but finally, we were allowed in after showing them our badges and letting them know that we were there for the Adventurer’s Guild.
When we were a bit away from the gates, Lexi asked, “Why did you tell them we were here to see the guild and not to investigate the murders?”
“Because we don’t know who is involved, so we’ll just use the guild as the pretext for us being here.”
“That’s a good idea,” Ella agreed. “The guards being less suspicious about us is a good thing.”
We moved our way to the livery and dropped off our horses and wagon to be taken care of for now.
“Where did the guard say the inn was?” Lexi asked as she looked around the city.
“He said it was a couple blocks north of the livery,” Kat reminded her. “And I would enjoy a night in and a hot meal before we begin looking for a spot for us to use as a safe house.”
I grunted and handed everyone their packs and bags before replying, “That will be fine. Let’s get a room and a bite to eat since it’s almost dusk.”
“And a bath,” Callie recommended, smelling herself. “No offense, but we all reek.”
The ladies giggled at that. I had to agree after taking a whiff of myself. “That we do. We will seek out the guild master tomorrow then.”
They nodded and we made the trip down the cobblestone road to our destination and went inside the inn. The common room was busy, but an elf came our way when she noticed us strolling in.
“Hello there, welcome to the Oakwood Inn. My name is Caeda, how may I assist you today?”
I looked at the sun elf with blonde hair and blue eyes and replied, “My companions and I are looking for a room. We would like to stay together if that’s an option. Meals for tonight and tomorrow morning. Oh, and a bath for us all, please.”
The elf named Caeda smiled. “We do have rooms that have adjoining doors, would that work?”
I glanced at the ladies, and they nodded. Callie was the only one with her hood down. I could tell the elf was a bit suspicious of our hoods but didn’t comment on them. She told us the fee, and I paid it. Caeda led us to the bar and grabbed the keys for us, advising that the bathing rooms were on the first floor and our rooms were on the third floor. She asked if we needed the stables for our horses, but we told her that they were taken care of by the livery. After thanking her, we went up to our rooms.




Chapter 17

Early the next morning, we were up and in the common room eating our breakfast of eggs, sausage, and toast.
“I’ll go speak with the guild master. You ladies can go resupply for our outing today.”
They all shook their heads. “One of us will go with you,” Ella stressed. “No one goes out alone.”
I grumbled as Lexi asked, “What about the garrison? Aren’t we supposed to get in touch with the commander?”
“Yeah, that is our next stop after the guild.”
They nodded and we left after finishing breakfast. Ella held onto my arm as she escorted me to the guild while the others went for supplies.
We walked inside the guild and straight to the front counter. A lady elf was on duty. “Greetings, welcome to the Windhollow Adventurer’s Guild. How may I assist you today?”
“I would like to speak with your guild master.”
Her brow furrowed. “Is there something wrong?”
I shook my head and replied, “No, I was just sent to them to get some information.”
She nodded and then asked for our cards. We gave them over for her to check, and she handed them back to us after verifying our memberships.
“Give me a few moments,” the front receptionist said and walked off.
I looked around the lobby area and found it to be busy. We waited for some time before she returned with a male elf with platinum hair. He walked over with her to us.
“Hello, human,” he snorted. “Rhoda said that you needed to speak with me, about some information?”
I rolled my eyes and said, “Really? Well, whatever. We need to speak in private. Is there a room available to have a conversation in that others can’t listen in on. I mean, I know that you elves have great perception and can hear better than us lowly humans.”
Ella rubbed my arm while the elf narrowed his eyes at me. “Yes, we can, and this better not be wasting my time, I’m very busy.”
I knew that most male elves were vain and always worried about how they looked. Nothing was out of place. So, I went after his weakness. “Oh, I can imagine. You could use a brush. I mean, some locks are out of place. Or a change of clothes because those make you look fat.”
I almost laughed aloud at his red face. I didn’t know if it was anger or embarrassment. His hair wasn’t out of place, nor was he fat. Hell, he needed to gain a few pounds in my opinion.
“Why you,” he hissed and came at me, but the receptionist pulled his arm, stopping him.
“Please calm yourselves, gentlemen,” Rhoda commanded us. “Others are watching.”
I chuckled and looked around the room. They were paying attention.
A tall elf came over and demanded, “Is everything all right over here, guild master?”
The guy glared at me. The guild master shook his head and told him it was fine, but the tall elf didn’t leave. I was about to go on with the insults, but Ella hit my arm.
“Fine. Let’s get this over with.”
The guild master snorted and led us over to a room on the east side of the building. The receptionist left as the tall elf followed the guild master.
“Now, say what you need to say and be gone. I don’t need you in my guild, troublemaker.”
“Troublemaker?” I scoffed. “So, says the racist. I won’t forget that and wonder how many others were talked down to because they were different than an elf.”
He didn’t say anything, just turned away and walked to a window. I snorted and said, “Regardless of your opinions, I’m here to check in and to hand you this, so you know who I am.”
The elf turned and strode back over. He grabbed the gold star and gasped. The tall elf was confused and stared at his guild master.
“What’s wrong?”
The guild master shook his head and was pale when he handed me back the gold star with reverence. The idiot bowed and said, “Forgive me. I was out of line. These past few weeks have been hectic and crazy. What do you need from me?”
The tall elf was in disbelief now and was about to ask what was going on when the guild master dismissed him. The guy was actually guided out the door.
“Sorry again.”
I grunted and said, “What’s going on around here? The only information we got was that someone was murdering people. Is that correct?”
He sighed. “Yes, and no. Our citizens and adventurers are being taken across the border, not to be seen again. No one has been able to locate them when we send out squads to search. The only trace we have been able to find is some blood at what looks to be ritual sites.”
That confused me. “Ritual sites? What were they used for?”
The elf shrugged. “We don’t know, but we are seeing lots of daemons asking for asylum. They are injured and some even end up dying.”
“The daemons are asking for asylum? Is it all the races or just certain ones?”
He thought about my question for a few moments before replying. “I would say all, but I haven’t been to the shelters lately. You need to speak with the garrison commander for that information.”
I sighed and nodded. “That’s my next stop.” I then had a thought and asked, “By the way, are there any abandoned houses we can set up a safe house to run out of?”
He grunted. “I’m sure. With all the ones missing, there will be. I’ll ask Rhoda to get you a list.”
“That would be helpful, thanks.”
He bowed his head and again apologized before he went to get the list. I looked over at Ella.
“Well, what do you think?”
“I’m not sure,” she stated carefully. “I wonder if we can check the ritual sites out and see if we can figure out what their end game is.”
“That’s a good thing to bring up to the commander. I bet he would know where they are. Or one of his soldiers.”
She grunted and looked over at the door as the guild master approached. He handed me a piece of parchment and said, “There is the updated list. Let me know what property you choose so that I can let the ladies know not to mess with that one.”
“Thanks. Oh, and I need you to send a message to my people. Just to let them know we’ve arrived and are getting settled.”
He bowed. “I can take care of it for you. Oh, and directions to the garrison are on that parchment. Forgive me, what’s your name sir?”
I chuckled and said, “Tell them Slade is here.”
Ella looked over but didn’t comment. The guild master nodded and bustled out of the room. We followed and left the guild to go and see the other ladies.
We met up at the livery and made our way to the garrison to check in with the commander. The others wanted to know what we found out and Ella updated them.
The five of us strolled up to the garrison and let the soldiers on duty know we were there to see Commander Vulwin. One nodded and left to let the commander know. He returned ten minutes later with the commander, a tall, muscular elf, something you didn’t see that often. Most were svelte and agile. This guy was broad with muscles and brown hair.
The elf spoke in a deep voice. “How can I help you?”
Vulwin looked over our group as I replied, “We were sent here by the guild to speak about the disappearances of your people and adventurers.”
I wasn’t going to tell him that I was a peacekeeper. He didn’t need to know.
He grunted. “Well, follow me.”
The elf led us to his office and sat down. We stood, waiting.
“The guild sent you?”
“Yes,” I replied with a smile.
“It’s strange that the guild would send you,” Vulwin commented. “No offence. The guild master is just hard on humans. A prick, actually. Anyway, what did he tell you?”
I told him and he nodded. “Yeah, he’s correct on the ritual sites and the daemons retreating here. I have spoken to many of them, and they couldn’t tell me who was responsible. They just said that their own people are killing each other. But the weird thing is, the ones attacking are mindless. Well, I wouldn’t say mindless, just without emotions. The witnesses state that the attackers do not know them even if they are family members.”
I looked over at Ella and asked, “Have you ever heard of that?”
She shook her head and said, “No. Not that I remember.”
Vulwin stared at Ella after her reply. Not sure what he was looking for.
“Could this be the work of a necro? Or a lich?” Callie asked the man.
Those were good questions.
“I don’t think they were dead, just emotionless,” Vulwin responded. “Though, I’m not certain that all of them were that way. Let me get my intelligence officer in here.”
He left and we waited for what seemed like forever before the elf came back with his intel officer.
“Broderick, they want to know if you have heard of any undead that accompanied the attackers on the villages within Kanos.”
Broderick looked over. “I believe so. A few witnesses told me that they saw some had skin falling off their bodies and old wounds.”
A fuckin’ necro. Could they make the living do their bidding? I didn’t think so.
“Well, it seems a necro is involved.”
Ella grunted as Broderick stated, “We assumed that as well. Or even a lich. But I have never seen one that could command the living – not to mention the living have no emotions or lucidity.”
That was what I supposed. “Well, thank you for the information. We’ll take our leave now.”
They nodded and we left.
“What are you thinking, Gage?” Kat asked.
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen or heard of anything like that. Necros or liches don’t command the living, like the intel officer said. Mind magic, maybe?”
“That was my thought,” Ella said. “Compulsion?”
I grunted and thought about it. That could happen.
“They would have to be very powerful to do that,” Lexi declared and looked at her kin. “And you know who has the raw power to handle that much compulsion.”
I didn’t and looked over at them. Ella sighed and Kat groaned. It was the former who responded. “Strigoi.”
Their enemies? If that was the case, then this mission just got more complicated. “You believe your enemies are involved?”
“It does sound like something they would do,” Ella hissed and spat on the ground. “Fuckin’ bastards. Giving vampires a bad name.”
I didn’t respond to that but changed the subject. “There’s no use in speculating right now. Let’s find our safe house.”
They agreed, even though they were still mad as we began our search.




Chapter 18

We spent a few hours checking out the properties that the guild master suggested. Most were in the city, and that wasn’t what we wanted. Seamus couldn’t be around if we were based there. Two farms were located a couple miles from the city, so we headed to those. The first one was really run-down and looked to have been abandoned for quite a while. Everything was overgrown, and the house looked like it would fall over when the next storm came.
The second farm was what we were looking for. It had vegetables growing in the gardens, and some were overripe and needed to be harvested. The house and barn weren’t fancy, but they were livable. The insides needed to be cleaned and new linens bought. This would be the prime place for our safe house, that was all that mattered.
“This should do, Gage,” Ella said while scanning the farm. “Even though it seems whoever lived here has been gone for some time. We can clean up the house, barn, and yard then concentrate on weeding the garden.”
“I agree.” Kat nodded. “With a little clean up, we can put the farm back into business. This would give us a way to blend in more and maybe the bastards will come to us.”
I grunted, knowing they were right.
“We will need to purchase some items, though,” Callie suggested as she glanced over.
“Yeah,” Lexi concurred. “Linens for sure, as well as food.”
“Oh, and don’t forget feed and oats for the horses,” Kat mentioned as she looked over at them.
“Okay, who wants to go get supplies?” I asked the four of them.
Lexi and Ella volunteered to do that and left with the wagon while the rest of us began to clean up. We left the horses tied to a tree outside the barn so they could graze.
It didn’t take all that long for the three of us to clean the house, since most of it was pulling the old linens off and discarding them into a pile outside to burn. We found some old towels to dust with and after checking out where the cleaning materials were, Lexi located a couple of brooms for sweeping.
When finished with the house, we went straight to the barn. It was spacious and could handle multiple horses and two wagons if need be. However, we didn’t see any evidence that any of those existed. I mean, even the bridles and tack were gone. I wondered if someone stole the wagons, their equipment, and the horses. Or if others came and took them to care for the creatures. I shrugged, it didn’t matter now, they were gone.
Kat pointed out that the previous owners had chickens and cows. There was a chicken coop on the west side of the barn. The wire baskets and milk pails were off to the side on a counter. Again, neither was present. I wasn’t planning on purchasing any to replace them.
We mucked the stables and poured the old feed and hay into the same pile as the linens. Kat and Callie hitched the horses back to the wagon and moved it to the barn. I found the tools needed for plowing and upkeep for the barn, gardens, and coop. Most wouldn’t be needed.
I handed Kat and Callie a garden hoe, and after a few minutes of rest, we began weeding the garden. At that time, I grabbed a few baskets to harvest the crops that weren’t rotten. It was a wonder that critters hadn’t been feasting on the crops. I checked around the gardens to see if any tracks were around, but none were. That was strange. I shook my head and went back to gathering the crops.
Seamus showed up around that time, and he gave me a report. I had spoken with him when we left the city, wanting him to search the area for danger or if there was any evidence of altercations. He relayed that there was nothing out of the ordinary.
We were finishing up with the garden when Ella and Lexi returned from their shopping. Kat helped the two carry the bags into the house, Callie grabbed the reins and drove to the barn. I helped her brush down the horses and poured some feed into the troughs.
The two of us spoke some about her life in her clan. Most of it was about her not being able to do much except women’s jobs, those were her words. I asked what that meant, and she told me the women took care of the children, cooked and cleaned the hut, and made their clothing. The men hunted and raided the other clans, who they weren’t allied with, for food, women, and anything of value.
Callie didn’t want that life and asked her father to train her. After she stubbornly asked over and over, he finally relented. Her father trained her with the sword and even helped her with tracking and surviving out in the world. The other women in her clan, other than her friends, looked down on her. As soon as she could, she left the clan and here we were now.
I smiled at Callie, who in turn winked at me, and told me to call her Cal. I conceded and told her I would. When we were finished, the two of us strolled to the cabin. The others had fixed lunch for us: Ham sandwiches with some fruit that we gathered from the garden.
Ella asked what our next move was, and I thought about it. We had a safe house now and a working environment so that others wouldn’t be suspicious.
I sighed. “We need to scout the area and since we are close to the borders, it would be pertinent to see who or what is near us.”
Kat grunted and wiped her mouth with a napkin before responding. “Do you want us to split up?”
It was a good idea, so I nodded. “For now, that would do. There are six of us, counting Seamus, and he can blend in with the forests and area he is in.”
“What are we looking for?” Callie asked with her mouth full, finishing her sandwich. She grinned, sheepishly.
“Any signs of blood or remains,” Ella answered. “Or if we could get the locations of the ritual sites, that would be better. At least we might be able to figure out what they were used for.”
“If it was the strigoi, then it would be to cause chaos within the kingdoms,” Kat stated cautiously.
“Or the idiots will try and take over,” Ella spat with disdain and shook her head.
I didn’t know what the strigoi were to them, except their enemies. I asked what they looked like compared to the moroi. Ella sighed and described them as monsters out of children’s nightmares. These vampires could only come out at night, and they could only be killed with mithril, orichalcum, or adamantine weapons by either a beheading or a strike to the heart. And of course, if they were caught out in the sun or burned with fire.
They were undead, immortal, and made not born. All had pale skin, black hair, and blood red eyes. They were tall like Ella and Zeke, but none could cast elemental magic. The strigoi were very strong and fast, stronger and faster than even the dhampirs or moroi.
I looked over at Kat and Lexi, who shrugged and nodded. Ella continued with her descriptions of their abilities. The strigoi could rip people apart with their hands, heal almost instantly unless struck with mithril, orichalcum, or adamantine. They didn’t age and were not affected by nature; disease didn’t harm them. These monsters didn’t feel pain or emotions, they were superior in strength, senses, endurance, and speed.
Well, shit. They pose a serious threat to us all then.
Seamus gave his account of fighting them and reiterated that they were extremely dangerous. He then asked if they were the cause of what was going on around here. I told him that we weren’t sure, but if they were, we needed to armor up and get better weapons. I didn’t have any weapons with those kinds of metal.
I tried to dig deeper into their weaknesses. Lexi advised that the only things known were what they already said, and holy water.
I chuckled. “Holy water? Seriously?”
She nodded as Ella replied, “Yeah, if we could find a church that would allow us to have a bit, that would help ease our minds some.”
I shook my head at that. “Does holy water work on you or the others?” That would be bad if they were affected by it.
“No,” Ella said. “It only works on the strigoi since they are pure evil.”
I scoffed. “Then why are any still around? Why haven’t they been eradicated?”
“Because they are extremely dangerous and cunning,” Kat admitted. “No kingdom wants to lose lots of people to them. Especially, since the strigoi can turn others, even us.” She gestured to Lexi and Ella.
Wow, really? “That’s disturbing. How would you or anyone become one of them?”
I had an idea of how but wanted to find out for sure.
“The strigoi bite you and force a parasite into you with their venom,” Ella answered as she took a drink of water.
“So, if you were bitten, you would end up as one of them,” I said aloud, not really needing a response. They nodded.
“And so, sending in thousands of soldiers to fight them could mean they would be able to turn them to their side. Shit, that sucks.”
Hmm… what could we use to defend ourselves? With their limited weaknesses, how would we be able to defeat them?
I had a thought then. “Are they susceptible to poison?”
The three glanced at each other for a few moments. Ella answered. “We’re not sure.”
I smiled. “Okay, at least we could try it out if those bastards are around. We could lace our weapons with a certain type of poison, say like the one I used against One Eye…”
The three smiled broadly and chuckled at the memory.
“That may work, honey, since we don’t have any weapons that could harm them with us.” Ella winked at me and took another gulp of her water.
“Yeah, it would take a lot of gold to purchase those types of weapons. Though, I could speak with the guild master and send out a request to Devon for funds.”
“I would feel better if could get some of those weapons.” Callie sighed. “Just hearing about those monsters has me wary.”
I silently agreed with her. Those strigoi were creatures not to be fucked with.
“All right, I’ll try. Uh, what about allies? Do they have any, or others that help them?”
I wondered who would help those evil bastards.
“Not that we know of.” Lexi shrugged. “Of course, we haven’t seen any in quite a while.”
“That brings up another question. Does your kin have settlements in the Kanos Empire?”
If they did, then would we run into any of them?
“We did.” Ella sat back in her chair. “But again, we haven’t spoken to any of our kin for a long time. So, who knows if any are living there or not. But it doesn’t matter, if they are, they die like the rest if we are accosted.”
I looked over at Lexi and Kat, and they agreed with her.
I grunted. “Well, until we have any evidence that the strigoi are involved, then we need to prepare for the worst. No one goes out exploring alone until we get the correct armaments. And just in case, I need to tell those who need to know that the strigoi may be the ones responsible for the kidnappings and murders.”
They grunted and we cleaned up the table.




Chapter 19

I met with the guild master at the Adventurer’s Guild and told him our concerns. He cursed and asked if it was proven, but I shook my head and told him it was our theory. We were going out to check the ritual sites and the surrounding area for clues. If we confirmed it, then we would alert everyone. He sighed and agreed. I then had him send a request for me to Devon for a writ stating we needed specific weapons and the funds to buy them. Hopefully, we would get a discount on those weapons with that.
The guild master then wanted me to voice my concerns to the commander at the garrison. I agreed and met with the commander, letting him know our theory. He cursed even more and brought his intel officer into our meeting. We discussed the incidents, and the intel officer even thought it was a viable theory. And if so, their city and the ones nearby were in danger. I explained what my crew and I planned to do and said we would get back to them if we confirmed the theory. They shook my hand, and I left.
I sighed and went straight to the apothecary. The lady had what I needed, so I bought the items in bulk. Every weapon of ours would be dipped and laced with the toxin I wanted to use. I had also grabbed the items needed for healing potions and poultices. Since the setup to make the poisons and healing items was in my pack, I didn’t need to purchase any of that stuff.
With that done, I tied the burlap sack onto the saddlebags and mounted my horse. My next stop was at the alchemist to buy the containers to store the vials in. The apothecary didn’t have the larger ones that I needed, so she advised me to visit them. I did and wasn’t surprised the elf had a problem selling to a human. He finally relented and tried to gouge me, but I smiled and told him I would bring the commander of the garrison back as well as the guild master of the Adventurer’s Guild so they could buy them for me. That had him sputtering and rambling about some nonsense I didn’t care to hear. The elf finally calmed down and sold me the containers at a decent price. I bowed and thanked him before I left.
I sighed as I made my way to the safe house. When I arrived, Lexi grabbed my purchases from me, and I took care of my horse.
When there was a break in my day, I began working on the poison. There was no telling when Devon would respond or get us the funds to buy the weapons we needed. Ella wanted to learn how to prepare and create the poison, so I had four of them sit and showed them.
As before when they learned about healing items and potions, my girls sucked up the knowledge. Callie was surprised when she heard that I could kill someone with poison. Even slip some in their drink or glass without them knowing.
“You know how to poison someone’s drink?” Cal gaped at me.
I chuckled and answered, “Yes, ma’am, I’m not all brawn, I have some brains.”
She playfully slapped my arm. “That’s not what I meant.”
“And he can also make poisons that go directly to your blood.” Lexi chuckled as she reminded Callie of what our objective was. Ella and Kat giggled at Callie’s expression.
“Yes, my mentor taught me, said it was important that I knew how to heal as well as use poisons. He explained to me with cryptic bullshit that I would need to use it out in the world. Well, I now know that he meant to get me ready for these types of situations since I’m a guardian.”
Callie slowly nodded. “Wow, that’s great knowledge to have. And just being near a guardian is daunting.”
My brow rose as the others agreed with her. I then asked, “Is this too much to deal with, ladies? I don’t want you to think that you have to stay with me.”
Ella waved off my concerns. “We’ll deal with it, Gage. It was overwhelming for us at first, but we aren’t concerned anymore.”
I grunted and exhaled a deep breath. If they left, it would put a damper on my psyche. I shook those thoughts off and got back to explaining.
Callie was impressed with the knowledge that I had and still couldn’t believe that I could create healing items and poison.
“And this knowledge could be yours when you join us,” Ella blurted with a wide grin, showing her fangs.
Callie blushed hard and stammered something incoherent that I couldn’t comprehend. The others giggled at her blushing, and I cleared my throat for them to stop, glaring at the troublemakers. They stopped and had the decency to look chagrined. The three looked over at Callie and apologized for their behavior. She shook her head and told them it was fine. I sighed and left it alone. If she wanted to join us, then she would tell us.
Lexi, Ella, and Kat explained to Callie how to prepare the healing items that we created. I observed as she too caught on quickly.
Huh, I have some intelligent women with me. I smiled and went back to making the poison.
Over the next few days, we got into a routine. We checked the area for signs of anything untoward and worked on the farm. One night, things changed for me. The girls were whispering a lot to each other, so I left them to it. I didn’t know what they were discussing and since I was outnumbered, I kept my mouth shut.
When preparing for bed, I shaved after taking my bath. I walked into the bedroom and noticed that none of the others joined me, which was strange unless they felt ill. I shrugged and wondered if this had anything to do with all the whispering there was tonight. Oh well. I hollered out goodnight to everyone before getting into bed. They responded from the other two bedrooms.
I blew out the candle in my room. I tried to sleep though it didn’t come for me, and after some time footsteps filled my doorway.
Cal whispered, “Gage, are you awake?”
I grunted and she came over to me. “I can’t get comfortable. Can I sleep with you?”
I thought about it and said, “Sure.” 
I scooted over for her to slide in to get comfortable. I felt myself dozing off when she put her arm over my chest. I didn’t move, not knowing what she had in mind. After a few minutes, her breathing slowed, and I knew she was asleep, so I joined her. 
Sunlight came through the windows and woke me up. As I moved around, I felt someone latching on to my right side. Getting my bearings together, my eyes found Cal snuggled up with me. I looked down to see she had her nightclothes on which left little to the imagination. Her bronze ass cheeks were hanging out, and her supple breasts were barely covered up. It took all my willpower to keep my hands to myself. 
After an undetermined amount of time, she wiggled, and her eyes fluttered open. I lost myself in those deep brown orbs as she smiled shyly but didn’t move away. She pulled herself up and tentatively kissed me but kept going when I didn’t object. Tender kisses turned into a full-on make-out session, running our hands over each other, but I stopped her from going further.
She looked confused by my actions. “What’s wrong, Gage? Do you not desire me?” She had this hurt look on her beautiful face.
I smiled and answered, “That’s not it at all. I just wanted to make sure things weren’t going too fast between us.” I didn’t mind!
She nodded and went back to kissing, then sat up to shed her clothes. I did the same and we leered at each other, both with smiles on our faces.
“My my my, Mister Gage, looks like the girls weren’t lying about your… mighty weapon.” She grinned mischievously.
I chuckled and whistled at the alluring beauty. “I’m not the only one hiding my goods. Damn, you are one sexy woman.”
She blushed and thanked me. We came together in a rush, our primal instinct coming out and taking over. Our first time ended quickly, but we took our time on the next session. Sometime later, we had sweat pouring off of us as we lay together wrapped in limbs.
“That was amazing, Gage. No one has done the things you did for me. Those louts of my clan have nothing on you,” she panted while taking deep breaths. 
I smirked, “Comparing?”
She got this sassy look and replied, “Hell yes! I’ll brag all day long on my man.”
I chuckled and asked, “Your man?”
She nodded curtly. “Yes, now that I’ve found you, I’m not giving you up.”
“Good, I’m not giving you up either.”
We lay there petting, kissing every so often. After a few minutes she spoke out, “A home with a man unconcerned with politics who can take care of his women, that sounds wonderful. If you would have me, then I would like to join your family.”
I wasn’t surprised by her statements. Thinking over my answer very carefully, I replied, “If that’s what the lady wants. I’m sure the girls told you this, but if that’s your decision, then it’s all in. I don’t want to get into this kind of relationship, then you decide you want to leave on a whim or an adventure.”
She replied without hesitation, “Yes, I want this. All my life I have wanted a home to call my own without having to worry about raids from other clans or intruders. Even though we are out on a mission right now, I’m glad that we are together.”
I smiled and kissed her on the top of her head. “Let’s get up and see what’s for breakfast. Or if any is left since we’re late to eat.”
Cal giggled at that, and we rose to get dressed.




Chapter 20

The two of us walked to the kitchen and found it empty, except for our plates on the table piled with food. I looked out the window to see the girls working in the garden. They planned this, so I would just grin and go with the flow then.
I strolled back to the table and sat down to eat. Cal was already there, munching on some eggs.
“So, how long have you girls planned this?”
I put some ham and eggs in my mouth as I looked over. She blushed and said, “A couple of weeks, maybe. I wanted it to happen before you got the assignment to come here, but I was scared that you would reject me. The girls said that you wouldn’t but…” She shrugged and went back to her breakfast.
I sighed. “I wouldn’t have rejected you. I knew you and the others had talked.”
Cal smiled and stated, “Now that we have that out of the way, we can enjoy our breakfast together.”
She giggled at my non-response. The two of us cleaned our plates and the table before heading out to help with the chores. The vampires catcalled and whistled as we approached. The three hugged Cal and welcomed her to the family. I rolled my eyes and went to the barn and checked on the horses after finding out that no one had fed them that morning. The rest of the day was great, and we laughed a lot. We did have a serious discussion about our next step.
The following few weeks were a blur. We got the funds to purchase the weapons needed and got a big discount since the guild was involved. We laced the blades and arrows in the poison that we created.
None of us found any evidence yet that the strigoi was out and causing strife. Observing the ritual sites didn’t help because we couldn’t find anything that led us to know what was going on. No others that we knew of were murdered or kidnapped while we searched the lands within the Kanos Empire.
We ended up taking turns in our searches, two groups of three. We did see and talk to the residents in some of the villages near the border, but no one had seen anything untoward happening.
Our thoughts on the matter were that we might have to go further in to search. Ella brought up searching at night. That wasn’t something I wanted to do, but if it came down to it then so be it. One thing was for sure, we wouldn’t split up anymore if that happened.
One day, Seamus, Kat, and I were searching through the forest a couple of miles into the empire to see if any carcasses or corpses had been left behind. We had just called it a day and began our return when we heard screams coming from the east. The three of us took off.
We made the trek in a few minutes and came to a clearing in the forest. The three of us skirted up towards the shouting and found a mixed-race group of ten people standing off against a score of gnolls. Three people were dead on the ground and one female I couldn’t identify was behind the group on her knees, holding her stomach.
I looked around and saw some trees with a good vantage point.
“All right, I will shimmy up one of those trees and take some out with arrows. Wait till they are near us before you intervene. I don’t want you getting overwhelmed.”
“Agreed,” Kat replied with a grin, hoping for some violence. Seamus grunted. 
I dropped my pack as I took off and climbed one of the trees in line with the group of gnolls. When ready, I had my bow out, waiting for the right moment to release my arrows. The leader of the gnolls was through trying to negotiate and pulling his axe out, he advanced. He didn’t make it five feet before an arrow plunged into his skull, two others joined him on the ground seconds later. Both groups stopped short, trying to locate where the arrows had come from.
One of the gnolls shouted, “Whoever is firing the arrows will die if you don’t leave this place.” 
I jumped from tree to tree to find another vantage point.
“They’re in the trees!”
The others bellowed their agreement but stopped when four others went down. Heading to another tree, I lined up and fired again. Fear gripped both parties as four more went down easily. This was the moment I was discovered.
Three more went down as they rushed to my position, and I was out of arrows. Jumping down from the tree, I dropped my bow and quiver to grab my blades, then advanced with my backup. The six remaining gnolls ran at us with rage and revenge on their minds.
“Kill them!” I shouted as the leader came straight at me.
My group ran and met them in the middle; these individuals wouldn’t be much of a challenge,
“You will die slowly,” the gnoll seethed. “I will take my revenge on you through torture for killing my brethren.”
“Yeah? You have to actually hit me to do anything you want.” Five screams and some gurgling reached my ears, and I chuckled out, “Looks like you won’t get that chance.” 
The gnoll looked around and saw his only help was on the ground, dead. They went up against a lethal vampire and a huge wolf, and they lost. Kat took three out within seconds, and Seamus took out the other two by ripping their throats out, which left me with the last. 
The gnoll leader realized his only chance to survive was to fight. He lunged at me and missed as I sidestepped him, then sliced his back open. Screaming out in pain, he tried again, but I parried with my left hand and thrust with my right hand landing a blow in his ribs. He squealed and landed hard on his knees, blood leaking out of his mouth. I crossed my blades on his neck while he mumbled out, “Finish it, you pathetic—.”  He didn’t finish his sentence since I pulled my blades back and cut the gnoll’s head off. 
I looked up to find Seamus and Kat staring at the other group. Shaking the blood off my blades, I walked up to the group with my cloak up and stopped to scan them. Kat had her cloak up as well.
The three dead were males, but what struck me was the rest were all females of different races. Five were elves of different clans: wood, high, and dark; two barbarians, a fox, and an orc. The orc was on the ground holding her stomach while the others had daggers and knives out, but there was fear in all their eyes.
I called out as I sheathed my blades. “Ladies, we mean you no harm. What’s going on here?”
One of the elves, who had dark hair, replied, “We escaped captivity. They captured us a couple of weeks ago, and we were able to slip out of their clutches to flee. We didn’t get very far before they tracked us down, then they killed the males of our group. Three of us were killed while escaping.”
I wondered if they were taken by slavers or someone else. If these were the next ones on their list.
I nodded and responded, “I have questions, but for now, are any of you injured besides the one holding her stomach?”
She answered back, “No, sir, we are just exhausted and hungry.” 
The others nodded and looked warily toward us.
“May I have a look at her?” 
They reluctantly nodded, and I went over to the injured orc and knelt down. Dark-colored blood pooled under the orc as she pulled her hands off the wound. 
I sighed. “Can one of you get my pack? We need to stop the bleeding, or she won’t make it another hour.”
“I will get it for you,” Kat replied and hurried off. A couple minutes later, she came back, and the women gasped as Seamus walked up beside me.
“It’s okay, ladies. He won’t hurt you.” 
Kat handed me the bag. I thanked her, then pulled out my supplies. Looking at the orc, I found her to be extraordinarily beautiful for her race. Long auburn hair, strong toned legs, and a nice pair of breasts. Her eyes were black, and she had small tusks, high cheekbones and pointed ears. The leather bikini top and bottom showed her hot body as well. 
“I’m going to try to stop the bleeding, is it okay to touch you?”
She looked at me for a few moments, deciding whether or not to trust me. She finally relented. I went to work, not worrying about being polite because I was in healer mode. After a few minutes, I put some bandages on after cleaning and dressing the wounds.
I stood up and said, “That should hold for now, but they won’t last. Ladies, I don’t know your situation, but it’s almost dusk, we need to leave this place before others show up.”
“And go where?” a blonde elf scoffed. “We are far from home!”
“That and we were kidnapped. They were taking us somewhere,” an elf with red hair added.
I sighed and took a deep breath, realizing that these ladies might have been kidnapped from other towns because we hadn’t heard of any incidents lately.
“Our, um, home is not that far from here. We will set you up for a couple of days to get back your strength and then we can see about getting you ladies home.” I pointed to the orc and continued, “She needs attention to her wound, I can help but we need to leave now. I’ll let you talk it over while I grab my arrows.”
I walked off and Kat followed. We retrieved the arrows that could be saved. The newly freed group had worried looks upon their faces and were fearful, but finally, after a couple of minutes of deliberating, they called out for me. The elf with dark hair came over and spoke. “What are you known by sir?”
“Slade.”
She nodded and replied, “I’m Alana. Can you show us your face? We are wary since you haven’t let us see you. We mean no offense if something is wrong with you, but under the circumstances we need to ask this of you.”
I looked over at my Kat, who shrugged but didn’t respond. I took that as she didn’t care but knew that she wouldn’t pull hers down right now. I pulled down my hood. Gasps and murmurs came from all the females in Alana’s group. 
Alana smiled. “Well, you’re quite fetching, Slade. Why do you wear that hood?” She ignored the growling coming from Kat.
“Because I try to keep a low profile, not wanting others to know who I am if I can help it.”
Alana answered, “With your skills, I can see that. Thank you for saving us, and we will take you up on your hospitality.”
I nodded and replied, “Then let’s go.”
We walked off after checking if the orc could make it on her own. She insisted she didn’t want help. Strong woman.




Chapter 21

“Ladies, we will take it nice and slow, my crew will make sure we’re safe.”
They nodded and the whispering started immediately as we began our trek back to the safe house. I advised Seamus to scout ahead. He grunted and took off.
After a few minutes Alana spoke out, “Slade, I don’t want to be nosy, but how did you come upon that magnificent creature?”
I didn’t want to tell the whole truth but let out some of it. “The wolf has helped me from the beginning. We have fought trolls together and many others, and we’ve been through some tough times. He is a great friend and companion.” She absorbed that information and was quiet for a few minutes, thinking it over.
“You must stay in the forest, all kingdoms will know if you’re around with that big wolf hovering,” a barbarian with dark brown hair commented. I looked over and nodded, again not wanting to give much away. Though, lots of others did know of Seamus already.
Since they hadn’t heard of me, I went back to giving false information. “Yes, you’re correct. I don’t get out much and live off the land. I don’t care to be seen, so I try to live a quiet life.” 
“It was good that you were out in the forest and heard our cries,” Alana mentioned. “I’m assuming that you were hunting?”
“Yep.” In a sense, we were hunting, just not game.
We walked further before another elf started talking. “You don’t talk much, do you?”
I chuckled out, “No, this way I don’t get myself in trouble.”
They all giggled. “I’m Christina, but most call me Tina. Can you really help Bree?”
I nodded to her, “I can.”
Alana responded with a smile. “Extraordinary, a male warrior that knows how to heal. Our healer died in the initial raid.”
That brought up my next question. “What town or village are you ladies from?”
“Norwich,” Christina quickly answered. The other elves nodded at her answer.
“Rochdale,” the barbarian replied. “We were living with friends.” The other barbarian and the fox agreed with her.
That was interesting. That town had to be in the Kanos Empire then. I was speculating here since beastfolk lived in Kanos. I then looked at their necks.
“So, I see that some of you have neck collars on.”
“Yes,” Alana replied. “Our magic doesn’t work due to these collars.”
“Yeah. I have seen those collars before, but don’t fret. We will get those off shortly. What element of magic do you cast?”
“Oh, that would be wonderful to get these blasted things off.” She sighed. “Nuala and I use fire, Tina and Zilyana earth, and Soria water. The human has magic as well but not sure what she can do.” 
I looked around. “What human? I don’t see one.”
She looked confused and pointed over to the six-foot-tall fox lady with six tails. “Mae, she’s over there.”
I stopped, which made everyone else stop. I felt Kat’s eyes on me as I marched in the direction of the suspect, and it hit me, she was a kitsune. 
Hmm… somehow the collar was malfunctioning, or this lady was stronger than the collar. 
When I approached, the fox lady looked ready to run, but I stopped her when I spoke out in a low voice. “Are we going to have a problem, Mae?”
She shuddered at me using her name. “No, what can I do for you, sir?”
I whispered in her ear this time so that hopefully, the elves wouldn’t hear. “Shall I reveal your secret or are you going to disappear when I get that collar off of you?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mae argued in a convincing tone. “I’m a human mage, not much of a secret.”
Sighing, I bent over and whispered again, “You aren’t human. I can see your true form, fox lady.” I chuckled at her panicked look.
“Who are you? No one should be able to see through my illusion,” Mae hissed in a low voice. “This collar doesn’t even have enough magic to reveal my form.”
I shrugged and answered, “No one special, just making sure no trouble will happen as we get you where you need to go.”
She shook her head and replied, “I won’t cause any trouble.”
I nodded and walked out in front again as the procession continued. 
“Is everything okay?” Alana asked with concern.
“Yes, ma’am. She doesn’t want to give away her secret, so I made sure she wasn’t going to cause problems for the group.”
She nodded slowly but didn’t ask any more questions. Another hour of small talk brought us to our safe house.
“Holy shit! You’re a farmer too?” Mae bellowed in disbelief. The others in her group were murmuring as we walked to the house. 
“Cal, Lexi, Ella, we’re home!” 
“Why did it take so long—?”  Ella asked as she and the others walked out with smiles on their faces. At least, they were smiling until they saw the others accompanying me.
They stopped in their tracks to look at the female group that I had escorted. 
“What’s going on, Slade?” Ella asked warily.
The elves gasped and pointed at her.
“You have a moroi here?” Alana hissed her displeasure. The others gave their opinions on the matter as well.
I rolled my eyes and stared at the elf. “Is there a problem?”
“Yeah, she’s a bloodsucker,” Christina spat. “And they aren’t to be trusted. They helped their kin kidnap us.”
Okay, that was interesting news.
“What do you mean by that?”
Alana glared at me. “Her kind helped the other bloodsuckers raid our town. Killed many and took others as prisoners. Those stupid gnolls that followed us were their thralls.”
Ella and Kat gasped at her rant. I sighed and said, “Well, I can safely say that she wasn’t involved. She and the others were with me.”
“What others?” Christina demanded and looked around.
Kat pulled her hood down as she walked over to stand by Lexi. Both smiled, which made the others back away and holler at them with disdain. I growled, tired of this.
“All right, you are free to go whenever you please. I’m not going to listen to this shit.”
I walked away, Kat and Lexi joined me as I walked by, but Alana stopped me.
“Please wait!”
I looked over my shoulder, waiting for her to continue.
She sighed. “We have been under extreme stress. Can we start over?”
I scoffed, “Start over? You have blatantly talked down and showed your disdain to the ladies here and you want to start over? Are you of the nobility and feel you can look down on others based on their appearance?”
The elf didn’t answer. Christina cleared her throat and said, “We apologize for our outburst. It was uncalled for.”
I looked over at Ella, and she shrugged letting me know that it was on me to continue or not. I exhaled a deep breath.
“Whatever. To answer your question, dear, on our way back we came upon these ladies. As you heard, they were captives of some gnolls and evidently your kin.”
Ella snorted and shook her head as she surveyed the group. Callie gasped when she saw the barbarians move up from behind the elves. She pulled one of her blades out and shouted, “You!”
Shit, again? I didn’t know what was going on, but the barbarian females evidently knew each other. I stepped in Cal’s way before she did something we would regret later.
“Stop this! I will disarm you if you don’t calm down.”
What’s the deal with these ladies?
Cal had a crazed look upon her, but she finally calmed down and sheathed the blade.
“Now, what’s the problem?”
She responded with a hiss. “That is Raenelle and Dorina. They’re from the Brown Paw clan, Raenelle is the chief’s daughter and Dorina is the daughter of the chief’s second in command. They are rivals.”
Not wanting to get into this right now since this whole situation had gone to shit, I put a stop to the standoff. “Okay, listen up. I need to take care of Bree before she faints.” Everyone looked at the orc, who was pale. “No one is to use force in this house. If you want to spar later to take out some frustration, then have at it, but no weapons will be used. That goes for everyone. Seamus will be watching, and he has my blessing to take down anyone who disobeys that rule. Are we clear?”
The entire group of ladies nodded. I took a calming breath and noticed I was way outnumbered now with all these ladies present. I gently guided Bree into the house and laid her down on one of the beds. The other ladies followed us into the house. 
“Ladies, help her to get comfortable, I’ll be right back. Cal, Ella, follow me.”
The two walked with me, agitated for some reason. When we were alone, I spoke in a low voice. “Look, I don’t know what beef you have with them, Cal, but they were in a bad situation. I don’t want you near them for now. We need to help the orc that has a big gash in her stomach.”
Cal replied with a sigh, “I’m sorry. Just seeing those two made all the terrible things they did to others come to my mind. I will help with the orc.”
“Ella, I don’t know what’s going on, but can you find out? It sounds like some bad things are going on here.”
“Yeah, it sounds like my kin is at it again.”
“If this is true, then things are getting more complicated.”
Ella agreed and told me that she would investigate.
I kissed Ella as she left, and Cal and I got to work. We applied the healing poultice to Bree’s injuries and gave her a sedative potion and a pain elixir to help ease her pain. After we were done, I went outside to the well to clean up and heard footsteps come up behind me.
“You have quite the place here,” Alana stated with a hesitant smile. “Didn’t peg you for a farmer.”
I sighed to myself. “Well, like I said, quiet life.”
She nodded and looked around. “I would like to apologize again for my attitude and rants.”
“As long as you apologized to the others, that’s all that matters to me.”
Wiping my hands and arms off, I put down the towel.
“We have, and the others are giving their accounts of what happened during the raid,” she responded quickly and hesitated before continuing. “You said that we could get these collars off, is that still the case?”
I stared at the elf to see if she was still hostile.
“I promise that we won’t cause any issues or strife on your land.” Alana bowed to me.
“I would hope not because you wouldn’t have to deal with the dhampirs or the moroi, it would be me you fought.”
I glared at the elf with hostility. She gulped and cleared her throat at my threat, very concerned now. I went into the barn and found my pack containing my tools. These devices were hopefully the ones that I’d run into in Nanrac. I grabbed my key to power them down and gestured for Alana to come forth. I opened the collar and told her to move forward very carefully.
She sighed in relief.
“How do you feel?”
The elf smiled and conjured up a fireball. “Better. Now, where did you get that key?”
I snorted at her question. She must be wary, thinking that I was mixed up in the slavery ring at some time. “Took it off some idiot slavers and kept it for this very reason.”
She grunted and seemed to accept my answer. “Can I send the others out for you to get their collars off?”
“Yeah, but you need to tell them what I told you.”
Alana stared at me for a few moments before agreeing and hurrying off. I waited for the others to come out, and one by one, I freed them and threw the collars in a corner of the barn. They thanked me profusely and went back to the house.
After hiding my key back in my pack, I called out to Seamus, asking him to watch the new ladies and make sure they behaved. He grunted and said that he would. I sighed, wondering if I wanted to go back to the cabin or if I’d be better off staying in the barn for now.




Chapter 22

I figured it was best to return to the cabin with all the hostility there was before. They had all strolled back inside after getting those collars off. I watched as Callie and Ella gestured for some of the women to follow them down the hall.
“Ladies, we have a tub here in the cabin,” Ella called out over her shoulder. “Let’s fill it up and maybe Ms. Alana can heat it up for you to take warm baths.”
The gathered ladies nodded and squealed in delight at that statement. The group helped with filling the tub and the two fire mages heated the water to a temp the ladies could handle. Ella and Callie left them to their privacy, and I went to the kitchen to find some food. 
Lexi was already there with a couple of females cutting up veggies and the leftover meat we had the previous night for a stew. There was fruit for dessert.
“Babe, you’ll have to go hunting tomorrow for some meat,” Lexi announced as I ate some berries. She bumped me with her hip.
I nodded and replied after swallowing the fruit. “Will do.” 
I grabbed a tomato and some salt before heading outside to relax and watch the sunset. Sometime later, I heard giggling and conversations inside. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but at least they weren’t fighting. I understood their point of view as well, knowing it had to have been bad for them. 
“Can I join you?” I looked back to see Mae behind me. I didn’t know why.
“Sure.”
She pulled up a chair and sighed as she ate her food. “The food is delicious. Lexi is a good cook.”
I snorted and nodded. “Yeah, especially since you probably haven’t had a good meal in a while.”
“That’s true.”
She ate in silence as I gazed up at the stars now since it had become dark. Mae finally spoke again. “Slade, you have to be a powerful mage to see through my illusions. How long have you been working at your magic? You’re young, right?”
“I haven’t been practicing. No one has mentored me in that sphere of magic. Although, you’re not the first person to ask those questions.”
“Wow, a natural adept. How is it no one has come to force you into servitude for the kingdom?” Mae questioned.
I laughed at her statement. “Most don’t know, and the few who tried weren’t successful. But I wouldn’t go easily anyway.”
“What else can you do? Any other elements?” she asked curiously as she nibbled on some fruit.
I shrugged and replied, “Not sure, never tried. I wasn’t interested in having to serve the kingdom. Though I have become more curious since we’ve run into a few problems that magic might have helped.”
She stopped with her questions and ate the rest of her food before returning inside. Ella came out and sat beside me.
“Where is everyone going to sleep?” she asked with concern.
“I’ll sleep in the barn or out here. It’s a beautiful night anyway. Let the others have the beds and we have a few bedrolls for them to use. You girls can double up. Think of it as a sleepover, like you had when you were younger.”
I laughed at her glare.
She laid her head on my shoulder and whispered, “Gage, you did a good thing today. Bree would’ve died if you hadn’t gotten to her. The others are also grateful, even though we’re of the same people who kidnapped them.”
“Yeah, did you find out the story on that?”
That would be messed up if her kin were doing that.
She sighed. “The way they explained it was that multiple races were involved in the raid. My kin, dhampirs, and from their descriptions, strigoi. The strigoi were commanding the others, so I wonder if they had them under compulsion. The bastards are strong in that ability. Of course, there were others as well, gnolls, lamias, and goblins.”
I groaned and shook my head. “Are these strigoi powerful enough to put all those under compulsion?”
She grunted. “Yes, if they are old enough.”
That brought my mind to a halt and with concern, I asked, “And what about you, Kat, and Lexi? Can you stand up to the strigoi without being under their power?”
Ella didn’t say anything for a bit. She finally answered, “I don’t know. We’ll have to find out because I’m not letting you go without us.”
I snorted. “Well, we’ll just have to be careful then.”
She nodded. “Also, Cal will eventually have to deal with those two from the rival clan. I can sense that there is hostility between them.”
I put my arm around her and replied, “Okay, just don’t let her kill them.”
Ella giggled. “I know, but she will need to teach them a lesson. Cal also told me that when they are able, the two need to return to their home. Their kin will probably be looking for them and we don’t need that problem.” 
I agreed with that and wondered why they were this far from the mountains anyway. She didn’t know, so I dropped it and kissed her tenderly. Ella went back in and got the others into some of the girl’s night clothes and my shirts, then got them into bed. Seamus came up to me and sat down.
Gage, we need to be more vigilant. This area is hostile, and most of the residents aren’t friendly. Not to mention, we knew nothing about that raid.
I know and will ask the commander about that. I wonder if he even knows.
They said they were captured weeks ago in a raid. Surely, the garrisons were updated with that information.
You would think so.
I heard your concerns. If those strigoi compelled those races, we could be in serious trouble. Especially, if they aren’t done with their raids.
I agree, we may need to recruit some help. And something tells me this won’t be the last time we rescue people in these woods.
We agree then. I’ll come to get you in the morning to hunt.
I grunted and he left to get some sleep. I stayed out for a bit more before heading to the barn to rest and wondered what was in store for us in the coming days. The future seemed bleak.
++++
Morning came early, and I groaned as my body moved out of the wagon; that was where I ended up sleeping. It definitely wasn’t the brightest idea I’d ever had, either. Shaking the cobwebs out of my head, I walked into the kitchen of the safe house and stopped short to see others up already. But that’s not why I hesitated. No, it was because these ladies still had their nightclothes on. And I’m only talking about the lower parts. These ladies clearly didn’t have any issues with being nude, as most of them were topless. 
Seriously? What the fuck? They came here and everyone was hostile to each other. Now they’re giggling and talking like long-lost friends in an unfamiliar house. Again, what?
Dammit, my cock was waking up and gawking at these beautiful morsels with legs that went for miles, toned midriffs, and pert breasts. I had to squeeze him hard to stop him from embarrassing both of us. That and the girls would rip my throat out if I did anything.
Alana saw me and smiled before she called out her greeting. “Morning, Slade!” 
All of the women present took it upon themselves to turn, smile, and say that as well. I guessed waking up without a cage around them was raising their spirits.
Good on them then. I wonder why they’re in here cooking. Where are the girls? Are they not up yet?
I really tried not to stare at their assets but damn, these women, even though most had bed hair, wore no makeup and were just gorgeous. I croaked out my reply. “Morning, ladies. Sleep well?”
They all giggled knowingly but had the decency not to comment about it. They even thanked me for hosting them.
Tina asked, “Slade, would it be all right if some of us worked in the barn and gardens to collect the goods? And maybe some could go hunting with you? We don’t want to be a burden and want to help where we can.”
I thought about her questions carefully. Did I want them here for an extended period of time? If yesterday was any indication, they would kill each other before the day was out. I chuckled to myself. It would be interesting to see though.
Hmm… I knew that they needed rest and to recover, but… I took a breath and responded, “If that’s what you want. I figured you would take today off and relax, but it’s up to my girls.”
They started murmuring to each other while I picked up some fruit and cheese. 
Yeah, that should halt their questions until the girls get in here. 
Ella and Kat came in at that time and smiled broadly as they looked at the topless females. Kat came over and snickered. “Getting a good look, honey?”
“Some words come to mind in this situation. ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it.’  Devon actually said that when there were some ladies half dressed down by the river when we were taking a break in my training. Let’s just say this scene before us definitely woke me up.”
Ella laughed at that statement as she drank some water. “I bet, and junior as well?”
I nodded and she kissed me while groping my cock, which didn’t help the situation at all.
“I wouldn’t do that unless you want me to show these ladies your goods when I bend you over that table.”
She growled huskily, “That would make my day, but we probably shouldn’t at this time.”
I chuckled and asked, “How’s Bree?”
“She’s still sleeping, but I think she will pull through,” Ella replied as she picked up some fruit that one of the ladies had set out. “She’s a strong one, but we need to really make sure no infection sets in.”
I nodded and advised her of what Tina asked. 
She shrugged and said, “Sounds great. We can divvy out duties to the ones who want. It will be nice to have company here for a couple of days.”
“Even though they might show some hostility?” I asked.
“We are over that and deeply apologize for our actions,” Alana interrupted me. “If we would not be in the way or a bother, the ladies and I would like to stay a few days to recover. But we would help in any way we could.”
She had stood up to address us. The elf wasn’t just beautiful, she was stunning. Alana had the body to start wars over. Hell, Tina did as well.
Ella looked over as Cal and Lexi came in, taking in the scene before them. She asked, “Did you hear that? No problems working or living with them?”
Lexi sniffed. “If there is a problem, we can duel.”
Cal grunted and agreed with her. Ella glanced over at Kat, who shrugged.
Ella then smirked at our guests. “We would enjoy the company and hope that seeing us won’t bring up bad memories.”
Kat agreed. I looked over at the ladies sitting down at the table. They nodded to each other, stating that none would hold anything against them. That was a relief.
“Is this a topless party?” Lexi questioned everyone and took off her blouse. “Ah, that feels better.”
“I’ll say,” Cal agreed as she took off her tunic and bra, letting her breasts free. “The girls can breathe now.”
The two giggled and went over to get their breakfast.
I shook my head when Kat and Ella did the same. Getting my breakfast, I ate managing not to stare too much as the women talked. When finished, I cleaned my plate in the sink and turned to the others.
“Okay, ladies. I’m going to go grab a couple more bows and meet those who want to go hunting. See you in twenty minutes.” 
They nodded and finished eating before getting dressed. 




Chapter 23

I went and grabbed the three extra bows with quivers from the barn. Filling them with arrows, I went out to meet the others. Alana, Tina, Mae, and Raenelle were waiting for me outside the barn. Seamus was off to the side.
“Ladies, does everyone know how to hunt?” 
They nodded and I handed them my bow and the other three.
“Do you not need one, Gage?” Tina asked in disbelief.
“No, I have Seamus, and also my blades.” I took two throwing knives out of my harness and twirled them.
“Damn, are you an assassin?” Mae, the kitsune, questioned me with curiosity.
I chuckled and replied, “Nope, just trained.”
“Can I ask why?” Alana asked in her haughty tone.
I was definitely not going to tell them my secrets, so I shrugged it off and didn’t answer that question. “All right, ladies, let’s move out and see if we can stock the cold room.” 
We walked into the woods to begin our journey. The ladies surrounded me, and we silently made our way to locate some fresh meat. Two hours later, we came upon a herd of stag, and our group spread out for each of them to try and get their own kill. Seamus made his way off to the side where no one would mess with his kill, hoping to get some fresh meat.
Our little group slowly moved up until we got into position. I gave the signal and they let loose the arrows, and my killer wolf tackled a stag as well. 
I saw four stags down and the remaining one hurried away. The four would provide fresh meat for a few days at least, and whatever was left would go into the smokehouse. Seamus would be satisfied for a couple of days, too.
We strapped one of the stags onto the predator’s back and I carried one on mine. The last two were carried by the ladies. They made small talk on the way back, but as we came upon the clearing of the cabin, Raenelle spoke to me.
“Slade, I have to ask, how did you and Callie end up together?”
I looked at the beautiful lady of one of the Norsemen tribes, wondering what the tiff was between them.
“We helped some people in a caravan fight off a score of gnolls. I didn’t know who she was at the time. So, I left after dealing with the creatures because I didn’t want to deal with the people asking where I was from and such. Callie ended up tracking me down and wanted a chance to train with me. We hit it off, and now, she never wants to leave.”
The ladies smiled at my recollection. Raenelle responded, “I can understand why just watching you and your cozy setup here. You’re a rare find, Slade. She’s a lucky woman.” 
The rest of the females murmured their agreement. I didn’t know what to say so I kept my mouth shut. It wouldn’t be pertinent to let them know that this was not my land or home.
As we came upon the barn, I grabbed some rope and began hanging the stags from the rafters. We were going to clean three of them and give one to Seamus. He growled his pleasure and took off to have some privacy. 
After field dressing the stags, the Norsewomen, I guess that’s what they were called, wanted to skin the stags to make a pelt for some warmer clothes. I let them do their thing as we continued. 
Not wanting to waste any meat, we seasoned them accordingly. Tina and Mae took the cuts to the cabin while the rest of us washed up by the well. I walked into the kitchen and noticed the others, even Cal, the blushing queen, still had their tops off. My group decided if the others didn’t have them on, then they wouldn’t either. 
It was torture for me and junior, so I shook my head, grabbed some snacks, and walked to my room. I gazed out my window at the forest and the surrounding area thinking about what would happen in the next week or so. It would be best to hide our intentions when we stepped into the empire. Our guests would get suspicious, but we needed to continue our trek to find those strigoi and their allies. My thoughts were interrupted when Ella came in.
She wrapped her arms around my waist and laid her head against my back. “What are you thinking about?”
I sighed. “How are we going to keep our guests from knowing what our agenda here is?”
“Hmm… I guess we’ll need to make it look like we’re just hunting while in the empire,” she suggested. “Either that or take it easy for a few days.”
I thought about that as well, but those vamps weren’t taking a break and I brought that up to her. She was concerned as well, but since we had helped the ladies here, our future pursuits might lead someone back to our safe house. That wasn’t what I wanted, and neither did she.
We would need to be diligent about concealing our tracks and moving in different directions to throw off anyone who was tracking us. Ella brought me out of my mind.
“You’ve made quite an impression, Slade.” She chuckled softly.
I turned around to give my attention to her and felt confused when I asked, “What are you talking about?”
“I mean, when you stand up to one elf and lay down the law so to speak, the others listen. They even show you their breasts.” She giggled and playfully hit me on the chest. 
“What?” I asked flatly.
“Unless you think they have some ulterior motives,” she stated with a mischievous grin.
I rolled my eyes and scoffed, “Not going to happen with any of them, whether you want it to or not.”
Ella shrugged. “Why not? You’re a male that provides for his women. They see that. Why do you think they are all topless? It means they feel comfortable around you and want to let loose here because it’s peaceful and not like their homes. Their words, not mine. And maybe they are trying to catch your eye. Who knows?”
I put my hand over my eyes and groaned. “How can you even think that right now?”
She giggled and hugged me. “Even though this is a safe house, they don’t know that. Their group is relaxed and realizes that they can do pretty much what they want here with no one to tell them whether it is right or wrong. Hell, even the Norsewomen have been quick to relate to the others. That normally doesn’t happen when they are near any elves. The two races hate each other.”
“It still blows my mind that you are acting like this is no big deal. I mean, just yesterday, they wanted to kill you.”
“It’s not the first time that we’ve dealt with it, Gage,” she retorted. “Remember, we have been around for three thousand years.”
“Look, there’s something about those elves that rubs me the wrong way, and those ladies have a background that seems familiar. With the way they talked to us and how formal they are, I think that they are nobles.”
She grumbled. “Now that you mention it, I see it. Hmm… better to stay away from them then, Gage. With everything going on with the raids they told us about, it seems that the strigoi are doing more than just having fun. They are up to something, and it won’t be pleasant for those who they have kidnapped.”
I grunted. “I agree with you. Since they used your kin, with or without compulsion, we need to be conscientious of who we come upon. We don’t know if they are with them or not.”
“Yeah, this is getting complicated,” she said. “Do you think that we should advise the commander at the garrison?”
I nodded. “I was planning on it after things got settled. Maybe this afternoon. I wonder if our guests want their location known.”
Ella pondered my statement. “We need to ask. I’ll do that and let you know.”
“Okay, so what are your plans then ‘OH DEVIOUS ONE’?”
She smirked and replied, “To calm your emotions, I was only joking about any of them joining us.”
I sighed. “Four is enough, Ella.”
She hugged me and whispered, “Maybe, maybe not.”
I glared at her which didn’t faze her one bit.
“All right, let’s take it day by day. I think they just want to take a vacation from everything for a little while. For a few days, maybe a week. They will probably leave afterwards, but I will find out if they want others to know where they are at the moment.”
I thought about that and wondered if that was the right thing to do. I hoped it wouldn’t bite us in the ass. “I won’t say anything to the commander until you let me know that it’s what they want.”
Ella kissed me passionately. I stopped the kiss, and she was breathing hard. She stepped back and whispered, “Thank you for that, I need to check on Bree.”
I snorted as she hastily exited. Once again, I was alone in my room.
The day went on. We ate some venison for lunch, and after, we demonstrated some exercises for our guests. Some wanted to learn, so we began training them. Most of them picked up the techniques quickly. I informed them it would take time and repetition to store them to memory, so for the next couple of hours, they practiced. 
Before I knew it a week flew by, and the ladies were still with us. No fighting either. Well, Cal had sparred with her kin. That was something to see; she whipped the two into submission. I guessed everything was settled then. After that, they seemed to be cordial and even nice to each other.
I went out to patrol further than before with Kat and Lexi. Mae and a couple others came as well on a few of our trips, though ostensibly, we were going hunting. A few places showed signs of altercations and even blood, but no bodies.
Mae was suspicious at the very beginning. She asked a few questions, but we concocted something as an answer and changed the subject. However, I could tell she was going to confront us before long.
Bree healed up and began learning what I taught the others. Being from a warrior tribe, she picked it up swiftly. My other trainees were completing the first few lessons by then, and I was hesitant to keep going with the sessions, not knowing when they were leaving. I cornered Ella the next day. 
I whispered to her because elves and other races had extremely good hearing. “Ella, what is our situation regarding our guests?” 
She was confused. “What do you mean?”
“You told me not to let the commander know that our guests were here. That they wanted peace and quiet before they left to go back to their lives. So, I figured we could help them recoup for a few days, like we said, and then send them on with some weapons since they are mages. Now it has been a week. I’m sure their families will want to know that they are alive and well.”
Ella smiled and gave me a chaste kiss on the lips. “I know. They are preparing to leave, probably tomorrow. So, don’t worry.”
I rolled my eyes. “I still don’t understand why they didn’t want the commander to know where they were. He is an elf, so he would be able to help them more I would think. Hell, he blew his top when I told him about the strigoi using the moroi and dhampirs to help them. The guy would probably be livid if he found out we rescued a group of women and kept them here without notifying the authorities.”
“I can see him getting angry at that.” Ella winced when picturing the big commander angry. “Others would be as well, I assume.”
“Yes, they would. And the commander knows that we have a difficult fight ahead of us if we battle the strigoi. Oh, I also sent word to Devon about our situation. Though, I haven’t gotten a response from him yet.”
She got serious and answered, “I’ve asked the ladies why numerous times, Kat and Lexi have too. Alana and Tina are the leaders of that group and are stubborn. For some reason, they don’t want anyone to know they are here. The other elves are leaving soon I think regardless of what Alana and Tina do. The two Norsewomen are healing up after the beating Cal gave them and are heading out tomorrow. I told them we would give them a couple blades and a bow when they left.”
I agreed with that. “Okay, and what about the orc?”
She shrugged. “Not sure. She hasn’t said anything. I will ask her today.”
“Well, I guess there isn’t anything else to add then.”
She smiled and replied, “I don’t think so, but we will need to go into town and grab some supplies soon.”
“I’ll journey to town then. I just wish they would hurry up and leave, because my body needs some relief from the wagon bed.” I stretched my back to make my point.
She patted my ass and said, “Aww, is my big man having issues? Is it the back or the front?” 
Ella grabbed my cock and started rubbing. I stared at her, wondering what she was going to do.
“Maybe I can help with the soreness later.”
“If you don’t stop right now, you’re about to be on the ground with your ass up in the air, screaming.”
She shuddered. “That sounds lovely. I’m having withdrawals as well, as are the others. Cal whines the most though.”
I chuckled at her response. “I will saddle a horse and head to town in a few then.”
Ella kissed me and then went back to doing whatever she was doing before I interrupted.




Chapter 24

I was in the barn saddling one of the horses when I heard footsteps approaching. I ignored them and continued my task.
“Can I go with you?”
I looked over my shoulder to see Mae standing a few feet away, wearing brown trousers and a green tunic. My eyes went straight to her backside to gaze upon her tails, which confused me because I couldn’t see any of them. I then glanced at the top of her head. Mae’s furry ears weren’t there anymore either.
She must have seen the look on my face since she said, “My magic allows me to hide my true nature from others.”
My brow rose at her statement. “Then why could I see it when we first met?”
Come to think of it, I hadn’t really paid attention the past few days. Have they been present?
“The collar,” she calmly replied.
I nodded at that explanation. They were built to stop magic, but Mae’s magic must have been too much for it to hide, though it begs the question. Why didn’t she free herself if the collar didn’t work on her?
“And from the look on your face and the question you now asked, I would take a guess that you haven’t paid attention to me since you took the collar off.” Mae smiled and crossed her arms across her chest.
I shrugged. “I have a lot on my mind at the moment.” Hopefully, she would take that excuse and not ask any questions about why we patrolled the border.
So, before she could, I asked, “Why couldn’t you free yourself from the collar if it didn’t work?”
“The collar tried to make my true nature visible,” Mae explained as she walked over to the horse beside me and began to saddle it. “But I stopped it from showing, or I thought I did. You saw through my illusion. …Anyway, I didn’t have the right tools to take it off.”
I guessed she was coming along with or without my permission.
I sighed and led the horse out of the barn. Not a minute later, Mae did the same. I had mounted my horse and waited for the fox lady. My eyes scanned the area. The ladies were out and about, still with no tops on. I shook my head and turned toward the town.
Mae snickered at me. “What’s the matter, big boy? Too much temptation?”
I glared at her for a few moments before rolling my eyes. “Yes. I am a male that likes to see a woman’s assets, but only my women’s, if you know what I mean. I don’t need anyone to tease me.”
“I doubt they are teasing you,” Mae said as she tried to cover up her laughter with her hand. “I believe they are letting loose and trying not to be the uptight bitches they used to be.”
I observed our surroundings to make sure that no danger was about. “And what does that mean?” I had an idea, but I wanted to make sure.
“Alana and Christina are of the nobility,” Mae replied as we trotted along, and the city gates came into view.
I grunted. “I thought so.” They should have been gone by now then. “How high in the hierarchy are they? Duchesses? Countesses?”
“They don’t rank the nobility like that.” She shook her head. “If I had to guess, both would be duchesses. Their fathers oversee a large territory filled with citizens and resources, and they protect the forest.”
“What about the others then?” I asked curiously. “Are they nobles as well?”
“Nah, the ones that are left used to be their ladies-in-waiting.”
“And they aren’t now?”
Mae shrugged. “The only reason why I know even that much is because I overheard them whispering when we were in that blasted caged wagon. So, I don’t know about that. I do know that they are scared right now and don’t want to go back to their lands or even contact their families.”
That was strange to hear. “And why is that? I would think they would want to go back to their homes for protection. Unless the city that got raided was theirs?”
She stared at me without saying anything for quite some time before she responded. And then it was in a low voice. “As you probably know, I’ve been observing and investigating you this past week, trying to detect or discover anything remiss about you or what you are hiding. You and your women are new to this area and the house you are living in isn’t yours.”
I chuckled. “I’m aware that you have been snooping. What gave it away?”
She shrugged and looked away. “Little things. Like you didn’t know where certain things were, and one of your women wasn’t aware that you didn’t have chickens. I believe she wanted some eggs for breakfast and found that you were out. She then tried to get one of the ladies to fetch the daily eggs from the coup.”
“Ah.” I sighed and kept quiet.
“So, why are you here?” Mae demanded. “At first, I was expecting you to be with the ones that have been raiding and kidnapping, but since no one has shown up to take us away, then that thought was wrong.”
“I’m not going to answer that because it isn’t any of your business. And since we’re demanding things, why are you still here, Mae? You’re the only beastfolk that was in that cage from what I heard. The three that ended up being killed as you escaped were two elves and one of the Norsemen. Their bodyguard I assumed, but then I asked why only one was there. I found out later that the other three got gutted in the raid. And that brings up more questions in my mind. Why were the Norsemen this far in the Elven Kingdom?”
My questioning clearly made her uncomfortable. I didn’t know if it was the fact that I brought up her being alone or the Norsewomen.
“I don’t know why the ladies from one of the Norsemen tribes were present in Norwich,” Mae began and hesitated a few brief moments before continuing. “I was there to find out what happened to my sister. She and a group of adventurers were headed to that city to check with the guild about some jobs, but we never received any letters from her or any of her party. That wasn’t a normal thing. She knew that Mother was a worrier and would send out someone to track her down if she didn’t check in. Two weeks after, Mother sent me a missive about it, and I set out to search for her. It was then that I heard they hadn’t checked in at the guild, and no one had heard from them. That was six weeks ago.”
Damn. “Sorry to hear about your sister.”
We were near the gates to the city, so I kept quiet. She didn’t speak again either.
I led us to the livery and left the horses there before setting out for the store. After the supply run was taken care of, I strolled to the garrison. Mae seemed to want to know why, but no words came out of her. I left her at the entrance even though I knew that she wanted to come with me. I didn’t trust her. She gave me the sob story about her sister, but something didn’t add up. Why was she still here if she was looking for her sister? She should have left right after she was rescued.
I spoke to the commander and gave him an update on our progress, which was pretty much nil at this time. We were still looking for evidence regarding the strigoi but no one had found any. I left and ignored the look that Mae gave me as we traveled back to the livery. The clerk at the store had delivered our goods, and I loaded them into the saddlebags before heading out.
We were outside the city before Mae spoke. “Are you not going to tell me why you were at the garrison? They knew you and let you in without vetting who you were.”
I chuckled. “You’re smart, Mae. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”
She stewed and kept quiet the entire way back to our safe house. I saw the others out messing with the gardens as we came into the barn. Mae remained silent as we brushed down the horses. It was strange but I mentally shrugged and sauntered out of the barn when Mae ran out in front of me and stopped.
“I’ll help you,” she blurted.
That caught me by surprise, and I said as much. “What do you mean help me?”
The fox lady snorted. “You aren’t here for the scenery, big boy. This isn’t your home because you’re human, and most elves don’t like humans. Most beastfolk don’t care for humans either. No offence.”
I snorted. “I’m sure the feeling is mutual when humans meet elves who are stuck up and snobbish. I have felt that way most of the time I have been here. I don’t trust any of them. Now, let’s speak about you and your kin. They are tricksters as told in our history. Illusion magic, mind magic, you name it. The kitsune are a powerful species and are masters in that sphere of magic. And those six tails that you are wearing on your backside tell me that you are very proficient in your magic. So, don’t tell me that you will help because I know that your kind wants something in return. Hell, you are like the fae in that regard. No one trusts you. That’s why you hide who you are most of the time, is it not?”
She groaned and grumbled out something I couldn’t comprehend.
“And let’s not forget the story you told me on our way to the city. If you were searching for your sister, then you would have left already without telling anyone why. But since you’re standing in front of me, I call your story bullshit. Now, please step aside or I will move you.”
Mae held up her hand to stop me. “Please.”
I halted and stared at the beauty, waiting for an explanation.
She sighed and spoke in a low voice. “I’m speaking the truth regarding my sister. She has gone missing. But you’re right, I haven’t been honest with you.”
“Out with it then,” I demanded when she kept silent.
“I figured you are here for two reasons, Slade,” she said. “One, you are searching for someone as I am. Or two, you are searching for whoever is responsible and trying to take them out.”
I exhaled a breath before responding. “That isn’t what I’m waiting for. Tell me the truth.”
“I was already on my way to Norwich anyway, for a job,” Mae explained in a huff. “My sister had gone missing, so, I had to check that out as well. But my main reason for being in that town was… I was contracted to kill Lady Alana and Lady Christina.”
That put me on guard quickly. My daggers were in my hand in no time, ready to defend myself. Seamus came running over, growling. He must have heard our conversation through our link.
“If I wanted it done, I would have already killed them,” Mae whispered. That didn’t make me any more relaxed.
I stepped up to the shorter woman, towering over her. I growled, “Why are you still here then? I’m not going to ask again. Just because you haven’t done anything yet, doesn’t mean you won’t. And just so you know, if you hurt any of mine, there will be nowhere in this world that will be safe for you. And when I’m done tearing you apart, then I’ll hunt down every one of your family members and kill them as well.”
She growled at me, and her blades were in her hands. I heard lots of shouting then, but I didn’t move or turn my head. Ella and Kat sprinted to us. I felt them come up behind me. Seamus was still growling.
“What the fuck is going on here?” Ella demanded and brought up her magic. I felt some other magic on my right, unsure who that was. My focus was on the kitsune.
“Slade! What’s going on!?” Kat shouted. “Why are you two about to kill each other?”
“Your move,” Mae whispered to me.
I chuckled at that. “My move, eh?”
I turned and walked away. The girls tried to get me to talk, but I kept silent. Alana and Christina were in a defensive position, as were the others. The Norsewomen had garden tools in their hands for weapons. I snorted at that and nodded to them. My ears picked up Ella and Kat demanding to know what had happened.




Chapter 25

I went inside and drained a cup of water to try and calm myself down. The kitsune is a contract killer. An assassin. What the hell am I supposed to do with that information?
It wasn’t long before I heard footsteps hurrying my way. I filled my cup again and downed it as Ella, Kat, Lexi, and Callie flew into the house. The four were concerned and slowly came up to me.
“Are you all right?” Ella asked as she peered into my eyes. “Mae wouldn’t tell us anything.”
I grunted and blurted, “That probably isn’t even her real name.”
That confused them. Kat asked, “What does that mean?”
Taking a deep breath, I thought about what I needed to do next. I also knew that I couldn’t keep this from them. So, I spoke in a low voice just in case anyone was outside.
“Mae is a contract killer.”
That stunned them. All four gasped and their hands flew over their mouths.
“An assassin,” Ella hissed.
“Yes, and that’s the reason I was upset.”
The vampires nodded their understanding.
Callie cleared her throat and asked, “Even though she’s an assassin, I mean I’m not condoning that, but why were you about to kill her?”
The others were curious to know as well.
“Because her assignment was to kill Alana and Tina,” I replied and stretched out my back.
“What!?” the four gasped in unison.
I groaned when another voice spoke out.
“Yes, it’s true,” Mae said as she strolled into the house.
Man, she must have great hearing.
I could hear you from outside as well.
Shit, I guess we weren’t quiet at all then.
The girls were all on alert now, wary of the kitsune.
“Why are you in here, Mae?” Ella hissed. “If that’s even your real name.”
Mae sighed and shook her head. “It isn’t.”
“I figured as much.”
Mae sat down at the table. I glared at the bitch. “I don’t care what your name is. I want to know what your objective is. To carry out your assignment? If that is so, then you will need to wait until they are away from here. We don’t need that kind of problem here.”
The fox lady grinned. “And why is that? What exactly are you doing here, Slade? This isn’t your home anyway.”
I closed my eyes and thought about what to say.
“We don’t have to tell you anything,” Kat firmly stated as she took out her dagger. “There are five of us and only one of you.”
Mae rolled her eyes. “You can put the dagger away, I’m not here to rile you up. I want to help.”
“Really?” Ella scoffed. “You want to help with what?”
“Like I was telling your man earlier before things got out of hand.” Mae pointed at me. “You are here trying to find the perpetrators and dispose of them, correct?”
The girls looked over at me. I decided to tell her some of the truth.
“Yes, what of it?”
Mae smiled like she had won first prize. “I knew it! Now, since you gave me some information, I’ll do the same. Yes, I was on assignment, but that’s invalid now. The people who hired me would know that the two were kidnapped doing the raid.”
That would be a good assumption, but that brought up an interesting thought. “Do these people that you dealt with… Wait, did you have contact with them? Eye to eye contact?”
She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I did have a face to face, so that if they stiffed me, I could go after them.”
Well, at least she has her standards then. Pfft.
“Then who hired you? Had to be someone in their families if they wanted to off them. Sister or brother.”
“Your theory is probably true,” Mae replied. “But I didn’t meet with any of the family members. I met one of their subordinates.”
Huh, I guess that’s something to worry about later. At least, for them, that is. Stupid politics.
“That must be why the two haven’t gone to town to contact their families,” Lexi declared with a far-off look in her eye. “They somehow know that someone was after them.”
“I don’t know about that,” Callie disagreed with a shake of her head. “Unless they were tipped off, how would they know that someone was paid to kill them?”
That was a good point.
“I don’t know, but may I remind you that the two elves aren’t in any hurry to leave,” Ella said. “And don’t forget the others with them. They said they were leaving soon, but I doubt that will happen without Alana and Tina leaving.”
“Those are good points, ladies,” Kat acknowledged. “You also have to take into consideration that none of them want to speak with anyone in the city. Not even the commander at the garrison.”
The ladies agreed with her.
“Well, we can’t worry about that right now.”
“We can’t?” Callie questioned me in disbelief. “What if those bastards come looking and find them here?”
“I doubt they would be anywhere near here. Norwich is nowhere close to us. And if they show up, then we’ll kill them.”
Ella smiled, as did the other vampires, showing their fangs. They wouldn’t back down if any trouble showed up. Callie would have to get that in her head going forward.
“Let’s get back to the point of this conversation,” Ella reminded us. “What is this help you keep offering?”
Mae shrugged. “I overheard you talking about it, so with us being in the same sphere, I can help with his magic. With the strigoi about… yes, I heard you speak about them as well. I do believe that they are compelling the moroi and dhampir to help them. Well, maybe not all of them. Some may need to be taken out.”
Ella, Lexi, and Kat grunted at her statement. I agreed too if the vampires were being wicked.
“I hate to admit it,” Ella sighed and looked over at me, “but we need all the help we can get. And if you can keep your mind from being compelled like you did with Zeke, then I believe we have a chance to take them out.”
“What?” Mae asked in disbelief. “He shook off compulsion from a moroi or dhampir?”
Ella turned her attention back to the fox lady. “Yes, he did. And ended up almost killing him.”
Mae assessed me again. “Well, then we may not have to start from the beginning then.”
I snorted. “Let’s get to the part where you tell us what you want for this help.”
Everyone stared at the kitsune then, knowing one wouldn’t help unless they were getting something out of an agreement. She chuckled. “Well, like I said before, my sister went missing, and I believe she was caught up in the schemes that the strigoi have going on, and she was kidnapped. I want you to help me find her.”
I thought about her request for almost a minute before answering. “We are taking out anyone that is involved in the schemes you mentioned. Our goals align with that, but for me to agree to this, you have to help with the search and rescue. Even with the killing.”
I turned my attention to Ella, silently asking what her thoughts were on this.
“I agree with that. She will be involved at all times when we are away.”
“And if she isn’t then she will help out around here with the chores and whatever comes up,” Kat added.
“That sounds good to me,” Lexi agreed. Callie just nodded.
I glanced over at Mae. It took a bit, but she finally agreed to our terms.
“Do we tell Alana or Tina about this?”
“No, that will only get them worried.” Ella patted me on the shoulder.
With that, we went our separate ways. Mae had me go with her to practice my magic. The girls put up the supplies I had purchased before going back to whatever they were doing when I came back from the city.
The next few days went by, and a few things happened. The Norsewomen had left early one morning with a few weapons. I didn’t learn why they were this far from home and probably never would, but it didn’t matter to me right then. Alana and Tina came to the girls and discussed them staying longer. I heard them speak about building another home or some living space. Tina and Zilyana were earth mages, as was Ella. They took care of that in no time at all. We had gone hunting that morning and when we came back a few hours later, it was built. They would need to get bedding and linens, though.
I worked on my magic with Mae, which turned out to be more difficult than I thought, but I slowly began to make progress. We worked on the most important magic: Mind shielding. She said that I was adept at that, so it was easy for me to handle. Mae tried to force her way into my mind numerous times, but I flung her intrusions off. The next items to work on were the intrusion spells and even compulsion. I was stronger at that than the illusion magic. Mae tried to block me out, but I bypassed her mind shields and could have rooted around in her mind to find out anything that I wanted. I wasn’t going to, and she even threatened to gut me if I did without her permission. I scoffed and told her that unless it was warranted, then I wouldn’t invade her privacy.
The illusion magic was next, and I was okay with it. Being able to disguise myself was very cool. It was like a shroud of magic that masked my identity.
Then came telekinesis. This aptitude wasn’t going so well. I could lift small things, but not anything big so far. Mae told me to keep working with my magic to make it stronger and keep my mind sharp. It was like a muscle. She compared it to me working out with my sword and other weapons to keep up my skills. I shrugged and told her that I would.
We went over other spheres. I tried to use water magic and even earth magic, but they didn’t work at all. I couldn’t feel anything different within my mind or body or if it reacted to that magic. When I tried air and fire magic, I felt something tingling within my core. That was what Mae called it, and even Ella taught me that.
I asked about the other spheres: Conjuring, beast, and even summoning. Mae already knew about Seamus and telepathy. We didn’t work on that, but she did say that I could eventually mind speak with the girls. That would be cool to be able to silently have a conversation, especially during battle. It would no doubt be a tremendous advantage.
Mae went over what she knew of beast magic and bonding. Since she was a beastfolk, they had mages within her kin that had bonds that helped with all kinds of situations. Everyday life, work, and even fighting. She did mention that whatever creature did your bidding, it was a mutual contract even if it would only be for a few minutes. For example, I could form a contract with a squirrel to find water or an herb that I was looking for. Or have a bird look for a cave from the air. Things like that. She laughed and told me that I could even use bees to attack others. I thought about that; it could be worth trying out.
We then went over summoning, which she knew nothing about except that the mage could summon creatures from other planes to do their bidding. Some summoners formed lifelong contracts like beast tamers. I sighed. There was so much information out there, I would need to see if I could find any manuals on that type of magic.
Conjuring was a cool ability. The conjurer would be able to create an item that they knew intimately. Like clothes, a dagger, and even furniture if you could concentrate for a bit. I was able to conjure a belt and even a shoe, but I was tired at that point and rested.
All in all, it turned out I had numerous talents in different spheres, which was great. The girls were impressed and mentioned that Devon must have known. Especially about the conjuring ability. I would be able to make my own weapons from the ether. Now that was definitely cool.




Chapter 26

It was a couple days later, and I wanted to check to see if there were any magic stores in town. Even if the stuck-up elves were wary, I was keen to see if they had any summoning books or spells.
Ella was with me this time. Mae was helping the others with the bedding and linens. Since she was staying as well, Kat told her she needed to get her own supplies. Lexi snorted and said that we weren’t going to provide room and board for her unless she helped out around the farm.
I chuckled at the argument they had before we left. The kitsune was rambling on about not feeling up to getting out of the house today. It wasn’t just my girls, but all of them told her to get ready to leave, or she could do it on her own and with her own money.
And that brought up our next dilemma. Our group was supposed to be working undetected or at least as much as possible, but we hadn’t managed to do that and now, we found ourselves with numerous guests.
I asked for information and directions to any magic shops and discovered they only had two. One was owned by an elf, the other a gnome. The nearest one was our next stop.
A bell rang as we entered, letting the proprietor know that they had customers. I heard some discussion going on to my right, but it wasn’t any of my business, so I observed the area. The shop was clean and had numerous aisles filled with items. Most were foci and materials used for different kinds of spells, rituals, et cetera. None of that was what I was looking for. My eyes were on the tomes near the front.
I made my way over with Ella. The spines on most were worn or faded meaning that these were old. I tried to find any mentioning summons or summoner. As I examined the books, I was interrupted.
“How may I be of assistance?”
I turned to my right and saw an elf with long brown hair. She was cute and had a smile on her face.
“Yes, I’m looking for a tome that explains summoning. Do you have such a book? Or something for a beginner summoner?”
I smiled, but she didn’t see me because Ella and I had our hoods up.
“Uh, well, the only thing that I can remember is this little booklet on the end,” she replied and walked to the end of the aisle. The elf grabbed it and looked at the title to make sure she had the right one before turning back to me. I was about to grab it when a gruff voice butted in.
“Nina, what have you got there?”
I looked at the newcomer and wasn’t impressed. He was barely taller than her, which was right at six feet and skinny. The elf snatched the booklet away from Nina, who was shocked at his behavior. I sighed and shook my head.
The elf snorted when he read the title. “I thought I got rid of all the summoning books. When did we put this out? No matter. So, we have a summoner in our midst. The idiot can’t do real magic and has to have creatures do the hard work, eh? Pathetic.”
Ella hissed and powered up. The green aura gleamed around her hands. She was about to lay into the fool, but I stopped her. The jerkoff snickered then.
“So…” the elf then cackled and bent over. It took him a bit to get back to normal. The asshole turned to me and said, “You are the summoner?” The elf looked over at his assistant, I suppose, since she didn’t reprimand him. His behavior seemed to make Nina extremely uncomfortable.
“Uh, Mr. Thornbaum, why are you acting like that?” she asked timidly. “There isn’t anything wrong with him being a summoner.”
Thornbaum scoffed, “Summoning is the weakest of all magic. It is almost as pathetic as mind and illusion magic. For goddess’s sake, the vampires can even take him out without breaking a sweat. Their speed and strength can topple him easily, and their abilities aren’t even magic. Elemental magic is where the real power is, like the woman with him. She is an earth mage. Probably protects him as he strolls around with his summons.”
The elf snapped his fingers and a flame appeared on his forefinger. “See that, Nina. This fire is real magic. I could burn this pitiful fool to ashes without him being able to do anything.”
Pompous ass. I chuckled at the prick.
“What are you laughing at?” the elf sneered at me.
I pointed at the flame still on his finger and said, “So that is real magic, eh?” He sniffed and nodded. “And mind magic is, as you said, not real magic?”
The elf sighed as he let go of his magic and looked at me with a bit of pity and a lot of disdain. “Weren’t you listening? I’m not going to repeat myself. …If you came here for this, then it will cost you a hundred gold.”
The assistant gasped at the outrageous price. Ella growled her displeasure. I stayed calm and collected. It was time to test my magic out.
“A hundred gold? That’s your price?”
“Yes, that’s my price.” Thornbaum smirked. “What’s the matter, can’t afford it?”
I stared at the haughty elf and carefully replied, “I have a better idea. How about a wager for the book? Say, a duel?”
His brow furrowed as he spat out his response, “As if you have anything that I want. Though, the lady with you might give me some comfort tonight. Is she part of the wager?”
I could feel the rage coming off of Ella as well as the lady elf. She was disgusted by his behavior. Me? I was hoping that he would have something smartass to say. Now, I would take him for everything he had.
“Yes, she is.” That brought out a gasp from Ella. She whipped her head around and glared at me. Well, with her hood up, I couldn’t tell but from her demeanor, that would be my guess. “But only if the price is right. A hundred gold isn’t enough for her. Let’s say a thousand gold.”
There were gasps all around us then. I turned to look and found numerous patrons of Thornbaum’s shop watching our little disagreement.
“That’s preposterous,” Thornbaum scoffed. “I doubt that you have that kind of coin.”
I took the parchment out of my pack and lied to the bastard. “I have the thousand gold and will also put up my house.”
That brought some snickering from the crowd, and even Thornbaum. They obviously thought I was crazy for doing this, and I would be if I wasn’t sure I could win.
When Thornbaum thought about it, he shook his head and made a suggestion in a flat, bored tone. “With that kind of price, the duel shall be to the death then and it will be all possessions since you will no longer live.”
I made it look like I was considering his statement for a minute, and then agreed to his suggestion, but only after a few stipulations. I added that no one else would be able to interfere and there would be no repercussions after someone’s death. Not even the city leadership, control, or even the guards. I then added that the duel ended in death, not how or why it happened. If he died, then I won, and vice-versa. The last thing was that our wager would be made known to the gods to witness. He quickly agreed.
“If you want to lose your possessions and your life that badly, then I accept. In front of everyone here and to the gods, I wager all of my possessions, businesses, and money against our duel with the stipulations that were agreed upon. If you somehow win, then all of what I wagered belongs to you,” Thornbaum smugly replied, thinking I would back down. “But I doubt that you will be able to defeat me.”
“All right, in front of everyone here and before the gods, I wager all of my possession, businesses, and money against our duel and the stipulations that were agreed upon. If you somehow win, then all I have wagered belongs to you. And I would like to put a time limit of three minutes to complete the duel.” I felt a tingling sensation flow over my body after making that oath.
The room began murmuring as Thornbaum went wide-eyed in shock.
“You are even stupider than I thought.” He chuckled. “Can you even summon a beast that quickly and deal with me with my magic? Oh, that’s right, you were here to look for a book for help on summoning. Can you even summon anything, or do you have a way to defend yourself?” He waited for a rebuttal or retort, but I kept quiet. “So be it then, let’s get this over with.” The elf then turned his attention to Ella. “My dear, I would like to warn you. As my servant, you will be required to cook and clean for me, as well as warm my bed.”
The crowd murmured at his statements. Ella was about to lose it, but I held her and whispered it would be okay. She hit me on the chest and snarled, “It had better be, or I will kill him then have a necro revive your dead body so that I can make your undead life a living hell. I am not, nor will I ever be, someone’s slave.”
I patted her on the back and walked off, following the elf. He gestured to the back of the store. I exited and saw lots of space between the stores. It was a back alley. Everything was made of stone and measured about fifteen feet wide. Perfect.
“I shall referee the duel,” an elf with dark hair and blue eyes announced. “Do either of you have any objections?”
Thornbaum shook his head no. I looked at the guy and said, “As long as you aren’t with him and let us have a fair match. The gods are watching.”
He grunted and said, “Give me your guild cards.”
I handed him my Adventurer’s Guild card, as did Thornbaum.
“What’s your name?” I asked the guy overseeing our duel.
“Killjoy,” he replied and a moment later, smirked.
I laughed and shrugged at his reply.
Thornbaum stood forty paces away from me and smirked. I looked over at the people that were looking out the windows from within the store. Ella wasn’t watching. I knew that I would catch hell after this, but the prick needed to be taken down a notch. He reminded me so much of the nobles back in my hometown. That brought a bit of nostalgia, but I shook it off and stared at Thornbaum.
He began rambling about something, but I blocked him out and began my work. His mind shields were up, but they were nowhere near as good as Mae’s, and I infiltrated the fool’s mind easily. It didn’t take long to find something vile. Thornbaum was badgering Nina, wanting to bed her. The asshole even told her if she wanted to keep her job, then she would need to start soon.
I then located another memory. It was an old one. The elf had a wife at one time but ended up in another woman’s bed not too long after getting married. Evidently, he was a womanizer. The affair lasted for a few years. Thornbaum eventually got tired of going back to his bitch of a wife and decided to end his marriage. He went to Evon, the magistrate, who was his friend and ally. Thornbaum gave him the story, and both concocted a tall tale. Thornbaum lied about finding his wife with another elf, stating that she was an adulteress. The bastard gave the name of his competitor, Oliver, who at that time, owned the other magic shop in town. The elf was single and was the perfect patsy.
Both accused were given lashes and banned from the city without a trial. As Oliver was limping away from the jail, the magistrate stripped the deed of his magic shop from him. Thornbaum watched as tears flowed down Oliver’s face as he silently glared at the wrongdoers. From Thornbaum’s memory, I discovered that the shop was passed down from Oliver’s ancestors. It had been in his family for generations and Thornbaum and Evon took it from him. Oliver had no option but to leave.
As news spread around the city, Evon informed everyone that he had taken the shop away from the sinner and had given it to Thornbaum as a recompense. Thornbaum and Evon had shared good laughs about that over the years, and that incident was decades ago. Since then, he and his buddy, Evon, have been ensnaring people, goading them into duels, and even planting false evidence on unsuspecting victims. They had become rich from these activities.
I snorted and knew then that this was the right move. Now I’d established what kind of guy this elf was, and that he was riddled with character flaws, I found out where he kept his money and the location of his current residence. After the duel, I would be making an appearance there.
My ears picked up some ranting and hurtful words thrown at me, which did nothing to rile me up. I was only waiting for the right word.
“Begin!”
I immediately stopped his mind from functioning and tore out his memories of how to do magic. I then ripped his mind apart, making it difficult for him to remember who he was and why he was standing in the middle of the alley.
Releasing his mind, I stared at Thornbaum. He was swaying back and forth, confused and terrified as he looked around the area. Lots of people were screaming at him, telling him to do something. I knew as I scanned his mind that he had a hidden knife in his boot. I grabbed it and gave him the idea to use his knife to kill himself.
I pointed at the prick as he bent down and grabbed the knife out of his boot. The crowd stopped yelling and began murmuring, asking why he had a knife. Moments later, they screamed out as Thornbaum buried his knife between his eyes. The alley became silent then as Thornbaum fell over, his body twitching.




Chapter 27

I went over and looked down at the elf lying dead in the alley.
“Everybody was witness to this duel,” Killjoy bellowed. “You heard the challenger recite his stipulations and Thornbaum agreed. Now, everyone needs to get going. Nothing else to see here.”
Hmm… this guy must be someone with authority for him to command these people and for them to listen.
Killjoy walked over and handed me the guild cards. “That was something to witness.”
The elf was a few inches shorter than me, but he had that charisma about him that all elves possess.
I grunted and crouched by the body to check him over, looking for any possessions that he may have on himself.
“Can I ask you something?” Killjoy asked as I lifted a keyring with some keys threaded off the dead elf’s neck. Hopefully, these were for his safe, house, and the shops.
I continued to loot the body as I answered, “Sure. What would you like to know?”
It took a bit for him to respond. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was still searching the body for anything of value or not.
“How did you do it?” he asked, and then thought better of it and rephrased his question. “I mean, he was a fire mage. You didn’t even chant anything and somehow defeated him. Now that I think about it, he didn’t chant anything, either. After his monologue about the tiers of magic and how garbage some of it is, he looked confused. The elf seemed to be out of it.”
I chuckled as I pocketed some gold coins and rose to look at the elf beside me. “It was the garbage magic that defeated him. Let’s leave it at that.”
Killjoy stared at me, and his brow furrowed. “Is that so? Anyway, I was just curious and needed to warn you about something.”
I snorted. “Let me guess, the magistrate?”
Killjoy shook his head in disbelief. “So, you are already aware. Is that why you challenged him? Thornbaum and Evon have been a thorn in the residents of this city for years.”
That was strange to hear. “And why would the king and queen put up with that?”
Killjoy shrugged. “I doubt the king and queen even know. This is Duke Revonshire’s territory. His personality is just like Thornbaum’s and Evon’s. He is a womanizer, a schemer, and ruthless. But no one will go against him because he has a huge following.”
“Maybe this is the point where I ask why you’re telling me this?”
Killjoy smirked. “Because I can tell that you have better traits than Mr. Thornbaum here.”
He pointed at the dead elf.
“That doesn’t answer my question. Better yet, is Killjoy even your real name?”
The elf laughed and nodded. “Yes, my surname. I know, it is highly unusual, but what can I do? I go by Jerod.”
I grunted. At least he has a surname. “Well, Mr. Killjoy. Just what’s your profession?”
“I’m the governor of the city.”
“So that’s why the crowd listened to you and Thornbaum agreed to let you referee.”
“Yeah, more than likely.”
“You manage the city here then? That seems like a lot of work.” I felt sorry for the guy.
He shrugged and said, “Basically. I oversee the city officials, banks, merchants, vendors, and traders. Or I should say, my assistants do, and I check their work.”
I chuckled. “Delegate, do you?”
“Yep, that way I can keep my sanity.”
“If you govern the city, then I assume that you are a noble.”
He seems to have good principles. Let’s hope he isn’t arrogant or anything.
“Yes, I am,” Jerod replied. “I’m a marquis.”
I groaned to myself. One step from a duke. Although, he would need to be to oversee a city.
“I know this may be uncouth to ask, but why do you have your hood up? I would think that it would hinder your movement and sight.”
I shrugged. “It doesn’t. The cloak is enchanted, so no one can see what I look like. Not that I’m hideous or anything.”
Jerod nodded. “I thought so. Not being able to see your face is kinda freaky.”
“Keeps my identity hidden.”
“I can see that,” he responded and looked over his shoulder as a commotion began. I looked at what caught his attention. It was a group of elves headed our way. Some were guards.
That reminded me. “If you are the governor and a marquis before that, then where are you guards? And shall I show etiquette now that I know you are of the nobility?”
I sure as hell don’t want to.
“My guards were in the magic shop. We were making our way to see some merchants when we heard the gossip. So, I made my way here. Well, it seems someone blabbed to the magistrate.”
I waited for the group of guards to stop. The well-dressed individual came forth at that time. He oozed arrogance and malice with his greasy smile, which quickly faded when he looked down and saw the dead elf.
“Why is he not in chains, governor?” the magistrate snarled as he pointed at me.
“It’s a long story,” Marquis Jerod replied. “So, I will tell it to you since I was present to hear the oaths given.”
That surprised the prick. He listened to the governor explain what had happened. The magistrate got angrier by the moment as he listened to the maquis. When it was done, Evon stomped off. I assumed he was going to try and arrest me.
“Well… you know, I didn’t get your name,” Jerod said, looking embarrassed.
“Slade.”
“Cool name,” he stated with a grin. “Not going to take down the hood, eh? I know Evon wanted you to, even though he didn’t ask. I guess he would remember you and try to ambush you.”
“I’m not going to take it down for that very reason. Though, I will warn you now. If he comes after me, there will be a lot more dead bodies around. And they won’t be any of my people.”
“I understand,” he replied. “Now, let’s go to the bank and city hall. We need to get your name on the deeds to Thornbaum’s businesses and possessions. If not, Evon will try and take them.”
I chuckled and shook my head at that. “If he did, I would just challenge him like I did Thornbaum.”
Jerod laughed and we began making our way back to the shop.
“By the way, I’m sure that Thornbaum kept up with his nefarious dealings on paper somewhere. If I find anything, I will let you know.”
Jerod smiled. “If we could get evidence on the magistrate, that will brighten my year. Not having to deal with that swine will help ease the tension in our city. The bastard has followers, though.”
“I bet, and it will be most of his guards. Maybe even some thugs and thieves. But we can deal with that later. I need to go see my wife before she strangles me.”
Jerod looked over where I was looking and snickered. “Good luck then. I will head to the city hall, meet me there shortly.”
I bowed my head to him and waited as Ella came over. She hit me in the chest before wrapping her arms around me. As she lay her head on my shoulder, she asked, “Is everything okay? I heard the magistrate wasn’t thrilled when he heard what happened.”
I snorted. “It’s fine. Governor Jerod took care of things.”
She raised her head and whispered in disbelief. “The governor? That is who you were talking to?”
“It was. I now need to go meet with him at city hall and get my name on the deeds of Thornnbaum’s businesses.”
Ella sighed and put her head back down on my shoulder. “I thought we were supposed to be lying low and dealing with other things. First, it was Alana and Tina, then it was Mae and dealing with her shit. Now you’ve involved yourself in this mess. And nobles to boot!”
I chuckled and rubbed her back. “If you could have seen into his mind and memories, you would have done the same.”
“Pfft,” she scoffed. “I was going to kill him regardless. Telling me that I would cook and clean for him and then warm his bed. Absurd.”
“I agree with that assessment.”
“Things are about to get crazy then.” She sighed. “What are we going to do about those businesses?”
Someone cleared their throat beside us. I looked over to see Nina staring at us.
“Uh, sorry, sir,” she apologized timidly. “Here is the booklet that you wanted.”
I grabbed it and thanked her.
She put her hands behind her back and kicked the floor a few times nervously. “Are you going to bring in your own crew to manage this place? I really need this job.”
I really hadn’t thought that far ahead, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. “Nina, you were the assistant?”
“Yes, sir,” she quickly replied.
“Okay, and just out of curiosity, are you a mage?”
“Yes, sir, a water mage.”
Oh, cool. “That’s great. And how long have you been working here?”
“Not very long, just a few months.”
I nodded. “Are there any others that are employed here?”
“Kylie and Prudence, they have been here a little longer than me,” she said. “Thornbaum was an asshole, as you saw. He couldn’t keep good help. Of course, it was probably because he only hired women. He thought that he could make his way into our beds.”
That made her blush and look away before she continued, “That didn’t happen though, none of us let him.”
I sighed. “That isn’t our business, but just know that you won’t have to worry about that from me. So, back to your question. I’m not going to let you go if that’s your concern. I will bring in someone that will help run the place because I won’t be able to.”
Nina perked up when she realized her job wasn’t in danger. “I can help acquaint them with the store and the normal daily routines.”
I smiled. “That would be great. I have to go meet someone at the city hall and the bank to get some stuff sorted out. Until then, just keep up the good work.”
She nodded and smiled before walking off as a customer came in.
“Who will we be leaving here then?” Ella asked as she wrapped her arm around mine. The two of us strolled outside and headed to the city hall.
“We’ll just have to ask if any have experience with retail.”
I was going to need to tell the commander the news, not that he would care.
“That may take care of our concerns,” Ella replied and looked over at some of the shops.
“How so? And what concerns do you have?”
“Keeping our guests busy,” she replied. “Not Alana or Tina, they won’t step into the city, but maybe a couple of the others will volunteer.”
“Hopefully, they will. Otherwise, we’ll need to hire someone.”
We strolled on down the main road in silence until Ella giggled.
“What has you giggling?”
“Every day is an adventure with you, love.” She sighed. “You just acquired businesses and possessions in an elven city. A human. What are we going to do with them?”
I didn’t have an answer for that and told her so. She laughed then.




Chapter 28

After meeting with Governor Jerod and putting everything in my name, I had to reveal my real identity. No one said anything, it wasn’t like they would know me anyway. Thornbaum had taken over multiple properties and businesses during his reign there. None of them piqued my interest enough to butt into them. I would have to hire a manager for the holdings within the city. The guy had a substantial amount of money and investments in the bank. I did smile at that.
When everything was signed and finished, Jerod led us out and wished me luck. I bowed my head to him and thanked the elf. He reminded me that the magistrate and others might accost me. I shrugged and advised him we would deal with it when it happened. I mentioned to him that I didn’t know the city very well and asked where Thornbaum’s house was. Jerod directed us there.
Callie, Kat, and Lexi had joined us by then and whined about not being there to see the duel. Ella whispered to them what had happened.
When we came up to the house, I noticed that it wasn’t extravagant but seemed to be well taken care of, except in a few places that needed repairs. It even had a white picket fence around it.
Ella chuckled. “A white picket fence? That dunderhead must have won that house from another with a family.”
I grunted. “Maybe. It looks well taken care of. Needs a touch up here and there. Kat, Cal, take notes, please. The roof on the east side needs to be checked for leaks. That and windows need to be checked. Let’s go inside and see what needs to be done.”
“Are we having someone live here?” Lexi asked in confusion. “I mean, are we not just going to sell it?”
“Yeah, how will we take care of the place when we leave?” Kat asked as we went through the gate.
“I’m not sure, ladies. Let’s find out what we are dealing with before making any decisions.”
“Yeah, we have another house to look at if I’m reading this list right,” Ella butted in. “Gage?”
She looked over at me, and I nodded. “That’s what I saw when I scanned that list. It says we own buildings that some shopkeepers use to sell their wares and they pay rent. Oh, and we own percentages of a few businesses as well.”
“And don’t forget the other magic shop,” Ella reminded me. “There are a good number of properties that we have investments in.”
I used the key to open the front door and walked in.
“That Thornbaum was a shyster then.” Lexi spat on the floor.
I grunted as we looked around the house. It was nothing special, the décor was simple, and there were no knickknacks anywhere or pictures.
“This is a dull place to live,” Callie blurted and shook her head.
“Agreed.” Kat laughed. “A boring asshole.”
The girls giggled at her comment.
“All right, let’s look around for anything valuable or a safe of some sort. We are searching for any ledgers he may have kept, or anything written down that will help get the magistrate put in jail.”
We split up and I made my way around the house, checking the walls for hidden areas or rooms. The safe was in an unlit room somewhere. Either it was behind a wall or in the basement. I couldn’t tell when I ripped that information from Thornbaum’s memories.
I found what seemed to be the master bedroom and slowly checked the walls for any indention or anything out of place. I found it behind the armoire, a secret door. Opening it, I saw that it was a room that measured ten feet in all directions and there was a table and chair with parchment on top with ledgers sitting right next to the paper.
Scanning the room, I saw the safe to the left. I grunted and walked to the table to check the ledgers out. Most of them were about his finances. The elf was finicky about his money, it seemed. My search found the bottom ledger had the sales and dealings with the magistrate and a few other notorious criminals in town. At least, I assumed that’s what they were since they dealt with the Thornbaum prick.
The incriminating evidence had names, dates, and what transpired that day. Some of the lists included bribes, others showed hush money from the Thieves Guild and nobles within the duke’s territory. I didn’t see the duke’s name written anywhere, though.
I sighed and placed the ledger down on the table before moving over to the safe. The lighting wasn’t good, but I could see well enough and was about to use the combination that I’d seen Thornbaum use when I heard footsteps approach.
“I see you found the room you were searching for,” Ella commented as she came in. “Those the ledgers there on the table?”
“Yep, put them in my pack if you don’t mind.”
“Not in the least.” She smirked. “What’s in the safe? Is it going to make us rich?”
I shrugged and replied, “I’m not sure. When I picked through his mind, I didn’t stop to see what exactly was in there except that he had placed gold inside. But we have enough money right now to use for whatever we need.”
“That’s good because I feel we need to discuss our weapons,” Ella suggested, and I looked over my shoulder as I pulled the safe open.
“What do you mean? We just got new weapons.”
“That’s true, but we need to see if there is any Damascus steel around,” Ella suggested. “If we run into any elders of our races, then we will be in trouble. Mithril and adamantine weapons are only good for the lords, ladies, and everyone below them, but not the elders.”
Not liking what I was hearing, I asked, “And why am I now hearing about this, Ella? I don’t like to be unprepared; you know that.”
I wasn’t being an asshole about it, but if we were to survive this, then we needed to be ready when those pricks came at us.
She looked down at the floor and replied in a low voice. “I’m sorry, love. It just didn’t cross my mind. I keep forgetting that you aren’t knowledgeable about our kind.”
I sniffed and rubbed my face. “You aren’t wrong, and if we need to get some Damascus steel, that will be our top priority.”
I looked inside the safe and smiled as I gazed at the gold and silver within. There was also jewelry.
“Oh, I saw that we own a blacksmith’s forge,” Ella told me. “We need to see them first. They may have some or can get us the materials.”
I had forgotten that was one of the properties mentioned. Thornbaum loaned the blacksmith money and when he couldn’t pay in the timeline Thornbaum gave, the prick took the business away. Of course, Thornbaum wasn’t a complete idiot and knew that he needed someone to run the place and paid the guy a measly salary. I would need to rectify that situation and probably others.
“Sounds good. Let’s get these valuables put in a pack and take them to the bank to make a deposit. We don’t want to be caught outside with this kind of coin.”
“I agree,” Ella said and helped me place the coins and jewelry inside the pack.
We walked out of the room and closed the secret door before moving the armoire back into place.
“Did you find anything in the basement?”
“Nothing worth mentioning except a few books.”
“Oh? And what were they about?” That intrigued me.
“Spell books I think.” She shrugged and looked over. “Did you read any of that book that you fought over?”
I chuckled and nodded. “Some, but when we get back to the house, I will read it through. Hey, maybe the prick has some books in a bookcase or on a shelf that I can read to help me with my magic.”
“Worth a look,” Ella agreed, and we walked around to check the house for any bookcases.
Callie, Kat, and Lexi were in the kitchen discussing something when we passed by.
“Hey, did you find anything?” Kat asked as she caught up to us, Callie and Lexi not too far behind.
There was a study that had a few bookcases filled with books. Bingo.
Ella opened the pack to show the girls. They whistled and grinned.
“We’re rich now,” Lexi commented and giggled.
“Don’t even think about going shopping right now, ladies,” Ella chastised them. “We need better weapons first.”
“Why do we need better weapons?” Callie asked in confusion. “The blades we have are outstanding.”
Ella sighed. “Because we need to see about getting some made with Damascus steel.”
Kat and Lexi groaned and agreed with Ella.
Callie went wide-eyed in disbelief. “Why the hell do we need those outrageously priced weapons?”
It was Kat who answered. “In case we run into an elder.”
Callie didn’t get it at first, but after a few moments of thinking it over, she cleared her throat and asked, “Elder, as in a vampire elder? One who is supposedly immortal with enhanced abilities that no one I know of can fight against?”
“Those are the ones,” Ella said in a flat voice.
“I thought they were destroyed,” Callie blurted. “By your own people, no less.”
“The moroi and strigoi came together and killed most of them off, but…” Lexi began but stopped her thoughts.
I was searching the shelves for anything on magic and summoning but looked over my shoulder and asked, “But what?”
Ella glanced over at me. “Not all of them were killed. A few were… captured and entombed, drained of their blood and therefore their magic. They weren’t killed outright because no one was powerful enough to kill these particular elders.”
That made the hairs on my neck tingle. “What aren’t you saying? These particular elders, who are they?”
She took some time to answer. “Well, from what we know, they are of the first coven. Most of them were our ancestors, the firsts of our kind.”
“The firsts of your kind? That doesn’t bode well for us if those things are still around.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Kat replied. “Those bastards are more monster than vampire. They make the current strigoi seem innocent. The elders are ruthless and will kill anything they want, especially humans and elves. They were the ones who helped with their entombing.”
I grumbled and shook my head. “Well, that is… not what we need right now, but it would be wise to get these weapons or make them. I can work a forge but have never used Damascus steel. The materials were too expensive.”
The girls agreed with that statement. They chatted with each other while I gazed at the tomes in front of me. Ella helped. We discovered that the prick had three books dealing with magic and one that dealt with summoning.
Gathering up our findings and other items, we left the house. Kat and Callie headed home with the books in their packs while Lexi, Ella, and I went to deposit the gold in the bank.
We also made a stop at Jerod’s office. I went in and handed him the evidence that we discovered. He smiled broadly and told me he would handle it from there. I nodded and bowed as I left.
“Is it taken care of?” Ella asked as she wrapped her arm around my right one.
“I handed the ledger to Jerod to let him handle it from here on out.”
“Good, we don’t need any other distractions,” Lexi commented as she bumped my hip and the pack that was over my left shoulder.
“It’s been a crazy day,” Ella remarked. “Let’s get to the safe house to relax for a bit so Gage can continue his magic training.”
“Speaking of that, where is Mae?”
The fox lady was with the others shopping. Where did she go?
Lexi giggled. “After our shopping outing, she was bored and tired, so she left. The girl whined the entire time we were there.”
I snorted and shook my head, the kitsune whined pretty often lately. I hoped that wasn’t going to be an everyday thing.




Chapter 29

I was sitting down at the table, drinking some water while studying the book that I’d brought back. Mae and Alana took another of the books to study. I wasn’t sure why.
The tome that I was reading spoke in depth about how to summon creatures from either different worlds or planes of existence. That was strange to read. There were places where these creatures were taken from their homes and given a choice to stay and bond or be sent back. That kind of existence would be horrible. Especially if you got a demented, evil summoner bent on carrying out malicious activities.
I read that how the summon heard and if they wanted to respond to the call depended on the particular beacon the summoner’s mana exhibited. There were actually levels that could be summoned. Level one was the weakest, and level ten, the strongest. The references given were bats, whatever they were, to lizards of all kinds to rare breeds of felines. Even yetis and dragons were on the list; they were obviously level-ten summons. I shuddered at the thought of a dragon showing up. I doubted I would have enough magic to bind it.
There were also warnings. It wasn’t just benign creatures that could hear the call, but also malignant creatures as well. Of course, you could specify what you wanted to summon and try to prevent any others answering, but that didn’t always work.
I sighed and set down the tome on the table to think about what I’d read. Did I even have summoning magic? Maybe I needed to try and use the beast taming magic first?
“Are you okay?”
I blinked my eyes and turned in the direction the voice came from.
“I am, Alana. Just catching up on some reading.”
She chuckled and sat down opposite me. “Well, it looks like you’re either confused about something or undecided how to proceed.”
I grunted. “That’s what I’m thinking. I wonder if I should try and use beast taming magic first before trying summoning. It states in this tome that things can go very wrong for the summoner if a creature shows up that you can’t bind. The summoner can die horribly.”
“Really?” Mae asked as she sat down, eating a pastry.
I glanced over at her. “Yes, I don’t want to screw it up and let loose a malignant creature to roam the world. Who’s to say that a void serpent won’t answer my call? What then? Who can take on one of those?”
Mae snorted as Alana answered, “I doubt that would happen. No one has seen one of those in several millennia. Although, you need to be prepared to fight one.”
I shook my head at her statement. I then changed the subject. “Did you learn anything from the tome you took?”
Alana shrugged. “Not much. It was a standard book about magic. Though, that little booklet you won in your duel was quite captivating.”
“Oh, and why is that?” She had me intrigued now.
“Well, I don’t know how the upstart elf got his hands on it, but the booklet was handwritten by someone that had to be a summoner. It wasn’t some textbook that had vocabulary and gave examples of how to perform a summoning. This booklet…” she handed it over to me. I grabbed it and looked inside. I didn’t know that she had it.
“Mae took it without you knowing,” Alana divulged and rolled her eyes.
I turned to the pickpocket and growled, “I guess I can add thief to your resume.”
She snorted and finished her pastry, not responding to me. The elf got my attention again when she continued.
“It gives you step-by-step instructions on how to summon powerful creatures,” Alana stated hesitantly. “From the descriptions, you still need to use your mana to send out a beacon. Only those creatures that are attuned to it can answer, but I don’t know if you should try it.”
She was right about the step-by-step instructions. Though, I didn’t see what level the creatures were that could be summoned. From what it stated, powerful summons would appear. That is all it said. Only one spell was written down. The rest of the instructions were how to bond, keep the creature within the summoning circle, and even how to destroy them if need be.
That was crazy. How did this booklet end up on that prick’s shelf? That’s right, he didn’t even know that it was there. But Nina did. Very strange.
“Well, that’s something to ponder on. Like I said before, that kind of magic might not work for me. I’ll try to make a temporary contract with a beast first. Maybe a squirrel. That other tome that I swiped from the former landowner has instructions on how to perform beast-taming magic.”
Alana and Mae nodded. The former stated, “That seems logical. Now, let’s speak about this home you acquired in the city.”
I chuckled at that. “Acquired is a good word that sums up my encounter with the bastard.”
“Yes, we have heard how you did it.” Mae snorted and cleared her throat. “I warned you before, don’t ever do that to me, Slade. If I find that you did, then we would battle until one of us dies.”
“I’ve already told you that I wouldn’t, but the same goes for you. Don’t mess with me or mine. I will rip your mind apart and find out all the little things that you want hidden and then bring them to light before killing you without any remorse. So, take your warning elsewhere.”
Mae glared at me and shook her head. She knew that I wasn’t joking and would kill her in a heartbeat if I needed to.
“Let’s settle down, shall we?” Alana suggested and stared at the kitsune. “Mae, that was uncalled for. You know by now that if he wanted you dead, then you would be. From Ella’s account, Slade didn’t even touch the elf that he dueled with. He just used his mind, which makes him very dangerous in my book. And don’t forget, his women are vampires. They would cut you up and drop your body parts from here to the other end of the kingdom if something happens to him. You have nobody to back your play, so I would back down right now or leave.”
Mae took a few breaths to calm herself. Alana looked at me.
“Back to the house, what are you planning on doing with it? Ella said that you were going to have some of your guests live there.”
I grunted. “It was a thought that I had. Since acquiring the magic shops and properties from Thornbaum, I need someone to manage them and keep up with business. They will bring in income, so I need to find some people to work with me on that. And with the home being in the city, I think that would be better than having to travel from here and back every day.”
Alana thought about it and slowly nodded. “I may know of a few people for you to speak with, but I don’t want my name mentioned. Nor Tina’s.”
She really doesn’t want others to know where she lives.
“We’ve already discussed this, Alana, but if it comes down to your name being announced rather than having my place raided, I will speak it. I know that you must be a noble and are probably having family issues. I could care less about that right now, but make sure you keep your problems away from mine.”
The beautiful elf sighed. “I know that you have reservations about us living here and not revealing why, but if it makes you feel better, we like it here. And we aren’t causing issues.”
I clicked my teeth and said, “You aren’t causing issues. Thank you for that. I’m just wary of your situation. Will there be a time when I see someone surrounding my farm and asking for you by name? I don’t know, but it is in the back of my mind and the girls’.”
“One day, Slade, we will tell you why we have withheld our story. Until then, I would ask you to trust us. And know that we will help defend your farm if the time comes.”
I changed the subject again. “Back to the people you know, is there anyone within our current guests that can help out? Will they want to live in the house since I know that you and Tina will not?”
Alana reflected on my questions. “I’ll ask. Maybe. They might want to help out in those businesses to take a break from here.”
“I’ll help out at the magic shop,” Mae volunteered. “Maybe become the manager of one of them.”
I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Is that right? I thought you were going to help with other things, especially with the hunting.”
After all, the reason she was still here was to go after the strigoi and their allies. Well, that and to search for her sister.
“I can do both.” Mae shrugged. “Since Alana and Tina won’t do it, nor will your women, then I’ll volunteer. Besides, just being able to leave the farm for a few hours would be great for me.”
Alana seemed to think it was a good idea.
“Talk it over with Ella then.”
Mae grinned and left. I watched her leave and wondered how efficient her defense magic would be if I threw a knife at her.
“She is trying, you know,” Alana said in a dry tone.
I scoffed. “Trying? She acts like a child if she doesn’t get her way. She is spoiled.”
“I could say the same for myself and Tina,” Alana mentioned in a low voice. “Our lives before any of this happened were great and we didn’t want for anything.”
I kept silent, not knowing how to respond to that. After a bit, she rose. “I will speak with the others and let you know of my findings.”
I nodded to her. “Thank you.”
Alana left and I stood up. It was time for some practice. I decided to go to the forest to see if some little critter would make a contract with me. I walked outside to see Callie and Ella making their way toward me with Tina in tow.
What now?
The three met me and I stood with my arms across my chest, waiting for someone to tell me what was going on.
“Slade, do you have a minute to discuss with us an idea?” Callie asked politely. “Are you going somewhere?”
I grunted. “I was going to the forest to practice some magic.”
“Okay, who is going with you?” Ella’s question sounded more like a demand.
Yeah, I forgot. I was about to break my own rule. “Whoever has some free time.”
Ella snorted. She didn’t believe that I was going to ask someone to accompany me.
“Anyway, Tina wants to know if we could sell some of our pelts, and the healing items that we have been making,” Callie said. “We can get more of the materials and herbs to begin producing more healing items. And if memory serves, you have a vested interest in one of the general goods stores, so we could sell them there.”
“And don’t forget the vegetables and fruits, we have plenty of stock,” Ella added.
I thought about it and said, “The proprietor will probably set up an area for us to sell the products as long as it doesn’t interfere with their business. So, someone would have to stay there and actually sell the products.”
“That will be fine,” Tina said. “We just wanted to see if we could help out more and make some coin. I know a bit of merchandising, so I can help get everything organized. The others, like Mae, want to take some time away from the farm as well.”
Well, if you would just go home, you could leave all you want.
Calm down, Gage. They are seeking asylum. No need to pester them about their backgrounds.
I know that, but it’s frustrating.
Seamus grunted. I heard that you were going to the woods to practice. Tell them I’ll accompany you.
Sounds good to me.
I smiled at the elf. “I can understand that. So, you will be able to get workers there if we can negotiate with the store owners to set up a booth inside?”
Tina nodded and replied, “I can.”
“All right, then set it up. I will head to town tomorrow and chat with the store owner.”
“Thank you, Slade.” Tina smiled and walked off.
I shook my head and took a breath.
“It’s a good idea,” Ella said as she came over. “They are getting bored.”
“Bored?” I asked, chuckling. “We can have them go with us to hunt down the rogue vampires if they want.”
She hit my shoulder and said, “Stop it. They asked for asylum, and we will give it until it is too dangerous for them to stay here.”
“You’re right,” I replied. “Oh, before I forget, Alana is supposed to find us some workers for the magic shops. I told her that they could use the house to live in while taking care of that.”
“She told us,” Ella stated. “I don’t know who it will be because those elves with her probably won’t be the ones.”
“Well, I won’t worry about that now. We’ll travel to the city and chat with everyone we need to tomorrow. Right now, I’m going to practice. Seamus said he would go with me.”
She and Callie grunted. Both kissed me and I meandered off toward the woods.




Chapter 30

We made our way deep into the woods. I had my booklet and tome that I needed for the rite.
I see a few rabbits over to the east and some birds in that tree to the northeast.
I looked where he said and located the animals. We veered left and made our way toward the rabbits. Some other critters were about.
What are those brown animals scurrying away? They look like a decent size to retrieve something for me.
They are called capybaras. Brown rodents. Do you want to try and form a contract with one of them?
Why not?
I slowly made my way over and stopped ten feet away before holding my hand up and chanting the words for the taming spell. My hand turned purple, and a bright flash almost blinded me as it shot over and engulfed the rodent. It took a few moments for it to make eye contact with me. I then voiced my request to the critter.
The little guy nodded his head and moved toward the bush of berries a few hundred feet away to retrieve five berries. It didn’t take the capybara long and he was back. I chuckled as it laid the berries down at my feet and backed up.
“Thank you, little one.” I dismissed the magic.
Very good first try.
It was. Now I need to search for some others to try this magic out with. It could be useful.
I can see that. Do you have an idea of what creature you want to try with next?
Maybe a reptile or fish, a boar, or maybe a bear. That will be last. I don’t want to fight the thing.
Seamus chuckled. Why a bear?
To see if it can carry things for me. Oh, and maybe some hornets or bees. They would be handy to distract others.
Yeah, and hurtful.
I laughed as we moved deeper into the woods. We kept our eyes open for signs of struggles or intruders.
It took a while, and it was almost dusk when I finished my testing. I had a serpent catch a fish for me and put it back. I rubbed my arms, thinking about having the hornets kill that rabbit. It wasn’t pretty. And I wasn’t going to eat that thing with all the poison in it.
I had the fish grab a few coins off the riverbed, then requested a boar impale a stag for me, and for the grand finale, a bear helped us carry the stag to the outskirts of the farm. All in all, it was a great day.
Did you want to try out the summons before we return?
I thought about it, but what if it doesn’t work properly? Ah, no use worrying about it, right?
Seamus didn’t answer as I moved over into a little clearing and used my knife to carve a summoning circle into the grass, just like the one in my booklet. I even carved the safeguards around the circle to make sure if any summons appeared, we wouldn’t have issues. I followed the instructions, said the incantation, and pushed in the mana needed. The circle lit up with a purple hue and was bright at first, but then leveled off to something manageable for my eyes to see without covering them.
The two of us waited and waited and waited. After a few minutes of silence and nothing happening, I turned to Seamus.
Well, I guess my first shot at being a summoner was a bust, but at least I know I can cast the summoning circle.
Yeah, that’s a plus. What summoning circle did you use?
What do you mean? I was confused by his question.
Did you use the one out of the booklet, or the one in the tome? I wasn’t paying attention.
The one out of the booklet. Go big or go home, right?
He chuckled. Well, we’ll see if anything comes out of it. You may be wishing it was the other one.
I shrugged and continued to watch. The purple hue began to dim until it was barely visible.
Well, that’s that. The book states that the mana will only last for so long before it fades away. Anything that was interested before isn’t anymore because they can’t break through the planes now.
I walked away and picked up the stag that the bear left for us before it ambled away back to its abode.
Let’s go get this cleaned up and on the fire. I’m hungry.
Me too.
The two of us made our way to the farm and greeted those who were still out or chatting away with each other on the porch.
I field-dressed the stag with help, and we got a fire going. The group was out talking and laughing. Callie and Kat watched the meat cook while the others made fruit salad and cut up some fresh vegetables. We had a good time that night and went to bed early.
What I didn’t expect was that something would come out of the summoning circle that night while we were sleeping.
++++
The sun woke us up and I stretched some before completing my morning ritual. I walked into the kitchen and grabbed some eggs and toast that Callie made before sitting down with some coffee to wake my ass up.
The ladies were still not wearing tops it seemed since they all walked in without one. I stared at my coffee before grabbing some more eggs after everyone had gotten theirs. It didn’t take long before the others were done and went out to work on their tasks for the day. I stayed at the table and drank coffee while reading the summoning booklet again to make sure that I didn’t miss anything.
Not even five minutes had passed when someone shouted for me. I looked over at Ella and Lexi who were still inside. Shrugging, I walked out with them behind me. It was Mae and Alana who shouted for me, and both looked to be angry and scared at the same time if you can picture that. They both ran over.
“Slade, what did you do yesterday?” Mae demanded in a tone that was borderline hysterical.
I was confused by her question, but I answered her. “I went out in the forest to practice the taming magic, why?”
Alana scoffed, “Taming magic? Are you sure that’s what you tried yesterday?”
“Yeah,” I argued warily. “Is there something I’m missing here, ladies?”
The others were watching us now and wondering what was going on.
“There’s no way in hell that was taming magic that you used yesterday,” Mae hissed. “You didn’t use taming magic on the forest floor!”
Ah, that was it. No biggie then. “Uh, I forgot about that.” Ella and Lexi looked at me hesitantly. I continued after rubbing the back of my neck. “I tried to use summoning magic before I got back to the farm. It didn’t work, so it’s not a big deal. I will try again later today if I have time.”
Mae and Alana glanced at each other. The former sighed in exasperation. “I hate to break it to you, but the summoning worked. As a matter of fact, it worked too well.”
“Agreed,” Alana added and shuddered.
That couldn’t be right. “What are you talking about, ladies? Nothing came out of that summoning circle and I watched the mana drain from it before I left.”
Gage, you better come quickly.
What? I’m kind of busy.
They’re telling the truth. Something came out and it was a good safety measure that you threw in to halt anything from moving from the circle.
What does that mean?
Just come here.
“Seamus says there’s something waiting for us. Ladies, what is it? Do they look dangerous?”’
Mae cleared her throat before responding to my question. “Let’s just say, you don’t have to worry about being proficient in some of those spheres you practiced.”
I shook my head and said, “All right, I’m going to check it out. Those of you who don’t need to be there, stay here.”
I left with my ladies in tow. Alana, Mae, and Tina joined them. We made it to the area where my summoning circle was, and I saw Seamus sitting down near it. The area was lit up in a purple hue like it was last night. My eyes almost jumped out of my body when I saw the three distinct beings in the circle, all of them staring back at me.




Chapter 31

I stared at the three creatures in front of me and mentally whistled to myself. They were some dangerous looking beings.
One was a woman that was levitating, one was a guy with horns and red skin, and the other was a humanoid with the head of a bird and wings on its back.
The woman, like I said, was levitating in the center of the circle. She was a very tall, gaunt woman, probably a foot taller than me but hunched over in her tattered dress that revealed very pale skin and black splotches. Her long, black hair was all over the place, like the wind was blowing just at her. I checked her arms, and they were almost touching the ground, they were so long, ending in clawed hands with sharp talons that could gut a person easily. Her feet were the same. I stopped myself from shuddering when she gazed at me with her black, soulless eyes.
The guy with red skin was on the right side of the circle. He was taller than her with well-defined muscles wearing some type of black/gold armor that looked similar to a pair of black shorts but made of leather. His shoulders were covered with the same type of armor. The long blond hair and beard he wore were something to see, especially when he smiled with his razor-sharp teeth showing. His golden eyes glowed and pulsed as the fire crackled around his body.
He was a fire elemental or something.
I had to do a double take when I noticed the guy had a long red tail and a set of black wings on his backside. Well, I wondered what other abilities he had.
My last summons, and the weirdest, was the humanoid with an avian head and wings. The creature was the same height as the gaunt woman and dressed in gold armor with a sword attached to the right side of its armor. Its wings were tucked behind it, displaying a beautiful plumage of different colors, and its hands and feet were claws just like the woman’s. The beak was pointed and sharp, and it was clear from the look in its blue eyes that this creature was intelligent and dangerous.
Those are some dangerous creatures that you summoned, Gage.
Seamus was chuckling at me as I looked over at my girls, who were in a defensive position, ready for battle. The elves and Mae were in a similar stance.
The woman moved closer and spoke with a raspy voice. “Greetings, summoner.”
Everyone outside the summoning circle shuddered as the lady’s voice reached our ears. It was beyond creepy.
“Greetings,” I replied after I cleared my throat. I couldn’t look frightened or this, whatever it was in front of me, would tear me apart. I don’t know how, but I knew that she would kill all of us if angered, or hell, even let loose. And those other two were just as powerful, if not more.
“I have answered your summons, as have these beside me,” she said and gestured to the other two with her.
“Yeah, about that. How did you open that without any mana in it? I saw the magic fade last night before I left.”
This was what concerned me. How did they crossover when the mana was depleted?
It was the big red guy that answered in the deepest voice that I have ever heard.
“I heard the call and wasn’t sure what it was at first, and since I was chained up and imprisoned, I couldn't answer that quickly.” He paused and seemed to be pondering something.
But everyone’s head whipped around to glare at me when they heard that tidbit of information. Okay, this guy was imprisoned. Wonder what for? I was nervous now.
He continued, unaware of what was going on in my head.
“Sorry, I was thinking over how I was going to kill that fat bastard when I next see him,” he growled as his fire blazed around his body. “Either that or his family and definitely the territory they lived in.” The guy’s eyes burned like fire coals.
The girls around me gasped and backed away as the fire grew. The blaze was about to hit the woman, but it stopped a foot away from her dirty, unkempt body. The black spots on her arms, legs, and face came alive and glowed.
Hmm… must be her defense magic. That’s cool.
The woman wasn’t perturbed in any way, she didn’t even look over at the firemancer or elemental, whatever he was. I watched as the fire surged near the end of the circle, which flashed and pushed the fire away.
Huh, looks like the safety measures are working. That’s good because this bastard and this woman are powerful.
The fire suddenly went out and the red guy cleared his throat before speaking. “My apologies, that was rude of me. Please disregard everything you saw. Anyway, these purple hued runes appeared in front of me and woke me from my slumber. I was surprised the magic progressed through the anti-magic shielding. And upon examining the formation, I found that it was a summons. I didn’t have anything else going on, so I decided to respond. Though, at that time, the hue was dim, so I pushed my mana into it. Those idiots didn’t even think to put a mana suppressor on me. Ha! The joke’s on them. Now then, I’ll admit, the rune formation took more than half of what I had saved up over the thousand years that I was in that prison, but I was delighted that it helped free me. With the help of my mana, it opened the plane again for me to crossover and power the summoning circle. Not too long after, the levitating one showed and then the avian.”
Uh oh, this guy was in that prison for a thousand years? Shit!
I groaned at his explanation. The power to do that had to be on the same level as a dragon or worse, an elemental. Wait, was this guy an elemental? If so, why was he imprisoned?”
I sighed and made myself listen and not look over at the women beside me. I knew they were upset at this turn of events.
“All right, I am kind of at a loss for words at the moment, but I have to ask, how did all three of you cross when I only summoned one of you?”
“It is my fault.” The red guy sighed and shook his head. “My mana changed the summoning circle.”
I closed my eyes and cursed myself for using the summoning rite from the booklet rather than the other one.
I grunted and looked at the woman; she was back to normal. Her black spots weren’t glowing anymore. “I’m going out on a limb here to say that you got pulled from a spot where you were imprisoned as well?”
She laughed and even that sounded raspy. When she stopped, the woman grinned, showing us her black teeth. “You are correct. I was in the abyss.”
That made the women gasp again and back away further.
The abyss or pit, another name for the netherworld. I wondered who she was then.
“And I’m assuming since you answered the call, you want to form a contract?”
That set off the women, berating me and demanding that I banish the woman back to the abyss. I sighed and thought to myself, this is getting ridiculous.
“What and who are you then?”
The ladies groaned at my questions. They wanted her gone, but I was curious why she wanted to form a contract, other than to escape the abyss.
“Ah, names mean power where I am from,” she replied and smirked. “What do I get in return?”
Her soulless eyes were hard to look at, but I kept calm and stared back.
“What do you want?”
The ladies began again, and I held up my hand to stop them. I had no idea how powerful the foe we were up against was, and if we ran into a so-called elder, I wanted some power on my side.
“Freedom from the abyss,” she said without hesitation. “I would like to roam a bit in this world every now and then with you and the wolf there.”
I looked over at Seamus, but he kept his eyes on the disheveled woman.
Do you know what she is?
Not a clue, but that’s a dangerous woman, Gage. You saw how she deflected that fire without a word or look. And that red-skinned guy held the portal open to here with his mana. He’s also very dangerous.
I agree, pal, but we need power on our side at this time. Though, I will insist on conditions for them to meet and if not, they will go back to where they came from.
That’s if you can bind them.
You know, I don’t think it will come to that. The two were in prison, so they want freedom. The red guy hasn’t said so, but I guarantee he wants it as well.
She continued as I turned my attention back to her. “Yes, I’m aware that you are bonded. I will not require that, but with the contract, I will give my power freely and defend you and yours.”
That wasn’t so bad, but something was off.
“That little bit of freedom cannot be all that you want from the contract.”
“Very astute of you.” She giggled in a crazed kind of way. “I want the dead that I kill, they will replenish my power and mana. Since I am not on my world, I have to rely on what you have here.”
It looked like she had some issue with our world for some reason. Maybe there wasn’t the same amount of mana that was on hers? Or it was different? I wasn’t going to ask. She obviously was able to use the mana since she had been levitating this entire time. And hothead had his fire flare up.
“And what powers do I get from you?
“Levitating, which I doubt you will use since the brute beside me with wings obviously has flight or air magic.”
We looked over at the avian that hadn’t said a word since we’d been there. The creature nodded, which answered her assumption.
After the birdman let us know that he was alive and not a statue, the psycho woman continued.
“Psychokinesis – or telekinesis to some, intangibility, and psychological dominance are the main three. The others are minor powers.”
Well, there it was. Telekinesis. The power I needed help with. But I was uncertain about the others and asked, “What does intangibility mean?”
I could see that Ella and Alana wanted to know that as well.
“You saw the fire come near me and stop,” she replied, and I nodded my understanding. “Magical or physical attacks cannot make contact with me. In other words, they won’t work against me as long as my mana doesn’t run out.”
What!? She’s basically immortal?
“What!?” Ella gasped and went wide-eyed at her explanation.
The immortal woman turned to Ella, and her brow furrowed, it was like she just now noticed that the moroi was there.
“Ah, a vampire,” she snorted and dismissed her as a threat before continuing to scan the area. “Two more vampires, a Norsewoman, two elves, and a kitsune.” She turned to Callie and said, “Hello, sister.”
That statement confused everyone, including me. Sister? It was then that I realized what she’d said.
Uh oh! Mae’s secret is out now. I looked over at her and she was in shock, her eyes bulging out of their sockets.
The others turned to glare at the fox girl. No one said anything at first, but Ella grit her teeth and said, “Mae, you have some explaining to do when this is over.”
Mae looked like she was going to flee, but was cut off by Kat, who growled, “Run, bitch, and you will die.”
The gaunt woman began giggling again over our drama. “I see that some of you didn’t know, and I accidentally outed you. Don’t worry, little one, my master has already let you live since he’s aware.”
I closed my eyes and opened them to five pairs of eyes glaring at me.
“How is it that the boney bitch knows what Mae is, and none of us do?” Ella demanded as she got up into my face. “The kitsune are tricksters, Gage, you know that! They shouldn’t be trusted!”
I exhaled a breath and sighed. She let my name out. The boney bitch giggled again as Ella’s head turned down to the ground. She knew that she’d messed up.
“Gage?” Alana asked innocently.
I glanced over and rolled my eyes at her. “Really? You’re going to demand something of me when you’re keeping secrets yourself?”
She and Tina had the decency to look chagrined. I moved my attention to my girls.
“Look, ladies, it wasn’t my secret to tell. It is why I was always at her throat when something happened, or she demanded something.”
They grunted, as did the elves when they remembered our arguments.
“Now then, since you outed the kitsune, I am certain that you have been in their minds.”
The woman nodded in agreement but didn’t respond in any other way. No one said anything about that, what could they say, though.
“Okay.” I sighed and then asked, “What’s the other power you mentioned? The psychological domination.”
“When I catch my victims, I mean someone that’s, let’s say, not your ally, I can drain their life force and make them my thrall until I kill them.”
I shuddered at her clarification.
I cleared my throat and stated, “I won’t ever use that power, so if we form a contract, you can keep that to yourself.”
“Aww.” She pouted. “You’re no fun then.”
This was getting crazy and out of hand. We needed to get on with this so we could start our day.




Chapter 32

“All right, since you are here and willing to form a contract, I have some conditions for you.”
“Oh? So you do want to form a contract?” she asked in surprise.
“I might, as long as you adhere to my conditions.”
The haggard woman looked over at the red-skinned guy, who shrugged casually. I almost laughed at their nonchalant attitudes.
“All of you will agree to these conditions, otherwise, you will be sent back to where you came from.”
They nodded their understanding. I laid out the conditions for contracting with me. The most important points were that they didn’t harm me or mine, lent me their power without restriction or benefit, and my word was law. If they messed up, then I had the authority to break the contract and send them away.
“With that known, are you certain that you want to form a contract?” I asked in a flat tone.
The woman grinned and replied with joy. “Of course! This is a good deal for both of us.”
I scoffed and repeated, “Good deal for both of us.” I shook my head and wondered if I was making a mistake contracting with her, but we had gone too far to stop now. “Before we continue, I want to know your name and what you are.”
She chuckled and finally responded, “I’m known by many names, but you may call me Danae. And I’m the offspring of Megaera, one of the Erinyes, who is the daughter of Nyx, the goddess of night.”
That meant nothing to me. Except she seemed to be the granddaughter of a goddess. So, that’s why she’s immortal.
As soon as that was said, everyone but me moved way back from the circle. I looked over at them and asked, “Why did you move?”
Alana was terrified now, she was scared earlier, but when this Danae let us know who she was, the elf began to shake, as did her kin. I looked over at Ella and the others, they were no better. Disbelief was written all over their faces. I shrugged and turned my attention back to the immortal.
“Okay, they seem to know of you, or at least, what you are. And since you are basically immortal and were in prison, I can safely say that you are no doubt wicked. Since they couldn’t kill you, they sent you to the abyss.”
Danae snorted and nodded.
“Okay, you still want to do this?”
“Do you?” She smirked at me.
“Not really, but we have gone too far to pull back now. Are you going to be an ass and fight me on this? Or do I need to send you back to the abyss and not worry about you?”
That didn’t faze her one bit, which was a point in her favor. Everyone else beside me was gaping at my bold questions.
“No, young one, I will not fight you,” Danae said in a bored tone. “Why would I do that when it has been many thousands of years since I have seen the sun, as you can see by my attire.” She gestured to her tattered dress.
I grunted. Well, what do you think?
Seamus snorted. It’s your show, bud. Definitely got power on your side with this one. Just be careful.
I will agree with that concern.
I then exhaled a deep breath and began the process. It took a minute because I had to remember it all. Having never done this before, I didn’t want to mess up, so I checked with my booklet. This made Danae giggle. But I wasn’t going to take the chance of screwing up and letting this monster loose on this world without a leash.
When I got the incantation done, I pricked my palm and let the blood run. A black hue flashed around my hand and shot over to engulf the woman. She was lifted up further than she was already. The magic flowed around her and after a minute of the bright light show, it stopped. Danae flew back down, and I noticed a collar on her throat and bonds on her wrists.
Danae looked them over and felt them before shrugging. I felt something on my left wrist as well. I looked down to see a picture of the moon.
Huh, her icon maybe? She said she was a granddaughter of the goddess of night.
I looked up as she disappeared. I guessed she went back to her home. I wasn’t going to summon her to see. I moved over to look at the avian.
“I’m sorry I haven’t spoken to you yet, that lady was a handful.”
He chuckled, which sounded like he was whistling or making music. Strange.
The avian spoke in a deep voice, not as deep as the red-skinned guy, though. “That’s fine. I won’t create another drama-filled situation. Let me introduce myself. I’m Therian, a general in the Troxa Armed Forces.”
A troxa. Wow! Never seen one, but I have heard of them.
Oh? What have you heard then?
They are good with their blades, and even better in hand-to-hand combat. They are very intelligent and are master strategists. Supposedly.
“Well met, Therian. I’m glad that you didn’t put me through the wringer in your introduction. Now, why did you answer my summons?”
He shrugged. “I was bored, to tell the truth. Our world is at peace and has been for generations. So, here I am. To get back into shape and help others if I can.”
Help others? I can go for that. Bored? Really?
“Well, I can say that you won’t be bored here.” I chuckled. “Any questions before we begin? Any demands?”
Therian thought about it and said, “I want to spar with others if I can, and battle foes when needed. I would also like to have some freedom to roam this world a bit. I doubt they have any from my race here, but that doesn’t matter to me. I may stick out some, though.”
I snickered and nodded at that. “You’ll definitely stand out, but they have beastfolk here if you know of them. They are friendly, well, some of them.”
I looked over at Mae, who was glaring at me. I smiled and turned back. “Now, do you have powers that you can lend me, or will you just defend us?”
“I can fly and use air magic,” he replied calmly. “Air blade, air strike, air walk, hover, and air breathing.”
Huh, nice. I smiled and praised the guy. “You have a good number of spells in your arsenal. They sound dangerous too. That’s good to know, thank you. Now then, with what you have seen and heard, are you sure you want to form a contract?”
He nodded. “It sounds like I can finally escape boredom. Oh, I would like to put a stipulation on my end, though.”
“Oh? What stipulation do you have?” I was curious now.
“Nothing big,” Therian said. “I just want to put in there that if I’m ready to return home for good, I can end the contract at any time.”
“I’ll end the contract for you if you want to go home permanently.”
Therian smiled, which looked strange with his beak.
I pricked my hand again and recited the incantation. A golden hue appeared this time and surrounded the avian man for a minute before he had the same kind of collar and wristbands as Danae. I looked to my right wrist as another icon appeared. It resembled the avian in front of me.
“Thank you for your support.”
Therian bowed his head to me and disappeared. I sighed and walked over to the red-skinned guy. One more to go.
The guy smirked. “Are you finally ready?”
I snorted. “I suppose. Are you going to be dramatic like Ms. Danae was?”
“Pfft no,” he scoffed. “I will introduce myself now. I am Ifrit, a fire elemental. Well, the first fire elemental on my world.”
My women came up and gasped again as he announced himself. I guessed they knew him as well.
“Well met, Ifrit. Any problems forming a contract since you wanted out of that prison?”
Ifrit laughed and shook his head no. “You got me out of that, and I’m grateful. The bastard that caught me drained my mana and power before locking me inside the anti-magic cage. He wanted my place in our hierarchy. Since I was The First, I got notoriety, fame, and fortune. He was second and wasn’t as well off as me. I was thinking of stepping down before the prick did that, but it doesn’t matter now. Anyway, I want the same as the others, some freedom to roam and to fight at your side. Oh, and maybe to lie with a beautiful lady.” He eyed Tina and Alana, they stepped back and looked at him like he was nuts. Ifrit laughed and shrugged at their dismissal. “I will lend you my magic and defend you and yours. I have lots of abilities and skills. Teleportation, shapeshifting, invulnerability, invisibility, and flight to name a few.”
I gaped at the casual way he mentioned his impressive skills. “I’m at a loss for words again. That is a list of incredible abilities. Are you sure that you want to form a contract?”
“Yeah, why not? I can fight again and stretch my legs and wings,” he said with a grin. His golden eyes had a mischievous glint. “And I can get out of that cage without the bastard’s permission.” Ifrit laughed hard at that. I snorted and began the process once more. The hue that appeared for his contract was red. The icon that appeared on my left wrist was a picture of fire. Obviously.
Ifrit bowed his head and disappeared when the magic contract was finished. When he left, the circle dimmed until the mana was gone. I took a few deep breaths and mentally patted myself on the back at the turn of events. I didn’t have to fight them off. Though, we would see how they acted when they were summoned. I then realized that wasn’t what mattered right now. I felt the glares on my back and knew that this next conversation wouldn’t be fun.




Chapter 33

I sighed and turned to walk away but was immediately stopped.
“What the hell, Gage?” Ella demanded in a huff.
My brow rose at her demand as I let her, and the others, berate me. They couldn’t comprehend what just happened, it seemed. It was a lot to take in. I mean, the granddaughter of the goddesss of night was present, even though she looked like a hag. A fire elemental and an avian humanoid were contracted to me. And the spells they could cast were in a word, awesome.
The ladies fell silent after I didn’t respond to their demands.
“Why did you form contracts with them?” Alana asked, trying to keep herself calm.
I scoffed and shook my head at the elf. “Did you not hear what they are capable of doing? Who in their right mind wouldn’t form contracts with them?”
Kat butted in and tried to calm me down. “I think what she meant was, why didn’t you contract with others that have… uh, what word am I looking for, ladies?”
“Morals,” Mae blurted. “The creatures that work on the side with ethics and principles, not the evil one.
Ella and Alana turned to the kitsune, and the former responded, “Morals? It seems that we need to ask you a question about that, Mae. Whose side are you on?”
The fox lady took a step back from them and held up her hands. “I’m not your enemy, ladies.”
“Oh? And why should we trust you?” Alana asked with a snort.
“You’re one to talk, elf.” Mae laughed at the elf, which made both Alana and Tina red with anger. “You two ladies keep your identity a secret to everyone here, and you have the audacity to question me? We all know that you are hiding here, especially not wanting to even go into the city at all. That’s suspicious to me, and I’m sure to everyone present.”
I was getting tired of the ladies’ questioning, so I stepped in and said, “All right, I’m done with this. You ladies have lots to discuss and figure out. Me? I’m going to work out what happened in my mind. I need to meditate some. So, stay your asses here and don’t move until everything is worked out. Seamus.”
I walked away as the ladies balked at my demand and started stammering, but they didn’t follow.
We went deeper into the forest, and I sat down on the ground cross-legged to meditate. Seamus was on guard duty. I closed my eyes to take in the surroundings and breathe the fresh air. It took some time, but my mind calmed down after the hectic morning.
I was still astonished that the three summoned were contracted to me. I wondered if any of it would affect me negatively, but I shook that off as I moved to another subject. Now that I had backup and potentially a trio of ass-kicking magikers, I could concentrate on going after the assholes that had been causing mayhem around here. Having the others assist and move to capture or kill the perpetrators, we could possibly save more lives.
I made up my mind that I would speak with the girls and move deeper into the empire. I just knew that someone was harboring the missing people, or they were underground somewhere; that was a definite possibility.
Hmm… yeah, after I meet with the commander and guild master, we’ll move out.
I rose, brushed off my trousers and began making my way toward town.
Let’s go see the commander.
Okay. I’ll follow and make sure I’m not seen.
I chuckled and nodded to Seamus as we walked on. I didn’t even let the girls know because they were too busy arguing.
It took a bit, but we made good time. I visited the magic shops and advised the workers that I would make periodic checks to see what they needed or if there were any issues. I also informed them that I would have help soon. They smiled and understood that it would take time to hire good workers. Next, I spoke with the guild master and commander. They hadn’t heard of any more raids recently, so I told them that I would keep them informed. I did tell them that I had met the governor, and both smirked, saying they already knew. Word had spread after the duel; it was all over the city. I sighed and asked them to keep my work over the border hush-hush. They knew not to say anything.
My next stop was the blacksmith. The forge was not what it needed to be. There were several things that had to be repaired and maintained. I walked in and introduced myself as the new owner. The stout, muscular man was hesitant but as we talked about the upkeep of his shop, the guy relaxed and thanked me. Things were tight these days, with all the rumors regarding the raids and kidnappings. I patted him on the shoulder and told him to fix what was needed and handed him some gold.
“Use this to repair the shop and get your materials to make this forge begin to make money again.”
The elf had tears in his eyes as he said, “My thanks, Thornbaum wouldn’t have done this. When you walked in with your hood, I was suspicious. Especially when you spoke. I knew that you were human and didn’t understand why you kept yourself hidden, but it is not my business. Just know that I will do my best to get the shop back to the way it was before.”
“Good. Now let’s speak about something that I need.”
“Oh? What’s that?” the elf asked as he set down his tools.
“I need some weapons made out of Damascus steel.”
He gasped. “What would you need that steel for?”
“I need to eradicate a vampire nest,” I replied without hesitation.
“That would be excessive with those pests,” the elf scoffed. “But if you need it done, I’ll get the materials. The ore is pricey.”
I nodded my understanding. “I’ll use the weapons more than once. Now, here is a pouch of gold. If you need more, then contact the magic shop and give them the message. They’ll let me know.”
I handed him the pouch and was about to leave, but he stopped me. “What did you need made with that ore?”
“Oh, yeah. The list is in the pouch.” I pointed to the bag in his hand.
He nodded, and I left to walk to the general goods store I was invested in. The bell dinged as I went inside. I looked around at the customers picking out their items to purchase as they chatted with each other, some even laughing. I searched the store for the proprietor and found an elf at the front who looked like he could help, so I sauntered his way.
The elf looked up as I approached. “Wow, you’re a big one. What can I do for you today, sir?”
“I have come to speak with the proprietor, are they about?”
The elf narrowed his eyes at me and asked, “Is there a problem, sir?”
I shook my head no. “Just wanted to speak with them about my investment in their establishment.”
That confused him, and he called to the back storeroom, “Meriel, got a guy here that wants to speak with you.”
Some noise came from the interior and a minute later, out walked another elf with blonde hair and blue eyes. Her frown didn’t seem right on her pretty face.
“What was that you said, Elton? I couldn’t hear from the back when I was moving some crates around.”
Elton gestured to me. “This guy said he needed to speak with you about his invested part in your establishment.”
The lady elf frowned even more when she looked at me. “Huh, you’re a big fellow. I don’t recognize you, and with your stature, I would have remembered if I’d dealt with you in relation to your investment in my business.”
I chuckled and said, “You don’t know me. It’s only because I killed Thornbaum and took over his businesses and investments that I’m here today.”
The two gasped and went wide-eyed.
“Thornbaum is dead?” Meriel whispered and looked at Elton.
He grunted and said to her, “Yeah, some young ‘un came in here spouting that. I thought it was nonsense, but I guess that it’s true.” The elf then turned to me. “Good riddance. That bastard was a menace around here.”
I shrugged and was about to go on but was interrupted by Meriel. “If you did take over his investment, can I ask why you are here? Is it just to introduce yourself?”
I could tell that the elf was wary. I would be too after dealing with a guy like Thornbaum. Maybe she thought that I would be worse than him.
“I’m not here to cause distress or an upheaval. I want to know if I could put a booth in here, maybe over in the far corner to sell some items that aren’t in your store.”
That made both of them narrow their eyes at me. I chuckled to myself at their suspicions.
“What kind of items are you wanting to sell, Mr…?” Merial asked in a cordial manner.
“Healing items mostly. Pelts that I have and other things. Fresh vegetables, herbs, and spices.”
“Hmm… as you can see, we don’t sell fresh vegetables, only dried fruit and nuts,” Meriel began and stopped to think about what I wanted.
Elton butted in, “It might be a good idea, especially if he has healing items to sell. What sort of items do you have?”
“Potions, poultices, etc. We will put the potions and even the healing ingredients into separate bottles for those who need particular items for their own remedies.”
Meriel grunted and said, “That sounds like it might be worth it. We take thirty percent off the top.”
I chuckled and responded. “No, we can go down to market row and set up a booth if need be. Fifteen percent.”
Meriel scoffed, “You already make thirty percent of my take every month. Fifteen percent isn’t worth it. Twenty-seven percent.”
I thought about that. Thornbaum was either a master negotiator, or a downright thief.
“Nope, not going to happen. I’ll give you twenty-five percent and that’s final.”
I didn’t need the money, but my guests needed something to do, so I was lenient. Otherwise, I would haggle them down to twenty percent or even twenty-one.
Meriel smiled and we shook hands.
“I will bring a booth setup this week before my workers show up.”
“Nah, we have a setup that we use every now and then outside for special purposes.” Elton pointed over at the corner that I suggested. “We will have it put there for you.”
“Much appreciated. I’ll let my people know.”
They nodded, and I left.
Well, got that taken care of. Maybe the guests won’t be bored anymore and will stop their whining.
Seamus chuckled. Hopefully not. I want to get out and kill something. Preferably some evildoers.
Me too. And I want to see what my three summons can do.
I’m curious about that as well. Should be quite the show if Ifrit and Therian are involved. I can only imagine what Danae can do. He shuddered mentally.
I laughed to myself. She’s a very strange and freaky individual. Anyone who wants to suck the life force out of people and use them as thralls is not someone to trifle with. I then pondered on the elder vampires’ abilities. Could they do that as well?
The two of us made our way back to the safe house.




Chapter 34

Seamus and I walked up to the outskirts of the farm and saw people working. I nodded to them as I passed by. My eyes scanned the area for my girls and the complicated ones.
It wasn’t moments later that they strolled out of the house.
“Where did you go?” Ella asked as she strode over. Kat and Lexi were with her. Movement caught my eye as I saw Callie walking out of the barn with Alana, Mae, and Tina. They must have been checking on the horses.
“Went to town and took care of some business. Did you ladies come to an agreement on things? I don’t want to go through this again.”
Ella nodded as Kat and Lexi snorted.
“We have come to a truce of some sort,” Ella said, looking to her right as the other ladies approached.
I looked over and asked, “And the deal with Mae?”
“It’s settled,” Kat stated firmly. “She is staying here on a probationary basis. If she steps out of line, she is gone. And if she gets one of us hurt, she dies.”
I stared at Mae, who didn’t respond to that. The kitsune seemed complacent about the rules they went over. I grunted and told them what I’d dealt with in town.
They were happy about that and planned to work on getting supplies.
“I’m ready to leave and do some more hunting,” I told my girls, hoping they would know what I was referring to.
“We’ve discussed that as well,” Lexi blurted, and I turned my attention to her.
“What do you mean?”
Don’t tell me they’ve spoken about our mission here.
“They told us about why you are here, Gage,” Alana butted in. “We knew that you were hiding something from us. There were signs and little things that stood out.”
“We know about you looking for the strigoi and want in,” Tina added.
I snorted. “This coming from two of the nobility in the Elven Kingdom. I’ll pass on the help, ladies.”
It didn’t look like they were surprised by my statement.
“Ella and Kat told us that you suspected,” Alana responded with a shrug. “We knew that you were smart and would figure it out.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but that still doesn’t allow you to accompany us anywhere. I don’t want your family to get wind of it. If something happens to you, then I’ll have them searching for me.”
“I doubt that,” Tina scoffed and shook her head. “Someone in our family wants us dead, Gage.”
That was surprising to hear them say it out loud. I glanced over at Ella. She nodded and said, “They told us. We had a good bit to discuss while you were gone. It was very enlightening.”
“I’ll say.” Mae chuckled. “Hearing that you are a real farmer was funny.” Ella, Kat, Lexi, and Cal glared at the kitsune after that remark. Mae cleared her throat and continued “Good cover, though. You and the girls are doing your normal routines.”
“Anyway,” Alana shook her head and continued, “we decided to stop with the secrets and hiding in general.”
“Uh, you knew that someone was trying to kill you?”
I wondered how they figured it out.
“Yes,” Tina responded with a nod. “We suspected that our sisters were involved. We’re the eldest daughters of our clan and are due to inherit. We’re not sure if it was just our younger sisters or if there were others involved. So, we had spies infiltrate their circles to keep an eye on them.”
Smart.
“When we found out, the two of us were going to flee to a safe place,” Alana added. “But we were kidnapped the next day while shopping for supplies.”
I sighed and thought about my next move. “Ladies, it would be best if you stayed here or worked in the shops in town. Going with me deep into the empire is dangerous.”
“We are mages and are not afraid of danger,” Alana argued as she made fire dance on her fingers. Tina had vines grow out of the ground. Mae had her daggers out and made them fly around her body in a circle.
“And not to mention, you have those scary creatures that you can summon if we’re in danger,” Mae blurted as she caught the daggers, one in each hand.
I looked over at the girls, and they shrugged and smiled at me. I shook my head and said, “We can’t all go. So, you ladies will have it out while I get my weapons. I leave in five minutes.”
They grunted as I went inside the house to grab my weapons and armed myself with my throwing knives, poison, and daggers. My swords were already on my back as usual.
When I came back out, I noticed they weren’t there. I shrugged and began walking toward the outskirts of the farm. Seamus came up and sat down to wait with me.
The two of us made small talk until we heard footsteps approach. I looked over to see Kat, Lexi, Alana, and Mae walk up. They looked to be armored up. Alana must have borrowed some armor from Cal, as did Mae. Kat and Lexi had theirs on and hoods up. Something else stood out. Alana’s hair was different, it was a dirty blond color. I guess they used some dye to help her blend in with others without being noticed.
“All right, let’s go since you ladies are too hardheaded to listen. We’re going deep into the empire since our searches around the edges haven’t been fruitful. Oh, and nice hair color, Alana.”
None of them responded as we began our trek, though Alana rolled her eyes at me.
++++
The journey wasn’t too bad. It had been a few hours, and nothing was out of the ordinary. We had passed through a few villages, but nothing stood out, so we kept going. Some beastfolk and demons were wary of us but didn’t stop us or anything, and some lamias wanted us off their lands. That made us hurry away. I looked for any flying creatures, but there were none that I could see.
We were about to turn around when we spotted some blood off the side of the road. The girls found chewed-up farm animals scattered around and decaying. That was a strange sight. I had everyone stop and begin searching for other clues. Further toward town, we found a few dead bodies. Beastfolk. Their throats were torn out. What was strange was that there was no blood around the bodies or in them, like it had all been drained away. We were all on alert now.
Kat and Lexi observed the dead to see if they could figure out what killed them. The two finally came back and said they were sucked dry first and then killed. It looked like vampires had caused the deaths.
“Let’s go check the village nearby. Lexi, you and Mae take the left side and skirt around to the back. We’ll come through the nearest entrance and meet you in the middle of town.”
They nodded and took off. Alana, Kat, and I slowly made our way to the village. We noticed there weren’t any sounds. No critters, birds, nothing. The silence was crazy. I relayed my concerns to the ladies, and they were worried too.
The three of us approached the wooden gate that was only open a few feet and saw that two guards were outside, standing at attention near the entrance. The two seemed off somehow. When we came up, they took out their weapons and stopped us.
“No entry,” the guard on the right slurred. I looked at his eyes and then his body. The man was pale with white hair and red eyes. A moroi?
The other guard voiced the same to us and stopped speaking. This one had dark hair and brown eyes. When they spoke, I noticed both had fangs showing. The two were vamps.
I observed the two guards for a few moments. They were staring at us, but it was like they were lifeless somehow. I asked them a few questions, but they didn’t answer in complete sentences.
“The two seemed to be thralled,” Kat said as she took a step forward. “Their minds must be murky with the commands they were given. Hell, they can’t even speak with us.”
“Knock them out and let’s see what’s going on here. I can’t even hear anything inside. We should have heard something.”
“I agree,” Alana said as we waited for Kat to hit them on the head to knock them out.
I don’t like leaving enemies behind, but I don’t like killing innocents either.
The three of us slowly made our way inside. The first things we saw were the bodies lying face down by the gates. Kat and Alana turned them over. All six bodies were like those we found earlier. Drained of blood and their throats ripped out. Three of them were elves. Alana wasn’t happy to see that.
We kept moving slowly and caught some movements over to the right, accompanied by noise. Something was going on over there. We moved that way and came up on four people chasing six individuals. They were taunting the runaways, who were gaunt looking. I also noticed most everyone’s clothing was dirty and torn.
The pursuers yelled for them to stop, following them to a house. The three of us made our way over and hid behind a porch further down from them.
“What do you think?”
“Something’s going on here,” Alana whispered and stared at the taunters.
“Yeah, no shit,” Kat scoffed. “I say we kill them and help the others inside.”
It was then we heard screams from the west side of town. I looked that way, but I couldn’t see anything.
“Oh my, your friends are having a bit of trouble,” the lead thug yelled. “It’s only a matter of time before you all die. Just give up and let’s have our dinner.”
The guy and the two women with him laughed at his poor choice of words. It was then that two of them growled and took off. They were hard to see as they sped to the house in no time and broke down the doors. Screams were heard throughout.
“Vamps,” Alana hissed, and then growled. Her magic came up then.
“Kat?” I hoped she would know if it was the strigoi.
“They’re not of the strigoi,” Kat spat in disgust. “Look at their skin. See any black veins? That’s how you distinguish them, along with their black hair. These idiots are regular vamps, probably dhampirs.”
“So they can be killed easily?”
“Yes.” She nodded. “And we need to intervene quickly. No telling how many people are in danger here. I would say that some strigoi are about as well.”
Vampires hate fire, so I would send in the fire mage and dhampir to deal with them. Or, I could summon Ifrit.
“Kat, can we take them? Be truthful.”
She hesitated but shook her head no. “If Lexi and Ella were here and Zeke, we could. There are too many, and they’re too quick for us to handle. Without you having practiced the shared magic with your summons, it could end in disaster for us all. And I’m not sure this would be the time to try.”
I looked at Alana, she nodded her agreement.
“You must summon your fire elemental and probably the woman to handle this for us,” Alana suggested hesitantly.
“Yeah, let’s see what they can do.” Kat smiled broadly and showed off her fangs.
I sighed and began my incantation.
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Moments later, three portals opened behind us and out came my summons. Ifrit looked the same, as did Therian. Danae was somehow dirtier looking.
I kept that to myself and said, “Greetings to you three. I’m in need of assistance.”
There were more screams emanating from the house. Another came from the west side again. We heard the evil vamps laughing loudly at their prey. My three summoned looked at the evildoers and grinned. That made me smile.
“Okay, Danae and Ifrit, take care of those four. Therian, take to the air and see where that other scream came from. We will tend to the wounded. After Danae and Ifrit take control of the situation, we’ll come to your aid.”
The three bowed their heads and without any words, they went into action. Therian flew off in the direction of the screams we’d heard. Danae floated toward the dhampirs causing issues, and Ifrit followed her in flight.
What happened next was horrible. The four threw down the prey they had been torturing and faced the two foes in front of them. At first, they were laughing and taunting them as well, but when the four tried to attack, well, they hit an invisible wall and were blown back. The four landed twenty feet away and tried to quickly get up, but they fell to their knees as Danae slowly made her way over. For some reason, Ifrit was waiting.
The dhampirs screamed as they held onto their ears. It wasn’t even ten heartbeats, but we all heard the agony in those screams. I winced as Danae held out her hand and they all went silent, staring at her.
“What the hell is she doing?” Kat whispered as we watched the scene unfold.
I didn’t want to even guess.
We stared at the woman with dirty clothes, wondering what she was up to. It wasn’t moments later that the four on their knees were screaming soundlessly. A flash of light came from her hand, and we saw what looked like vapor or something flow out of their mouths to her outstretched hand.
It didn’t take me long to figure out what she was doing. The bitch was sucking the life force out of the poor suckers. We saw each one of the dhampirs dry up like a husk and fall over. Danae shuddered and took a deep breath before exhaling.
She nodded to Ifrit, and he immediately burned the husks to ash.
The people that had been tortured gaped and scrambled away from the two high-powered individuals. I saw Danae moving her way toward us. She was smiling as she and Ifrit came up.
“Thank you, master, for the scrumptious meal.” Danae bowed to me. “May we have more?”
I was stunned at first. Did she look somehow less pale? Was there a word for that? I cleared my throat. “Yes, but not all of them. We need someone to talk.”
Danae giggled. “Why would you need that? I can just strip the information out of their minds like I did with those idiots we just killed.”
I sighed and wasn’t sure what to say to that at first, but finally I nodded to her.
“Wait,” I said before she could move, “Did they give you any information about their leaders?”
She grunted and pointed. “They’re in the basement of the town hall. There are captives there too.”
Well, shit. “Okay, that’s good news. Go and help Therian. Kill them all.” They were about to leave, but I stopped them again. “Wait!”
The two halted and turned to me. “Belay that order. Kill the ones that need killing and leave my people alone.”
The two nodded and took off. I shook my head and exhaled a deep breath.
“You’ve got to be straight with them, and be specific,” Alana stated in a low voice.
“Yeah,” Kat agreed and chuckled. “They would probably just annihilate everything and think it was funny or all in a day’s work.”
Alana snickered as well.
I grunted. “You aren’t wrong. With the way they easily took out these vamps, I can only imagine how they’d fight regular folk. Anyway, let’s go see if we can help those people.”
We began walking over, but Kat interrupted. “What about the town hall? We need to get in there before nightfall. The strigoi are more easily killed before dark.”
I thought about it and looked up at the sky. The sun was setting. “We will get to them after this. There’s time.”
Kat didn’t respond, she and Alana just followed silently. There were elves in the group, and we helped with their injuries the best we could. One had a broken arm, so we set it and put his arm against his chest and used a wrap to secure it for the time being.
I was watching the area while Alana and Kat helped everyone get ready to walk. When the group was able, we slowly made our way out. Alana went toward the front gate with the ones that we’d freed while Kat and I went to search for Lexi and Mae. Seamus as well.
We found them near the town hall, where bodies were strewn everywhere. There had to be at least twenty. As we approached, Lexi and Mae walked over.
“What happened?”
Your summons killed the bad guys,” Mae snorted and pointed over at the town hall. Danae, Ifrit, and Therian stood at the front entrance, silently waiting.
“They also saved our asses,” Lexi added as she glared at the kitsune. “The five were hard as hell to kill. They must have just fed before fighting us. The innocents were already dead or dying when we tried to intervene.”
I sighed. “Well, nothing to do about that. We have others inside the town hall. There are some strigoi in the basement.”
They perked up at that.
“Oh? And where did you learn that little tidbit?” Mae asked as she looked at all the dead bodies around.
“His summons retrieved that information from one of the minds of her first prey on the other side of the village,” Kat informed the others.
“Is it me, or does she look less pale now?” Lexi questioned our little group.
We all looked over at the crazy psycho woman. She did. Her skin looked almost normal relative to the deathly pale she had when the woman first showed.
“She’s definitely less pale,” Alana commented. “Probably because she sucked the life force out of them to gain strength. You best be careful with that one, Gage. She might try to overpower you.”
The others agreed. They told us she also sucked the life force out of those who were still alive when she showed up. I groaned and thought about what would happen when she was at full power.
“Let’s take care of this problem first, then we will worry about the floating lady later,” Mae suggested. I agreed and we strolled over to the town hall.
Danae grinned as we came up. “Master, thank you again for the meal.”
“Okay, you can stop with that, Danae.” I sighed in exasperation. “We’re going to have a discussion later about this.”
“Of course, master.” Danae bowed her head to me.
“Therian, what did you discover when you scouted the area?”
“The vampires were killing those that were fleeing from this building. I intervened and killed a few before Ifrit and Danae showed to help. There were two that got away and fled inside. We were about to enter but decided to wait for your orders.”
He was polite but abrupt, probably a result of his military background.
“All right, then there should be captives inside. Dispose of the captors and we will help the captives. Danae will take care of the strigoi in the basement. Ifrit will accompany and burn their bodies.”
The three bowed and went inside, following my orders. The girls snickered at that, and we waited for a few moments to let them do their thing before entering.
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When we entered the town hall, we heard screeching coming from all over. I saw a few people hiding in the offices to our left, and we helped them escape out the front door. Alana and Mae stayed behind to protect them and others if we found any.
Kat and Lexi came with me, and we searched the two-story building. There were only five left alive. I heard fighting from the basement below and further down on the first floor, followed by lots of roars and screams.
Once we’d searched the entire building for survivors, Kat, Lexi, and I made our way downstairs to see about the strigoi. I wanted to come face to face with those assholes.
When the three
of us got to the bottom of the steps, we heard some hissing to our left. I looked over and saw two black sarcophaguses with their lids thrown to the side. In front, lying on the ground, were four dead vampires with white hair. Their heads were cut off, and blood was squirting from the top of their pale necks. Moroi.
I shook my head at that. This was getting crazy. Gurgling and hissing brought my attention back to the two sarcophaguses. Therian and Ifrit were holding two pale vampires with dark hair by their heads. I was surprised, the two strigoi must have been weak from sleep. Either that or Therian and Ifrit were on a higher power level.
Danae was standing in front of the two strigoi with her arms extended. The two vampires were trying desperately to get free, but they couldn’t break away.
The pale witch or sorceress, whatever you could call her, was chanting in a language that I’d never heard before. I glanced over at Kat and Lexi to ask if they knew what she was saying, but the two were staring in fear. As a matter of fact, they had taken a few steps back from me.
Well, I can’t say I blame them. Hell, the three creatures in front of us took down over a dozen vampires like it was nothing. Now, they have two strigoi in their grips, supposedly the strongest of the vampire kind, except for the elders. At least, that’s what they said.
Danae finished her chant, floated over to the strigoi, and put her hands on top of their heads.
“Thanks for the information, gentlemen,” Danae said in a gentle tone. “Now, the time has come to pay for your dastardly deeds.”
The woman looked over at me and smiled. I rolled my eyes at her antics.
Get on with it!
Danae pouted. I guess she wanted to get a rise out of me. With these bastards gone, I wouldn’t need to worry about them. Well, their kin would probably find out and try to hunt us down, but that worry was for another day.
The psycho woman took a deep breath and spoke a couple of words in her language. Soon after, the two vampires went still, and their mouths opened. White mists began flowing out of their bodies and moving over to Danae. The woman began sucking the mists into her body, which began to tremble. This went on for a few minutes until the strigoi were nothing but dried up husks.
What the hell?
Moments later, Therian and Ifrit let go of the corpses, but instead of falling to the ground, the bodies hovered in the air. We heard some cracking noises and I realized that their heads were turning the wrong way. I thought that would be it, but no, the heads kept turning and I heard some ripping sounds. Suddenly, the two heads lifted from the dead bodies and were hurled to the other side of the room.
Damn, that was nasty. She must have used telekinesis to do that.
I sighed and was about to say something to the woman when she turned. The girls gasped beside me as Danae walked toward us. I was flabbergasted. Her skin had changed again to a peach color, and her body looked healthier, as did her hair. The woman was evidently healing herself with all the bodies she stole the life force from. But she still had those soulless black eyes.
“Master, I have news,” Danae said as she broke my stare.
I cleared my throat and replied, “Okay, that sounds good, but let’s discuss what’s going on here. Therian, Ifrit, do you mind giving us a few minutes alone?”
The two nodded and were about to leave, but Danae stopped them. “They don’t need to go. I’m assuming you are going to ask about my body changing?”
I grunted. “Yeah, I am. Stealing the life force from those vampires has given you new life it seems. You’re more vibrant and healthier.”
The crazed woman giggled and nodded. “Yes, that’s true, master. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to begin healing.”
I was afraid to ask, but I did anyway. “Is this going to cause me issues? I don’t want to have to face the people who put you in the abyss if they discover that I let you out.”
“Oh no, master.” Danae shook her head. “They will not come after you. Since I am a summoned, then I only do as my master commands.”
The bitch smirked at her statement. I, on the other hand, was stuck. If I didn’t use her abilities, then I would be helpless in certain situations. Would she fight against the contract if I didn’t summon her? Hell, could I even fight her? I doubted any and all of my crew would be a match for her since she could hold off any kind of attack. How did they force her into the abyss? I shook those thoughts off.
“All right, let’s get this straight right now. I don’t know what your plans are, but if they end up getting my people hurt or killed then we are done. I will force you back to the abyss and cancel the contract. You agreed to that before we started, but I can’t help but think that with you gaining more power, you’re planning something.”
Danae’s eyes flashed with a bit of anger, but it went away as she calmed herself down. “I…” she began and stopped, hesitating. It took almost a minute for her to start again. “Yes, I do have plans, but they have nothing to do with you or your family, master.”
The woman had determination in her eyes now.
“So, then what are your plans, Danae?”
The woman hovered in front of us, staring at me for a few moments. I guessed she was trying to ascertain if I’d prevent her from achieving her goals.
“When I get back to full power, I will walk out of the abyss and find those who put me there.”
The girls gasped and looked over at me with wide eyes. It took all of my willpower not to sigh and put my hands over my eyes.
“Okay, and for curiosity’s sake and to ease my mind, would you answer me this. The ones that sent you to the abyss, are they your kin?”
She grunted and nodded. “Yes, amongst others.”
I did sigh at that. Gods and goddesses fighting or worse, war. It didn’t bode well for that world.
“So, you will wage war against them?” I wanted to make sure what she was actually planning to do.
The girls were on alert at that, Therian and Ifrit were just standing there in silence with blank expressions.
Danae shrugged and nonchalantly began explaining her point of view. “No, but it might end up that way. Look, I wasn’t always like this you know, not until those pricks betrayed me. Yeah, I may have taken some things too far, but what other god or goddess hasn’t? We all play the game and sometimes things unfortunately happen, but for them to send me to the abyss for the same things that they have done, that’s inexcusable.”
I was contemplating what she said when Ifrit spoke. “If you need any assistance, Lady Danae, I would be honored to help you. I, too, know what it is like for others to imprison you for ridiculous reasons.”
That was surprising to hear. Therian just nodded, agreeing with him, but he didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure if he agreed with him about going to help or with the wrongful imprisonment.
Danae bowed her head to the fire elemental. “Thank you for the offer, Ifrit, I may take you up on it. At least, if the master okays it.”
The girls snapped their heads my way in disbelief at what was going on here. I rolled my eyes and changed the subject.
“Let’s get back on track here. We need to get out of here before others notice what has happened.”
“Yes, master,” Danae agreed. “And my plans won’t hinder helping you. After all, you were the one that rescued me. I won’t ever forget that.”
Great, lay more on the fire. I’m going to get reamed when we get out of here.
I could feel the glares from the girls, but I ignored them. “What information did you find out?”
“Oh, yes, I found out that an elder was found by an adventuring party and was let out of his tomb,” Danae informed us. That made Lexi and Kat groan.
“And I’m assuming the elder is leading the ones raiding and plundering?”
She nodded and explained. “From what these two knew, Alexander was the one they let loose. And he has freed two others, Mikael and Bellatrix. These three are the reasons for all the kidnappings and rituals. They are trying to heal and restore their powers, then forge an army of undead and vampires.”
Well, that isn’t good. Three elders are awake and kicking.
“Did they say if any of the three were at full power?”
Danae thought about it but shook her head no. “I didn’t see that in their memories. Of course, they may not know, or perhaps they were commanded to forget.”
That makes sense. Compulsion.
“Anything else to inform us?”
“No, master,” she replied but wavered. “Well, except that those two strigoi met with others in Ailmoor, but I couldn’t see them meeting the three elders or find out their location.”
“That’s because, as you said, they were compelled to forget or they may not even know,” Kat butted in. “Hell, these two are probably lackeys and low in the hierarchy.”
“I would have to agree with you, sister,” Lexi said. “This is getting out of hand. How the hell did Alexander know where the other two were entombed? From what I remember, they were hunted down and placed in places far away from each other.”
“Yeah, that’s concerning.” Kat nodded. “Who would even have that knowledge?”
“Their family,” I blurted, guessing. “The locations could have been passed down from others or written down somewhere. That would be stupid, though.”
The two dhampirs didn’t respond, they were in their own thoughts.
We needed to get out and plan our next moves. “Okay, ladies and gentlemen.” That confused the three summoned, which made me chuckle. “We need to meet with our crew and come up with a plan. This just got more complicated. One elder and his army would be difficult to fight, but now we have three elders to contend with. So, let’s get out of here and help the injured back to the safe house for now.”
Lexi and Kat agreed and began to turn, but I stopped them. “Ladies, check the building for anything of value. They may have kept ledgers and even coin.”
The two kissed my cheek and went to do as I wanted. I turned to the three that were waiting and said, “Thank you for helping us with this fiasco. It would have been difficult to defeat them by ourselves.”
The three bowed their heads to me. It was Ifrit who responded.
“Not a problem, master,” he said. “It was fun.”
The other two agreed with him.
I sighed and thought that these three were battle hungry. With a few more words about what may be needed in the future, I dismissed them. Taking a breath, I began to contemplate what lay ahead but stopped myself. There was no need for that right now, so I went over and checked where the two strigoi slept but didn’t find anything useful. I then searched the basement and found a few weapons but left them. Two coin pouches were off to the side in a metal box, so I placed them into my pocket for now.
When I’d finished my search, I made my way upstairs to check on the girls.
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I couldn’t hear or see them on the first floor. I came out of the town hall and saw Lexi and Kat with Alana and Mae, talking animatedly. There were others huddled to the side in a group. I counted ten people and looked over to the left of the ladies and saw another group of five. Most of them were elves of different races. Sun, high, and wood elves. There were also beastkin present. I could tell by their ears and tails. I was surprised to see that there were also humans about.
Hmm… Actually, I doubt those are humans. Probably some type of were.
I walked over, and as I came up, the heated conversation stopped. The ladies glanced over.
“Can these people move? We need to get out of here.”
Alana grunted. “It will be slow going, most of them are weak.”
“Well, the further we are away from here, the better.”
The ladies agreed and they gathered up the newly freed captives and we began our journey out of the town. Seamus came up beside me which frightened a few people, but he ignored them.
I heard you had an interesting time in the town hall.
I chuckled. Yeah, you could say that. I take it that the girls were discussing Danae?
They were. I already cautioned you before, so be diligent. I’m not sure about how the contracts work, especially since you have a contracted goddess who is gaining power, but I doubt she would be able to harm you unless it is broken.
I was thinking the same. She is a force by herself, and then the other two with her… Well, let’s change the subject. Danae gathered information from the two strigoi and found three vampire elders were up and about.
That’s what I heard. So, these elders are the ones who are causing issues? You think that they are building up an army of vamps?
I do, and probably undead and other thralls as well.
This just keeps getting better and better.
That it does.
Our little procession was slowly making our way out the gate and I realized the two vamp guards were still lying there unconscious.
“Kat, Lexi, Mae, wake those idiots up. With the strigoi dead, I’m assuming they aren’t thralled anymore. We’ll take them with us.”
That set off some arguing from the previously captured people with us. Alana settled them down, even threatened when a few were adamant. That made them pause and go silent.
The three ladies went over and slapped the two unconscious vampires awake. They opened their eyes and gasped, looking around. Both were holding their heads and groaning, croaking out words. I heard them asking where they were and other questions. It seemed that they were no longer under compulsion.
Lexi, Mae, and Kat helped them up and told them what was going on. And they advised them that until further investigation, the two were under observation while we made sure that they weren’t harming innocents like the rest.
With that done, we set off again. It was dark now, and even though we could see in the dark, it was decided that we would get far enough away from the town before stopping for the night.
The girls had found some travel rations within the town hall, and some jerky and cheese. They passed them around for everyone. I set a watch for the night, and we took turns sleeping.
The next day we got up early and continued our journey. Along the way, I heard some groaning and whining about following me, a human, to safety. The elves wanted Alana to lead us. I didn’t know if it was because she was an elf or a noble.
A few times, I wanted to put my fist in the faces of the complainers, but I kept my cool until we were almost at the safe house. By then, I couldn’t take it anymore. My swords were out and ready, but the three instigators backed away from me. Alana put a hand on my shoulder and pleaded for me to sheathe my swords. I glared at the three elves one more time before walking away. At least we were almost home.
One thing I’d realized was that Mae’s sister wasn’t a prisoner in the place we’d been, so we were still clueless as to her whereabouts.
The outskirts of the safe house were in sight, so we picked up the pace. As we came up, I had the newly liberated group hang back while I made sure nothing was out of the ordinary at our safe house.
The group was told that we had a place where they would be safe until we could get them some help. I was going to need to get the commander involved and the Adventurer’s Guild to help.
Some of the helpers were out and announced our return, and unfortunately, they were still topless. Well, this is going to be good.
Cal, Ella, and Tina made their way out of the house toward us. They were topless as well.
Cal and Ella came up to me and hugged me tight, then kissed me on the lips. I heard murmurs and whispers but didn’t pay attention to them because I didn’t give a shit.
“We were worried when you didn’t make it back last night,” Ella said. “I had to hold Callie back from going out and searching for you in the middle of the night.”
Cal scoffed, “Please, you were the one we had to hold down.”
Tina snickered and nodded.
“Gage, what happened?” Ella asked. “Did you lose track of time?”
“No, we came across a town that was controlled by the strigoi.”
That made them gasp and immediately demand to know what happened. I told them some of the story and the others with me gave their input. We gave them the bad news as well.
“So, three elders are alive and taking in prisoners,” Ella sneered with venom in her voice.
“Yeah, that’s the information we gathered,” Kat informed her. “This is turning out to be more difficult than we first thought.”
“I agree.” Ella nodded. “Gage, what—”
She didn’t get to finish her sentence, two people interrupted her.
“Lady Alana! We apologize for not recognizing you!”
“Lady Katrina!”
I looked over at the elves that had given me shit from the beginning of our journey yesterday. The two had gone to their knees and bowed their heads, as did every other elf. Turning my head back around to Alana, I noticed she grimaced as she looked out. Evidently, these elves knew the two noblewomen.
The other ladies with Alana and Tina looked around and gasped when they realized that there were other people with us. All of them tried to cover themselves up and turn around so that no one could see their breasts. Cal and Ella didn’t care.
“Rise up everyone, we aren’t formal here,” Tina said while blushing fiercely, trying to get them up and cover up at the same time. The other elves didn’t know what to do but they got up anyway.
Alana finally looked at me and said, “Let’s not discuss this at the moment, please?” 
She gave me a look of trepidation but was relieved when I didn’t insist on her talking at that moment and nodded to her. These elves would out her if word got out. She went over and took the elves off in another direction. 
“Go get something to eat, the rest of us will take care of this situation,” Cal advised and patted me on the butt. 
I left them and went into the cabin to get a snack of bread, cheese, and ham. Kat and Lexi followed, and we sat down. We were still eating when Mae, Cal, Ella, and Alana joined us as well.
“Well, how did it go, Alana?” I asked, smiling at the predicament she now found herself in. Maybe now, the two would decide their path and get to it.
Alana sighed. “Not good. They will surely spread word that we are here, though with what you have told us, it might not matter now.”
Ella grunted. “No, it doesn't. With three elders causing chaos, your family problems pale in comparison.”
“It would seem so,” Alana said in a low voice. “Anyway, Tina is trying to calm them down. Well, after she put a top on.”
Lexi and Kat snickered at that.
“Well, what’s the plan for them? Would it be better for them to stay for now?”
“Maybe,” Alana stated with a pensive expression. “Though, we could get them to the commander of the garrison. He may be able to get them home.”
“Yeah, but wouldn’t that put us in danger?” Kat argued. “If word got out that you and Tina were here, someone would come looking for you.”
She was right, they would.
“But how can we force them to stay?” Ella questioned.
“We can’t,” I said and shook my head. “But the commander at the garrison could if we explained Alana and Tina’s situation.”
The ladies thought about it and grunted their agreement.
“That could work to our advantage as well,” Mae butted in. “Gage will have to let them know what has happened, and they will be responsible for their safety.”
It was a sound idea. “They could also help with our shops,” I suggested.
“Yeah, they could,” Alana agreed. “We will just have to let them know that their lives are still in danger and if they go home, others could be as well.”
Alana stood up. “I’ll now go and have a chat with them. Ella, would you care to join me?”
Ella stood up and they left. I sighed, wondering what else was going to happen. We stayed there discussing our problem before we began cleaning up. It wasn’t long before Zilyana ran into the house and told me I was needed for a meeting.
I sighed and followed the elf with Lexi and Kat in tow. Mae came as well.
The elf took us out into the forest a bit. Not too long after, we heard voices. The group was in a circle talking, but stopped as we walked up. 
“Please have a seat, Gage,” Ella gestured for me to sit down. I sat on an available log with Bree and Kat on either side.
Ella then turned to the assembled group. “Let us begin.” She looked around a few moments, waiting for anyone to argue before she continued, “For those of you who don’t know, that’s Gage. He’s the leader of our household. What you see around you are his lands, and his words are law.”
She was laying it on a bit thick. I chuckled.
“I’m the first wife of the family and in charge of the day-to-day affairs here. Lexi, Kat, and Callie are his wives as well. If you have a problem, come to one of us. …Gage has brought others to our home that want to stay, they help out around here doing various jobs, but they are polite and respectful. If you plan on staying for a couple of days even to build up your energy, then you will show respect for our clan. If not, get the fuck out now. I will not tolerate dysfunctional attitudes or poor work ethics. We’re not here for your benefit. My people saved your group, so just think about that when you want to cause chaos around here.”
Scanning the group again, she didn’t have any disruptions, so she resumed. “We have businesses within the city if you want to help out there. Oh, and as we mentioned before, you can also go to the garrison and meet with the commander if our suggestions aren’t for you.”
Lorent, a wood elf, spoke out, “Not to sound crude, but why is your group living with a human? Don’t get me wrong, thank you for saving us, but you must realize that it’s wrong. A moroi and dhampirs with a human?”
The girls stared at him like he was a bug that needed to be squashed. 
Another male voiced his opinion as he gestured to the other males around him, “We all agree that it’s wrong. Some hyped-up human that got lucky when he faced the evil strigoi and their thralls. His summons are what prevented him from getting killed.” 
I smiled at their bravado.
A female beastfolk with long ears voiced her opinion, “Shut up Kelter, he is a summoner and got the job done. We couldn’t fight against them either. I disagree with the opinions going around. He’s an alpha male and that’s why you are all whining and complaining.”
Martha, an elf, responded to that. “It’s okay, they’re just jealous, Pauline.”
A high elf male scoffed, “Lady Alana, Lady Katrina, are you cavorting with this being? Surely, ladies of your caliber are not.”
Alana and Tina stood up and berated the elf. Ella, Kat, Cal and Lexi yelled at them. I just stayed quiet for a minute or two, then stood up. 
The crowd silenced, and I spoke in a low growling voice. “I will say this only once. You don’t like what is happening here, then get out. Your high and mighty bullshit doesn’t belong, so I will give you an hour to get away. By then, you should be far away from here. If you’re not, then it won’t be my summons or my wolf you have to worry about, it will be me hunting your asses down. Just know that I know every part of these woods, and you won’t see me coming.” 
I walked away as shouting erupted behind me.
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I didn’t really care what they thought and sure as hell wasn’t going to listen to them complain about it. 
I went to the kitchen to get some water and sat down at the table. It wasn’t ten minutes before the girls came in and joined me, all with concerned looks on their faces. 
Ella whispered, “Love, we do not for one second agree with those assholes. Please don’t believe a word they said.”
I didn’t say anything and just kept quiet.
“Gage, no one will get us to leave you. Believe me when I say this,” Kat pleaded.
I looked up at them and answered, “Ladies, have you ever known me to believe everything that people spit out of their mouths? You can calm down. I left before they made me angry enough to kill them. I could care less what others say.”
They seemed to calm down at that.
“Then I will trust that you won’t bring this up again.” I went back to sipping on my water, and they took the hint and started talking about what needed to be done.
Alana came in at that time, as did Tina. They apologized for their kins behavior. I waved off their concerns as they joined in with our discussion. The topic was the booth at the general store. It was ready and they discussed who would help run it and who would help out with the magic shops. Tina had the personnel set up for those. I smiled and thought that it was about time that they got involved.
“Okay, so we are all set up for the booth tomorrow. And I’m assuming that you spoke with Meriel?”
Tina answered, “Yes, Gage. Meriel is aware we are starting tomorrow. We have lots of items to sell too. The jars we bought are full of herbs, spices, and healing potions. We’ll probably sell more spices than the herbs and healing ingredients.”
I nodded and smiled. “Awesome. Maybe one day we will have our own store front.” I was jesting but was surprised at Tina’s reply.
“That’s not a bad idea, Gage. If this works out, we can speak with Lila, the manager of the merchants. She can probably set that up for us since you have investments all over the city.”
“Really? Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. This is to get everyone working and helping out.” I wasn’t planning on staying here. Though, maybe Tina and Alana would stay and run these businesses.
Alana spoke out since, evidently, she’d had experience in negotiating. “We can haggle a deal that works for both parties involved if it comes to that. No need for you to concern yourself, we’ll take care of this so you can concentrate on other things.”
I shrugged and replied, “Okay, I’ll trust you ladies on this. We definitely have other things to worry about.” They nodded and agreed with me. “What else do we need to discuss?”
They glanced at each other, and Lexi spoke. “We want you to start practicing your magic more.”
Ella responded in a serious tone. “Love, we know you are deadly with a blade and bow, and the taming magic is coming along. The summoning magic has brought you three powerful entities, but you need to be able to use that magic they share because there may come a time that you aren’t prepared to summon them and have to fight the strigoi or other powerful foes without them.”
I sighed and looked around the room, noticing the firm looks. They weren’t budging on this, so I nodded in acceptance. They smiled and we went on to other topics until Zilyana came in and beckoned for me to come out. 
“Gage, you are needed right now. Come quickly!”
We left the kitchen and followed Zilyana out to a clearing where everyone was gawking at the scene ahead of them. On one side was Seamus, and on the other, there were five lions. They were having a stare down for some reason. I walked to where Seamus was sitting and asked, “What’s going on?”
I’m not sure, Gage. They have been sitting there for about five minutes not doing anything. I felt them come up, but they haven’t made contact yet. They seem to be all female, though, not sure where the male of their pride is.
I nodded and saw three of them come toward us, so I walked with Seamus, and met them in the middle. Suddenly the lions shifted and there in front of me were some of the fiercest looking ladies I’d ever seen. These werelions were fuckin’ tall, muscular, and all of them had long hair that reached their asses, which were toned as well. The lionesses were undoubtedly some of the hottest chicks out there. The looks they gave me were confused and a little bit cagey. 
The lead female spoke out, “Are you Gage?”
I stayed silent. She continued, “Look, we need to find him, we’ve come to ask for help. The Lady of the Forest sent us to him, says he would help us.”
“Yes, I’m Gage. What can I do for you?”
The lionesses looked at me, then at my crew as they came near us.
Another lioness responded, “Damn. The wolf is huge, and you have vamps with you. Are they peaceful?”
I nodded. “They are with me.”
She grunted and continued, “It seems the Lady of the Forest was right, you are unique.”
I didn’t know how to respond, so I kept quiet.
“Our den is being attacked by draugr, ogres, and vampires. We think they are thralled by the strigoi. Will you help us?” the lead lioness pleaded.
I thought about it for a few moments and then replied, “Let’s start out with names, shall we?”
“I’m Sarah, this is Carmen and Phoebe.” The lioness gestured to the ones beside her.
I bowed my head to them. “Where is your male?”
They glanced at each other, and Amanda sneered, “We ran the asshole off. He was lazy and wasn’t taking care of our pride, so we are without at the moment.”
Seamus, what do you think?
If the Lady of the Forest sent them, we should at least check it out.
“All right, Sarah, I’ll help. Let me grab my stuff and we’ll leave. How far away is your den?”
The relief was clear on their faces. 
“It’s an hour east of here. Thank you.”
I nodded and left to head to the house but stopped when I couldn’t surf through the crowd. 
“What’s going on, Gage?” Ella demanded as she stared at the lionesses.
“They were told to find me for help. Their den is being attacked, so I’m going with them.”
“Don’t think you’re going by yourself,” Kat snarled. “If five of those lions can’t defeat what’s there, then you’re not going on your own.”
I smiled at her and responded. “I wasn’t. We can’t send everyone, though.”
They started in on me, but I held up my hand and stated, “Find out who wants to go. Volunteers only. Ella, handle it. I’m going to get my stuff. We leave in five minutes.” 
I walked off as they began to discuss who should go. After getting my bow and blades together, I ran back to the clearing.
As I came up, my girls stepped out in front of me. Ella stated, “Mae, Cal, Tina, Zilyana, and I are going with you.”
I looked over to them and spoke, “I know that you and Zilyana are earth mages, but I feel that we’ll need to take a few more mages to counter the vampires.”
I stared at Tina, and she agreed, calling to Nuala, Trice, and Jisella for them to join us. I found out that Trice and Jisella were healing mages that we freed yesterday. They looked better now they’d had some food in them, but not fully healthy and I asked about that. They said they were okay and would snack on the way for nourishment. I shrugged and let them be. Nuala, of course, was a fire mage, and Soria, a water mage.
“All right, everyone, if you’re going then you will listen to my commands, understood?” 
They nodded, so I continued, “Because if you don’t those lionesses will eat you, and I’ll hold you down while they do it.” I turned to Lexi and Kat and kissed them bye. “Let’s go, folks!” 
I walked out to where Sarah and her crew were and stopped. “We’ll follow you, ladies. She smiled and looked around at the others, then stepped over to two of the women we rescued yesterday.
“Hello, sisters, what are your names?”
“Kari.”
“Polly.”
Sarah grunted then asked, “Where is your pride?”
Kari and Polly looked at the ground before the former answered, “Our pride was small and was killed by the strigoi. We are without one at the moment.” 
Sarah responded kindly, “I’m sorry to hear that, you will be welcome to join us when this is done.”
Kari and Polly perked up at that. 
“That would be great!” Polly replied with glee.
“We don’t have a male at the moment, but I believe our luck might change,” Sarah stated and looked right at me. 
Kari and Polly looked over to where she was gazing and giggled, then Sarah and her crew started giggling. 
What the hell were they looking at me for?
After pulling herself together, Sarah called out, “Let’s go.”
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We headed out at a moderate pace and ended up at the location a little over an hour later. Kari and Polly joined us since they were invited by Sarah. I even brought a couple of beastkin. Three males popped off and said they wanted to come along and help. I was hesitant but finally relented, thinking that we would need all the help we could get. As we were traveling, I practiced my shared magic and made some progress.
We heard grunts, howling, screeching, yelling, and roars before we saw anything. I crouched at the top of the hill and scanned the area for intruders, finding at least fifty in total. I saw dead bodies all over the place. Seamus had some input on what to do, and I agreed with him.
The draugr had their swords and shields out, holding back any attacks from the lionesses that got close to them. Gnolls were there to help as well, but the dhampirs were the ones causing problems for the weres. They stood outside the entrance of the den, keeping them inside. I counted three of them. Movement came from our left, and we saw a few of the lionesses sneak out to attack when able. They weren’t doing much damage, if any.
Hmm… it seems that there are two entrances.
“Mae and Cal, get your bows out and we’ll thin the herd. Let’s separate and get better angles.”
I had given Mae one before we left, reluctantly. She whined about not being fully combat ready. I mentioned that she didn’t have one when we went to the town two days ago. Her response was exactly, that’s my point. I couldn’t argue with that.
“When the draugr and gnolls realize that there is danger behind them and come at us, the mages will keep them at bay until the weres can join in. When they concentrate on us, then you weres have free rein to get some revenge. Sarah, you’re in charge of that group. Tina, you’re in charge of the mages. After we’ve prevented them from making their way toward us, and the weres get into the thick of it, Nuala, you and Soria will help us keep the vamps at bay until we can take them down. My group will help with the dhampirs. …All right, let’s go.” 
They went to the specified locations and waited for my signal. I nocked my arrow and took a moment to line it up, then let it fly. Two more arrows joined at the same time to bring down three bad guys. By the time they hit, three more went down, but the gnolls and draugr noticed their companions going down. 
We released three more arrows and more went down to the ground. The dhampirs were so busy taunting and laughing at the lionesses that they didn’t see the danger behind them.
The gnolls and draugr turned, saw the threat, and started toward us. Sarah and her weres shifted and went out to meet them. Seamus was right with them. It was an all-out brawl with those that were left. Tina and her mages took over at that point and threw spells at the intruders, forcing them back. 
The mages had issues dealing with the dhampirs. Even though there were only three of them, they were still a handful. Their strength and speed kept the mages guessing and trying to counteract their abilities. The lions were getting beat back with the shields of the draugr, so I looked over at Ella and Mae and told them that I was going to help. Ella and Mae didn’t answer, they ran with their blades toward the dhampirs.
I took out my blades and sprinted toward the nearest draugr. They were slow but had shields and armor to help them. In the end, every one of them fell to the ground. My adrenaline was topped out, and I looked over at Ella and Mae to make sure they were okay. They had taken two of the dhampirs out with the help of the mages. While I was battling the draugr and gnolls, most of the mages broke off and helped deal with them while Nuala and Tina aided Ella and Mae.
It wasn’t long after that the last dhampir went down. Those fuckers were dangerous. I was definitely missing Cornelius and Zeke; they could help deal with this shit.
Taking some deep breaths to calm down some, I looked around to see Sarah and her crew go down into their den to determine the damage. I went to get my arrows, and as I bent down to get the first one out of the gnoll, it jumped out of the carcass into my hand. 
What the hell? Is my telekinesis working without me concentrating on the object?
Shrugging, I went to the next gnoll, and the same thing happened. I felt tingling in my hands and at the back of my mind, so I just let go and let it do its thing. Taking a breath, I put my hands out and felt magic flow through them. Suddenly, all the arrows lifted out of the corpses and floated toward me. The whole area gawked at me as the arrows piled up in front of me.
Mae stated, “Well, that’s new.”
“Shit, when did you learn to do that?” Ella asked, flabbergasted. “I thought you were having issues.”
“Right now. It just happened.”
Mae whistled as she gazed at the piles of arrows. “Telekinesis is an awesome talent to have. We’ll have to see how much you can lift when we get back if your magic is working freely now.”
I just nodded because I didn’t know what to say to that. It’s not like I had a magic teacher in front of me, or at least, one that knew my tiers of magic. Well, one person did, and I hesitated to ask that crazed woman.
We grabbed our arrows and stored them back in our quivers. Scanning the area, I could see lots of bodies. 
“All right, everyone, loot the bodies and see if anything can be salvaged and let’s put them in a pile to burn. Ella, did you know them?”
She shook her head no. “We’ve been gone for so long and everyone that we knew back then scattered.”
I grunted and we placed the bodies, heads and all, in piles and had Nuala burn them. An hour later, we had a nice big fire of dead flesh. It smelled great. As the fire was burning, I felt the tingling again.
Damn magic only works when it wants to.
I put my hand up and let go again. The temp was already hot, but I saw the flame go from orange to yellow to white in a matter of moments. The temperature was so hot I had to move back away from it. Gasps came from behind me. I turned to see Sarah, Mae, and the others dumbstruck. In a matter of minutes, the bodies were ash.
Hmm… that must’ve been extremely hot to do that. I guess it was with the help of Ifrit. Cool.
“Damn, Gage, looks like your fire is working great now. Alana is going to have a fit when she hears this.” Tina snickered. “I doubt her magic is that powerful.”
“Pfft,” Nuala scoffed. “Not many have that kind of control of their element.”
Ella smirked at me. “Looks like Ifrit likes you.”
I turned and shrugged off their comments.  “Sarah, are your den sisters alive?”
She nodded slowly, trying to get the shock off her face. “Yes, thank you all for coming to help. A few lost their lives in the defense of our den.”
“Damn, how many did you have here?”
“Fifteen, we picked up some stragglers that wanted to get away from their prides. We’ve been this way for some time now,” she answered as her den sisters came out of the cave. 
Every one of them was beautiful. All came up and stopped behind Sarah and Phoebe. They spoke in some kind of language I didn’t understand so I walked off to the others to see if they were okay. It looked like Jisella was healing a couple as I came up to them.
“What’s the damage, Jisella?”
She looked up and thought about what I said. “Not as bad as it could have been. We got away with just some scratches. Trice and I are finishing up. Some of the lionesses were injured, but they have healed. Trice is taking care of Carmen right now.”
“Good, when you finish, can you check on the other lionesses? See if they need some help.”
“Will do, and thanks for letting us join you in this,” she replied with a smile.
I nodded and walked off to a cozy looking spot to sit down. It was a couple of hours before dusk, and I needed to get my thoughts together. The place I found wasn’t the most comfortable spot in the world since it was a log out in the forest, but I sat down on the ground and laid my head back to rest my eyes. Seamus came over and lay down with me.
Your magic is working better. That was a hot flame.
It was. I guess it just took some time for them to trust me and let me use their magic.
That’s a good theory.
It is the only thing that I could come up with for why it didn’t work right before.
I sighed and kept silent after that.
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Minutes later someone cleared their throat. My eyes shot open to find Sarah and a few females I didn’t know staring at me.
Well, this ought to be good.
Seamus chuckled and left the area.
“What can I do for you ladies?”
Phoebe snorted. “Ladies? I don’t see any ladies around here. Do you, girls?” They giggled at her remark. I didn’t know what was funny, so I stayed silent.
“They’re just messing around. We are nowhere near ladylike, more like feisty or spirited,” Sarah responded, twirling her hair. 
“So, Gage, tell us about yourself or better yet, show us what you’re hiding underneath that hood,” Carmen purred.
“Why do you think I’m hiding something? Maybe I don’t want to get sunburned.”
They gave me this look of disbelief and then shook their heads.
“We have assholes come over all the time trying to take over our little slice of heaven, but they never last more than one day before we kick their ass out or kill them,” Phoebe stated confidently.
“Yeah, just like those little boys that came with you.” Sarah chuckled while I looked over in the direction she pointed. The three beastkin that accompanied us were speaking with the group of lionesses. “They’ll end up getting either their feelings hurt or their asses handed to them.”
I nodded to them, agreeing with her. I would say those wolf beastkin didn’t know what they were dealing with. The women kept talking, but Seamus interrupted me.
Gage, we have unidentified people coming our way, fast!
Carmen was carrying on about something. “Look, we just wa—.” She didn’t get to finish her sentence since I jumped up quickly. She yelped as I pulled my blades out, thinking I was going to use them on her and bellowed out, “What the fuck?” 
The ladies got in defensive positions, but I ran past them to find Seamus.
“Where the hell is he going?” Sarah shouted and stared at my back.
“What’s happening?” Ella questioned as they watched me run.
“Damn, he’s quick. Did you see that shit?” Phoebe commented.
I ran as fast as possible and stopped at the edge of the forest, waiting for whatever was coming. Seamus was already there. Everyone else came over and stopped behind us, not knowing what the hell was going on. They kept quiet, though, thankfully. Ella and Cal knew me well enough to get ready to fight, even Mae was ready.
It wasn’t a minute later that two lions came bustling through the clearing with six wargs and two trolls chasing them. 
Two wargs closed in on the fleeing lions and pounced, but before they landed, I pointed my blades at them and caught them mid-air. Pulling my arms across my body, I threw the wargs at the trolls, and they ended up with them in a pile, howling and bellowing in anger. 
People were shouting, but I kept that at the back of my mind while I focused on where my arrows were. Picking up all thirty-six arrows with my mind, I brought them over to join the fight as the intruders were still down. With a command, I pushed them higher in the sky, so they wouldn’t hit anyone, as though I had shot all of them from a bow. I created three salvos, twelve in each, and let each loose a couple seconds after the other. The arrows sailed across the sky, whistling as they zipped by us, and all of them hit flesh and bone. Howls of pain and agony filled the air as I looked at my troll and warg pin cushions. I didn’t give them a chance to get back up either as I yelled to my crew.
“Kill ‘em!”
Ella, Cal, Mae, Seamus, and I took off and met in the middle with our blades, claws, and teeth. The assholes didn’t stand a chance since it was over in two minutes. My crew was lethal with their blades and cut the trolls and wargs to bits. Seamus tore out the throats of the wargs, and I cut the heads off the trolls. 
Wiping my blades off on the dead wargs, I sheathed them, then checked on my crew to make sure they were okay. They didn’t have a scratch on them, so I turned and started heading toward the lions that came running in.
Silence was the only thing that met me when I walked over to the roughed-up looking lions. People actually backed away as I approached. Sarah was there talking to two females that were being tended to by Trice and Jisella.
“Gage, this is Lenora and Mya. They are from the pride north of us and got raided today as well. They have come for help, and hearing who sent them will take a couple of moments to take in,” Sarah explained, staring at me.
Lenora spoke in a low voice, “The Earth Mother spoke to us and counseled our lead female to seek out one known as Gage. We were told to find a male that wears a hooded cloak and travels with a huge dire wolf, and sometimes goes by the name Slade. Is that you, sir?”
I felt everyone around staring at me, but I didn’t say anything or move for a few moments until I worded my reply very carefully.
“That’s correct. My name is Gage, but I sometimes go by the name Slade.”
They took a deep breath and smiled with relief. Mya spoke next. “Can you help us? Our family is dying. Orcs, gnolls, and wargs have invaded our home.”
“Don’t forget the vampires,” Lenora hissed. “I think they are thralled, just like all those other creatures that are raiding our home.”
That doesn’t bode well for them. More vampires. It seems that the elders are well into their plans.
Everyone gathered around looked wary.
“How far away is your home?”
“A couple hours,” Lenora responded with a sigh, breathing a little better. “We were set up in a defensive position and told to find you.”
“All right, I need to talk to my people before I make that decision for them.” 
She nodded and I walked over to my crew that were already informed of the situation. Sarah, Phoebe, and Carmen joined us as well.
“Okay, another pride was hit today and are in need of assistance. Who’s going?”
“We all are,” Mae and Ella said in unison.
The three beastkin seemed not to want to help out anymore.
“Speak for yourself, I didn’t sign up for this shit. I’m leaving,” Horace sneered at them.
“We’re out too,” Darius advised, and the other wolf beastkin nodded his agreement.
I nodded to them and looked around, but no one else said anything.
Carmen snarled, “You fuckin’ pussies.”
“Shut up, bitch or I’ll gut you,” Horace snapped back.
“Try it, and you’ll be in the ground six feet deep.” Sarah stepped up to them, Carmen and Phoebe behind her, eyes bright yellow, which meant they were about to shift.
I yelled out, “Knock that shit off. I will kick your fuckin’ ass if you don’t shut the fuck up right now, and then I will kill the other two and smile when the birds and insects eat your remains.” 
They backed down at my mood. The lionesses actually bowed their heads for some reason. I stared at the pussies that were leaving and continued, “I don’t care if you’re leaving or not, just don’t make threats while I’m around.” 
The three beastkin snarled and left.
Idiots. I may have to kill them after all even though we saved them not too long ago.
Ella came over and butted in to try and calm everyone. “Look, Sarah, I know your sisters have had it rough today, even losing your home. Tell them to head to our home and stay until this is over. Kat and Lexi will take care of them.”
She smiled and replied, “You don’t even know them and would provide this?”
We both nodded and she bowed her head to us. “Thank you. It was going to be hell to get rest before we had to leave and look for another den.”
She pulled back and looked over at her kin before continuing, “We will take six of us and the rest can go to your abode. I’ll go and relay the message.” She walked off with the other lions trailing behind her. 
Turning my attention to the others, I said, “We leave in five. Tina, Mae, Ella, check on Trice and Jisella, please. Make sure they are capable of going with us.” 
They nodded and broke away from our group.
Well, it seems that the elders have got their plans in motion. Take out the ones who they can’t take out with mind control.
It seems that way. We need to alert the elves.
I’ll contact the commander and then let Devon know. He needs to send others this way. I doubt this was what he had in mind was happening here.
I’m sure it wasn’t. Elder vampires aren’t the norm for foes these days. He will have to send word to the other kingdoms as well.
I sighed. I agree with that. Things will get worse before they get better. Especially if they get the other daemons involved, and even the dragons.
That will be a difficult fight for sure.
I grunted and went to get my arrows if any were salvageable. Thirty were, so I put them in the quivers, handed them to the girls, and caught up with Sarah and Lenora.
“Everyone ready?”
“Yes, thank you for helping us,” Mya stated with gratitude.
“Not a problem, it should be dark by the time we arrive, so that may give us some help with sneaking up on them. Lead the way.”
We headed out while others went back to the safe house. I stayed up front with Mae, Cal, and Ella flanking me. Seamus was with us as well.
Not much talking went on as we traveled, and no one brought up my arrow trick, but I knew they would later. In the middle of our trip I had to stop, that tingling feeling that I usually had felt like a thousand ants were all over my body. 
I looked in all directions and found which way it was coming from. The girls were concerned that I hadn’t said why I stopped, so I let them know. Putting the feeling I’d had in the back of my mind, I decided I’d come back to visit that place. It seemed familiar somehow.
We made the uneventful trip in less than two hours and scouted the area for any sentries. Seamus and my girls took care of them. 
A little bit later, we came upon their camp and found there were at least fifty of the raiders, more orcs than gnolls. I didn’t see any vampires, though. Most of the intruders were in the middle of the camp, but the caged wagons caught my eyes off to the right of the main fire.
Shit, they caught some people.
“To the east, caged wagons. We need to free them. I see the orcs and gnolls but not the vampires.”
“They must have left then,” Ella said as she looked around. She had better night vision than I did, being a vampire and all.
I grunted and said, “Mae, Cal, Sarah, Carmen, and Phoebe with me. Ella, take the mages and everyone else. Keep out of sight and wait for the signal, then come in killing.”
They agreed, so we made our way around the side of the camp to the cages in silence to find a few guards. Cal, Mae, and I took care of the guards easily and went up to the cages to find it worse than we thought. They were filled with all kinds. Humans, orcs – which was surprising, weres of different types, some kitsune, and elves. Most of them high elves. All had suppression collars on, which meant the humans were mages. 
I whispered to the girls around me. “I’ll open the cages and keep guard. Everyone else, lead them back to our secluded spot. Mae, Cal, stay with me. Let’s go.” 
I took my lock picks out and jimmied them open as quietly as I could. Those lessons came in handy, thanks Devon. The people filed out quietly and quickly. There had to be over a hundred of them. 
Our next goal was to kill the raiders.
“All right, girls, we trained for this, go around silently ending them. Let’s split up.” We each took a side and went to work.
Seamus stay alert, it won’t be long before we will need you.
I’m ready.
Mae and Cal had cloaks on, which hid them better in the dark. We went through the camp taking each tent one by one and had twenty of them down before someone set off an alarm. The camp came alive at that time. The orc and gnoll leaders were shouting out orders but stopped short when three shadows came out with blades in their hands.
“Why are you here!?  Get out before we kill you,” the orc leader snarled.
“Kill them! They killed our brethren,” the gnoll leader bellowed.
I stayed silent and just walked up with the others in tow. “We’re taking your prisoners with us.”
“Over our dead bodies!” the orc snapped back.
“So be it.”
I knew that they were surrounded since I could somehow tell where the lionesses were on the other side. “Kill them, no mercy!” 
All the felines and my wolf met in the middle with my girls. I joined after taking in what was going on around us. It wasn’t long before blood and body parts littered the ground. 
We went around to make sure there weren’t any more prisoners before we met with the others. Everyone was bloodied, and it smelled of death everywhere. We took a minute to get our thoughts together.
Sarah and the others came up and filled us in on the situation. “Gage, some of these are of the pride we’re here to save. Lenora and Mya found out that the others are still back at the compound.”
“Were these the only intruders?”
Lenora nodded and looked around to her den sisters. “I’m not sure how many we lost, better get it over with.”
“I’ll let you girls handle that, I need to find out about these others we freed.”
“Sure, Gage.” Sarah nodded. “Let us know if you need any help.”
“Okay.” 
They walked off in the dark toward their destination, and I turned around and saw a dozen people waiting for me. Tina, Mae, Ella, and Cal stood there discussing something with a group of people.
Cal spoke when I came up. “Gage, this is Marvin and Christopher, they are the ones chosen to speak for the mage group, Felicia and Elvira for the were group, Desha and Felix for the kitsune, and Corina and Dashel for the high elves.”
I glanced over the group and nodded to them. I also saw that Mae was staring at one of the kitsune off to the side. Is that her kin? Maybe the sister she was looking for?
“Nice to meet you. Hopefully you weren’t harmed, but you aren’t prisoners anymore. All of you can go home, so let’s get these collars off, shall we?” 
The relief on their faces was evident, so I took the collar key out of my bag and got to work. Half an hour later, the collars were on the ground and most everyone smiled or thanked me, the rest just nodded. 
Stretching my back, I looked around to see others sitting and talking to each other. It looked like people were in good spirits, so I walked over to my log and sat down again. Mae was over with the kitsune, talking in low voices.
Cal and Ella came over to rest with me, laying their heads on my shoulders. We sat for a little while before we were interrupted again by a sultry voice. “Can we join in the group hug?”
I looked up to see Carmen and Sarah smiling with a twinkle in their eyes. 
I chuckled at them and responded, “Sure, why not? We can make a Gage sandwich.” 
All the girls snickered since Cal and Ella were awake now. 
“Four at once? You must have a lot of stamina, big boy,” Carmen purred.
“You have no idea, girls,” Ella replied with a smirk. “Big boy here will make your body sing.”
“Yes, that’s right girls. He will make you forget all your trysts in the past.” Cal nuzzled my neck.
Umm why are they acting like that?
Both lionesses’ eyes changed colors, letting me know they were excited. I shook my head at their banter and needed to put a stop to this before it got out of hand. I already had four women. To add these lionesses would be a whole other problem since there were over ten of them. My cock couldn’t keep up with that many women.
I was about to change the subject when a deep voice spoke. “Sarah, Carmen, you both look stunning this evening.”
I looked over at two males walking up, both were around six feet with broad shoulders and somewhat muscular. One had dirty blonde hair, the other black, and both of them only had pants covering them.
The mentioned both grimaced and rolled their eyes at his compliment. Sarah retorted, “Nick, why are you here?”
“We came over to talk with you. You haven’t been around very often, so we took it upon ourselves to take advantage of this opportunity,” Nick easily responded as they came closer.
Sarah snarled, “You and Mitch should be with your women and making sure they’re okay since you both were hiding like bitches.”
“They are fine. Some mages were healing them, so we came to thank our rescuers,” he answered with a smile that I’m sure was supposed to dazzle them, but all he got in return were glares.
Carmen chuckled and gestured to me. “There he is, so get to thanking.”
Both males looked over in my direction and had this confused look on them. I looked at them from under my hood and realized these two males probably had it in their heads that I was competition. They stood up straighter, puffed their chests out, trying to look bigger than they were. 
Sarah giggled, which made the other girls giggle. 
Nick barked, “Who are you?”
“No one.”
“That’s what we were already thinking. Sarah and her girls are spoken for,” Mitch sneered.
“What are you talking about?” I chuckled. These asswipes thought I was hitting on the lionesses. 
“The lionesses are not for the likes of you. So, take your whores and run along,” Nick snarled back. That got my anger boiling. Moving Ella and Cal off of me, I picked myself off the ground and walked right into his personal space. I was eight inches taller than them and much bigger. The two instigators took a step back, but that didn’t deter me in any way as I grabbed the throat of the male lion that insulted my women. 
I felt power and strength in my rage as I picked the numbnuts off the ground. He gasped out something indistinguishable, but my rebuttal was heard loudly. “What did you say, asshole?” 
He tried to get out of my grip and couldn’t understand how I could hold him. Mitch’s eyes changed, and I knew that he was about to pounce. I pulled my sword out and had it against his throat before he even saw me reach for it. There were gasps all around me, but I didn’t look anywhere except at Nick and Mitch. 
“Now, I don’t care who or what you are. You two shitheads are going to apologize for your mouthing, hurtful words and all-around bad attitude to every woman around us, starting with my women. If you don’t, your women will become like Sarah’s pride. Without males.”
Both still had amber eyes meaning their beasts were present, so I made things worse when they didn’t talk. I concentrated on my magic, which was getting easier now, and sent a command for it to complete. It didn’t disappoint. 
Arrows rose out of the quivers, and blades that were still lying around on the ground flew toward the pissants. Shouts and screams came from all around the area as the weapons streaked towards us, but right before they got to us, I stopped them mid-air. Dozens of arrows and blades hovered around us, waiting for my instructions to finish them, but I wasn’t done with them. The looks in their eyes, the fear on their faces made it all worthwhile, and almost made up for the insult. Almost. It was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.
“I’m not going to tell you again.” 
I threw Nick into Mitch, and they went down in a heap. The arrows and blades moved in closer before they began shouting apologies and asking for anyone to help them. Not one person spoke up for them. Either they didn’t care for them or feared me. I didn’t care one way or the other. 
I sent a dozen blades towards them. Everyone gasped when the swords came close. The pussies whimpered as the blades sank into the earth around them. Nick and Mitch looked at themselves and then at the swords before passing out. 
I scanned the area, it was filled with people staring at me, so I chuckled to myself and walked away with the remaining blades and arrows as escorts. Walking out of the area to clear my head, I released the blades into a pile and sent the arrows back in their quivers, then looked up at the beautiful night sky.
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It wasn’t ten minutes before I heard the patter of footsteps, letting me know my break was over.
“Gage?” 
I turned around to see Cal and Ella, Sarah and some of her pride, Lenora and Mya, and others I didn’t know.
When I didn’t answer, Cal spoke. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, everything is fine. Why do you ask?” I was just trying to calm down. Those two idiots enraged me.
They looked concerned as they glanced at each other. It was almost too dark to see their expressions, but the eyesight I got from Seamus helped me.
Ella responded, “Well, honey, umm… that was indescribable what you just did. We just wanted to make sure you were calm enough to talk and that there wasn’t any complications from you using your magic today.”
I shrugged, and Cal chuckled. “Sarah and her pride are here for you if you need some help or a back rub. They wanted you to join the party back at Sarah and her pride’s den.”
That was a confusing statement. “What party?”  
Ella with a straight face blurted, “The Gage sandwich party.” 
All the females lost it then and giggled. I didn’t know what to say to that, but I decided that they were good people. I pulled my hood down and you would have thought I had three heads with the looks I got from them. 
They gawked at me for what felt like minutes until Kat purred, “He’s magnificent, isn’t he?”
Everyone nodded, and I noticed Sarah and Carmen panting. I didn’t care for the staring, so I walked up to where Ella and Cal were and put my arms around them. They kissed my cheeks and nuzzled my neck on both sides for a few moments before they let go. I winked and headed over to the healers we recruited.
“Ladies, how’s the healing going?”
The two were just as bad as the rest of them, exhausted. Finally, Trice shook herself before responding, “Some of them had deep wounds, but we saved who we could.”
I smiled and thanked Trice and Jisella, then went to Lenora and Mya. A tall dark-haired beauty was beside them. She had a lithe body with perky b-cup breasts and a fine-looking ass. All three looked me up and down as I walked up, and the dark-haired female I didn’t know spoke. 
“I’m Eliza, thank you for coming to save us. Sarah told me that you were the one who executed the attack and helped save their sisters too.”
I nodded and replied, “I’m just glad we got here in time. I’m sorry for your losses, though.”
She bowed her head and took some time before speaking again. “We lost many due to the idiots you tossed around. They have much to answer for.” She then looked over at Kat and Lexi and continued, “Lucky girls. Gage, if you ever need us then send for us, we will come no questions asked.” 
After that, Eliza and her sisters left. It was dark and I was tired. Scanning the area, I saw my girls waiting for my direction and sighed, knowing that big changes were about to take place. 
“Let’s find some shelter to settle down for the night and leave early in the morning.” 
Kat, Lexi, and Mae followed. Sarah and her girls as well. I walked around to look for shelter and found a cave that could hold all of us, so we made sure it was abandoned to settle in for the night. 
The girls gathered some wood so we could start a fire. Ella and Cal slid close to me and nuzzled for warmth, Mae, Sarah, and her girls spread out to go to bed. Sarah, Carmen, and Phoebe lay down right beside us. I was almost in dreamland when I heard a whisper. “Gage?”
I grunted and Sarah continued, “Why did you leave those two lions alive?”
Thinking about it for a moment, I replied, “Because I didn’t want to break up that pride. If I killed them, then it would have been as if I was taking over for them. I’m not in a position for that and wouldn’t do that anyway. If they want out, then it will be their decision. It was a close call, though; those assholes won’t get a second chance.”
“A male that is beyond lethal, cares for his women, and won’t back down from a fight. You’re a rare breed, Gage. Thank you for saving all of us today.”
I grunted and responded, “You’re welcome, Sarah.” 
She didn’t speak again, so I fell asleep within moments.
Early morning light streamed into the cave. Groaning, I got up to stretch and found five pairs of eyes staring at me. My girls, and the three that slept beside us weren’t looking at my eyes, they were staring at me downstairs. I knew he was wide awake and wanted attention.
“Spectacular,” Phoebe stated in a low voice.
“Uh huh. That’s one word for it,” Carmen whispered.
Ella giggled. “He is an impressive specimen.”
“I’ll say, but an even better participant,” Cal purred. 
All the girls sighed dreamily. I shook my head at their conversation and walked outside to take a piss, adjusting junior in the process. After taking care of my morning ritual, I looked around the area but didn’t find anyone else around. I guessed all the recently released had left. 
Shrugging, I went to get my bow to hunt but found someone already had since the carcasses were left by the entrance to the cave. A stag and some rabbits. It seemed someone was up early, so I wasn’t going to waste it. Starting a fire so it would be ready for the meat, I grabbed breakfast, then strung the stag up to clean it.
It didn’t take long before the meat was roasting on the fire. The smell must’ve been too much for the lionesses to bear since they all came out hungry.
“Ah, Gage, you’re too kind to us. Thank you for cooking for us, but where did you get the meat?” Mae questioned as they sat at the fire.
“It was left at the entrance of the cave, so I cooked it.”
They shrugged and got their fill. As we were eating, some of Eliza’s pride came over and joined us. I asked if one of them left the kills for us, and one of the ladies replied that Eliza did it to thank us for our help. We nodded and thanked them for the meal. They then questioned where the rest of Sarah’s sisters were. 
“They’re at our farm. Knowing Kat and Alana, they will have them working.” Ella snickered while stuffing her face.
“You live on a farm?” one of the others asked in surprise.
I nodded, and Cal answered, “Yeah, it’s great too. Not having to worry about anything but your chores and bask in the rewards.” 
She stated that while wiggling her eyebrows. The girls giggled at her, but I shook my head.
Sarah responded after she was done giggling, “Yeah, Mae said that you had a few stores in town too that are doing very well.”
“You’re correct,” I answered carefully. Even though I owned them, I hadn’t been able to be there in a few days. I hoped they were doing okay. I then continued after pushing those thoughts to one side. “We also have a booth setup in a general goods store to sell our wares. Most of it is spices and healing items.”
“Sounds like a nice place to live,” Carmen said as she glanced at Sarah, who didn’t say or do anything.
“Eat up, ladies, it’s time to leave.” 
They ate quickly and cleaned up so we could go. 
Our journey took us some time as we stopped whenever necessary. No one was seriously injured, just exhausted. When we finally arrived at the safe house, I saw some people working, but not all. I didn’t see any of the male elves that we left, and I couldn’t see some of the beastkin.
I heard some arguing within the house. Seamus went to check the barn while I made my way toward the arguing. When I came inside, Kat and Lexi were yelling at Alana and didn’t see us.
I cleared my throat and said, “What’s going on here?”
The three whipped their heads around, about to lay into whoever was interrupting them until they saw it was me.
“Uh, Gage, thank goodness you all are home.” Kat came over and hugged Ella, Cal, and me. “We were worried.”
Lexi joined in the hug, as did Alana for some reason. That set off Tina and Mae to do the same. I waited until the group hug was done before I said, “Is that why you’re upset?”
The three didn’t answer at first, but Lexi sighed, “Well, yes and no. We were worried, but that isn’t all. We’ve had issues with some… others working for their keep.”
I looked at Kat and Lexi, gesturing to them to tell me what had them in a tizzy.
“Most of the men won’t work,” Alana butted in. “That’s why we’re arguing. Kat and Lexi wanted them gone or they would kick their asses off the farm, their words. I was trying to get them to head to the garrison and speak with the commander, but they wouldn’t do that either.”
Ella scoffed in disbelief, “So, they have been here doing nothing?”
Tina snorted. “The lazy elves think that will fly around here?”
Cal jumped in, “I don’t think so. We had a routine that worked smoothly before they showed up. Those bastards are going to work or head to the garrison. If they won’t, then we will shove their asses into the compound. Isn’t that right, Gage?”
They all stared at me. I chuckled and thought those poor bastards were going to get hurt if they didn’t get off their lazy butts to help.
“It’s my fault as well,” I reminded them. “I was supposed to speak with the commander before leaving but that didn’t happen.”
“Ah, yes, but you had other priorities,” Alana agreed. “They should still pull their weight around here. They were threatening to out Tina and me if we went against them.”
I shook my head and exhaled a breath before responding. “Well, they are about to know what it’s like to go against me and mine. Let’s go, girls.”
Kat, Lexi, Ella, and Cal smirked and followed me.




Chapter 42

“Where are they?” I asked Kat and Lexi.
“In the barn,” Kat replied with a snort.
I nodded, and our procession headed to the barn. My ears picked up chatter and laughter within. I opened the doors and saw the guys that weren’t working. It seemed to be everyone except the two moroi. That made me curious, but I kept that to myself for now.
The lazy bastards saw us come in and stopped their conversation but didn’t move or get up from their seats.
“Well, it looks like you made it back in one piece,” Kelter sneered. “I’m sure your summons helped you out again.”
That was a dumbass remark, and I let him know that. “How stupid are you? Huh? If you have an advantage over your foes, then why not use it?”
The beastkin rose and snarled at me.
“It’s because the prick is an idiot,” Kat scoffed. “Summoners use their contracts to help them. Everyone knows that.”
The girls agreed and glared at the men.
“Nobody cares about the summoner,” Lorent butted in. “Why are you in here? Is lunch prepared already? I’m starving.”
The other men agreed with him.
I laughed at the imbecile. “Are you daft? We don’t serve you. Matter of fact, get your ass up. You and the dumbass beastkin are going to prepare lunch.”
The two glanced at each other before laughing. I looked over at a vacant spot in the barn. I felt my magic flowing through my veins, angered by the two. I pointed at them with both hands and yanked. The two yelped as they flew over to the opposite end of the barn and crashed to the ground, close to the horses. The equines neighed and nickered at them.
The two groaned and tried to get up, but I waved my hand at the horses. Their back legs shot out and kicked Kelter and Lorent in their heads.
Everyone gasped as we saw blood gush from their wounds.
“Seamus, watch over them. Make sure they don’t escape.”
He did what I wanted. I turned my attention to the rest of the lazy ones in front of me. They were wary now.
“Who else wants to smart off to me?”
None did. I looked over at Alana and said, “What do you need done?”
She sighed and shook her head at her kin and the other men. “All you had to do was listen and help out. I guess having a woman in charge wasn’t good enough for you all. We have many chores for them to do, mostly hauling baskets of goods and gathering lumber. I have a list.”
I grunted. “Good, get with Tina and Ella. Kat and Lexi, back them up just in case.”
“I hope they get out of line and do something stupid,” Kat hissed and showed her fangs. That made the men step away from the angry dhampir.
“That reminds me, where are the two other vampires?”
Alana was the one to respond. “They are helping out with locating herbs and hunting. The two should be back shortly.”
“That’s fine, I was just making sure that they weren’t causing issues as well.”
“No,” Kat shook her head. “They have been helpful and grateful to us for the rescue.”
I nodded and had the healers look at the two injured men. I watched over their healing while the others went about their routines. When able, Lorent and Kelter prepared us lunch. I observed, as did Mae, who was itching to stab them with her daggers. She despised laziness. That’s what she said anyway. Mae hadn’t introduced us to the kitsune that we rescued. I supposed that it wasn’t her sister after all.
Later that afternoon, the two other vampires showed with their kills and gathered goods. We helped clean them and stored them for our meal that night. Ella and I had a discussion with them. Broderick and Yancy were their names. They wanted to stay if they could, which Ella found strange. She figured they would have left because they were free now. I shrugged and let them know what I expected of the two if they did stay. The main reason they wanted to stay was to help others of their kin who were compelled against their will. I thought it was a good goal to have.
After that discussion, I went and had a talk with the commander in an emergency meeting with his intelligence officer and the guild leader. They were caught off guard when I requested this meeting, but after telling them the adventures we’d had the last week, the group was very concerned. They immediately wrote down on parchment what had occurred and sent out warnings to their leaders.
“The king and dukes will be informed of this,” the commander warned me. “They will want to know how you came about this information.”
The three stared at me as I replied, “Are you saying that I will need to speak with them?”
I really don’t want to do that. Maybe I can get Devon to do that for me.
“I’m just warning you that it may come up,” the commander said.
I turned to the guild master of the Adventurer’s Guild. “I need you to get a message to our mutual friend. He needs to know and quickly. Maybe he will send his people up here to handle this going forward. Or at least help us.”
He grunted. “I will get it done as soon as we’re finished here. Is there anything else?”
“Yes, I have refugees at my safe house. I have tried to help them the best I could, but they aren’t, umm... how do I put this. They’re fucking lazy. I was hoping that you would get them home or provide some help for the time being.”
The commander snorted. “Are these the ones that you rescued?”
I nodded. “Yes.”
“And they aren’t helping?” the intelligence officer asked. “They should be willing to help!”
“You would think, but no.”
“I’ll take them and straighten them out.” The commander smirked.
“Thank you. Oh, and one more thing.”
I explained to them about Tina and Alana. They were shocked, thinking the two were killed when the city was raided. I told them that the two were in hiding due to the family feuds going on. All three elves had looks of disbelief when I told them this but kept quiet. I advised them that the group of ladies that were with them only wanted to be left alone for now until this was all over with. They reluctantly agreed not to inform the dukes that their eldest were still alive. I thanked them and left, urging them to keep quiet about it, otherwise, they would see lots of dead bodies stacked against their front gates.
The three didn’t like my threat, but they understood. I left and headed back to the safe house. It was dusk and I was hungry as I walked down the path home. My thoughts went to Devon, and I wondered if he would send others or not.
As I was making my way to the safe house, a thought popped into my mind. The rings! I was supposed to give them the rings I had purchased. We have been so busy lately that I hadn’t thought about them. I’d even left them at the farm, so I couldn’t give them out now. Damn! Of course, it would be four rings now that Cal had joined us. I would need to get one made for her.
The next few days were a blur. I helped where I could and checked on our investments. Alana and Tina were good at their jobs, handling everything. My girls helped when needed, even Mae stepped in.
Tina and Alana were angry with me for letting the commander and guild master know about them staying with us, but I tried to reassure the girls by telling them how I threatened them. They reluctantly thanked me and agreed that the commander and guild master needed to know everything that had happened since we arrived here.
It was the commander and guild master that showed up with a few others to guide the refugees back to the garrison, whoever wanted to go. I sent Lorent and Kelter, the others followed. The only ones that didn’t were Broderick and Yancy. Alana, Tina, and their groups had a nice chat with the commander and guild master. Their hair color changes meant the others didn’t recognize them, so it worked out.
The guild master told me that he’d sent word to Devon but hadn’t received a response yet. I thanked him and they eventually left.
A few days later, we needed to hunt again. I wanted to go with Seamus, so we set out. We took our time, even letting a couple of does escape unharmed. 
Knowing we had more mouths to feed and that we could preserve them, the two of us took down eight stag deep in the woods. I then thought about how we would bring that many back with us. It hadn’t occurred to me until after we’d killed them. I wondered if my magic could carry them for us.
Huh, no better time to test than now.
I thought about what I wanted to accomplish and a couple moments later the carcasses lifted from the ground. I had to work on what I wanted to achieve, moving them in a line to follow us. They hovered there until we started our way back home. 
You’re doing well with this sphere of magic. I wonder what your limit is. Are you hindered in any way?
Not that I’m aware of, but this is new to me, so for argument’s sake, I’ll just keep at it until it doesn’t let me do it.
Seamus chuckled. My thoughts exactly, but your women will be perturbed if you keep doing it like that.
I shrugged and stayed aware of what was around us, not wanting to come across some aggressive animal seeking food. Fortunately, none came out while we were traveling. 
We came up to the outskirts of the barn and noticed the wagon parked outside, but no voices, so we kept heading toward the barn with our kills. Coming into the area where we normally field-dressed our kills, I noticed not one thing was out of place. The workers must’ve cleaned up after themselves. 
Not caring about that, I used my mind to grab some firewood and lit it with a little magic to make sure it was ready when I finished with the meat. Once it was going, I picked some veggies from the garden with my magic and placed them into a pot with some water and spices to make a nice meal for the ladies. 
I arranged the stags so they were hovering beside one another and could be cleaned easily. My mind was so completely zoned in that when I looked up, the meat was rotating ever so often like a spit, and the pot was steaming hot. I had cooked up all the legs for Seamus and didn’t realize he was already munching down on a few until he spoke up.
Damn, Gage, you were in the zone. I didn’t want to intrude, but this was a great meal, thank you.
Well, glad you liked it. I didn’t really think about anything, but it seemed my mind knew what to do.
I turned around to see over twenty people gawking at me. 
“Well, he will certainly be invited to all the parties.” Mae chuckled and shook her head.
The elves giggled as Lexi, Cal, Ella, and Kat ran over to me and hugged me in a vise grip. Evidently, they didn’t care that I was covered in blood when they pulled me down for kisses. 
“That was amazing, Gage,” Cal gushed. “We came in when we noticed the fire going but didn’t want to interrupt you.”
“Yes, love, we have much to discuss.” Ella smiled. “Especially how you performed that bit of magic just now.”
“Are you all right? No aftereffects?” Kat questioned, looking worried.
“None that I know of.” 
She smiled and winked at me.
Cal sighed and was all business when she spoke. “We have discussed what happened with the refugees. We will help others when needed but most will be sent to the garrison when able. We don’t want another incident like before.”
I nodded to them and agreed. 
“Now, let’s discuss Sarah and her pride. They have asked if they could live here for the time being,” Ella stated.
I looked over at them, and they blushed for some reason and looked away.
“And what was decided?”
They smiled, and Alana answered, “Of course they can stay as long as they want. They will get into our routine and help guard our perimeter. Since they are used to doing that, we see no problem with it, but hopefully things will settle down for us before everything goes to shit.”
We all nodded to that, hoping the elders would stay away for now.
“Thank you everyone for the opportunity you’ve given us, we won’t let you down,” Sarah calmly stated while bowing to us.
“It’s no problem,” Kat replied with a broad smile on her face. “We know you won’t. Now let’s eat what our protector and provider has prepared for us.”
I snorted and rolled my eyes at that statement. The ladies had set up a clean area for this occasion, so we all ate together outside. The conversations were light as they began to tell stories about their lives and how they came together. They also discussed potentially building rooms onto the house or barracks. I just listened in and agreed on what I thought was prudent. The night sped by, and everyone turned in early.
The next couple of weeks went by quickly for us. We worked together with the new girls the first couple of mornings to show them what was needed each day, and they picked everything up swiftly. My girls and I trained with them off and on. Others were taking some under their wing and teaching in groups. 
The mages were making great progress with their building projects. It wouldn’t be long before they were done.
Seamus and I had a long discussion one night, knowing that the good days were numbered for us and the Elven Kingdom. It wouldn’t be long before the elders began their assault. I knew I would need to go to the town of Ailmoor and investigate, but I was trying to hold off until I heard back from Devon. If I didn’t have any news from him in the next few days, I’d take off.
I sighed and shut my eyes for the night, hugging my girls to me.
~End of Book 2~
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