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      The country lane curved through a stand of maple trees ahead of Logan; their leaves a riot of reds and golds, that fluttered in the cool morning breeze. The road was empty at this early hour, save the lone runner whose feet barely seemed to touch the paved surface.

      Logan was in the zone, his mind drifting on random thoughts and flights of fancy. He’d always enjoyed running, feeling free, as the wind tugged on his hair and the world flew past. Since the change had happened to him a week ago, he’d come to love it.

      He was forced to get up before dawn and run on country roads, where he encountered few people. The runs only felt enjoyable and exhilarating when he pushed himself, and Logan had no desire to explain to anyone why he could run over twenty miles an hour or leap over small houses when he was up at speed.

      The runs gave him an hour of alone time each day, and with how complicated and strange his life had become over the past week, each moment he could find to himself was precious.

      Nearing his tenth mile, he was just beginning to break out in a sweat when he spotted a black car idling on the side of the country road, brake lights on. A small dark figure leaning against the hood, waiting for him.

      Slowing to a jog, Logan felt his hackles rise, and anger boiled in his belly. As the small dark man stepped out onto the road and waved his one good arm. Logan saw he was covered in purple and black bruises, and there were bloody bandages wrapped around his torso and one leg.

      Other than the man and his car, the road was empty and the morning still and quiet. As Logan approached, he sought that mysterious power within himself that had manifested so easily that wild night. Still, he couldn’t summon it to his aid. Feeling naked and powerless, he drew close to the were-wolf, his senses recoiling as the fetid stench rolling off the man.

      “Greetings, Logan the Un-Crowned,” Kaizzer said with a sneering smile, “How’s the eye?”

      Logan stilled his hand from reaching up to the puckered wound where his eye had been. Gwen had healed the injury, but it still itched and ached at odd times. Phantom pains, the blonde healer had said, and he knew the truth of it.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming around here,” Logan said.

      Kaizer grinned, baring cracked and broken teeth.

      “I’m here to offer you a truce boy,” he said in a half growl, “Have your witches stop cursing our tribe, and I’ll lead my people back north and swear to never come at you in anger again.”

      “Why should I do that?” Looking him up and down, Logan frowned at the man's wounds, “What happened to you anyway?”

      “That succubus bitch and her new toy turned on me,” he spit to the side, face even uglier in his anger, “Caught me in a moment of weakness. I lost status with the other packs, and the coalition broke apart. Me and mine want no more of this war, boy. Lift those bedeviling curses, and we’ll leave you, and yours be.”

      “Where are the packs now?” Logan asked.

      “Hmph,” Kaizer shook his head once, “I ain't betraying my kind for you, boy. But I’ll tell you one thing, same thing I told that Knight of yours. A right nasty bastard is leading them, and he’s hunting the crown.”

      “A crown?” Logan said with a half-laugh.

      “Aye,” Kaizer said, and his tone was deadly serious, reminding Logan once again how different this world was from the mundane one, he’d grown up in.

      “Who is this man leading the were-beasts now? Is he a threat to Evelyn and the others?”

      “Oh aye, boy, that bastard’s a threat to you and yours, but the truth of who it is, gonna cost more than you’re willing to pay.” The man’s eyes were flinty, and his smile hard.

      Logan stood there for long moments, looking Kaizer up and down. There were a dozen more questions he wanted to ask, but knew he’d get little from the man. The decision was easy for him to make, he didn’t trust this creature, but peace was always a better path than war. With a single nod, he held out his hand to the smaller man, trying hard not to flinch at the waft of death that hit his nose when the other man lifted his hand to return the shake.

      “Peace then,” Logan said, “I will speak with the Coven about the curses, and you will leave this town for good.”

      “Not peace,” Kaizer said, his hand gripping Logan’s as hard as he could, the boy's bones creaking beneath the strain, “Truce. The gateway should be open, we’re all entitled to visit Fae, and I will never stop believing that.”

      Logan released the were-wolf's hand and watched the man climb into his Bentley, and with a final, single-fingered salute, speed off down the country rode. Coughing away the dust the man’s fat tires kicked up, Logan started jogging again, heading back to the cottage. Any exercise he had planned to get this morning and the testing of his new abilities would have to wait. The Coven needed to hear about this.

      When the ancient orchard and cottage came into view, Logan's heart began to race. Not just from the Fae energies that he felt as he drew closer, that he could sense like a static charge to the air. He still thought of himself as the quiet, reserved young man he’d always been, but everything else about the world had changed, the largest of which, at least to a boy who’d grown up in foster care, was that he now had a stable home.

      Many of Logan’s homes had been chaotic and unsafe spaces, where he’d dreaded being. The last foster parents he’d had, Steve and Susan, had been gaming the system for benefits and drug money. Steve had been an abusive asshole, terrorizing Logan whenever he was in a bad mood, and Susan had been blasted out of her mind on drugs or alcohol most of the time.

      Growing up, he’d come to rely on himself for everything; from finding the next meal, to doing his schoolwork, to even buying his own clothes. Logan enjoyed the independence and had come to rely on his own good judgment over that of others, including adults, at a young age. It had engendered a certain amount of independence in him, and a quiet confidence that others often took as aloofness.

      As he stepped beneath a pair of apple trees, their bare branches tickling his scalp, Logan once more marveled at the new reality he found himself in. Most of it was still a mystery to him, and he sensed that was by design. There were many things the Coven would not answer straight out, and when he pinned them down, they always managed to divert him with other… pursuits.

      Not that Logan minded. In fact, the young man had spent the last week walking around campus with a slightly stunned expression. He never would have imagined life could be as wickedly fun as it had become. It would have been overwhelming if the Coven hadn’t taken pity on him the first few nights, each taking their turn spending the night in his bed. He’d been warned, in lurid detail, about how the Coven wanted to pleasure him together, but Logan had been hesitant.

      He never admitted it out loud, but a large part of him felt as though the Coven had made a mistake and, at any moment, would realize it and kick the trespasser out. To indulge in all three again as he had that one perfect night… Logan didn’t feel deserving. Not in his heart.

      The cottage was a dilapidated building, covered in bushes and vines and leaning slightly to one side. From the outside, it looked like an abandoned and haunted building, but inside it was full of life, with more rooms and hidden nooks than seemed possible in such a small building.

      As Logan pulled open the door, he was hit with a mélange of odd scents and sounds. Gwen was busy in the kitchen cleaning up, the sound of her softly singing voice joining with that of a scrubbing sponge and clanking pots. He popped his head in and grabbed an apple from the basket on the table, Gwen flashed a grin over her shoulder when she noticed him.

      “Remember you have a quiz today,” she said, “and we have dinner with Becca later tonight, too.”

      “How could I forget?” Logan said, his gaze lingering on the blonde’s incredible curves.

      Gwen went back to scrubbing the dishes, oblivious of the stylish outfit she wore and the dirty water splattering across the front of it. For a woman who was 1300 years old, she certainly looked amazing. She and her coven sisters, each had nearly identical bodies but were very different in their tastes and desires, he was learning.

      Walking down the hall, he passed the room he’d claimed for himself, heading to the study where he was sure to find Eris. Every other time he came down the crooked hallway, he found new doors that hadn’t been there previously or doors that were mysteriously gone. He’d explored many of them the first couple days, only to find most filled with the detritus of decades or old and broken furniture. Several were filled with ancient wardrobes and heaps of moth ridden clothing in fashions in more diversity than Logan could recognize.

      Stepping into the book-lined room, he found Eris bent over a small table, a bowl of some viscous liquid bubbling before her, as she dropped living spiders in one at a time, a wicked grin on her face as she peered into their depths. Evelyn was there as well. The raven-haired beauty looked up from her book when he entered, raising an eyebrow in concern.

      Of the three, Evelyn was the most practical and coupling that practicality with her deep wisdom, she would often leap to insights or make connections that others couldn’t see right away.

      “Logan, what is it?” Her warm voice sent a shiver down the young man’s spine as her brilliant blue eyes trapped his.

      “I ran into Kaizer,” he said, “and he looked like he’d just been chewed up and spit out by something.”

      Eris looked up from her incantation, emerald eyes searching him quickly for wounds before she sat back, she and her sister listening intently as he relayed the conversation.

      “They are fools to search for the crown on Earth,” Eris said with a dismissive wave of her hand, “It could never cross over to this world.”

      “That may not be entirely accurate,” Evelyn said, setting down her book, she rose and walked over to one of the bookshelves, searching the titles as she spoke, “While it’s true that its powers wouldn’t have efficacy on this side, it wouldn’t be impossible to transfer it here. There is an ancient account from the Council of Nicea… here it is.”

      “That name’s familiar,” Logan said, searching his memory for where he’d heard it before, “Is that where they codified the bible?”

      “Both of them,” Eris said.

      “Both?” Logan asked with a puzzled frown.

      “You would be familiar with the Judeo-Christian text, that includes the twenty-seven books espousing their values and the word of their prophet,” Evelyn said, flipping through the ancient book, its pages brown with age and crackling ominously when she turned them. “The Bible did not obviate the old horrors and truths, such as immortal blood drinkers and covens of witches, but it did hide them from the mundane world and paved the way for Fae being forgotten.”

      “So, what’s the other book?” Logan asked.

      “It lives on the other side of the Cauldron,” Eris said, “and can only be read or understood by the light of her moon.”

      “Doesn’t look like I’ll get that chance anytime soon,” Logan said with a frown.

      “Here it is,” Evelyn said, stopping at a passage, her eyes scanning it quickly. “The Alexandrian dialect is so infuriating… What follows, is a fable no historian or scholar counts as accurate. It says here, that in the weeks before his ascendance, The Christ discovered an… artifact… on his wanderings. They call it Grail, but in the original language, it can have many interpretations… anything from a cup to a hat, or even a helm.

      “Knowing its burden was not meant for him, The Christ offered it to each of his disciples. One and all, they reached out to take it from their Lord, each for a different reason. One out of love, another out of faith, one out of greed, and another who sought blasphemous powers. To none of these did The Christ give the grail.

      “The last person he offered it to was a beggar seated near outside the temple—a deserter, broken in spirit and faith. Christ, flanked by his disciples in their finery, approached the man with his offering, but the deserter refused, saying he was unworthy. To this, The Christ said: For this reason alone, you are worthy, take up this burden and follow the path God set.

      “The narrative ends there. If there was more to the story, it’s not in our library here.”

      “Let the were-creatures scrounge around in the dirt, hunting after phantoms,” Eris said as she set aside the bubbling bowl with a frown, “It’s the Elven Queen we should be focused on.”

      “I agree,” Evelyn said, “but I’ve exhausted every avenue possible. They refuse us entry to the Realm of Fae. Short of forcing our way through, I cannot see what options we have.”

      “I still don’t understand what happened,” Logan said, “When you first described them, you said they were benevolent, but that’s not the impression I got from their curt and rude message.”

      “Neither do I,” Evelyn said with a musing look, “A couple centuries without contact shouldn’t have changed the elves this much. I fear we have focused too much on this world and our search for you, my Lord, and grew lax in our obligation to Fae and her peoples.”

      “The King has come,” Eris said lightly. “The crown will turn up eventually, and the elves will acknowledge our Logan. They, just like we, will know the moment it rests upon the King Who Was Promised’s brow.”

      “Perhaps it hasn’t shown up, because I’m not really the one you’re looking for.” Logan’s voice was calm, but there was a tremor of anxiety underlying it.

      “Don’t be silly,” Eris said, “You can’t ignore what’s happened so far. Besides,” her voice deepened into a throaty purr as she turned in her chair and tossed her lustrous coppery locks over one shoulder, “There’s only one man who's ever touched our hearts and… Are you saying you’re not that man?” Standing, her smile turned wicked, “Could you be in disguise? Mhmm, perhaps we should check Eve… make sure it’s really our Lord.”

      Resting her hands on Logan’s knees, she flashed a Cheshire cat grin as he stared within her hanging blouse. Sliding her hands up his thighs and under his loose running shorts, Eris knelt between Logan’s legs. Her movements were slow and confident, but inside she still felt amazed at the feel of a man beneath her hands, the contrast of soft skin and hard muscles was every bit as intoxicating as she’d dreamed.

      “There’s a ritual that may give us an idea where the crown is,” Evelyn said, standing smoothly and placing the book back, “It’ll require the full Coven and is quite… taxing. We’ll also need a very special component for the spell.”

      “What component?” Logan asked, voice a touch breathless as Eris’s fingers slipped around his manhood, sending pleasure radiating from the contact.

      “The most potent potable of them all,” Eris said, biting her bottom lip eagerly as she released Logan’s manhood and dragged his running shorts down his legs along with each shoe.
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      “Remember sister, we need at least two drams full,” Evelyn said, with a twinkle in her eye as she moved to the door, pale blue eyes drinking in Logan’s manhood.

      “I’ll try not to swallow too much,” Eris said with a wicked grin, her green eyes never leaving Logan’s.

      “Ohhh,” Logan moaned in pleasure as the redhead’s soft hands slipped around the shaft of his manhood, stroking it lightly.

      “Relax my Lord,” Eris breathed, large breasts rising and falling as her hands gently stroked the young man’s cock to ever-growing stiffness, “I’ll make the procedure as painless as possible.”

      Her green eyes twinkled in amusement as she pressed thick lips to the underside of his cock, kissing and licking the most sensitive parts. As her hands continued to work slowly, Eris slipped her lips over the head, sucking gently, tongue teasing all the while.

      Watching her lords face as she worshipped his manhood; she loved seeing the look of pleasure that overtook him. Sucking hard and working her whole body up and down as she sucked him in and out of her mouth, she reached up and unlaced the top of her dress.

      “Jesus, your gorgeous,” Logan breathed as the large pale pink nipples came into view, and he reached out and ran gentle fingers over the swell of one breast. “Oh, Eris… NNggnhhh!”

      Logan clenched his jaw as Eris ran her long nails down over the sensitive flesh of his balls, causing tingles to run up and down his spine. Her eyes grinned up at him, lips stretched wide around his cock. Then both hands joined her lips, wrapping long skilled fingers around him, that twisted as she stroked. Cheeks suddenly hollowing out as she sucked the soul from his body, breasts bouncing with each bob.

      Logan’s toes curled, and he felt the ecstasy overtaking him. At that moment, he felt nothing but pure joy and gratitude. When he glanced at the mirror tucked in the corner of the room, he saw himself seated like a king, slouched and commanding, while a green-robed goddess knelt at his feet, the sounds emanating from her throat sounded almost desperate.

      “I’m cumming…” Logan moaned, his eyes, finding Eris’s.

      She stared up at him with burning passion, breaths short and quick, and a grin tugging the corners of her lips as his cock throbbed one final time. Eris worked her way back up, lips tight around the head, and then Logan could see only white, as pleasure ripped through his body. Again and again, his dick shot forth thick strands of pearlescent cum.

      It felt like he was being drained of all his energy and strength as Eris milked him with a firm hand. Looking up with groggy eyes, he saw her bright red hair swirling around her head on faint ethereal winds as one hand stroked him slowly. The other drew forth his cream with her powers, draining it into a large stone bowl.

      “What are you…” Logan tried to get the words out but was suddenly so weak he felt he might pass out any moment.

      “Your strength will return in a few moments, Lord,” Eris said, her lower jaw trembling and nostrils flaring, “We must ensure the sample is sufficient… My Lord…” she looked up at him with dreamy eyes, “your seed has properties… powers… I must study…”

      As she spoke, her eyes glazed even further, and she set the stone bowl aside, reaching a hesitant finger in and lifting it so she could inhale it. Logan realized she’d slipped a hand between her leg and was resting back on her heels, rocking lightly as she touched herself and breathed deeply.

      “Eris…” Logan asked, catching his breath, “what is it?”

      “Your musk Lord,” Eris said, eyelids fluttering as she tried to focus on him, “it has intoxicating properties…. Nothing overwhelming, but there is power here. I can do more research.”

      “I have a better idea,” Logan said as he slipped a hand behind her head and drew her face up to his.

      Reaching around and cupping her firm ass with his other hand, Logan slipped out of the chair, pressing the gorgeous redhead back onto the floor. She grinned like an eager schoolgirl and rolled into his arms, giggling as their noses touched.

      “Mhmm, you have good ideas,” Eris said, and when she felt his hands draw up her skirt and his lips kissing down her large breasts, she smiled all the broader and wiggled her hips in eager joy, “My Lord is most… Ohh…. Mmm…. Generous!… oh, god!”

      Logan slid his tongue across the tight lips of the witch’s sex, tasting her as he dipped his tongue in deeper and slid up to tease her hard-little clit. Soft kisses were interspersed with sucking gently on the hard little nubbin and licking and teasing her sex. Logan was still learning the secrets of these gorgeous women, each was unique and special, and he loved their little idiosyncrasies. Suck, as Eris loved it, he’d discovered the other night, when he teased her entrance with just the tip of his finger lightly and sucked hard on her clit. As he did it now, she moaned out in guttural pleasure, as her orgasm crashed home, thighs pressing tightly against his ears for a moment before relaxing.

      “Goddess above,” Eris said with deep pants of breath as she slowly lifted herself on one elbow, “It’s going to be a wonderful day.”

      “Happy Friday,” Logan said with a crooked grin.

      Standing on wobbly legs, he tucked himself away and nearly tripped twice as he stumbled around the room, feeling weak as a day-old kitten. Whatever Eris had done when she’d drained him, had taken more than just his seed.

      “See Evelyn before you go,” Eris said, sitting against the chair and pushing her hair back into a semblance of order, “She’ll refresh your charm and replenish your energies.”

      “Don’t work too hard while I’m gone,” Logan said with a glance at the collection of glass tubes, vials, and beakers that made up her potion making station, “And remember, Becca will be coming over for dinner.”

      “I couldn’t possibly forget,” Eris her lazy smile picking up at the corner, “The girls been pestering Gwen every day.”

      Logan left the witch to her work and headed down to his room to get ready for class. It was a barren space, with a small low cot and a wooden dress where he stored his clothes. It was a small and simple space, but he found he loved the peace of having his own space. The small window looked out on the orchard, and the green and golden light streaming in during the morning, always put him in a good mood.

      He found Evelyn in the living room standing before a glass case, flipping through the pages of an old tome. She looked up when the young man stepped in, her thick lips curling up in a warm smile.

      “You have any energy left after Eris’s draining?” She asked with a throaty chuckle.

      “Not much,” Logan said with a wan smile, “What was it she took from me? I feel like I just donated blood.”

      “I have something for you,” Evelyn said, reaching into a small pouch at her waist and drawing forth a vial filled with faint pink liquid. “There are many humors and energies in the body—each with their own purpose and efficacy. For the ritual we’ll be performing this evening, we hunt an artifact that is bound to you. Eris drew on the power of your blood and its connection to your ancestors.”

      “That makes sense,” Logan said, “I guess.”

      “You don’t have the faintest idea what I’m talking about,” the beautiful witch said, patting his cheek fondly, “Take this, you’ll feel better in a moment or two.”

      Logan accepted the vial gratefully, but felt a sliver of suspicion at the sparkle of amusement in Evelyn’s eyes when he quaffed it back. This liquid tasted of lemons and honey but burned like fire as it made its way into his stomach. Sweat popped out on his brow, and his heart began to hammer in his chest.

      “What,” Logan gasped, reaching out and resting a hand on the wall as his vision swam and his head pounded, whole body suddenly flush with a wild energy, “Was that?”

      “A special elixir Eris concocted,” Evelyn said in concern as she stepped up close. The herbal, floral scent of her hair filling the young man’s head and making him giddy. “All humans have a well of latent energy they can tap into. The elixir replaces your blood energy by drawing from it. It shouldn’t have any adverse effects… are you well?”

      “No,” Logan managed to say through gritted teeth.

      Reaching out with a trembling hand, he took Evelyn’s forearm in a powerful grip. So hard, that were she a mortal woman, he might have snapped the bones. Trying to loosen the grip Logan found he couldn’t, the muscles unable to relax.

      It was like being flooded with every ounce of adrenaline and lust in his body at the same time. When he looked up, Evelyn flinched back from the burning intensity in his eyes. She licked her lips before muttering an incantation.

      “Dear goddess,” she whispered, face growing fearful, “You’re not reacting to the elixir as you should. This could be bad, I’m sorry Lord, let me get Eris or call Gwen to heal it away.”

      “No!” Logan said again, only this time it came out as a growl he didn’t recognize as his own voice.

      “Oh goddess,” Evelyn breathed softly, one small hand covering her mouth as she gazed down at yellow threads popping at the crotch of Logan’s jeans. The strength of his erection was tearing its way through the sturdy material, “what… Oh!”

      Logan was filled with such manic energy and need, that his ego was destroyed. His eyes were vacant, jaw slack, muscles flexed to their utmost power as he dragged the busty witch beneath him. Nothing but animal need and frenzied energy were left in him as the id ruled all.

      Evelyn could no more have fought off her lord and king than she could have fought off the goddess herself. Nor would she have ever wished it. The dark-haired witch, usually so proud of her composure and grace, found herself pressed down to hands and knees and reaching back to lift skirts clear before they were torn apart.

      In the depths of her heart, Evelyn had always dreamed of being taken so, having a man of power and will, claim her as his with an unleashing of need and fury. She’d never imagined it would feel so indescribably good to be ravaged by such a wild beast as Logan had become.

      Powerful hands held her close to him, and his breath was hot on the back of her neck, but Evelyn could only focus on the steel bar digging into her again and again. She’d never felt anything as hard, nor insistent as it filled her again and again, feeling like it reached up into her belly.

      The first powerful orgasm hit her a few moments into the desperate fucking, and Logan would not relent. The quivering and tightening pussy only heightened his pleasure. It spurred him on, and soon Evelyn too was lost in a world of mindless bliss.

      Eris came to see what all the noise was and found her sister, drooling and grunting out in pleasure as Logan ravaged her sex, juices draining down her thighs and pooling beneath her. The young man rested his hands on the floor to either side of her head, her shoulders coming up against his wrists like backstops as he drove into the soft MILF pussy again and again.

      Eris noticed the little empty vial resting on the floor nearby. Reaching down to pick it up, she sniffed the contents and raised an eyebrow.

      “Fascinating that it would have this effect… Hmmm, I’ll need to test this,” tapping her chin, she turned to head back to her lab, mind already working on the problem.

      As she stepped past the two, a flailing limb hit her thigh, nearly causing her to drop the vial.

      “Goddess dammit,” she snapped in a suddenly furry, “You don’t have to rub it in Eve!”

      “He…. Oh, goddess….. never… ending… pleasure…!”

      “Like I don’t see how good she’s getting it. Think’s she can kick me. I’ll show them. When I figure out why this recipe does this to our Lord, I’ll find a way to harness it, just you wait and see. Soon I’ll be the one taken to nirvana!”

      The last, came out as a screech as the witch stomped her way down the halls. Meanwhile, Evelyn, finding a moment of sanity in the storm of ecstasy, turned her head to seek Logan’s lips with hers.

      “Thank you… Goddess, thank you… this… oh… ngh… ngh… ngh…!”

      Logan’s cock swelled, causing her sex to clutch at it like a vice as with a final shudder of his hips, he suddenly unloaded within her. The first blast of cum within her womb sent spikes of pleasure into her brain, and the second turned her vision white. After that, the world faded into an unreality of hazy joy as her mind drifted away.
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      Returning to herself slowly, Evelyn found she was lying down, her dress in tatters. Moving, she felt dizzy and light-headed, but sighed out in relief when she felt Logan beside her. Rolling over, she saw he was unconscious, chest rising and falling slowly, manhood limp now, and his pants destroyed from where it had torn free of the fabric.

      Rising on trembling limbs, Evelyn situated her skirts around her hips. Pausing to collect herself and get a handle on her hair, which was in wild disarray, she pondered the implications of what had just happened.

      She would need to consult with Eris and Gwen to know for sure what the root cause was, and soon. For if they couldn’t trust what potions and elixirs would work on him as they did on all other mortals, then they could be in for a lot of trouble when they journeyed to Fae. Humans were notoriously… fragile… on the other side of the veil.

      As she sat there worrying, Logan began to stir. His breath coming slower and easier, and finally, his eyes blinking open as he lifted himself unsteadily to a sitting position. Looking around himself through squinted eyes, he reached up to place a hand against his temple.

      “You have a headache?” Evelyn asked, finding it difficult to maintain her composure with recent memories of having been rutted like a wild animal driving her to distraction, “What other symptoms do you have?”

      “What happened?” Logan asked, groaning and clutching at his head. When he spoke again, his voice was a whisper, “I don’t remember anything after drinking whatever was in that vial… then… it's like a dream…” he looked over at Evelyn, cheeks blushing red in embarrassment, “I have… images… Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” the raven-haired beauty said, beginning to stand on wobbly legs, and then smiling in gratitude when Logan jumped up to help her rise, “It was our fault… I don’t know what happened. The elixir shouldn’t have had that effect on you. How is your energy now? Do you have any other symptoms?”

      “My heart is still racing,” Logan said, rubbing his chest, “and I’m a bit dizzy. Other than that, I feel good, great even. My energy is back.”

      “That’s good to know,” Evelyn said nodding, “Why don’t you go change and head to class, Eris and I will discuss it while we prepare for the ritual.”

      Logan opened his mouth to speak, then noticed the destroyed pants, and his face went crimson. He covered himself with a hand and hurried off to his room to change into new pants. He wanted to ask more questions of the witch before going to school, but she was in deep conversation with Eris when he peeked his head into the study, so he ducked out without another word.

      Since his Ascendancy, the week before, Logan felt like a new man. Faster, stronger, and able to focus with better clarity of thought. Loping down alleyways, his long legs ate up the miles quickly, and in a matter of minutes, he was slipping out of a dark alley and crossing the street to his school's campus.

      The open squares of green grass and weeping willows were interspersed with large red brick buildings of older design and dark grey glass and steel monstrosities or modern construction.

      He found his best friend Simon waiting for him outside the dining hall, thumbing through a comic book as he waited. The short, heavyset Asian boy was oblivious to the snickering glances cast his way from a dozen other kids hanging out in the quad, trying their best to look cool. Even if he’d noticed, Simon would never understand why he should care what others thought of him, and for that, Logan would always love him.

      “What’s up?” Logan said as he strode up.

      “Currently blue skies, but in roughly three hours the storm clouds will roll in,” Simon looked up from his book, blinking, tilting his head in that way of his that said he was trying to puzzle out if he’d answered the question correctly or not.

      “No spoilers on the latest Blade of the Immortal,” Logan said, waving his hands at the comic book, “Is it really the last volume?”

      “It is,” Simon said, frowning before he said, “If I can’t spoil it, then how am I supposed to tell you that Keshi kills-.”

      “Ehh, Ehh, Ehh, Ehh, Eh!” Logan said, shaking his head and grinning.

      Simon pressed his lips together and grimaced. He opened his mouth one more time, and Logan could see him resetting for another tack. The taller boy put his fingers in his ears and shook his head again, and finally, Simon relented, nodding.

      “You better read it quickly once I finish it,” he grumbled, “It’s rude to make me wait.”

      Logan grinned and started walking to class with his friend. He was used to Simon’s eccentricities and had come to accept them as a part of him, and not something annoying to be fixed or changed, as so many seemed to think about people on the spectrum.

      “Last night I went to the council meeting,” Simon said, “and their explanation for the gas explosion out on Sycamore Street last weekend does not make sense. For one thing-.”

      “Did you see the trailer for the new Marvel movie?” Logan said, cutting in before Simon could really dig into the topic, “You see who they cast? I’m not sure about some of them.”

      “The casting process was thirteen weeks long according to Reddit posts from the agency,” Simon said, happy to rattle off facts about a subject he was equally as passionate about.

      Logan kept the conversation diverted the whole walk to their building, grateful it was easier this morning than it had been the others. The Coven had assured him and Becca that the mist would wipe all memory of strange and unnatural occurrences from mortals' minds. If perchance it failed, they could work charm to change the person's memories.

      The teens had been a little stunned to see that the mists indeed, had done their work that wild night. By the morning, everyone in town believed a gas leak had caused an explosion that led to a few hours of chaos in the night. None were hurt, and no property destroyed, so the story disappeared after a day.

      No one thought twice about it except for Simon, who had come to school the next Monday with questions about howls in the night and a black-haired leather-clad woman who’d hovered over his bed for a minute, filling him with a terror he’d never known. Literally, the boy had never known fear as an emotion. Mora had drawn it forth in him, and now, neither the mists of Fae nor the magic of witches, seemed able to wipe the experience from him.

      “Do you think she was a dark angel?” Simon asked in a breathy whisper, breaking into a soliloquy Logan was giving on the finer points of Black Widow’s most stunning assets.

      “Like from heaven?” Logan said, trying to laugh it off but sounding forced.

      There are demon’s, does that mean there are angels and devils too? Logan thought to himself, not sure if the thought disturbed or excited him. Simon, a vocal atheist, gave Logan a frown of disapproval.

      “I mean like the 1990’s SciFi Action television series. Do you think she’s a genetically enhanced super-soldier that escaped from a government lab?”

      “Could be,” Logan mused, “but didn’t you say she was flying?”

      “That’s true,” Simon said, nodding and tapping his chin thoughtfully, “definitely a supernatural element then…”

      “What do you think Ms. Holgrim will be wearing today?” Logan asked, raising his eyebrows enticingly, looking for anything to divert Simon’s inquisitive mind from this path.

      “Logan, this is important,” Simon said, pausing, the short boy frowned as he looked up at his friend, “You do not believe me, and mother does not either. I know what I saw was real, though. Mother said I would have to see the doctor tomorrow to discuss my… visions… and they will recommend I go back on the pills. I don’t like the pills, Logan. They make me tired and make my brain fuzzy.”

      “I believe you, Simon,” Logan said, feeling such a welling of sadness inside for his friend that he couldn’t bring himself to lie. He also worried about exposing his friend to the threats he now faced. Once had been enough to make Logan wary of letting anyone else in on the truth of his new reality. “Let me talk to your mom, I’m sure I can show her reason.”

      “That would be very helpful, Logan,” Simon said with a great sigh, “My mom thinks very highly of you. You can come over and see the new mod I’ve designed. It incorporates real-world physics. She talks about you a lot, even in her sleep, my mom, I can hear her call out your name. It is very nice of her to think so highly of my friend.”

      “Who’s calling out this dingleberry's name?” Snickered a voice from just behind the two.

      Logan flinched when he recognized the voice. He’d managed to avoid Brad all week, but his luck had run out it seemed.

      “Some fat cow, I bet,” laughed Sarah from beside her boyfriend.

      “It was my mother,” Simon said with bland equanimity, unaware of the emotions passing around him.

      “Oh,” Sarah said, having the decency to blush and opening her mouth to apologize, but was overridden by the roaring laughter of Brad, causing others around the quad to look over.

      “You’re mom? Loogie Pendick has been banging your mom?” The big blonde boy threw his head back and laughed again, “No offense Simon, but that’s some fucked up shit.”

      “It would make sense,” Simon said, nodding calmly in agreement and drawing, even more, stares to himself, “That my mother was dreaming of having sex with Logan’s giant penis. Also, her pupils dilate every time she looks at him, so her physical attraction is obvious.”

      My face went beet red, and Sarah choked on a laugh, eyes wide in shock as she stared from Simon to me to Brad. The blonde jock stood there, gawping like a fish.

      “Is that bad to mention? I never know what’s the right thing to say or not. I only mean I noticed it one time at a baseball game in the urinal, and from what I have read on the subject, a larger phallus is more pleasing to women than a small one. For it’s able to reach more erogenous zones within the vagina. Perhaps your mother would enjoy Logan’s nice big penis as well, Brad. I can see from the size of your hands and the space between your eyes and nose that yours is more than likely small and thin. Why do men not make a true study of vaginal pleasure spots? It seems if a man desires coitus, that would be useful information to know.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Becca said as she strode up, “What’d I miss? Sounds like a fun conversation.”

      “Fuck you!” Brad said in a sudden burst of anger that he directed at Becca, before turning on his heel and storming off. Sarah cast one final grin at Simon and Logan, then walked off with a weak smile for Becca.

      “Ouch,” the brunette athlete said as she watched them walk away, “What did I say?”

      “Nothing,” Logan said, quickly before Simon could open his mouth to speak.

      “Ready for the quiz?” Becca asked them, falling in beside Logan as they walked to class.

      “I doubt it,” Logan said, shrugging his backpack higher up his shoulders, “I haven’t had much chance to study lately.”

      “The quiz will be difficult, and you will both probably fail as will most of the class, but the grade won’t matter much.” Simon said it in his usual blunt manner before his cheeks blushed a faint shade of pink and he went in a tone with just a touch of energy in it, “Ms. Holgrim is a brilliant professor, she’s just testing the knowledge base of the class to judge where she can skip over and where she needs to really dig in.”

      “Just cause I know the pain of a workout won’t last long,” Becca said with a sour frown, “doesn’t mean I welcome it gratefully.”

      “I don’t know much about workouts,” Simon said, “Other than what I’ve learned from reading.”

      “Books only go so far Simon,” Becca said with a wink, “and there’s nothing quite like the feeling of launching yourself up a pole vault or spiking a ball down on a girl's face.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Simon said with a grimace of distaste.
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      Logan had had a crush on Becca for over a year and was still adjusting to his newfound friendship with her, or budding relationship. He wasn’t sure what was going on between them, for the beautiful brunette was just as flirty with him as she was with everyone else. They also hadn’t had much opportunity to speak about the Knight Protector business.

      As for Becca suddenly hanging out with him and Simon every day, instead of her usual crowd of jocks and popular kids, no one commented on it twice. Becca was a unique beauty, in that her stunning looks and even more fantastic athleticism never cultivated envy or anger in those who knew her, she was far too sweet and kind for that. Everyone who met Becca was charmed by her, and the girl wasn’t sparing in her affections, making friends in nearly every social group.

      If nothing else, then Simon should have shown as much awkwardness as Logan felt, but the portly boy was as oblivious to Becca’s charms as he was to many emotions. Most people couldn’t handle Simon’s blunt manner of speaking or his occasional acerbic attitudes, but Becca took them in stride.

      “There’s a track meet tomorrow morning,” Becca said to Logan, “you going to come and watch me pole vault?”

      “Do you want me to?” Logan asked.

      “I wouldn’t be bringing it up if I didn’t,” Becca said with an exasperated grin, “just make sure to be here early so you can meet my parents.”

      “Oh, ok,” Logan said, feeling a touch of nerves as he continued, “Is this like… a date or something?”

      “Can’t get anything past him, can you, Simon?” Becca said.

      “Logan is remarkably observant, but you are correct, he can be quite dense at times.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Logan asked with a touch of annoyance.

      “Logan,” Simon said, his tone long-suffering, “Becca has been dropping hints all week that she wants you to take her out. Why do you think she talked about bowling for five minutes yesterday? And described the lanes and her favorite drink there?”

      “Cause you like bowling?” Logan asked Becca with a raised eyebrow.

      “I do,” she said with a wink at Simon, “but not that much.”

      “I’m sorry,” Logan said, feeling like a fool, but Becca just laughed, wild and free, and linked her arm in his.

      “Don’t worry, sir,” the beautiful blonde said with a wink, “I’m not going to steal you away from your lady loves. I’d just like a little time with you to myself.”

      “Deal.” Logan said with a grin.

      Logan and Becca were chatting about the quiz as the three of them entered the building. Neither Logan nor Becca noticed the dark, dangerous little goth girl tracking their movements from the shadow of a tree. Her eyes were burning with an unnatural intensity, and a slow smile found its way onto her lips, at going unobserved, just before she felt the crawling sensation of being observed.

      The little goth hissed in surprise when she turned to find the golden-haired ones, fat little friend standing nearby staring at her. He just stood there staring at her, a feat that should be impossible for the mortal. Glancing around nervously, she was wondering if she was going to have to kill him, and where she might dispose of the corpse, when the boy suddenly spoke.

      “You do not exist in sunlight. It’s not that you’re hard to see,” the boy pointed to her arm, where a single ray peeked through the tree and passed straight through the flesh, casting no shadow, “The photons don’t encounter you on this plane. Is that it? Are you a being from another plane?”

      “How can you see me?!” the demon-girl hissed in anger and fear, looking all around, “This isn’t possible! No mortal can see me when I wish to remain hidden!”

      “Interesting,” Simon said, his voice even and face registering no emotion. The control he showed before the demon disturbed her. In ten thousand years of dealing with mortals, kings, popes, and paupers, never had one stood with such equanimity before her.

      “What is interesting?” the demon-girl hissed, anger turning cold as she looked around and saw the quad emptying, her mind taking up and discarding ways to kill the fat manling.

      “Your beauty,” Simon said it so simply, without artifice or emotion, that it shocked the demon.

      “What?” She growled, claws flexing as her anger boiled up. None had ever called her a beauty, and she suspected the foolish human was trying to make fun of her. She was one second from ripping his throat out and be damned with the consequences, when he went on.

      “There is no creature in heaven nor hell that could ever compare to you.” The calm stillness of his voice stilled the wild rage within the demon’s heart, and she found her taloned hand lowering, “You can’t be a human,” Simon said, his head tilting to one side, “because I know what you’re feeling… how can that be? I can read your expressions… From your face and motions… you were angry but no longer… now you are… intrigued.”

      “Who are you mortal?” The demon asked, hating the fear edging into her voice, “How can you read a demon so? How can you even see me!?”

      “Demon?” Simon asked in puzzlement, “That’s a very generalized term. Were you involved in the ‘gas leak’ last weekend? Everyone is convinced of the story, but it doesn’t make sense to me. I think it’s a cover-up, but for what I don’t know. Do you work for the government? Do they hire demons now? Or are you from hell? Is the devil real, like my mom says?”

      “I work for a government if you want to call it that.” The little demon’s mind was working fast as she adjusted, “Though not the one in hell… as it were. Your friend, the tall one, tell me of him. Does he have a weakness? Something my master can exploit?”

      “Logan isn’t very good at math,” Simon said without hesitation, “I’ve tried to impress upon him the importance of the science during this computer age, but he doesn’t listen. Also, he’s never been able to bring up the subject of his real parents without getting very sad.”

      “You think I’m beautiful, human?” The demon purred, a shiver of excitement passing through her when the helpful human nodded, “and you will continue to tell me all about your friend and the women he surrounds himself with?”

      “Are you interested in Logan?” Simon asked, and the demon thought she detected a faint hint of hurt in his voice. She should have been happy to hear it. Torturing mortals was supposedly her reason for existence, but it made her feel unaccountably sad, and that just made her angry.

      “Interested in that tall oaf? Are you serious? We demons do not love. We only covet, and I would never covet a mind like his, so slow and plodding!”

      She snapped her jaw shut, dainty fangs clicking together as she cut off the flow of words.

      “Good,” Simon said, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “You said, master…”

      The demon stood there awkward and uncomfortable for a moment before hissing in anger once more.

      “I did,” the demon said, her claws itching to kill odd mortal, “but that is all I’ll say.”

      I should just kill him and be done with it! She thought to herself, Master would want me to keep him alive… for information and simply to keep a friend from that golden-haired dork.

      “Well, goodbye then,” Simon said, with a touch of awkwardness, the two of them staring into each other's eyes, unable to break the contact.

      “Simon!” Logan called as he leaned out the doorway of the building, “What are you doing? You coming?”

      Logan looked around, but as far as he could see, Simon was standing by himself in the shade of a large maple tree. He grew concerned when Simon shuffled awkwardly from foot to foot and seemed to be speaking to empty air, but when he went to walk over, the boy came running.

      “Sorry, I just wanted to look at a flower,” Simon said, and Logan shrugged, used to the boy’s occasional oddness.

      In the shadows, a demon stood, where her heart should have been was a fluttering sensation that shouldn’t have existed within her. Troubled, she slipped along hidden paths, down into the underbelly of reality, eager to have this task over with and put the disturbingly observant boy out of her thoughts.

      Her master was terrifying and possibly insane. She would need to think carefully about what exactly she told him. She couldn’t lie by the precepts of her summoning, but the truth she told didn’t have to be the whole truth, and the little demon found the encounter with the odd, fat little human, both too disturbing and too intriguing to share.

      “Pencils down.” Professor Holgrim called, standing up from behind her desk and smoothing down her black skirt.

      As she walked along the front of the rows collecting the scantron sheets, she was oblivious to the effect she had on the kids in the class, especially the men. Their eyes tracked her every move, drinking in her breathtaking curves and causing both jealousy and annoyance in most of the girls. Taking the last stack from Becca, Gwen gave the teen a wink before turning back to the class.

      “We will be meeting in the quad for class on Monday, and I’ll be taking you all on a little field trip for an hour. Make sure you wear jackets and bring an umbrella, just in case. A storm will be rolling in this weekend.”

      “The weather said it would be clear,” said a girl near the front.

      “Trust me,” Ms. Holgrim said with a confident smile.

      The class began to break up, kids standing and chatting as they put away their books and slung backpacks over their shoulders. Gwen caught Logan’s eye before he stepped out, and he hung behind, waiting for the class to clear out.

      Becca saw the glance and linked her arm in Simon’s, causing the smaller boy to frown at the touch in annoyance as she drew him out of the room. Logan noticed his friend failed to stare at Gwen as he was drug out, but he put aside the observation. Simon being uninterested in women, was typically his default position, and it was somewhat reassuring to see things going back to normal.

      The last of the students left the classroom, and Gwen shut and locked the door behind them. Logan opened his mouth to speak, curious what she had to say about his reaction to the elixir earlier, but his mouth went dry when she reached up and pulled the pencil out of her hair, letting the thick blond locks cascade around her shoulders as she turned back to him with a sultry smile.

      “I must beg a favor of you, my Lord,” Gwen said, her voice setting Logan’s heart-pounding, “It’s been nearly half a turning of the world since I last felt your touch.”

      “We were together last night,” Logan said with a laugh, then biting his bottom lips he stepped forward and drew the busty blonde professor into his arms with a sigh of pleasure.

      “Hmmm,” Gwen moaned, feeling herself melt in her master's powerful arms, “Is my Lord complaining?” Her eyes sparkled as she looked up at him, then biting her bottom lip beneath straight white teeth she sank to her knees, hands working the belt and button of his pants quickly and sliding in to pull free his hardening manhood.

      “Never,” Logan said, heart racing as he stared down at the gorgeous blonde, eyes drinking in her round breasts and the shadow between them revealed by her low-cut top.

      The unexpected encounter opened the flood gates of Logan’s lust. For one terrible second, he recognized the power awakening within him once more. Like a rage he couldn’t control, the desire burnt away rational thoughts and set his heart hammering so hard, his dick turned diamond-hard in a single beat.

      Gwen looked up in shock at his reaction, the suddenness and intensity of emotions swirling within him were inhuman. Muttering a silent incantation, she delved into him and could not believe what she found.

      Changing her incantation on the fly, she released nearly all of her power with a snap of her fingers. Not a moment too soon as well, for Logan’s grip had just been about to close around her head before she locked him in the stasis spell. He should have been locked firmly in place for at least a minute with the force she’d exerted, but she could feel the magic unraveling even now, his hands inching forward slowly, rationality disappearing in his eyes behind a storm of need and lust.
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      Hopping to her feet, Gwen hurried over to the door, breathless with excitement at her discovery and what she knew must be coming. Peeking out of her room, she saw Becca and Simon just about to turn a corner.

      “Becca!” She called in a quiet hiss, causing the girl and boy to turn back and look at her curiously. With a wave of her hand, she called Becca over.

      “What is it, Gwen?” The girl asked in concern, trying to peek in the classroom, “is Logan, ok?”

      “No,” Gwen said, feeling the spell fraying even faster now, “I’m afraid he’s come down with something rather suddenly and will need to head home and rest. Do you think you could help me?”

      “Of course,” Becca said, more than a little worry crinkling the skin around her eyes.

      “Tell Logan I hope he gets better,” Simon said, backing away quickly, “Have him call me later.”

      “Hmph,” Becca laughed when the portly kid turned and fled down the hall, “The only thing he’s scared of is germs it seems. What’s wrong with Logan?”

      “I’m not sure I can explain it yet,” Gwen said, pulling the girl into the room quickly, “I don’t know how I couldn’t have sensed it before-.”

      “NGH-EHH!” The tortured moan came from Logan’s throat as he struggled against the stasis spell. He moved forward now, but slowly, like a man trying to walk through a viscous liquid.

      “Oh goddess, it’s coming,” Gwen said almost in prayer as she flipped the lock on the door and closed the blinds quickly, “Prepare yourself, girl.”

      “For what?” Becca asked, a slight tremble entering her voice as she watched Logan with a kind of wary fear, “Gwen, what in the hell’s going on?”

      “Poison maybe, or infection, or it could be something far worse…” the beautiful professor was shrugging out of her jacket and hurriedly unbuttoning her blouse, “Quick girl, get undressed before he rips them off you like tissue paper.”

      “Nggggg,” the low throaty growl emanating from Logan’s throat was filled with such animalistic need that both women’s pussies flooded with juices, and their bodies responded unconsciously.

      “Too late,” Gwen whispered, and Becca saw the woman was right.

      Logan had torn free of the spell and was stalking forward now. His movements were not unlike a stalking mountain lion, each step graceful and hypnotizing. Becca and Gwen were trapped by his gaze, by the hunger and intensity they saw there, by a power that burned just beneath the surface. A power that wanted to flay them to the bone with passion and pleasure.

      Becca opened her mouth to ask, what was too late, but Logan moved before she could speak. As a lamb is before a wolf’s snapping jaws, she was limp and helpless, clothing torn and tossed aside, and his touch was fire along her skin.

      Becca fell beneath Logan, his lips on her flesh as her body accepted his steely hardness. She’d never been taken like this, had never dreamed it would be possible for her to submit so, to a man. Soft lips met hers, and another was pressed atop her, and her heart swelled when she realized it was Gwen, then thought disappeared once more as the intense pleasure dashed all else before it.

      Not quite the mindless beast he had been earlier in the morning, but far from a man with conscious thought, Logan was adrift in a sea of lust and need once more, struggling to find some measure of control.

      If not for the empty hallway outside the classroom, there is no way their wild afternoon of lust would have gone unnoticed. The women’s screams of pleasure and guttural grunts from Logan filled the air, joining in with the wet sounds of their lovemaking.

      Again and again, he took the women, in position after position. When one’s expression would grow vacant and slack from too much pleasure, their limbs flopping around, he would switch to the other, driving into them with insistent need. When his orgasm finally came, it was so powerful that he drew himself out of Becca’s quivering depths and shot rope after rope across her stomach. Gwen bending down to eagerly suck up every last bit that came out.

      Pushing Logan back onto the cold tile floor, she rested her hand on his heart. She muttered a few arcane words, slowing his breathing, heart rate, and sighing out in relief when his eyes finally fluttered closed. Looking up at the clock, she saw three hours had passed, and panicked, worrying what would happen when the professor who taught in this classroom next showed up.

      The spell, on top of the marathon of mind-blowing sex, was too much for her, and she slumped down beside Logan, breathing slowing as she slipped into unconsciousness. Beside the two, a sticky, confused, and exhausted Becca, picked up her head and looked around at the room in disarray and the mess they’d made.

      Glancing over at Logan, she frowned as her mind began to clear of hazy pleasure that had taken her over. Becca had never experienced anything like it before, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Even the other night, when she’d gotten to be with the gorgeous witches and Logan together, Becca had never lost control of herself. Nor had she experienced such soring heights of pleasure.

      Worrying about her friend, she picked herself up and began cleaning. Logan and Gwen came around as she dragged the last desk into place, struggling to remember if it was her juices coating the wood, or Gwen’s. The past few hours were hazy for her, coming to her in images and impressions that made her knees tremble to think about. Several times she reached out to take Logan’s cock in her hand, eager to step back into that hazy world of pleasure and release. But losing herself again scared her, and she held back.

      “It happened again,” Logan said, as he sat up slowly, holding his head as he looked around with a grimace, “but I didn’t take an elixir this time.”

      “It… happened before?” Gwen asked as she sat up slowly.

      “This morning, I was exhausted after… well, after Eris got her component for the ritual. Evelyn gave me an elixir she said would restore my energy and,” he looked around at torn and scattered clothes around the room, “I’m so sorry,” he said, “Jesus, what have I done…”

      “It was not your fault,” Gwen said, rising unsteadily and picking up her clothes, the only ones still perfectly intact, if a bit rumpled, “You can’t fight your nature. Although you will need to learn to control it. Evelyn must have figured it out by now, and Eris can adjust any elixirs or potions she makes you… but that leaves us another question.”

      “What are you talking about?” Logan asked, his face was troubled as he looked at her, eyes dark beneath his brows.

      “I sense demonic energy within you,” Gwen said it gently, as if she were telling a person they had cancer, “I’ve never felt it within a human before. It’s never been possible to breed demon and human, and with the strength, I sense it must be a recent ancestor.”

      “I’m a demon?” Logan asked, feeling sick to his stomach.

      “Part demon,” Gwen said, reaching out and resting a light hand on his arm, “I don’t know if the elixir awakened it, or if it has been awakening for days, but it will only grow stronger in time. You must learn to control it, or I fear the demon will subsume the man, and your humanity will be lost.”

      “How can he control it?” Becca asked, pulling her stretched out and slightly ripped top over her head, “This doesn’t sound safe at all.”

      “It’s not,” Gwen said with a frown of concern, “Evelyn might have an idea of a way to help you in the short term… perhaps a charm or bauble that can slow the change.”

      “What’s to say, the change is bad?” Becca asked with a shaky smile, “because that was… Jesus Logan… that was fucking insane and incredible… I’m sore and tired, and all I want is for you to become that demon again.”

      “You must find control over the demon within,” Gwen said, settling her hair into place, somehow, she looked just as pristine and put together as she had before the wild encounter. In contrast, her two students looked rather haggard, “We need to get you something to wear out of here, and quickly.”

      Becca stepped over to Logan and rested a hand on his arm when Gwen went to her desk and rooted around in a deep drawer. The troubled look in his eyes relaxed as she held his gaze.

      “What was it like? When you lost control?”

      “It was like being a teenager or… I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head, “It’s hard to remember the last moments before… I was turned on and felt hot like I had a fever, then the lust became an overwhelming need. It was almost like I was starving, like I hadn’t eaten in days. Only instead of hunger to eat, I had to… I had to have you both.”

      “You did,” Becca said with a tired little smile, “and it was glorious…” frowning up at him curiously, she slipped a hand up between his legs and cupped his balls, letting his soft cock rest on her forearm.

      “What are you doing?” Logan asked, growing tense as he responded to her touch, the lust clawing at his brain again.

      “Don’t fight it,” Becca said, gazing deep into his eyes, a half-smile playing on her lips, “Find something else to focus on, so you stay in the moment… stay with me, Logan… that’s right,” her hand gently stroked up the length of him feeling it go from soft to turgid stiffness in seconds.

      Logan was in turmoil as he struggled to focus on the round line of Becca’s cheek and the little dimple that formed when she smiled as she was now. The sensation of her fingers on his cock drew him out of the moment, and lust came rushing in, threatening to drown out his rational mind. Flexing his hands, arms throbbing with vascularity as he strained to fight against the desire, only seeming to fall deeper, the more he tried.

      “Breathe,” Becca said, voice soft, “Don’t think… just breathe… stay with me, Logan… there you go.”

      Her hand still stroking him softly; she grinned as the wildness faded from his eyes. As he breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth, Logan began to regain control amidst the sea of wild need and lust.

      “This is a deep knowledge,” Gwen breathed as she walked up slowly, eyes taking in her tumescent Lord as he struggled against the demonic side of himself that had become unleashed.

      “Where have you learned such powerful mental tools?” She asked Becca as she handed the girl a pair of hot pink capri pants that looks like leavings from a circus, and a loose, nearly see-through, yellow shirt.

      Becca, eyes locked Logan’s, wrapped her fingers tightly around the sensitive head, giving it a quick firm stroke. The intense pleasure brought back the wildness, and she heard his knuckles crack as he made twin fists.

      Releasing him suddenly, she stepped back and took the proffered clothes from Gwen.

      “Thank you,” with a glance at Logan, who was breathing in through his nose again in an attempt to find his control again, she said, “You’ll have to practice that if Evelyn’s charm doesn’t work. I’d suggest you practice it anyway, never know when it might come in handy.”

      “What is this magical power?” Gwen asked again as she handed Logan a fresh pair of jeans and a shirt that hadn’t been stretched and torn until it was closer to a rag than an article of clothing.

      “I learned it from a book a coach made me read in high school, it's about the inner game of tennis. I think my dad has an extra copy. I’ll bring it over.”

      “Please, do,” Gwen said with a smile, “you can bring it tonight when you come over for the ritual.”

      “Ritual?”

      Gwen was just about to explain when the door’s lock clicked open, and a dumpy bundle of loose papers and frock coats stumbled into the room. With a start of surprise, the woman looked around at the three still in the classroom.

      “Ms. Holgrim! I’m sorry to interrupt, do I have the wrong time?”

      “No, Janis,” Gwen said with a warm smile as she gathered up her things, “I was just helping young Ms. Peters and young Logan here with some questions they had about today’s quiz.”

      “How wonderful,” the short professor said, with a surprisingly high-pitched giggle, “You have a good day, Ms. Holgrim, children.”

      They all slipped out of the classroom, just as the first few students were making their way in. Logan felt his cheeks blush a faint shade of pink when one girl sniffed the air curiously and glanced from him to Becca with raised eyebrows. With a final wave to Becca and trying to ignore the heated look from Gwen and the half-grin promising that she planned to test out this demonic side of him later, he hurried to Simon’s, eager and nervous about getting back to the cottage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan arrived on Simon’s street and walked down the block to the boy’s large two-story house. Simon’s mom was a psychiatrist who’d done very well for herself. His father had been out of the picture for years, and his older sister was in grad school. When Logan knocked on the door, he couldn’t help but feel a touch intimidated, as he always did when coming over here.

      Logan never had a wealthy friend growing up, and the big house with its beautiful furniture, paintings on the walls, and spotless surfaces was an unfamiliar world. Not to mention Simon’s mom. Logan was prepared to be nervous and shy when she pulled open the door as he always was when confronted by the beautiful Asian doctor.

      Dr. Dawn Ngyuen ran the state mental hospital and was probably overqualified for the job. Her work was time-consuming, and he rarely ran into her when he came over to visit Simon. When he did, her dark, alluring eyes and massive round breasts drove him to distraction.

      It was a surprise when Dawn opened the door to his knock, her look of annoyance disappeared into one of surprised pleasure when she saw Logan. He smiled back, interested to find that in comparison to Gwen, Eris, and Evelyn, the older Asian woman, whom he’d been so obsessed with, was merely beautiful. His tongue didn’t dry and stick to the roof of his mouth, or stare at her awkwardly as he usually did.

      “Hello Logan,” Dawn said, opening the door wide, “Simon didn’t mention that you’d be dropping by, I’ll call him down.”

      “Thank you,” Logan said as he stepped into the foyer.

      The woman’s beauty didn’t intimidate him, but the vaulted ceilings, white walls, and pristine surfaces still did. He watched Mrs. Ngyuen walk to the base of the stairs, his eyes taking in the ample swell of her behind and the sway of her gargantuan breasts beneath a soft sweater.

      “Simon! Logan’s here to see you!” She smiled in apology to Logan for yelling and flinched when Simon shouted back.

      “Be right down! Almost done! Just two more levels!”

      Dawn gave an apologetic shrug as she motioned into the living room, “Why don’t you have a seat while you wait. Would you like something to drink or eat?”

      “I’m fine,” Logan said, “thank you, Dr. Ngyuen.”

      “Please, call me Dawn,” she said as she pushed her hair behind one ear and flashed the young man a sultry smile, “I hear enough of that all day at the office. Tell me about school, I read about the professor passing away in the paper. What a tragedy. How’s your new teacher?”

      “Simon hasn’t mentioned Ms. Holgrim?” Logan asked, his cheeks growing a touch pink.

      “No,” she said, as she sat on one end of the couch. Logan took a seat on the other end, sitting carefully on the pure white cushions and trying not to touch the rich mahogany woods that had been polished to such a mirror shine. “Tell me about her.”

      “She’s the most,” Logan began feeling his face heat as he glanced down at his hands. He'd been about to describe Gwen’s beauty before stopping himself short and continuing, “wonderful professor. The way she teaches historical events gives you a really full picture of what was happening.”

      “Well, that’s a blessing,” Mrs. Ngyuen said with a little frown, “It’s important that you boys get a good education. Now, if you could just convince Simon to give up this obsession of his with that gas explosion last weekend, or his gaming habit, then he could focus on his studies.”

      “I’m not sure it’s the explosion that has him so focused on it,” Logan said, trying to navigate the conversation carefully, “but the woman he dreamed up.”

      “Oh?” Dawn said, raising one eyebrow, her frown deepening.

      “He said she was flying at the foot of his bed,” Dawn snorted a laugh of amusement at that, and Logan relaxed a little, “and the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Dressed in skin-tight leather-.”

      “Ok, ok,” she said with a little laugh, “I think I understand what’s going on. So, tell me about yourself. How are things at home? Simon mentioned you’ve moved to a new home.”

      “There’s not much to say,” Logan began feeling like he’d just climbed out of one verbal fire and was hopping into another, “It’s a small room, in a little house out on Sycamore Street. I have three roommates, but it's been,” his cheeks flushed a deep crimson as he tried not to remember how wild and sexy things had gotten, in front of Simon’s sweet Christian mother, “better than my last house.”

      “That’s good,” the woman smiled a kindly smile and reached out, resting her fingers on the back of Logan’s hand.

      The contact set of a chain-reaction within his mind and the rest of her words were lost to him.

      Dawn continued talking, voice distant as he puzzled through the odd echo of power he sensed within Simon’s mom. It wasn’t the same as he’d felt within the witches or Becca, but it was similar. Almost like a faded memory, but a memory of some future power.

      Logan felt the mysterious power he’d first felt when touched by the Goddess, awaken once more within him. It was like a flickering candle’s flame, each time he reached for it within, it would fade from his grasp and disappear. His strength was partly of the fae, but also another source that he couldn’t see and knew nothing about. Beneath that was the demonic desire, like a banked fire that threatened to roar to life at any moment. Remembering Becca’s words from earlier, he let his mind drift, focusing on his breathing. In a rush, the power flooded him, and he was not prepared for it.

      

      
        
        ----------

      

      

      

      Dawn Ngyuen spoke to the handsome young man feeling concerned frustration about the inadequacies of the social services in this town. She’d always been grateful that her son had found a friend, not an easy thing for him over the years, and especially one who was so kind, smart, and handsome.

      The last part shouldn’t matter, but Dawn always found herself more than a touch excited whenever she heard Logan would be visiting and took extra time with her makeup and clothing. It was just a silly crush, he was her son’s age, and it wasn’t like he had ever shown any interest in her. Drawing her hand away from his, disappointed that his only reaction to the touch was to stare off into the distance vacantly.

      “Let me go see what’s taking that boy,” Dawn said with a frown as she stood. She turned her head for one moment, and the couch sifted beneath her, its feet scraping along the hardwood floor and the wood splintering with an audible snap.

      Turning in surprise, she saw Logan lying on the floor, looking up at her with a dazed expression, from the ground. All around the young man was the splintered remains of the couch frame from his half of the seat and the air filled with down feathers that floated down slowly.

      Dawn stared at the scene, trying to make sense of it, but unable to. She was about to open her mouth to speak when Logan’s face twisted in pain, and he fell onto his back, clutching his skull.

      “NNGhhhgHH!” The young man moaned, fingers gripping his skull as if it were about to explode.

      None of this made sense to her, and she was in the process of convincing herself this must be some kind of prank or joke when all of a sudden, Logan’s eyes rolled up into his skull, and he went still. There was another flash of golden and silver light, just like earlier only this time, Dr. Ngyuen was staring right at Logan when his luminescent golden plate, with its silver chain, flashed into being for a few seconds.

      His body actually lifted off the ground when the armor shimmered into place. Dawn stared in shock as the teenager was suddenly clad from shoulders to toes in the sparkling plate and mail out of a Holy Knight. The boy's head jerked as if in pain and thudded on the hardwood floor.

      Dawn dropped to her knees and cradled his head to keep it from hitting the floor anymore. She thought at first he was having a seizure, but none of the signs added up. She was just about to shout for Simon to call 911 when Logan stilled, his head resting in her lap.

      Glancing up the stairs, she bit her bottom lips unsure what to do when the boy stirred, groaning as if in pain and rolling his head. Stroking his golden curly locks back from his forehead, she tried not to think about how close his finely sculpted lips were to hers.

      “Jesus, my head hurts,” Logan moaned, reaching up to touch his temple and giving a start when he saw what was coving him. Once he noticed the armor, it flickered and disappeared, his body falling the couple inches to the floor.

      Licking his lips in fear, Logan tried to sit up, but Dawn held him in place, her hands pressing down on his shoulders.

      “Relax,” she breathed, “something happened to you that I can’t explain. How are you feeling?”

      “My head is clearing,” he said, the tightness around his eyes softening as he spoke, “it felt like someone was trying to rip my scalp off and dig their fingers into my brain.”

      “This sounds serious,” Dawn said in concern as she rested his head on the floor and knelt over him to check his vitals. Resting two fingers on his carotid artery, she noticed his heartbeat was fast, a lot faster than average, and was increasing rapidly.

      In alarm, she glanced at his face only to see the young man staring into the neckline of her shirt as it hung away from her body. Her massive breasts swung side to side in their thick bra, and she felt a wave of embarrassment that he’d seen the old saggy breasts.

      “Logan,” Dawn whispered softly, drawing his eyes to her, “How… what happened… who are you?”

      “I shouldn’t say,” Logan said, “but even if I told you, the fae would wipe it from your mind.”

      “You’re not making sense,” Dawn said, sitting up, “let me call an ambulance and get you looked at.”

      “No,” Logan said, and the note of firm command in his voice froze her in place, causing her heart to flutter at the strength in it, “There is a power in you Mrs. Ngyuen,” Logan said, sitting up slowly, his pale blue eyes burning with such intensity, that Dawn drew a hand to her breast, heart now racing, “I can’t explain it, but it’s there… waiting to be awoken… I can’t do it today,” he knelt before her, fingers slipping into her hairline, sending shivers of pleasure down her spine, “but I need something else from you, Mrs. Ngyuen.”

      “Please,” Dawn said, barely recognizing her faint voice, “call me Dawn.”

      She knelt beside the boy, something hard as steel poking her in the arm, as his eyes held hers in a hypnotic gaze. She knew what he wanted, knew what he needed without words.

      Her fingers were clumsy at first, trembling in her haste to feel the wicked object. Feeling a sharp spike of pain, Dawn realized she was biting her bottom lips so hard in anticipation she was on the verge of drawing blood. Finally, she released him from the confines of his jeans, and her breath froze in her lungs, mind too stunned to think, as she beheld his magnificent manhood.

      Shifting forward, she spread her thighs to either side of his, straddling the young man, and reaching down, drawing her skirt up and to the side. Sudden clarity came over her, and Dawn saw herself as if from above. An older Asian professor, still attractive if somewhat soft around the middle, but with a bosom as impressive as any. Beneath her, a tall and commanding young white man with a massive, thick erection that she eagerly sank down upon.

      Opening her eyes in trepidation, afraid of what she might see in Logan’s face, Dawn sobbed in joy when she saw a grin of pleasure on the boy's face, and his eyes staring at her massive breasts as they rose and fell with her hips.

      Strong hands gripped her soft ass and took control of her body, driving up into her with slow, powerful thrusts. She was forced to press her lips together tightly to keep from screaming out in joy as her depths were invaded again and again by his steely length.

      Finally, allowing herself to believe that this was really happening, Dawn slid her hands down her belly and up to grip his strong shoulders and then into his hair to draw his perfectly sculpted lips to hers.

      “Mhmmphmm!” Dawn moaned out, unable to contain the surging emotions and pleasure.

      It had been more than a decade since she’d last felt the touch of a man, and that man had been an awkward and selfish lover. Over the years, she’d given up on ever getting to explore her sensual side, and even given up on masturbating over the past three or four. So, her mind was exploding again and again with the fact that she was riding her son’s handsome friend on the floor of their living room, for all the world to see from outside their windows.

      That final thought caused Dawn to feel a touch of panic and a massive wave of wicked pleasure at being so wanton. Slipping her hands down his muscled chest, she slid up his shirt and ran her hands over firm abs, feeling her pussy quiver at the beginning of a massive orgasm.

      “I’m going to cum,” Logan hissed into her ears, his hot breath tickling her neck.

      “Not yet,” Dawn begged, her hips driving down into his again and again, “Please…. So close… oh god… oh god… cumming… yes, shoot it in me… FUCK ME!!!!”

      Logan’s cock throbbed, his hips faltering and then stilling as his dick shot off like a fire hose within her. Dawn’s orgasm was rushing through her as blasts of cum filled her and sent her even further into nirvana.

      She took long minutes to catch her breath; shame, pride, and worry all warring within her. The boy held her the entire time, his cock slowly softening within her, hands gently stroking her back. Finally, she sat back with a deep breath and brushed her hair back out of her face.

      “You have a lot of explaining to do, young man,” she said, not knowing whether to laugh, cry or jump for joy.

      “I still have a lot of questions,” he said, and Dawn saw the depth of his worries for the first time, reaching up she rested a gentle hand on his cheek.

      “You can talk to me about it,” she said, “I think you need someone to open up to. I’d also like to know what that golden… armor was that you were wearing earlier?”

      “I don’t know if I can-.”

      “Mom! Come up here! The toilets clogged!” Simon’s cry for help was a familiar one. Dawn rolled her eyes, muttering a curse to herself as she began to stand, pausing when her legs wobbled beneath her, and she felt a delicious soreness between her legs. Reminded of what they’d just done, she blushed and tried to suppress the grin spreading across her lips.

      “Be right there!” She called up the stairs and turned back to Logan, who was sliding his belt buckle in place, cheeks a faint shade of pink as he looked around with a frown. On impulse, Dawn stepped over and reaching up, pulled his head down to kiss him soundly, slipping her tongue into his mouth and feeling herself responding as his hands slid around her waist.

      She had no idea what in the hell was going on, but one thing was certain, as wrong and terrible as it might be, she couldn’t give up this surprising bright spot she’d just discovered. Slipping free of his grasp before they could get carried away, she was happy to see wild need clouding his face for a few seconds as he breathed in deeply through his nose. She grinned at him when a sudden thought struck her.

      “The woman Simon saw floating… was she real? Like that golden armor stuff you were wearing?”

      “Yes,” Logan said after a small pause, “I think she’s a friend, but I’m not sure. This all started-.”

      “Last weekend,” Dawn said and nodded when she saw confirmation on his face, “So Simon’s been right this whole time… Next time you come over, you and I are going to sit down and have a nice long conversation.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Logan said, his mouth going dry at the dark promise in her eyes as she gave him a final flirty grin, “and thank you… what happened earlier… it was-.”

      “Our secret,” Dawn said with a wink as she started up the stairs, “and if it stays that way, there’s no reason it can’t happen again… if you want to.” Logan opened his mouth to respond, but Dawn grew nervous and went on, in a rush before hurrying up the stairs, “Make sure you lock the door on your way out! Take care, Logan!”
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      Head pounding, Logan almost walked up the stairs after the woman. Instead, he slipped out the door after locking it from the inside. Too much was going on, and Logan needed to get home quickly before anything else happened.

      The two pieces of positive information he took with him, as he ran from Simon’s house back to the cottage, were that Dawn Ngyuen might be connected to all of this. He’d managed to keep the demonic lust in check, if just barely. Other than those positive bits of information, he had many more questions to add to the growing pile. Resolving to find out some answers, he lengthened his stride, eager to be home.

      

      
        
        ----------

      

      

      

      As Evelyn carved the final lines into the glyph circle, her mind drifted to thoughts of young Logan, as they often did of late. The information Gwen had brought them was disturbing. For one terrible moment, the three of them had worried they’d chosen the wrong Coven Master and doomed the worlds, but then Eris reminded them that the Goddess herself had blessed the man, and their union.

      It wasn’t only the boy they had to worry about, for the Elves were acting oddly. After Logan had defeated the threat in this world, the demons in Fae had dispersed, their strength bleeding away into the shadows, waiting to pounce once more. While the Elves had walled themselves off, refusing to allow anything through the gate, especially a human.

      The viciousness with which the Elves spoke of humans was unlike her memories. Then again, it had been many centuries since elves and men had treated with one another. She feared what had become of the once benevolent elves in that time.

      Slivers of heartwood curled before her dagger as she dug it through the floorboards, the path she carved unerringly accurate. She was millimeters from connecting the circle, all of her attention on the powers woven through the wood, watching for the moment when they melded together. For in the moments of union, as the ritual’s base settled in place, she would be able to observe if there were any mistakes in her working.

      The warning came from the edge of her senses, more of an impression than a sound or feeling. Lifting her knife at the last moment, Evelyn picked up her head, senses attuned to the earth’s flows.

      When the power washed over her, she thanked the goddess that she’d stopped her knife when she had. Her body swayed with the force of it, like a willow branch in the wind. It wasn’t focused on her, however, and as her senses returned, she drowned out the squawking sounds of her sisters. Casting a net after the fae magic, tracking its flow through the ether.

      One hand held aloft in a claw, as she sensed the reverberations of the mysterious force, the other reached into her robes and drew forth the bones. With a muttered prayer, she cast them all of her focus on divining the origins of this power.

      Shying back from whatever it was, it raged, boiled, and throbbed, wrapping itself around its host but unable to breakthrough. Eyes closed, Evelyn pushed back the hands, trying to shake her, one hand still held aloft in a claw that twitched as she attempted to read what was happening.

      With a sigh of frustration, she dropped her hand, unable to read or see anything more, but knowing from her connection with her lord, that it was to him the energies had focused on. He was safe for now. In fact, he was more than safe, for she felt the lust throbbing within him, and the release provided by someone nearby. The demonic energies he gave off were unlike anything she’d read before. It was filled with manic energy but not necessarily rage, as most were. And there was another component to it, either from the force that had reached out to him or coming from himself, ancient magic she’d thought long lost to mortals on this side.

      “He is safe, sisters,” Evelyn said, opening her eyes slowly.

      “Of course, he’s safe,” Eris barked as she paced back and forth, “we have the same connection to him you do. In fact, that fat boy's mom is claiming a measure of his benevolence even now. I want to know what in the goddess's name that was. Is his friend Mora back? Cause it didn’t feel like her to me.”

      “It wasn’t evil,” Gwen said gently, “I could not discern any intent from it, other than that it sought something or someone.”

      “It sought Logan,” Evelyn said, and she grinned in triumph as she looked up at her sisters. They followed her gaze to the five bones scattered on the floor between her knees. Each of them showed a crown with the tips pointed north, and the bases pointed towards the other side of town where Logan ravaged the insides of a busty Asian MILF even then.

      “The crown?” Eris said, leaning over the dice with a frown, “That easy? We didn’t even need to cast the ritual?”

      “We don’t know where it is precisely,” Evelyn said, “and it was bound to find its way to Logan or he to it sooner or later. Something has changed, though. That power may not have been evil, but it was certainly malignant.”

      “Could some force have taken the crown?” Gwen asked with a small tremor of fear, “Could they be using it to attack Logan somehow?”

      “Possible,” Evelyn said musing, “but unlikely. If it had been taken by our enemy, they would have secreted it to their mistress.”

      “I can’t say goodbye to him, Eve,” Eris said, her voice raw with emotion, eyes red with sadness already, “He’ll have to go alone, you know he will.”

      “We don’t know anything yet,” Evelyn said, her face pinching into a look of determination, “If we must be parted from our Lord, then we shall offer him what aid we can from afar, and pray to the goddess for his safe return. We pray that he finds the crown and crowns himself, for then we’ll be at his side in more than spirit. Until then, we will complete the ritual and discover its location, so if he must go, he can go with speed.”

      “And I will finish my final preparations,” Eris said with determination, “I can see if my calculations are correct about our master's biology.”

      “I will complete the charm for his demonic energies,” Gwen said with a thoughtful frown, “although the girl did give him a useful mental trick for diverting the energies to… useful places, instead of destroying his upper brain functions.”

      “Tell me about it later,” Evelyn said, as she bent over and took up her carving knife once more, “the midnight hour draws near, and I have much work to do still.”

      Hanging on a peg near the room's fireplace was a battered scabbard and hilt. The sheath looked to have been scrubbed recently by a careless teenager's hands, removing some, if not most, of the verdigris from its surface. Set into the pommel of the hilt was a finely cut but dull stone.

      Unseen to the single witch whose mind was filled with more questions than she’d had in millennia and focused on the culmination of her rituals carving, a thin thread of silver fog crept out from under the basement door. The stone in the pommel gave a throb of recognition, but the mist ignored it.

      Like a worm peeking out of a hole, the fog lifted and peeked around, looking this way and that. Seeing the coast was clear is flowed like a snake across the ground and slid up and across the witch's desk where it dipped one end down and slipped a thread-thin strand of silver fog into each drawer, hunting for something.

      Without success, it pulled back and gave a little shiver of frustration. Once more, the hilt’s pommel throbbed with dim light, and the fog arched up and vibrated in silent annoyance at the sword. The sword throbbed with dim light again, and the mist slid down the wall, across the floor, beneath the clueless witch and up the wall beside the sword.

      It was just about to give the dumb cleaver a piece of its magically animated mind when it spied a secret safe, tucked behind a painting just beside the sword. Ignoring the faint throb of smugness from the overgrown paring knife, the fog slipped between the cracks of the safe's door and into the small space, growing just a touch denser as it did.

      There it found what it had been searching for since its mistress had sent it in. The essence of a goddess mixed with that of a god-killer and bottled in a small vial. Logan's virgin seed. Spells that had been worked into the fog’s core being revealed themselves to it, and it got to work. Drawing forth the vials essence and mingling with itself as a gas, it drew the sliver of divinity out in grains too small for a mortal's eyes to follow.

      With a final shiver of annoyance and ignoring the pleasing glow from the pommels stone, the fog slipped into the perfect prison, finding, as it did, that it became more and more solid, its psyche becoming more and more enmeshed with that of the sword.

      Breathing out an exhausted sigh, Evelyn sat back with a contented smile as she looked over the ritual circle. Ten hours of work and it would be gone in an instant of casting, but at least she could be sure the time and ritual components, wouldn’t be wasted.

      Oblivious to the glowing pommel stone that struggled to dim itself, she picked up her head when she heard the front door thrown open and the heavy footsteps of Logan. Leaping to her feet, she ran out of the study, joining Gwen and Eris as they met him in the kitchen.

      The boy had a wild look around his eyes that didn’t go away when they stepped in.

      “We felt it,” Gwen said, “it passed straight through us and struck at you. We would have come-.”

      “How are you?” Evelyn interrupted, clutching her hands to keep herself from running to him and holding him close. She could see he was too disturbed for all of that just now, it was answers they both needed.

      “He’s alive,” Eris snapped, “what I want to know is why you didn’t come straight home after class? We had a deal. If you’d been home, we would have been there when it struck. We could have lost you!”

      The witch's red hair bristled almost like a cat, as she stalked back and forth on one side of the kitchen, throwing the occasional glare at Logan. Gwen gave her sister a warm understanding smile and pressed the young man down into a chair.

      “Pay her no mind, she’s just scared like we all were. Rest and tell us what happened.” The beautiful blonde placed a cup of steaming tea before Logan, as if from thin air, and took the seat beside him, gripping his hand as she sipped her own cup. Setting the cup down, she asked thoughtfully, “Did it have anything to do with the… lusts you’ve been feeling all day?”

      “I don’t think so,” Logan said, “It struck all at once, but I could still think. It felt like something was trying to crawl into my brain.”

      “It is connected to the crown in some way,” Evelyn said, noting the slightly green tinge to Logan’s skin whenever she brought up the item. “We aren’t certain how, but the bones were definite. Our ritual is set and ready, we just need to wait for the witching hour.”

      “The responsibility rests heavily on your shoulders, my Lord,” Gwen said gently.

      Her warm smile did the opposite to Logan. Instead of reassuring him, it sparked his anger and frustration.

      “Responsibility for what?” He asked, tone a touch heated, “Ruling what? This world neither wants nor needs kings. And the last thing I would possibly want to do is rule over anyone. You call me, Lord, and I feel a fraud. I love you, all three, and feel triply a fool for how lucky I am, and always I struggle to see how I’m worthy of it.”

      Evelyn opened her mouth to speak, but it was Eris who stepped forward and knelt smoothly before Logan, her eyes shining as she stared up at him.

      “You must keep faith,” Eris said softly, “There will come a time when you’ll be given a choice. To claim the crown and its blessing or set it aside and let another take up the burden. The burden will be one of your choosing… or not. But know that if you don’t take up the crown, another will, for a time of chaos is upon us.”

      “It is a time of change,” Evelyn said beside him, “and in times such as these, the future is determined by those souls who claim the mantle of responsibility and forge it.”

      “We will love you no matter what you choose, Lord,” Gwen said with a gentle smile, “For our affections are an immutable fact.”

      Logan sat thoughtfully for several long moments before looking into each witches’ eyes, seeing nothing but love and understanding reflected back, he felt knots in his shoulders relax that he hadn’t even known were tense. The thought of having to decide for others, or rule over them had been resting heavily on his shoulders, and the knowledge that he didn’t have to take up the crown made him breathe easier.

      “I’m sorry,” Logan said, finally, with a shake of his head, “I could never see myself choosing to wear a crown and ruling over other people.”

      “We understand completely,” Evelyn said, her smile brilliant, “put that worry out of your mind and let’s complete the ritual.”
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      The three witches situated themselves at three corners of the glyphs inscribed in the floorboards. With a snap of her fingers, Eris lit a half dozen candles that had been placed with care within the ritual circle.

      Logan moved to the edge of the room, fascinated as he watched the three begin. Their movements were graceful as they laid bundles of herbs and incense around their legs in precise locations. Once everything was in place, the three sat on their heels, legs folded beneath themselves as they drew in deep breaths in perfect sync with one another.

      The hairs on the back of his neck and arms stood up as the witches began to whisper as one, their voices blending together and sounding like a dozen snakes slithering across dry leaves. Logan couldn’t understand the words at first, but the more he listened, the more they began to make a kind of sense, just on the furthest edges of his understanding.

      Closing his eyes, Logan found himself reciting along with the three witches. The words somehow familiar, almost hauntingly so. One word, in particular, came and went across his tongue and lips. Logan had a flash of memory, green trees, and silken sheets rippling in a breeze as a woman of breathtaking beauty carried him through a field of wildflowers, looking at him and laughing. Her face was filled with such breathtaking love that he felt his eyes fill with tears that spilled down his cheeks.

      As suddenly as it appeared, the memory faded, and Logan was shaken from the reverie by the throbbing intonations of the three women. Blinking away the vivid image, he saw faint swirls of fae energies pick up within the ritual circle, spinning in little whirlwinds on ethereal winds.

      For several more minutes, the witches chanted in the oddly familiar language, but Logan wasn’t drawn into any more memories, if that’s indeed what it had been. He felt like he should have remembered that woman’s face, but something odd about her ears didn’t quite fit.

      If he’d been expecting some flashy display of magic, he was disappointed, because the ritual came to a finish slowly, the chanting quieting over long minutes, as the little whirls of fae magic faded.

      Finally, the women sat back, blinking their eyes clear as they drew in deep breaths. Evelyn opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by a loud pounding on the front door.

      “Logan! Gwen! Let me in, please!”

      Logan recognized Becca’s voice immediately and hopped to his feet and ran to the front of the house, followed by the witches as they picked themselves up. Opening the door, he stared into the red-rimmed eyes and the haggard features of someone who had spent a good amount of time crying.

      “Becca,” he said in concern, “What happened? Are you ok?”

      “It’s my grandfather,” she said with a sniffle, “I just found out he’s dead.”

      “Oh, my goddess, you poor thing,” Eris said with a hand covering her mouth, walking over she wrapped an arm around Becca’s shoulder and drew her to a chair. “Take a seat and tell us all about it.”

      Gwen stepped forward and set a steaming cup of tea before the girl, once more seemingly magicking the cup out of thin air. Becca took the drink with a grateful smile and glanced around at all of them before finally settling on Logan.

      “I didn’t want to miss the ritual and had to get out of that house,” Becca settled back in her chair as they all took seats around the table. “My parents are sad, but they believe the story about him dropping a lantern in the barn and it burning around him.”

      “But you don’t?” Evelyn said, her sharp eyes boring into Becca.

      “No,” the girl said with a firm shake of her head, “Grandpa Jack would never have taken a lantern into the barn. He used to be a cop and carried his giant lamp flashlight with him on a belt everywhere at night. A lantern wouldn’t illuminate even a fraction of what the flashlight would. There’s more, too,” Becca reached into her pocket and drew forth her phone, pulling up and showing them an article.

      The article was dated for the day before and was titled: City Hands Key To Peters Estate To Younger Brother. The report said that the younger brother of Aldo Peters, who’d died tragically in a fire, had come to handle his brother's affairs, arriving the morning after the tragic fire. The article was oddly blithe about the man’s sudden appearance.

      “I don’t have an great-uncle,” Becca said with a worried frown, “Or at least not one I’ve ever heard of, and my grandpa certainly never mentioned a younger brother. My parents are acting like they’ve always known about him, but they’ve never mentioned him before. None of it makes sense.”

      The three witches looked from one to another, their gazes knowing as they nodded slowly.

      “This town where your Grandpa lived,” Evelyn asked, “is it far to the north? Situated just on the edge of civilization?”

      “Yes,” Becca said, nodding, “my mom’s side of the family has been in northern Canada for a few generations. They had a logging business for almost a century, why?”

      “It looks as though Fate has set his hand to the weaving of this world again,” Eris said with a troubled scowl, “We must arm them against him and Chance. They’ll both be looking for an advantage.”

      “Fate and Chance can do as they will,” Evelyn said evenly, “This quest was laid down long before either dared claim a place in the pantheon.”

      “What are you talking about?” Logan asked, “Quest?”

      “You must journey north,” Gwen said, her voice and smile sad, “We learned that much in the ritual. Something on the edge of civilization calls out to you, and its call will only get more powerful and dangerous to you over time. All we could sense was that it lay far to the north, a thousand miles or more.”

      “I’m leaving on a train at 6 am,” Becca said, expression grim as she regarded Logan, “That’s another reason I came over as fast as I could. To tell you, I have to leave.”

      “I can’t let you go alone,” Logan said, feeling frustration as he was boxed in.

      “I can handle myself,” Becca said with a frown, “I don’t need you to hold my hand.”

      “I need you to hold mine,” Logan said with a small laugh before frowning once again, “Seriously, I’m not letting you go alone.”

      “Thank you,” Becca said, reaching out to take his hand in hers with a grateful smile.

      “It’s settled then,” Eris said, painting a bright smile on her face, “You two will leave in the morning.”

      “I have to go home and pack,” Becca said, standing and wiping her eyes dry, “I’ll see you at the station, and thank you again.”

      She gave Logan a lingering hug, and he shifted uncomfortably as his hands ran down her back, and she pressed her slender torso against him. Peeling herself away, Becca wrapped her arms around Gwen and was folded into a big hug by Evelyn and Eris. Logan stood there awkwardly for a minute or two as the four women wept together and finally released their embrace. Becca went to leave, but Eris didn’t let the girl go before pulling her into a gentle hug, whispering something soft in her ear and kissing her cheek gently.

      Becca wore a fragile smile as she slipped out of the cottage and ran to her car. Eris closed the door behind the girl and turned back, face troubled as she looked at Logan.

      “My Lord will be leaving us,” she said, an aching sadness entering her voice.

      “I don’t want to go,” Logan said, “but I can’t let Becca go alone.”

      “Of course, you can’t,” Evelyn said, taking his arm and steering him to the couch, “and you won’t go unprotected. But you know we can’t go with you.”

      “I know,” Logan said, sitting down with a sigh, “You couldn’t survive that far from this place. That’s what’s going to make it so hard. Also, I’ve never traveled this far before in my life.”

      “It will be good for you,” Eris said slipping onto the couch and scooting up to this other side, fingernails trailing up his thigh, “Both you and Becca could do with some time alone. Neither of you knows much about your powers yet, and it will give you a chance to flex some muscles you’ve never used before. Besides, you two can get up to all sorts of fun with a whole day together on a train.”

      “You can worry about the girl later,” Gwen said with unusual heat in her voice, as she stepped up between Logan’s knees and reached up to the buttons holding her dress in place, “Right now we get to remind you what you’ll be missing, so you’ll be sure to hurry home to us.”

      The gorgeous blonde’s grin was so wicked, Logan swallowed the lump forming in his throat, and his blood began to hammer in his veins. The lust surging within him when he felt Eris’s hand slide over his crotch, unlacing his belt with nimble fingers. Wherever Logan turned his head, he saw beautiful smiling faces eager for the pleasure to come, and round firm breasts pushed up in tight bodices. Breathing in through his nose, he sought the place of peace but felt it dashed away as lust consumed his mind.

      At the final moment, just when Logan was about to lose all control and do something wild and perhaps terrible to the lovely witches pressing close, Evelyn dropped a braided necklace over his head. The smoothly polished pink stone attached to the cord thudded into Logan’s chest, and the wild lust faded to a dull roar within, and he sagged in relief.

      “The dragon's heart bone will keep the demonic energies at bay,” Evelyn whispered in his ear, her hot breath tickling his neck, as warm fingers slipped within his pants and drew his manhood forth into the crisp air, “Wear it always.”

      “Unless my lord encounters a succubus,” Eris said with a grin as she settled beside her sister, tongue moistening her thick lips when she gazed at Logan’s throbbing cock.

      “I wouldn’t lay with a demon,” Logan said with an amused laugh.

      “That is wisdom, Lord,” Gwen said as she planted tiny kisses on the underside of his cock, causing him to sigh out in pleasure, “Demon lovers will drain your soul away and leave you a shell of a man.”

      “Let us speak of more pleasant things,” Evelyn said, turning his head to hers, she smiled with such love and affection that Logan felt his heart swell. He couldn’t keep himself from leaning into her and pressing his lips to her.

      The raven-haired beauty held her lord close, his hands cupping her massive breasts and fiddling the buttons of her dress free as she drew his shirt over his head. Running her hands down his firm muscles, she watched the pleasure wash over his face as her sister's thick lips slid up and down either side of his tumescence.

      Then it was Evelyn’s turn to moan out in pleasure as rough fingers slid up her inner thighs and grazed across her wet pussy lips. Kneeling on the couch, dress bunched around her hips, the wet sounds of Logan working his fingers into her sex, struck her as lewd, sending an even stronger thrill through her body.
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      As their typically composed sister turned into a whimpering slut as she rode their lord's fingers, Eris and Gwen worked to obtain their first offering of the evening. Gwen wrapped her lips around his thick head, sucking for all she was worth as her tongue slid back and forth along the underside, causing Logan to shiver with pleasure. Her sister slipped behind her and slid the blondes dress off, kissing her way down her spine as she did, knowing it drove Gwen crazy when she did that.

      Eris moved back between Logan’s spread thighs and planted her lips on the side of his cock and nibbling, kissing and sucking her way up to the tip. There, her tongue grazed Gwen’s, and the coven sisters were kissing with a passion they hadn’t felt for centuries.

      “Oh, fuck that’s hot,” Logan moaned, and the redhead grinned, loving that instead of being jealous of her love and lust for her sisters, it excited him.

      Hitching her hips forward, Eris slipped a thigh between Gwen’s legs. Both women fell into the familiar motions, one hand on the back of each other’s necks, the others gripping firm round asses. In moments they were grinding their wetness on one another’s thighs, hard clits sending waves of sensation throughout them.

      Evelyn saw her opportunity, and free of Logan’s arms, hungry for something more substantial within her. Unable to look away from the beautiful sight of Eris and Gwen making out, their hair and limbs intertwined as their massive breasts pressed against one another.

      Resting her hands on Logan’s thighs, Evelyn felt wild as she slipped her legs to either side of his hips. Glancing back shyly, she saw the young man’s attention drifting between the hot MILF’s making out and her ass as it pressed back into him. Rocking her hips, Evelyn bit her bottom lip and felt his steely hardness slide between her ass cheeks, and then he was thrusting it into her wetness.

      “Ride it slow,” Logan said, as he gripped the dark-haired witches’ hips, “Mhmm, just like that.”

      “Yes, Lord,” Evelyn breathed, her smile sublime as she rolled her hips forward and back slowly, Logan’s cock digging into her and touching places it never had before.

      Eris shuddered in a small orgasm, as Gwen teased at her clit with one steady finger. The redhead caught her breath, nipples firm as she watched her sister's dark slit rise and fall on her lords massive cock. The blond stood on her knees, wrapping her arms around Evelyn, as the two embraced with moans of pleasure.

      In moments, Gwen’s eager little fingers had found the spot where Evelyn and Logan’s bodies were joined. The witches incredibly tight pussy had Logan on the verge of a massive orgasm. Gwen cinched two fingers around the base of his cock, cutting off the blood flow like a cock ring. The intense sensations faded, and he felt his cock throb and swell even larger within Evelyn.

      “Oh, goddess!” The brunette cried out, her back bowing as she clutched her sister, body shaking as the orgasm rushed through her.

      Logan felt the weight leave him as Evelyn slipped to the side on the couch, catching her breath, skin flush from exertion. The gorgeous witch’s hair was still in perfect order, and Logan found himself wondering how she managed to do that, before being drawn from the thought by Gwen as she slipped onto his lap, hands to either side of his face as she gazed down at him with soft blue eyes.

      No words were shared between the two lovers as she sheathed his cock within her. His hands slid up her sides to cup her large breasts, and feeling surrounded and loved, she drew his face between their pillowy softness. His hands slipped around her back, touching and exploring her pale skin and seeking the firmness of her ass to guide her rolling hips as he drove up into her slowly. Gwen fed the young man her breasts, sighing in pleasure as he kissed, suckled, teased and massaged.

      The two were lost in their gentle lovemaking, Gwen and Logan drawing out the incredible sensations. Her tightness clutching his cock like a vise, milking it as she rose and fell on his lap. His hand gripped and massaged perfect butt cheeks as soft flesh nearly drowned him as it pressed all around his face. Their slow and gentle lovemaking might have continued forever, were it not for a certain redheaded sister whose impatience drove her tongue into a winking little hole.

      “Eris!” Gwen cried out, back arching in surprise as the wiggling little tongue teased her most sensitive spot. “My lord…. I can’t… oh, heavens above!”

      Her nails sank into Logan’s shoulders as the orgasm crashed down on her. The sensations were soon too much, and she was forced to release her lord's manhood from her quivering sex and collapse onto his side, struggling to regain her composure.

      Eris wasted no time, one hand on her lord's slick manhood, she whipped the necklace off him, dropping it to the floor. The move was so sudden, and unexpected, Logan had no time to prepare himself, and the beast was released in a heartbeat. The redhead shouted in half-mocking, half-real fright as Logan, no longer the sweet and true young man, now a wild beast with rampant need, threw himself atop her.

      The shout turned into the purr of a lioness as her back arched beneath the powerful young man, ass seeking his manhood even as he found hers. Grinning a feral grin, she twisted her hips, feeling the bar of steel dig into her ass for one terrifying moment, before it slid home into her sex.

      Hands as strong a vices, slid along her body, holding her close as Logan’s hips thrust into her upturned pussy with wild thrusts. The boy was filled with the manic lust of a powerful demon, but with no control as he ravaged Eris’s sopping pussy.

      The redheaded witch moaned in guttural pleasure, the experience exceeding her wildest dreams when she’d seen Evelyn taken so forcefully that morning. The orgasms came hard and fast as he filled her with his thrusting cock. Her body began to burn with the pleasure, the heat spreading in her belly, an energy she’d never felt within her before.

      Riding the edge of the most powerful orgasm she’d ever felt, Eris clung to her sanity as she hovered on the cusp of ultimate pleasure. In that place, she found nirvana, a sea of pleasure that she’d only managed to glimpse before her mind was overwhelmed, and she crashed back into herself.

      Panting, Eris picked her head up slowly. It felt as heavy as an anvil or her neck as weak as kittens. Lolling to the side, she spotted Gwen on her back, legs spread wide as their Lord took his pleasure from her. The blonde’s pussy was pink and puffy, her juices draining down to the rug as he hammered her again and again.

      “Lord!” Gwen cried between grunts of pleasure, “My… mind… ngh… cannot… what is this… this sea of joy…!”

      Logan threw himself up and twisted, and Eris saw her sisters head lolling to the side, a slack-jawed grin of pleasure stretched wide across her mouth, her eyes staring back in a matching smile. If she feared her Lord was through, then she was soon relieved of it.

      Logan’s back crashed onto the floor near her as Evelyn threw herself atop him. The raven-haired witch was nude, her thick, lightly curling locks thrown back over her shoulders and back arched as she sank atop his manhood with a fierce grin. Hands pressing down on his shoulders, she rode him with her whole body, ass slamming down onto his crotch and twisting slightly before rising once more until just the tip rested within her tightness, before slamming down again.

      The demon within Logan was still for the moment, the witch who rode him more than sating its desperate hunger. In fact, she more than matched it with her own, and with a snarl of pleasure, Logan drew her down to him, his lips finding hers, tongue slipping into her mouth as their bodies undulated together in perfect harmony.

      Evelyn, ever the observant one, had seen and heard her sister's odd reactions and felt the disturbance in the fae, at the height of their pleasure. She was prepared when the orgasms came faster and with more strength when one finally pushed her up to the edge of the rim.

      “Oh, dear Goddess!” Evelyn cried out, breasts thrust out and back arched, her pussy clamping down on Logan’s mighty manhood like never before and with an almost guttural grunt he released himself within her, toes curling and every muscle flexing.

      Evelyn had been on the cusp of something, her soul just brushing it, as her sisters had before her. As Logan’s potent seed filled her womb, it thrust her within reach of a sea of power no witch had ever touched.

      Just as the demonic power faded from Logan, and Evelyn drifted back to the realms of mortals, she reached out and touched the barest finger to that power, feeling a sliver of it enter her.

      There was no screaming and crashing, just a widening of her eyes and a deep sigh as Evelyn relaxed upon Logan, eyes closing as she cradled the small miracle within. Lips found hers, drawing her out of her thoughts, and she grinned into her lover's mouth. She would tell her sisters of the fledgling magic within her after Logan was gone, and they could spend long hours discussing its import and meaning. For now, she wished to cherish every moment with this young man who continued to surprise her and remained oblivious to his own gifts.

      The four of them made slow and gentle love for several more hours before the fire. In soft touches and longing looks, each witch conveyed their love to Logan, and he to them. When sleep finally took them, it was with smiles on their faces and a pleasant ache in their bodies.

      Gwen woke them all at sunrise, and soon the witches were bustling all over the house preparing stuff for Logan’s journey. He washed, standing beneath the steaming waters and once again tracing the events that had led him to this moment. He began to grow nervous, thinking about being stuck alone with Becca for who knew how long. Other than a few moments here and there last weekend, he’d never really spent any time with her alone.

      He stopped in the ritual room and lifted the large sword off the wall. Holding it in his hands, he regarded his dull reflection in its surface. Logan had never played with toy swords and guns when he was a kid. First, because he rarely had toys of any kind growing up in the homes he had, but mostly because they’d never interested him. He’d never dreamed of being a warrior or a soldier, could never see the glory or heroism in violence nor in the men who reveled in it.

      The weapon was wonderous. He’d seen enough evidence of that the weekend before, but it was also a burden, one he’d taken up without knowing it would be a lifelong one. Closing his hand around the long hilt, he frowned at the large stone in the pommel when it pulsed with a silvery light. He’d never remembered it shining before, but the presence that pressed against his mind was familiar in its playful innocence.

      Slamming the blade back home, Logan slung the baldric over his shoulder and belted it in place, feeling like a fool as he fitted the ornate loop through the buckle. Standing up straight, he caught himself in the mirror and frowned at the sight. As much as he might dislike the need to carry a weapon, it did look as though it belonged on him. Reaching up, he settled it in place so that the hilt was beneath the top of his head and easy to pull. Slinging his backpack over one shoulder, he stepped out into the living room to find the witches waiting for him with tears in their eyes.

      Emotion choked Logan up as he tried to say goodbye. Unlike the women, he wouldn’t let himself descend into a blubbering mess, at least not while others were looking. With warm hugs and lingering kisses, he said his goodbyes, promising each that he would think of them and return safely.

      “Give these to Becca,” Eris said, passing him a pouch with several golden vials in it and a sealed pot, “The potions will enhance your senses and in the crock, is a spread of aloe, thistle blossom and estobell root that will cure most wounds, given time and rest. Don’t go losing another eye, though, or a limb. I’m no priestess of the Goddess.”

      “And give her this,” Evelyn said, pressing a necklace into his hands, “it will help ward her from evil.”

      “Thank you,” Logan said, his voice cracking once again as he looked around at the sniffling ladies, “For everything. I really can’t thank you enough. We’ll return as soon as we can.”

      “You stay safe,” Gwen said, “and don’t worry about your papers. You both can make it up next week if you have to.”

      Logan blinked at the innocent smile on his professor's thick pink lips and then was shuffling out the door as Eris began pushing him.

      “Ok, enough goodbyes, get on out and hurry before you miss your train.”

      “Bye!” Logan said seconds before the door slammed behind him.

      The moment the door was shut, he heard a discussion start up between the three sisters. Evelyn’s calm tones explaining something as the others peppered in questions. Logan couldn’t make out what they were saying and felt terrible for even trying to eavesdrop, knowing he was just procrastinating having to leave.
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      Feeling homesick already, he set out up Sycamore Street, taking in each detail of the shadowy street as he tried to preserve it in his memory. He was cutting it close, so he hopped over a fence, racing across the field before the dog noticed and could start barking, headed for the train station.

      When he arrived, Becca was waiting for him in a little café just past the ticket counter. Handing over his ticket to the kindly old man, Logan pushed through the turnstile and froze before it clicked into place.

      “Just keep on young man,” the clerk said, “there’s more coming behind ya.”

      Logan walked forward with slow, wary steps, the hairs on the back of his neck and arms having stood up the moment he started through the turnstile. Every time he’d felt the sensation before, it had been followed almost immediately by some threat upon his life. Becca waved him over, and he took a seat at the table, turning his chair so his back was to a wall, and he could see most of the train station.

      “My parents are so oblivious,” Becca said with a smile, pushing a small paper bag over to him, “I got you a scone. Hope you don’t mind blueberry.”

      “Thanks,” Logan said in surprise, “I’m starving.”

      “I keep forgetting to eat,” Becca said, taking a sip of her sweet-smelling latte, “with everything that’s been going on… and with… you know what inside me. I just can’t seem to stay still long enough to sleep through the night.”

      “I don’t feel full of energy,” Logan said with a frown, “but every once in awhile, I get these… flashes. I can’t seem to control them. Add that to the pile of issues I have.”

      “Don’t sound so glum,” Becca said with a grin, “how many guys can say they wield Excalibur and sleep with a harem of witches?”

      “Shh,” Logan said, blushing and looking around. He still felt that warning of danger but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, “we probably shouldn’t talk about that stuff in public.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Becca said offhandedly, “whatever you say, it just drifts from their minds. If it's about Fae and all this.” She motioned between the two of them with one hand, “The Coven is right about the mists and mortals’ minds.”

      “Not every mind, it doesn’t seem to work on Simon. To be honest, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to me,” Logan said with a chagrinned shrug, “Each time they explain something, I leave with more questions than when we started.”

      “They’re boarding our cabin,” Becca said, motioning to the attendant, “Let's find a good seat. I love watching the mountains and trees passing by once we get out of town.”

      Becca had a small suitcase that she dragged behind her, and despite that, she weaved through the crowded station effortlessly. Reaching back, she took Logan’s hand in hers and led him to the train car. Like a salmon moving upstream, she navigated the crowds with ease, and they slipped into a pair of seats tucked into the back of the train car with their own window.

      Becca bounced in her seat, excited for the trip, and telling him about the sights she had seen so many times as a girl on this trip. Logan listened with half an ear, the majority of his attention was on each passenger that took a seat in their car because as each person stepped on, the hairs on the back of his neck grew stiffer and stiffer until finally as the last person, a tiny old lady who was helped into her seat by an attendant, every muscle in his back was knotted with tension.

      “This is the first time we’ve ever really been alone together,” Becca said as she turned to face him. Her words stole most of the tension from his shoulders and replaced it with butterflies in his stomach as the nerves he’d been feeling earlier returned, “I’m glad we’ll get the chance to know one another better.”

      “Me too,” Logan said stiffly.

      Eying Logan with a crooked smile, Becca slipped into the seat opposite, so she was facing him. Understanding that her close proximity could make boys nervous.

      “So,” Becca said, with an overly casual air, “What’s new?”

      Logan sighed and gave her a tired smile, and she was happy to see his shoulders relax slightly, and the smile come easily to his lips.

      “My entire world’s flipped upside down,” Logan said after glancing around and making sure again that no one was sitting within earshot. It would have been hard for anyone sitting in the seats just ahead of them to hear over the sounds of the engine throbbing to life.

      There was a lurch, and Becca grinned as the train began to pull out of the station. The ticket taker entered their cabin, and she fished her ticket out, bouncing like a schoolgirl in her seat in her excitement to be off. Logan could see the red rimming her eyes from a long night spent crying and happy to see she was in better spirits today.

      “I’d say it’s for the best,” Becca said after the attendant had punched their tickets and stepped through to the next car, sliding the door in place behind him. “Our old lives were pretty boring.”

      “Your life wasn’t that boring,” Logan said with a slight frown, “Not like mine, anyways.”

      “Where did you grow up?” Becca asked.

      “Right here in town,” Logan said, pointing out the window at the rusty chain-link fenced train yard passing them by, “There aren’t a lot of townies in our class. Other than Simon and I, maybe six or seven?”

      “What was it like growing up here?” Becca asked, “The town’s a little… run down.”

      “It wasn’t always so blue-collar,” Logan said a touch defensively before snorting a derisive laugh at himself, “I don’t know why I’m defending it, but before the base was shut down, it was a thriving town. Now it's half college town, half meth lab.”

      “There are an unnatural number of narrow alleyways and grim houses,” Becca said in agreement.

      “It made for an interesting playground as a kid,” Logan said. “Except for the needles, pedophiles, and meth heads, it’s a wonderland.”

      “What was foster care like?” Becca asked. She asked it so simple and straightforward that Logan found himself answering without reservation.

      “It was terrible,” he said, looking out the window and reliving memories he’d tried to forget, “Mostly anyway. There were a few exceptions, a few kind people who took in children because they wanted to help. Mostly it was people living off the check the government sent them each month.”

      “That sounds awful,” Becca said, and her tone made Logan glance over, “but it had it’s uses I imagine. You’re the most disciplined student in our class, and you’ve never needed the hand holding some of the others do.”

      “How do you know?” Logan asked with a frown, “We never talked before last weekend.”

      Becca rolled her eyes and grinned that crooked grin at him again, “I have eyes, Logan,” hearing his name from her lips was a little shock of pleasure, “and even if you hold yourself so aloof, everyone is too intimidated to talk to you, that doesn’t mean we don’t talk about you.”

      Logan sat stunned for a long second, his jaw hanging open, an indignant expression on his face that caused Becca to laugh out. Her cackle was so loud several nearby passengers glanced back with frowns at the teenagers. The laughter shook the anger out of Logan, and he reverted to embarrassment instead.

      “People talk about me behind my back?” The idea was so foreign to him that he was struggling to wrap his head around it. “What would they even say?”

      “You know, stuff like: ‘that tall dude sure is quiet’ or ‘Simon’s friend is the real-life Forrest Gump’.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” Logan said with a frown, “That movie came out years ago.”

      “I’m just kidding, Logan,” Becca said with a warm smile, her eyes sparkling with suppressed mirth and affection, “No one’s said anything bad that I’ve heard. Just the usual that you’re tall, quiet, and handsome, so lots of girls are interested, and boys make up dumb rumors.”

      “That’s an uncomfortable truth,” Logan said, “but I guess it could be worse.”

      “Could be better too,” Becca said with a sly grin, “I forgot to mention that Sarah had a big crush on you at the beginning of the semester.”

      “No, she didn’t,” Logan scoffed. “You're teasing me again.”

      “I’m serious,” Becca said, “I might tease, but I don’t lie. She was obsessed with you for a few months, but you were so aloof and always with Simon, who’s a chatterbox, that she eventually gave up. I didn’t realize she’d focused her attentions on Brad, but whatever. He was fun, till he wasn’t.”

      “It’s that easy?” Logan asked.

      “What?”

      “Moving on from Brad, didn’t you two date for months?”

      “It was never really dating,” Becca said, “We’d hang out as a group, or go for hikes and talk. He isn’t as much of a meathead as he tries to be. But he’s not good, not pure deep down… you know? So, it would never last.”

      “How do you know if you’re a good person?” Logan asked.

      “You’re never sure,” Becca said with a smile, “All you can do is act with honorable intent and without malice, to never be cruel, to find grace where it exists and offer mercy when you’re able.”

      “That sounds like a quote,” Logan said, liking the sound of it.

      “My grandfather used to say it often,” Becca said, her smile shaded now with sadness, “He was a great man.”

      “I’m sorry again,” Logan said, “We’ll figure out what happened to him.”

      They sat in silence for several minutes as the town slipped past, and the train passed into redwood forests. The trees were like a tunnel, blocking out the morning sunlight and casting everything within the car in deep shadow. Logan shifted uncomfortably, the sword's sheath digging into his back. Unfortunately, he couldn’t take it off without breaking the enchantment that hid its presence.

      “What was your childhood like?” Logan asked, struck by the girl’s beauty once more as green shadows played across her face.

      “Before moving here, we lived in Wichita,” Becca said wistfully, “They have a great youth sports program that was my whole life. I was on traveling softball and volleyball teams from an early age. Having to move away before my senior year was tough.”

      “Losing all your friends?” Logan asked.

      “Hmph,” Becca snorted a derisive laugh, “What friends?” She shook her head lightly, “I’ve never really had friends. Not like other people seem to. Oh, I know a lot of people, and a lot of people know me, but I’ve always been apart… different.”

      “I’ve always felt the same,” Logan said, “I figured every kid does, that’s just part of growing up.”

      “Perhaps,” Becca said, but Logan saw she wasn’t convinced.

      “Tell me,” He said softly, reaching out and resting his hand on the back of hers and squeezing it gently, “I’m not trying to put words in your mouth.”

      “You men are always trying to get something into our mouths,” Becca said with a short laugh, “Don’t go getting all shy now big guy,” she said with a grin at the blushing Logan, before drawing in a deep breath and looking back out the window again, a thoughtful look on her face.

      “My grandpa was a loner,” She began, “not like a weirdo loner, but a real one. He was a man happiest when he was out in the wilderness in extreme conditions, with nothing to rely upon but his own wits and strength. I’ve always taken after him in that way, I don’t want to head into the arctic circle alone for three years like he did, but I’ve only ever felt alive and free when I’m struggling with something alone. I’ve tried to explain it to parents and teachers, but only my grandfather has ever really understood.”

      “I think I understand,” Logan said, nodding, “as terrifying as last weekend was,” he drew in a deep breath before going on, finding it hard to admit this out loud, “I’ve never felt so alive. Which is stupid because I was scared to death, practically the whole time.”

      “Yes!” Becca said, gripping his hand in hers, “From the moment we left the car until I woke up on Monday… colors were brighter, smells were sharper, and I felt…” her eyes burned with a desire Logan hadn’t seen since their time in Gwen’s class a week before, “I felt powerful for the first time in my life.” With a quick glance around to make sure none were eavesdropping, she went on in a quieter but intense tone, “There’s more going on than whatever we saw in that mirror.”

      “I agree,” Logan said, nodding slowly. “Far too much.”

      “Sucks for you,” Becca said with a wink, “My job is pretty simple in the grand scheme of things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Wasn’t that much clear?” Becca asked with a cocked eyebrow, “I’m your Knight and Protector. Like in the old stories. And you’re the pretty little princess… or king? That I get to rescue from towers and defeat monsters to save.”

      “Do I get to wave a white handkerchief out a window and sigh heavily?”

      “Only if you’re in a pair of tight pants,” the brunette said with a wicked grin, “Afterall, a hero should get her reward, right?”

      “You’re scandalous,” Logan laughed, “Honestly, though, I have no idea what I’m doing. And after losing control yesterday,” Logan gave a shiver of revulsion, “I’m kinda hoping we don’t find this crown, and I can just go back to my regular life.”

      “Your regular life of spending every night with a coven of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen?” Becca asked with a frown, “Sounds rough.”

      Logan grinned for a second before shaking his head in disbelief, “Honestly, what the fuck is happening?”

      “Are you complaining?” When Logan shook his head, she gave a firm nod, “Good, because if you want to trade places, I will do it in a heartbeat. Not the king thing, that sounds like a bunch of nonsense, but each night in those ladies’ arms…. Mhmmm.”

      The flash of emotion across Becca’s face sparked a curiosity in Logan, and he was about to ask her when the train car gave a heavy jostle, causing them all to glance around. The train's horn blared twice, but then nothing else happened, and they went back to staring out the windows at the rolling hills as they climbed into the mountains.

      “Be right back,” Becca said with a wink as she got up and walked to the restroom.
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      Logan tried not to stare at the girl's perfect butt and legs as they flexed within her leggings, but it was impossible. When she turned into the restroom, she caught him staring and flashed a white grin and gave him a wink before slipping in.

      He sighed and tried to relax. Becca was a lot more down to earth than he’d thought she was, and also more complicated than he’d assumed. He was only just beginning to realize there were depths to her that none suspected.

      Logan was shaken out of his thoughts when the door opened abruptly, letting in a blast of cold air. Glancing up, his gaze was trapped by a gorgeous brunette beauty who smiled down at him with dark red lips.

      “Hello handsome,” The woman said in a throaty, seductive voice. Each word set the hairs on the back of his neck, which had never relaxed, to vibrating, “Is this seat taken?”

      The woman slipped into the seat Becca had just vacated, pulling her purse into her lap. Logan noticed her clothing for the first time was an old style of dress, from the ’40s or even earlier, and musty with mothballs. The woman was breathtakingly beautiful, and despite the danger he sensed, her dark eyes and smile were flirty.

      “You’re younger than I thought you’d be,” the woman said, her smiling eyes judging Logan, “but you’re certainly ravishing.”

      “Who are you?” Logan asked, feeling a chill run down his spine he asked, “Did Mora send you?”

      “Mora?” The woman asked with a frown. “I know, no Mora. I am Baroness Vondilla Crem. You and your pack of mutts have invaded my domain. I demand answers or else… well, it’s been years since I fed properly.”

      “Mutts?” Logan asked with an uneasy feeling as he glanced around over the seat tops and saw the average looking passengers casting discreet glances back at the newcomer, one or two with unusual tension around their eyes, “Our journey takes us far to the north, past the border. If you’re not one of Moran’D’Dreth’s vampires, then what are you?”

      “Oh, I’m a Vampiress boy,” Vondilla hissed with an edge to her voice, “and the most powerful and ancient on this continent. The Queen is a fable, a myth used to scare fledgling blood-drinkers. Warning that if they grow too greedy and drink too much, the Most Ancient One will destroy them. Nonsense. You would do well to keep such fae-tales off your tongue, or a lady might get offended.”

      “Moran’D’Dreth is real,” Logan said, shifting uneasily at the anger that flashed across the woman’s eyes. “We have met and spoken twice. But it doesn’t matter what you believe.”

      “On the contrary,” the vampiress said, her gaze sharp as awls, trapping Logan’s. “Belief matters a great deal. You’re not lying… or else you’re far more dangerous than you appear. What quest takes you, and these were-beasts north?”

      “They aren’t with me,” Logan said, shifting uneasily as he kept an eye out for Becca coming out of the bathroom, “I didn’t even know what they were until a moment ago. Thanks for that.” Adjusting the sword on his back so he could reach the hilt easily, he saw Vondilla glance at it and frown in curiosity, seeing the blade for the first time, “As for our quest north, that’s probably not something I should divulge to a random person. Even one so polite as yourself.”

      “I guess that’s wisdom,” the woman said, her frown deepening as she tried to puzzle out where she’d seen the hilt before, “If they aren’t with you, then you might be sitting in a trap. More and more of the stinky fools have been hopping on since the train entered the mountains. I had no idea there were so many packs slithering through my domain.”

      There was a flush from the restroom, and Becca stepped out, drying her hands on paper towels. Her carefree smile froze when she felt the tension in the car, and looking around felt her skin crawl as passengers’ eyes lifted to stare at her, a dim yellow glow beginning deep within each pair.

      “You’re an intriguing Ascendant,” the vampire said with a hungry smile, “If not for that puckered wound in your face, I’d say you were beautiful. I would love to have you over for… drinks, sometimes, but I must apologize. I’ve never been a fan of playing with animals, and it looks like you’re about to.” The doors on both ends of the car slid open, and brutish looking men began filing in, their fingers flexing and lips curling in snarls, “Oh my, this is my exit. So long, young man… I’m sorry, what did you say your name was again?”

      “I didn’t,” Logan said, pressing himself back into the corner, the hairs on his arms and the back of his neck screaming out warnings of danger.

      “There’s that wisdom again,” Vondilla said with a wicked grin, she was the only person in the train car still lounging as though she were on a divan without a care in the world. The first man through the door gave a snarl of rage at the sight of her and faster than the eye blinks, was snapping at the empty space where her throat had been a moment before.

      Logan blinked and nearly missed the small bat that flitted over his head, cackling wildly, before zipping over the transforming were-beasts heads, only to be whipped out an open window and away by the passing winds. He had more pressing concerns than another odd encounter with a creature out of legends because three of the beasts lunged forward before he could draw his blade in the confines of the corner.

      His focus became absolute as the first claw raked at his throat. Shifting to the side, Logan reached up and clamped one hand on the hairy limb, iron-hard fingers locking it in place as the arm corded with muscles trying to break free. Shoving the limb in line with the next attack, he was rewarded with a scream of pain, as the first were-beasts arm was torn in half.

      As he was blocking the first attack, he kicked out with one foot, striking a beast in the chest and throwing it into the opposite seat even as it was transforming. Twisting, he threw the torn-off limb into the face of the next creature rushing through the door, but not before an old white-haired threw herself at Logan, transforming into a snarling fox as she did.

      With no time to draw his blade, nor space to do so, Logan did the only thing that came to his mind. Stepping forward, using the seat he was on as leverage, he threw his fist through the creature's razor-sharp fangs. The flesh of his hands and wrist was torn, but his heavy fist tore through the soft tissue of neck and esophagus, and the were-fox fell across the back of the chair, writhing in agony as it choked to death on torn flesh and blood.

      If he’d wanted to gloat, there was no time, for two more beasts filled the foxes place, and another pulled itself in the doorway. The clarity and focus of battle shivered and nearly disappeared as Logan felt panic clawing at his mind, but then he registered a familiar voice.

      “The roof! They will swarm us here!”

      Kicking out desperately, Logan gained himself a moment of breathing room. There was no chance he could make it out the door, and the sound of broken glass settled it for him. Cursing himself for a fool, he threw himself out the window with a mighty leap that might have taken him five meters in an open field.

      He managed to grip the window frame with one hand at the last minute. The moment he was through, broken glass and shattered frame raining down around him, the wind tore at him, trying to whip him back down the train. Using the momentum, he let it swing him up and onto the train's curved roof, where he landed with a hard thud and quickly began sliding off. Scrambling with his fingers, Logan found purchase on a ridge of steel and hauled himself up to hands and knees.

      The passing wind tore at him, making it nearly impossible to keep his balance, even on his hands and knees. It was late evening, and the sun was nearly set in the far west, but it afforded him enough light to see ahead, and he almost fell off in shock at what he saw.

      Becca flipped out of a window that had already been broken out near the front of the car. Any pride Logan had managed to take from making it to the roof of the train in one piece was dashed as he stood in witness. Becca flipped out of the window with the grace of a ballet dancer, one hand wielding a knife that deflected a thrown dagger from inside the car, even as the wind whipped her long hair back.

      The Knight landed on the roof on both feet in a crouch. Flashing Logan a giant grin, she stood upright and started walking back towards him. He didn’t know how she managed to keep her balance, not only was the wind whipping, but the car was rocking beneath her as well.

      The terror faded in the face of the absolute confidence he saw on Becca’s face. He was just about to open his mouth and shout something pithy to her when a giant black shape flew up from between the cars ahead of them.

      “Becca!”

      There was only time to shout and drop to his stomach as the black were-bear threw itself through the air and crashed into Becca in a whirlwind of slashing claws and snarling snout. Then the two were gone, tumbling back down the train and away into the night.

      The girl had disappeared without a sound and taken all of Logan’s hopes of survival with her. Just as he was trying to crane his neck and look around, darkness loomed again, and he threw himself to his stomach, not a second later a wall of solid rock passed by overhead.

      A scream cut off seconds later, and all was silent as the train passed through the tunnel beneath the mountain. Logan’s heart hammered in his chest, and he prayed his fingertips kept their grip as the whump whump whump of something passing by overhead made him press himself even more firmly to the roof.

      It couldn’t have been more than a minute he was pressed to the cold iron, but it felt like an hour. Finally, the train passed out into a purple sky, and he picked up his head and looked back. Each car that slipped free of the tunnel Logan prayed he would see a slender figure pressed to its roof. When the final car exited, he felt a tearing sensation of pain at the thought that Becca was lost back there.

      He nearly threw himself off so he could go find her, but the trees flashing past quick enough to break his spine, held him back. Logan crawled forward slowly, brain furiously trying to figure a way out of the situation when someone leaped up to the roof of the train ahead with such fluid grace, he thought at first it was Becca.

      The hopeful smile faded, and cold fear slipped into his guts as a tall, slender man waltzed down the roof, drawing an elegant sword with one hand and a long dagger with the other. The hairs on the back of Logan’s neck didn’t have to stand on end for him to know danger when he saw it. The man’s fluid grace and cold dead eyes shouted: killer. The skill with which he wielded the blades in his hands terrified Logan more than anything else.

      “Stand boy,” the tall man said in a heavily accented voice, “and face your death like a man. It’s not every day Rezevante Dormindo III gets to duel upon a moving train. Let's make it such a beautiful dance that mothers will weep to sell me their daughters!”

      The man stopped a half dozen feet away, pacing back and forth over the curved roof. Winds whipping at him with gale-force intensity, and his feet were shod in slick leather. Logan had no idea how he managed it.

      The fear was still there, but he refused to die on his knees, reaching up over his shoulder he began to stand on unsteady legs. Rezevante grinned in anticipation and swishing his blade, allowing his opponent to stand, but impatient with it.

      A loud crash from behind them caused Logan to nearly tumble free, and he looked back in time to see a beastly bear thrown free of a window two cars back. A second later, there was another crash, this time closer. A large dent buckled out of the side of the train car, glass cracking and falling away as the car rocked from the force of whatever had struck it from within.

      Guttural screams reached Logan and Rezevante’s ears, and they glanced at one another in concern. When the small man gave Logan a questioning look, the teen just shrugged. Shrugging back, Rezevante readied himself in a guard position. A frown of disappointment working its way on his face as he observed his opponent awkwardly draw his weapon and adjust his feet on the roof of the train. Rezevante’s sword meanwhile was held it a rock-steady fist and pointed straight at the soft spot at the base of Logan’s throat.

      Before the man could strike, another loud crash sounded from ahead of them, and two bodies flew wide of the car, and a figure vaulted onto the roof, flashing a brilliant white smile. Holding two large chef's knives in her hands, Becca pointed one at Rezevante, her grin widening all the further as she waltzed forward with even more grace than the man showed.

      “Well, what do we have here?” The tall man asked, turning sideways to keep both Logan and Becca in his sights but shifting, so his blade hand was pointed towards the girl, and the long knife at Logan. “Our prey has brought a plaything? Come then, girl, and dance with Rezevante… If you can manage two passes, I’ll pray for you in the beyond. Three, and I might remember your name.”

      “They always like to talk,” Becca said to Logan, her head cocked to one side to look around the swordsman and infuriating the man with her dismissive attitude. She waved a kitchen knife, making it look even more silly in comparison to the man’s elegant weapons, “Are we doing this? Or should I go back down and nap?”
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      Becca’s audacity shocked Logan, but almost immediately, he saw she was goading Rezevante on purpose. His face snarled in anger, and he lashed out quickly, hacking at her neck, but the lithe girl rolled forward and managed to slash the man’s side before he could dance back.

      Clutching the bleeding wound, he snarled, and Logan thought he was about to curse them, but the man’s expression changed lightning quick. Sly amusement played across his features as he probed Becca warily, ignoring Logan for the lesser threat.

      “You’re quick girl,” Rezevante said, in grudging respect, “but your form…” leaping, he stabbed forward with his blade, a feint that looped around and slashed at Becca’s throat, but the girl was ready for it, one knife angling the sword up and over her head and the other sweeping down and blocking the dagger that sought her belly.

      “Your form is shit,” the man said, but there was wary respect in his eyes, “What master taught you this footwork but failed to put a blade in your hands? Your lack of skill is offensive!”

      “Master?” Becca said with a crooked grin, “I learned my footwork from tennis and volleyball dude… You think I’m so bad, but you’re the one bleeding.”

      “Volleyball?” The swordsman mouthed with a questioning frown, with a shake of his head he motioned over his shoulder at Logan, “There is a bounty on this one's head. Mordrek wants him dead and is offering too much to ignore… but I would train you, girl… Leave him, and come with Blade Master Rezevante. Seven hundred years have I studied the blade and made it an art form,” the man flashed a wide grin, pointed fangs peeking out, “Join me in immortality, and you will be my greatest student. You have the skill to be as good as El Cid or even Lancelot.”

      “I’m good,” Becca said with a shake of her head, “thanks, though.”

      “Pity,” Rezevante said with a pang of real sadness in his voice, “To kill such a work of art will rest heavily on my soul.”

      “They let you keep your soul after becoming a lifeless bloodsucker?” Becca asked, a mocking smile on her lips, eyes belying her tension as she focused on the man's hips and feet.

      “So they say,” he shifted to his back foot, front toe pointing at Becca, “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” the teen said.

      Logan saw that the swordsman had been testing Becca before. Now, he moved so quickly he couldn’t even make out the attacks. All he could hear were the clang, crash, shring, as sword met knife.

      Becca’s smile slipped from her lips, and her face grew stiff with concentration, feet dancing across the rounded surface of the train with a dexterity that didn’t seem possible, even for their ascended bodies.

      Back and forth, the two moved, almost as if they were dancing with one another. A dance so dangerous that one misplaced foot could send them to their deaths. Logan was a lone witness. Weaving unsteadily as he fought for balance on the rattling train car and against the powerful winds, only half able to pay attention to his own footing with the spectacle before him.

      A high-pitched whistle sounded from ahead, and the clash of steel on steel cut off, Rezevante backing away from Becca with grudging respect in his gaze. He edged back warily, having switched places with the girl at some point.

      “Alas my dear, our dance must come to an end,” he looked over his shoulder and then glanced back with a half-smile, “If you survive the blast, we will meet again, Rezevante Dormindo III gives his word.”

      Rezevante leaped backward over a widening gap, and Logan saw with a start of surprise that their car had been separated from the rest of the train. The man gave a mocking bow as the train pulled ahead. Below the swordsman, was a dozen or so were-beasts crowding the back landing of the car, snapping at the air, and eager for the two to attempt the jump.

      “What did he mean by blast?” Becca asked, resting a hand on a cocked hip.

      Logan wanted to ask her how the hell she was able to keep her balance but felt such an intense rush of chills down his spine the thought vanished, and he was moving. The trees disappeared, and the ground dropped away, sounds of the passage of the train echoing in the canyon below.

      “Jump!” He shouted, unable to explain, but grateful when Becca began to move immediately. Her trust in him complete.

      Ahead, Logan could see the steel framework of a long bridge that spanned a dark gorge and acting without thought, threw himself clear of the train. By some miracle, his foot managed to keep traction as he pushed out into open space, stomach flip-flopping in his guts as he began to tip over and descend faster than he’d anticipated.

      Cartwheeling his arms, Logan struggled to gain control of his flight, managing to keep himself upright as terror choked off his scream, and tried not to imagine what the rocks below would feel like. Shadows claimed him as fell, and then something shot past him. As it rolled in the air, he saw Becca and a flash of white smile as she dove with the grace of an Olympian, body curving at the perfect angle to strike the water rushing up below.

      Logan was so entranced by her graceful form that he almost didn’t cross his legs in time. The impact of the water on the bottoms of his feet was so hard it sent shooting pains up his legs. Then he was beneath the surface, freezing waters swirling around him, as a bloom of golden light above signaled where the surface was.

      Swimming up with powerful strokes, Logan burst out of the water and drew in a deep breath just in time for steel girders to rain down around him. With a quick look up, he saw a twisted, burning beam from the destroyed bridge flying straight for him.

      There was a brilliant flash of golden and silver light as Logan felt his soul awaken, and then he was struck in the chest with a force that should have torn him in half. The girder drove him beneath the surface of the river, pushing all the air from his lungs. The pain and shock were so great Logan welcomed his escape into the cold depths of unconsciousness.
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      Reality was agony. But no matter how hard Logan tried to retreat from it, the pounding in his skull and the sharp ache in his chest refused to let him ignore them. Groaning, Logan rolled to the side and wheezed in pain, stomach convulsing and ejecting a stream of water as he retched onto the muddy ground.

      “Next time,” Becca said between heavy panting breaths, “try dodging the four-ton bar of steel, instead of trying to catch it.”

      Logan retched more water in response, his chest ached with each convulsion, but he didn’t think anything was broken. Sitting up slowly, he wiped his mouth clean of river water and stomach bile, spitting out the last of it and looking around.

      They were on the shore of a river in the middle, a series of roaring rapids that the setting sun faintly illuminated. Sitting against a small tree trunk, he took stock of himself, finding mostly bruises and minor scrapes, beside his splitting headache and sore ribs.

      “We need to get moving,” Becca said as she rose to her feet slowly, “find high ground and figure out where we are.”

      “How will we do that?” Logan asked through gritted teeth, “Our phones are probably dead, and we don’t have a map.”

      “I just need two landmarks, and I can triangulate our location,” Becca said as she stretched her limbs, checking their maneuverability, “I’ve traveled this route enough times that I should be able to place us roughly. We should drink as much water as we can though, I can’t say when we’ll find freshwater next, and we don’t have anything to carry it in.”

      Logan dragged himself to his feet, feeling like he’d fallen down a mountain as he joined Becca at the river's edge. It took him three tries to keep the water down, his stomach roiling every time he took more than two mouthfuls at first.

      “I think I have a concussion,” he said when he had finally drunk his full.

      “Then it’s a good thing we don’t plan on sleeping tonight,” Becca said with a frown of concern, “Tell me if you need a stop or to rest.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Logan said, rising to his feet, forcing his knees to lock to keep them from buckling, “lead the way.”

      Becca gave him one last look of concern before turning into the forest and heading north. For the first couple hundred meters, their going was slow, as Becca worked her way through the dense underbrush, darkness closing in around them and making it harder to pick a path through.

      Then she found a narrow game trail that led along the top of a ravine and over a series of rolling hills. The going grew much easier, and she lengthened her strides, always aware of Logan’s labored breaths behind her.

      The skies were clear, and Becca was able to roughly plot their course by the stars as they began to wink into existence with the darkening sky. The hours wore on, and she kept them at a relentless pace, her long stride carrying them deep into the trackless wilderness of the north.

      Since their ascension, Logan and Becca had gained tremendous advantages. Chiefly among them, increased strength and endurance. Those powers came in handy on the long run through the night. Logan’s headache intensified over the first few hours of the evening before fading to nothing by the time the sun rose. The rest of his injuries faded as well, leaving behind nothing more than a dull ache after twelve hours of brutal movement.

      Sweat was pouring down Logan’s face and body by the time Becca took her first rest. He loved to run, but their sprint over rough forest ground had been far more arduous than the same distance over a paved road.

      The girl had found a perch, high up a thickly overgrown escarpment, and when Logan heaved himself up onto the ledge, she shushed him with a frown of annoyance. Struggling to quiet his breathing, Logan edged beside Becca and followed where she was pointing.

      Fifty feet straight down was a small pool at the base of a narrow trickling waterfall. The creek that fed the falls was drying up and offered little more than droplets to the shrinking pool below. The rising sun was angled, so their shadows were cast back away from the water below. Logan was surprised to see a small clutch of rabbits huddled near the waterline.

      The pure white bunnies looked so adorable he felt a smile tugging at his lips and turning to Becca, the smile twisting as he watched her hurl a fist-sized boulder straight down. Logan’s horror only grew as he watched the stone fly unerringly true and crush one of the smaller rabbits’ skulls with an audible splat!

      “Now we have lunch,” Becca said with a bright grin.

      “How?” Logan asked.

      “It’s not a hard throw,” Becca said, frowning down at the pool below then and tracing her route down.

      “No, I mean, how did you know the rabbits would be there?” Logan followed after the nimble girl as she skated her way down the steep slope, skirting the steepest parts and reaching the bottom in seconds.

      “I grew up hunting with my grandfather,” Becca said, reaching down to wash her hands clean in the stream below the pool before pausing to gather up the rabbit. Bowing her head, she offered a quick, silent prayer to the animal and nature in thanks.

      “Let me clean it,” she said once the ritual was completed, “Only take a minute.”

      Jogging along the base of the cliff, she searched out a likely place, and ducking into the forest stopped near a small clearing in a root structure. Shrugging off her backpack, Logan watched in fascination as she drew forth a short skinning knife, strapping the sheath to her belt. With quick motions, she slit the rabbit and ripped free its guts, and in a shockingly short amount of time, was twisting the butchered meat up in the skin and tying it to the top of her backpack. The whole time she worked, she spoke.

      “My grandfather always wanted a son,” she shrugged and smiled wistfully, “he built his house with his own hands. Used every piece of the animal when he made a kill. He felt strongly about certain things. Anyway, he got my mom, and she wanted nothing to do with the woods, horses, hunting, or the making of things. She prefers her libraries and old books. When I was born, my grandfather made her promise to let me stay with him for one month every summer. I think they agreed mostly so they could have some free time, but it turned out to be the best part of every year for me.”

      The beautiful young woman had her pack back on and was hunting another game trail north as she continued speaking. He knew that if it was him alone in this trackless wilderness, he would have been lost after five minutes.

      “He has over sixteen hundred acres, and made sure that I knew every inch of those lands from the time I could walk, until his passing,” pausing, she looked back at Logan and glint of pride in her eyes at the memories, “No one will ever know what a great man he was, but I thank god… or maybe your goddess? Either way, I thank heaven for every day I spent with that man.”

      “I’m pretty envious,” I said, nodding, “Those sound like amazing summers.”

      “They were,” she said, starting out again, “Hunting, fishing, riding… learning to track and the habits of every animal great and small that passed through our lands…” Pausing, she looked back at Logan and motioned ahead, “We have over a hundred miles to go, and none of it’s easy going. Best to save our breath and run as much as we can.”

      Logan groaned softly as they started running again. He had been enjoying the break, and his muscles had finally begun to stop twitching. The morning sun was up, lighting their way and making at least their footing easier. Under the thick canopy of trees, the light was a small comfort, but comfort none the less.

      Logan had always loved the forest but hadn’t spent much time in it. He’d never been to summer camp, or weekend camping trips with foster families, and so each strange noise and dark shadow hid terrors that kept him running hard.

      If not for the terror that nipped at his heels whenever he let himself think about how far from civilization and help they were, he’d never have been able to keep up. Becca was even more relentless in the day than she had been at night, not stopping to rest their legs until well after noon. Then, not liking the look of anywhere she might build a fire, had ordered Logan to keep up and ran even faster up into the mountains.

      Finding a large rock outcropping Becca led Logan up and around the side. He struggled to climb with his one good eye, finding it hard to search for handholds, but managed to clamber up beside the beautiful young woman as she squatted in the shadows, motioning him over, and peered out.

      “Don’t skyline yourself,” she said, “just because we haven’t seen our pursuers doesn’t mean they aren’t out there.” Pointing below at a fallen tree, she motioned to where the rock sloped back into a sandy shelf, “We can build a fire there and roast the meat. The light won’t be seen from below, and the smoke column will be filtered out by the rocks.”

      “What do you need me to do?” Logan asked, feeling grateful for her help and annoyed at his own uselessness.

      “Just sit pretty, lookout boy,” she said, indicating the spot beside her, “I have this feeling… something’s been watching us for the past few hours. It’s why I pushed us so hard.”

      “That wasn’t too hard,” Logan boasted, ignoring the sweat that dripped off his nose and the heavy breaths that he couldn’t seem to control, “I played soccer… just a bit of running.”

      “Soccer, eh?” Becca grinned a lopsided grin at him, her eyes twinkling merrily, “Good, because I want to get at least twice as far before we sleep and we’re going to have to move a lot faster. It will be easier with some food in your belly, trust me.”

      She flashed Logan a wink and then slipped back down the back of the rock outcropping to gather up firewood. There wasn’t a lot to see with the dense forest carpeting the rolling lands. Here and there could be spotted the glittering blue of small lakes, reassuring him they would be able to find water when they needed it. The air was thick with little birds, and even a grey hawk that swooped and swirled on hot currents, terrifying the smaller birds into the canopy below, whenever it came close.

      Logan settled into the shadowed cleft and watched the hawk as it hunted small game. The hawk grew more and more frustrated he could see. The smaller birds were quicker and stayed close to the canopy top, feasting on clouds of insects. After one particularly aggrieved screech of annoyance, Logan felt sorry for the great hawk.

      He happened to be watching her next dive intensely and didn’t miss the bird suddenly flicker out of sight. Shadow disappearing as well as the hawk, Logan searched high and low for her, wondering if what he thought he saw could be real.

      “Brkaw!”

      A puff of green and yellow feathers and a screech of triumph before the hawk suddenly beat her way free of the canopy top, in her claws the twitching prey, as she was circling higher and higher above. Logan craned his neck to see where she had gone, needing confirmation that what he thought he saw had been real, and not some trick of the light or his imagination.

      “What are you doing?” Becca asked, frowning. For Logan was leaning way out over empty space and peering up the mountainside.

      “There was this hawk,” Logan began, and when her frown deepened, he just shook his head, “Never mind, it was probably nothing.”

      “A hawk,” she said, “Go on.” When Logan looked at her with a raised eyebrow, she continued, “The meat needs to cool for a few minutes, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed Logan, but people can turn into were-wolves. Also were-bears, and who knows what else. Why not were-hawks?”

      “I didn’t see it use fae… but maybe something else?” Logan told her what he’d seen, and she agreed that it could be something or, more than likely, nothing.

      “We’ll keep an eye out for it,” she said, then motioned down to where she’d built a fire, “Come on, foods ready.”
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      The feast Logan found waiting for him was far beyond strips of rabbit meat roasted on a stick like he’d assumed. The rabbit had been carved into long juicy pieces and laid over small grilled tubers and leeks. Becca had found large thick leaves to use as plates, and they worked surprisingly well. Logan didn’t know where she’d managed to scrounge the food on their race through the woods, but he wasn’t complaining.

      The food smelled wonderful and tasted even better. The meat was juicy and crispy while the vegetables were lightly spiced in rosemary, thyme, and sage. They could have used some salt and pepper, but it was already better than most meals his last foster mother had ever managed to make.

      “This is really good,” Logan said around a hot mouthful. He wanted to slow down and savor the meal, but his rumbling belly and the hunger that set his fingers trembling, wouldn’t allow it.

      “Thanks,” Becca said, eating with more grace than he managed to, “It’s really not, though. I mean, compared to my grandfathers, that is.”

      “How much farther do these woods go on?” Logan asked, swatting a mosquito that landed on the back of his hand.

      “Until the ice starts,” Becca said with a laugh. “If you’re done, we should get going. We’ve only managed to go about a quarter of the way to the town.”

      “Shouldn’t we let the food digest or something?” Logan asked.

      “You’re worried about cramps?” Becca asked with a snort of amusement, “Just breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth, they’ll fade in time. Or you can embrace the pain,” her beautiful smile widened, and eyes sparkled like a girl talking about her favorite subject, “Drink it in and live in it. Let it sharpen your mind and quicken your movements. It will keep you awake and comfort you when you’re lonely.”

      “You’re serious,” Logan said, not sure how to take this.

      “It’s possible to turn a weakness into an advantage,” Becca said, standing and shouldering her pack, “but it’s rarely ever easy or pretty. You can let pain weaken you, or you can train yourself to let it fuel you. Either way, pain is unavoidable. What you decide to do with it tells the world how to see you.”

      Logan stood there thinking for a moment, then nodded in understanding.

      “You will burn,” Becca patted her belly and thighs, “Here and here. Don’t ignore the pain, don’t lose yourself in repeating and drifting thoughts. Instead, think of it as a fuel that feeds. Push that pain into any muscle that feels tired. Push it into your eyes and let it sharpen your vision. If you do this enough, in time, you will come to welcome pain in all its myriad flavors, for each adds something unique.”

      “You’re insane,” Logan said with a laugh, “but I’ll give it a try.”

      “Good,” Becca said, turning up the trail, “and better a little crazy than a lot dead.”

      Logan didn’t have anything to say in response, figuring he’d better save his breath anyway. Becca was running faster than she had through the night or morning, taking advantage of the increased light and thinning trees to stretch out her legs. In minutes, sweat was pouring down Logan’s brow, and his legs, lungs, and side started burning.

      Throughout the afternoon, Logan tried to practice Becca’s technique. For one, there was nothing else to do to pass the time on the endless hours of running, and he could use every advantage possible to fight through the pain and fatigue.

      He wasn’t sure if he was doing it right, embracing the pain, but he did his best to drink in the ache in this thighs and calves. He wasn’t sure if it worked but did notice that he caught a second and third wind after a couple hours. Just when he thought he could take not another step. Just when he wanted to scream at Becca that her trick was nonsense. Suddenly the pain began to fade, or at least not nag at him so much, and energy flooded his limbs.

      They raced past small lakes and jumped over deadfall and thick underbrush. The forest’s undergrowth followed a similar pattern, and Becca, knowing how nature found her shape in this place, wove them around the denser patches, adding miles but saving time.

      Logan’s head was down, his breath coming in ragged gasps and his mind drifting in a sea of pain and exhaustion by the time Becca finally drew to a halt. Stumbling on suddenly rubbery legs, he held himself up with one hand against a tree trunk as he looked around, taking in their surroundings.

      The pair had been climbing for most of the afternoon and had just begun to descend an hour before. The air was still thin at this altitude, and the soil rocky and thin, but Logan noticed Becca had led them to a narrow ravine that was chocked thick with dense dark green vegetation. The air above the gorge had a hazy, chemically waver to it that caused Logan to pause, but Becca waved his concern away.

      “These are hot springs,” she said with excitement, “they dot this side of the mountain range. You can spot them from the color and type of plant life that grows around them.” Pointing to a tight clutch of ferns, she went on, “Wait here while I scout it out. Sometimes brown bears move in, and they can be ornery. Best to only risk one of us at a time.”

      Offering Logan a wink, the beautiful brunette was gone before he could offer a word of warning or luck. Her passage as silent, as it was stealthy. Resting on his haunches and catching his breath, Logan spotted movement high above them near the clouds. A lone bird of prey circled up there. He couldn’t make out its type, not that he knew too many, nor its color, but something about it felt familiar.

      Drawing in his fledgling powers, or attempting to, he felt the fae magic slip free of his mental grasp. Still, the momentary touch of power had awakened his senses to the world around him. Logan wasn’t sure how he hadn’t noticed it before, but the ravine oozed fae energies. Wild and chaotic, like he’d seen that night a week earlier outside the witches’ cottage.

      They flowed past him, seeping into the earth and a few wisps frittering away with the wind—streams of blues, purples, and violet energies with mysterious purpose. Reaching out a hand, small tendrils reached out to his fingers before shying back when he reached towards them further.

      Drawing in a deep breath to relax himself, Logan was surprised when the fae energies rushed forward, caressing his fingers and seeping within him. He breathed more comfortably, feeling some of his fatigue fading. Eagerly he grasped at the power again only to see it shiver away from him once more. The trick of it was hard for him to maintain; relaxed and open to the power, but also focused on its effects upon him. He’d just gathered his first handful of the force when Becca slipped over the edge of the ravine, with a bright grin.

      “It’s clear in there, and I got us another two rabbits for dinner.”

      “You’re brilliant,” Logan said, grinning back and forgetting the fae energies in the face of his rumbling stomach, “I’m starving.”

      “First we need to get washed off,” Becca said, leading the way down through high roots and thick fern bushes, the trees crowding in around them and cutting off the darkening sky overhead, “I’m not spending the night next to anyone who smells like a locker room, even if their shoulders do make my knees weak.”

      “My shoulders?” Logan asked with a raised eyebrow and a crooked grin.

      “Shut it, hero,” Becca said with a pretend glower, “or I’ll leave you to find your own way out of this wilderness.”

      Logan had a pithy reply ready, but it dried up on his tongue when they stepped out into the grotto proper. He staggered to a halt instead and looked around in wonder. In one instant, the endless drudgery of forest and mountain disappeared, revealing a dream-like cleft of shadowy space.

      A creek ran through the middle of the ravine, forming several large pools, two of which bubbled and steamed. The trees reached far overhead, making a roof of green leaves that let through many small shafts of golden sunlight. The ravine's walls were carpeted in moss, ferns, and vines, and dense green grasses grew close to the waterline.

      “We shouldn’t bathe at the same time,” Becca said, turning and reaching up to undo her top with that crooked grin of hers, “it wouldn’t be safe… why don’t you sit there and watch, eh?”

      Logan didn’t even feel the foolish grin that tugged at his lips. Flopping onto a moss-covered boulder, the muscles of his legs twitching, the fatigue and ache faded from his awareness as his gorgeous classmate slowly slipped free of her clothing. Dropping her top and bra to the ground, revealing perfectly formed breasts and pale pink nipples, Becca suppressed a grin when she saw Logan’s jaw slowly dropping. Shimmying her hips free of the pants and panties, she hurried into the hot waters with a sigh of relief.

      “Oh wow, Logan,” she said, sighing as she sank down to her shoulders in the waist-deep pool, “this feels amazing… mhmm.”

      Logan was having a tough time registering the girl's words, his mind filled with the incredible sight of the girl he’d been crushing on for years, in the nude for a brief second. Not to mention the mad rush of lust that he struggled to handle with his mental exercise.

      True, it wasn’t the first time he’d seen Becca fully nude, and he’d done far more than look at her, that afternoon in Gwen’s classroom. But something about seeing the girl in this gorgeous setting without another soul close by for hundreds of miles around, that made it all the more powerful.

      “So, we never really talked about what you expect from me,” Becca said, taking her time to luxuriate in the hot bubbling spring.

      “I don’t expect anything from you,” Logan said, “Honestly, I don’t even know what to expect of myself.”

      “That sounds like a problem,” Becca said, “Seems like a guy they keep calling a king should know what he’s doing or at least know who he’s supposed to be king of.”

      “Evelyn and the others have been very cagey about it,” Logan said, frowning and plucking up little pebbles and making a small pile before his crossed legs, “At first they were all ready to open the Cauldron, telling me all this stuff I was supposed to say to the elves when we went through, or they came through, or whatever. But then they got a message, and suddenly the demons weren’t a threat anymore, and not only I, but Evelyn, Eris, and Gwen were all persona non grata with them.”

      “You can’t worry about that,” Becca said with a wave of her hand.

      “You just told me I need to know what I’m doing,” Logan said in frustration, “and I’m trying to tell you; how can I know if the witches won’t tell me the whole truth?”

      “They’re witches Logan,” Becca said, sitting up and rolling her eyes, “Of course they’re going to keep secrets. That doesn’t mean you can’t try to find them out on your own. Or, hey, I don’t know, ask them… Did you ask them?”

      “I did,” Logan said defensively, “Well, I meant to… things came up.”

      “I’m sure they did,” Becca said, grinning at him again, her pupils flaring as she dipped below the water and came up sweeping her hair back from her head, “I didn’t mean you should know what everyone else in the world is doing and why they were doing it, and then figure out what you’re supposed to do. That’s madness. And it’s no way to live a good and happy life.”

      “So, what did you mean,” Logan asked, frowning, “you seem to have life figured out. Are you ever awkward or uncomfortable?”

      “Rarely,” Becca said, using a rough rock to scrub herself clean, “I don’t see the point. You know what I think anxiety is? What it really is deep down? I think it’s a lack of confidence in yourself, in your ability to just perform in the moment. To just be… and be good with that. And god knows… wait, that doesn’t feel right… goddess? Yea, goddess knows I’ve never lacked for confidence,” standing in the waist-deep pool slowly, mist rising from her smooth slick skin as she raised the steaming rock in offering to Logan, “I think we’re probably safe here… what do you think?”

      “I think so,” Logan’s heart was racing as he reached up and unlatched the baldric and belt of his sword.

      “You never answered my question,” Becca said, with that crooked grin of hers, “what do you want of me… my king?”

      “Don’t you go calling me that too,” Logan groaned and shrugged out of his shirt, pushing down the feeling of eyes crawling on his skin as he began to undress. The lust swelled within him, but his breathing technique, as well as the charm hanging around his neck, quieted the passion. “It’s bad enough getting it from women half again my age.”

      “Don’t you mean fifty times your age?” Becca laughed.

      “I don’t get you,” Logan said, shaking his head, “Gwen and the others I can understand… I mean, once you cut down a were-wolf under a full moon and meet a vampire queen, you start to get an open mind. But honestly… what do you see in me?”

      “I see a friend,” Becca said, reaching out and taking Logan’s hand and drawing him down into the soothing, mineral-rich waters, “That whole life of go to school, get a job, have two kids and a small yard… that never appealed to me. Look where we are…” she breathed, one of her legs drawing him close as she spun them in the waters, “I want more out of life… I want adventure and excitement.”

      “You’re gorgeous,” Logan said, unable to help himself, the girl just looked so beautiful with the steam and colorful flowers framing her bright-eyed face.

      “Yes,” Becca said, surprising him with her honest assessment of herself, “but it never got me the attention I wanted until last weekend.”

      Her eyes locked on his, and Logan felt a moment of shock when her words registered, and he opened his mouth to ask the obvious question, but Becca silenced him with a kiss.

      “Not you, although that was a pleasant surprise… and the truth is I really like you, Logan… No… Goddess, it was Gwen… and then Evelyn and Eris. I’m… I’ve always been a little bi-curious, and the moment I saw those three… I think my heart exploded.”

      Logan realized the girl was near to tears. Her stoic demeanor made it hard to read her mood swings, but this was the last thing he expected.

      “Becca, did you think I’d be upset about that?” The girl nodded and wiped at one eye angrily.

      “I know how much they mean to you and how much you mean to them,” she sniffled once and shook back her hair, blinking away the last of her tear, “and I’d never want to come between you four.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Logan said with a shake of his head, causing Becca to frown before he went on, “I care about you just as much as I do them and they for you. I don’t know much, but I know one thing for certain. Love will never be the problem… You loving them as much or more than me, is beautiful.”

      “You really think that?” Becca asked with a tremulous smile, “You’re not just saying that because we’re…. You know?”

      “No,” Logan said, reached around her waist and drew the slender girl within the circle of his arms, “Do you doubt me?”

      “I can’t,” Becca said, staring into her lord's eyes and seeing the truth there, “I’ve been so worried all week… I just didn’t know what to do. Oh, goddess, thank you, Logan, thank you.”
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      She drew close, her lips finding Logan’s and the burst of emotion she felt, surprised her. This quiet young man had been a stranger, then an acquaintance and now friend and fledgling lover. Becca, if she was honest with herself, had never thought to find a man that could measure up to her expectations of a partner. In Logan, for the first time, she found a man who actually might.

      “I… need you,” Becca said with breathless desire, “Please!”

      Logan could no more refuse the gorgeous teen in his arms than he could have frozen the bubbling waters of the hot spring. It might have been possible, but the effort required would have been herculean, and he had no real will to anyway.

      Becca’s slender, muscular legs slid around his hips, and she pressed her fur covered slit against his hardness as she hugged him close. Their lips had never broken contact, the kiss starting out filled with wild passion but calming as they took the measure of one another. Their hands explored each other bodies underwater as they slowly sounded one out with lips and tongue.

      Logan had never spent a lot of time making out and found he rather liked it. Their desire was strong, but there was a certain sweet release in the quiet, gentle touches they shared as lips and tongues enquired of one another.

      Becca was still processing her emotions. For the past week, her only real worry had been the deep love and affection she’d found herself feeling towards Logan’s witches. That he loved them each dearly and they him, there could be no doubt, and she’d feared to come between them, or making a fool of herself for the women’s benefit.

      Not only had Logan dissolved those fears with his admission, but he’d also awaken a new feeling within her, towards him. There was no time to sort out the emotions now, for she was too busy being swept away by her lover's touch. Slipping her own hands down to grip his cue and firm butt, she grinned into the kiss when he yelped in surprise.

      “I thought I asked nicely,” Becca growled in his ear playfully, then it was her turn to yelp in surprise when Logan’s large hands gripped her ass and drew her onto his massive manhood.

      “Oh, goddess… yes!” Becca cried, back arching, and hair fanning behind her as she accepted him fully within her, in one mighty thrust.

      The mineral-rich waters were buoyant and just a touch beneath Logan’s waist, and it took a second to get his footing on the hot rocks below. For a long moment, as he shifted in the waters, they held there like that, staring into one another’s eyes at the incredible sensations of where their bodies joined, sending waves of pleasure through them.

      Becca’s upper torso was out of the water, her firm breasts capped in pink nipples that crinkled into hard little nubs as Logan watched. Unable to help himself, he drew her to him, Becca slipping her fingers into his hair and sighing in pleasure as he took first one nipple into his mouth and then the other.

      Guiding her slowly up and down, large hands gripping her waist, Logan began to fuck Becca slowly. He couldn’t remember anything as incredible as being seized by the hot tightness of the teen’s pussy, while the hot springs’ waters swirled all around them.

      The two teenagers made love slowly, taking their time even though lust and wild desire sought an early release. Logan was open to the wonder of every sensation he was feeling, and so too to the fae. In this place, the magic was strong, and it responded to the lovers. The slow eddies, currently swirled and agitated, coalescing around the pair of teenagers as they drew it in subconsciously, setting their wild will upon it.

      Neither was aware, in the fulsomeness of their budding love and intensity of immediate sensation, of the gray hawk that circled above watching them with a keen eye. Neither were they aware of how the fae energies were kicking up a tasty storm of power that would draw in any fae creatures for many leagues.

      The kids were oblivious to this as they made love. Their pleasure building by the moment, hands seeking out and finding supple and firm handholds as they writhed as one. Logan riding the edge of control as he held back the demonic lusts threatening to overwhelm him.

      When their orgasms hit, it was with a strength neither was prepared for. Foreheads pressed together, they strained against the forces swirling within then, fingers and toes curling as release rushed through them.

      Logan had never felt so complete as he did at that moment. Still buried within the gorgeous girl’s cleft, holding her and being held, all seemed right with the world. That was when the hairs on the back of his neck decided to stand up. The discordant screeches from above began to register in his ears. Lifting his head, it was only then that he realized the horror descending upon them.

      “Fucking! What the Fuck?!”

      Logan’s shout of fear shook Becca out of her reverie, and she reacted instantly. Leaping away from her Lord and standing in the pool of hot waters, naked save for two raised fists and a grim grin, she scanned the sky and felt the hairs on the back of her neck standing up.

      The night sky was filling with large, bat-like creatures that blotted out the purple sky with their massive wingspans. Each flying creature had an ethereal quality to them, and the occasional star could be seen through their semi-transparent bodies.

      Becca only had a moment to register the creatures, when the first pair came sailing down through the trees with fanged maws gaping, sending silent screams at their prey. Waves of concussive force struck the pools, pressing the bubbling water flat and sloshing it over the rocks. At the same time, they smashed Logan down like a giants fist.

      The brunette athlete saw the attack coming. She couldn’t have said how exactly, but she recognized the coming attack the moment the creatures opened their basketball-sized maws. Crouching low, she leaped free of the pool, her powerful legs shooting her out of the water. Kicking the rocks as she flew past, she angled herself at a nearby tree trunk covered in moss.

      Screaming an ululation of battle-lust and feeling like a bird in flight herself, Becca rolled in the air and hit the trunk squarely with the balls of her feet. Using the momentum to curl around her ankles and coil her legs beneath her again, a feral grin finding its way onto her lips. The girl launched herself straight at the first monster, fist shimmering with golden power right before it connected with the side of the creature's skull.

      There was an audible crack, and the monster spun away from her at a downward angle and crashed into a moss-covered boulder, tearing down a thick vine. The creature rattled out a death-cry before puffing away into dark black smoke that merged with the fae currents leaking out of the pool, adding to them.

      After striking the first creature down, Becca wasn’t done. Using the recoil from her attack, she spun in the air as she fell, ankle flashing up and the top of her foot striking with the next creature's neck. The moment before it connected with a crunch, there was a flash of golden light encasing the appendage.

      Performing a perfect front flip as she fell, Becca landed in a crouch, water streaming down from her and steam rising, adding to the hero sight as she stood in a crouch, with fists raised. Logan’s jaw hung open, disbelieving of the feat of acrobatics he’d just witnessed. The second monster writhing on the ground, great wings fluttering wildly as it gagged and chocked on its crushed windpipe.

      “Better get that big knife of yours,” Becca said, “there are more coming.”

      The words hadn’t left her mouth when the first of the monsters swooped down through the canopy overhead, a powerful sonic blast leading the way. Logan couldn’t see or hear the attack, but he could feel the pressure and see leaves swirling as it approached.

      Leaping free of the hot spring, he rolled and came up with the ancient weapon just in time to block a pair of snapping jaws and scratching forelimbs. The monster was more like a reptile or dinosaur than a bat, as Logan had first assumed. It had leathery skin and a long hooked maw that it sought to snap his head off with.

      Unable to maneuver the blade, or even draw it with the creature beating its great wings and scratching at him, Logan did the only thing he could. Rearing back, he smashed a fist into the beast’s chest, smashing it down. He felt an odd surge of something, the moment before contact, and like Becca, a gauntlet flashed into being the moment before he struck the creature. The fae-armor causing damage to the fae-monster, where his mundane fist wouldn’t.

      The monster fell back, one wing folding beneath it, and Logan ripped the blade free. It was glowing with a faint luminescence that he ignored as he drove the point into the beast’s chest. The sword cut it like a hot knife in butter, and the monster gave a weak cry of pain and then puffed away into grey fae energies.

      Logan barely had time to deflect the next monster as it swooped down on him, slashing him twice with its forelimbs before climbing away. He took a hack at it but missed wildly and nearly cut himself with the large swords razor-sharp edge. Again, and again, the beasts swooped on him, and it was all he could do to keep them from carving out a chunk of his flesh. Waving the blade wildly, he managed little more than a cut or two in retaliation.

      Becca fared far better than her Lord. It had only taken one attack for her to get the beasts timing, and now each that approached her had its throat torn free, or its skull crushed, for her blows fell unerringly true. Dancing naked along moss-covered boulders, the girl was as happy as she had been a moment before in the waters with Logan.

      She might have taken them all down, all ten dozen herself, if the monsters had been willing to come at her one or two at a time. Six dead kin and the flock could stand no more of it. It would abide these trespassers in its feeding ground no longer, their survival depended on this. With desperation, they massed for a final charge that would see many of their numbers dead, but would also see the trespassers swarmed over.

      The calm before the flock fell upon them was but a second, but it was enough for Becca to assess the danger driving down at them. Logan felt his bowels grow watery, as dozens of monsters swarmed down at them, blasting a solid wall of concussive force before them. The girl felt a sliver of fear, a foreign and strange emotion that drew a wild, almost feral grin onto her lips.

      Moments before the flock would pass through the canopy above, and all hell would be let loose, it was like a chaos bomb went off in their midst. Suddenly the creatures were spinning and whirling away in every direction, their blasts veering wildly and striking one another. Cawing in anger and frustration, the flock scattered. The sounds of their screeches echoing back to the two frowning humans.

      Becca suddenly leaped over the pool and grabbed up the pile of stones Logan had picked up earlier. Hefting on in the palm of her other hand, she tracked something in the sky.

      “What are you doing?” Logan asked, his breath coming low and slow now, “I think they’re gone… whatever they were.”

      “You see something familiar circling around up there?”

      “No…” Logan said, but peering closely, he did spot something small circling high up in the dark sky. Something gray. “Wait… is that the same hawk?”

      “I think so,” Becca said, then rolling the stone in her fingers she tilted her head, judging the distance. “What do you say? Three hundred feet?”

      “Looks about that,” Logan said, he was about to ask why she asked, when the girl hauled her arm back and launched the stone, then thew another right on the heels of the first stone. “Dodge that, bitch.”

      The hawk swooped away from the first rock, cawing angrily, then screeching as it collided directly with the second in a cloud of grey feathers. Screaming, the bird plummeted to the ground. Before it passed from their sight, both Logan and Becca saw the tell-tale dark smoke swirling of a were-creature transformation.
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      “Got it!” Becca said, then reaching down to snatch up her clothes, she started moving up the ravine in the direction the bird fell, “Come on, let's find out what this chick wants with us.”

      “Why do you think it’s a woman?” Logan asked, as he grabbed up his own clothes and scabbard, dragging his pants on as they hurried up the creek over moss-covered stones.

      “I just get this feeling,” Becca said, “ever since you first pointed her out. Definite chick vibes…”

      “Chick?! “You call me a chick?!” Screeched a raspy old voice, “I’ll teach you to throw stones, you stupid girl!” A wild-looking creature in black rags stepped out the tree line and raised a finger, pointing at Becca. “Take some time and think about your mistakes.”

      “Heh,” Becca said, shifting her stance as she raised her fists, a confident grin on her lips, “I don’t make mistakes.”

      “Oh?” The woman said, and her tone, completely lacking anger or malice, caused Logan to grow nervous. “Then maybe it’s just a bit of perspective you need.”

      “I’ve got all the-.”

      There was a loud ZAP! And with a puff of pink smoke, Becca disappeared, her words cut off, followed by an oddly high-pitched Ribbit! Ribbit!

      “Hmph! That’ll teach the girl to call another woman vile names. To think. The nerve of her!”

      “Did Kaizer send you?” Logan asked, dropping his clothes and raising the sword in two hands, looking from the small green bullfrog sitting on the rock where Becca had been standing a moment before to the wild-haired woman, or whatever the creature before him was.

      “Who?” He couldn’t make out the woman’s features in her nest of kinky black hair, but her voice was raspy and thin like that of an ancient crone, “No one sent me you foolish pup. And I would have left you and the knight to play your naked games in peace if you hadn’t decided to make camp next to a Tylock den.”

      “A what?” Logan asked, more than a little confused as the old woman shuffled forward and snatched up the frog, “Hey, if that’s my friend, change her back!”

      “You change her back!” The old woman shot back, “Idiot child! Seven Tylock’s are dead this night because of you and this deadly knight you call a friend! Who will answer for that crime, eh? You?”

      “They attacked us!” Logan said, not sure why he was defending himself to this creature.

      “You threatened their food supply!”

      The woman’s shrill voice caused Logan to flinch. When he looked up again, she was puttering around the grotto picking flowers and other plants and stuffing them into her ragged robes, talking to herself as she did.

      “Try to help an idiot boy, and what do I get for it? Grief and questions! Do I like questions? Yes! Do I like grief? Yes! But does that change anything? No! Perfectly good stew bubbling away, a fine meal just waiting to be eaten, and what do I have to do? Rescue stupid kids who are busy fucking in a hot spring! As if there wasn’t perfectly good moss, not two feet away! All because a certain boy has to be the first to ever be born with two worlds magic and three bloods in his veins. Is it Meryl’s fault he’s going insane? Yes! Ohh! Look there, fire moss, I’ll grab a little of that, thank you very much. That’s gonna be a fun evening. A little incense, some nice music, a pleasant trip to fae dreamscapes…”

      “You’re the gray hawk,” Logan said, sword still out and held awkwardly in his hands. “You weren’t making stew earlier tonight.”

      “Did I say it was tonight?!” The woman screeched, her voice echoing around them in the dark, “Eavesdrop on a woman but doesn’t wait to hear the end of my complaining. Didn’t bother to hear about how old Meryl’s been tracking him and the knight for over a day. Ever since, two nasty were-beasts came creeping through my lands. Does he give thanks to old Meryl for driving them off? No! Does he offer even a single gentle word to a silly old woman? No!”

      “Thank you?” Logan said, not sure if he should be grateful or alarmed at the old woman’s natterings. “If you did help us, then we’re very grateful, Becca and I both. Can you change her back now? Please?”

      “Please, he says, like a weakling without the magic of his own to do the deed and then some! As if old Meryl is nothing more than a tool for his amusement. Ohh! Carp fingerlings! These will fry up real root later. Let the girl learn from her mistake, I say. Perhaps she’ll enjoy her time as a frog. I know I did—a wonderful life, full of fruit flies and dung piles. Stop trying to jump clear, you silly girl! Supper won’t keep for long and old Meryl has a hankering for frog leg stew. Ouch! You bit me!”

      “Stop right there!” Logan said, finally having enough of this crazy old woman. Stepping forward, he whipped the blade around, the point hovering just before the slowly turning woman’s shadowed face, “Drop my friend right now and explain yourself! Who are you?! Why were you tracking us all day long?”

      “You presume to question me, boy?!” The woman thundered, raising one hand with the finger pointing at him dangerously, ignoring the sword alongside it. “You, who haven’t the slightest idea of the strength that lies within you? You, who flails with a stick when he could wield the very stuff the worlds were constructed of? You PRESUME?! I was there at your birth boy; don’t you dare lecture me about how I care for those I’ve turned into toads. You hear me! I’ve been doing this longer than those busty witches grousing in their hovel! I know how to treat a toad!”

      Logan stood still as a statue, not quite sure if the women before him were mad, insane, or something far weirder. The fae writhed around her, loath to approach, and it seemed to tremble with warning each time her anger flashed. He chose his next words with care, given the woman, or creature's temper. He was coming to suspect she wasn’t entirely human.

      “You might want to relax your hand,” Logan said, pointing with one finger gently at the fist the woman was making around the poor toad-Becca. The wart-free creature was kicking softly, its wide mouth agape and eyes bulging ominously.

      “Right!” The woman, or whatever she was, said, relaxing her grip and stuffing the toad within the folds of her rag like robes.

      “What did you say about being there at my birth?” Logan asked, his blood pounding in his ears.

      “Later,” Meryl said with a wave of her hand, “standing in one place sheers no sheep and all that. Gather up your clothes, young Pendrake. It is time we depart the Spring of Lost Remembrances and her sad old gods.” Twin golden fires bloomed with the shadowed depths, “I welcome you formally to the lands of Meryl Linn, the Sage.”

      “Merlyn?” Logan asked with a half-laugh.

      “Fables for boys who dream of honor and glory,” the woman said in her raspy voice, “Stories for little kids who like to think they have some glory inbred. Fools, all of them.”

      “But you’re he, or I mean her, I guess,” Logan said, trying to pierce the darkness beneath the hood of wild hair.

      “Are you coming?” The old woman said, turning back to the forest edge, “My cabin isn’t far, but you’ll never find it on your own. Keep up, and I’ll answer your questions once we’re sitting around the fire.”

      Logan pulled the baldric and belt around himself quickly, hurrying off after the odd old creature into the dark forest. His senses were keenly attuned to the slightest sounds and sights, expecting an ambush or attack at any moment.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the strange creature, just the opposite. She felt… comfortable, in a way that didn’t seem to fit. The hackles on his neck never rose though, no matter how often he expected them to.

      The old woman led him down a single track trail that was easy to follow. He could have sworn they’d come in the ravine this way, but neither he nor Becca had noticed the trail then. If they had, their going would have been infinitely more manageable. Logan practically skipped down the straight, slightly downhill path in the old woman’s wake.

      As fast as he moved, she seemed to stay just ahead of him. In curiosity, he started jogging, but still, she shuffled just ahead of him. Her legs moving neither slower nor faster than usual. And yet, Logan could detect no magic from the woman, nothing of the fae that seemed to permeate everything. Or if she was using a magical force of some kind, it wasn’t as visible and readily sensed as fae.

      After a short time, he spotted warmly glowing yellow lights ahead. The small windows of the little cabin shone merrily through the night. One illuminated a small patch of garden abutting the cottage and what looked like a large burrow for rabbits just beside the garden.

      The old woman shouldered open the door, and Logan saw the inside didn’t seem to match the outer dimensions. His head spun when he looked within and saw a deep room that was many times the size of the exterior of the cottage. The hackles still didn’t rise, even when he edged within and peeked about. Finally breathing a sigh of relief, he released the hilt of his sword and stepped within, taking in the home more thoroughly.

      It was a large rectangular room, one single space with each corner broken up into a different area. In one, bubbled a large pot over a stone hearth, in another was a large corner fireplace and reading chair and cushioned couch. In the third, was a living space and in the last, a vast library and lab.

      “Close the door! You’re letting out all the hot air!” The woman called from the corner with the lab, reaching in her pocket and stuffing plants and flowers into small cubby drawers. Logan saw her drop toad-Becca into a glass terrarium and flick on a heat lamp.

      Logan shut the door behind himself and ran over to the terrarium.

      “You the one with all the hot air,” he muttered to himself.

      “What did you say?!” Meryl asked from right behind his shoulder, causing him to flinch away from her.

      Glancing around in confusion, Logan looked from the lab where she had been, to right behind himself, where she’d moved without him having felt or heard a thing.

      “How did you do that?”

      “You want to know?” Meryl asked in surprise.

      “Of course, that’s why I asked,” Logan said with some exasperation.

      “You really want to know?” When he didn’t respond and just glowered at her, she crouched low, like speaking to a child but looked up high at him and spoke in a cutesy voice that sounded awful with her dry, raspy voice, “Do you really, really, really want to know Loogy-woosy-kins?”

      “Anyone ever tell you, you’re annoying?” Logan said and would have had it back the moment the words were out of his mouth. Instead of rage and giving him a quick trip into the body of a toad, a curved line of teeth suddenly flashed white from within the darkness, and the head nodded quickly. “You said you would answer my questions once we got to your cabin.”

      “I did, and Meryl Linn is many things, but she’s never a liar. Mostly never. Sometimes never. Okay, she’s a liar and a fiend! If you want my opinion, you shouldn’t trust a damn thing she says. The woman is mad as a god's damned hatter!”

      Logan stared at the small creature, waiting for her to say or do something, but she just stood there still as a statue. With a sigh of frustration, he turned back to the terrarium and peered in. Toad-Becca was lounging on a large flat rock beneath a heat lamp, lazily snapping fruit flies out of the air with an incredibly quick and accurate tongue that darted this way and that while the rest of her remained still.

      “Is that you, Becca?” He asked softly, and the toad turned its head lazily to regard him and blinked slowly, then offered up what he took for a rather plaintive, Croak!

      “No, you stupid boy!” The old woman screeched, “You can’t talk to a toad that way! Use this!”

      The iron skillet crunched against his skull with a force that sent his stomach flipping, and the blackness of unconsciousness stole him away before the crushing pain could register.
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      Awareness didn’t slowly take hold of Logan. Unlike any other time in his life, it rushed in with an immediacy that made him keenly aware of himself. He wasn’t, and then suddenly he was. Only there was no he… not like he’d always understood it.

      Logan existed in a black featureless void without body or form. Panic tried to crowd out his thoughts, but he fought it down. Without his breath to focus on, or something else to help distract him, it took long moments to push the bad thoughts down. The thoughts that told him he was dead, his mission failed, that he would never see Evelyn, Gwen, or Eris again, and Becca would live the rest of her life as a toad.

      Finally, he managed to get control of his own mind. The moment he did, another presence joined him in the void. If it was an inch away or ten miles, he couldn’t say, but one moment he’d been alone and the next… another was there.

      “You’ve passed the first test, King Who Was Promised,” the words found their way into his mind, and he recognized them as coming from Meryl. How he knew it was her, he couldn’t say, because she sounded nothing like she did in the real world. Each word was clipped, precise, and calm, “Quieting the terrors that would interfere with our connection.”

      “What is this place?” Logan tried to ask, but he didn’t know how to speak without throat and tongue, and the thoughts just echoed around in his own mind.

      “The Fates brought you two here for a reason… though, as is often the case with those fools, the future they forge is one they can’t fully comprehend, nor see clearly. Chance has their hand in your games as well, but what those fell twins are scheming, I can’t see. You’re a pawn in their games right now, Logan Pendrake, tell me… does it please you to be so clueless and used so readily?”

      Unable to answer, Logan fought back the frustration and the fear threatening to claw its way back into his mind. She continued, either oblivious or uncaring to his frustrations.

      “Those witches of yours mean well enough, but they’re pawns too, for that bitch Hecate who calls herself a goddess of the moon now, hmph! Well mayhap she’s taken the throne, but I remember when she was a wee spring maiden, worshiped by a handful of dirt grubbing savages. They can’t teach you Earth Magic boy, nor will they recognize the signs of it in you until it’s too late.

      “You can’t see it, boy, and I’ve not the time to explain it to you, even in this pocket outside of time. You see a great war with two sides, but in truth, there are dozens of sides, and evil is an illusion… you’ll come to see the truth. Take a cue from your lancer, empathy is her second greatest skill after all, as it ever was.”

      “Why’d you call Becca, a lancer?” Logan asked, and without thinking about it, the words formed in his mind, and he felt…. Something… push them into Meryl’s consciousness.

      “Because she is the Knight, a Lancer of Lot. You learn quickly,” the words had more than a little shock and surprise lacing them, and Logan realized that he could read emotions in the mental speech now, as he slowly grew more efficacious with it. “And you’ve seen through the first task, good boy. Control of one’s thoughts isn’t a matter of a firm grip and forcing your will, no… it’s a matter of relaxing and understanding that you, as you are, are and will ever be enough. Trust that it will happen, and the magic will be at your fingertips, then and only then will it accept your will and the form of your spells.”

      Logan attempted to say that he still didn’t understand, but the trick of mental speech slipped away from him. Meryl sensed his attempt, and waited patiently while he worked through what he’d done before that had worked. He couldn’t have said how long it took in that place outside of time, perhaps a minute, perhaps ten hours, but he got the trick again. It was an odd mental state, almost meditative, where he let his lower brain do the thinking. In comparison, his higher mind remained inactive but alert.

      “This is… hard,” Logan said eventually, “but I’m…. starting to get the hang of it.”

      “Good,” Meryl said, and there was genuine pride in her voice when she said it. “Now to answer your first question more fully, I can say this, without revealing too much, Becca has been reborn in this world several times. The… flavor of her soul is known to certain ancients, and those with wisdom will tread carefully around her.”

      “You turned her into a toad,” Logan said slowly, having to think, but non-think at the same time was hard.

      “It’s not the first time I’ve had to do that, and besides, I rather like Tylock’s.”

      “What is earth magic? Is it the same as fae?” Logan asked. He had a million questions, but this had been bothering him the most.

      “Excellent question,” Meryl said, “The answer to that is both yes and no. Fae is the energy source at the heart of our mirror world. It’s in everything over there, and its power is paramount. Those who can manipulate it in complex ways are often called sorcerers, but most life uses the fae in some way. The worlds are mirrors of each other and so reflect their magic into the other, and so both the fae and earth magic exist in both.

      “On this side of the Cauldron, magic has been forgotten. It’s changed the nature of the power itself, making it harder to find, harder to sense, and infinitely harder to work. Just like fae, it is at the root of our world, the missing equation in a grand unifying theory. It’s the space between molecules and the force that binds us all as one unseen.

      “The workings of magic have been lost to time by humans, but on the other side of the Cauldron, fae is still considered an art form. Fae and magic are like oil and water, they never mix. They can affect one another, though the outcomes of such confrontations are unpredictable.”

      “I can see the fae,” Logan said, “most of the time. I’ve never seen magic, except when you used it, and then I couldn’t sense much… it just happened.”

      “And that’s why the working of human magic is the true art,” Meryl said.

      Logan felt unseen and unheard winds passing by. He’d never felt anything like these winds as they slid and slipped around in all directions: some hard, some soft, some slippery or sticky or rough.

      Sensing more than seeing, he felt Meryl draw in small strands from several of the flows around her. The woman in detecting her mind, he could tell that she was indeed female, if not much else, wove the thin flows together in ever more complex patterns. The picture in Logan’s mind was of string in the woman’s fingers. At first, it started out as a couple of loops. As she worked her hand back and forth, weaving her fingers under and over the strings, she created an intricate pattern out of the disparate parts.

      “Transmutation,” the word was followed by a flash in the void, as the image of a stick figure woman morphed into a small cartoon toad.

      “Illusion,” the threads in her mental fingers convulsed into a different pattern, and a blurry image of golden sands and crashing waves appeared. The smells, sights, and sounds so real, that for long seconds Logan actually believed they were there.

      “Evocation,” the image disappeared, leaving him disoriented for a second and was replaced by a ball of fire flying and exploding into a surface.

      “Enchantment,” an angry woman’s face changed unnaturally quick to simpering devotion.

      “Divination,” a crystal ball appeared, cloudy with faint images within.

      “Conjuration,” a dagger summoned into a person’s hand and stabbing forward,

      “Abjuration,” the dagger bounced off an invisible shield, and both disappeared.

      “And finally, the most overlooked and misunderstood schools of them all, Necromancy,” a corpse appeared, desiccated eyelids suddenly snapping open and the skeletal jaw widening ominously before it wafted away, leaving them both in the void once more.

      “Evelyn and the others don’t do anything like that,” Logan said, “I’ve seen them working magic and it is so much different.”

      “You’ve seen them working the fae boy,” Meryl said, “Some of what they do touches on magic, but they’re never conscious of it. The working of magic isn’t a thing to teach to just anyone. In my twelve thousand years of life, I’ve had two students. One destroyed themselves in this very place while studying, and the other… well, the other betrayed everything I stand for, and to this day, I refuse to utter her name.”

      “You’re going to teach me?” Logan asked, his efficacy with mental speech increasing to the point he could add inflection and more emotion into it.

      “I am, whether you learn properly is another matter. I will train you to access and harness the magical side of your powers, but the fae I can offer no guidance on. Both live in you… to a degree I’ve never seen in another mortal. But they’re in conflict with one another, and I fear even with my tutelage you’ll be ineffective with magic until you learn to control the fae as well.”

      “Can you teach me the fae as well?” Logan asked, he’d been most eager to learn to work the wild energies as he’d seen the witches doing. “At least how to summon that armor when I need to?”

      “That I cannot,” Meryl said with genuine sadness, “to properly learn to work fae, you must travel to the mirror world, and I am barred from that place forevermore. Your witches can teach you if they can get the elves to pull their pointy heads out of their puckered bungholes. Now, do you want to ask questions all day? Or do you want to learn to be a wizard?”

      “Just one more question,” Logan said quickly, “They keep saying I’m a king and the reflection in the coven’s mirror… do you know what I’m supposed to be doing? Who I’m supposed to be king of?”

      “I do,” Meryl said with self-satisfaction, “And that was a stupid final question. Now, no more questions! First, you learn to create light.”

      A complex diagram was pushed into Logan’s mind and shoved into his deep memories like needles. The pain was excruciating, but with no vocal cords, he couldn’t scream to relieve the sensation. Another followed right after, and after that, another. An endless wave of stabbing pain as Meryl Linn forced the frameworks for dozens of spells into his memory and subconscious.

      The process seemed to take forever, and it was a long while after she’d finished, before Logan realized the pain he was feeling was merely an echo. He wanted to curse the old woman, but just as awareness was returning, she began instructing him in earnest.

      “The flows are all around you. To access them, you find yourself first, as I showed you before, then align your spirit with each flow to attract it the measures you require.”

      At first, nothing made sense and everything was so hard, Logan wanted to weep and feel sorry for himself. It was clear that he wasn’t leaving this dark void until he learned enough that Meryl deemed him competent, so he knuckled down to work.

      In the black void, there were no cell phones nor internet to distract him, and with the sage’s mind to guide his, there could be no misinterpretation of her meaning. What at first was frustrating, became intriguing and then fascinating as Logan learned more and grew in skill. Meryl warned him that until he learned fae, these spells wouldn’t work correctly for him on earth, although they may in the world of Fae.

      Despite herself, Meryl was impressed with her student’s determination. The boy had an able mind when he decided to apply it, and intuited things quickly without her having to explain in excruciating detail. Her affections bloomed while in the void and began thinking of herself as a woman again after many centuries.

      The sage had laid the foundation in his mind, and now she worked with him to incorporate the new knowledge within himself. Understanding of the greater concepts that magic hinged upon would come with time and practice if the boy lived that long, she just had to make sure he could wipe his own ass without setting the forest on fire.

      “Don’t worry about perfecting anything,” Meryl said, after Logan’s seventh attempt at creating a perfectly spherical ball of fire, “You’ll never be a true wizard, the fae has its teeth sunk too deep in you for that. Just get the basic idea, that’s all I care about.”

      “If I can’t cast the spells, why am I even learning?” Logan asked.

      “Because someday, if you manage to live that long, you’ll pass over into the Fae Realm, and the elves will know you for a Wizard and a Sorcerer the moment they lay eyes upon you, just as I did. They would never share this knowledge with you, even if they still had elves who could work earth magic. You would never be able to learn fae magic from them without first knowing the magic of your birth world.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Logan said.

      “Not yet, but it will in time,” Meryl said, “once you’ve seen and felt the other side.”

      Minds practically connected; they worked in that timeless void, and as they did, Logan learned not just about the magic of earth and fae, but of the woman who trained him as well. That she was ancient, he was certain, but she had a whimsical side that came out when she forgot to be waspish and biting. She delighted in his achievements, encouraging him when he succeeded but never failed to berate him for his failures. Although over time, those grew less and less.
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      Throughout his instruction, he learned the armor that sometimes surrounded him, was powered by fae energies, while its construction was one of earthly magic and faith. Her education drew to a close when Logan was able to accurately identify each individual flow and recall each pattern she’d burned within his mind.

      “There is nothing more I can teach you without taking your soul to the Realm of Fae, and I’ll not open that can of worms.” There was genuine affection in the woman’s thoughts, though she tried to hide it, “Go on then, boy, ask your final question of me. You’ve been sitting on it long enough.”

      Logan would have breathed a sigh of relief had he lungs. Instead, he took from the old sage’s teaching and let his mind be still. The question had been like a termite, burrowing its way into his mind, not letting him forget it. But he’d been afraid of the answers and what they might mean.

      “You said you were there at my birth,” Logan thought, each word carefully sent, “Will you tell me… who was my mother?”

      “Your mother was a silly girl who ran from her responsibilities,” the thoughts were tinged with anger, and more than a touch of regret, Logan thought. Then Meryl went on in a more compassionate tone, “She was a good woman, boy, and she loved you very much. I would not burden you with knowledge that’s not my place to share, but it was for your safety that she abandoned her… job. She came to me for aid and succor, and I gave her what I could offer, but it was little enough.”

      “Is she… is she dead?” Logan didn’t know what would be better, that his mother was dead or that she was alive and had abandoned him to life in foster care.

      “I don’t know,” he could feel the frustration and regret from the ancient woman now, “She had protections, much as you have. Ancient magics that protect certain bloodlines. But if she still lives… I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Is this it then?” Logan asked, feeling frustrated and helpless, “You turn my friend into a toad, teach me magic that I can’t use and probably never will, and then tell me riddles about my mother just adding more confusion and giving no answers?”

      “I’ll tell you one thing that’s true in this world and every other,” Meryl said, her tone dangerously soft, “Look to others for all your answers, and you’ll never be free of their power. Seek your own truth young Logan Pendrake, the King Who Was Promised. For until you do that, you’re just a boy plucking at apron strings. Now your answers have been given, and our agreement made. What was promised will be given, and my maidenhead claimed.”

      “Wait… what?” Logan asked in mental shock, “What promise?”

      “Your little bull-frog friend wishes to bathe in a certain hot spring for a few hours and explore her temporary existence to its fullest. Feasting on bugs at dawn is one of the sweetest meals you’ll ever eat… as a frog that is. In exchange, she has promised to give me the entire evening to explore another area of study… the erotic.”

      “Wait… she agreed to what?”

      “Prepare yourself human, my appetites are… exotic.”

      “Wait!” Logan barely had the thought out before a shock of mental power struck him, and he was falling back into his body.

      No, he wasn’t falling back into his body; his body was falling back. The room spun around him, and he braced for impact only to feel the soft covers and mattress beneath him. Panic was the first emotion to register, and right on its heels, shock at seeing lights and reality again. From what Meryl said, that place existed outside of time, so even though it felt like years had passed for him, maybe even decades, in the real world, not even a second had.

      This time Logan faintly recognized the slithering flows of earthly magic around him as they twisted and shifted in an intricate pattern. Meryl materialized above him, the mattress sagging beneath her as she stood straddling his waist.

      Staring up at the wild mane of kinky black hair and the bulky rag-like robes, Logan had no desire to do what he was about to. Glancing around and seeing the terrarium empty, he nodded up at the ancient sage.

      “If it was agreed to by Becca, then I shall honor your bargain,” his features were composed he hoped, but inside his guts churned, and he worried that he’d be unable to perform with the old hag.

      “So stoic,” Meryl said, her raspy voice making Logan cringe further, “Tell me young Logan, wilt thou be a selfless lover? Wilt thou show me what I have known few others to ever feel, that moment when all is one and mind, body, and soul connect?”

      “I shall, my lady,” Logan said. Even though he didn’t relish the act, his profound gratitude for her tutelage lent him courage, and his time in such close proximity to her, had birthed a strong, if odd connection.

      “I believe you, Lord,” Meryl said, and she sounded genuinely surprised, “and I see you… I would have you see me.”

      Reaching up, she pushed back the wild mane of hair, revealing a smooth, dark-skinned brow and heavy rags that covered her face and body. The hair was thick and gorgeous when pushed back, holding whatever shape Meryl pushed it into with ease. Slender dark fingers gathered the loose folds of her rags and drew them down, slowly revealing her face on inch at a time.

      Logan’s eyes widened in shock, and Meryl grinned mischievously as she watched him take in her elfin beauty. Elfin indeed, for her ears were long and pointed, features delicate and holding an agelessness that could have marked her as in her late teens or early forties. Her skin was the color of ebony, and so smooth and soft looking, Logan’s fingers twitched, aching to reach out and caress her delicate cheeks and neck.

      Pushing the rags down off her shoulders, they fell all at once and pooled around her feet, revealing a body of nubile perfection. Her stomach was firm and slender, but her hips had a pleasant roundness that translated to her tiny ass. Her limbs were slim and toned, showing a raw strength that excited, rather than intimidated. The ancient elven sage’s breasts were what held Logan’s attention, trapping his gaze like a loadstone holds steel.

      He’d never seen such perfection. Neither overlarge nor too small; they were a perfect, large handful. The woman’s areola was a puffy dark pink, capped in hard nipples that made his mouth water.

      “I’ve never seen the value in outward appearances…” Meryl said, the rasp which had been caused by the rags over her mouth was gone now, and her voice was gentle and soft, “But it is a pleasing feeling to have your eyes on me, young Pendrake, but is that all you will do? Look at meeeEEE!”

      The ancient elf screamed out and giggled when Logan reached up and grabbed her around the waist and rolled her beneath him in the soft comforter. Logan pressed the gorgeous woman beneath him, staring in wonder, his crooked grin growing, as his hand slid down her smooth stomach and over her hips to pull her close.

      It was a surreal experience to finally see a woman whose soul and mind he’d come to know so intimately. In one way, her appearance didn’t change anything, his emotions were the same, and so was his respect and gratitude. In another, it had changed everything…

      Logan knew what he must do, as he lifted his hand from Meryl’s thigh and held it before her face, one finger raised and slowly beginning to glow. Within him, a dragon of lust and power awoke for the third time, hungry to mate and pass on its gift to a kindred spirit.

      For the first time in many centuries, Meryl Linn was the one pushed off her footing. She’d thought to claim a prize, a night of wild passion, a memory to cherish, and that was all. She trembled within, when she felt the power awaken within the lad, unlike anything she’d sensed in him, or any other before. Not only could it not be denied, even if she’d wanted to, but the boy also seduced with his offering…

      She would be bound by this, and Fate would sink her fangs into Meryl in a way she’d managed to avoid for epochs, but the only elf born closed off to fae magic, and open only to human magic, here was an offer she couldn’t pass up. Fae, that most strange and queer of powers, and earthly magic twisted around Logan, and his clothes fell away.

      Meryl struggled to piece together how exactly that had happened when the lips of her future king touched the sensitive skin on her neck just below her ear. If pleasure could become a consuming fire, then she was surely aflame. Fingers clawed at Logan’s broad back, slender legs parting to accept him within her.

      Logan had a moment of panic as he held the small woman in his arms, the demonic lust roaring to life within. She felt so delicate and tiny, her beautiful dark face so doll-like, that he feared in his vast need and desire he might hurt her. Then she responded to his kiss, and he felt the strength in her and realized it was he who might be injured in their coupling.

      Worry dissipated, he pressed himself within her and felt a tightness, unlike anything he’d experienced before. His time in the void with Meryl had trained his mind in many things. He found it was far easier to follow Becca’s instructions and keep control of his desires, and with the necklace he wore, it was an even simpler act.

      Not only was the woman tight, but she had control over the walls and lining of her sex in a way no human ever could. As his manhood slid in, coated by the juices flowing out of her, he felt her grip him like a hand, each finger working him with different tightness, causing incredible sensations that radiated throughout his body.

      “Holy… is that… you? Oh my, go…DDDDD,” Logan’s eyes flared wide, and he slid a hand beneath the small elf’s strong back, drawing her up his cock until he felt himself bottom out, and his eyes roll back in his skull.

      “That!.... There!!!! MY LORD!!!!!” Meryl clung to Logan so powerfully he felt his ribs creak.

      Elven men never lasted more than a single thrust. For their women, every individual thrust of manhood within them encapsulated the entire sexual experience. As Logan drew his cock out of her slender elven sex, the woman convulsed in pleasure atop him. Her body was limp as a ragdoll, and her hands weak, as they drew his lips to hers.

      “Give me your seed… my king… please let me taste it… feel it shooting deep within me… Oh, gods… your kisses are like fire!”

      Logan trailed his lips down her neck, gripping her tiny ass in one hand and the back of her neck in the other as he thrust within her again, causing the elf to scream out in pleasure. His own orgasm was fast approaching; her touch too much for him to bear for long.

      The magic within thrummed, and Logan felt it reaching out, coinciding with the midnight hour and the moon directly above him. The coiled dragon within hungered for its prey. The moment of release crested, and he felt absolute power of this woman, just as he had with Becca and each of the witches. If he so chose, he could remake her mind and soul to his own liking, carving out what didn’t please him and adding it what would. The power was terrifying and intoxicating, but Logan could never employ it on a being of such incredible majesty as Meryl Linn. For one brief instant, the whole of her soul was laid bare to him, and it was gorgeous.

      "I swear to defend you Logan Pendrake,” The words were ripped out of the ancient elf’s lips even as her back arched and body seized in ecstasy, Logan’s seed having sent her to new heights of pleasure, “I shall seek truth in your name and slay those who would sow chaos in this realm and the next... Mhmmm haa-aa-AAA!!”

      “Swear your soul to me,” Logan breathed, the magic ripping ancient oaths from them both as his cock pumped the last of his cum into her hungry womb, “As my Sage, as I plant this seed and bind you."

      “I swear it! Oh, gods, you beautiful boy!” Meryl said, her arms falling around his neck as she rested her sweaty forehead on his chest, “That… was all that was promised and more…” opening her eyes in wonder, tiny sex gripping and massaging Logan’s cock into hardness once more, “I can see it… dear gods… the fae!”

      The young man wasn’t sure how she did it, but he found himself flipping onto his back as she straddled him with her slender legs splayed wide. Lifting her arms, the tiny elf looked around her in wonder, fae magic curling around her fingers as she exulted in its touch.

      Resting her hands on Logan’s muscular chest, golden eyes gleamed in the gathering gloom, and her lips quirked up in a wild almost feral grin. His manhood throbbed and felt like it grew an inch or two as it slowly hardened to steel. Her nimble elven sex was filling him with sensations he’d never known before.

      “You are my lord now,” her perfect breasts rising and falling with each deep breath, “In body, heart, and mind, I know you to be good, noble, and selfless; for that alone I could love you as no other man… but for granting me access to what I thought I would never touch… You shall always remember this evening Logan Pendrake… I will… unhh… not have it… unh… said… that Princess Meryl’endra’thil Linn’Estos… did not… return… oh, gods help me…!

      “OHH MOTHER!!! GODDESS!!! IT’S…!!! NNGHGNNNN!!!!”

      Once again, her slender body was wracked with convulsions, only this time even more powerful than before as the orgasms struck her over and over again. She fell forward onto Logan, her firm, round breasts pressing into his chest. The hard nipple dug into the palm of his hand when he reached up and cupped one. His hand filled with the perfect orb, and in the other, her firm little ass bounced.

      Logan lost himself in the immediacy of their desire. Everything he touched with hands, cock, or lips only ratcheted up his need to consume this gorgeous and brilliant elf. Unfortunately for the elf, she couldn’t handle even a fraction of the uncrowned king’s lusts.

      In a fit of desperation, she drew deeply upon her magics and ripped a hole through space. What might have been a moment of profound confusion and alarm for the young human girl who stumbled on legs no longer a toad, turned into wicked enjoyment, when the final twist of the elf’s spell took effect. Pupils dilating wide as the flood gates of her love and desire for Logan were unleashed, Becca threw herself upon him, tight cleft trapping his cock as it slipped free of the limp elf’s.

      Meryl was kissing her new lord as he held her close. Then the elf was shuddering in pleasure again, her agony and ecstasy unceasing as Becca buried her tongue in Meryl’s puckered little hole. Golden eyes rolled back into her skull in joy, as Logan sucked and licked her perfect nipples.

      Ten minutes later, the brunette teen was bent over, the tiny elf who not twelve hours before had turned her into a toad, trapped beneath her. Becca’s thick lips sucked at the elf’s puffy nipples as her fingers hunted within the tiny pussy for every secret it held. Twice the teenager found pleasure centers that put Meryl into such a state of bliss, the ancient sage putty in her hands.

      Logan took Becca with long slow thrusts, relishing the feel of her and the sight of the gorgeous co-ed making out and toying with the dark little elf. Every few minutes, he would pull out and thrust within Meryl and grin when she cried out in orgasm, then slide his cock back into Becca, as Meryl slumped in the teen's arms.

      When Logan’s orgasm approached, and his thrusts faltered, both women pressed him back onto the blankets. Sharing his manhood back and forth, they licked the sides and sickled the head. Meryl’s long and dexterous tongue slid along his glands even as his cock throbbed. Becca watched in fascination, fore-finger and thumb stroking the entire length of him as he gushed forth across the elf’s pink tongue and pretty face.

      Becca lurched forward, lips meeting Meryl’s as the two kissed, tongues sliding back and forth. Their hands slid up and down one another’s body as Becca pulled Logan in behind her. The three cuddling up, the tiny elf in the middle, surrounded by loved ones for the first time in centuries. She would complain later that it had been hot and uncomfortable, but she was one who always found reason to complain. The moon was witness, for she shone in through the windows across the three and saw a faint smile fixed upon an ancient princess, and newly named sage’s face, even in the depths of slumber as she clung to the young man beside her.
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      Logan woke to the sound of early morning bird songs and hot rays of the sunlight just reaching his face. Sitting up with a start, he looked around in surprise. He was lying on a mossy patch of forest floor, tucked snuggly up against the roots of an ancient tree. Notes of dust and seeds filtered down through the hazy golden morning light, but of Meryl Linn, there was no sight.

      Becca had been sitting nearby, staring off into the distance with a thoughtful look on her face. She turned when Logan sat up and offered him a warm smile, raising a calming hand when she saw the panic begin to register on his face.

      “Relax,” She said, motioning to a pile of neatly folded clothes and his sword and scabbard. There was also a black cloth wrapped package sitting atop his stuff. “All your stuff’s here, unlike mine, and we’re close to where we needed to go. How are you doing? That was a pretty crazy night.”

      “That was only one night…” Logan said with a slight shake of his head, “it doesn’t seem possible. I feel like I could sleep another four hours, but other than that, I’m ok. How do you feel? How was… are you ok?”

      “It was… an odd experience,” Becca said with that far off look again, “I don’t know if I have words to describe it, but… It wasn’t a bad experience. In fact, I think I learned more than that crazy old woman intended.”

      “That’s good,” Logan said, not sure at all what the girl meant.

      Climbing to his feet and stretching, Logan luxuriated in the feel of the air on his skin. It wasn’t a pleasure he’d ever thought to enjoy, but something was freeing about not having cloth touch his flesh. Sighing, he pulled on his clothes and settled the heavy weapon into place.

      When he pulled the black silk wrapping off the package Meryl had left him, he gasped at what he found, drawing Becca out of her reverie and over to look at what he held. In the palm of Logan’s hand, sitting on a swatch of jet-black silk, was an eyeball. It was solid white with a golden iris and tiny black pupil much smaller than a normal humans.

      Logan regarded the object with revulsion at first. The thought of putting it inside his skull sent a shiver down his back. Then he sensed the magic that had been worked into the item. That Meryl herself had crafted the eye, he couldn’t doubt, but what exactly she’d wrought was a mystery. It was aligned to him, as items of power or those personal in nature, could be. This protected the article from being summoned by another wizard or cursed by a witch.

      Pushing down the gorge that threatened to rise up out of his stomach Logan acted before he could second guess it. Without touching the eye, he pushed it into the scarred and puckered opening. The skin of his shoulders and back writhed in discomfort as he felt nerve-endings inside his skull light up when they came in contact with the eye. The pain was an echo, and Logan sensed numbing magic at work around the recent wound and then sweet relief as all pain and numbness faded.

      There was a disorienting moment when Logan viewed two worlds, one upside down and superimposed upon the other. Then the eyeball, recently shoved in his skull rolled around, causing his stomach to lurch as half the world spun, then suddenly right itself and snap into perfect focus.

      Blinking in shock, Logan looked around and saw depth once more, but more than that, he saw with startling clarity as well. With a moment or two of focus, Logan could peer deep into shadows that he’d never have seen into before. Fascinated, he began to test out the new eye but was interrupted by Becca.

      “Dude… the eye is golden… that looks so badass. Does it work?”

      “Yea,” Logan said, surprised at the emotion in his voice, “It’s… I can see again. It doesn’t look too crazy, does it?”

      “Oh,” Becca said, nodding, “it’s definitely crazy looking.”

      “Great,” Logan said with a grimace.

      “It suits you,” Becca said with a shrug, “I think it looks rather dashing.”

      Standing a little straighter, Logan made his way over to where she sat and saw she hadn’t been staring into space, but down at a small northern town. The town was built around a square with shops, businesses, and the courthouse ringing a little green park. Spreading out from the center were small neighborhoods of tiny houses with peaked roofs.

      “Is that the town?” Logan asked.

      “Yea,” Becca said, nodding, “You see the tall redbrick building next to the courthouse?” When Logan nodded, she went on, “That’s my grandfather’s lawyer's office.”

      “Should we head in?”

      “Not yet,” Becca said, her brow pinching as she continued to stare at the town, “Something doesn’t feel right… there are too many people walking around this early in the morning.”

      Logan frowned but then saw what she meant. For such a small town, there was an incredible amount of people walking around the streets and milling about the square. Logan couldn’t make out their faces, but their clothing looked rough and poorly cared for.

      “Are those all…”

      “Were-beasts is my guess,” Becca said, “We may be able to slip past them if we’re fast enough.”

      “Let’s give it an hour or two,” Logan said, “It will be easier when more of the town’s awake.”

      Becca nodded and hunkered down to wait. Logan found a comfortable seat on a boulder and settled down as well. His experiences over the past twelve hours had felt like a lifetime, and he was still struggling with the fact that less than a day had passed since he’d first met Meryl.

      The spells and knowledge she’d taught him in that dark void were still there in his skull waiting to be used. As he opened himself up and drew in the fae currents playing along the forest floor., the magic responded with alacrity, where before it had been sluggish and resistant, due to his reaching and grasping.

      Logan was still ignorant of the fae magic and could feel them tugging and plucking at the earth magic within him. Calling forth a word of power from his mind, Logan cast a seeming spell upon himself. The fae magic was drawn into the spell, changing and affecting it in ways Logan wasn’t prepared for.

      Instead of changing his hair to black and his eyes to a dull brown color, the spell changed both to the brightest blue he’d ever seen, causing Becca to burst out in laughter. Blushing, Logan canceled the spell, reverting back his hair and eye colors in a few moments.

      He continued to test minor spells after that but was careful to make sure they were small and unobtrusive tests, not wanting to look foolish in front of the beautiful girl again. Logan and Becca were forging a new and budding friendship, or perhaps more, and he was keenly aware of her after their wild, almost dream-like evening with the sage.

      When the sun had risen high in the sky, Becca led the way down into the small town. The tall redwoods and fir trees thinned out as they dropped down out of the mountains. Becca circled to the west and took them through a large park. Pausing to stow their gear and pull the black silk covering over Logan’s sword, Becca waited until the park was empty before sprinting across to the local high school.

      From there, she led them over fences and through backyards across most of the town with nothing more than a barking dog to alert anyone of their passage. They ended up crouched down behind a pair of dumpers behind a strip mall a block away from the lawyer's office. Unfortunately, they’d been forced to stop or risk being seen by the half dozen or so were-beasts milling along the street.

      Becca was about to backtrack and look for another way through when Logan reached out and held her in place. Calling forth another word of power, Logan cast a minor cantrip spell at the maximum range he could. The minor spell created a loud clapping sound, but since it was him casting it, the fae swirled up and twisted the spell, creating a series of ultra-loud whistles instead.

      The spell worked even better than Logan had planned. The street cleared out in moments as people went to investigate. The hackles on his neck and arms relaxed when the last stranger was out of sight, and he led the way across the street, dashing and ducking between the buildings.

      The back entrance was locked, but a hard twist of Becca’s wrist snapped the steel hinge, and they were ducking into the cool dark interior a second later. Logan’s new eye noticed a carving on the doorframe and felt a presence pass over him as they stepped across the threshold.

      The law office building was old and narrowly built. Most of the small offices were closed up, their doors and signs covered in dust. One office door at the end of the hall was open and shown a pale-yellow light into the hallway.
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      Becca marched off towards the back office without hesitation, Logan trailing behind, peeking into each room to make sure they were really alone. The office was a cluttered mess of law reference books and paperwork stacked up in manila-folder towers, that looked likely to topple at any moment. Behind the large, heavy wood desk, in the corner, sat an owlish looking man with wispy white hair and the thickest lenses covering his eyes that Logan had ever seen. They gave him a wild, almost cartoonish appearance.

      “Eh?” The old man said, “Cletus is that you?”

      “No,” Becca said, “I’ve come in response to your letter about my grandfather.”

      “Did we have an appointment?” His German accent was thick, and he looked around with a befuddled expression that warned Logan he might not be all there.

      “We didn’t have an appointment,” Becca said with a frown, “You handled my grandfather’s estate. You sent me a letter saying you have paperwork for me to sign.”

      “Becca!” The old man said, the vagueness fading from his expression and dawning realization replacing it, “Of course! My how you’ve grown,” then his face fell, and he shook his head sadly, “A sad business, bad business indeed.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?” Becca asked, pushing a stack of paperwork off a chair and sitting down, “How did he die?”

      “Nastiness,” the old man said, reaching over and drawing forth a thin folder from the stack of papers nearby, glancing at the name on the folder he blinked and set it aside, “Hmm around here somewhere… I always told Jack he was too old to go gallivanting around in those woods of his. Never did heed my warning. They found him torn to bits… by wolves or bears, the sheriff says, if you can believe that. The first attack in sixty years…. Ahh, here we go.”

      Becca shot Logan a meaningful look as she took the envelope from the old man. Opening it, she found a single page document and an ancient set of iron keys. Becca pulled out the material and started reading it, her brows furrowing as she tried to figure out its meaning.

      “Your grandfather was a great friend, but an odd man. The estate and its lands have been left to your parents. Save the family graveyard and crypt, which he left in your name… odd that… Let me just get a signature, and I can hand over the keys… where did they go now…”

      “These?” Becca asked, holding up the iron keyring.

      “Yes! Perfect! Now there was one other thing I was supposed to tell you… what was it?”

      He scrunched his brows together for a moment, then plucked a post-it note down from his old computer monitor and smiled, holding it up he read out loud.

      “What is sought shall be found, but if he desires it, he’ll never wear it. Take the blades and remember your training with Kali Blades.”

      “What’s it supposed to mean?” Becca asked, then frowned when he handed her the note, “This is grandfather's handwriting.”

      “He wrote it just a few days before he was mauled,” the lawyer said, adjusting his spectacles and pulling down another note, “There is this one too, but I was told it was for your friend… that would be you, I’m assuming?”

      “Me?” Logan asked in surprise and took the note and read it.

      “Treat her well, my Future King. She’s the best our line has produced and better than you deserve.”

      “What does it say?” Becca asked when she saw Logan smile, and she blinked rapidly when she read it, finding her eyes hot with unshed tears.

      “Your grandfather was a great man,” the old lawyer said with a sad smile, “He will be missed by many.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Becca said, standing and walking around the desk to give the old man a warm hug. “For everything.”

      “Yes… well!” The old man said, blushing furiously, “It was nothing.”

      “We’re going to head out to the property,” Becca said, stepping away from the old man and palming a small set of car keys, “I’ll leave my number and if there is anything else, don’t hesitate to call.”

      “Of course,” the lawyer said, eyes still wide as saucers as he stared at the beautiful young girl. “You kids take care… and I’m sorry again for your loss.”

      Logan and Becca slipped back out the side door after peeking out to make sure the coast was clear. Logan was about to make a dash across the street to the strip mall again when Becca gripped his wrist and pointed at the massive Cadillac parked just outside the building. With a wink, she jangled the key’s she’d swiped from the lawyer, causing Logan to frown.

      “Relax,” Becca said when she saw his frown, “I’m not leaving the sweet old man stranded. He had another set of keys to that Prius over there. I don’t think he drives the caddy much; look at all the dust.”

      Logan nodded, seeing she was right. He was about to respond when Becca dashed ahead, dragging him behind her. She had the passenger door unlocked and slid across the bench seat to the driver's side in moments. The teens felt exposed for a few seconds as the engine struggled to kick over, making loud chug, chug, chug, sounds that drew attention their way.

      Finally, the engine roared to life with a squeal of belts, and Becca dropped it into drive and floored it. A dozen people walking up and down the main street stared at the giant yellow Cadillac as it sped away. It moved too quickly for them to make out the driver and passenger. Unfortunately, for the two attempting to escape, the human’s scent was pumped out into the air in their wake by the car’s old heater.

      The lone resident noticed something odd when each of the strangers walking up and down the street turned to stare after the yellow Cadillac, drawing in deep breaths through their noses and with evil grins growing on their faces. The resident could be forgiven the small amount of urine he released into his drawers when two of those people tilted their heads back and howled like wild wolves on the hunt. The terror only abated once the last of the strangers had loped out of town, headed into the ancient redwoods of the Peters estate.

      The big caddy swayed like a boat at sea as Becca wound her way through town. Track housing gave way to open farms as they climbed back into the foothills. Turning off onto a narrow dirt road, the giant engine struggled to push the car through the mud and over rocks, but Becca was relentless as she drove the old car deep into the woods.

      “These are grandfathers lands… or were,” she said when she turned off the dirt road and onto a narrow driveway, “The estate is down the hill, but this is where our family crypts are.”

      “Hold up,” Logan said and pointed at the hairs on his arm standing up. Becca saw the sign of trouble and grinned.

      “Looks like we get to have some fun today,” she threw Logan a wink and slipped out of the car before he could object or offer another opinion.

      The dirt road ended at a large tool shed that Becca led him around and onto a narrow trail. The trail wound its way up the short slope and led out onto a small grassy clearing filled with large stone plinths and headstones. In the back of the old graveyard was a sealed crypt, faced with granite. Reaching over his shoulder, Logan pulling free the cloth wrapping on his weapon and loosening it in its sheath.

      “We have any idea what to expect in there?” Logan asked the frowning brunette.

      “Not a clue,” Becca said with a shake of her head, “Grandfather never let me explore here. Always said I wasn’t ready for the truths it would reveal.”

      “We don’t have to go in,” Logan began, but Becca cut him off with a hard shake of her head.

      “You know we do… somethings waiting for us in there… something dangerous… but not evil, I think.”

      The hairs on Logan’s neck stood up, and he glanced over his shoulder, peering down the mountain's slope through the trees and saw movement way back. Gripping Becca’s arm, he motioned with his chin, and she saw it.

      Wasting no time, they approached the entrance, both looking for a way within. To their shock, the heavy door grated open as they drew near, fae magic swirling around their feet. With a final glance to one another and drawing their weapons, Logan, his sword, and Becca, her dagger, they walked into the chill darkness.

      Becca was blind in the pitch blackness of the crypt, but Logan found his new eye could pierce the darkness. Trying to ignore the feeling of being pressed in on all sides, Logan walked down the narrow corridor with his blade held out ahead of himself in one hand, the other gripping Becca’s as he guided her.

      “There’s a room ahead,” Logan whispered, “looks empty, except a desk and a bookcase.”

      He found a small electric lantern hanging just inside the room on a hook and pulled it down and flicked it on, grateful the battery still worked. Becca sighed in relief when the pale yellow light flooded the small room, and she could finally see.

      The room had two entrances. One that led the way they’d come in, and another leading deeper into the mountain. The small desk was pushed up against the wall and was empty, but the bookcase was filled with notebooks and folios. Most looked to have been sitting there for years, or even decades.

      Becca pulled down one of the most recent folders and leafed through the pages. Logan looked over her shoulder and was curious to see bills of sale and shipping documents for a statue. The price of the icon had been outrageously high, and the shipping cost even more so.

      “What is this?” Becca asked Logan with a curious frown, “It looks like my grandfather was buying old art… But for what?”

      “Let’s keep exploring,” Logan said, the hairs on the back of his neck and arms still standing up, warning him that danger was either close or approaching fast.

      They headed down the hallway leading deeper into the mountain and found that it ended abruptly at a locked door. Becca was able to open it with one of the iron keys the lawyer had given her. The door swung inwards on well-oiled hinges and revealed a massive room filled with tall shelves and cabinets. Right inside the door was a large wooden box that looked like a relic from a public library. Opening one of the narrow drawers, Logan saw it was filled with small cards that had name, description, and location on each.

      “Each of these looks like they correspond to a different location in this room… Shelf 6, row 8, position 1… it says here that it’s: Hugues de Payens Silver Cross… The Knight carried this weapon into battle with the Vampire Lord Armoud de Vries, slaying the creature in single combat.”

      “It’s like a museum,” Becca said, walking deeper into the room and peeking down the aisles.

      “I wouldn’t touch anything,” Logan said after putting the card away, his eyes following glyphs that had been carved along the base of the walls. He couldn’t know precisely what the glyphs did, but got the impression that if the trap was triggered, it would be bad for whoever was in the room when it did.

      “Logan,” Becca said, the tone in her voice drawing him after her, “You better come see this.”

      He followed the sound of her voice to the back of the long room where the oldest items had been stored. Spider webs and thick dust coated every surface, and he had to stifle a cough when a step kicked up an exceptionally large cloud. When he saw what had arrested Becca, he frowned, wondering what had upset her about the odd statue, then he saw it, and his mouth went dry and palms sweaty.
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      Standing well over six feet in height was what at first appeared to be an armor-clad knight with a long sword held before him, tip pressed into the ground. The knight was a skeletal figure with desiccated flesh coating its face and hands, long white hair hanging down beneath a circlet.

      The circlet drew Logan’s gaze, and he felt it call to him. He felt compelled to reach out and take it off the knight, but when he lifted his hand, ominous red points of light bloomed within the skull, and the statue gave a violent jerk, as if suddenly waking from a deep slumber.

      “Who approaches the King Who Came Before?” The voice sounded like dry leaves crumbling and unnerved Logan.

      Becca kept her slightly amused smile until the skeletal knight raised his ancient blade faster than her eyes could follow, the point hovering before Logan’s heart. Moving to step between the knight and her lord, Becca frowned at Logan when he stopped her and stepped forward.

      “I’m Logan Pendrake,” he said, feeling the ground tremble at his feet when he uttered the words, and faint motes of dust filtering down from the ceiling above.

      “You are of the blood, but your worthiness to rule has yet to be determined. By what right do you claim the crown?”

      “I claim no crown,” Logan said firmly.

      “That is good,” the knight said, nodding slowly, “for it will not sit upon a head that wants it.”

      “We’ll see about that,” came a harsh voice from behind Logan.

      He spun to find a familiar tall, lanky fellow with a drawn rapier held negligently in one hand. He pointed with the long dagger in the other at the crown on the skeleton’s skull.

      “Hand over the pretty hat, and Rezevante will allow you, children, to escape with only a single cut as proof of my magnanimity.” The man  tilted his head side to side, popping his neck and grinning evilly, “Or better yet, choose to oppose Rezevante and have your bowels spilled about your feet. It matters not to me. What will it be?”

      The man gave an elegant flourish with both weapons and settled into a guard stance. Logan adjusted the grip on his blade, knowing he stood no chance against the man after seeing his and Becca’s dance atop the train car.

      “I sense intruders within my domain,” grated the ancient knight, and with popping sounds from dry joints, he attempted to draw the twin curved blades at his side. Before the knight could lay desiccated hands on the hilts, Becca stepped forward smoothly and whipped the twin curved blades from their sheaths and stepped around Logan.

      “That’s not wise, girl,” Grated the knight, but it was far too slow to stop her.

      “Listen to the corpse lass,” said Rezevante, “You’ll only get your pretty head cut off if you step to me again.”

      “You talk too much,” Becca said, lifting the twin swords experimentally, she flashed an eager grin at the tall man, “Are we going to dance, or what?”

      “Idiot child,” snapped the blade master, at the same moment he stabbed forward with his rapier, seeking Becca’s heart and a killing blow in the first moment of combat.

      The teenage girl deflected the thrust with a negligent flick of her wrist as she bounced on the balls of her feet, circling her ankles and wrists as she limbered up. A frown of annoyance passed over the man’s face when his attack was detected. Still, his confidence didn’t waver as he launched a blindingly fast combination of attacks that sought to drive Becca back. The girl proved as quick, if not quicker, shocking Logan. The knight appeared shocked as well, but it was hard to tell if its jaw hung open due to that or a lack of connective tissue to hold it in place.

      “Just… a… silly girl,” The man said in derision after his attack failed to pierce Becca’s defenses, “You stand against the finest swordsman this world has ever known… I would know your name before I carve the heart out of the pretty chest of yours.”

      “Really?” Becca asked, “You’re the best?” twirling the twin blades, she shook her head slightly, “I’ve known 12-year-olds with batons, more deadly than you are.”

      The man’s face twisted in rage, and he snarled a curse as he threw himself at Becca once again. The blades darted at one another faster than Logan could follow, and Becca fell backward, edging to the side to keep from being pinned against a wall or one of the large shelves. Her expression grew hard and fixed in concentration for the first few seconds, and Logan sensed she was hard-pressed to keep the blade masters edges away from her.

      As he watched a slow grin began to form on Becca’s lips, her feet dancing side to side, keeping her balance perfectly, as she wove her shoulders up and down, blades deflecting twin attacks wide. Then she slid forward and slapped the deadly edge of her weapon across the man’s cheek, cutting the pale flesh and leaving an angry red line that failed to bleed.

      Snarling in frustration, Rezevante launched another complicated series of attacks at Becca, but the brunette shrugged them off with growing confidence. Dancing forward on the balls of her feet, she wove her own blades in a complicated pattern that had the blade master back on his heels.

      “You have your knight,” the skeletal knight said in his dry, paper-thin voice, “and the coven?”

      “I’ve bound the coven,” Logan said, “Becca and the Sage Meryl… what it all means, I have no idea.”

      “It means you’re who was promised,” the knight sighed, “and I can finally rest. Wear the crown Logan Pendrake and carry it to your people… they have suffered long in our absence.”

      “Suffered?”

      “The Elves isolate themselves from everyone and everything else in the Realm of Fae, while the demons seek only to conquer this world. The hundred other races and people of that world have had no one and nothing to fight for them, and protect them for millennia,” the skeletal warrior shook his head sadly, “Do not fail as I once did, for this is their final chance at… oh, dear.”
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      Becca had never felt more alive in her life. Years of dance, flexibility training, and muscles built from a dozen sports coalesced into a style of swordsmanship that was birthed in the moment. Those first few passes with Rezevante, it had been all she could do to get her own weapons in the path of his and angle them, so they soared wide of her. The girl never made the same mistake twice and learned in the moment.

      Rezevante snarled in rage and frustration as his every skill and trick was turned back on him by sword forms he’d never seen before. He would have said she was one of the famed Elven Queens Guard, but that wasn’t possible. The girl was not just frighteningly quick, but her balance and footwork were perfect, only serving to further the blade masters' jealousy and frustration.

      After a particularly brutal combination, Becca hacked at the blade master’s dagger, flinging it wide and opening him up to a thrust to the heart. With a hard smile and a gleam of triumph in her eyes, Becca stabbed one of the curved blade's home, forcing her opponent to make a desperate move.

      There was a massive crash as Rezevante kicked over a shelf in his haste to escape Becca’s deadly blade. The resulting explosion of both fae and earthly magic blinded Logan for a moment. Then he realized with horror the glyphs along the floor were igniting, liquid fire racing up the walls and across the floor, hungrily seeking the shelves and their priceless artifacts.

      “Where is he?!” Cried Becca in frustration, as she swung one of the blades through a swirl of black smoke billowing around her legs, “We need to go Logan. Now!”

      Logan took a step after his Knight Protector but was halted by a skeletal hand locking onto his wrist. Turning to the ancient skeleton, he found it regarding him with an expression he might have said was sad.

      “Take my blessing with you young Pendrake and a word of warning: if not you, then another Ascendant Pendrake will claim the Broken Throne. The worlds push toward an unavoidable confrontation and without a King to protect the Lost Ones and Fae herself, all will be lost, including this world and her silly greedy people.”

      Logan regarded the ancient king, who he realized must be an ancestor, with growing anxiety as the flames climbed around them. Though his instincts screamed at him to flee, the fire and black smoke roiling ever closer, something in him needed to remain till the last second as a witness to this ancient being passing.

      As if it read his mind, the dedicated jaw creaked up into a gruesome smile. With that, the King Who Came Before crumbled into dust, the ancient iron crown falling into Logan’s hand. The moment the iron hit his palm Becca grabbed the other. He was jerked after the girl, the two of them racing through smoke-choked hallways, angry red flames coating the catalog box and desk, when they passed the small office.

      Becca bounced off one of the walls in the final hallway and was turned around in the black smoke. Logan’s new eye could pierce the dense clouds of carbon, and he grabbed the girl's shoulder, turning her roughly and forcing her ahead of him. Staggering out of the stone entrance, the pair coughed hard, lungs burning from the harsh fumes.

      It was the unnatural quiet that caused Logan to look up, and what he saw sent a sliver of fear to his core. Spreading out through the graveyard were hundreds of terrifying looking beasts and wicked-looking vampires. Growls and howls of triumph greeted Logan when he looked around, and he saw anger and triumph on every face.

      On one side, slinking into the ranks of monsters, he spotted Rezevante. The blade master kept casting slightly wild eyed glances back to make sure Becca wasn’t on his heels. In the back of the group, he spotted a familiar figure, with oily black skin and large firm breasts and a wicked-looking spiked tail. The witches had called the creature a succubus, and it looked like she had another puppet to help her.

      At the succubus’s side was a tall young man. Logan guessed he was in his early twenties, a few years older than himself, and with striking features. The man had curly black hair, bright green eyes, and a handsome, if cruel-looking face. The situation was like deja-vu from a week before when he’d been forced to confront a similar army of monsters. Only this time, it looked like he and Becca would receive no help.

      “Greetings, brother!” The human man called from the back of the group, raising a black bladed sword in greeting, “So kind of you to gather up my crown, but you can hand it over now.”

      Logan held his tongue, his ever sense screaming at him that he and Becca were well and truly trapped. The girl, with her remarkable skill with the blade, would last longer than he, but eventually, even she would be swarmed over by the sheer numbers they were facing. Then the title the man had called him by registered, and he stared hard at him.

      “Cat got your tongue? Or maybe one of those cuntss in their little hovel?”

      “Who are you?” Logan shouted at the man, not really caring but trying to buy them time so he could think a way out of the situation.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” the man said, shaking his head, then turning to the succubus, said, “Xi’Jinya, can you believe my own half-brother doesn’t recognize me? Sad. Hand over the crown, you weak fool!” The man screamed in a sudden and violent rage, slashing at the air with his sword, “Before we put that quiet cunt in her place and make you watch!”

      “Peace Mordrek,” said the succubus in a voice that hissed like a snake, “You know he was raised on this side by cretins and dullards, human chattel. You must forgive him young Pendrake,” the demon called to Logan, “he is a greedy and selfish boy.”

      Smiling fondly at Mordrek, she caressed his cheek with a black-skinned hand and gave it a hard slap that drew a smile to the cruel-looking man's face.

      “Come Logan, dear… you’ve no wish to carry the responsibility of ruling over anyone… You can go back to your simple life and forget all of this… just hand over the crown to one who craves such power… if you do, my mistress Calliope will be eternally grateful.”

      Logan held up the crown that he still clutched and couldn’t help but consider the demon’s offer. She was right. He had no wish to rule over anything. In fact, it sounded like the worst thing he could imagine. His face took on a thoughtful look, and he held up the iron circlet, a frown forming on his lips as he considered. Mordrek fairly vibrated with anticipation, tongue licking his thin lips.

      Becca was keenly aware of the evil-looking man’s eyes on her body and the covetous way he dismissed her as if she were property or something. The look made her feel oily and gross, but of more significant concern to her was Rezevante, who’d managed to slither his way to the back of the group of monsters. The man was putting as many bodies in between himself and the young Knight Protector as he could. From the self-loathing etched on his face, he hated every second of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan stood in the middle of an ancient graveyard with black smoke billowing out of the earth behind him. In one hand, he held a crown and the other, a sword. Standing beside him was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, who’d turned out to be a genius swordswoman and an even better friend. He’d been blessed with the love of three equally brilliant and gorgeous women and experienced wonders he’d never dreamed of.

      And for all of these blessings, what have I given back? Looking at the crown in his hand and the responsibility it represented, a responsibility he didn’t fully understand yet, he realized how childish he was being. Have I not already been given more than any man could expect?

      The decision was made when he raised his head and saw the cruelty and greed twisting the man’s face. Half-brother he claimed to be, and it might even be true, for he did have some similar features to Logan and was of a height with him. Logan could never live with himself if he’d left strangers to be ruled by a man like that.

      “We could probably leave here alive if you hand that hunk of iron over,” Becca said softly, her bright eyes sparkling and bow-shaped lips curling up at the sides in a small smile, “But why throw away an opportunity for such a glorious last stand? Put it on,” her grin grew fierce, and Logan’s heart began to beat faster as his anticipation for battle grew, “and if we must die, then let us die as something glorious.”

      “You’re fucking crazy,” Logan grumbled back, but he couldn’t suppress the smile that tugged at his own lips. Despite her words, or perhaps because of them, Becca had never looked more beautiful to him.

      The succubus and her pet watched the odd humans grin at one another like fools and tightened grips on their weapons, their own eager smiles forming on their cruel lips.

      “The fools will fight,” whispered the succubus in demonic, “Remember, do not touch his blade, but you must capture the crown in single combat or accept it freely given in order to harness the throne's powers.”

      “Kill the girl,” Mordrek ordered his massed forces with a cruel grin, as he whipped his black blade side to side, “she’s the real threat. I’ll kill my baby brother.”

      Looking to the heavens, Logan stared at the waxing moon, its pale luminescence giving him heart. The early evening sky was mostly clear but far off roiled dark thunderheads, an ominous sign Logan thought, but comforting. In the light of the moon, he almost felt like he could feel his witches sending him their love, and in the storm’s flashes of white lightning, Meryl’s less gentle prodding.

      With nowhere else to put the crown, and unwilling to hand it over to this wicked looking man who called himself his ‘brother’, Logan dropped the heavy iron circlet on his head and felt an odd click as it locked against his skull. He only had a moment to register the strange sensation, and the fact that it didn’t seem to want to budge from his head, before a brilliant flash of white lightning smacked into the ground right before him and all hell broke loose, literally.

      “Kill them all!” Screamed a cruel voice, as the churning masses of were-beasts and vampires surged forward, intent upon ripping their prey to shreds.

      Logan blinked away the after image from the lightning strike, thankful he still had his sight and was shocked to see a bundle of black rags, topped with a wild mane of kinky curls standing before him.

      “Meryl?” Logan asked, in surprise.

      “Is that how you greet an old friend?!” The woman screeched, her voice once again raspy and harsh behind its coverings. With a negligent flick of her wrist, three steel blades appeared in the air, spinning in place ominously before flying forward to carve bloody rents in the ranks of monsters surging forward. “The eye looks good, but you cleaned it before putting it in, right? If you didn’t, I won’t tell you where I had to smuggle it when I snuck it out of Fae…”

      “What?” Logan asked, not really paying attention, his eyes settling on the enraged man racing towards him, his own blade rising before him.

      “The moon, boy,” Meryl hissed, her eyes intense, “quickly, before it’s too late! Draw them forth!”

      He didn’t want to look away from the man screaming for his death and closing fast, but she was right—something calling to him through the rays of the waxing moon. Looking up at her pale blue beauty, he felt the goddesses touch but ignored it. This power wasn’t hers; it came from him, and his connection to three pieces of the same soul. A bridge had been wrought by the crown, and Logan stretched his empty hand forth into the heavens.

      Triple moonbeams landed beside Logan and materialized into his gorgeous and exultant Coven. The monsters drew back when the three appeared, hundreds of seething beasts and salivating bloodsuckers suddenly wary of the threat before them.

      “Impossible!” Screeched Xi’Jinya, as she stared at the five women arrayed before their Lord in a half-circle.

      “The King is crowned!” Evelyn cried, her rich voice cutting through the cries of enraged monsters.

      “Our circle grows,” Eris hissed, a wicked grin forming on her lips as she raised her hands, fingers weaving fae in intricate patterns.

      “And the Coven is no longer bound to a place,” Gwen said, shaking out her long blond locks as she raised her own hands calmly, “but to a Man!”

      “Your circle is far from complete!” Cried the succubus, tilting her head back, she screamed to the heavens, “I sell my soul to complete the contract! Devil, send me my due!”

      “No!” Screamed Meryl Linn in horror, and in a moment, Logan and the rest of the harem could sense what terrified the sage so much.

      Reaching forth from a place outside time and space, came an arm of red and black scales. The three-fingered hand at its end had cruelly hooked talons that dripped with black ichor. The ichor sizzled and putrefied the forest floor where it dripped. The clawed hand reached out, time seeming to slow and almost stop as it closed about the succubus.

      With agonizing slowness, one hooked claw slid into the succubus’ skull and tore free a chunk of black flesh. The demonesses face twisted in pain and horror, elongation and stretching before their very eyes. Her whole body bulged in odd places, then began emitting tearing and popping sounds that made their way to Logan’s ears, but oddly her screams were silent.

      It happened in an instant but seemed to take an eternity. The succubus changed into something horrific, a beast ten feet tall with a lashing tail of barbed spikes and hulking arms that moved quicker than seemed possible. Her long fangs dripped poisonous ichor that sizzled when it struck plants at her feet.

      As quick as it had appeared, the arm of a devil, or perhaps The Devil, snaked away into the ether and left Logan and his harem facing the nightmare it had transformed the succubus into, and a newly confident army of monsters.

      “Tarasque…” breathed Meryl Linn, “You must run Logan, flee as fast as you can! We will hold it off as long as possible,” from the sound of her voice, she didn’t think that would be long. When she saw his look of shock, she went on in a rush, “It is one of the Devil’s Dogs, immune to magic and covered in hide stronger than steel. That succubus sold herself into endless torment to summon the most powerful warrior Hell can send to this world.”

      “Warrior, eh?” Becca asked with a raised eyebrow as she twirled her blades and stepped between the Tarasque and Logan.

      “Meryl Linn?!” Evelyn said, her eyes widening as she took in the wild-haired elf bundled in her rags, “What in the goddesses name are you-.”

      “Shut your yapper Eve,” Meryl rasped, “and face those tits forward, we need to drive that devil back, so our lord can escape.”

      “Our lord?” Mouthed Gwen with a look of dawning horror as she covered her mouth with one hand and looked from Logan to the Meryl.

      “Becca, get back here!” Eris hissed, but the brunette ignored the witch and continued to walk forward calmly, tilting her head side to side and popping her neck as she approached the enemy’s line.

      The whole world seemed to hold its breath for an extended moment as the girl lifted her blades and saluted the Tarasque with a cocky bow. The devil-spawn let out such a terrifying roar of rage that Logan felt a tremble of fear race throughout him, loosening his grip and bowels. His Knight Protector was unfazed. If anything, the devil-spawn’s battle cry only turned her grin all the fiercer when the army of monsters surged forward.

      Were-beast hooves churned up the soil of the graveyard, as vampires slithered between their stinking furry bodies with raking talons and snapping fangs. The roiling mass threatened to overwhelm the lone girl as she walked forward slowly, but their line shivered when they reached her. Their forward moment halted as she cut through their ranks, like a farmer sheering wheat. The monsters, and many of the vampires were frozen, spellbound by the sheer beauty of Becca’s dance.

      The teenager was a whirlwind of death as she danced deep within the enemy's ranks. Each footfall and body motion perfectly placed. Her blades trailing twin lines of arcing blood, both black ichor, and red. Swirls of smoke and cinnamon-spice trailing in her wake as she cut down ascended were-beasts.

      Her blades were everywhere at once, parrying, stabbing, and slashing anything that came too close. Her movements were hypnotic to watch, but soon she was hidden from Logan and the witches in a cloud of red death.

      As shocked as Logan and the women arrayed before him were, the enemies they faced were more so. Such a display of martial prowess had rarely been seen this side of the Cauldron, and never by such a novice. Meryl was the first to act, her fingers flickering in a complicated pattern as she called down thick bolts of lightning to strike within the enemy's ranks.

      His hair standing on end, the smell of ozone thick in his nostrils, Logan was suddenly pressed back by the Coven as they launched attacks of their own. Searching out his prey, Logan spotted the man circling around the swath of destruction Becca had left in her wake, and was angling toward Logan with the slender blade master at his side.

      Praying to the moon goddess, Logan tried summoning his golden armor as the pair drew near, but the magic failed to take hold. The golden light shimmered away as he was scrambling back, trying to deflect and dodge two attacks at once.

      Evelyn curled a finger, and a tendril of root shot out of the ground, wrapping around the blade master’s ankle and tripping him up. Back against the mountainside, Logan faced off against the dark-haired man who’d claimed to be his half-brother. The man was older, but they were both of similar height and strength, but the other man was far more skilled.

      In less than a second, Logan had a gash along his ribs that stung something awful. He was forced to favor the side as he backed up. His opponent, sensing weakness, drove forward with wild, inhumane fury, seeking Logan’s death as he hacked powerfully at his blocking sword. One mighty chop and Logan’s wrists turned, the weapon spinning away. The only thing that could block Morek’s black blade was his own unarmored arms.

      Raising them above his head, Logan saw death falling towards him, its keen edge moments from stabbing through his heart. With his end approaching Logan found peace, and reached out with his faith, not towards the goddess he’d once lain with, but to a higher, nameless power.

      Light rushed into him in a torrent, and the golden plate and mail armor snapped into existence. Mordrek’s black sword struck a solid breastplate, and the fell weapon was repelled, throwing the black-haired man back a half dozen feet. His cruel face stared back at Logan with dawning rage and disbelief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      A whoop of joy, followed by the earth-shattering snap of a tree trunk being shattered, drew Logan to his feet. His fear for Becca faded the moment he saw the brunette warrior sprinting after her battered foe, her own silver and golden armor in place. One leg was coated in black blood, and the Tarasque showed an angry red wound along the side of its grotesque face, and wary respect in its eyes as it picked itself up out of the shattered trees remains.

      The two met with a concussive blast that sent a shockwave out, flattening grass, snapping tree limbs, and swaying ranks of monsters nearby. The monsters were faring little better than their companions, were-beast and vampire alike once more finding themselves on the receiving end of not just an angry Coven of supped-up witches, but also an immortal sage with an ax to grind.

      Balls of fire were hurled as fast as Meryl could flick her wrists. Small round globes of molten flame that exploded like a grenade when they hit the enemy's ranks. Where flames licked, they spread like wildfire throughout their foe. Soon black and grey smoke weren’t just pouring out of the catacomb. Tt failed to choke or blind the companions, for Eris was working her own magic.

      The smoke pulled up and away in steady streams as Eris wove it into first, clouds and then spinning whirlwinds, as she plucked and prodded it with fae magic, changing the carbon molecules into a noxious garlicy fume and then sending it back into the nostrils of the vampires. The witch cackled like a madwoman as bloodsuckers fell, choking and gasping and finally scrambled back and fled the fight to avoid a horrid fate from melting to death.

      Logan had just grabbed his sword up again when Rezevante slithered up like a viper, his flashing weapon seeking Logan’s neck or eyes. The young king trusted his armor to block the blade masters attack and was rewarded as the edge grated along one pauldron and angled away harmless.

      Swords might be the weapons of kings and heroes, but Logan grew up in a few hard households where the only that kept him from serious injury were hard fists and fast feet. The blade master was prepared for nearly anything, his weapon already moving around to block an incoming attack. The one thing he wasn’t ready for was the golden fist that sank deep into his stomach. Unable to prepare for the blow, all the air was knocked out of Rezevante. With sinking horror, he saw the butt of Logan’s hilt swinging towards his temple, right before the world went black.

      

      
        
        ----------

      

      

      

      Becca had thought dueling a blade master was the time of her life, but her dance with the tall vampire had been nothing, compared to the Tarasque. Of the succubus whose body it inhabited, there was no sign, not in spirit, nor in form. The svelte and curvy shape of the sexy succubus was gone and, in its place, stood a terrifying ten-foot monster of hooved fans and chitinous armor that deflected every one of her attacks.

      Those first few seconds, it had been all she could do to avoid attacks that came faster than she could think. Once again, it was in the mind that Becca won her battle. Thoughts never got in the way of her movements. Reacting on instinct and drawing from every input she could, her feet skipped across gravestones as she twirled and ducked, the devil-spawn’s claws and fangs passing her by inches.

      Then her lord found his faith and breathing in a deep and satisfying breath, Becca let the armor envelop her as it had, more than a week before. Her ankle came around without her even thinking and connected with the side of the monster's head. It screamed in shock and pain, as it cartwheeled through the air and crashed into a tree with a deafening sound.

      When the Tarasque turned its wounded head to regard the slight teen once more, there was fear in the creature's eyes, and emotion it had never known. Screaming in pain, it attacked once more, but its movements were shy and wary, terrified of being hurt again. Becca’s swords still did not damage the devil-spawn, but her fists and feet did. After ten seconds of solid beating, the devil-spawn tried to escape, but she collared it around its thick neck, her arm cinching down tight as she bent low, grinding the neck beneath her grip.

      The rest of the were-beasts and vampires were in a route. None in the harem sought to slay, mostly to drive off. Except for Meryl, who, with a cruel grin slaughtered all she could, and from her, they fled in droves. Her spinning blades were sent after their fleeing backs as she screamed curses in languages none had heard in centuries.

      The Tarasque’s neck snapped with a sound like the closing of a great gate. A cold wind tore through the cemetery and on it was carried a cry of mourning for a faithful hound lost. The wind whispered of respect or revenge, perhaps both.

      Logan and the rest, shivered in revulsion and were more grateful to have that ill wind gone than they were to have the cemetery cleared of enemies save the wounded, dead and unconscious.

      “You have the crown!” Evelyn said, moving close and wrapping her arms around Logan.

      “Becca, back here,” Gwen called as she drew forth a necklace from within her dress, Eris moving close and doing the same.

      “Lord… how could you bond this… this creature?” Eris asked, looking down at Meryl with revulsion.

      “Hush girlie,” Meryl said in her harsh rasp, “and get us back to your den. We’ve matters to discuss and a cauldron to open.”

      “We can’t,” Evelyn said with a firm shake of her head, “We risk too much if we anger the elves.”

      “Hmph!” Meryl harrumphed, “Sound logic if they’re your allies to begin with, but that dark-haired lad was carrying an elven blade and had elven training. He claims the Pendrake name and the elves refuse to let young Logan into their realm, you see a pattern yet?”

      “If there was another… surely we would have heard?” Gwen said with concern.

      “Later!” Meryl said, “Moonpath! Chop chop!”

      “What’s the hurry?” Becca asked as she drew close. The twin blades held loosely in her hands, and her expression calm once more. A hint of the exultation she’d experience still showing in the faint sheen of sweat and blush to her cheeks.

      “There’s worse in hell than Tarasque’s,” Meryl said in a tone that was surprisingly more respectful toward the young girl than it had been to the witches, “and we either pissed off a Prince of Hell orr the devil-spawn himself and if we linger over the corpse… let's just say it won’t be good.”

      “Link hands,” Evelyn said, casting a dark look at the small sage and a reassuring smile to Becca to take her other hand warily, “Just close your eyes and take a deep breath, we’ll be back before you even,” the air around Logan rushed up and his closed eyes filled with silver light. He felt himself settling in place, and the familiar scents of the witch's garden hit his senses.

      “That’s incredible,” Logan said, looking around at the witches' cottage.

      “Only works going to you or coming back here, I’m afraid,” Gwen said, but her grin was extensive, “but now that we’re tied to you, we can go anywhere! Let’s go to Paris! No, Rome! No, wait, Beijing!”

      “Gwen,” Eris said, her tone warning and her arms crossed beneath her massive breasts as she glared down at the small black-haired bundle of rags poking around the garden, “I think we have a few pressing concerns before we go gallivanting off to Timbuktu.”

      “I didn’t say anything about Mali,” Gwen muttered to herself as she composed her features and turned a stern gaze upon the diminutive sage.

      “I take it you four know each other?” Logan asked, looking from the shuffling Meryl, to the frowning faces of his coven.

      “Only by reputation,” Evelyn said, her tone dark.

      “They’re not true,” Meryl said, and when Logan cocked an eyebrow, continued, “you know, the stories. I never ate that dragon… how could I? I mean it was kinda runty and maybe the last of its kind… but no one really liked the greens anyway! Don’t look at me like that! It was a delicious curry, and I was starving!”

      “Really, Master?” Gwen said to Logan with a long-suffering look, “You bonded a mad-woman.”

      “Yea,” Logan said with a crooked smile, “but she’s our mad-woman.”

      “Your Cauldron doesn’t have to open up in the Elven throne room, you know. Its position on the other side could be… shifted for a moment, without the elven sorcerers being aware.” Meryl said with a sly rasp to her voice as she pushed dirt in a circle with one foot, “But to work a ritual of that complexity, you’d need a Master Wizardess.”

      “Wizard,” Eris corrected.

      “Wizardess,” Meryl stressed, her wild thicket of black hair shaking angrily, “it just so happens that I am such a Wizardess.”

      “Eve?” Gwen said, but the brunette witch was already nodding.

      “It’s possible… it will cost us a fortune in ritual components… and it will take a few days to gather them all, but she’s right.”

      “It’s settled then,” Logan said, looking each woman in the eye and sharing a firm nod with them.

      “We will hunt down this Mordrek Pendrake and see what his connection to the elves is,” Evelyn said, her calmness settling Logan’s still raw nerves, “as well as what’s going on with the demons. You, my Lord, and your knight will have to journey to Slith’erine and drink of the Grail so you might survive on Fae Realm foods and water.”

      “Sounds like a quest,” Becca said, and though she smiled and seemed genuinely enthused, Logan couldn’t help but sense her grief and loss.

      Though it was irrational, he knew she’d hoped to find her grandfather alive or, at the very least, give him a proper burial and grieve her loss. Instead, she was being thrown back into the fire. He suspected that unlike most, a good hard contest or fight was the best thing to help Becca through her grief.

      Looking around at the Coven and the wary form of Meryl, hovering on the outer edges of their group, he saw that he had his work cut out for him before he could say they were forged into a solid group. He saw the pieces, though, the edges of a greatness that could be, given he could lead them as he dreamed.

      “Let's get to work then,” Logan said, his warm voice steel hard, “and leave nothing to chance. If we’re heading to the other world, then I want to end this once and for all.”

      Five sets of eyes met hiss, and for the first time, Logan failed to feel wonder that he had the love, respect, and devotion of such remarkable women and began to feel equal to the task of being worthy.

      

      THE END
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