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Chapter One

Twilight's deepening gloom hung about the ancient redwood forest, and in its depths, a young man wandered well-worn paths. He seemed sure of himself as he strode along, his steps confident and smooth, but his eyes were unfocused. His mind, a storm of pain and sadness, escaping down random tracks of thought while trying to avoid the bitter truth of what he'd just witnessed in that bedroom.

Braden grew up in these woods and knew them inside and out. Though his feet carried him forward into the forest's shadowy depths, his eyes noticed little of his surroundings. Trying hard to escape the one inescapable fact. His life was over and all he had worked so hard to build lay shattered along with his hopes and dreams.

That truth revealed a few hours before, when he'd arrived home early and found his best friend's car parked in the driveway. Entering the house, following the sounds of lovemaking to see his new bride in bed with the man. Her first reaction had been anger, not shame or guilt. That fact would always stick with Braden. The anger and indignation on his wife's face and the look of pure shame on his friends. How could he go back home now? How do you survive a shattered and broken life?

Feeling a chill in the air, Braden dragged himself from the dark thoughts. The fog of sadness and pain fading somewhat, replaced with concern, when he realized how far he had wandered. Twilight was fast approaching, and the deepening shadows closing in. Getting his bearings, Braden turned down a trail, heading back home. Just then, there was a loud, static sounding explosion deep in the woods, off the path to his right. Curiosity drew him into the trees, towards the sound. As he approached, the popping of electricity grew louder, and he slowed, wary of being shocked.

Walking cautiously around the base of a great redwood tree, Braden froze; stunned upon seeing a purple circle of swirling energy, red sparks discharging from it. The disk twisted and warped in ways that hurt his eyes to watch, but what drew his gaze further still was the pair of slim green legs, mangled and bloody, that stuck out near the bottom — seemingly hovering in space and hanging down to the ground, twitching in pain.

----------

Druska was dying. Gasping out her last breaths and cursing the vagaries of physics. Her body trapped halfway through a faulting displacement portal, and the gods only knew what backwater planet its scrambled logic units had found. The rest of her body was trapped in no-space, in broken mathematical loops. She lay there, reflecting on how she'd ended up in this situation.

Her scouting mission had been a success until that point. This planet was rich in organic and mineral wealth, with oddities and wonders that would make even a Member of the Board salivate.

On her flight around the planet, cloaked in stealth mode, her scanner detected dozens of different races of sentient life, scattered and spread throughout the world. Such a variety as no other scout had ever discovered. The scanners even found that many were living deep within the crust of the world. None of them, thankfully, appeared capable of significant defense.

There were many small pocket civilizations of stone and wood construction. What she could discern of the local's technology, from her initial pass, was rudimentary. Transportation was mostly by foot, with some using four-legged beasts of one variety or another to either ride or drag their goods.


They discovered the wheel at least,
 Druska thought to herself wryly, how do the primitives even bathe?


On the third morning of her mission, she landed near her initial entry point. Systems reassuring her that there was a bare handful of sentient life anywhere near the vicinity. Preparing herself for an excursion into unknown territory, she dressed in the tight dappled black and grey uniform of her order. Equipped with her shield, blaster, and blade, she headed out into the forest.

As she collected samples, the colorful beauty on display amazed her. She cut the stalks with a small blade and dropped them into sample containers. Taking her time to inspect the fauna of this world. A couple hours later, as Druska was making her way back to the ship, samples tucked safely in her no-space bag, a shrieking voice startled her.

“There be the one the Dark Lord fears!”

Turning to see the speaker, Druska was struck across the body as a massive boulder crashed into her, flying in from her blind spot. Her shields sprang into being, blunting the impact. The shield generators, of the most excellent corporate design, struggled to blunt the force of the boulder crushing her to the ground.

Druska reacted without thought, rolling with the energy of the attack, even as she hit the ground. Her body's momentum helped to soften the blow. Drawing her sidearm, she let off a shot at her attackers and rolled clear. Her targets were a tall, dark-skinned old man with long thick hair and a ratty beard, ragged purple robes draping his boney frame. Beside him, a stick-thin old woman with similar dreadlock hair was dancing in place and waving her arms madly.


What titanic machine or beast threw a rock the size of a pig at me?
 She wondered as she fired off more shots at the man.

The green bolts of plasma ricocheted from a combat shield of his own that crackled with blue energy. Cursing herself and wondering what other hidden technologies these people had, Druska came up into a crouch. Blaster trained on the old man as she reached for a frag grenade on her belt.

The old man lifted his arms, robes falling to reveal the liver-spotted flesh, as he began to weave them about in complicated gestures — bright lines of red flame, and blue glowing energy tracing behind his fingers as he worked quickly. The old woman reached out a hand and shot a crackling bolt of electricity at Druska. The alien woman spun out of the way, avoiding the blast. She didn't see what weapon the woman used, but it was one the empire would surely love to get its hands on.

Druska, not waiting to find out what the crazy old man was doing, hurled her grenade at them. The grenade struck the old man's shield and detonated, Druska was pleased to see both he and the woman thrown back and away from one another. She didn't wait for the dust to settle. Launching herself forward in the blast's wake she drew the short blade from the sheath across her lower back and primed her pistol.

Druska's keen hearing and vibration sense, trained since birth for precisely these types of situations, served her well. In the cloud of thick dust, their ears ringing with sound, her enemies showed a second of hesitation. At that moment, placing the stillness of their locations within her mind, Druska struck.

Her blaster shots rang out, unerringly true. Their green plasma giving away her position, but she was already on the move. Only a handful of seconds had passed since the confrontation began, and she'd gathered some information about the local's mysterious tech. Stepping closer to the old man, Druska could make out the glowing lines of whatever he’d been drawing. Silent as death, she lunged forward out of the cloud of dust, the ancient family blade of legendary Vorpal Engineering passing through the glowing glyph.

Several of the lines shivered in place, vibrating like struck chords. Some disappeared instantly in a puff of colored light. The design they had formed beginning to warp. The old man's face morphed from a look of concentration to surprise as her blade began piercing his working. Then finally to horror as her wicked sharp blade continued through his shield. Popping the blue energy like it was a soap bubble, then through the old man’s throat, and passing out the back of his neck. Druska finished her elegant thrust with a flourish.

Just as she was about to smile to herself, the sizzling slice through the glyph tore apart in an explosion of fire, wind, and detonating force energies. Druska felt her shields over-ridden as it threw her body clear of the area, spinning through the air. Flesh torn and limbs mangled by the churning forces around her. Tumbling through the air and screaming a curse at herself for failing, Druska broke the Recall Beacon hidden within her uniform.

Unfortunately, the Recall Beacon hidden near her hip had taken the brunt of the blast. Its displacement portal sprang into being, drawing her into its never natural embrace while she still spun through the air end over end. To make the calculations that much more difficult, half of the logic systems within the Recall Beacon were without function. And so, her curse reached an even higher pitch, when the sparking, faulting portal passed only half of her mangled body out of its safe end — dumping it on the edge of the universe.



--------------------

 



Braden watched the slender damaged legs twitch and leak blood. Still, the strange sparking magical portal made him hesitate to move forward and help. Pulling out his cell phone, he looked down, knowing what he would find: a dead signal and no service. Glancing around, he spotted a thick branch newly fallen from the ancient oak. Grabbing it up, he approached the woman slowly. 

He got about ten feet away, thinking he must be a fool, and reached out, hooking the crooked limb under both ankles. The legs twitched and kicked when he first lifted them in the branch, and he lost his hold. He poked one of the uninjured thighs lightly but insistently until the legs calmed down. Once they had, he reached forward again, lifting the legs and beginning to pull. A torso was slowly emerged from the strange magical portal. He took one small step to reset his footing, the legs starting to wiggle again, and leveraged the branch further under them. What he hadn't noticed was the warped and twisting portal arching itself along the ground behind his feet.

The barest sliver of Braden's heel touched the portals writhing edge, and instantly he felt the shock of it. His entire skeleton afire. His flesh peeling away one bit of information at a time, each piece registered into broken databases. He screamed in agony and shock. The pain intensified until Braden couldn't think, didn't know how he remained conscious as layers of his existence began peeling away.

Then the pain was gone, just as suddenly as it had appeared, not only pain but all sensation. The lack of feeling was so intense Braden felt like he should be sick, but he just felt empty.


Is this death?
 He wondered, or is this some mad hallucination?


Braden had form, he realized, and once the thought occurred to him, he could feel his eyes closed. Opening them, he looked down to see a crude approximation of his body. Blocky limbs and club-like hands raised before a face that felt just as unformed. The grey nothingness began to take shape before his eyes. A tall rectangular window appearing before him. It looked something like a DOS prompt but with strange characters that swam before his eyes as he tried to decipher them. The longer he stared, the more they began to make sense until finally, he could read it. That's when he wanted to shit his pants.




Chapter Two

 

Welcome!

This is the Corporeal Materialization interface!

Powered by Galactic Good Corporation! You have encountered an error. Good Corp wishes you well in the resolution. If you want to proceed, it will be of your own free will, and you will be absolving Good Corp of all liability.

We thank you for your contribution to our bottom line!








FAULT
 -- unrecognizable sentient life → database error

RETURN SIGNAL
 -- database ID tag created → new species identified

PROCESSING ERROR
 -- specimen cataloging incomplete → re-materialization blocked

RECOMBINATION EXECUTE
 -- specimen in proximity → randomized combination

FAILSAFE
 -- Body Creator V 0.2 beta




INCOMPLETE DATA FOR RE-MATERIALIZATION


Random Stats Generated


 



Click
 
REROLL
 
to regenerate

           
    YES 
                 to accept

          
     NO
 
              to delete yourself



Braden felt the edges of panic creep into his thoughts. Still, the situation was so unbelievable, so surreal that he couldn't fully process it. Instead, focusing on the prompt before him, he read over the stats generated for him and felt himself in familiar territory. Laid out in a graph were basic character stats such as Strength, Agility, Health, Intelligence, Wisdom, and Charisma from 1 to 99. Below those was a list titled Powers: with four lines greyed out that he couldn't read.

The stats were relatively low, most in the thirties or forties with one in the fifties. He reached up with one blocky hand and touched the REROLL where it hovered before his eyes, and then the prompt reformed. The numbers all changed, some lower, a couple higher. He hit the button again. All the while trying to process what had happened to him, and the only thing he could figure was this was some vivid dream or waking nightmare.

He figured he might as well keep hitting the button until high numbers came up, or he woke. He hoped he woke from this nightmare soon. He didn't know how many times he hit REROLL. Finally, a series of numbers came up with everything in the 90s. Frowning in surprise, he paused. There hadn't been a series of stats with more than one in the 90s in the hundreds of rolls he’d made. Shrugging to himself, he reached out with one blocky hand and tapped the YES button.

 

WE APOLOGIZE FOR THE DESTRUCTION OF YOUR CORPOREAL FORM AND THANK YOU FOR ABSOLVING THE GGC OF RESPONSIBILITY & LIABILITY!!! HAVE A GREAT DAY!!!

 

Then Braden felt a terrible, gut-wrenching sensation. Like he was pouring into himself, turning inside out. His body reforming about itself, soul hurtling through space and time.



--------------------



Druska was being poked and prodded by something hard, and she cried out in pain. The thing lifted her legs, tearing flesh as it dragged her, forcing an involuntary kick from her legs. Her legs collapsing onto the foreign soil, and again she screamed out. Then, a sharp finger was stabbing her thighs. Her stomach heaved with pain-induced nausea until finally, darkness stole her into its painless embrace.

The agony returned in searing fire, as once more, she felt the monster dragging her through into the unknown world. Nightmarish images filled Druska's mind of drooling fanged mouths and ripping talons, waiting for her on the other end. She clawed at the soil trying in vain to halt her passage. The portals edge had crept past her navel, and her scrambling fingers grew desperate. Then, the flashing red of FAILSAFE brought with it a wave of relief.

One could never be sure when corporate software would determine that executing a FAILSAFE helped the bottom line. Or when some other outcome, less hospitable to organic life would prove more profitable.

The portal, with broken internal logic, resolved to return all organic matter to the portal's original location, seeking to undo any errors it had generated. Unfortunately, Braden and his stick complicated things. The Good Corp technology activated the prepackaged FAILSAFE, instantly charging the three entities with the corporate bill.

It drew Druska into the flashing red warping and sparking portal. She screamed, every particle of her being reforming as she was returned to the smoking pit she’d just left.

 

--------------------

 

The crackling energy tore through Braden's body, and he found himself deposited onto damp soil, naked and trembling. He huddled into himself like a fetus, a groan of agony escaping his lips. All his muscles were screaming in pain, his stomach rebelling against him, and he turned his head, retching up puke and stomach bile all over the soft forest floor. He rolled away from the stinking mess groaning as his body protested the movement. Out of tear-filled eyes, he saw the green-skinned creature curled up nearby, retching out its own bile onto the forest floor.

Gazing around, Braden found himself in an unfamiliar forest, filled with trees of a type he'd never seen before. Off to one side of the little clearing was the smoking wreckage of what could only be a spaceship of a strange angular design. It lay in smoking ruins, the ground all around it torn up as if from an explosion. On the far edge of the clearing there were two crumpled forms, each wrapped in tattered purple robes. Beside Braden, lying on the forest floor inches from his hand, was a huge sword, nearly five feet long, with a blade that shone like liquid silver. Its hilt was in the shape of an ancient tree, roots swirling down to surround a brilliant emerald. At the top, the limbs twisting together to form the cross guard and reaching up the blade. Beside the weapon lay a wooden scabbard.

Then a groan brought his attention back to the woman lying nearby. Curled up and shivering, her limbs and muscles twitching just like his. Her skin covered in lacerations, torn flesh, and deep bruises like she had been hit by whatever explosion destroyed the ship.

The woman, her sex the only thing Braden was sure of, had light green skin and long thick blonde hair. She wore a torn and ragged black and grey uniform. She rolled over, eyes widening in surprise when she noticed Braden. Other than the color of her skin, she looked remarkably similar to a human, with high firm breasts, a tight, round behind, and a face so beautiful it was hard for Braden not to stare.

The alien woman scooted herself back and away, reaching to an empty sheath on her back. Finding it empty, she looked around frantically but couldn’t find what she sought. She reached down to her side, and Braden saw an empty holster of unfamiliar design there. The woman spoke in a harsh sounding language Braden couldn't understand, her voice pitched high in fear and pain, but with an aura of authority.

"I can't understand you," Braden said, raising his hands in what he hoped was a universal sign of peace. His head still pounded, and his muscles ached, although the pain was receding. This alien woman was a warrior of some kind, and Braden had no idea where he was or what was going on. He decided slow, careful motions would be best till he could get a handle on all this.

"Where the hell am I?" He wondered aloud to himself.

Looking around at the strange world, he realized his voice had changed. It sounded deeper and a touch gravely to his ears. The alien woman spoke once more, a question Braden thought, while her eyes took him in from head to toe. Braden ignored her and began walking over to the corpses, stumbling when he took his first steps, limbs awkward and weak like a newborn. Looking down Braden was stunned to see that his body had changed from the one he'd always known.

First off, he was taller now, easily five or six inches taller than he’d been all his life, and the weight he had gained over the past few years was gone, replaced with the muscled and lean body like that of an athlete or power swimmer. His movements came quicker and sharper, and he had far more control over his fine motor functions. Running strong hands over his face, he felt it had changed. Not much, but the jawline was definitely firmer, his nose no longer crooked from when he'd broken it in a schoolyard fight and his hair… Running his fingers over his head, Braden felt tears stream down his face as he felt thick, flowing locks hanging down to his shoulders. Braden had always been a little soft around the middle and shorter than average. Yet, he'd never felt self-conscious or embarrassed by those things. When his hair had fallen out in his early twenties, Braden had felt the loss keenly, even going so far as to research hair-plugs.

Walking again, he got the hang of his new body in moments. Adjusting to the change felt like relearning to riding a bike; it only took a second or two to feel normal.

As he approached the corpses, the stench hit him before he could make any details out. Covering his nose, he edged closer. Wrapped in robes were two puddles of goo, parts of organs, pale pink skin, and bits of bone sprinkled throughout. He couldn't see what had done such terrible damage to the creatures, and he backed up quickly, eager to be away from the grisly sight and smell.

The alien woman had stood and was making her limping way over to the damaged ship, searching the ground around her as she went. Braden eyed her warily and moved back around the clearing.

“What is this place?” He asked again, knowing it was useless but unable to help himself.

The alien woman glanced at him and said something in her foreign tongue. The sound of her voice was strange to Braden's ears, high and musical, almost hypnotic in the tonal notes. He saw a big tree root and made his way over to it. His muscles and body still aching, and head pounding with every beat of his heart. Just as he was about to sit down, he saw a small metal object wedged between two roots, nearly hidden beneath some moss. Pulling it free, he heard a hiss of annoyed anger from the alien woman.

She stared at him with a very intense expression on her gorgeous face, her eyes tracking the object in his hand. As Braden inspected it, he realized it must be some type of gun, but there was no trigger or trigger guard. Instead, it had a button near the top of the handle and a barrel extending out along the side of a person's hand with an opening at one end.

She repeated something in her language and reached out a hand, appearing to ask for the weapon back. The intensity of her gaze and the madness of the last few minutes made Braden wary. He looked from the woman to the puddled remains of the corpses on the far side of the clearing and narrowing his eyes, shook his head.

The woman barked something in frustration and turned back to the broken ship. She was muttering to herself as she dug through the wreckage. Pulling out a white bag with a red symbol on it, she drew forth a sizeable golden vial and downed the contents. As Braden watched the wounds on her arms, legs, and torso close, flesh knitting together, the woman sighed, shoulders relaxing in palpable relief.

Then she dug through the wreckage again, finally pulling out a small cracked screen and inserting a device from her hip pocket into it. She spent several minutes muttering to herself and tapping through flickering screens. With a final grimace, she dug through the remains of the ship once again. Letting out a small cry of triumph, she came out with a tiny silver chain clutched in one hand.

She walked towards Braden, stopping near the center of the clearing and lifting the necklace, offering it to him. He stood, but remained where he was, wary and still holding the weapon. With a sigh, careful to move slowly, she reached up with her other hand and pulled an identical necklace from under her black coat, holding it up for him to see. Then she tossed the silver chain at his feet and stood waiting.

Braden bent and picked up the item, inspecting it. It looked like a simple silver chain to him, but with strange round links that fit together in odd geometries, twisting his eyes as he tried to follow their lines. The woman motioned impatiently for him to put it on, and with a sigh, he did.

“You can understand me now?” She asked, in cultured English. The alien woman's voice suddenly made sense to Braden.

"How?" Braden started in surprise. Then looking at the woman, he asked, "What the hell is going on?"

“What is hell?” The alien woman asked, puzzled by the saying.

"I meant, what is going on? Who are you, and where am I, and what is this?!" Braden asked, gripping the necklace in one hand, the other waving around the firearm.

“Peace, human. Please lower your arms and hand back that item. You cannot understand how dangerous it is.” She had her hands out in a soothing gesture but was edging closer and closer with every slow step.

Braden, whose nerves were still on edge from all that had befallen him over the past few hours, breathed in slow deep breaths, surprised at how quickly he composed himself. The panic and fear were fading away, and cold, rational thought filled his mind. Raising the firearm, he pointed the barrel straight at the alien woman's face, freezing her in place. Then he swung his arm wide to the right and pressed his thumb against the button. His eyes were holding the alien woman's and he just barely kept the surprise from them as the firearm shot a bolt of green swirling liquid energy off into the forest.




Chapter Three

 

“Come no closer.” Braden said, “And careful what you think I do and don’t understand. Now answer my question.”

“Which one?” The alien woman’s face twisted in a sardonic smile. “You just asked me five different questions. The important information I have, happened to you on the passage, how the FAILSAFE scrambled your DNA with whatever material it found nearby, filling in the gaps.”

“Tell me that then.” He said lowering the firearm and removing his finger from the trigger, wary in case she tried to move any closer to him.

The woman pursed her lips and crossed her arms, eyeing Braden up and down before tapping one foot as if deciding something, then with one firm nod, she began.

"You saw a portal on your world?" She asked, her arms crossed under perfectly formed breasts.

“Yes, it was wobbling and spitting out red sparks.” He said.

She frowned at his words but was nodding.

"The FAILSAFE was faulty, probably from my fight." She looked at him. "It is my fault it trapped you in this world. Forgive my rudeness," bowing low she slapped a fist to her heart.

"I am Druska Alverin'droblek, Scout of the Illustrious Mergers and Acquisitions Division of the Galactic Good Corporation. My primary mission was to scout the planet and submit the data I gathered to the Holy Algorithm."

Braden’s headache had receded after sitting down, but now throbbed anew with pain as he listened to her speak. Each sentence more absurd than the last.

“I’d just landed and was collecting samples when I got attacked by two locals with mysterious, but powerful weapons.”

“Those are them?” Braden asked, pointing to the puddled remains.

“Yes, they were both killed in the final blast.”

“Where are their weapons?” Braden asked.

“I don’t know. The encounter was… strange.” Standing there in her ripped and torn uniform, Druska told this strange human about her attack with the old man and woman.

Braden's mind processed it all faster than he ever had before. He was an engineer by trade, but over the years, managing had taken over most of his time. Those analytical skills trained in him at a young age, along with his keen attention to detail, had proven to be a boon to him over the years. Perhaps they would be an even more significant asset here in this new environment.

He could accept this new reality for the madness it was. He could believe he was dead and this some strange purgatory; or that this was all a dream, the imaginings of a fevered mind. All of which could be true. He had been transported to another world and here he sat in a large, heavily muscled body, with a mind that thought with more clarity and faster than it ever had before. He had less anxiety and fear sitting here naked and lost than he used to have trying to figure out where to look in a crowded elevator. With a start, he realized he was still nude and looking down between his legs he saw equipment was far larger than what he remembered, hanging obscenely between his legs.


Thank God for small favors,
 Braden thought. But I still have no protection, no shelter, no food or water. All I have is this gun. And this lady who almost died fighting some king of fucking wizards.


"I'm Braden Edison, from a small town in America." he said, then added, shaking his head, "It sounds like magic what they used against you."

"What is magic?" Druska asked, puzzled. "You have this on your world?"

"No," Braden said, chuckling lightly, "it's fantasy. Make-believe. Stories for children of people who can control the elements and make lightning appear, balls of fire, that sort of thing. Not something… real."

"That sounds exactly like what the man did. And the woman shot lightning from the middle of her fingertips! Those pictures the man was drawing had power in them. I could almost taste the energies. When I cut it, the energy trapped within, detonated." She tapped her foot and cocked her head, looking at him, "If the power was in that man and it was a part of the people of this world, then it could be in you now."

“You mentioned that,” Braden said, not sure what to think of all this, “my DNA mixed with his.”

"Apparently, it was the FAILSAFE's way of completing the equation of you. It would have found the most beneficial trails to add to your genome." She pointed at the weapon in his hand. "Can I have that back now? It won't function much longer without being near its holster."

Braden took the alien woman in from head to toe slowly. Her hair was golden, and her skin was smooth with a light green hue to it, her face was beautiful with large dark green eyes. She had high cheekbones and a full, expressive mouth. The alienness of her was only on the margins; eyes angled just so, ears pointed on the tops and slightly curved forward. Her fingers were longer than any humans he had seen and moved with a preternatural dexterity, almost hypnotic to watch. There, resting on her lower back, was an empty sheath, and from the grace of her movements, and if he believed the story she told; she was deadly capable.

He realized once he took her in, that she probably could have killed or captured him at any moment since he’d lowered the handgun. Trusting his gut, Braden reversed the grip on the weapon and took the final steps to the woman, handing it over.

When he drew close to her, something strange happened that caused him to freeze. The look of shock that suddenly appeared on his face and his vacant eyes caused her to spin, searching for danger or some other attack.

Braden thought his experiences until this point had been strange, but what he could sense as he drew close to the woman differed from anything he'd ever felt in his life. He couldn't explain it other than it was like realizing he had a sixth sense or an extra limb.

Suddenly he could feel this woman before him with that sense. He knew she had strength within her, reserves of it, and will-power that was far above average, but also a latent, untapped power. Some force within, flowing up into her being and back down into the earth from where it came. He could sense that she was entirely unaware of it within her. Waiting, wanting, and needing to be connected with her mind and soul.

Then, with even greater wonder, Braden used this new extra sense to read himself and what he felt there, both confused and delighted him. He felt that same energy flowing up into his…mind? … soul? The ground beneath his feet flowed with the power, reaching up from the very planet itself. Once aware of it, he couldn't help but reach for it. It sat in him waiting and wanting to be accessed, used, and pressed upon the world like a living force unto itself.

Fear held Braden back; fear of the power he found within, fear of how much he desired to touch, and use it. Eyes that saw the world anew looked down at his hands and saw the firearm there, and he laughed at the absurdity of everything.


Why would I fear what I don’t even believe is rea
l? Braden thought to himself.

Reaching out with his mind and soul, he touched that flow of magic within and exerted his will, pressing it upon the world. The magic flowed through Braden like the most exquisite drug, pooling into a pillow of glowing blue energy in the palm of his hand. The pillow rose with his will, lifting the gun upon it. He watched in wonder as it floated through the air and landed, gentle as a feather, into the open hand of Druska, then let the blue energy dissipate.




Chapter Four

 

Druska's people were practical and cared little for make-believe fiction. The people of her empire had solved the most significant mathematical and physics problems in existence long ago. Instead, choosing to worship a future planning artificial intelligence called Algorithm.

No one in the empire had even imagined that powers or abilities existed outside of their genetic databases. Here standing before Druska was something the Great Algorithm had never predicted and couldn’t imagine. A gorgeous and powerfully built human breaking the laws of physics and laughing as he used powers, beyond holy, to return her weapon.

She could feel the energy within the man, the surrounding air faintly crackling with it. Like the enemy she had confronted earlier. If felt like the engine of a Great Ship heart had awakened within him. With reverent hands that she accepted the pistol.

“You have their powers!” Druska said in awe.

"Coming near you, it awakened in me… I can… tap into it now." Braden said, his eyes somewhat wild with wonder.

“This is both the coolest and the craziest thing that’s ever happened to me.” The man said, his deep voice sending chills throughout Druska’s being. Trapped and lost on this far-flung world, it would be months or possibly years before they made a rescue attempt, and then only if it was deemed profitable.

"The magic is in you too, but you don't seem able to access it," glancing down at himself, he asked, "Is there any clothing I can wear in that ship?"

With a start, she realized once again that the human was nude, her eyes straying to glance at the large and thick appendage hanging between his legs. Druska had applied to the Breeding program dozens of times but had never been selected by either an exalted Breeder or one of their First Wives to join a coven. She had hungered for years after the pleasures of the flesh. Still, with no capable mates, women throughout the Corporation had to survive with P.O.R.N. simulations, although illegal.

"Yes, there should be a uniform that will fit you. I have spares." She told him, her self-control iron. Looking down at her own torn and tattered clothing, she decided she needed a change too.

They headed over to the ship, and Druska dug into the side panels and came out with two uniforms. One smaller for herself and one larger for the human. Disrobing, she felt the man's eyes upon her body, though he tried to hide it.

“You said the magic was in me? How can that be?” Druska asked, looking for anything to distract herself from the unfamiliar tension filling the air. She pulled out a backpack and began filling it with rations and the stim meds as the man spoke.

"I can't really explain better than that. I can sense the magic of this world now. It is not a sense I had in my old body or my old world. I see it as a flowing current. It takes a… color or shape when it enters you, but then it flows back out, untapped. Like there is a bridge there that you could access it across, but it's missing just one piece to connect fully."

Careful to mask her movements, Druska withdrew the other pistol onboard and hid it in the backpack along with the weapons holster. So far, this human had not been a threat, but Druska didn’t trust anyone so quickly. Then her brain registered what the man had been saying, and she spun to look at him with wide eyes.

“You mean it might be possible for me to break the laws of physics as well? Could this magical power send me home?”

"I wondered that too," Braden said, "but I don't know enough yet. What is magic capable of? What are the costs? It may be possible; we need more information."

"When I flew in, my scanners picked up several small settlements off to the west, on the edge of these woods. It looks like we may be travelling together for some time, human."

“It looks like we will,” Braden said, reaching out with one hand. “And thank you again for the clothes.”

Druska looked at the man's hand, unfamiliar with the gesture, but he had a warm, open smile, so she reached out with hers too. The second their skin touched; a powerful charge surged between their bodies. A flush hit her cheeks, her skin felt warm to the touch, and she felt the place between her legs get wet with desire and need. She felt the magical power now, just as the man had described it, flowing up and into her. The energy called to her, but it rebuffed her when she tried to grasp it.

“What have you done to me?!” Druska asked, sounding frightened.

"It's not me!" Braden said. "It's this world, it’s magic. If we let go, I think it will end, but you will lose all sight of it."

Druska had never wanted anything more in her life than she wanted to keep touching this powerful, handsome human. More even than she wanted to take that magical into herself. The need was like a drug, twisting her mind around it, convincing herself of things she might not usually have imagined. A hope she’d dared not dream for herself again, popped into her head, the hunger for breeding.

“I can… bridge the gap,” Braden said, his eyes boring into hers, “but there may be… consequences.”

Druska paused for a few tense moments, wondering what terrible things he might have to do to her. All she could hear was her deep breaths rasping in and out of her lungs.

“Do it,” She finally said.

Her mind was a hazy fog of want and desire, but with no frame of reference for what she needed. Then she felt his magic touch her. The masculine energy inflamed her passions. Like magic, her clothes were falling away. Her skin was alive for the first time to the touch of another. The press of his flesh to hers was like water to a woman in the wastelands. She felt herself spread wide, then the man and his essence were inside her, filling her, depositing something within her. When they became joined, she felt one with the world and herself as the magical power took root within; changing and perfecting, all while she approached the precipice of nirvana. She was reaching its peak just as he shot his magic seed within her and she felt her soul bind itself to his.

 

--------------------

 

The touch of human to alien skin was almost more than Braden could handle. Something in the magic leaped forward into the woman. He felt it leaking into her and with it his willpower. Braden had never seen such muscled female perfection and never in the nude, as when she had changed clothes just feet from him. Druska's body was almost more than he could handle as it revealed itself to his eyes. Her breasts were large and stood out firm and perfectly shaped on her chest, capped in large greenish-pink puffy nipples. Her stomach was smooth and muscled. Her hips and ass had a gentle swell to them that drew his gaze and between her legs were hairless perfect looking little folds.

Now that he held her hand, the magic did its work on them both. Desire filled him, and at the same time, he saw how he could fix Druska. It was a gap that needed filling. To his absolute delight, the magic necessary began to fill his loins. It thickened, growing hard and rigid. He knew what he had to do.

He began to peel off the clothing she had just dressed in, revealing her glorious body one piece at a time. The magic was too insistent, and he regretted not being able to spend his time relishing her.

Laying her down and spreading her, Braden pressed the head of himself to the alien woman's weeping, hungry sex. The faint part of his brain that could still reason, wondered what madness had driven him to fuck this exotic woman ten minutes after meeting her. The voice was insistent but faint, drowned out by the unbelievable pleasure of his magic-filled cock sliding into the virgin pussy of this perfect alien creature.

Lust consumed Braden as he drove into the woman. Her tight alien sex slowly accommodating his girth until finally, he was fully inside, feeling like they had been made for one another. He held her close and felt her breath hot and heavy on his neck, her arms circling around his back, as small whimpers of pleasure escaped the woman's mouth.

Her eyes were closed, and she bit her bottom lip in an unmistakable expression of pleasure. Her legs circling Braden's waist, her ankles locking together, pulling him deeper with every thrust. Like mad animals, they consumed each other's bodies, a combination of the magics newness and stress, mixing with the elation of being alive, added to the thrill.

He would never be sure how long he fucked the woman there on the forest floor. It could have been one minute or twenty. All he knew was that when his orgasm finally came, it rolled through his body like a mighty wind through a willow. He was shaky as the magic swept out of him and into the woman, taking root in her soul.

He watched in awe as Druska shuddered and collapsed under him. The magic coursing through her veins and flesh, changing it in subtle ways as he watched, muscles slimming against her elegant frame, an even greater grace settling into her movements.

Braden leaned back and watched as the transformation took place. He could almost feel her new powers taking root, and realized, with a shock of understanding, that her soul had become bound to his.


Could I bond other women like this?
 Braden thought, then instantly berated himself for being a lecherous fool. Just then, a branch snapped behind him, and he turned to see a small green creature near the corpse across the clearing. 

At first, he mistook the creature for another of Druska's race. Still, it was far shorter than she was, with an unnaturally wide mouth filled with long sharp fangs, large bug-like eyes, and three-fingered hands. One of which clutched a short spear. The creature had been bending over the mangled corpse of the wizard when the stick had snapped.

The movement of Braden turning his head alerted the small creature to his presence, and its eyes widened as it let out a loud whistle. To Braden's horror, four more of the goblin-like creatures stepped out of the forest and into the clearing. All of them armed, glaring at Braden and the unconscious alien woman.

With a cry of battle, three of them charged with spears out, while two more stepped back into the trees and drew short bows, each losing arrow with deadly skill and accuracy. Braden sat there, less than a minute after fucking the alien woman, his cock still sticky with her juices, looking at a sight straight out of a video game. Five points of death drove toward him as he pondered just how in the hell life had turned so crazy, so fast.

 


Chapter Five

Braden reacted without thought. Throwing a hand up, will focused on keeping both spear and arrow points away from himself. Instinct, more than anything, driving him. He tapped into the magic within and felt it bleed out of his fingertips, staining the air with a light blue energy that spread into a shield.

The arrows glanced off the shield, to his immense relief, ricocheting off into the forest. The three Goblins charging had more weight and momentum behind their thrusts, and Braden could only watch in sick horror as they leaped. Spear points pushing through his shield barrier in agonizing slowness before they all pushed through it at once. The blue magical energy burst like a popped bubble and three roughly sharpened iron points punched into his flesh.

Braden had been a fan of western books growing up, and most descriptions they gave of being shot or stabbed began with something like: "the tearing hot pain…" He'd always glanced over those words, never taking them to heart. But now, as the rusty, dull iron of the spear tore through his flesh, and his hot blood rushed out of the deep dark wounds, he could finally appreciate their meaning.

He gritted his teeth, refusing to scream in the sudden agony. The weight of the goblins charge pressing him down into the ground.

For one terrible second, as the goblins tore their weapons free from his limp body, Braden began to feel sorry for himself; cheating wife, disloyal friend, ripped away from all he knew and loved to this god-forsaken planet. It would be too easy to sink into that pit right now, as he shivered in pain, fear dancing along the edges of his thoughts.

He couldn’t feel sorry for himself, though. The injustice of the situation wouldn’t let him. The sheer impossibility of his circumstances wouldn't let him. He was in more pain than he’d ever thought possible, his mind-twisting with it, even further as shock set in, but he didn't hesitate. For he also saw more clearly than he’d ever had in a stressful situation, let alone a life or death one.

Braden felt the taste of a real power upon his lips, the control over life and death. The goblins sensed a change in their prey, faces twisted in fear and rage as they swarmed forward to stab the human again, but he was already attacking.

He should have been frightened at how easy it was, but mostly he was fascinated. The magic within him leaped to obey his will once again, but it was a blunt and pig stubborn force in his grasp. He did not understand how to direct or shape it. As fingers of his other hand brushed steel and ancient wood, his mind sharpened to a razor focus. His will grew titanic, the magic dancing nimbly from his fingers.

Using his knowledge of conductivity and force, it was a simple thing to summon a blast of wind to press one spear point into another. Then as his hand closed about the hilt of the ancient and yet new blade, he lifted a finger of his casting hand, sending out a single arc of electrical current through the air and connecting all four of them in a heartbeat. Then it was merely a matter of increasing the current. The three goblin warriors collapsed, limbs twisting in upon themselves as their muscles contracted with the charged energy, hearts freezing in their chests.

Braden stared at his dead attackers in detached fascination, then down to the giant sword gripped in his hand, shock affecting his mind. Just then, an arrow thudded into the forest floor beside his head, then a second tore through his arm and into his chest, pinning the limb. He screamed this time, lashing out with the giant silvery blade. Unfocused magic blasting from the sword's tip as he slashed the air.

The magic burst forth as an arc of slicing wind energy. Sounding like the world itself was ripping open as he cut a deep gouge across tree trunk and goblin alike. One bow was destroyed, but its wielder was still up and fighting. Drawing two rusty daggers, it charged at Braden just as the second archer drew back to fire, finally having an unobstructed shot of the human's heart.

Braden saw his death approaching and raged against it. Dropping the sword, he lifted his one good arm and attempted to create more blue shielding magic about himself again. This time, the magic was too slow. His injuries impaired his concentration. His will suddenly small and weak compared to moments before. He saw a gleam of killing rage in the eyes of the slathering little monster as its fingers drew back, about to release the arrow. Just then, twin blasts of green plasma energy tore through the air above his head, connecting with the remaining goblins and blasting their scaly bodies to bits.

Braden turned to see Druska standing, blaster pistol in hand as she scanned the woods for more threats. He collapsed with a groan, the arrow still pinning his arm to his chest. It felt like someone was standing on his ribs, preventing him from breathing, and at the same time, stabbing him deeper with every weak lung-full he drew. Panic tried to claw its way into his mind. With will power and determination he didn't know he had, Braden marshaled himself, controlling his emotions quickly.

As he lay on the ground breathing shallowly, he heard the faint far off sound of a bell ringing, and a small window appeared in the air before him, this time with glowing golden words:

 

CONGRATULATIONS!

HAREM MAGE – Level 2

Powers:

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX

“What in the fuck?” Braden muttered in pain, even as the golden window faded from his sight.

“Did you see that?” He asked louder, but Druska was digging in her bag and pulling out one of the last golden vials, rushing over to Braden’s side.

"What did they attack you with? Sticks?" She hissed, kneeling at his side. "The primitives!"

"Arrows and spears," Braden said, his teeth gritted in pain. Breathing and speaking hurt. Working with sure, confident fingers, Druska wiped free the blood, dirt, and leaves, revealing the shaft of wood sticking through his arm and into his chest. The iron spear point, nothing more than a chunk of unforged metal, honed to a jagged edge, was lodged between two ribs.

"We have to remove this wood before you can imbibe the Regrowth, Master," Druska said, reaching out to probe at the flesh around the arrowhead.

“Don’t call me that,” Braden muttered absently, then regretted it instantly. Pain radiated out from Druska's fingertips as they traced along his skin, and Braden breathed in a few ragged but steadying breaths. Shifting his position, his hand grazed the sword's hilt, and the pain lessened to a dull roar. Present and painful, but manageable now.

As she probed his wound, Braden looked once more at the massive sword in his hand. The blade looked like liquid quicksilver, having a strange reflective property, but to him, it was the hilt that was most wondrous. A hand and a half in length, the hilt had a grip that would stay firm even when coated in mud or blood. Made of rippled knotted leather or bark, it fit perfectly to his hand size.

The cross-guard had been shaped like two limbs from an ancient redwood thick and twisted in ways to protect the hands of its wielder. The pommel was carved from the same material as the hilt in the form of elegantly carved roots, inlay with gold, entwined around an emerald that glowed with a dim inner light. The whole sword, tip to pommel, was just over five feet tall, but the weight and balance felt closer to that of a knife, even when he thought wind resistance should affect it. Most curious of all was the feeling of great age he sensed in its pulsing rhythm, but its appearance looked newly forged, unblemished by age or battle.


Just one more mystery to add to the pile
, he thought.

Druska sensed a change in the man as soon as he gripped the sword, and looked up to see his face calm and filled with strength. With a firm nod, she reached out and drew the arrowhead out of his chest in one swift motion. Flesh tore around it with a sickening wet sound and dark red blood welled up out of the hole. The pain spiked for Braden, but he could master it with the aid of the sword. Then Druska was sliding the arrow forward and out of his forearm, and Braden couldn’t stifle the loud groan of pain that escaped his clenched teeth.

His magical strength wasn't limitless, but the sword seemed to provide him both a reserve of strength and enhanced focus. The blood drained out of his body with frightening speed once the arrow was clear, and Druska handed him the golden vial, which he downed in one quaff. He wasn't sure what to expect as he drank down the alien medicine, but mild euphoria and itchiness was not it. The wounds closed within seconds. They were sealing themselves before his eyes, into smooth pink flesh, with some silvery-white scar tissue to mark the injuries, as though to remind him of his mistakes.

"We need to get out here," Braden said while the regrowth was doing its job, knitting his flesh.

"I agree," Druska said, her speaking pattern very businesslike and calm. Braden found he quite liked it. Moving off and hunting around the edge clearing, she gave a sigh of relief and picked up a grey, dull looking short sword and sheathed it on her back. Then she stopped and searched through the corpses of the goblins.

"This was a hunting party, and there could be more out in the trees." Druska said.

She found a few bits of metal, both silver and copper, useless trinkets she assumed, along with a spool of gut string and assorted tools made from rock, bronze, and wood. Once done with her search of the corpses, Druska began packing up what little supplies they had.

Braden let the regrowth work its magic on his body. Curious, he reached his magic within, trying to reason or learn what the regrowth was doing, hoping to recreate it. But whatever was going on, it was far beyond his skill.

Instead, Braden focused his attention on the magic itself. Again, that impression that it was another sense, or an extra limb, but surging and waiting. It had a limit to its strength and could become exhausted once his reserves depleted. Those reserves were more significant now after he had gained a higher level, and vastly greater when he held the sword. His focus and thus, the difficulty of what he could accomplish, was increasing even as he stretched his powers internally.


Kill some monsters, gain a level,
 he thought to himself, and I imagine it will become more challenging to increase my level the higher it gets.


That thought excited him more than anything. Braden had grown up playing fantasy video games and grew to love the long grind inherent in some of them. He loved to power level, but there was always something satisfying in tackling the most challenging grinds.

Raising a hand before himself, he held it out, willing the magic to form a shield once more. Blue force energy sprang from his hands into a sliver of dome before him several feet tall and wide, faintly translucent. The more magic he poured into the shield, the denser and stronger it became. He could increase its area, surrounding his whole body with the magical protection instead of just a narrow space. Pouring more magical power into the shield increased its strength and field but burnt up his reserves of strength fast. He didn't know if the loss would be linear, but they could test it.


It’s like abjuration,
 he thought, interesting.


He coated his arm in the dense magic, tight to his flesh like a second skin, then raised his right hand and thought of fire upon his palm and with a small amount of magic and will his hand lit aflame. The fire glowed warm and cheery sitting there upon his palm, with only a faint warmth transferring to the flesh beneath.


This will be useful,
 Braden thought, if we can hunt any game in the forest.
 And he felt a touch more confident in their chances as he began to test that the puncture wounds were fully closed now. The confidence tempered by the speed with which he was depleting his power.

"You command the elements now," Druska said, her eyes alight with some internal passion that Braden couldn't discern.

"It seems I do," he replied, standing slowly.

This new body was younger, stronger, and far more virile than anything he had known before; and perhaps it was all in his mind, but he still felt the wounds from being stabbed faintly. His chest still ached, and a phantom echo remained in his arm from the arrow that had pinned it.

There are two kinds of people: those who act when action is needed and those who do not. A person will never know which category they fall into unless it confronts them with a situation of maximal pressure. Most hesitate in that moment, brain processing and body locked in the rush of emotion and indecision. Others, a rare few, will act. Often in self-preservation, either to fight or run, but rarely with sound judgment.


Never again,
 Braden vowed. Never again will I be so weakened and vulnerable! If this is some video game fantasy world, then I’ll figure how to play it.
 It took only a few moments to find the scabbard for the sword and figure out how to secure the baldric and belt. He felt far safer once it was in place, the weight comforting.

With a determined expression, a hand poised to draw the blade at the slightest sound of trouble, his magic ever ready at his fingertips, he followed Druska off into the shadowed interior of the forest depths.


Chapter Six

Druska managed to keep the delight off her face, but it threatened at every moment to bubble to the surface. Her Master certainly didn't seem in the mood to hear her giggling with glee at new powers undreamt of before. 



She had been bred.


She had woken up a changed woman. The body so hard-won over a life of training at the Academy was gone. Druska had never given much thought to outward beauty. Hers had been a body of brutal efficiency, peerless amongst the other scouts and specials of the Corporate Forces. Now it was all slim grace, like that of the most beautiful Willow Dancers back home. The changes had not only been cosmetic; she felt just as strong as she had before, stronger possibly. Her speed had also increased and to an almost frightening level. Her fingers, which had always been nimble, now danced with a dexterity far above anything they’d ever know. 

She had been bred.

The changes were not just to her body, for the shadows themselves called to Druska now. She could feel them, lurking around her, birthed from the conflict between dark and light, a melding of the two. A presence on the edge of sight, comforting, and welcoming. The thrumming energy within that her Master had awoken, called to those shadows, and she knew with a certainty, that as agile and powerful as she felt in the light, she would feel even more so once she sank herself into their comforting depths.

She had been bred!

All the strangeness was a lot for Druska to handle, but she'd been trained to expect the unexpected when traversing the wild unexplored worlds on the empire's edge. What blew her mind, was getting the one thing she'd given up hope of achieving. Breeders and their women were the most valuable resource the Corporation controlled, and though Druska had applied for entry many times, she’d never been chosen for the honor.

Druska had come to this strange world in part to escape a future without real love. She had trapped another stranger here, a man of beauty, strength, and intelligence, like the greatest of the Board Members. Not only did this man commanded the elements themselves, like the gods from folklore; this wonderful, powerful man had taken her, claimed her as his. He bred her with passion, and lust like out of the holo-vids. She was now a wife. Not just a wife, but a First Wife!

It was all so much for her to deal with, and she struggled to maintain her stoic façade. Like a child suddenly given more presents than they can count, she was overwhelmed. The immediacy of the fight with the ‘goblins’,
 as her Master had called them, strange little humanoid creatures, and of saving Braden’s life, helped her to get a handle on her new form.

As they slipped into the shadowy interior of the forest, Druska felt the world become right around her. Her steps were light and silent as a cat, and she knew that with a small exertion of will, she could pull shadows around herself, disappearing from sight.

"I have not thanked you properly for your magnificent gift to me, Master," Druska whispered to Braden as they headed in the direction of the villages. "But I will take my time thanking you this evening."

“What gift?” The man asked as he blundered through the forest behind her, “And don’t call me that, I’m not your Master.”

"You are my Master, and any others we deem worthy of the honor," Druska stated, a simple matter of fact. Unable to see the surprise and nervous hopefulness on Braden's face, she continued, "You would be given a life of luxury in the Corporation, there are few enough Breeders."

"Breeders?" Braden asked, his deep voice falling to hushed tones as well. The forest around them was quiet and still, demanding a certain amount of respect from its inhabitants.

"Yes, there are very few males within Corporate holdings that are capable of coitus with living beings," Druska replied.

“Why would that be?” he asked.

"To be honest, it's kind of a dark period in Corporate history, internal politics," she said, "one of the few, though." She added quickly, not wanting to give her new Master a wrong impression of her society.

"For several millennia, birthing samples were restricted to Management, provided in laboratory settings. The rest of the population had P.O.R.N. or, Personal Orgasm Receptor Neuroticism. Allotments to sate any baser desires they had. Over time, many millennia, the desire to breed was… bred out of most of our people."

“So, what happened?” Braden asked.

"Executives launched a study, discovering that the lack of genetic diversity in Corporate personnel was causing a decrease in profitability in all sectors. The Board voted, and the practice was abolished or mostly so. They created a new position within Management: Breeder. It has no direct authority or reports, but the benefits are excellent, and a Breeder and his Wives will be supported for all time."

"Sounds like a pretty sweet life," Braden said wistfully.

The man had such openness to his nature, and Druska found it endearing. He wore his emotions plain upon his face, and that honesty proved to her even more what a hero he was meant to be. Growing up in corporate academies, you learned to have your guard up at a young age.

"The only position that is more respected within Good Corp is that of Member of the Board." She felt the warm flush of embarrassment as she went on, "A Breeder claims his title when he can stay hard long enough to plant his seed within a female. That female gains the position of First Wife."

“Wait, so not all of your people have sex?” Braden asked, his voice incredulous.

"Less than one percent of one percent of our male population, of any race, desires to have sexual relations and is capable of providing genetic samples. And less than one percent of that one percent are capable of having relations in the flesh."

“Jesus, that’s insane.” Braden whispered, “A man lives like a king in your world simply because he can get a hardon.”

“Who is Jesus?” Druska asked.

“Doesn’t matter.” Braden said, his mind racing, “Wait, first wife? What does that mean?”

"First Wife." Druska said, emphasizing the title.

"It means," she continued, stopping and forcing herself to turn and look into her Master's beautiful blue eyes. Her face broke into a grin as she let some of her inner joy finally break free, "That I am now your First Wife, Master, and that my body is yours to use and breed to your heart's desire. In this position, I will help you discover other women of quality stock for you to breed and if they are worthy, for you to wed." She lifted her arm, dragging shadows with her fingertips like silk cloth, "Can you grant this incredible power to other women?" she asked.

Braden, whose face had been troubled since they left the clearing halted when she turned to regard him, and now he took her in. He didn't hide his regard for her body as his eyes trailed from her slim ankles, up slender legs, and across her trim and taut stomach, to her firm high breasts, and then his eyes seemed to dance with some suppressed joy as he took in her face. Druska meanwhile was feasting on the man's features as well, hungry to once again feel his hardness inside her. The reality had far exceeded her fantasies or the literature on breeding.

"The more you speak, the less I'm certain I haven't died and gone to heaven," he waved away her confusion and went on.

"I don't see any other way to get through this other than together. Eventually, we should find some shelter. It doesn't have to be permanent; somewhere we can range out from and gather information on this world and its peoples."

Druska's Master was wise as well as powerful and virile. Slipping into the shadows, she flew forward through the forest, feeling free and alive for the first time in her life, able to leap forward twenty feet at a step, slipping between shadows nearly invisible. She felt Braden tracking her inexpertly with his powers, and they began to make a game of it.

She would slip into a shadow, cloaking herself as best she could in the new powers. She was moving from tree to tree, never setting foot within the lighter spaces of the forest, nor making a sound. Braden was muttering to himself as he tromped through the woods, not even bothering to quiet his steps.

She stayed hidden just on the edge of hearing, ranging around in front of him.

"Illusion? No, that wouldn't be helpful." He muttered to himself. "But how would I get divination to work? The schools don't seem to line up with what I sense… it's something different, but similar."

She felt clumsy clambering attempts to search the darkness around her, and her nibble feet danced between his crude magical searching.

“No, that is inefficient and costly besides.” He said at another point. “Perhaps, hmmm yes, machine learning and a floating lens… But how to translate the equation and logic into the magic…”

Then the man fell silent and stood in place for long moments; moments that stretched into minutes. She was beginning to worry that something had happened to his mind when suddenly he turned and looked directly at Druska hidden in her shadows.


How?
  She wondered to herself, and then she was off, her toes barely grazing the surface of the forest.

Shadows drank her in, and spit her out, dancing and weaving through the forest’s interior. Suddenly she halted a thousand meters away in the blackest darkness she could find, sure she hadn't been noticed. Then came the increasingly annoying sound of her Master's heavy footsteps as he approached her position, unerringly accurate. The man smiled with pride as he stared at her location. With both frustration at losing and joy at the challenge, Druska dashed off once again, flying through shadows.

It took her a while to figure out the trick he had employed. He had constructed a floating surveillance drone of some sort. It was nearly impossible to see, only a slight warping in the air high up, and it moved almost as fast as she could. It had a range fixed to Braden's location, and she could quickly outdistance it once she learned its limits.

The game continued throughout the afternoon as they made their way through the forest, Druska spotted several small animals and was able to stand in the shadows just a few feet upwind of a pack of little beasts as they nibbled on wildflowers. She drew her pistol and took off their heads with one shot each. Braden knew how to carve up the creatures and clean them of guts and the rest — wrapping the meat in the soft white skins.

Druska spotted a cave on a small mountainside, near evening, that was perfect for their camp. Making sure Braden’s scrying eye saw her enter, she scouted it out, discovering nothing in its depth but the remains of a few ancient fires set in a pit near the entrance.

Braden went about making a fire and roasting the meat he called Rabbit. They ate hot dripping pieces of the tasty flesh and supplemented the meal with her rations. When they finished eating, Druska went about setting up the blankets she had scrounged together from the wreckage of her ship. Her Master walked out into the woods around their cave, saying he would try to shield and hide them from detection.

While he was out there, Druska drew off her uniform, folding it neatly. She was in nothing but her bra and panties, admiring her new slim and gorgeous body, and tried to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. The heat had begun deep within her loins, and she’d been trying her hardest to ignore it. Now that she was here, Druska couldn't ignore it nor the wetness of her sex. Not only did she have coitus this day, but she would hopefully get to do it again.

She lay on the blankets, the fire dying out nearby, her hands roaming her body, exploring, touching and teasing.

“I found something…" Braden said as he stepped into the cave, his voice trailing off, his handsome face smiled, filling with lust as he took in the sight of her.

Druska felt herself quake and quiver before this man, his power and dominance over her, unquestioning as she lay back, spreading her legs invitingly eager to please and serve her Master.


Chapter Seven



Braden had been exhausted when they arrived at the cave. He still ached from his injuries earlier and had been practicing with his magical powers all afternoon. It had been helpful to think of this experience like being in a video game, but one without a tutorial or help feature. He was testing things out as he dreamed them up, careful to think things through so he didn't injure himself or Druska by accident. Relying heavily on his knowledge of video and tabletop games for inspiration and then applying principals of engineering and logic to execute. 

He had been relieved when he recognized the rabbit Druska killed. Seeing something he knew from his world made him feel vastly more comfortable. With a full belly, and feeling a little tired, he went around the perimeter outside the cave with sword in hand. He tried to hide signs of their passage and place patches of magic on the ground that he hoped would turn animals and monsters away, seeding them with a bit of darker death magic.

He set his little scrying orb outside the entrance of the cave with instructions that if it saw anything suspicious, it was to warn him. It had a rudimentary intelligence that was growing as it learned and recognized more things. It had been exhausting to construct the little bot, but surprisingly easy to impose his will in the form of a construct he knew, in this case, software.

Just as he was turning to make his way back, he felt a tugging at the corner of his vision. Turning to look, he didn't see anything amiss at first, just more ancient trees. When he turned back to the cave, he caught a glimpse of something at the corner of his sight.

Without looking at it directly, Braden moved closer to the strange spot. As he approached, he felt a tingling charge crawling across his skin. Drawing back quickly, he reached out with gentle hands and felt at the barrier. His hands passed in without seeming to be affected, so taking a deep breath, Braden stepped through.

He realized it was an illusion, and once he'd passed through it, it was dispelled, at least for him. The mountainside here had been masked to appear as though it was a typical forest, but this small area opened into a wide clearing. On the far side, a curving archway carved into the mountainside, a tunnel leading into darkness. On top of the arch, a plaque was inset with two words in a strange and slashing script.

There was nothing else or the illusion to be hiding, just the carved arch and tunnel. Stepping closer, Braden looked up at the script, his head began to pound, and the letters swam before his vision, the necklace hanging against his skin warming slightly, and then he was able to make the words out: LEVEL
 ONE
.



This can’t be what I think it is,
 Braden thought, and eager to share the discovery, he hurried back to Druska. When he stepped into the warm glow of the cave, the sight he saw laid out before him froze his tongue midsentence.

On a bed of thick blankets was the slender and perfect Druska, clad only in lacy red panties and bra, of some alien design. The garments supported, but revealed limbs that were long and elegant, with the lean grace of a supermodel. Those large breasts and big firm ass were nothing like a wispy model, though.

His eyes traveled along her enticing curves, noticing one elegant hand between her legs, touching her alien folds. Then he took in her perfectly sculpted face, her beauty astounding him, eyes a hypnotic green and filled with lust, lips thick and red, sculpted in the shape of a perfect longbow. Even the fain green hue of her skin was a turn on. Nothing like the sickly green of the goblins, hers was almost plantlike in its coloring. Her golden hair splayed out around her head, thick and lustrous. Memories of his wife, from just days before floated through his mind, and the comparison was not flattering for the human woman, she had been an average housewife, but Druska would put a Victoria's Secret model to shame.

Druska's eyes held hope and a promise, and Braden began removing his clothing without words, as he made his way over to her, setting the sword and scabbard down against the cave wall nearby.

The woman bit her lower lip as she saw his body revealed before her, legs parting as he approached. When his pants dropped, and his hardness appeared, the woman groaned out and scrambled forward.

"Oh, Master!" She moaned, "I never dreamed of being blessed by something so magnificent." She reached out as she spoke and took him in two hands, cradling the thick shaft in her palms like it was an offering.

Looking up into his eyes, expression filled with the hope, she said, "You will breed me, Master?"

"I am the one who has died and gone to heaven," Braden said, "And no, I will not be breeding you, not yet." Druska's expression fell, but Braden reached down and cupped one soft green, perfectly sculpted cheek in one hand and continued while smiling, "I will be teaching you how to make love, what real pleasure is; breeding is but the smallest part of it all."

Druska, whose expression was devastated seconds before, now looked overjoyed, and without thinking, she kissed the tip of her Master's glorious dick. It twitched in her hands and Braden moaned out loud, smiling, she began to place soft kisses all over the head and shaft, loving the velvety softness of the flesh as it slid along her cheeks and lips and between her hands.

Braden enjoyed watching the gorgeous alien woman worshipping him, but he had plans for this evening. Pushing Druska back, he lay her down and drew close, their lips meeting in a delicate and emotion-fueled embrace. Recent events had built up pressure inside them, and they both found a release for it now, their gentle light kisses, devolving quickly into passionate making out.

Braden slipped Druska's bra and panties off, revealing her body in its full glory. It was his turn to worship her. He lay the woman back and began by kissing down her neck, stopping to appreciate her glorious large breasts with their large puffy light green nipples. Druska must have been sensitive because she moaned out in pleasure as he played with them.

He trailed his fingertips down her stomach and between her slender thighs to touch and play with her folds, grazing a finger gently along her outer lips. The gentle touch drove Druska wild as it hinted and teased. Coating his fingers in her wetness and slowly exploring her body, he discovered where her alien pleasure centers lay. Kissing down her stomach, he licked and sucked at all of them, all in turn.

"What… Master!" Druska jerked in shock when his tongue first made contact with her and then she began to moan and writhe uncontrollably like a woman possessed. Within seconds she was gushing out sweet juices as she screamed out in her first massive orgasm.

Braden crawled up beside the alien woman, a silly grin on his face as he looked down at her gorgeous panting, sweating face.

"That wasn't breeding," Druska panted. "Thank you, Master, what magic was it?"

Braden just laughed and pulled her close, “That was oral sex, and I’m glad you liked it.”

"I didn't like it," Druska said, one hand pressing Braden back to the blankets with surprising strength, "I loved it!"

The alien woman sat astride his hips, her glorious body on full display as she whipped her hair back over her shoulders, “Now Master, let me return the favor.”

Braden folded his hands behind his head and watched in relaxed contentment as Druska kissed her way down his body, her ass and narrow waist on perfect display as she bent over. Her tits swaying almost hypnotically as she hefted his steel hard rod, lifting it straight up.

She took her time, licking and kissing its entire length, like him, she searched for those places that brought her Master the most pleasure. It was almost a religious experience for her, something she had never dreamed possible, having a hard cock to worship, and she wanted to savor every moment of it.

Braden guided her, showing her how to suck him in deep, and loving the contented sounds she elicited when she took him into her throat. He didn't know how long she sucked and licked him. His mind adrift on a sea of pleasure. His orgasm came building powerfully.

"I am going to cum," Braden said, and Druska looked up to meet his eyes, her face filled with curiosity, excitement, and pleasure.

Then his cum was pumping into her mouth in massive spurts, the pleasure washing through him in waves. Druska swallowed the first couple. Her eyes closed in ecstasy as magic washed through her as well, and then it overflowed out of her lips, dribbling down her chin and neck, the final blast hitting her tits while she watched it spurt out with almost drunk looking eyes. She gathered up all her Master's cum with tongue and hand and began slurping it down like she was starving. Then they collapsed together onto the blankets and held each other close.

Magic thrummed in both of them, as her slender nubile body pressed against him. With her touching, teasing hands on him constantly, soon, he was hard and rolling atop her.

"Yes, Master!" Druska hissed as he slid into her wetness. She was so tight that he had to enter into her in soft little thrusts, while she whimpered and shivered beneath him. Her delicate sex began to flutter in orgasm when he was barely halfway into her tightness. If not for the earlier orgasm, he would have cum right there; she felt so heavenly.

They made slow and passionate love there on the cave floor. Braden was thrusting into her nearly virgin pussy gently at first, easing them both into the motions. Soon though, their mutual hunger took over, and he was driving into her with long hard strokes, pounding into her.

They rolled around, her riding him for a while, then he flipped her over. Taking her from behind. On her knees, with her face pressed down into the blankets, she had a screaming shuddering orgasm that milked his cock, and he felt himself having one of the largest and longest orgasms of his life along with her. They fell into the blankets together, a sweating happy bundle, and cuddling one another close, drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Eight

The next morning Braden informed Druska of his discovery around the mountainside, and she agreed that it might be worthwhile to check it out. They packed their supplies into Druska's no-space bag and then headed out with her in the lead.

"You think it’s some sort of jail?" Druska asked, peering at the carved stone archway in suspicion.

Braden chuckled, "Not a jail, no, a Dungeon." Holding out his hand, he summoned down the scrying orb, drawing in magic in one hand, and holding the blade in the other, began to add features to the happy little system. It purred a low magical hum as he gave it more abilities for observation and cancelled the range function. Then he floated the orb into the arch and watched it disappear into darkness.

“Let’s see what it’s able to find,” he said.

The two of them settled down and waited for about thirty minutes, eating a small meal of rations and sipping lukewarm water from Druska's canteens as they waited.

Then they both lifted their heads at the same moment, Braden alerted by the magic, Druska by the shifting shadows, as the little orb floated back out and over to the ground near Braden's feet. Using a new feature he had just designed, it projected a two-dimensional image that both of them recognized as a map onto the ground.
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"Yup," Braden said after seeing the image. "That's a dungeon alright and Scry-bot still has a way to go before he can be deemed intelligent
." Squatting down, he pointed to a part of the map, "I would imagine all of those red dots are enemies of some kind."

Just as he spoke, a small image appeared above the area on the map of a slathering goblins face frozen while screaming at another darker-skinned goblin.

“Thanks Scry-bot, yea definitely enemies then. Then this spiraling staircase or whatever, looks like it’s heading down. Level two, I would guess.”

"Looks like a few dozen of the little primitives," Druska said. "I believe we could handle that many if we are smart about it, but do we need to fight them?"

"We could pass it by, but the idea leaves a bad feeling in my gut. I’ve a suspicion this place is important somehow, but I'm not exactly sure how I know. This map, though, gives us a large advantage," Braden said, pouring over each detail of it.

They huddled together for a few minutes and established their plan. Then with preternatural speed, Druska slipped off into the tunnels, silent as the shadows themselves. Braden summoned a small globe of light, amazed at how much energy was required to make it stick around for any amount of time — heading into the tunnels, the dull yellow globe only illuminated a small patch of ground at his feet. He noticed the pommel of his sword glowing brighter in the gloom and extinguished the magical light he'd summoned.

Immediately, a dim green glow suffused all around him, and he could see everything faintly. Once again grateful for the magical blade, he headed off into the dungeon, wary of any traps or surprises he might come across.

The first thing he found, funny enough, was a trap. It wasn't much of a surprise since Scry-bot had warned them. Just a big pit cut down the center of a hallway that he had to edge around. The bottom was blackness outside his circle of light, and he had no desire to find out what might lie down there.

Once past the hallway, he found a large guardroom just as he’d seen on the map. Druska had accomplished her task's, and the one guard stationed in the room lay in a pool of nasty black blood, head severed from his body.

Working quickly, he repeated a spell he had tested outside the cave the night before, but with a slight modification. Then cast the illusion into the intersection, he moved back to the hallway with the trap and slipped carefully to the other side.

Sending Scry-bot to signal Druska, he settled down to wait. Moments later, there was a cry from down the dark corridors. Then came the pounding feet of many Goblins streaming out of the large back cavern. They entered the guardroom, and their feet triggered the magic he had painted on the floor. It distracted their thoughts, and instead of avoiding the hallway with the hole in the floor, they ran towards it. Minds mad with killing rage as they all picked up their speed to break-neck levels. A couple dozen of the bastards charged through the intersection in a maddened frenzied, non-paused to wonder why their eyes told them to go one direction to a safe corridor, but their feet were saying to go another way.

They piled off the edge of the dungeon floor and spun into the black nothingness, their cries of surprise and fear fading as they fell farther and farther. Braden waited for a good twenty seconds after the last of them fell, still in a mad rush forward, but heard nothing hit bottom.

Making his way once more around the trapped floor even more carefully this time, he headed back to the guardroom to find Druska waiting for him with Scry-bot.

"There are still plenty of the creatures in the cavern." She moved over to the entrance and waved her hand quickly across the opening. There was a twang and whooshing sound from deep within. A second later, a large black arrow flew through, followed close behind by a lancing spear of fiery magic.

"Looks like we just got rid of the minor ones," Braden said, "but that magic-user could be trouble."

"It cowers behind the ranged attackers and warriors. I could sneak around and take it out if you can distract the rest of them for a few seconds."

"Are you sure you can get passed the rest?" Braden asked, concerned. The grin she turned on him was feral and full of confidence, so he gave her a nod. "Give me a second, then come in behind me. Use my shadow to slip in unnoticed."

Druska still had the feral grin on her face as she drew the blade from behind her back, holding it in a reversed grip, waiting for Braden to make his move.

Braden drew the sword from over his shoulder. The tip scraped against the ceiling, spoiling what he’d hoped would be a heroic image. Slightly frustrated, Braden drank deep of his magic, filling himself. He began to wonder what the hell he was even doing down here in the first place, but before he had another moment to reconsider, he cast a blue shield before him and dashed forward into the cavern.

Through the blue haze of the force magic, he could make out a dimly lit cavern. Small campfires spread around the room illuminated a mad scene. Over to one side were a dozen goblins surrounding a tall ancient creature with a gnarled staff and tattered robes, embers of fire coalescing in one of its hands as it summoned magic to cast. Closer to him, and on the other side, was a large group of goblins, in a fearful huddle, short bows and spears clutched in their hands. 


This is going to be easy,
 Braden thought as he turned towards the closer group of goblins, shifting the shield to cover him from the caster.

At the sight of only a single human charging in and their Master about to destroy him with magics, the goblin group suddenly found their backbones. All of them decided to charge and shoot at the same moment. Their faces changed so suddenly from cringing fear into killing rage. It looked almost comical, almost.


Maybe not so easy,
 he thought as the spear fighters dashed forward, the fastest leaping into his shield with flying charges.

Braden was ready for the attack. However, just as the goblins left the ground to begin their leaps, he pivoted, his casting hand laying a stream of sticky goo along the floor of the cavern in the path of the soaring, and somewhat confused goblins. Sweeping across himself with the sword, a massive burst of wind struck the archers, causing many to lose their aim. The flying goblins landed in the puddle of black goo and were stuck like flies on glue paper.

Then Braden felt his shields rocked, as he was thrown to the stone floor by the casters firebolt, his will and body taking a bruising. Climbing to his feet while fending off a few arrows with his shield, he could make out muttered words from the tall ancient caster, in between the clatter of arrows. He nearly lashed out at the caster in retaliation but checked himself just in time, turning the anger and built up spell energy instead at the dozen or so goblin warriors closing in on him.

Later, Druska being polite and not wanting to spoil her chances to breed again, would say what her Master lacked in artistry he made up for in ferocity and strength. The truth was, Braden slid into an inartful frenzy of killing rage.

The first creature to close, he hacked at its green face with the ancient magic blade. Like he might cut through jungle with a machete. The blade sliced through the goblins flesh like paper, shivering in his hand when it cleaved through bone and spine.

Over the dying monster's shoulder, he saw the massive charge of fire energy building up in the tall caster's hands. Just before it coalesced into a bolt of destruction, an elegant green arm, holding a short sword, slide out of the shadows. With an almost negligent flick, it removed the caster's head from his shoulders. The magical energies fizzled out, and Druska's terrifying and beautiful form stepped free of clinging shadows. Then she fell upon the archers, her blade flickered, and monster limbs went flying.

The next monster in front of Braden filled the space beside its dying comrade, all snarling fangs and stabbing short sword. Still withdrawing his sword from the first corpse, he lashed at the creature with a force claw, hardened to steel and sharp as a razor by his enhanced will. The Goblins flesh and bone torn apart before the attack, and Braden was stepping forward. A killing frenzy lit in him now, drunk on the power and feeling no guilt as he dispatched one evil monster after another. His vision was clouding red; pain, and exhaustion fading as the barbaric rage built.

For a time, all was sweat, black blood, and heat, suffocating heat. His arm was tireless as it rose and fell, tearing through mottled green flesh with ever blow. Then suddenly Braden was stumbling free, cool air on his slick skin. Sweat dripping into eyes that twitched this way and that, looking for another enemy. The muscles in his arms and legs trembled as he turned, suddenly exhausted, but all he found about him were corpses strewn across the cavern floor.

He saw Druska standing, like himself, amid a pile of dismembered corpses. Moments before, the air had rung out with the sounds of battle, and now deafening silence reigned, broken by only his heavy breathing.

He felt like he should be shouting in triumph, but all he felt was empty. Still keyed up half expecting another enemy to appear at any moment. Druska had taken care of all the outlying goblins that Scry-bot had spotted, but Braden was hyper-aware that at any moment, a new enemy could pop out of the dark and try to take them out.


Chapter Nine

Searching through the bodies around him netted a small handful of copper coins, stamped with a variety of faces. He was trying to clean one off so he could make out the finer detail of the engraving, but Druska called him over to the back of the cavern.

The stench hit his nose before he saw the four cages of twisted and pitted metal with bodies stuffed into them. The first held a rotting corpse, chunks of its flesh removed and the guts that had been spilled around its feet, begun to rot. The second held a small creature crouched in the corner under a pile of refuse and what looked like goblin excrement tossed onto the dead captive. The third held a giant rat stuffed into the cage so that it couldn't move, with its head down at the bottom and its ass-end sticking up against the bars.

Covering his nose, he edged closer and took a look. They were all obviously dead but from strangely different things. The goblins had carved and eaten the old man, left a young girl to starve, and disgusted Braden, saw the goblins had raped the rat to death.

He turned back, and just then, something glittering near the back wall of the cavern caught his eye. As he approached the wall, he saw a series of small shelves carved into the rock surface. Searching them, he found two golden rings buried within a puzzling collection of trash, consisting of fossilized shit and lots of string. The rings buzzed as he held them, almost as if charged with static electricity. He pocketed them, not wanting to waste time on the mystery just then.

He found Druska crouched near the large hole in the cavern, inspecting its carved rim and the inscription wrapping around one side. Once again, two words were engraved in the same language as he had found outside: LEVEL TWO
.

“Well,” Braden said, holding one hand out and summoning Scry-bot down into it, “are you ready to see what’s down there?”

“Yes, Master.” She said as she is drawing forth her pistol and checking its charge.

“Did you find anything on that tall magic user?” He asked her as they sat waiting for Scry-bot to return.

“Nothing of worth.” She said in disinterest, “Just more of bits metal, and a bag filled with a strange assortment of leaves, sticks and dried… parts.”

"Those bits of metal are coins, the currency here," Braden said, and with a sigh, he stood and made his way back to the other group of goblins.

"Currency? Truly?" Druska asked. "They’re primitives indeed and quite short-sighted. They’ll never have a stable economy if their capitol standard is metal."

"It's possible if they maintain a large enough supply of the metal to fix market instability," Braden said.

"Oh, interesting. I hadn't thought of that. But what if a new mine is discovered? Or a magic-user can turn lead into gold?" Druska asked.

So, the two of them had a wide-ranging discussion and debate about macroeconomics while searching the dead and stinking goblin corpses. Braden marveled at this gorgeous woman's intelligence and the confident way she spoke and carried herself. There were few women back on earth so self-certain who could also back it up with such consummate ability.

Finding the mage, he saw that it was indeed a goblin, but one that’d been twisted by vile magics. Its body was stretched out and had two extra prehensile limbs growing from the middle of its torso. They were malformed, and the flesh around where they exited the creature's body was black and cracked, oozing puss. Its face was twisted, with an extra set of beady black eyes in the middle of its forehead, and instead of fangs and a jaw likes its fellows, this creature had mandibles with almost canine-like teeth jutting out.

Braden got a large pile of copper coins and even a small handful of silver from searching the corpses. The mage had been wearing a silver ring as well. This ring was unlike the other two gold rings, had something different about it. Braden could sense, as he held it, that it would increase a person's persuasiveness. He wasn't sure how he knew the power of this ring and not the others. He slipped it on, interested to see how it might help.


Magic rings,
 He thought to himself, perhaps the gold rings are too powerful to detect.


Scry-bot returned a couple minutes later and projected a map onto the floor. It had slightly more detail than the last rudimentary one and showed a large open chamber with only two red dots.

“Only two,” Druska sounded excited and eager as she crouched over the map.

"Something isn't right about this," Barden said. "Things don't get easier in a dungeon when you go deeper; they get harder."

"I know something that gets harder when it goes deeper too." Druska joked, and he was surprised and delighted at how comfortable she was becoming around him.

Chuckling Braden said, “If you’re around Druska, everything is harder.”

The alien woman barked out a loud laugh at his rejoinder and then stifled the rest of her laughter after Braden shushed her.

"It looks like there are handholds to get down," Braden said, moving around the rim of the hole. Druska came up beside him, and he couldn't help but be affected by the feel and scent of her so near.

"There is something in those handholds," Getting on her knees and searching, Braden got a great view of the perfectly shaped ass before him. "There is some kind of trap on them, if you were to use them to climb down, you would get terrible lacerations all over your fingers, and they would putrefy quickly from the excrement packed within."

"Hmm," Braden said, musing to himself while trying to ignore Druska on her knees, face at crotch level before him, "Makes sense that there would be traps if this really is a dungeon. According to Scry-bot, the drop is thirty meters. Do you have rope or anything to lower yourself down?"

“Master, my new powers can help me reach the bottom without injury, what about you though, how will you get down?”

"I have a plan for that." He said with a big grin, "We need to go one at a time, however."

“Then let me go first, I’ll be able to stay hidden down there while you descend.” She said, standing and beginning to stretch her limbs.

"Very well," Braden said, and after she was done stretching, her lithe and gorgeous body having inflamed his passions, he drew her close, kissing her deep and savoring the feel of her. It was a breathless and somewhat flustered Druska who approached the edge.

Taking a deep breath and without any fanfare, she leaped into the opening, body parallel to the ground, arms and legs stretched wide. Braden moved to the lip and watched her plummet, silent and graceful. Falling rapidly, she reached out her right hand and left foot, dragging them on the edge of the shaft, slowing her descent. Then the left hand and right foot dragged and slowed her even more, as she fell. Her movements graceful, slowing her descent with quick touches to the edges of the shaft, while maintaining her controlled descent. Then she disappeared silently into the darkness, and Braden was alone.

He drew the magic into himself and using the sword to help refine them, used force magic to construct propeller blades, like a helicopter would have, but far wider for the tight space. With a muttered prayer, he stepped out into the darkness and fell into the empty space.

At first, the blades worked too well. Spinning about the shaft he held, they were slowing him to a speed of a few feet a second. Pressing his will upon the blades, he angled them in slightly, and his descent increased until he felt like he was falling at a comfortable speed. The only thing to alert anyone to his descent was the faint sounds of air passing through the blades.

Braden’s feet passed into the open space first, and then his whole body passed into the large cavern. He could finally see what lay within, realizing they'd made a colossal mistake.


Chapter Ten

The beast in the middle of the great circular space stood twelve feet tall, at least. It was the most impressive and terrifying physical specimen Braden had ever beheld. If it began as a goblin, then it held little of its former appearance now. Its face was a cross between wolf, spider, and demon. Its torso, and all six limbs, were corded in thick muscle, clad in heavy plate and chain armor. Its four arms, each held wickedly curved blades that dripped with a fell yellowish ichor.

It stood so still Braden might have thought it a statue except for the breath steaming from between its clenched teeth. Behind the creature sat a stone throne with a small golden chest beside it, and an altar with a slender female chained upon its stone surface. Descending, Braden could see her body was bleeding in many places, her life literally draining away. Strange geometric patterns were carved into her flesh, and blood was painted on the ground around her in wicked-looking runes.

The moment his feet touched the ground, the silence was broken as the monster screamed a mindless battle cry and came charging at him, two weapons out before it, and two more arms drawn back to attack.

Braden had been waiting for something like this, and turning the pole, he pointed the powerful force blades at the charging monster. Reversing their pitch with a thought, he shot them spinning forward with enough force to take out an elephant. The backdraft pushing him back across the floor a foot or two.

The beast lifted one great arm and smashed a blade down onto the force magics just as they crashed into him. Tangling with the blades on the ground, it screamed out in frustration and rage, blood flying as it dropped two of its swords. Showing incredible power, the monster grabbed the construct in bare hands and tore the force magic to shreds.

Braden had just formed his force claw when he saw the beasts head spin, and it lashed out with one arm at a shadow. Druska spun out and under the blade. Her sneak attack foiled; the woman would not be deterred. As her roll brought her alongside the creature's leg, she slashed with her short blade, cutting deep into a tendon near its knee.

Its bellow of pain shook the ground beneath Braden's feet. As he was charging forward to help her, he saw it lash out once more at the alien woman. One great curving blade swept into her side, but she managed to get her shorter sword in the way, blocking the attack. Amazingly, Druska's blade cut into
 the monsters, carving a notch out of the ichor covered weapon. Then she was rolling with the blow, stopping in a tri-stance, one hand poised on the ground, her legs crouched and ready to spring, her weapon arm held back prepared to slash forward.

Braden found himself within the monsters reach and was fending off one powerful attack after another with sword and magical shield as he drove forward. The first blow that glanced off his blade sent a shivering shock of pain down his arm, the next cut into his shield, getting within inches of his flesh. Fear spiked in him as the third blow, from as many arms, swung hard and true for his skull, cutting deep into the shield once more. Braden's will was iron though, and his desire to live stronger. The monster, confident of its victory, grinned in savage glee as its blade descended. The grin turned to confusion when the edge struck blue force magic, now hard as steel.

Then a blur of shadow passed between the two combatants, and one of the monster's arms went spinning off into the darkness. It screamed out in fury and pain, black blood straying from the stump as it spun in a wild rage attacking Druska. The flat of one of its blades caught the woman just as she landed and sent her spinning and tumbling across the ground before crashing into the cavern wall hard, where she lay unmoving.

The monster, nearly twice as tall as Braden, spun on him. Its face twisted with pain and rage. It screamed incoherently as it struck, ripping through his shield. Braden parried the first blow with his sword, pain shooting up his shoulder, then the second with his force claw, dragging the monsters curving blade wide. As the third blow came down, he brought his sword blade up to block, but knew it wouldn’t be enough. The rage was filling him, and he used it as fuel for his will.

Even as he felt crushed beneath the monster’s blow, Braden screamed out his fury, the rage focusing him. He brought up his casting hand and shot a magical missile of swirling fire into the monster's face, just beneath its chin, staggering it back a half step. Pressing his advantage, Braden stepped in, blasting the creature with another missile, while slashing at it with the sword. He felt the ancient tree-shaped hilt warm in his hand as it carved through the thick armor and into the tough flesh beneath.

Again, and again Braden struck, fending off blows with force strengthened arms. He felt his magical strength beginning to weaken, and redoubled his efforts. The monster was relentless as it battered at him, screaming fury and spittle into his face as it did. His shield was gone, and the force claw on his hand flickered. The magic’s weak, wanting to unravel. The monster saw the flickering and screamed once more, sensing its triumph, then Druska was slashing at its side, her short blade cutting even deeper than Braden's magical sword had. The scream of victory turned to pain as it turned to attack the threat. Braden leaped into the opening, stabbing the monster deep in its side. It bellowed and turned to club him down, but then staggered to the side and fell back.

Braden had never felt so alive. There was no time to think, only react, and every second, his life hung on a razor's edge. He should have felt terror at every moment, but instead, he felt a surging joy during the combat. Pushing his awareness forward into every second trying to see farther ahead than the green behemoth he battled. Riding the edge as every choice was life or death.

Druska was beside him, and the two of them advanced, hacking and slashing at the creature. Braden would distract it with magical bolts while Druska came in low slashing at its legs and joints, bleeding it in a dozen deep cuts. Finally, the colossal monster came crashing down to its knees, raging against its bitter final moments.

It was Druska who landed the killing blow suddenly, there beneath the creature's chin and slashing across its throat with her vorpal blade. She scampered back as a spray of black blood arced out, and then it toppled forward, still.

Braden collapsed to his knees in exhaustion. Once more, he felt like he should be elated at their victory, but he just felt hollow. Like the world was bright and vibrant only seconds before, and now all was dull and gray.

Extinguishing his spells as he stood, Braden heard the distant sound of a bell ringing, and a small familiar window appeared in the air before him with glowing golden words:

CONGRATULATIONS!

HAREM MAGE – Level 3

Powers:

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX



He reached out, trying to touch the window, but his hand passed right through it, like it had the illusion the night before. There were no other interfaces or information he could see, but once again, he felt his magical strength and will power increase slightly, but the power also felt brittle somehow. He felt a little healthier as well, like he could take a bit more punishment now than earlier.



It would be nice to find a way to power level,
 he thought to himself. Nearly dying every time can’t be sustainable.


He stood and made his way over to the altar, Druska limping at his side, curious about the girl chained there. Approaching, the first thing he noticed was that she was unconscious, then he saw the terrible wounds done to her. Her skin was carved up with ghastly wounds, strange designs and patterns. Then he noticed her heart-breaking beauty.

Slender and slight, she had long pointed ears, and the most delicate and exquisite face Braden had ever seen, with a small pink lipped mouth and button nose. Her hair was cut into a short pixy style and fiery red, her hips were slender, and waist so narrow Braden thought he could wrap his hands around her and touch his fingertips. She had large breasts for her little body, and they stood out against her white robes in round firm mounds.

"Mmhmm," murmured Druska walking around the altar and looking the elf over. "This is an attractive goblin. What a waste to carve it up so." She said with a hungry look in her eyes.

“I believe it’s a different race.” Braden said as he looked around for a key to the iron lock holding the chains. “Possibly an elf.”

“What’s an elf?” Druska asked as she too started to search the cavern.

Braden explained what he knew of elves from books and games, also describing the other standard races he knew of: dwarves, gnomes, orc, dragons, etc.

He discovered the key on the creature's corpse, along with a second key that fit the golden chest near the throne. The moment they found the keys, they unlocked the elven woman, and Braden lifted her down from the altar to a clean spot on the floor. Nothing would get her to respond, and so Druska brought forth her second to last golden vial of Regrowth and carefully tipped the contents into the small elf’s mouth.

Braden searched the chest and was delighted to find a couple of bags of coins and two ancient tomes. The necklace warming against his skin, let him know that if he spent enough time, he would eventually be able to read the script. He took the tomes along with a few mysterious vials and bags of random items that looked like spell components.


Chapter Eleven

The elf began to heal immediately with the Regrowth in her. Her cuts sealing, and bruises fading as her cheeks changed a healthy rosy color. Long lashes fluttered open to reveal violet eyes, that sharpened into focus and turned to see Braden kneeling beside her. Her face filling with joy at the sight of the handsome hero. Then she turned and saw Druska's green alien visage and pulled back in fear.

"Peace," Braden said, calming the slight woman with gentle motions, "We mean you no harm."

The elf sat up and began babbling, but they couldn't understand her at first, then the necklaces slowly began to translate her words. Her voice was high pitched and girly, but with a musical quality that made Braden think she would make an excellent singer.

“Say that again,” Braden said after he began to pick up the words.

“You are adventurers?” She asked in her delicate voice, “Or slavers?” The fear was evident at that.

“Adventurers,” Braden said with a gentle smile, “if we’re anything. But we’re both strangers to your world.” The elf’s face screwed up in puzzlement at his comment.

"It's a long story." Braden said, "We can tell it later, once we get out of here."

"Please!' The elf woman pled, batting her lashes at Braden, "If you are heroes, then you must help me return home! I have to get there before the summer solstice festival," turning to Druska, she reached out to grab the woman's forearm, "or else my village will die!"

"My Master does not have time to escort little girls who can't protect themselves," Druska said, crossing her arms beneath large firm breasts and glaring down at the smaller woman.

“I’m not defenseless!” She replied indignantly, “And I’m not a girl, I’m an elf and over one hundred and eighty years old!”

"My Master rescues you, and your first response is a request for more help?" Druska sneered, "I see a child, not a woman of honor."

The elf woman halted what she was about to say and closed her mouth. She got a thoughtful expression on her face and turned back to Braden, composing her features and clasping her hands in her lap.

"Your servant is correct, my lord. Those beasts kidnapped my companions and me, and I am all that survived, I fear, and you were both so brave to rescue me." She turned to take in Druska too, "Please accept my humblest apologies. You have saved my life, and if I had it to give, I would offer it and my service as a reward." Then calmly falling to her knees, she bowed forehead to the ground.

“Of course-” Braden began but was cut off quickly by Druska.

"You offer your savior nothing but words?" Her voice was a hiss, and the elven woman hunched her shoulders in shame.

Braden had had enough and brought his hands together in a loud clap silencing both women.

"We have to get out of here," he said, his voice iron. "We're heading out of these caves back to the forest above, and civilization. You're welcome to come with us." He held out his hand, "I’m Braden, and this argumentative green woman is Druska."

The elf took his hand in a dainty grip and smiled up at him with her gorgeous violet eyes. Braden felt his cock stir at her unearthly beauty; slender rounded body lightly clad in a white linen dress with a delicate pink cherry blossom pattern on it, that somehow had picked up no dirt or stains from the girls ordeal. The magic within, responding to the touch, similar to how it had to Druska. He could feel the potential in her and knew that he could bind her just as he had Druska.

"Greetings, Lord Braden," she said with troubled eyes, drawing her hand back and staring at the fingers, before looking back up at him, "Lady Druska, it is an honor to meet you both. I am Leesha, daughter of Lana."

Druska led the way out and found a back exit from the cavern, its twisting passage wound up and up, eventually letting out into the back of a small cave, hidden in a deep thicket of forest. Druska cut their way free with her short blade. It could sheer through nearly any substance, leaving a cleanly cut edge behind. Exiting, they found themselves back in the forest, but far closer to the western edge and the human settlements.

Finding a defensible cave, Druska and Braden set up camp, while Leesha built a fire and gathered some nuts and berries, she knew were edible. The small elven woman was quiet as they ate, and Braden figured he would give her some time to recover from her ordeal before he began to badger her with questions about this world and its societies.

As the women cleaned up, Braden took up his sword and set about warding the area from intruders. Finally, tasking Scry-bot to stand watch for the night, he returned to their little camp. Finding that Druska had set up the blankets into one big bed where she lay beside Leesha, the two women whispering to one another.

As he stepped into the light, Druska turned her hungry gaze upon Braden, and he felt himself responding with desire, at the promise held in those eyes. Turning, he saw a similar passion in Leesha's shinning violet ones, but they held a shyness, that he found endearing.

“Master,” Druska began as she slipped behind Leesha and began to slowly untie the laces holding up the woman’s light gown. “Little Leesha here wishes to thank you properly for your heroics today.”

Braden stared deep into Leesha’s gorgeous eyes, searching for something in them. The small little elf woman smiled up at him, with a nervous but hopeful, turn to her pink lips.

"Is that true, Leesha?" Braden asked, his voice deep, rich, and calm. He looked down at the two very different and very sexy women before him: Leesha, with her short red pixy haircut and pale white skin, contrasted with Druska's golden hair and light green skin.

“Yes my lord,” she said in her high pitched girlish voice, “I would give you the relief you desire,” reaching out one small soft hand and placing it on his powerful thigh she felt her heart fluttering, desire quickening in her far stronger than she’d thought possible. The stirring, driving her almost mad, as moisture flooded her nether regions.

"What is this," she asked, reaching up and clutching her head as what earlier had been a whisper now was a roar. The strength of her lust made her almost lightheaded. Then realization dawned, and she gazed up at Braden in awe, "Are you a Bond Mage in truth? I feel in you power. Have you bound her?" Her hand held onto his thigh, fingers gripping him hard, "Now that I touch you again, I can feel it… magic burns in you more brightly than the sun!"

"Bond Mage?" Druska asked, her hands pausing just as the white dress hung ever so precariously from Leesha's shoulders, offering Braden a teasing glimpse of her perfect round breasts and hidden nipples.

“Yes,” Leesha said, “a person able to draw at least twice as much magic as a normal sorcerer, from their ability to bond.” She recited as though it were common knowledge, “You really don’t know anything of our world, do you?”

“He is a Bond Mage,” Druska said with pride, “and he has bonded me.”

"No," Braden's said. His voice was ragged as he held himself under control, the lust and desire coursing through his veins.

"Not a Bond Mage." He felt himself throbbing, thick and long, down the pants of his uniform, as it began to fill with magic, drawing the gaze and desire of both Leesha and Druska.

"Harem Mage." His hand on the small elf woman's cheek drew her up to a kneeling position, almost in prayer, and her eyes grew wide at his words.

"That cannot be," she murmured, even as her gentle hands unbuckled his pants.

She couldn't help the groan of desire that escaped her lips as the massive and magic thick cock slid into view and then bobbed up before her face. In wild desire, she reached up to grasp and worship him, but steel strong hands gripped her wrists from behind. She was painfully aware of the gorgeous alien woman's perfect, slender, and busty body against her.

“You call my Master a liar?” Druska asked in a quiet dangerous voice.

“No! Of course not!” Leesha said in fear and uncertainty.

“Then why do you say impossible?” Druska asked.

“He must be mistaken,” Leesha said, her voice quavering with apology, “the whole world would know if a Harem Mage had been born!”

“I saw a window,” Braden said, “it appeared before me twice. The first said Congratulations and Harem Mage Level 2, and the second one appeared just after we defeated that big bastard who captured you. Now I am Level 3.”

The smaller woman's eyes grew wide, and her breathing came heavier and heavier as she stared up at Braden.

"I don’t know about these ‘windows’, but there hasn't been a Harem Mage in these lands for at least six hundred years." Her eyes bored into Braden's, trying to press home the import of her words. "The last was Melinda the Magnificent, who, along with her five Arbiters, forged the Melindian Empire, which still rules nearly a third of the world!"


Chapter Twelve

Braden stood there stunned, not sure what to think. One more piece of madness to add to the heap. Leesha turned to look at Druska, who still held her wrists.

“You are bonded to the Lord, yes?”

Druska, whose eyes had widened a fraction in alarm, nodded her head.

“You received the Gift then, yes?” Leesha continued.

"I'm not sure," Druska said, voice unsure as she loosened her grip.

“To be bonded is one of the greatest honors there is. It grants powers to the mage who does the bonding and exalts the bonded above all others. It also endows a power to the Bonded, depending on their nature, the Gift.”

Druska looked into Braden's eyes, and they smiled at one another the depth of their connection, softening both of their hearts.

"Yes," Druska whispered into the elf woman's ears, "He gifted me like that." Then her hands slid down the slender elven arms and was dragging the woman's thin dress down her exquisite small body, "and if you wish it little Leesha, he will gift you too."

Two hands, like hawks’ talons, dug into the flesh of his leg, and a desperate, hopeful expression lit Leesha's face as she looked up at Braden.

"Truly, my Lord?" She asked, her voice the barest whisper.

“Is that your desire Leesha? You just met me today, and I have the feeling,” he said as he lifted one hand and flexed magic within it, “that it will be permanent.”

The woman sat there for a moment. So many emotions and thoughts were roiling around her mind, and she was unable to get them out. Finally, she sank down onto her butt and looked into her lap and began speaking quietly. Her musical voice was gaining confidence as she spoke, while Druska slowly stroked her naked back.

"It is every young child's dream to be bonded. Until they grow old enough to realize it's just a fantasy. Bond Mages are rare, but not so rare that you might not see a couple in a lifetime, and most major cities are controlled or protected by a Bond Mage. They are rare enough that they can afford to only bond the most gorgeous and capable. Almost always taking top graduates from one of the Imperial Academies. I told you that I must be back in my hometown for the solstice festival. I am the third daughter of a third daughter of a third daughter, and according to ancient tradition, one such as I must make an offering at our Heart Tree, to quicken her for another generation. If not the Heart Tree, our people's home, will perish.”

“Every generation?” Druska said, “Barbarians.”

"One of my people's generations last for over a thousand years," Leesha said.

“Oh,” was Druska’s only reply.

"The offering is small to those able to tap into the world's magic, but for those of us without magic, the offering is our soul…" She trailed off, her voice quiet and sad.

“That was not my question,” Braden said, “I spoke of what it is that you desire. I will not force you into a lifelong bond.”

Leesha looked up with desperate eyes.

"Oh, my Lord!" She said, her hands once more sliding up his thighs as she sat up. Druska was dragging the elf woman's top down as she did, revealing two firm breasts, capped in large hard nipples. "I desired you from the moment I saw you!" Her hands wandering up his hips, he felt her hot breath as she spoke, on the shaft of his cock.

"You came striding up alight in powerful magics and with that beautiful sword in one hand. For one shameful moment, I didn't want you to free me from those chains, but to do with me what that demon planned, to take me there, but then I passed out and thought myself lost. Only to wake and have you there."

Braden reached down and took hold of himself and slid his fingers into Leesha’s short red hair. Sliding the tip along her cheek he left a trail of precum, and as it slipped past soft pink lips, her little tongue darted out and slid around the tip, dexterous and pliant in a way no human tongue could be.

"UUnnngggghhh!" Braden groaned out, and drew her head forward, sliding his hardness into her wet hot mouth. He released her and let her suck and explore him to her heart's content, and with tongue, hands, lips, and mouth, the elven woman worshipped Braden.

While she did that, Druska slowly explored the elven woman's body, her hands gentle as she touched and caressed the woman's breasts and then slid down between her legs to tease and rub her pussy and clit.

Braden resisted throwing Leesha down and having his way with her right there, as his magic-filled cock demanded. The moment was just too perfect, looking down on his gorgeous partner Druska, with her slender body and exotic green skin, and the new small and younger-looking body of Leesha, with her narrow hips and firm tits. He had never had a threesome in his life, and this was topping anything he could have ever fantasized about. So he resisted as long as he could, letting the small woman suck and learn to please his cock, then with a nod to Druska, the alien woman began to pleasure the tiny elf.

Druska was an expert at pleasing a woman's body, usually her own, and she employed those skills on Leesha now. Her fingers were expertly fingering the tiny elf's pussy as her Master drew off the rest of his clothing.

"My Master is going to breed you now, little Leesha," she whispered into the young elf woman's ear. She leaned back and drew the now naked and timid, but desperately horny elf back with her. She slid her feet under the smaller woman's ankles and spread her legs wide. "And he will plant your gift deep in your body." She said while kissing down the slender pale elven neck.

"Thank you, my lady," Leesha said, reaching up with one trembling hand and trailing fingertips down the side of Druska's face, "for sharing such a magnificent man with me, even if it's only so I can thank him."

“You become part of the Harem this very night,” Druska reassured her and leaned down to kiss the small elf woman gently on the lips. “You will be a First Wife with me, equal.”

“How many First Wives will I have?” Braden asked as he slid up between slender elven legs, kissing his way up her thighs.

"As many as we wish." Druska replied with a smile, and Leesha laughed until cut off with a gasp when Braden's tongue grazed her wet folds. He licked and sucked on her and felt her nervousness disappear as she submerged into the pleasure of the moment.

Then he was between her thighs, and Leesha was guiding him into her tiny confines. She parted for him like butter before a hot knife, as small as she was. He felt her virginity torn in one swift moment. The tiny elf tensed, and he paused, will power fraying in his desperation to deposit his seed, and fuck this amazingly pliant and tight little creature.

In moments, Leesha was rolling her little hips below him, and Braden drew back and then shoved back into the tiny red-haired elf. Her firm breasts jiggling with each thrust.

"Oh, gods, my Lord!" She breathed out into his ears, "You are making me… OH, GODS!" And he felt the walls of her sex shivering and sucking down on his rod as she cried out, then he lost himself in the pleasure and desire. Fucking into the tiny little elf with long powerful strokes.

He rolled over, letting her bounce on him — the magic thick and bubbling in his cock, desperate to deposit his seed in her. With a mad grin, Braden reached out with flows of magic, not as powerful as with the sword, but still much more potent than even a day before. He reached out and drew Druska onto him, his tongue reaching out for her bare wet folds.

"Master! But you are breeding… How can you still… Mmmmm… Ohhh!!!! Master!!!" Druska was loud and had been hovering on the verge of her own orgasm just from the charged atmosphere of the moment, and the second his tongue touched her pussy, she went off like a rocket.

Braden felt his orgasm hit, and he was gripping Leesha's tiny waist, buried as deep as he would fit, as jet after jet of his unique magic shot within her.

All became still for a moment as Leesha's eyes glazed. A big soft grin formed on her face, and she arched her head back, arms thrown back and wide.

"My gift has come
!” She screamed with a fierceness that surprised Braden. Then she collapsed atop them both, unconscious.

Druska slid the woman under Braden's arm, on her side, and covered her with the blanket, before crawled back to his other side and kissing her way down his muscled chest and stomach. Taking his semi-soft dick in one gentle hand, she began to lick and suck on it, cleaning it of Leesha and the residue of her Master's ritual. Something lit a spark in her, and she hungrily sucked him into her mouth, mumbling around him as he stiffened in her throat.

"Mmm, Druska, what’s gotten into you?"

She just sucked him deeper, her tongue reaching out, licking out of her lips and around his shaft, sucking up as much cum as she could. He felt himself approaching orgasm and pulled her up off him, and pulled her onto her side, sliding in behind her.

"The magic," Druska said, her words slurring as if she were drunk, "I sucked down more of it. Mmmmm, it flows in me now."

Braden slid into her finding her soaking wet. The alien woman came alive when he entered her, clutching his arm and pounding back into him with growing talent. They made passionate love there in the camp, beside the sleeping, changing form of Leesha.

With every crazy and terrible thing that had happened to him, Braden found himself falling asleep that night with one arm around Druska, as she snuggled against his side, her green alien beauty even more unearthly under the moonlight. On his other side was a pale skinned elf whose eyes now glowed with an inner purple light. Somehow, they were both his wives, and he was the happiest he had ever been in his life. The next day they would learn what they could about this world from Leesha, and then head into their first village.

He dozed off sleeping like a king, deep and yet uneasy. While the rest of the world trembled as bells tolled the coming of the first Harem Mage in over 600 years.


Interstitial

Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie sat in his office, reviewing reports from professors and researchers within the academy. One hand stroking a long and cultivated beard while the other flipped the pages of the reports with deft and nimble fingers. His eyes flickered across the pages so quickly it would alarm anyone, not used to an Arch Bond Mage's efficacy in consuming information. At a tap to his study door, the older man waved to his Bonded, without lifting his head. The pretty young man leaped to obey; upper lip suddenly beaded in cold sweat as he quietly inquired who was there.

"Remove this fop from my way, Ennis!"

A woman's voice boomed from the hallway. Ennis barked out a harsh command and the young man scrambling back, pulling open the wide door. The Arch Bond Mage looked up from his reading to watch his Bonded cower in fear and scamper back. He loved almost nothing more than terrorizing the slave.

"Dilo, you fool, don't keep fair Ezmelly waiting!" Slamming closed the tome he had been reading. The old man scowled as he lifted his hand to offer the young man a rebuke, "Come here and take your punishment." He said, almost relishing the words, as he smiled evilly.

The young man walked over, bending at the waist beside his Master's chair, presenting his cheek in a familiar manner. Ennis slapped poor Dilo across the cheek, leaving a red print, before shooing the young man away and turning to his fellow Bond Mage. Ezmelly stood in the wide doorway and watched in some amusement. Her own Bonded scrambling around her prodigious form to pull out and turn a chair for her.

"So Ezmelly, tell me," The elderly Arch Bond Mage asked, "What gossip is there amongst the lesser ranks this week?" As he asked, the man drew deep on his Bonded's strength, floating the tea kettle over, warming the liquid inside and pouring them each a glass.

With a 'tut-tut', he looked around for the honey and spotting it at the far end of the room. Just where he had thrown it that morning. With a snap of his fingers and a vague gesture, Dilo was scampering over to fetch it. Once he was within range, Ennis snatched it out of the boy's hands with flows of magic and placed it before the beaming Ezmelly, who poured a more than healthy dollop into her tea.

“Well! The lower ranks are in quite a tizzy, let me tell you!” The large woman began, unable to hold back the gossip a second longer. “I fear we may have a revolt from the first and second years after what happened to poor Donatella Enzo, after her nonsense warnings.”

"What's this?" The Arch Bond Mage asked, "Mmmm, I don't believe I know her."

"She’s a first-year, witch class, and was making all sorts of noise. The daft girl was going on about some ward her mother placed on the whole planet, if you can believe that!" The woman laughed in derision. "She came screaming and crying to her faculty advisor about some threat from out past the stars, entering our world a few days ago, utter nonsense." The woman watched the Arch-Mage out of the corner of her eye as he stroked his beard.

"What did she say exactly about this threat?" The man asked in a severe tone of his voice.

"You can't believe the girl Ennis!" Ezmelly cried out, her face aghast, "It's utter nonsense, she said a single lifeform entered the planet, flying through the defenses. A scout, she believes."

“Very interesting,” The Arch Bond Mage said, his face contemplative.

"Is there something I should know, Arch Bond Mage?" The large woman asked somewhat warily.

"It may be nothing, but two days ago, I received a message from Bond Mage Elengarth, the Arcon of Priss. He mentioned his Bonded sensed an invisible creature flying above the city, scouting, she believed, higher up. But he said not to think much of it because the girl is a notorious nitwit, dumb as dirt."

"Hmph! I know Elengarth, the man always chooses the archetype Bonded," reaching out she twirled her fingers in the young Bonded’s hair as it knelt beside her chair with head bowed, "Not like my Carlos," her voice became fierce as she gripped a handful of his hair and dragged his head back till his eyes met hers. Looking deep into them, she grunted in satisfaction when she saw them relax back into meek subservience. "I decided to get both beauty and brains for my fifth."

"Forget about the Bonded and that scout!" Ennis snapped, slapping his hand on the table, his sour old face twisting, "We have bigger problems than some invisible, flying fairy!" Leaning forward, he glanced over the woman's shoulder at the door and flicked his hand, casting a barrier against sound about the room.

"What have you heard of this so-called Queen of Death?" He asked, his voice croaking on the title. Ezmelly gave a little shiver and wrapped her shawl tightly around herself, bejeweled rings twinkling from under the thing fabric.

"The same as you Arch Bond Mage, a demon in the east, an undead Bond Mage with an undead Bonded wreaking havoc. I’ve even heard a rumor in the lower quarter that it's an undead Harem Mage come back, with an army of undead Bonded." She laughed in derision to say what she thought of that. "Rumors are all I have about the creature. The ice clans trade is disrupted, and I've heard the Kobold nations have become refugees. Split now, between the western and eastern coasts, some have taken up fishing and are depopulating whole fishing grounds. It's a mess."

"I didn't know the Kobolds had been displaced," The old man said, stroking his beard once more and looking off thoughtfully, "That is interesting, and points to a significant threat." Reaching into his desk, he pulled out a list and then nodded. "We need information, and Bond Mage Tillinda is the best-placed spy we have in the East. See that you task her with ferreting out who this Queen of Death is and what its intentions are."

"Yes, Arch Bond Mage," With a hard flick of her finger to Carlos's ear, he stood and backed out of the room, heading at once to take care of the task. Once the door had shut behind him, and he was outside the sound barrier, Ezmelly frowned after the handsome dark-skinned young man.

"I think I'll replace the lad in a day or two," to Ennis's questioning brow, she said, "Oh ,he is wonderful, an excellent lover and skilled Warrior, I'm just… I don't know, feeling restless. Maybe I'll take a healer this time, if I can find one. Remove some of these wrinkles and grey hairs for good, then find myself the perfect Bonded."

"Why bother with the headache?" the Arch Bond Mage asked, "Just let the Justiciar's office assign you one, it's what they train for."

"Come now, Ennis," the fat woman said fondly, "I know you enjoy our privileges as much as I do." Without looking at the kneeling young man, she flicked her fingertips at him, "Dilo is what, your ninth Bonded?"

"Who keeps track of these things? Speaking of which, what is the latest from the Senate? I’ve heard rumblings of regulation, and members wanting access to Academy records."

"That was a fool's quest by Granicus. The idiot gave a thirty-minute speech on the evils of forced Bonding, like he would know anything about it! It’s just another push by the anti-slavists."

They spoke for long minutes about the senate and its different factions. Politics was a specialty of Ezmelly, and she was able to rattle off names and their probable stances on a whole range of issues. Ennis questioned her with the shrewdness she had come to expect from the man, and they plotted together to keep the various factions of the empire busy fighting amongst themselves. So, the real power in the Empire, the Bond Mages, could be free to pursue what was important.

"It should be handled delicately," Ennis said as he reached over to pull the tome back into his lap, "we like the priest; he always votes in our favor, and his favorite niece is a Bond Mage."

"Of course, Arch Bond Mage, no one needs to know about his indiscretion with the servants." The large woman knew a dismissal when she saw one, and standing up, she reached out a steadying hand and cursing the absent Carlos, cried, "That's it! The boy is finished!"

The Arch Bond Mage chuckled to himself just as the golden peel of a great bell rang out over the entire Academy.

"Gods bless us!" Ezmelly cried as she spun to smile at the Arch Bond Mage, "That's the third Bond Mage discovered this month!"

Arch Bond Mage Ennis smiled, a blessing indeed. Three more Bond Mage's to find and bring into the fold, thus helping secure their place within the Imperium for another generation, at least. The ranks had swelled in the past few years, and the Academy of Bond Mages had a more extensive roster than at any other time in history, excepting when the Empress herself founded the Academy.

Just as Ezmelly reached the door, the smile fell off her face as she thought of the tasks awaiting her. A second peel of bell sounded, ringing out loud and clear, a twin to the first. Spinning around once more, her movements surprisingly agile, a seed of cold fear formed in the pit of her stomach.

“Another Bond Mage, Ennis?” She asked with fear tinged voice.

"There has never been two at once… but it could be possible." As the sound died out, he turned from his old friend and looked out the window of his tower room, his whole body tense as he waited. When the third bell rang out, the man arched his head back and screamed out in fury and frustration. All his hopes and plans dashed in an instant.

The entire capitol froze for many minutes, as people whispered about what the incessant bell could mean. One ring meant the birth of a Bond Mage, saviors and protectors of the realm, what could it mean when the bell rang for hours unceasing? Only one thing, whispered hopeful voices in dark corners of the Empire; a Harem Mage had come once more and those in the Empire who knew the signs, trembled in fear and hope.


Chapter Thirteen

Braden woke to a clear blue sky, and the soft comfort of a body cuddled up against him. Turning, he saw Leesha the slender little red-haired elf, snoring softly as she burrowed into his side. Wondering to himself, just what happy twists of fate had brought him across the galaxy to this strange world. Right then, as he stared into the adorable little face of the elf, he thanked God for the fortune. Extracting himself gently from under the blankets, he slipped out, putting on his shoes and took a long look around their little camp, happy to see nothing amiss.

Druska crouched over the fire, warming a small pot filled with soup rations. Braden made his way over, and she handed him a hot cup of tea. Thanking her, as he blew the steam off the alien ceramic mug, he took a delicate sip. It tasted similar to chai tea, with a spicy after taste that he found appealing.

Sitting there, sipping the tea, he took in Druska's form as she cleaned up after herself, packing stuff away into her little inter-dimensional space bag. She was tall and slender, with slim limbs and a narrow waist. Her breasts were large but seemed to defy gravity when she was nude. Now she was dressed in her skintight gray and black scouts’ uniform, with the short sword on her back and a blaster slung low on one hip.

“Master,” Druska began, her face composed carefully and voice delicate as she continued, “I believe we should talk about the battle yesterday.”

“What about it?” Braden asked in curiosity.

“You showed great power and versatility with the magics you wield, but I fear…,” she looked around nervously before continuing, “I fear your sword work is far from ideal.”

Braden laughed out loud, causing the snoring Leesha to grumble quietly and roll over, pulling the blankets over her head tightly. Braden shook his head in amusement as he pulled over the sword that he’d been dragging around with him for days now.

"I've never used a sword before coming here. To be honest, I have no idea what I'm doing with it." He drew the blade slightly, letting the edge peek out before he slammed it home, "I would have given it to you if it wasn't so damn useful in helping me draw and control more magic than I can without it."

“Your world has no swords?” Druska asked, “Sounds like a paradise.”

"Swords were used in the past. They haven't been in use for many years unless it's in a story. Technology has advanced, to make them obsolete."

"I see, we have stories of times like that in our distant past," Druska said and pulling out her blade. "When personal shield generators became commonplace, then these vorpal blades began to come back into fashion. There are few weapons that can pierce a shield, these swords being one of them. As a result, the Forces have been training in hand to hand fighting for the past several centuries."

"I saw it in action before. It's a formidable weapon." Braden said with an admiring nod.

"Not nearly as impressive as that sword you have." Druska caught his eye, "Master, if you would like, I can train you in its use."

"Druska, that would be awesome!"

The woman, relieved she hadn't offended her new Master by pointing out something he didn't know, was delighted as she took him to a small clearing. There she began to instruct Braden on the basics of stance and how to draw his blade correctly. He’d had no idea things this simple could be so complicated or exhausting. Soon, he was drawing lightly on his magic pool to replenish his energy, as his breathing came heavy and sweat dampened his clothing.

An hour later, an exhausted Braden collapsed near the fire, and an impressed Druska sat nearby watching, while Leesha woke up. The small elf smacked her lips and blinked her eyes owlishly, looking around, lost for a moment. Then she saw the two by the fire, and it all came rushing back. Braden watched in amusement as with a squeal of glee Leesha lifted a hand before her face and watched in fascination as crackling red lightning danced on her palm.

“I’m a sorcerer!” She cried, then leaping to her feet, still nude as the day she was born, she dashed forward and threw her arms around Braden’s neck, forcing him to lean back with the impact.

“Oof!”

"Thank you, Master! Thank you so much!" She rained kisses down on his face and toppled them over onto Braden's back. She was laughing and giggling the whole time. Druska watched in amusement, as the little pointy-eared woman fished her Master's dick out of his pants and rode it there beside the campfire. Braden was surprised at first, but then, he too was lost in the pleasures of Leesha's busty little body as she bounced on him.

Druska still felt a thrill of wrongness as she watched the coitus before her. Only breeders and their wives were ever allowed to attend such sacred acts, and now unbelievably, she was one of them. It was all thanks to the most exceptional breeder the universe had ever seen, her Master from another world.

The two lovers came to a shuddering climax, and Leesha rolled off Braden's powerful thighs only to have Druska, in green nude perfection, pull Braden over and between her slender legs. The cries of their lovemaking were gentle, and Leesha pressed herself to Braden's back as he rode Druska's orgasming body. The three of them climaxing together, with little emanations of magic popping out about them in the form of wispy lights and tiny fireworks. When they had finished and were lying side by side on the green grass, Braden rolled over onto his elbows, his face thoughtful.

"Druska and I know nothing of this world; we need some grounding before we head out there, so we can know something of what to expect." Turning to Leesha, he said, "Anything you could tell us about the magics, peoples, and cultures we may encounter would be a big help."

"Oh geez," Leesha said and rolled onto her back, looked up at the sky, thinking, "That's a big question and a lot of answer, but I'll try to explain the best I can Master."

"I am an elf of the Silver Heart Tree, located on the western edge of these lands. The elven people are fractured. Ever since the emergence of Man a few millennia ago, we have retreated to our Heart Trees for the most part. Except for those who are discovered to have a Bond Mage's powers. Most go to the Academy to be trained in the art and paired with a Bonded. They often return to the Heart Trees in service to the Queens, but not always. Sometimes they take service with the Empire."

“You mentioned this empire before,” Druska said.

"Yes, strange to think you know nothing of the Empire. It controls most of these lands in one way or another. Each kingdom and protectorate are tied to the Empire, and it all turns on the whims of the Senate. All that is, except for the Bond Mage’s at the Academy."

“What can you tell me of Bond Mages and Harem Mages?” Braden asked.

"Not much more than what everyone knows from the stories. Bond Mages are rare, far rarer than those who can touch magic innately. Most regional governors in the empire have a Bond Mage in their service.

“Someone who can touch and manipulate magic but can't double their power by Bonding is a witch or warlock, sometimes called a sorcerer. They perform trades and run apothecary shops, occasionally they may become adventurers, but they’re always weaker in strength. My aunt Elisha is a witch, and she hates it. She has just enough magic to scrub a good shirt and was always cleaning and doing the laundry because of it." The cute pink hair danced as she giggled at old memories.

"Bond Mage's are something entirely different. They can tap into the elemental forces that under pin the world. Call lightning or rain fire, things like that. They can even learn glyph magic and do all sorts of crazy things, but Glyphs only taught at the Academy."

"That must have been what I saw the crazy old man doing with his hands before I met you, Master," Druska added in realization.

"If he knew glyphs, then he was probably on the council, it's a difficult skill to master, or so the stories go. I made a study of it for near a century and learned a couple, though I never had the magic to try them. They are tested and discovered within the confines of the Academy for the Mage's safety." Turning to Druska, she asked, "Can you describe him? Was he alone?"

Druska described the scene, both the older man and woman she had fought and all she could remember of their magics.

"That's strange," Leesha said in puzzlement, "Bond Mages are rich and powerful, I couldn't imagine any looked like that or lived so far from civilization."

"What else of the Bond Mages? What can they do, and what about the Bonded?" Braden asked.

"That's where things get mysterious," Leesha said with a wide grin and holding out her hand once more, the red flashes of lightning danced on her palm, and she closed her eyes as if savoring something sweet. "I know at least some of the legends are true." Looking at Druska, she said, "We have both received the Gift from Master, there are several known to exist, some rarer than others. Mine is the Gift of the Sorcerer, and yours," her sweet smile twisted slightly in a twinge of jealousy, "is the Gift of the Rogue."

Druska’s perfect eyebrows drew together as she asked, “What is a rogue?”

"It is an incredibly rare gift!" Leesha may have felt jealous for a moment, but it was gone, and she excitedly relayed her knowledge, "Some of the greatest heroes of all time have been rogues, Daniel the Hand and Missy Blacklaw, were always my favorites. My mother never had anything good to say about rogues. She always said their powers were imbalanced, the Deus-Ex-Machina of Bonded."

"I don't understand," Druska said.

"Rogues powers are mysterious, and almost nothing is known about them except they’ve been known to disappear from plain sight, escape from inescapable jails, assassinations, and thefts in the night. Things like that are often associated with them." Druska nodded her eyes, thoughtful as she lifted her hand before her face flexing the fingers. Braden could see barely perceptible swatches of shadow dance across the backs of too quick digits, as they flickered in and out of sight.

“And Harem Mages?” Braden prompted when Druska remained silent and thoughtful.

Leesha looked at him for a moment before she spoke, and for a brief second, he saw fear there before she seemed to see him for himself again.

"The Academy may know something about Harem Mages, Master, but none have existed since Melinda the Magnificent founded the Empire, and we revere her for building a world of peace and prosperity. Hers were times of upheaval, violence, and strife. The woman herself was not without fault, and stories say she was nearly invincible when the full harem was together. The elves remember these things still." She was quiet for a short time, then began again. "There have been other Harem Mages, but so rare that their memories are faded and grey things even to the elves. One thing is certain; each time a Harem Mage comes, something momentous and terrible happens in the world."

The three sat in grim silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Then Braden got up and walked over near the edge of the clearing and with an amused flex of will, drew his cup of tea to his hand, heating the liquid inside to a perfect steaming, non-mouth burning temperature. He gazed out at the thinning forest, the occasional bird flying in looping whirls across a vision of idyllic peace. He stood there for a long time, thinking about their future and what it was he truly wanted.

When he turned back, he saw Leesha and Druska huddled over a bare patch of dirt, Leesha drawing out a rough map. Coming over and looking over their shoulders, he could see the outline of a continent take shape, then near the southern end, a dense forest and mountain range, all on the outer edge of the Empire.

"This is where we are," Leesha said, pointing to the edge of the vast forest, "Just south of the inland sea."

“Where’s the Silver Heart Tree?” Druska asked.

“Here,” Leesha said, her voice catching as she pointed to a spot on the western side of the great circular lake, “There’s a river that winds its way to sea, it has a southern bend due to the foothills of the mountain range, the Silver Heart Tree is hidden in those foothills, amidst an ancient Redwood Grove.”

“If we’re going to arrive before the Summer Solstice, then we had better head out,” Braden said, neither woman had realized he was standing behind them and his voice startled them.

The small elf turned from the map, a big grin on her face as she leaped up, giving him a hug. They packed quickly and were soon heading out into the forest. Picking their way with ease, now that the trees were thinning out. In only a couple hours, they found the edge of the trees, and it was with surprising relief that Braden stepped out into shining sunlight and took in the vast horizon.


Chapter Fourteen

To the north, east, and west, rolling grasslands dotted with the occasional stand of tall trees spread out. Here and there on distant hills, a small herd of cattle or sheep could be seen grazing with one or two herdsmen in attendance. Farmland lay in the low areas like patchwork quilts, with small homesteads dotting the land. Off in the distance, near the crook of a river, stood a village of sprawling grey roofs with winding lines of smoke trailing from their chimneys.

"Master," Leesha said once they sighted the village, "We should discuss what we’ll say to the locals around here. An elf is a common enough sight but explaining a green-skinned woman who looks like that," she said, gesturing to the tall green goddess, armed for a space war, "Maybe a little difficult."

“I am capable of passing undetected among the local populace if it becomes necessary,” Druska said, “but I prefer to remain unobtrusive if possible.”

"How would you blend in, Druska?" Braden asked.

With a mischievous smile Druska said, "I made a scan of the myriad races when I was scouting this world. There is a race of under-dwelling elves with much darker skin than Leesha here. I could hide my blaster and blend in as one of them."

"The Najareen!" Leesha said in horror, and when she saw Braden's questioning frown shift to her, she continued, "They are a feared race of black-skinned elves who make their dwellings deep beneath the surface of our world. I'm not sure that's better than just telling people you're an alien come to kill us all."

“Do you have a better idea?” Druska asked.

"Maybe," She said, her face turning to deep concentration, "Give me a moment."

The short elf tilted back her head, mouth opening slightly, and hands coming up before her as she drew from the magics within. Her eyes opened wide in delight as it leaped into her hands, twin pools of vibrant red that leaked to her fingers and trailed from the tips like mist. Leesha had watched the elven witches and warlocks work their craft, and had read every tome on magic she could find. This magic within her was entirely new and different, like nothing she’d heard of before, and it was all she could do not to spend her every waking moment using it.

She had a purpose now, a wonderful friend in the dangerous Druska, who needed her help and couldn't afford a mistake. If it was an illusion and the spell failed, or some smart individual happened to see through it, then things could get worse. Leesha focused on Druska and let the magic flow from her.

Druska braced in fear as whips, and crackling lines of red energy, suddenly leaped from the small elf's hands straight at her. However, they slowed as they approached, and delicate, gentle little fingers of red magic traced along her skin. The sensation was somewhat unpleasant, and Druska flinched back from the first touch that felt like ants crawling under her skin.

"Don't move," Leesha said, "Please. It will be over quickly."

The magical arcs and tracing fingers slide all over Druska's skin, passing through her clothing like it was nothing. As the magic passed her flesh, the deep green of her skin faded to a lighter, nearly undetectable shade. Unless you saw her just out of the corner of her eyes or knew what to look for, she looked like a pale-skinned human woman with oddly shaped ears.

“That’s the best I can do right now,” Leesha said, her voice exhausted as she slumped from her work. Druska looked herself over with a small frown.

"Thank you, Leesha," her voice sounded strained, and Braden saw she wasn't altogether comfortable with the change.

"I don't like the idea of hiding who we are," Braden said, taking Druska's hand in his, "but for the time being, it would be best to hold that information secret. This change is only temporary, Druska. We will have you to your old beautiful green self soon."

"Thank you, Master," Druska said, squeezing his hand back in reassurance, "I, of all people, understand the need for stealth. I like the idea of us hiding our strengths. It's good tactics." Then she walked over and folded Leesha in a warm embrace, whispering thanks again to the smaller elf.

Turning in the direction of the village, the three hiked their way through the tall grasses and into more civilized lands. Braden ordered Scry-bot, the small machine learning observation drone he had made, to remain invisible and unobtrusive while they were in civilization.

Happening upon a trail that ran between farms, they drew the eye of farmers and shepherds as they passed by. Braden was grateful to see that while people turned to stare, they weren't such a strange sight as to cause alarm. The farms got smaller and denser as they drew closer to the village. Two hours after leaving the woods they walked around a low hill and saw a winding river with a great stone mill beside it and just beyond, the small village.

A few dozen townsfolk wandered the streets, between whitewashed houses and shops. The hammer blows from a blacksmiths shop rang out, and Braden nearly jumped when he spotted what must be a burly dwarf, as it tromped across the street with a brown wrapped package and a bloody butchers apron hanging from his shoulders. The dwarf was four feet tall and solidly built, with a brown beard that hung down to his knees, tucked within the apron, and bristling out the sides.

Braden and the two women drew stares as they made their way through the town, and he tried to ignore the small collection of people trailing after them, whispering amongst themselves. When they neared the center of the village, they saw a small market with a few stalls set up selling produce and fish, with a two-story inn standing above.

"Ho, strangers!" cried a booming voice. The three companions turned to see a giant of a man, with a great grey beard and shiny bald head, walking towards them with arms outstretched. At his side, a small thin man, who was fastidiously dressed, pushing up his spectacles with one hand and clutching a folder stuffed with paperwork to his chest, with the other. "Welcome to Elderbrook Village!"

"Greetings." Said Braden, holding out his hand as the man approached, "I am Braden, and this here is Druska and Leesha."

"It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, sir! And that of your beautiful companions." With a deep bow, his skull reflecting the sun, he introduced himself, "I am Mayor Fergus Smithson, and this here is Simon, our clerk. Come, come, let me buy you three a drink at the Inn." The man ushered them forward, and his small assistant scurried to hold the door.

They entered the inn to find a warmly lit room half-filled with benches and tables. The other half was taken up by a large bar and dance floor. Mayor Smithson led the three over to a table and called to the innkeeper, an older woman with a face twisted in a perpetual frown, to bring over five ales for the group. The woman shook her head and scowled, but returned with a tray covered in mugs of ale.

Braden felt his mouth salivate when he caught a whiff of the heady nutty aroma. Days of living off space alien rations had been rough, and the smell of beer, even lukewarm beer, was enough to make him sigh in contentment. The ale was dark brown, nearly black and strong. He watched Leesha push hers away with a polite, ‘no, thank you’. Druska took hers up with a curious look, and Braden wanted to kick her under the table as she sniffed and then sipped the beer, like someone who had never heard of it before in her life. Which of course, she hadn't. She took one sip, and Braden saw the curious expression turn to pleasure, and then she took a long pull from the mug. Wiping away the suds from her perfect lips and burping contentedly.

The mayor was watching the woman in fascination, and the younger man had a look of awe on his face, whenever he managed to force his eyes to look at Druska. The men didn't look at Leesha much, and Braden sensed some hidden prejudices at play.

"Thank you for the drink Mayor Smithson," Braden said, raising his mug to the men, "A fine way to welcome strangers to your village."

"Well," said the mayor expansively, "Think nothing of it, that's just the Elderbrook way." Leaning back, he drank deep from his mug. "How were your travels? Is it safe out there on the roads this time of year?" He asked by way of making conversation.

“Safe enough,” Braden said, “It’s the bugs of spring that are the real bandits out there.”

"Too true, sir! Too true!" The mayor laughed good-naturedly and then fell into silence, taking another pull from his drink and finishing it off. He reached for Leesha's undrunk ale and pulled it in front of himself, looking down into the dark liquid. The small man beside him coughed pointedly and shooting his eyes askance at the Mayor, tapped the folder in his arms.

"I'm getting there, Simon," The mayor sighed, "I'm getting there."

“What’s this?” Braden asked.

"Ahh, well, I didn't want to bother you with it, so soon after you got off the road. I know how hard travel can be. Why once, my wife and I rode down to…,"

“Eh-hem!” Simon said with a meek intrusiveness.

"Ok, Simon!" The mayor barked at the young man, who got a satisfied smile on his face as the mayor continued, "Don't mind him," he said, throwing a nod at the smaller man, "Our Imperial Clerk here is a bit over-zealous at times. You three wouldn't happen to be Adventurers, would you?"

Leesha had warned us about this before we got to the village. She said with our weapons and gear, people would already assume we were adventurers. However, the Guild of Adventurers regulated the industry within the empire, and any member must have documentation. Those who wished to dungeon delve or explore the wilds as an adventurer could do so without being a member of the Guild, but couldn't accept Imperial Quests or Bounties or get their hefty rewards.

"We're not licensed with the Guild, unfortunately." Braden said. "Although we have been out in the wilds, getting stronger, so we may one day join their ranks." Both the mayor and Simon let out sighs of relief when they heard the party wasn't part of the Guild.

"That's wonderful!" The mayor boomed and calling to the sour old innkeeper again, he ordered another round, "You see, we have a problem, but can't afford the Guild fees, or have any major incidents show up on the Imperial record if you know what I mean." Simon's shoulders hunched at the words, but he nodded in agreement.

"If we can help," Braden said, "we would be happy to. But we're in a bit of a hurry, getting Leesha here home."

"You don't know what a relief it is to hear you say that!" The Mayor was slurring his words slightly as he drank from his third ale, "It's the Lumber Mill just west of town, down the river. There has been some kind of disturbance, or haunting there, and the lumberjacks have run off! The superstitious lot of them!"

"Yields are down 95%," Simon's first words were shrill, and he seemed to have trouble modulating his tone whenever his eyes happened to touch on Druska, "Our taxable revenue is down nearly 27% from this time last year!"

"Ok, Simon, no one cares about your numbers." Turning to Braden, the mayor said, "We would appreciate if you could head down to the lumbermill and take a look; let us know if there is anything serious, that's all. Shipwrights in Dalton all scream bloody murder, and we don't want to go through the trouble of bothering the bureaucrats with this nonsense, you know?"

“They would send Bond Mage Helga.” Said Simon in a near whisper, a shiver running through his slight frame.

"Who is this, Helga?" Druska demanded, leaning forward and trapping Simon in an intense stare.

“Sh… Sh… Sh… E… E… E…” Simon was locked in place, frozen under Druska’s glare, so she turned her frown on the bigger man.

“What is wrong with him? Poison?”

Mayor Smithson just chuckled, "No Mistress, the lad's just never been more than twenty miles from his home, never seen anything quite as beautiful as yourself, if you don't mind me saying. And to answer your question, Helga is the Bond Mage assigned to our district by the Imperium. She mostly stays within the walls of Dalton and lets the Lord there fete her, the poor bastard."

“Mayor!” hissed Simon, his unease around Druska lost as he stole a look of fear around, seeing who had overheard the Mayor.

"Helga is a mean one," The mayor continued, but he kept his voice low, "and that Bonded of hers Indolo is even worse, if you can imagine. The rumors about what they get up to in that tower of theirs are dark indeed. Her 'help' is the type we try to avoid." He turned to give Braden and Druska a kindly look, "However, if you do find something dangerous out there, you report it back here. No use getting yourself killed when there is a powerful Bond Mage down the river a couple days journey."

Braden lifted his mug and took a big sip, thinking. He gave Druska and Leesha a glance, and both offered subtle nods. Simon, ever the observant one, caught the exchanges, and his face grew curious. Turning back to the Mayor, Braden offered the man a broad smile.

"Seems we may be of some assistance here, and there are some supplies that would help us on our journey to Silver Heart." Braden leaned forward, and with a hearty laugh, the Mayor slapped Simon on the back.

"Simon here will handle the particulars about payment and all that, he has the head for numbers." Then with a wink, the giant man stood and made his way up to the bar, calling for the innkeeper to get three rooms ready on his tab.

Braden turned to Simon, who sat there sober, with a predatory smile growing on his thin face. Blinking his eyes owlishly, Braden realized he was a bit drunk. Giving the younger man a crooked smile, he patted Druska, somewhat clumsily on the back.

"Druska here handles the finances and contract negotiations, talk with her Simon." Standing, he stumbled his way over to the Mayor. Flashing a charming smile to the old innkeeper, he managed to elicit a blush, as he asked if there was anything to eat.

Simon turned to look at Druska, his shoulders hunching in as he gulped audibly. “The standard rate for an adventuring party, is three silvers a day.”

"In what way are we standard?" Druska asked, her eyes flashing, and her words slurring slightly from the ale she’d finished so quickly, "We are exceptional, and I will prove it to you." Standing, she drew her pistol and trained it on the wall. Leesha leaped to her feet and just managed to stop the taller woman from firing off a blast and tearing a hole through the wall of the inn.

“The standard rate will be fine!” Leesha said as she wrestled the pistol from Druska.

"Let me prove to Mr. Simon our value!"

It took a while to calm Druska down, but the ale flowed, and with time, the young man began to relax. The decidedly less sour innkeeper brought out roasted birds, black bread, and pots of creamy butter.

Villagers came in as the afternoon wore on, and soon it was a party atmosphere. Braden shared ale with the villagers, learning of the surrounding areas and some of what life was like for the people here. Mostly he was inundated with questions about adventuring, to which he had very little answers. So, he told the story of how they had rescued Leesha, taking care to leave all magic out of the tale.

When darkness fell, the innkeeper drew baths for the three of them, and one by one, they cleaned themselves while their laundry was washed and hung to dry. Braden felt like a new man as he climbed into his bed, clean and fresh for the first time in days. They had decided to sleep alone, not wanting to cause more talk than they already had. It was a lonely night as he drifted off to sleep. For the first time in days, he thought of his wife back on earth and his friend. Wondering if they were doing ok, hoping they didn't worry about him too much and hating himself for caring.


Chapter Fifteen

Braden woke to the sound of roosters greeting the dawn. The whole village coming awake as he stamped his feet into boots and pulled on a clean shirt. He was going to have to find some decent clothing soon. Druska's scout uniform worked well enough for day to day, but he usually put on a fresh set of underwear and clothes each day. Having only one set of clothes was stressful. When he stepped out of his room, he found Druska crouching outside, waiting for him.

“Leesha is still asleep,” she said with a smile, “That one enjoys her rest.”

"Let's go find some breakfast. I'm starving." Braden said.

They made their way down to the common room and found it empty save for a single woman. She leaped to her feet when they came down the stairs, and Braden found himself eyeing the woman with interest. She was older, with pale blond hair speckled with grey. Her face was beautiful but filled with worry. She had high cheekbones, and a wide full-lipped mouth framing big beautiful blue eyes. As beautiful as her face was, her most impressive features were her massive bosom. Her large breasts jiggled and swayed when she moved. They were so remarkable that Druska paused at the bottom of the stairs and turned back to give her Master a wink and smile as she saw him notice them.

“Sir Braden,” she began, her voice choked with emotion, eyes red and shaded with lack of sleep, “I had hoped I could have a moment of your time.”

"Of course," Braden said, "Please have a seat." The old innkeeper had come out of the back at the sound of voices. Braden signaled her for food and drinks for three.

"Forgive my rudeness," The woman said when she sat, wiping at her eyes with her hands, "I am Betsy, the towns wax-witch." She saw the confusion on Braden's face and explained, "That's what we call an herb gatherer here abouts. The reason I am troubling you, sir, is my daughter Emma, she never came home last night, and I'm sick with worry. If you could find her, I can pay you for your troubles, whatever it takes!"

“A kidnapping?” Druska asked.

“No! Nothing like that,” Betsy said, “at least I can’t imagine it being anything like that.”

“Tell us what happened,” Braden said in his most comforting voice.

"Emma was out in the woods yesterday picking herbs for my medicines. She's been doing it for years. I never thought anything of letting her near the forest's edge, it's always been so safe around the village. But last night, she didn’t come home last night, and I waited up all evening. I went to Mayor Smithson with my worries, and he said there were adventurers in town and to come talk to you, that mayhap you could help."

“Where does she normally go into the woods to search for herbs?” Braden asked.

"Up in the northern stretches just before the lumbermill." Betsy said, her voice taking on a small measure of hope, "But she wouldn't have gone there with the troubles it's been having. She would have searched deeper in, along the creek beds and in mossy hollows."

“I’m not sure what we can do,” Braden began before being cut off by Druska.

“Do you have something with her scent?” The alien woman asked.

“Her scent?” The older woman asked. “Yes, I can get something from home.”

"Do that," Druska said, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, "Please describe your Emma for us." The alien woman, so human-like now that her skin color was changed, rested her chin in her hand and listened intently.

Braden was suddenly distracted by the magic that surged and roiled within him. He felt a compulsion to draw on it but resisted the urge. Magic wasn't so uncommon as to cause a commotion if discovered he could use it. However, Leesha had warned that his magic was unlike any she had seen before. More powerful and controlled than a sorcerer or even a Bond Mage could accomplish without glyphs to focus the power. Focusing on Betsy's words, he tried to ignore the magics' call, but it was difficult, as the power surged and roiled within him.

"Emma looks much like me. Her father used to joke that he kept all the ugly in the family." She sniffed and smiled slightly in memory, "She is tall, with straight blond hair, like mine. She would have been wearing her white and blue dress. It has a white top with blue skirts and a checkered blue and white apron. She would have had her backpack with her, with a packed lunch."

“What was in the lunch?” Druska asked.

"Cheese, apple, and some smoked meats, why?" Betsy asked curiously.

"Bring me scraps of the food if you still have them, I may be able to track her from the scent if I can’t find hers." Betsy's eyes grew wide, and she glanced from Braden to Druska and back.

“Is she a familiar, sir?” The older woman asked with reverence.

“No,” Braden laughed, having no idea what a familiar was. He would have to ask Leesha about it later. “Druska just has a keen sense of smell, maybe her elven heritage.” Betsy glanced at the Druska’s strangely pointed ears and nodded frowning.

"You are a very openminded man, Sir Braden. It speaks to your kind nature that you travel with elves and treat them with respect." The woman seemed to come to a decision, "If you will have her, I know Emma would have jumped at the chance to serve you, sir. It was always her dream to explore the world and be an adventurer." Her face collapsed once more into tears, as she went on, "I was never able to afford tuition for the Academy, but if anyone deserved to enter Bonded School, it's her. She would have made a fine healer. No, sir, don't say anything, I apologize, just a silly old woman dreaming out loud. Come, let's go get you something that smells of my girl."

Braden watched Druska and Betsy head out of the Inn. The second the woman was out the door, his smile twisted into a sickly grimace, and he clutched at the table before himself. The magic, a roiling storm within, and it was all he could do to master its vortex of energies. It felt like his skin was burning from the inside out — his thoughts scattered by pain and fear. The magic surging wilder and wilder, closing his eyes, Braden forced his thoughts to order themselves, but they kept scattering, the pain growing ever more intense.

Unbidden, a memory came to him of his kooky aunt from childhood. She had been a hippy, and once tried teaching Braden about a type of meditation. He had listened with interest and even attempted the mental exercises for weeks but never really noticed anything happening, so he had given it up.

Pulling from that old technique, Braden constructed a simple object in his mind, a square, then focusing on that, let everything else fall away. Achieving a certain measure of calm upon his body, the magic flooded into his control; filling the structure in his mind. Suddenly, breathing normally, a cold sweat broke out all over his skin.

His mind empty of thoughts, the magic filled it with power, overflowing, and bleeding out of his skin. Like arcs of electricity climbing up steel, the magic traced about his body in rainbow hues. Where it touched the table or chairs, smoking blackened wood was left in its wake. His eyes closed, mind floating free, a face swam into his consciousness, and a name like a whisper on the wind. Pale blond hair spread upon a stone surface, framing a face of sweet beauty, twisted now in fear and pain. A cold sun shone down upon the vision, and Braden could feel evil regard, watching the girl from the darkness behind him.

His hackles rose as he turned his mental view, fear, and rage bubbling in his throat. Warning bells were ringing in his mind, and a primal fear crept down his spine. Turning, he found nothing there, turning back to the girl, the vision smeared and faded, like wet paint washed off a wall.

Feeling as if he‘d just sprinted a mile, Braden opened his eyes, groaning out as every muscle in his body ached. A loud crash sounded nearby, and his eyes popped open to see the elderly Innkeeper standing in the middle of the room with her hands over her mouth and eyes wide. At her feet lay a shattered baking dish with eggs, sausages, and potatoes scattered. The chairs and table around him traced with char lines.

Braden met the woman's eyes and saw fear and curiosity there. She was just about to open her mouth to speak or scream, he wasn't sure which, so he placed a quick finger before his lips, glancing at the door to the street. The Innkeeper snapped her mouth shut with an audible click of teeth and nodded her head vigorously. The fear winning out over curiosity.

Braden gave her a wink and drawing on the magic through his sword, he reached out with finger thin flows of energy, and cleaned up the food and broken crockery. He could feel each flow like it was a living appendage. As he wove them together, he felt aspects of the magic fitting comfortably together and other flows that repulsed one another, like they had opposite attractive properties. The problems triggered the engineer in him, and as he worked by instinct, he puzzled out what forces were at play.

The Innkeeper stood, silent and frozen, as the storm of magic swirled around her common room. Before her eyes, the crockery reknit, and the food sorted itself back into the bowl, clean and piping hot, then settled on the table before the handsome adventurer.

“I ain’t never heard of no warlock half so powerful… sir.” The Innkeeper breathed, still holding her fingers before her mouth.

“Come,” said Braden motioning to the seat Betsy had vacated, “Please have a seat.”

"Or maybe," she said while sitting quickly, her voice taking on a touch of excitement, "You're a Bond Mage here in secret on some business of the Council?"

“I’m sorry,” Braden searched for the woman’s name with his hand up but was coming up empty.

“Edith,” the older woman supplied helpfully, with a smile.

"Thank you, and I'm sorry, Edith, it's all very complicated, and I really can't speak about it." Braden gave an apologetic shrug hoping by saying little he was saying much.

"I understand, My Lord," She said with a conspiratorial smile and a big wink. "they finally doing something about that Helga and Indolo? Those two are a piece of work. You’ve yourself a top-notch Bonded in that Druska, near broke poor Simon's brain when he saw the lovely girl."

“Tell me what you can of Helga,” Braden asked, eager for any information he could get on the Bond Mage.

The Innkeeper needed no more prompting. She launched into a lengthy description of the woman and her various evils, both rumored and witnessed. It was a dark tale, indeed. It seemed Helga enjoyed inflicting pain, and endless screams could be heard coming from her tower in Dalton. When Indolo, her Bonded, wasn't with his mistress, serving her every whim, he could be found in the brothels, or if drunk enough, raping some peasant girl in an alley.

The citizens of Dalton had petitioned their Lord to replace her, but Helga had authority in the Council. Every effort to remove her was defeated. Her strength and cruelty were such that none dared challenge her openly.

The Innkeeper seemed to have it in her mind that Braden was some sort of Bond Mage spy, and no amount of correcting her would change her mind. She would shoot him a sly look and wink then continue with her gossip. Braden ate his breakfast and listened with interest. His exhaustion from the strange magical fluctuation was fading. When he was finishing his meal, Edith bustled about, cleaning up the dish and heading back to the kitchen, shaking her head in wonder at the mended bowl.

Braden headed upstairs to check on Leesha. Tapping lightly at her door, he heard soft snores within. She certainly isn’t a morning person
, he thought to himself. Glancing to make sure the hall was empty, he opened the door and slipped into her room. The young elf rolled over and yawned, stretching and kicking off her blankets when Braden entered the room. He froze at the sight of her naked, slender body. Reminding him again, as if he needed it, about how much his life had changed.

Her short red hair was mussed up, and she stretched her arms out above her head, flat stomach leading up to firm round breasts. Her slender legs first stretched out straight before she drew her knees up and with a sexy little smile, widened them slightly, giving Braden a teasing glimpse of her elven sex. There was very little hair and that bright red. Her pink lips were already wet with desire.

Growling and smiling, Braden stripped as he climbed between the elf's legs. With no foreplay and in earnest need, Leesha gripped him, sliding herself down and over it, as he was driving up and in. They made quick and passionate love, there on the bed, frame creaking alarmingly beneath them. Braden couldn't have known, but downstairs the Innkeeper listened with interest. Her brain working in overdrive as it tried to process the gossip and secrets she now held in her head.

Braden's orgasm came as Leesha was riding him, her little ass bouncing up and down on his crotch. Her firm titties dancing with each thrust into her tiny elven hole. The little elf's hot lips were on his, passionate kisses wiping away all thoughts, as her own orgasm overtook her just as he shot ropes of cum deep into her pussy.

They lay there for a moment catching their breath and panting. Then Leesha hopped up to her feet, full of energy as she drew the now clean white dress over her head. Glancing in the mirror, she raked her hair up and out of her face with her fingers. Then with a laugh, she drew crackling red energy into her hair with her fingers, and it was perfectly combed and full of body.

"I don't think I'll ever get used to that," she said with a big grin to Braden. He lay back on the bed with an arm behind his head, watching her as she got ready. He barely knew this young elf, and she had been through such horror only recently. He was amazed and inspired by her resiliency.

"Come on, lazy bones," she said with an annoyed glance at him still in bed, "can't lay around all day."

He got dressed, and they headed downstairs to find Druska had returned. She gave them both big grins when they sat down, and Braden's cheeks grew red at her frank look. She had a small bag with a blue scarf, and some wrapped up smoked meats.

"What's all this?" Leesha asked. Druska and Braden told her all about Emma's mom and the girl's disappearance. She listened with interest, especially when Druska described the mother in excruciating detail.

“She had the most prodigious bust I have ever seen.” Druska said, “She would have a place of honor in Good Corp. She would be seen as a good prospect for breeding.”

"The first day in town, and we already have two quests," Leesha said, turning to Braden with a big grin, "You're lucky, Master!"

"This Emma may be a candidate for Bonding, Master. Fate seems to have pushed her in our path." Druska said, Leesha nodding along.


The woman has a one-track mind
, Braden thought.

"It happens that way with the greatest Bond Mage’s," Leesha said, "or so the stories tell. The magic within wants to bond and can lead a Mage to their true Bonded. I'm not sure about this one though Master, she sounds like some country bumpkin without much natural talent. It's common for a Bonded to train for four years at the Academy before they are thought to be ready for the power."

Leesha was frowning, and Braden thought it was jealousy at first, but the more he watched her, he saw it was a kind of possessive protectiveness, wary of outsiders. Hoping that might balance Druska's unrelenting desire to claim more women, he changed the subject to their quests.

They began planning then, none aware of the old innkeeper sitting on a stool just behind the cracked kitchen door. The woman was shaking. She had spent an entire life hunting down gossip and secrets. Now she had a secret too great for her little mind. She waited until the man and two women got up and left the Inn, watching out a side window as they marched off down the road in the direction of the lumberyard. Villagers were staring after the tall, knightly man and his two gorgeous companions.


The man has
 two
 Bonded and might take another?
 She wondered to herself. How is that even possible?!


Careful to make no sound, the old innkeeper made her way over to the pantry and pulled down the ceramic jar marked 'prunes'. Lifting the lid, she pulled out the creamy parchment and quill within. Slipping off to her room, she penned two messages, each identical. One she sent off to the imperial capital of Melind and the other to the Academy. Her heart beating wildly in her chest as she attached the letters to the clockwork pigeons and set them aloft, both flying away to the north and west.


Chapter Sixteen

Braden, Druska, and Leesha left the village and spent the morning hours walking through a storybook countryside. Green grasses and giant spreading oaks on hilltops, filled the spaces between neat little farms and orchards. The river split the landscape in twain, the occasional barge or fishing punt floating along its tranquil waters. To the east, mountains rose, and to the south, the forest marched off, a dense dark thicket of tangled woods.

They had decided to search for Emma first. Druska worrying the scent had already grown cold. Turning off the road at a small trail Betsy had said Emma often used, Braden held out his hand and drew down Scry-bot, smiling as he ordered the little guy to range out ahead and keep an eye out for him. Once they had passed into the forests shadowed interior, Druska drew out the bag and took several deep breaths, sniffing the contents. She tilted her head up and sniffed at the air, a frown on her face as she turned this way and that. Braden noticed shadows gathering at the alien woman's feet, and as the pool thickened, she seemed to catch a scent, her nose questing this way and that in a small spot.

"The shadows Druska," Braden said, an idea forming in his mind, "see if you can smell her through
 the shadows."

Her perfect eyebrows drew down for one second in confusion. Then she noticed the shadows dancing along the ground, mottled patterns of light and dark. Holding out her hand, she summoned them into her palm. They leaped into it, as if that was all they had ever wanted to do. She brought the writhing mass up to her face and drew in a deep breath, her eyes opening wide at once.

"I can smell… everything." Leaning back down, she drew deep again, "She is there, but I'm not sure exactly where. There is too much between us, blocking and masking the scent. She is in that direction; however, several miles at least." She pointed deeper into the forest and at a slight angle away from their current path.

"That's great, Druska." Braden said, feeling a weight lift from his shoulders, now that they had some actual information on the girl's whereabouts. "Let's keep heading in that direction, and hopefully we can get a more precise location the closer we get."

Druska ranged out ahead, and Braden and Leesha kept watch. He questioned her about more aspects of the world as they walked along the trail, Scry-bot flying out ahead, popping into sight now and then. They had gone a couple of miles into the woods, the trees crowding in around. Several times Druska would stop and wait for them to catch up with her, then she would pull out the bag and summon the shadows once more. Emma's scent remained elusive, but she was able to guide them in closer and closer.

Near noon, they found themselves atop a small hill, with a trickling creek below, while Druska walked slowly around the base, smelling to see which way to go next. When she came back, her face was a mask of frustration.

"I know she must be near, but the scent is all over, like its diffused here or masked. I’m sorry, Master, I've failed."

"Nonsense Druska, you got us here. I think we're close. I'm getting this déjà vu feeling looking around these woods." Taking a long minute, he let his eyes wander over the trees and bushes that crowded around the hillside, the stream trickling loudly just out of sight. Turning his head to call for Scry-bot, he felt a familiar tugging at his vision, and spinning back saw nothing but the forest before him.

The little scrying orb floated down to hover before him, and with a thought, he sent it into the woods searching. It slipped past a tree and then flew straight through a branch, disappearing. Braden smiled to himself.

“I think I know why the scent was masked,” he said.

Advancing slowly and with the girls flanking him to either side, he drew his blade and held the tip out ahead of himself. The blade passed into the trunk of a tree like it didn’t exist, and the illusion unraveled before them.

On the edge of the clearing stood an odd stone archway, with a single numeral inscribed at its peak, Scry-bot spinning happily beside it. Its dark opening led back into the hillside. Sighing, Braden sheathed his sword and looking around, saw nothing else of note in the clearing.

"Please tell me she isn't down there," Leesha said, her voice filled with horror. Turning with a concerned look, Braden drew her into a one-armed embrace. The small elf was shivering like a leaf in his arms. Druska didn't need the shadows to find the lost girl’s scent. With a grim expression, she nodded her head, flexing her fingers dangerously.

"I can smell her, somewhere deep down there. Doesn't this seem all too familiar, Master?"

"Aye, it's a strange coincidence, alright. Everything about this world is strange. Leesha, are these dungeons typical?"

Leesha dragged her eyes away from the opening, her limbs trembling in fear, she answered with a calm, composed voice, "I had never seen or heard of anything like them before I got dragged into one, Master." Braden held her closer and kissed her on the cheek warmly.

Braden sent Scry-bot down to scout, as they ate a small meal of dried meats and cheese the Innkeeper had packed for them. It took considerably longer for the tiny little scrying device to return this time, and it projected a much more detailed map onto the ground. Braden was happy to see evidence that his magical algorithms were working, and the little guy was learning.

In some ways, the magic worked for him like software, operating in functions and small objects that flowed together in logical ways. In other ways, it was like trying to control the ocean, vast sweeping currents that required tremendous will to use. He suspected that these might all be different schools of magic, but it was difficult to discern one aspect of magic from another. Like a picture seen from unfocused eyes, he had difficulty making out the separate parts and felt himself blundering through because of his ignorance. The sword helped with that, sharpening his senses and feel for the magic, making far more possible when he wielded it.

The map showed several large chambers and interconnected corridors, all filled with small red dots, that he knew to be monsters of some kind. In the far corner of the complex was another large hole with a spiraling staircase, leading, presumably to the second floor. In the room with the large hole was the most extensive collection of small red dots.

"You don't have to come down if you don't want to Leesha." Braden said, turning to the elf as she squatted near the entrance, "Druska and I can free Emma."

"No," her terrified eyes grew fierce as she gazed into the darkness, crackling red energies arcing their way up her fingers and arms, "I couldn't stand out here and do nothing while someone’s down there trapped." A small shiver ran down her spine, and then with a firm nod, she straightened up as tall as she could stand and strode into the darkness, death dancing at her fingertips.

Braden drew his blade, and Druska her pistol as she advanced behind the small elf. Leesha marched ahead, as the red energies arced out occasionally and struck the stone wall to either side, leaving small burn marks. The corridor curved down and to the right, and coming around a sharp turn, the first large room opened up. Three large creatures huddled in one corner. At their feet a bag with its strewn contents scattered across the floor. One of the monsters had a pair of pale white panties in its hands and was gently sniffing them.

Leesha screamed in rage at the sight of the tall beasts, and her hands came together, arcing red energy, forming a thick jagged bolt that shot out of her and blasted a burning hole into the back of one beast. It crashed into the wall, crying out in pain and forcing its bigger black-furred companion to drop the panties. The monsters left standing, stared down sadly at the soiled undergarments, then as one, turned rage-filled faces on the intruders.

With screams, the beasts charged. They were taller than Braden, with muscled limbs and fang-filled snarling maws. Their thick hides coated in coarse bristly hairs — limbs ending in sharp-clawed talons.

Leesha’s scream cut off in a cold snarl, and her hand wove in the air, inscribing a simple glyph that Braden memorized. Then she drew her hands back in a ripping motion, and the creatures crumpled to the ground, blood gushing out of their mouths as their limbs twitched in death. Screams and cries of alarm came from dozens of voices, and Braden pointed off down one corridor, but Leesha was already stalking forward, head tilted, a feral smile twisting her lips.

"Druska, follow her!" Braden cried and was happy to see the alien woman dash down the corridor after Leesha, then Braden was turning to engage two of the monsters as they boiled out of a doorway to the side of the chamber. He took the guard stance Druska had shown him and stood, his breath coming hot and heavy as they bore down on him. The magic swelled, and he drew on it, punching out with two missiles of magic that stunned the creatures, then stepping forward, he slashed across a throat. The weight of the blade felt right in his hand, as he cut across and stepping forward; he stabbed straight out at the next creature.

His thrust wasn't powerful enough, and the creatures toughened hide deflected the blow. Braden felt himself being driven back and to the ground, but he refused to give in, holding himself fast. He realized that an aspect of magic was infusing his limbs and, in its wake, was a strength he had never known. With remarkable ease, he threw the creature away to crash against a wall. It slowly picked itself up, stunned, and warry.

Braden swung his sword experimentally and smiled at the humming sound it made as it cut through the air. The magic burned through him at an alarming rate. With focus, he was able to dial back his strength, drastically reducing the cost of the spell. He was now roughly twice as strong as he was unaided.

With a scream of rage, the creature charged, three more of its kind coming on its heels. Braden felt the thrill of battle coursing through him, time seemed to slow, and everything took on a crystal clarity. He moved by instinct, stepping forward and thrusting again, this time his blade slid like a knife into butter as it pierced the creature’s chest. Stepping back, he ripped the blade free and let the corpse toppled forward. The next beast drew within range, and Braden lashed out, a hairy limb flying free, hot blood spraying wide.

His left hand filled with magic as the second and third creatures closed. With the sword in hand, he could feel different flows of the power, and wrapping two together, he wove a streaming attack, his will enforcing the crude magic. An ugly stream of molten steel blasted out from his hand, tearing away tough hide and blasting apart bones, as it burned through the creatures.

He was panting heavily and looking for more enemies when Scry-bot spun in the air and zoomed off in the direction Druska and Leesha had gone. He could hear the screams and clashes of battle joined and sprinted off after the flying orb to help.


Chapter Seventeen

The curving corridor lead further down as the sounds grew louder. The walls lit in flashing red light, and as Braden entered a large room, he saw Leesha dancing side to side slowly, her feet encased in a thick substance. Her fingers wove red lightning around the room as she moved, each arc tearing through flesh as she fought back a half dozen creatures, dropping them one at a time. Dozens of the dead monsters littered the floors, and Braden was stunned to see large alligator-like creatures, fighting alongside each. Druska was falling backward, as she fought the monster and beast attacking her, her feet caked in the strange goo, slowing her steps and nearly making her stumble.

Braden stopped in place and drew deep on the magic. Focusing the power through his sword he blasted three pairs of creatures, fighting Leesha, with fire. They, and their beasts, fell to the floor, screaming in pain as they burned. Leesha turned to throw a smile at Braden, but he saw her eyes widen in shock when she saw him.

“Master!” She cried in between attacks, more creatures pouring into the room, “Your feet! The floor! Keep moving!”

With a start, Braden realized he couldn't move his feet, and that he was sinking into the floor itself. With a mighty effort, only possible when he ramped up his magical strength, he drew his leg out of the quicksand-like floor. The monsters were unaffected and walked over the floor as if it were stone. Each limb now weighed down, the dense material coating him up to the knee. It took him a while to drag himself clear, panic setting in as he saw Druska and Leesha falling back, the substance coating their feet thicker and thicker with each step, slowing them even more.

The fighting grew desperate as several engaged Braden, and it was all he could do to hold them off. He tried to drag himself free of the muck, but it was constantly pulling him down and trying to hold him fast with ever greater strength. One wild attack cleaved through the skull of a fel-alligator. Braden saw its Master stumble, but he was forced to defend his flank from a raking claw, the blast of force magic pushing the creature back only a few feet. Exhaustion was stealing his breath and weakening his limbs, when he turned back and saw the monster without a companion stumbling back, the muck floor clinging to it as it did himself. Suddenly, realization hit him, and sweeping his blade before himself to get some breathing room, leaped up onto the fel-alligators corpse, his feet no longer dragging in the floor and gathering more crud.

"The pets! Kill their pets!" Braden cried, and drawing deep on the magic, he traced the simple glyph from earlier, in the air. The glowing blue lines appeared in the air, hanging for one second before Braden felt the magic drawn forth from him and through the glyph. Like a tunnel, it constrained the power and directed it. Braden could still feel his will on the magic as it reached out deep into the bodies of the three pets before him. Then with a savage snarl, he ripped the force magic through their innards, tearing through guts, hearts, and lungs in an instant. The monsters attached to each, immediately began to struggle on the floor, and he made quick work of them with magic and blade, careful of his footing on the dead fel-alligators back.

Turning, he saw that Druska and Leesha had just finished off the last of their enemies, each panting in exhaustion as they dragged their heavy legs up onto dead creatures' backs. The goo on his legs clung to everything it touched like glue, when he reached down to try pushing it off, it coated his hands in the wet cement-like substance, heavy as lead.

Thankfully, no more monsters charged into the room. It took several minutes of trial and error, each of them coated with the stuff from elbows and knees to digits, before Braden discovered a solution. He slid magic, slick as grease, along his skin like a glove that passed beneath the muck and broke its bond.


Like peanut-butter and gum,
 he thought to himself with a smile. Working quickly, he was able to clean himself off enough, that he was able to climb across corpses, the dead flesh not triggering the magic trap in the floor, to Leesha, and free her. Druska had most of the goo coating her, and it took nearly ten minutes to clean it off her clothes and body.

Braden heard a familiar sound once again and a prompt hovered in the air before his face:

CONGRATULATIONS!

HAREM MAGE – Level 4

Powers:

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX

In annoyance he brushed the prompt aside. The second-floor entrance was through this room. Moving quickly, the group made their way across the trapped floor. Taking time on the other side to clean themselves off once more, they rested for a short time. Scry-bot scouted the area but found no more monsters, so they took the time to heal minor wounds and recover what strength they could.

Once they were ready, they made their way carefully to the back chamber. Druska, out ahead, found two more traps along the way. An arrow trap triggered by pressure plates within the floor, and a trapped door with a poison, tipped needle, that would stab any unwary hand that gripped the doorknob. She was able to disable both without much trouble. The final room was full of refuse, bones, and the scattered remains of a half dozen meals.

“They haven’t been here long,” said Druska as she scouted around, “Like the last dungeon.”

“Something doesn’t feel right about this place,” Leesha said, “it all seems too simple. Clear the monsters, save the girl.”

"Not much has made sense to me about any of this," Braden said, walking over to the giant hole and spiraling staircase down. Level Two was inscribed upon the stone, marking the entrance to the dungeons second level.

He sent Scry-bot down to search below, and crouching, awaited its return. Druska came and crouched by his side, drawing her pistol and checking its charge. Leesha paced restlessly, her eyes scanning the room. Braden could sense the unease in her growing; the weight of all that stone above pressing down on her, stifling breath and thought. He wished there was some way he could help her, but the only thing that seemed to work was action. Moments later, Scry-bot returned, his scanner showing the 2-D floor plan, a long empty corridor with another hole, and a spiral staircase at the end.

"This should be interesting," Braden said, and nodding to Druska, he watched as the alien woman gave a big grin and leaped out into the open space. Her controlled fall, a thing of beauty that both Leesha and Braden watched with awe until she disappeared. Red energy coursing along her skin, Leesha gave a tight smile, then stepped out into emptiness next. The crackling energy tracing the walls around her as she fell, dragging along the stone and slowing her. She looked magnificent as she fell, red hair standing up and white gown flowing around her in the coruscating energies. The red lightning ball disappearing into the darkness, Braden stepped up to the edge.

With the sword enhancing his control, he stepped out into space. This time he'd forgone the force blades in favor of a more nuanced approach. Braden had never been content with good enough. The engineer in him cried out that things could always be improved. He was channeling his magic into a dense yellow energy radiating down, slowing his descent. The approach wasn't perfect, and at first, he tilted and wobbled, nearly falling before he was able to master the magic. The yellow energy was fickle and slow to react to his will, but with a gentle guiding hand, he could use it to change his body in space. With time and real mastery, he thought he might be able to fly one day. All he could manage now, was to reduce his falling speed enough so that he landed on the stone floor below, as if he’d jumped off a three-foot ledge.

He landed in a small circular room, Druska crouched in the shadows beside the entrance while Leesha stood, eyes narrowed as she looked down the corridor. It was slate grey stone, and the passage had been hewn straight from the rock, its walls rough and uneven. Braden could make out two alcoves far down at the end, roughly two hundred meters away was the entrance to the third level.

“This seems too easy,” Leesha said.

Druska took a deep breath in through her nose, "She passed this way Master, and I can smell other things, old things. I have never encountered anything that smells like it." Puzzled, she drew deep again, "Smells of death and hate."

"Let's take care and double-check every few feet for traps," Braden said.

As Druska moved forward cautiously, sliding in and out of sight as she slipped into the shadows, Braden quested out with his magical senses. There was a dark energy to this place. He couldn't identify where, but he sensed magic permeating the corridor. They made it halfway without encountering a threat, and Braden could begin to see into the nooks. He saw small figures wrapped in tight yellow linens, and just as he began to recognize what they were, Leesha shouted.

"Druska, wait!" Her hands came up, and crackling red energy danced along them.

Druska froze in place and was about to turn around, asking what it was when the wrapped corpses gave a violent twitch. Flowing out of them came two ghostly figures, blue-white and translucent. The faces were twisting in rage, mouths frozen in screams. Mist like hair blew in vast halos around their heads, and their ghostly dresses ended in frayed edges as they floated out of the nooks. Faster than thought, they flew down the corridor at the party.

Fear sank its hooks deep into Braden, making his bowels turn to water, and his knees shake. He felt the sword slipping from nerveless fingers, as the terrible ghostly women bore down on them. He saw Druska cower and wail out, falling to her knees and burying her face in her arms, but he was unable to move forward and help her. Fear held him in place, frozen. Leesha was the only one who had managed to shrug it off. The elf had some natural defenses and had built up more just by climbing back underground into her worst nightmare.

Leesha had never encountered undead before; this was an enemy out of the dawn times. Now she faced two of the horrors, and her Master, and the always confident Druska, were both frozen and unable to act. She saw the attack coming before it hit and was able to erect a defense, the shield of fiery lightning deflected the brunt of the screaming wail, but she was still slammed hard against the side of the corridor. The sonic blast smacked her head on the wall, dazing her. Druska's blaster went off just as the alien woman got hit. The fiery green bolt passing harmlessly through both banshee and skipping off the wall.

The element within was like a second breath, like a best friend she had forgotten but now returned. Since her Master blessed her with the Bonding, it was all she could do not to use her magic for everything. She had so much to learn, and every moment she held and worked it, she discovered more of its mysteries.

The Banshee wailed again, and she watched in horror as her Master was slammed against the walls and crashed to the floor, skin tearing and blood pouring from his ears and nose. The Banshee advanced on its prey, blasting Braden again, the fear aura rolling off it in waves. Druska had managed to struggle to her feet, tears streaming down her face as she cried in fear and struck at the Banshee bearing down on her. Her vorpal blade passed through the incorporeal body, doing no harm, and she collapsed again, sobbing harder.

Her wits returning, Leesha struck at the first Banshee advancing on them, her attack passing through the body without harming it, just as Druska’s blade had. Remembering an old tale, she took off down the corridor, in the direction of the two alcoves. The Banshee, just before her now, let out twin wails, and Leesha dived low, erecting the shield at her back as she passed beneath the twin sonic blasts. She heard the wet thud of flesh impacting stone behind her and a bellow of rage and anger, but she dared not look back as she rolled beneath the floating banshee.

Braden had shaken off the fear. The pain and humiliation of cowering down, while those he loved fought without him, was enough for him to finally drive past it. His limbs still felt shaky and weak, but with lumbering steps, he charged the first banshee. Leesha had just popped up behind the two ghostly figures and was sprinting down the corridor.

The Banshee spun, and Braden could feel their wails building in them, ready to tear into Leesha in a second. With a cry of desperation, he struck the creature closest to him in the back and watched the blade cut through the ghostly form as it if were solid. Surprised, the attack worked, he nearly got his head ripped off, when the Banshee spun in pain and lashed out at him with a ghostly claw. He got his arm up in time, as it tore a deep gouge across his shoulder but saved himself from having his throat torn out. Happy they had a way to hurt the creatures, Braden struck again, trying to ignore the pain in his shoulder. The Banshee was too fast, and its attacks swarmed him. He fought desperately to keep it from digging those claws into an organ or do more severe damage. He saw his end coming in those few fraught seconds, his skill with the blade nowhere near good enough to keep the creature off him. Druska crouched in fear just past where he fought for his life, pistol in one hand and blade in the other, feeling utterly useless for the first time in her life.

Leesha ran with every ounce of speed she had, feeling the ghostly claws hovering just at her back. Then she was at the alcoves, and the magic within unleased, a coruscating whirlwind of red lighting danced from her body and tore through the two corpses, ripping through linens and splintering the dried bones beneath, consuming all it touched. Feet behind her back, a wailing cry of misery, trailed off to a whisper. Turning, Leesha saw both Banshees fading from sight, their forms misting away, finally to nothing.


Chapter Eighteen

Leesha and Druska helped Braden to the end of the corridor, where they patched up their wounds the best they could. Braden had taken the worst of it, but nothing too serious. He would be limping for a while. His shoulder had a deep gouge, and half his body would be covered in bruises the next day. It was Druska he worried over. She had been silent since the fight ended and refused to meet his eyes, hanging her head in shame.

While they rested, Leesha told them what she knew of Banshees, "Their presence is fear, stories tell of hero's freezing under the Banshee stare."

"Is there any way to guard against such attacks?" Braden asked, worried if they might all freeze and die if they were forced to face more of the creatures.

"There are mental disciplines to resist such influence, and I have heard certain magics are effective in both mental defense and offense, but I know little of such powers," Leesha said.

“I was useless,” Druska said, her voice grim, “neither blaster nor blade could hurt those monsters.”

"Banshee are powerful undead creations," Leesha said, "it would have taken a Bond Mage of incredible power to create two of them, and only the most powerful magic weapons can defeat them. That or destroying the source of their magical strength, their remains."

"I did no better against them," Braden said, resting a hand on Druska's shoulder, "If not for Leesha and her quick thinking, I would be dead under those tearing claws." Druska looked up finally and met his eyes, "All we can do is our best Druska, and learn from our mistakes."

"I need to find a blade such as yours Master; one that can harm these creations."

"I'm not sure there are any other blades like this one," Braden said as he gazed with fondness at the ancient tree-shaped hilt and silvery blade. "Perhaps we can enchant your blade. We will need to experiment when we get back to the inn."

Confidence returning slightly, Druska stood and wiped the dust from the knees and then walked over to Leesha and pulled the smaller elf into a tight embrace.

“You saved my life, and that of our Master,” she whispered in the surprised elf’s ear, “I will never forget this.” Then planting a deep kiss on Leesha’s lips, she turned back to the hole in the ground, all business once more, “Let’s find Emma and finish this.”

Braden sent Scry-bot down to search the third level, and they all waited in grim silence for its return. The minutes stretched, and five turned into ten. Braden grew worried, and they exchanged glances uneasy.

“I can’t sense anything down there,” said Braden.

Druska lifted her arm and the fine blond hairs there all stood on end, at the sight, she gave a grim smile, “It’s a trap.”

“I agree,” said Leesha, “what do we do now?”

"Spring the trap." Braden said. He reached down to Druska's side and pulled out one of her last grenades. He held it up before the woman's face and said, "Count to ten." Then he dropped the grenade down the hole with a cold smile.

Puzzlement turned to excitement, as Druska began to count to herself, drawing her blade once more and looking back down the hole. Just as she got to ten, she leaped down.

“Let me go next,” Braden said counting to himself silently, “You wait for the count of ten,” his eyes found her lightly glowing violet ones and bore into her, “You go for the girl and get her out of there if you can, we will be right behind.” Leesha nodded; her face fixed in concentration. With a brief smile, fingertips brushing along her cheek, Braden fell into darkness.

The sword was in his hand and the magic waiting at his fingertips, his will directing it and slowing his descent. The stone walls flew past him, the darkness below rushing at him with startling speed. Then he struck the darkness, and it felt like he was passing through a waterfall. Its raw energy stole through him, leeching away all his magic.

Powerless and breathless, Braden's face struck the cold ground as he heard cries of combat happening just out of sight. The first thing he noticed was the cold; stealing through his limbs from the earth and air. Pushing himself up, he felt his brain reorienting itself as he saw grey sky overhead, and twisted black trees surrounding a scene of madness and death.

He was standing just before a swirling purple and black portal, surrounded by the destroyed remains of a great cage or steel trap. The twisted steel still smoked, and blasted bits of wood littered the ground, as well as the bodies of several skeletal creatures, even now twitching and shifting in restless undeath. Several dozen of the skeletons were stumbling out of the dark woods, and Druska was in a savage battle with them, the trail of undead corpses blasted and cut down, lead straight to the alien woman. She was an alien once more, Braden saw. Whatever had happened to them when they passed through the portal had changed her skin color back to its natural green hue.

The skeletons drove Druska away from a large stone altar up on a small hilltop. Upon the altar lay a gorgeous, endowed blond girl and above her a nightmare that made Braden recoil from its horrid visage. Robes of tattered black cloth covered a body pasty white and bloated; the face a twisted thing with too many eyes surrounding a round fang-filled maw, waves of fear aura radiating from it, and Braden felt his knees once more shaking.

However, recognizing the fear as a magical effect, seemed to help him ignore some of it. He reached for his magic within and discovering he had no power in this place, almost succumbed to the fear again. The sight of Emma chained to the altar, and under that creature's control drove him forward. He met the first skeleton to charge him with a mighty swing of his sword. He was nearly falling over when the undead skeleton exploded to dust at first contact with the magical blade, the hilt warming in his hand.

The black-robed creature had ignored the pesky intruders up until that point, watching the moon track its path along the lines of the ritual, empowering it. Its head snapped up, and glowing red pinpricks of light appeared in its eye sockets, looking straight at Braden.


"You will not take another from her harem, Fool!"
 It screamed in a voice, like nails on a chalkboard. Braden struck another skeleton, brittle bones bursting to dust at contact. Laughing, he waded forward with broad sweeps, the awkward skeletons stumbling back to the woods as he slew them, one after another. 


“MISTRESS!”
 The black-robed creature cried, raising fat puss covered arms to the sky, “QUEEN OF DEATH, GRANT ME YOUR POWER!”


Above, in the grey skies, black lightning crackled and thunder boomed. Braden could feel the power of it from here, the hairs on his head lifting. Then a black charge tore down from the sky and struck the ground near the creature. Braden blinked away the flash of light and saw a hulking figure standing where the bolt had struck. Ten feet tall and as broad across the shoulders as Braden was tall, the Stone Golem rolled its oblong rock head around its boulder arms, smashing the ground with titanic strength, rattling Braden's teeth.


"HAHAHA, YOU FOOLS! My mistress has sent one of her creations!"
 Its maw chewing over the words as it spoke. The black-robed figure lifted a wand of twisted blue wood, tipped with a ruby, the other hand whipping out a sacrificial dagger and began to carve at Emma's flesh, the young woman screaming out in pain.

Braden moved to help the girl, but the lumbering golem blocked his path. A massive stone fist, the size of his torso swept at him, and he was forced to hit the ground and roll hard to avoid it. Hopping to his feet and sidestepping a massive foot, as it crashed to the ground. The rumbling earth turned his foot, and he felt the ankle roll under him. Ignoring the pain, he danced back, slashing at the golem's side. His blade cut deep, and a grinding protest came from the magical creature. Braden didn't see the second leg sweep around until it was too late. Unable to dodge fast enough with his rolled ankle, it took him in the side, throwing him far out to crash into the ground in a bruised heap, the sword spinning free of his hands.

Scrambling across the ground, he took up the hilt just as a ball of fire flew over his head. Sword in hand, he turned and ducked, just in time to avoid a second. The small fireballs were flying out of the wand. The lumbering golem bore down on him, raising one great fist. Then it was stumbling back, one of its legs falling free as Druska rolled from beneath it, her vorpal blade perfect for fighting this creature.

With a battle cry of triumph, the green woman turned and engaged the golem. It towered over her. With one head-on blow, it was capable of ending her life. She was faster, and her skill with that short blade was incredible. Braden dodged another fireball, then he heard the black-robed creature cry out once more and looking to the altar saw the small red-haired elf dragging Emma away from the altar.

Dashing forward, Braden rolled under one lumber blow from the golem, and with quick strides and a juke to one side avoiding a fireball, he closed with the black-robed creature. It blocked his first swing with one fat hand. The pasty white fingers flicked, and he felt a stab into his arm, then his blade was cutting deep into the fat undead, leaving a smoking gash behind.

“NOOO! MISTRESS AID ME!”

Braden's sword was already through its chest. Its scream, ear-shattering, as it died on his blade. Druska was lopping off the final limb from the stone golem just as Braden turned to help. A big smile of accomplishment on her gorgeous face as she met his eyes, breathing heavily. Looking down, he pulled a small needle from his chest, noticing the tip covered in blackness as he threw it away.

Braden hurried over to help Leesha and felt his mouth go dry at sight of the gorgeous blond girl, his eyes meeting hers for a brief moment before she passed out. She had rounded cheeks and an ample full lipped smile; her nose was aquiline and noble, while her eyes were large and pale blue. Druska hurried over, and the three of them carried the young woman, still bleeding and naked over to the rapidly shrinking portal. The surrounding forest was ancient and dead, the portal, their only hope of escape. He could only pray it let them pass back into the dungeon. Just as they drew close, Braden sensed a presence at their backs.

Druska and Leesha were passing the girl through when Braden turned and saw a dark cloud of energy coalescing above the altar. He couldn't make anything out, but he felt a malevolent gaze upon him. The sword in his hand throbbed, the blade glowing a dim pearlescent that caused Braden to glance at it. When he looked up, the dark presence was gone, and the blade was silvery steel once more.

He stepped back through the portal and felt a surge of relief when the magic leaped back to his touch once more. They were in a small cave, with evenings dim light shining in from just a few dozen feet ahead. Druska scouted ahead and found the area to be clear and safe. They made a small camp and saw to the now, unconscious Emma. Druska caring for her wounds the best she could with what they had. Braden heard a far-off chiming sound and then the prompt appeared before him again:
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"She is cut up pretty bad Master.” Druska said, “We risk infection every moment we can't get her to a bed and have these wounds healed." There were geometric patterns and small glyphs marring the smooth flesh of her stomach. The girl's skin was a sickly pale grey, and her breathing was shallow.

"Druska, I need you to scout the path back, as fast as you can, and when we’re safely on the trail, head to the village and bring assistance as fast as possible. Bring Betsy and tell her of her daughter's injuries. I believe she knows healing."

Druska nodded and dashed off, scouting out a trail through the dense forest. Braden could only hope they were close to where they had entered the dungeon. He and Leesha searched and found two tree limbs, using his sword he trimmed them of branches and then fashioned a litter. As they were putting the blond girl in, Leesha paused, her head tilted, as she gazed at Emma.

"I never knew a human could be so beautiful," she breathed, "I wouldn't be surprised if there were fey blood in her."

"Leesha, head out of the gutter!" Braden admonished and chagrined, the elf took up the front of the litter, and they headed off into the woods, trying to shake the littler as little as possible. He could feel a fever starting at the back of his throat, as they marched through the woods. Sweat was popping out, cold and sudden, but he did his best to ignore it.

The gods were smiling down on them because it turned out they were only four miles from the village, although a hard hike with a litter through untracked forest. Druska proved her worth once again, finding game trails and dry creek beds that sped them along. Once she had them on a hunter’s trail and pointed towards the village, she sped off.

An hour later, it was an exhausted Braden who passed the litter off to two burley farmhands and a clutch of worried villagers, as Betsy directed them towards her house and apothecary shop. The villagers all watched Braden, Druska, and Leesha in reverential silence as they tromped after Betsy. Druska went into the house and assisted Betsy as they cleaned and stitched the girl's wounds.

The mayor and several villagers questioned Braden about their encounter, and he relayed it in as much detail as he was comfortable sharing. Leaving out the strange things the evil black-robed creature had said, and the dark presence he had felt, as well as the mystery of why the portal had allowed them to exit that strange place. He told the Mayor that a powerful magical trap had gotten Druska, turning her skin green. To his amazement, the townsfolk just nodded to that, swallowing the lie along with the fantastic truth. The townsfolk were happy to have their favorite daughter back, but Braden could sense the disappointment that he hadn't dealt with the lumberyard issue yet.

He felt his head growing light and woozy, the fever hot, and his vision swimming. Pulling aside his uniform coat, he saw the flesh around the small wound was red and puffy. As he watched black puss ooze out of it, he felt his legs go shaky and weak, a cry from Leesha beside him, and the ground rushed towards his face, then everything went black.


Chapter Nineteen

Braden woke slowly, his whole body aching and sore. With an effort, he lifted his eyelids, mind struggling to make sense of his surroundings. Sunlight warmed the blankets covering his body, and he lay on a bed in a strange room. Turning his head, he saw Druska as she sat beside him, head nodding gently in uneasy slumber.

"Master's awake!" Leesha shouted from the far corner of the room, and Braden saw her leap into his field of view.

Druska started awaking, her eyes meeting Braden's, and the deeply etched worry and fear melted away as she clutched his hand. The door to the room swung open, and Betsy swept in, her face filled with relief when she saw him awake. Just past her shoulder, he could see the beautiful young Emma peeking around the corner, her cheeks red as she watched the women fuss over the handsome adventurer.

"Master, you’re back!" Druska said and leaned forward, kissing him soundly. Braden groaned out, mostly in pain at his aching body, "Oh, I'm sorry!" The green-skinned woman said as she pulled back.

"Tut-tut," said Betsy, "Leave the man be girl. How’re you feeling, my Lord?" She asked her tone almost reverential as she addressed Braden.

"I'm sore," he croaked, finding his throat dry. Betsy handed him a small cup of water, warning him to take small sips. "I'm sore and confused," he said again, "what happened?"

"You were poisoned, Master!" Leesha piped in from the other side of the bed, "The lich must have nicked you, nasty necrotic plague."

"You have been unconscious for six days," said Betsy, "you’re going to need some rest, and you'll be sore all over for a few more hours, but you should make a full recovery. It's a virulent strain, but not untreatable."

"Thank you, Betsy," Braden said, his head falling back into the pillow, eyelids heavy, "I can never thank you enough. Was there something in that water? My tongue is numb…" Once more, darkness stole him, but this time into the realm of slumber — dark dreams of dead forests and skeletal armies waiting just beneath the land's surface haunting his sleep.

When he woke next, it was afternoon, and evenings cool had just stolen through the room. He felt a lot better, and the smells of fresh stew drifted through the room. Thinking back on their latest adventure, he thought of Scry-bot, and mourned the little magical construct. He assumed it had most likely been destroyed when passing through that anti-magic field.

He was beginning to sit up when the door swung open and Emma walked in. The pretty girls’ cheeks coloring when she saw he was awake. Pausing for just a heartbeat, she swept into the room and placed the tray of food on Braden's lap, then she turned and closed the door to the room. Turning back, she stood there, hands behind her back, watching him eat.

Braden gave her a curious glance, and then his rumbling stomach drew his attention to the food. A large chunk of dark bread slathered with butter sat next to a bowl of thick beef stew. Using the bread as a spoon, he began shoveling the food down ravenously. Glancing up, he saw Emma covering her pretty mouth as she smiled at him. Braden threw the girl a charming smile and shrugged slightly, eating with more grace now that the edge of his hunger was blunted.

"I wanted to thank you again my Lord, for saving me," her eyes burned bright as she spoke, "your… companions told me all about what you three went through to find me. I thought I was dead." Her voice was small and quiet as she spoke.

“What happened to you was beyond horrible,” he said, “we would have done the same for anyone.”

"I understand," she said somewhat sadly, "I just wanted to say my thanks." She started to go, but Braden stopped her with his words.

“Those monsters didn’t want just anyone though Emma,” his voice was gentle but certain, “they wanted you in particular.”

"I don't know why, my Lord." She said.

"Please, call me Braden. I'm not a lord of anything. I know this might be hard, but did that creature say anything to you, give any indication as to what they were after? What the ritual was doing?"

"No, Lord... Braden," the girl said, her cheeks coloring slightly, "I don't know much. I was walking in the woods picking herbs one moment, then the next I woke on that stone table with that creature above me, and then it was magic and the knife…" Her voice caught on the memories, and she fell silent.

"Thank you, Emma," he said, reaching out to pat her hand. The moment his skin came in contact with hers, he felt the magic within him leap forward, as it had done with Druska and Leesha before. Emma's pale blue eyes lifted and met his, all trace of fear and worry leaving the eighteen-year-olds face.

"Is it true, Lord Braden?" she asked, her voice nearly breathless, massive bosom heaving, as the charged sexual energy in the room grew.

“Is what true?” He breathed between the effects of the magic, ramping up his desire. The girl before him, perhaps the most beautiful blonde teen he’d ever beheld, was making it very hard to concentrate on anything.

"The villagers they whisper of it, but Mistress Druska and Mistress Leesha refuse to admit anything." The girl leaned forward, her entrancing light blue eyes mesmerizing Braden, and he had to force himself to pull back from her and master his baser desires. The ghosts of countless H.R. training sessions still hovered in his mind, supporting his better angels to counsel him to slow down.

"They say, Lord Braden," She breathed, licking her thick red lips with a tentative tongue, "That you’re a Harem Mage, like Melinda herself; that Mistress Druska and Mistress Leesha are both your Bonded. They have hidden it well, none have seen any sorcerous power, but most suspect."

"You know already, Emma," Braden said, his eyes boring into hers, "You were there that night in the dead forest. You have seen what we are."

The girl's eyes filled with tears, and she began to laugh, surprising Braden, "What a world to be able to live and see your wildest dreams come true!" Her laughter was like tinkling bells, warm and pure, she turned to look at him standing and smiling, "Lord Braden, it will always have been the greatest honor of my life to be saved by you, and if I'm so blessed, I will one day tell my children about this. I will tell them so many times, they are sick of hearing it!" Amused, she began to clean up the tray, freezing when she felt Braden's large hand engulf hers.

She felt the power of this man, like a dragon coiled and burning within his soul, making its presence known. Something in her cried out to feel it fully. Her breath frozen in her lungs as his eyes locked on hers, the rest of the world disappearing. His gaze was serious, the weight of the moment resting upon her, crystalizing every second.

"There is a place," he began his voice quiet, "for you with us. I believe that is why those things took you because somehow, we were meant to be together." A hope, too large, she couldn't contain it, fluttered in Emma's breast, her hands trembling, "You must know what you are getting into, the road ahead will be dangerous and difficult. Deadly probably. There is also Druska and Leesha… it's… complicated."

"I love them, Lord Braden." She surprised herself with the words, more so when she realized it was true, "They both terrify me, but they’re the most beautiful and amazing women I’ve ever met. I don't know you, my Lord," the girl lowered her eyelashes and pulled Braden's hand, in both hers, pressing it against her slender stomach, "but I would like to."

Her lashes lifted, and her eyes met his, igniting the room in passion. Braden was pulling the girl down to the bed and rolling her beneath himself. Her blond hair, like the finest silk, fanned around her head, his hand slipping down her bodice and skirts, while Emma shuddered in delicious anticipation. She had dreamed over the past few nights, in the dark, when no one could hear her low moans of pleasure, dreamed of this man's strong hands touching her flesh, his lips on hers. Now she was consumed, the passion too intense to relish in the moment.

Braden struggled to hold back his passions throughout their conversation, and it threatened to make a beast out of him now. The magic filled him, hard and desperate, to complete the connection. He forced control over his thoughts, will power matching magical need. Taking as much time as he was able, he peeled the girls' clothing off piece by soft piece, revealing a body that defied gravity, too perfect for words. His hands slid along firm smooth flesh, and cupped breasts so large they were lost within.

Gently, he explored between her legs with fingers, before kissing down a perfectly smooth stomach, avoiding the wounds still stitched, and feasting upon her virgin folds. Emma cried out in pleasure, as first his hands and then his tongue, trailing like liquid fire on her most sensitive spot, brought her right on the edge of sweet release. She needed him, pulling Braden up, her lips finding his mouth as her hands surrounded his hardness in her soft grip.

The feel of it caused her to look down and stare. It filled her hand, unable to wrap around its girth, hot and hard with skin so soft and delicate. Holding it, Emma felt power and magic within, on the edges of her senses, it called to her. The missing part of her soul. Braden touched her cheek gently, lifting her face and their lips met in a soft kiss just as he pierced her. When he was inside, gently making love to her. She felt that missing part of her soul shoot out of him, settling deep within her — ecstasy coursing through both of their bodies.

Her eyes opened wide, and she saw the world in a brilliant new light. Within, blossomed a gentle energy, but stubborn in its intent. The golden and silver light of healing magic radiated out of her flesh, and with a beautiful smile, her eyes rolling back into her head, she fell unconscious. Braden watched the magic course though the girl, her beauty had been breathtaking before, now tears formed in the corners of his eyes as she was perfected into her own ideal image. Hair once a white blond, now a shimmering silver, eyes to match. Her skin was lustrous, and the wounds on her stomach healed almost instantly, leaving only faint silver lines to mark their presence. Braden pulled her close and fell into slumber, the exhaustion catching up with him.

He was pulled from dark dreams as he felt the magic filling his cock. Waking he realized it wasn't the magic, it was a pleasure so intense he thought it was the magic.

"Mmmm, God!" He moaned.

Picking his head up, Braden saw Betsy, the beautiful older mom of his newly minted harem girl, with his long thick cock buried deep in her mouth. The muscles of the woman's throat massaging his cock head, causing the most delicious sensations to radiate through his whole body.

"Betsy, oh my god… that feels amazing." He glanced nervously to the side and saw Emma sleeping soundly, her silvery hair arrayed artfully as if by magic, around her face.

Betsy pulled up off him, a devilish smile on her face as she knelt back, her legs tucked beneath her. "I just wanted to thank you for saving my girl," her hand went up to the laces on her top, "And for Bonding her." Her smile deepened as the laces came undone, and the blouse fell open, revealing her perfect and massive breasts.

“You have an odd way of saying thank you,” Braden said, “not that I mind.”

"This isn't the thank you," she said as she stroked his cock with a small gentle hand. "This is," she tapped her daughter on the side and waking, Emma looked over. Her eyes widened when she saw her mother kneeling beside her new Master, top-down, and his big beautiful dick in her hand.

“Mom?” She asked, the sleep clearing from her mind.

"I have come to teach you, Emma," the older woman said, eyes taking in her daughters’ wondrous transformation, while stroking Braden's big dick gently, "Teach you what I know about pleasing a man."

Braden relaxed when Emma smiled down and sat upon the opposite side of her mom. Her naked form was rounded perfection. Betsy and Braden both were taken aback by her silver hair and eyes, her nearly inhumane youthful beauty. Betsy felt Braden's cock pulse in her grip, and she turned back to the handsome, powerful hero. A Harem Mage, in her house, and her daughter now bonded to him! Pride swelled in her, nearly a match for her desires.

Braden lay back and fought against the orgasm threatening to overtake him whenever Betsy took him into her talented mouth. The mother took her time, learning the man and teaching her daughter, trading him back and forth between their mouths and hands, edging him along closer and closer. When he did cum, Emma was watching in fascination, as her mother swallowed it down, while never ceasing her expert attentions. He could feel the tingling pleasure in his fingers and toes; it was so powerful. Betsy and Emma each took turns, sucking him clean and back to fullness.

He took Betsy bent over the edge of the bed, her face buried in a pillow as she screamed out her pleasure, his big cock driving into her again and again. The older mother hadn’t felt a man in over a decade and being with the handsome Harem Mage was beyond her fantasies.

Emma watched in fascination and wonder, then when her mother could take no more, she pushed her man down onto his back, mounting him and riding his beast. Braden watched the busty teen as she rode him, her head thrown back, and eyes closed. Her face looked so beautiful and full of pleasure, her tits bouncing so perfectly, that he saved the memory. He couldn’t control the orgasm that hit him, as her young little pussy convulsed on his cock.

They collapsed there on the bed after an hour of intense lovemaking, a heap of sweaty skin and sticky sheets, but each of them feeling a warm glow inside. Falling into a restless sleep, Braden woke when the door to the room slammed open. His eyes popped open, and he drew the magic in, Druska strode in, taking in the sight of him with the mother and daughter, and for one second, her grim face fell into a sly grin, that faded as she spoke.

“That Bond Mage Helga is riding to the village, along with a hundred soldiers.” She said her voice grim, “She is coming to arrest and execute the imposter Harem Mage.”


Chapter Twenty

The words stunned Betsy and her beautiful daughter, but Braden had been expecting something like this to happen. He had been unconscious for a long time, and too many people now suspected that he had bonded Druska and Leesha. The three of them leaped to their feet and began to dress. Druska stopped Braden and motioned over to a pile of clothes in the corner of the room he hadn't noticed.

"Betsy, Emma, and Leesha worked on those while you were convalescing for a week," she shrugged and frowned, "said the scout's uniform didn't suit your coloring, whatever that means."

The green-skinned woman was dressed in a skintight grey and black leather uniform of alien design. Covered in straps and buckles and outfitted with a short blade on her lower back, and the blaster slung low on her hip. She was a strange sight in this unenlightened world. Braden had been wearing a similar uniform, but one that had fit slightly awkward and taken a beating during his adventure so far.

He lifted the first garment, a stiff, thick white shirt that laced up when he slipped it on. Then he pulled on the dark blue pants, loving how the material stretched and conformed to his legs as he moved. The breathable material, and the comfort of having fabric on his skin once more, made Braden sigh in contentment. Emma and her mother both beamed, when they saw the tall hero appreciating the clothing they had designed and sewn together. He pulled the darned wool socks and shiny black calf's leather boots over his feet and felt real contentment warm his belly as he flexed comfortable toes.

Finally, he lifted the heavy coat, admiring its dark blue soft fabric, matching the pants, all trimmed in white and gold. The small brass buttons and toggles were shined to a brilliant hue and stitched on it the symbol of a tree, roots, and branches reaching down and up, creating a circle. The tree was white and the background black, with a perfect balance of the two colors within the circle. Turning to look at Emma and her mom with a questioning frown, it was Druska who spoke up.

"That was Leesha, Master. She stitched it with her magics, said a Lord needed a standard." The gorgeous green-skinned woman frowned, "I told her you need nothing but the submission and devotion of every living being on this planet."

"Yes, well…" Betsy said, securing her skirt in place over her ample hips. She had a gentle patient look on her face, obviously used to dealing with Druska. "The standard will act as a focal point. She based it off your weapon, my Lord."

Braden held up the scabbarded blade and looking from the hilt to the coat, seeing the resemblance, and it felt right to him. Smiling, he strapped on his sword and shrugged on the coat, admiring its perfect fit and sleek look.

"Thank you, Betsy, and you, Emma," he said, giving them both a big grin, "this is excellent work. I appreciate it. I can't tell you enough."

"You cut a fine figure, my Lord," Betsy said as she looked him up and down, her eyes smoldering, even as the scents of their passion filled afternoon, lingered in the room.

"My Lord," Emma breathed when she had finished tying her apron into place. The girl still wore her white top, molded to an hourglass body that lit a fire in Braden's belly whenever he beheld it. Her long dark blue skirt was a match in color and material to his pants, and her apron, a checkered pattern of blue and white. "You look every inch the hero… Oh, mother, he looks so magnificent!"

“I told you it was a good design, didn’t I?” Her gentle smile cast pride upon her daughter before flickering back to Braden in appreciation.

"We need to go," Druska said, looking her Master up and down with appreciation as they headed out of the small cottage. She enjoyed the utilitarian uniform she wore and saw little need for other garments, but when she saw the man who had tamed, claimed, and bred her, she was open to reconsidering. He looked like a member of the board or some other corporate bigwig.

They stepped outside and found a crowd of people gathered there. The mayor was large and loud with his great bristling beard, and beside him the small and nervous Simon. The young man's eyes; bright with intelligence. The Innkeeper hung near the back, her cheeks blushing when she saw the young hero emerge, despite herself. The crowd gasped when they beheld Braden in his finery, and the murmur from their ranks had whispers of Lord
 and Harem Mage!


The crowd gasped as one when Emma stepped out last. The girl hung her head, shy and timid under all those staring eyes. When Braden placed a gentle hand at the small of her back, she felt a thrill of pride that straightened her spine and brought her chin up. Then she felt the magic within, and her confidence soared even further.

"Emma…" The Mayor began, his mouth hanging open and eyes wide, "what sorcery is this?" He and the crowd awestruck.

The girl, always the darling of the village and so beautiful and kind that all cherished her, had blossomed into a figure like one might hear of in legends. Her white-blond hair was now thick and silvery, shifting and shimmering across her shoulders, its enchanting quality grew as she drew upon her powers. Her eyes once a pale blue, had a silver sheen to them and sparkled and glowed faintly just as Leesha's now did, with a violet emerald quality, and Druska's deep hypnotic forest green. Emma's figure had always been proportioned generously, with a narrow waist and pert behind. The magic that had bonded her perfected.

"Mayor Smithson, I believe you know what has happened," Emma smiled to the man, and then her eyes dropped to a child, and her grin grew, "there were so many of you that my mother has healed over the years," she said and her sweet young voice cut through the air like an enchantment of its own, holding all eyes on her.

“But what tore at my soul were the wounds we couldn’t heal,” she stepped up to the child who shied back from her, into his mother’s skirts. Emma knelt, holding out one hand and raising her eyebrows to the lad with a small smile, “when he was born, Emmet had an infection in his ears and has been deaf ever since.”

"He is well enough, Mistress," his mother said quickly, reassuring her, "you and your ma did right by us, saved our boy, he has learned his letters, can write things."

"Yes, he is a smart and sturdy lad," Emma said, "but we didn’t complete the healing,"

She nodded gently, never taking her silver eyes from the boy. He slowly reached out his hand and took hers. She smiled profoundly, and her lustrous hair stirred, pulsing with dim silver light, and the boy startled, turning to the side to look right down where his mother's heel had shifted. He stared at the heel and up at his mom, tears in his eyes.

"Emmet?" The mother asked, the word quavering with fragile hope.

The reaction from the boy was instantaneous joy and tears as he heard, for the first time in his life, the sound of his mother's voice. Braden clenched a fist, feeling his eyes mist with tears as the mother laughed in joy, tears streaming from her face as she took up Emmet, laughing and thanking Emma between her sobs.

“Quickly,” Emma said, “bring all who have hurts or injuries, old or new, we don’t have long.”

Druska cast a nervous glance to Braden, but when she saw his shining face, she knew they wouldn't be going until all who could be healed, had been. So, as the villagers began to mill around, she shouted, her commanding voice cutting through the air.

"The Harem Mage's Bonded has given you an order, and you mill around? Run and bring your injured as quick as you can!"

The crowd jumped and scattered, at the same time, beginning to gossip. The confirmation of who Braden and the two women with him were, enough to cause the town to be abuzz with talk for months, added to it was the miracle they’d just witnessed. As the villagers streamed away quickly, Leesha walked up to Braden, a pack strapped to her back already loaded with supplies. She motioned to a pile of bags as she spoke.

"The mayor got us supplies and gear, so we're ready to head out once you give the order my Lord," Her smile was lascivious, as she took in Emma with a sidelong glance, then she turned to Braden and gave him a big wink, causing him to chuckle.

Within moments, villagers were returning with the sick and injured. There was few enough, Betsy having cured most sickness as soon as it appeared. However, a few older folks had lingering coughs that a tiny pulse of silver magic dashed away. A couple of old farmhands had ancient injuries that Emma was able to fix with a few seconds of concentration, her silver hair pulsing with the magic. She was panting and exhausted after laying hands on the last of them, an older boy with a twisted leg that caused him to shuffle awkwardly. A horse had trampled his leg, and it had healed wrong. Emma ran her alabaster hands down his leg, her hair aglow, and the crowd watched in wonder as the limb straightened, and the boy sighed, the pain he hadn't even realized he had been dealing with, melting away.

Emma and her mom shared a tearful goodbye, and Braden promised the mayor and Betsy that they would return if they were able. With a final hug, Emma turned and hoisted her pack onto her back, taking up a long ash walking stick. Braden turned to look over the crowd once more, his eyes judging and hard, but his words, when they came, were soft and held back the harsh commands he might have used.

"Events have conspired to unmask our identities," he motioned to Druska, Leesha, and Emma, who stood watching her new Lord with unabashed love and devotion, "I would have kept that knowledge secret, but secrets are darkness and truth the light. So, I will ask no one to lie for us, but perhaps," he continued with a roguish grin, "that company of soldiers coming to arrest us, won’t learn that we plan to turn off the eastern road, and go through the lumberyard."

"My Lord," the Mayor said, clutching his hands together, "we cannot thank you and… your Bonded enough. We all wish you luck in your adventures and pray you, Emma, Druska, and Leesha stay safe."

"Thank you, Mayor Smithson." With a final wave, Braden pulled his pack over his shoulders and shifted the hilt of his sword from where it dug into his hip.

"Wait, sir Lord, wait!" Cried a high-pitched voice from in town, and in seconds the slender figure of Simon sprinted around a building, holding a rolled parchment before himself. He stopped just before Braden, his chest heaving as he held out the paper.

"What’s this?" Braden asked, and Druska drew near him, hand on her blaster as she glared at the small man, he noticed her and gulped audibly, eyes unable to leave the alien woman's flawless face.

"I… I wrote you traveling documents, notarized and signed," he tore his gaze away from Druska with difficulty, and looked at Braden with no less worship in his eyes, only this time it was hero worship, "They will allow you and your… Bonded to travel through imperial towns and cities as unlicensed Adventurers. You will need to visit a guildhall if you go to a major town and get listed in their ranks, but if you do, you will have full rights of citizenship through the Empire."

"Thanks," Braden said, not sure what good the papers would do for them but grateful to the small young man for the effort.

"Empire citizenship?" Leesha said, her voice unsure, "What good to be a citizen of a nation that wants him arrested or dead?"

"We are an empire of laws," Simon said, drawing himself up, "They may not be perfect, but we respect them none the less. As a citizen, Lord Braden and all his attendants will have full protection under that law, and must receive due process. It isn't much, but it’s the best I could do."

"You have given my Master protection from the law of this world?" Druska asked, stepping close to the young man, her gaze intense.

"Well," he said, shrinking away, his gaze unsure, "you will have to visit an adventurer's guild hall to have it signed, but yes, that document affords you protections under the law. Eek!" He cried out and froze in shock as Druska moved forward quickly and pulled him into a fierce embrace. The young man's face pressed into her firm breasts, and Braden saw him inhale, his eyelids fluttering, a silly grin on his face.

"Thank you, little man!" Druska said as she released him. The Mayor reached out a steadying hand and propped Simon up. Several of the villagers laughed good-naturedly, and Braden felt a warm hand on his shoulder, turning, he found Betsy, her blue eyes shining with emotion as she smiled up at him.

"Thank you for everything," she said softly for only him to hear, "you have made my daughter's dreams come true, and I am so very grateful." She pulled him into a warm embrace and he was all too aware of her endowments as she pressed herself to him and whispered in his ear, "When you return I will throw a special party for you and your girls. Then, I can show those girls how a woman properly takes care of a man."

She pulled back, and her smile widened when she saw the effect her words had on the handsome hero, then she gave him a lingering kiss, her lips soft and stoking his passions, like a burning ember. Then she was stepping back, and Braden gave her one last lingering look before nodding and turning to go. The village gathered together and wished the group farewell and watched them depart. Each knew they had been part of something historic, while those healed whispered, they had received a blessing. All had watched Emma grow into a lovely young woman, and each now looked back on her childhood, remembering moments when the girl had shown something unique and uncommon.


Chapter Twenty-One

The sun was setting when the party returned to the trail, heading once more towards the forest and lumberyard. Druska took off into the shadows, scouting, and Leesha and Emma flanked him, the younger girl glancing nervously, around them.

Braden contemplated all he had learned this far from his powers. The magic that he had used to construct Scry-bot had been instinctual, a molding of his will, the magic, and his knowledge of programming and engineering principles. Braden wondered if he could use the same system in other applications. He thought of their last couple battles, and how mighty his sword had been, not just as a magical focus, but as a cutting tool. It was enchanted, and powerful, and only an enchanted blade was able to wound some of the enemies they had faced. His brain worked and picked at the problem as they hiked into the evening.

It only took them an hour to arrive at the great big clearing of stumps. The lumbermill itself was a large structure, with fields of drying wood awaiting the saw, and deep pits that the logs would be drawn across and sawn. There was a small dock with a crane and a large building that housed tools, and what looked like living quarters for workers.

As Braden, Leesha, and Emma drew close, Druska came walking out of the living quarters. She waved them over and then ducked back inside. When they tromped in, Braden saw Druska was building a small fire in the firepit, her pack already set near the wall. They all dropped their packs and stretched from their short hike.

"This is a fell place," Leesha said, as she squinted her eyes and gazed out the door, "there is a malign presence here, I can sense it in the wind, angry." Emma looked over at Leesha with interest, and Braden frowned in thought.

"Druska, do you sense anything?" He asked the green-skinned warrior. She picked her head up and shook it, looking at them curiously.

"I sense and smell nothing here but a lot of deadwood," then she asked Leesha, "do you sense danger? Should we make camp elsewhere?"

"It isn't dangerous," Emma said, her gentle voice confident, "it mourns and is… lost?"

"Master, can you sense it?" Leesha asked Braden.

"I haven't touched my magic since we arrived," he said, coming to the doorway to stand beside Leesha and Emma. He had been reticent to touch it since the poisoning, anxiety building up whenever he thought about it.

“I may be able to destroy the spirit,” Leesha said, “but I have no idea what it is.”

“There is risk in attacking an unknown enemy,” Druska said, feeding the small flames and warming her hands.

"Let me see what I can do," Braden said with a sigh. Stepping out of the building and finding a nearby tree stump to sit on. He was surprised at how much he had missed being able to sit in a chair.

He breathed deep and let his mind free of thought, constructing the simple square in his mind. He drew in the magic, and if filled him awkward and wild, surging within. He relaxed and let it flow of its own volition, and the power calmed, but it was a struggle. He felt a little fear at the strength he could now wield, far greater than what he had first been able to draw when coming to this world. It felt wild, untethered from his soul. He would have to spend days and weeks in meditation to balance the forces he feared. Ignoring the fear, he stretched his senses out, and almost instantly encountered the presence the women had been speaking of.

Anger. Hate. Loss.

The impressions he felt from that presence weren't thoughts or even emotions. Or at least not in the way his human mind understood the feeling. That gave him an idea. He drew forth his sword, and the second his hand touched the hilt the presence quieted, the tightness at the back of his shoulders, that he hadn't even realized he was feeling, eased.

"What did you do, my Lord?" Emma asked in awe, "It feels… a kindred spirit."

"It wasn't me," Braden said, staring at his sword in curiosity, "Or at least not entirely. Are there living trees in this world? Or ancient redwoods that are thousands of years old?"

"I don't know about that Master," Leesha said, "there are certainly ancient trees, but none within a thousand leagues of here. I have heard rumors of sentient trees, but none have ever been found by the elves, and we searched for many generations. The Treants were believed to have died out in the Dawn Days."

"Treants?" Braden said musing as he looked at his sword, "Druska!" He called, and when the woman appeared in the doorway, blaster in hand, he smiled, "Could I see your blade?"

She didn't hesitate and slid the short vorpal blade from its sheath, walked over and handed it to her Master. It was an ancient weapon of lost technology and was a priceless heirloom to her entire line. Her trust was absolute however, and she stood nearby and watched in curiosity as Braden placed both his sword and her blade across his folded legs and closed his eyes, breathing deep. She saw a light blue glow suffuse all three, and Leesha moved up to stand beside her friend.

Braden reached his awareness deep within his blade, sensing a gentle yet incredibly ancient and powerful presence within. It felt familiar to him, like an old friend who had traveled with him over great distances. It was the presence of his home world, Earth. It didn't think, but it did feel, and those feelings were like ocean currents, vast and powerful but slow, and with hidden depths. It was old, older than man had been governed by laws, older than Christ. It had been faded and nearly lost to the universe, but a miracle and a broken Good Corp system had reformed it. A fallen branch, all that remained of the grandfather of all Redwoods, in the hands of a man unlucky enough to get sucked to another world. All that it had been or ever was, forged into a blade with roots in Braden’s soul.

He could not speak to the Treants spirit, would never have been able to. His blade, however, was its cousin from across the stars and had shown the spirit a possibility, a hope. The Treant raged, Braden's mind just catching the edges of the communication, like rustling leaves in a gentle breeze, impressions fluttered on the edge of understanding. To live as iron or steel would be worse than death, but to have roots again; to matter and have an impact on the world once more. The rage boiled and strove forward, what could match its fury? No steel could match the edge this angry ancient tree spirit wanted to set against the world.

The Vorpal Blade. There is no barrier to its passage. It is singular in its efficacy and reaches its
 roots back before there was the first spark of life on this world. Back across the heavens to worlds undreamt of. The spirit could not believe it. 

Then a miracle of magic began.

----------

Leesha gasped suddenly. They had been standing for long minutes watching their Master throb with kaleidoscopic magic, his eyes closed, sweat pouring down his face. The small elf raised her hands, eyes closed, and crackling red energy sprang from her being, arcing out in a vibrant jagged line of red energy, that split into three dancing lines of power, one touching Braden's forehead where his third eye would be. One touching the tip of his sword, the red magic sizzling and popping like water on a skillet. The third touching Druska's dull vorpal blade.

"I see!" Emma cried in joy, and Druska realized the buxom girl was glowing with her silver magic as she smiled broadly, "Our Master is powerful and benevolent! He will heal the world, hah, haha!" She laughed wildly and clapped, dancing around. Druska was left wondering what in the empty ledger was going on here.

The regal healer turned her shining silver eyes to Druska and reaching out an open hand said, "Come and watch our Lord save a soul and forge your blade into an artifact."

Druska felt fear deep in her belly, worry that something might happen to the one personal item she had never been parted with in all her years of trial and training. But this was Braden, she realized, and she couldn't do anything but trust him. She reached out and took the young girl's hand. An awareness blossomed at the touch, and she felt the powers at work.

----------

The spirit would not see the truth before it, and Braden's blade could not show it. He was about to give up and drive the spirit away, thinking, at least he could help the village out. He was panting in exhaustion, he realized, and his mind was getting fuzzy from such determined and focused attention.

Then an arc of vibrant red energy crackled in the air, and he felt Leesha reach out to them; she could sense what he had been trying to accomplish. Her will, like focused fire, connected Vorpal blade, his sword, and his mind. He felt clarity and focus as her will combined with his, he reached out to the spirit, and it shied back, distrustful. Fearful, as it contemplated the change it would have to undergo.

Then a warm breath of life filled the entire clearing, and the spirit saw into the human man's heart. More importantly, it saw into the heart of the alien woman. There it found a fire and fierceness, twin to its own. With excited glee, it rushed forward, eager to sink its roots into a will so determined, and reach branches out into the greater galaxy.

Exhausted, and at his ragged ends, Braden was pummeled by the spirits bumbling and haste. With titanic will and the focus afforded by his blade, he marshaled the ancient being into the vorpal blade. Operating, partly on instinct and partly from principals of logic, he drew on his bonds with Emma and Leesha. The women felt him reach out, asking for their power, and both offered it up to his sure control. Watching in wonder as he wove Leesha's crackling focused magic into Emma's gentle life-giving energies. Taking the construct and linking it to the vorpal blade, harnessing the spirit of the Treant.

Druska watched the magic surrounding her companions flash bright and pulse for one beautiful moment, and then suddenly it all winked out, and a dark presence rushed together as if filling a vacuum racing past them all and to her Master. With an earsplitting, grinding sound, causing her to cover her ears with her hands, it was over. The clearing was silent and still. She looked over, dropping her hands to see Leesha grab her Master, as he sagged in exhaustion. She felt worry spike in her, as she moved forward to help, she saw her blade in his lap and gasped.

The Vorpal weapon had changed, the blade was longer and a touch wider, with a smoked coloring to it. She saw in wonder, that it failed to reflect the moons light, or any. The hilt was the same, but on the pommel was a small engraving of an old tree in incredible detail. The engraving spoke to her, she realized, whispering in her mind of defending her family and slaying her enemies. Sentiments that Druska could believe in with all her heart. Reaching out a trembling hand, she lifted the blade and felt it leap to her touch, its movements cutting the air as it always had. The spirit within sang in joy as it felt the very air itself part for its passage. The magic within thrummed through her arm, in a pleasant tingling sensation. Turning to thank Braden, she found him unconscious, and worried eyes turned to Emma, who had a hand to his head.

"He rests," the young woman said reassuringly, "he exhausted himself, using more magic than I ever thought possible… Druska, do you realize what you hold?"

The alien woman looked down at the blade and saw its length shimmer, becoming nearly invisible in the darkness, before it shimmered back into sight.


How did I do that?
 Druska wondered to herself.

"Our Master spoke with a godling," Leesha said, looking at the weapon in awe, "An ancient Treant spirit that had come to see the forest as its ancient kin. Our Master showed it another path, convinced it to transfer all its power and life into that blade. I have never heard of the like…"

"Not just him," Druska said, looking at the two women, both exhausted, "I was witness. You both gave and were a part of the working. I see you and thank you."

“It was him,” Emma said, “he called to us and wove our magic in ways that were strange to me.”

“It was brilliant,” Leesha said, her voice awed and exhausted.

"Come," Druska said, sheathing the weapon with reverence and then taking up Braden, "You ladies need rest, and our Master needs a full night of sleep. I will stand guard."

She would accept no argument, not that either offered much. She forced them to eat small rations and drink some water. Both women looked better after the meal, and then they lay down, and in minutes were asleep.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Druska crouched near the door, hidden in shadows that now felt like old friends. She ran her fingers across the hilt of her blade, entranced by it. This was a backward and barbaric world in many ways, but also one filled with wonder. If she ever made it back to the Empire, she would have the greatest tale a scout ever shared in the chow hall. She looked over at the handsome man sleeping gently under a blanket, and felt her heart swell, and an almost giddy joy fill her stomach. She had stepped into a storybook beyond Corporate imagining and was in no hurry to exit it.

Pressed to her Master's side were two amazing women, each different, and each just as strong as she in their own way. Druska had spent the past six days with Leesha getting to know the mercurial elf and learning something of this world and its cultures. She had spent several nights in the small woman's arms, and they had learned much more about each other under those sheets. She had a bond with the elf that was nearly as strong as that with Braden and sensed in Emma, another sister.

She looked out at the night, staring into the darkness and smiling. If any had been unfortunate enough to witness that smile, they could be forgiven the shiver of fear that ran down their spine, for Druska sat in the dark with a hard grin, hungry to commit violence against any so foolish as to wish harm on her family. She planned long into the night. Her family would be strong, and she would see to it.

In the early dark hours of the morning, Druska tensed when she heard the sound of many beasts riding along the river road. She slipped out of the structure and into the embracing shadows, shifting into nearer shadows, without having to take a step. This power was incredible, and she felt the shadows like old friends, welcoming her home. Slipping beside a thick tree, she saw a large contingent of humans in mismatched and rusting armor. She watched them with disgust.

They had no outriders, nor scouts. They rode their four-legged beasts with heads down, many men nodding in slumber. There was one slender, cruel faced man at the head of the column who glanced around with something approaching keenness, but the rest were useless sacks of flesh. The three dozen riders passed the lumberyard with barely a glance to it and continued along the river. She followed them for a while, to make sure they weren't doubling back, and saw them head down to a small ferry in the far distance. Rousing the ferryman, they soon were being shuttled across the river in the dark.

She returned to the lumberyard just before the sun began to rise. She pulled out her blade as the sun peeked up over the horizon, marveling at its lightweight, and how it seemed to leap in her hand when she slashed or stabbed with it. She could feel a hunger from within, a desire to be of use. She smiled, and the hilt warmed in her hand as it read her cold determination.

The pile of bodies near the fire stirred, and she slid the blade home, stepping into the room. Emma was sitting up, the girl looked like an angel, even disheveled from sleep, and Druska felt her body's heat rise as the girl arched her back stretching. Her silver eyes found Druska standing there, and she smiled a shy smile.

Emma had been wary around Druska so far; fearful of this tall, gorgeous, and capable warrior. When she had learned Druska had the rogue blessing, she had been even more worried. The night before, she'd seen into the heart of the alien woman and found a bottomless well of love, and trauma, from a lifetime of neglect and brutal training.

The girl stood in her light linen shift and knelt gracefully near the fire. She stirred the coals and then put a small pot of water to boil. Druska watched curiously as the girl went about a morning ritual. She pulled out a small packet of dried herbs and leaves, measuring amounts carefully in her palm, before filling a small silver ball with them and dropping it into the boiling water. Then she pulled out a wrapped bundle of biscuits and a little crock of golden honey and butter from her pack.

Soon, the room was filled with a sweet, herbal scent that brought thoughts of wildflowers, spring mornings, and cinnamon sticks to Druska’s mind. She shook her head to clear away the thoughts, but they refused to leave her mind, and as the scents filled the room even more, she felt a peace settle over her soul. One that she had rarely known. Leesha stirred, blinking her eyes in the dawn's light, and then just as she was about to roll over, pulling the blanket over her head, she sniffed the air delicately. She sat up straight with a start and turned to Emma, her eyes wide and shining with emotion.

“It can’t be!” The small elf said in awe, “Is that Soulsing Tea?”

"Almost," the girl said as she lifted the silver ball on its chain and swirled it around the pot several times. "I gathered the herbs myself, so I'm able to adjust the blend depending on the day, the weather, or the time of year."

"My grandmother told stories of Soulsing Tea," Leesha said, walking over to the fire and staring in the pot with wonder. "Her mother too, but the Treesingers lost the art generations ago," she looked at Emma, "My people have searched for this very recipe for centuries."

"What is this tea?" Druska asked from her place, crouched near the door.

"It is a restorative and purifier," Leesha said, "or so I’ve been told. My mother could never explain fully. She said one had to experience it. Where did you get the recipe?" She asked Emma in awe.

"I recreated it from bits and pieces of story and lore, so it may not be the same as Soulsing tea, but I believe I got close." The girl had a small smile as she poured the tea into four small cups she took from her pack. Then she removed a small leather pouch and carefully took out four tiny leaves and delicately placed them atop the steaming liquid. Setting the cups down, she laid a small towel over them and moved over to Braden, her gentle hands feeling at his brow.

"My mother has several old elven healer texts," Emma said, "One of them has an excellent description of the scent and effects of the tea, and from that, it wasn't hard to find the right herbs and plants to recreate it."

"Wasn't hard?" Leesha said with a frown, "Girl, elven alchemists, sorcerers, and healers have been trying to recreate the 'Drink of Queens' for longer than your Empire has existed."

"Really?" Emma asked, glancing at the elf, "They’re welcome to my recipe."

Leesha leaned forward, eyes intense, “You’re serious… you would give this to the elven people freely?”

“Of course,” the girl said.

“Why all this, for some hot water?” Druska asked.

Emma glanced at the green-skinned woman with a shy look. Then she spoke, looking down at Braden and brushing back the tousled locks.

"The power to tap into the elements can tear at a person's soul," Emma said, "for it’s never a static thing. A person is ever-changing, as is their connection to that greater force. With experience you grow stronger, with stagnation you weaken. The spirit within must be allowed to grow or shrink with the power you gain or… there can be consequences."

"Such as?" Druska asked, feeling uneasy as she recognized her small internal struggle, undergone during those first couple days with her new powers. She felt like she owned the power now, but perhaps there had been more danger than she or Braden had known. Then she looked at Braden and saw his limbs shivering ever so slightly, the trembling, unnatural. Emma placed a gentle hand on the man's chest, and he settled, relaxing slightly.

“The consequences are varied,” the girl said.

“Death,” Leesha interjected, “destruction of the body and all around it, madness, or more often the loss of power.”

"Yes," Emma said sadly, "those can happen. However, the world has learned how to teach and train sorcerers, witches, Bond Mage's, and the rest so that as they increase or decrease in power, they can do so in a safe and structured manner."

Braden’s limbs began to tremble again, and small sparks of red and blue energy emitted from his fingertips.

“What’s happening?” Druska said in fear as she moved over to his side quickly.

"Nothing to fear," Emma said with a gentle smile, "I believe you have witnessed or heard of one of these episodes before. The magic within him has not been fully claimed and integrated within his soul, so, it will seek an outlet, often burning or blistering all who are near."

"The tea will help Druska," Leesha said more hopeful than sure, "Elven Mages used it before the training existed."

“This doesn’t make sense,” Druska said, “How can a tea change the soul?”

“How do you slip into the shadows?” Leesha asked, “How do I call lightning and fire? If you can answer the heart of those questions, you’ll be wiser than I.”

Emma removed the cloth from the four cups and handed them out to Druska and Leesha. The elf took hers with reverence, eyes fixed upon the steaming green liquid. The small leaves had dissolved, and the scent that drifted into Druska's nose, smelled of the processing plants and greased gears of her childhood, warming her from within, with memories of the only time during those harsh years when she had been loved and protected.

She took a small sip and felt the liquid fill her being with lightness. Light and dark took on sharper edges, and the shadows filled all else. The power gifted by her Master, that part of her soul she had never known she was missing, integrated fully into her for the first time, and drawing her sword out she pulled it into the shadows with her and grinned as the blade disappeared. She still had much to learn and grow in her new skills, but the magic was hers now.

She looked over and saw Leesha staring at her fingertips as controlled flows of coruscating red, black, and violet energy wrapped into a burning ball.

“I had no idea…” she looked at Druska in awe, “I’ve only felt a third of the sources I could touch until now!”

Emma smiled a small smile as the girl tipped a cup into Braden's mouth, pouring him small sips and then massaging his throat so he swallowed. Her hands were delicate and sure as she worked, and Druska was impressed. Braden's trembling limbs calmed down almost immediately, and his breathing eased. As they watched, his muscles grew taut and dense, his body changing ever so slightly.

“The tea will not grant you skill,” Emma said as she sipped her own, “but it helps you to access that which your mind may not have known existed, but the soul does.”

“What is the price of this?” Druska asked in curiosity, in the Good Corporate Empire, price and cost were like religion.

"Priceless," Leesha said, "you could ask any price you wanted for a cup, and the Elven Queens would pay it. For the recipe…" she looked at Emma, "you could demand a Heart Tree, and they might just hand it over."

"I have sent a written list of ingredients and instructions to the Academy," Emma said, shaking her head, "but I don't think they believed what it was, for I never heard back from them. It would be my honor to give the recipe to the elves, also knowledge of where I hunt for the rarer ingredients."

"They will add your name to our songs," Leesha said with reverence, "and give you a place of honor in the Queen's court."

“I would have prepared it for you all earlier, but I had no true understanding of its real power until I was bonded,” she hung her head slightly, “I must apologize.”

"You are our sister," Druska said, "and a First Wife along with Leesha, and you have given both him and us a wonderful gift, so stop such talk." Her gentle tone belied the harsh words, and Emma gave the green woman a small smile of thanks.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Druska moved beside the girl, and reaching out a hand, slid soft fingertips down her lovely cheek, she watched the girl's lips part, and her breathing deepen. Massive chest heaving as her big soft nipples hardened beneath the linen shift. The air in the room shifted, and Leesha set her empty cup aside, her grin turning greedy as she let her eyes roam over the two gorgeous women's bodies.

"I have always wanted sisters," Emma said, her eyes full of soft yearning, and cheeks flush, "even more than I dreamed of being Bonded… to find both prayers answered are beyond my wildest dreams…" a tear tracked its slow way down one perfect pale cheek, and Druska leaned forward, kissing it away with soft lips.

The girl lifted her hands and turned the alien woman's face, their lips meeting as warmth and love spread through them. Gentle silver flows of magic mixed with the deeper shadows as the girl pressed Druska back to the floor, their kisses growing in passion as their tentative tongues touched. In moments the two women were lost in each other. Hands were exploring soft and tender flesh as they slowly peeled each other's clothes off, neither sure in the arms of the other woman, but both eager and marveling at one another’s beauty.

Leesha pulled her dress up and over her head, watching the two most beautiful women she’d ever seen making out with increasing need and passion. A stirring at her side caused her to look down, and she saw Braden opening his eyes. They cleared of sleep immediately, and he smiled as his blue eyes met her violet ones, then slowly tracked down her body. She felt a thrill of pleasure, as he drank in the sight of her with growing desire. She leaned down and kissed him, feeling magic and desire throb within both of them.

Turning her head and his, they watched as Druska rolled Emma over beside them, the girl crying out in pleasure as the blond woman slid her hand down between pale, slender legs. One great nipple between her lips as she held the massive, gravity-defying breast in one hand, massaging it.

Leesha's hands were not idle, and soon she had her Master bared in all his naked glory. Kissing her way down his striated muscles, they felt even harder and more defined than they had before his convalescence. She inwardly thanked Emma for the miracle tea, as her sex grew damp from running her soft lips over his washboard abs. His mighty staff slid along her neck and cheek, and she turned her head, trapping it between soft lips, tasting the sweet candy of his precum, the magic within tickling her soul.

Her Master reached down and lifted her hips in a secure grip, and she moaned out in surprise and pleasure when she felt his talented tongue touch her most sensitive parts. She could barely concentrate on pleasing him as he drove her closer and closer to sweet release. Her need for him was too great, and she clawed her way around, pulling his lips to hers and taking him within her tight depths.

They made love with desperate need, as Druska and Emma pleasured one another beside them, watching the two as they fucked like bunnies. Braden gripped the tiny elf’s hips as she rode him, her back arched and breasts thrust out. She came hard, stifling her screams behind clenched teeth and collapsed upon her Master’s chest, heaving deep breaths. She slid off his hard cock, panting and looked over to Emma and Druska. The teenage healer bit her bottom lip and moved forward onto her knees.

Braden glanced over to see Emma, with her massive breasts hanging down, smile in gentle joy as she wrapped her lips around his cock and sucked his and Leesha's combined juices up, licking and tasting them both with closed eyes and a happy face. Druska saw her Master close his eyes and moan out in pleasure. She had rarely seen him so happy, and she felt her heart swell. She moved behind Emma and saw the tight young lips pressed together behind her bent thighs and ran her tongue up the slender slit, tasting her, and feeling the girl wiggle in surprise and pleasure when Druska found her hard little clit.

Emma's skills were out of this world. Between her mother's instructions, her knowledge as a healer, and at reading her Master's desires, her tongue, hands, and lips worked him like a master fiddler works their instrument. Once Druska's tongue touched her, she struggled to focus on only her Master. The alien woman had found her sensitive spots. The connection and love with these three others soon had her close to another orgasm. Her Master pulsed and throbbed within her hand, and with lips soft and thick, she worked his head and felt her soul sing out as he reached the ultimate pleasure. Leesha was beside her, and the two of them shared his sweet treat of pearly liquid between them.

Leesha had never felt such soft lips and add that to the fact her Master's magical release covered them, and she couldn't stop kissing and touching the beautiful girl's face and hair. She would have been jealous of the girl's beauty and gifts, but she couldn't be jealous of something so sweet and selfless. Soon, she had the girl down on her back and was feasting on her massive breasts, while Emma let her soft hands wander over the small elf. Her slender and sensitive body was so alive with magic that Emma felt little bursts of echoing power within herself, and she let the flickers of silver magic lick and suck the elf woman as they willed.

Braden pulled Druska to him, and their eyes spoke entire conversations of love to one another that words could never capture, and their lips met, limbs interlocked in a delicate dance. Braden felt like the luckiest man in this, or any other world, every time he saw or touched this perfect alien woman, and she felt the same for him. He slipped between her legs, just as Emma's silver magic sprang forth, licking fingers of it touching Leesha and causing the small elf to writhe in mindless pleasure. All the while, Braden and Druska made love with a desperate intensity that culminated as the two of them, trembling, lips grazing one another, and breaths synced their sexes, exploded with pleasure — leaving them shaking sweating piles on the floor.

They held each other, touching softly for long moments, and then Druska with one final deep kiss for the man who had bred her, turned to her friend and wrapped her arms around the tiny elf and smiling down at her, stroking red strand of wet hair out of her delicate features. The two kissed, letting their fingers stroke down each other's sides and hips, up and caressing each other’s firm butts and then down flat stomach to touch each other at the same moment. Eyes wide, they stared at one another, love and friendship and pleasure.

Emma had taken her Master into her mouth once more, and as she looked up at his handsome face and passion-filled blue eyes, she felt warmth fill her being. She was happiest here in service, and the feel of the smooth, soft skin, coating steely hardness, was heavenly. Soon he was stiff and at full mast. As much as she loved being of service and giving him the pleasure of her mouth and hands. As much as she wanted to drink him down again, she needed
 to feel his great beast within her.

Braden could wait no longer and pulled the girl up, his breath catching as her massive breasts swung as she leaned forward above him, letting his cock press into her abyss. His eyes closed in bliss as her tight virgin pussy slowly sank atop him. Braden looked up at the sexy girl, with her silver hair and eyes, her gentle features twisted now in pleasure as she gripped his shoulders, riding him slowly. His hands slid up her thighs and gripped her hips. Thumb hooking into her hip bone as his fingers flexed into her soft white butt. The girl gasped as he took control of her, driving up into her with powerful thrusts. Soon, she was collapsed atop him, her arms wrapping around him and her face buried in his neck as their rhythm took them to higher and higher heights of pleasure. His orgasm, when it came, began in his tingling toes and fingers and rushed through him and out, both of their bodies gripped in the ultimate release.

The four of them collapsed; sweaty, happy, and laughing with one another in pleasure. Long moments of quietly just holding and caressing, before Braden stirred and glanced around, feeling strangely different, strangely healed deep within. He held out a hand and reached within for the power, and saw to his amazement that he could clearly identify each separate force within. Like a rainbow of powers, he could identify each.

“What the hell?” He said in wonder, as he felt at the magic.

“Master likes the tea,” Druska said.

"Tea?" Braden asked, and Leesha started laughing, soon joined by Emma and Druska.

"Let me tell you about Soulsing Tea," Leesha said, sitting up and crossing her legs, "and the second miracle that took place in this lumberyard."

The party took their meal together, and then careful of any watching eyes, slipped into the forest. Braden spent the morning in contemplation as they marched through the dense woods. Learning about the tea, and how magic users trained and integrated their talents was a new concept, but he felt it was right, and it explained a lot. It was the difference between having power and being able to wield that power. The first threshold to clear before one began to master it.

He'd felt the magic grow chaotic at times. There had been an edge of danger when he drew on his power, unsure if he might pull too much or hurt himself or others when wielding it.

The magic within, felt his now, in a way it hadn't before. It responded to his will with more alacrity, though not nearly as adeptly as when he wielded it through the sword. He could also pick the flows apart. Knowing instinctively that blue force magic was in opposition to the deeper brown power of gravitational forces. That red fire was in opposition to the aqua blue, water, and ice. The list went on with more flows than he had dreamed. Some were incredibly difficult to manipulate, and when he tried to pull one out and wield it, it felt like picking up a mountain with his bare hands. Time was one such power. He had seen enough sci-fi to know the problems when playing with time and had no desire to create any paradoxes.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Emma padded behind her Master, her eyes roaming his frame and appreciating his sure stride and firm… everything. The smile of joy never leaving her lips as she felt her power, like the breath of life itself, within. Feeling trepidation at leaving home and all she knew, but she felt this was exactly where she needed to be. Although she feared she wouldn't be equal to the task. She could never have imagined befriending such people, like heroes out of a story, and they had invited her to be part of it. She spotted a silver-sage bush and bent to nip a few of the unflowered buds. Smelling the plant, she had the idea for a concoction, similar to her tea. The magic within opened up a world of possibilities, and her brilliant healers mind began to ruminate on different tinctures and potions she might brew.

Leesha's magic thrummed within her. Three aspects of power that completed a trinity. She racked her brain to remember more of the lessons she’d learned of glyphs and their discovery. Still, other than a couple of the basic workings, she had forgotten much over the intervening decades. Her sister, the great sorceress, could call down a bolt of lightning, and freeze over a small pond, incredible power that had seen her village and the surrounding lands become safer and more prosperous. While her aunt could barely clean a shirt with her power. Leesha now topped her sister’s power and more. She could feel the very ley lines themselves throbbing with energy, those corridors of power that crisscrossed beneath the world's surface. It was an arcane branch of study, and one with many mysteries attached to it, but glyph magic was the beginning steps down that path. She couldn't wait to return to her home and search for her mother's library.

They ate a meal of dried meats and bread, buttered and drizzled in honey near noon. The surroundings were idyllic, but Braden kept up a constant guard. Druska, too, kept a look-out, the woman never losing her razor-sharp focus on protecting her new family. The rest of the day was spent pushing their way through the trackless forest, always staying just inside the edge far enough away from civilization that they could pass undetected.

Druska found a large tree whose limbs hung down to the ground forming a near-perfect tent that the four of them pushed their packs into and crawled inside. Braden and Druska trained in the blade for an hour, coated in sweat by the end. He felt terrific though, his limbs were flexible and strong, and the process of empowering them with magic, was so easy after drinking that exotic tea.

Leesha created a small, smokeless fire and attached it to a large stone, and they sat around it, warming their hands. The women spoke easily with one another, joking and chatting about their pasts. Emma was quiet at first but soon began to speak up once she saw that when she did, Druska, Leesha, and Braden listened with interest and added just as much weight to her comments as they do to any others.

Exhaustion took them one by one, and Braden took the first watch. The night was clear, and he looked up at the strange sky and wondered for the hundredth time, when he would wake up from this dream and back into the nightmare of his earth life. He woke Leesha. The little elf yawned and pulled him into her slim arms, kissing him soundly before she stood and stretched, taking her watch.

They woke the next morning and headed out before the sun was fully risen. The nearest, Leesha had figured, they were nine weeks away by foot from her home. There was still more than three months until she had to be there for the ceremony. It was just an hour or two after dawn when Druska came hurrying back to them, not bothering to mask her movements entirely in the shadows.

"Master," she said breathless, and he noticed she was sweating as if she’d run far, "you must see this." She held up a rolled scroll of thick paper that was torn on all four corners. Drawn on the paper, in precise details, was a very familiar stone arch with the numeral one on the top. Written below it was the following:

WANTED:

ADVENTURING PARTY FOR DANGEROUS MISSION*

FOR

CLEAR THE DUNGEON – SAVE THE GIRL!

REWARD:

2000 GOLD DUCALS

FETED BY THE DUKE OF DALTON

*Visit the Adventures Guild of Dalton for entry

“Is this what I think it is?” Leesha asked, her voice strained.

"It sure seems so," said Braden turning to look at the newest member of their party with a concerned expression, "Emma, how’re you doing?"

She turned her soft silver gaze to Braden, and he felt warmed by the kindness there, and could also see the hurt and fear, but those were under control.

"There is another waiting for us my Lord, she will be in pain and afraid, and my fear to go back into that darkness cannot match what she must be feeling. I would ask one boon, however," she said, and when Braden nodded, she continued holding up her walking stick, "I need a weapon. I don't think this stick will be of much use."

Braden was about to speak, but Druska stepped forward, and with lightning-quick hands, snatched the staff from Emma. She spun it over her upper arm, and under, swinging the bottom end around so fast, it hummed, before stopping dead an inch from the side of Emma's head, causing her hair to blow out and away in its wake.

“You carry a fine weapon,” Druska said, “and one better suited to you than a blade or blaster.” She tilted her head critically and nodded.

"Those weapons do leave ghastly wounds," Emma agreed, carefully reaching up and taking back her staff. She looked down at the stick with wide eyes as if seeing it for the first time, "Thank you, Druska, that was… instructive."

"You will train with Master, every night," she said, and it wasn't a question. "That staff will work for training, but we will need to replace it for battle. Leesha," she said, turning to the small elf who held up one clawed hand crackling with dangerous red energy and a challenging stare. Druska stopped what she had been about to say and smiled a big evil grin, "you will train with Master in magics, every night." The elf smiled broad and nodded.

They found a small clearing that had been home to other camps in the past and dropped their packs and planned. Neither Emma nor Leesha had been through Dalton before, but both had heard of the rich duchy. Situated on the southern end of the great inland sea, it was a thriving port town, surrounded by fertile lands. Known for its gardens and vineyards, the only threat they faced were raiders who pestered the outlying countryside to the west. Being so close to the dark forest and the even wilder lands out west, it was a home city for many adventures. It was also, unfortunately, the home of the Bond Mage Helga and her Bonded Indolo, who had come to Emma's village searching for their group.

It was Leesha who hatched the plan in her devious little mind, and Emma agreed to it instantly. It took them a while to convince Druska, who hated the idea of parting with her Master for so long. She had already nearly lost him to that poison. She feared what might happen to him in this town of 'barbarians', as she put it. It was Emma who convinced her of the wisdom, reassuring her that if any could make sure Braden stayed unhurt, it would be her.

He felt his pride twinge slightly at that, but kept his mouth shut, and finally, Druska agreed, wrapping him in a fierce hug and kissing him soundly before they parted. She showed Braden how they could use the translation necklaces as two-way communicators but only for a short time. He and Emma left the two women huddled together, working on their plans.

Braden and Emma talked as they hiked out of the forest, of her life growing up in the village, and then she peppered him with questions about his world. She was intrigued when he told her about hospitals, doctors, nurses, and all the rest. Her mind was spinning, and she asked more and more incisive questions; how they performed surgeries, how machines that could view into the body worked. Braden did his best to answer all her questions, but the girl was sharp and knew her healing, soon her questions were too sophisticated for him to offer insight. He had given her much to think about though.

In the late morning, they exited the forest to find cultivated lands, dotted with farms, cottages, and the occasional herd of sheep, goats, or pigs. After they had passed through a small village at noon, pausing to buy a couple of meat pies, Emma asked for directions into Dalton.

“Just head over that there hill My Lady,” said the wide-eyed shop keeper. The man couldn’t keep his eyes off Emma. When he turned to see Braden, tall, powerfully muscled and with that massive sword, watching him, he swallowed quick and averted his gaze. They strayed back almost immediately, and his jaw dropped again, as the busty teen thanked the man and stepped away.

From the moment they entered the village, they’d drawn stares. They were wearing matching outfits, of the same color, cloth, and similar cuts. Braden heard whispers of Bond Mage from people, and they were given deference wherever they went, based solely on their luxurious clothing and weapons. Emma drew stares with her silver hair and eyes, and unearthly innocent beauty. Braden could count on two hands the number of times a man or woman tripped, forgetting themselves when they caught a glimpse of the young healer.

Emma, for her part, was oblivious to the male attention, but she was all too aware of the many women who stared at her Lord with unhidden avarice and desire. Instead of jealousy or worry they might try to trip him into their beds, Emma felt pride and her back grew straighter as they passed through the village. Looking over, she was struck by her Lord's handsome and kind face, plus those fierce blue eyes that seemed to look into the soul of whatever he regarded. His lean muscular frame was shown off to perfection in the coat and pants she and her mom had made, and in spite of herself, she felt her thighs press tight together, desire like a low heat deep within her.

They took the wide road out of town and crested the small hill, and spreading out before them was a patchwork of farms and on the shore of a great blue inland sea, that stretched out across the horizon, was a large town surrounded by a high stone wall. In the center of the city, was a vast castle of soaring towers and snapping pennants. The gates were open, and a steady stream of carts and wagons rolled through and out into the surrounding lands.

Braden and Emma hurried along, covering the last couple of miles in short time. They found themselves passing through the tall gate in the early afternoon with the sun high in the sky. The guards watched them with interest but didn't try to stop them from entering. Braden saw a guardsman whisper to a small boy who, after a nervous glance at Braden and Emma, took off running up the crowded street in the direction of the castle.

Braden asked a shop keeper for directions to the adventurer's guild, and then the two of them slipped off into the crowded streets. The reaction in town was similar to what they had gotten in the village, and Braden was a bit uncomfortable by all the eyes tracking their movements, and whispered conversation trailing in their wake. Emma linked her arm in his, and as he gazed into her loving and sweet face, he felt the unease settle down.

The town was crammed full of buildings and people. The wood and stone structures built practically atop one another, with the occasional narrow alley between linking streets. Braden felt at home in the press of people, having lived in a big city during his college years. The one thing that was hard to ignore was the smell. It smelled like a combination of stale sweat, shit, and mud, with shit being the dominant smell. Emma, for her part, was overwhelmed by the press of people and the scents, but her glowing eyes took it all in.


Chapter Twenty-Five

It took a couple hours of backtracking and asking for directions, before they arrived at the tall building. It was all white stone, cut and fit neatly with a large arch over the door proclaiming it: The Illustrious Guild of Adventurers
. Braden and Emma climbed the steps, and before he could reach to open the doors, they swung open by themselves.

The inside reminded Braden of a bank. There was a small desk in the middle covered with a few stacks of paper, quill and ink bottles, and in the back was a long counter where several young women sat, furiously filling out forms and paperwork. Off to one side were three small offices, and in one, an older gentleman with spectacles was questioning a massive brute of a man with little beady dark eyes, flanked by a pair of twin men, with coldly beautiful faces. The three turned as one and watched Braden and Emma enter, the men's eyes tracking Emma with clear avarice and dismissing Braden.

Braden felt his hackles rise as they walked through the hall, feeling not just the men in the office but other hidden eyes tracking their every move. He walked up and stopped at the small sign that read 'Wait Here'. After a few seconds, a cute girl with a black bob hair cut raised her head and smiled, waving them over. As they got close, the girl's head tilted curiously.

"Greetings, you two are new here," she said with a smile, "I'm Elzith. How can I help you today?"

"We want to get registered with the guild," Braden said, pulling out the scroll from his pack, "I have a writ from an Imperial Clerk that I believe explains our situation."

"Oh perfect," the girl said, taking the paper from him and unfurling it. She skimmed it, noting the signature at the bottom, "Just one moment while I get the roll book." The girl hopped up and walked to the back, conferring with an associate, and then came back with a hefty tome which she opened to the middle.

"Now, who will be the leader of your party?"

“I shall be,” Braden said.

"The Guild Fee is one gold Ducal, to be paid either in full now or in monthly installments of 10 silver, how would you like to handle that?" Braden shook his head at the universality of bureaucratic fees and paid the gold piece.

"I will need your signature and a thumbprint in blood, here on this line. Then we will go over the bylaws and responsibilities of a guild member." Braden dipped the quill in the inkwell awkwardly, and scratched out a signature that looked like the work of a child, as he used the unfamiliar writing instrument. He pressed down on the small tack the woman provided and placed his thumbprint in the empty box.

"Perfect!" She said, setting the tome aside to dry, then pulling out a separate scroll, she began to read in a voice so fast Braden had trouble keeping up with her. Like an auctioneer, her words rang out rapid-fire.

“These Bylaws are created pursuant to and in accordance with Article VIII of the Imperial Bylaws Regulating Committee which states: "The Guild may adopt its bylaws and operating procedures, elect its officers and representatives ("Guild Officers") and establish its agenda in consultation with the Board Chair and the Director, subject to any rules or policies adopted by the Board from time to time. Any action taken by the Guild or Guild Officers, which is legally binding on the Adventurers, shall be subject to the Authorizations Policy…" Her words rattled on and on. Braden did his best to memorize the most critical points, such as the annual dues, protections from destruction of property when in pursuit of a quest, the establishing of a charter if one wished to claim property rights for any ruins they cleared out, and many others.

“Do you have any questions?” The woman asked when she finished.

“A dozen, but I’ll keep it to just one,” Braden said, holding up the flyer Druska had found, "I wanted to inquire about this."

"If you look down this hall here, over along the wall," she indicated a narrow hallway to the left side of the room, "you’ll see the quest postings, all the information you require is there. Remember that if you complete a quest, a debriefing is customary if you wish to receive the reward."

“What does fete by the Duke mean?” Braden asked as he was standing.

“He likes to throw parties,” the girl said, “hasn’t had the title long you see, married the former duke’s widow. He is always throwing balls and galas, him and Bond Mage Helga. Thick as thieves they are.”

"Thank you very much," Braden said, and then he led Emma over to the wall.

There were over a dozen different postings, and he read them over with curiosity. Most were excursions into the forest, and one was a murder mystery, another spoke of a pack of pirates that had been terrorizing a trade route in the vast sea. Then he found a great one. It was bordered in red and at the top of the heap. It was a twin to the flyer they had seen before, but at the bottom were several paper tickets, like the parchment had been sliced up from the bottom in a dozen places, evenly spaced. Two of which were gone already. The tickets had a minor enchantment that would allow an adventurer past the safety barrier placed over the arch's portal. Braden tore off a ticket and saw instruction on it for finding the arch just to the west of town. Just as he was slipping it in a pocket, he heard the heavy tromp of boots behind him.

"Ho, friend!" Came a loud greeting. When he turned, he saw the massive man with a big bristly beard. On the man's back was a huge black-hafted battle-ax and twin throwing hatches hung from his hips. His companions both had crossbows slung over their shoulders, and Braden felt a hum of magical energy about the twins.

"Greetings to you and especially to you, my lovely," he said with an awkward bow for Emma. The girl pulled closer to Braden, uncomfortable under the predatory stares of the three men.

“Greetings,” said Braden, “and you would be…”

"Forgive my rudeness! I’m Captain Henry the Hairy, and this here is Jun and Elio my First Mates," he held his hand out.

"I am Braden, and this is Emma, pleasure," he took the proffered hand and felt the bigger man cinch down, trying to crush him in his meaty grip. As he did, both Jun and Elio stepped forward, menacing looks on their faces.

Braden glanced over to the counter and saw the girls who had been working at their desks casting nervous glances in their direction and crouch down behind the thick wood. Now that he looked, Braden saw scars and gouges across the floorboards and walls, and faint tell-tale stains on the walls and floor. Evidence of past battles in these halls.

His icy blue eyes turned to Henry and bore into the man. The magic trickled into him, and he empowered his grip, his smile appearing slow and easy as his hand matched the enormous man, power for power, then he began to tighten his, even harder.

The big man's face, so filled with greed and certainty, turned a sickly shade of green as his hand crumpled, bones straining just on the point of snapping beneath the handsome man's iron-hard grip. His companions sensed something amiss and glanced at their boss, wary.

"Was there anything else I could help you with?" Braden asked. The men smelled of salt, brine, and sour sweat, and their battle gear showed evidence of heavy use.

“No!” The big man said and gasped in relief when Braden released him, clutching the hand to his chest. The twins glanced at one another and then back to Braden, eyes narrowing.

"You have a good day then," Braden led Emma out into the street, glancing back just as the doors closed, to see the three men glowering at them, and the leader looking curiously at the quest they had taken.

Putting the encounter out of his mind, Braden led Emma back through the quickly darkening streets. The sun set before they got to the gate and cursing quietly to himself, Braden began searching around for an inn where they could find a room. They wouldn't be able to leave the town until the gates opened at dawn. Not unless he wanted to cause an uproar by flying over the walls or something, and he wasn't even sure he could do it. Not yet, at least.

They saw glowing lights from an inn shining out into the street, and Emma laughed in joy when they headed in. Pausing outside, Braden sent a message to Druska informing her of their status and that he planned to leave the city at dawn.

“I’ve always wanted to see a big city inn!” Emma whispered in his ear, her excited voice causing him to smile.

"Well, let's make a night of it then," Braden said as he pushed open the door.

The room was full of patrons, but not crowded, and he found a small table in the back corner. Most, in the common room turned to look at the well-dressed hero and his gorgeous woman, but the musician was excellent and the player beautiful as well, so they turned back, giving the couple a measure of privacy.

As Braden sat and looked around, his gaze froze on a small woman, bobbing and dancing to the music in her seat. At first, he thought she might have dwarfism or another malady he was unfamiliar with, but then he realized she was an actual Dwarf. Her chubby round cheeks and vibrant red hair glowed in the lantern light, and she laughed with her companions and downed a big tankard of ale in one gulp. There were other non-human races as well; a small halfling man dressed like a merchant, and a tiny giant nosed gnome with clockwork goggles on his head, all spinning gears, springs, and levers. The gnome intrigued Braden, and the engineer in him longed to pull apart those goggles and see their function and how they worked.

He even saw an elf seated along a far wall. The tall, imperious male was handsome and looked down his nose at all the other patrons. His foot tapped out the rhythm of the music even as he scowled. On the other end of the room was a slender woman with a long yellow tail that whipped up near her cheek, and tall perked reddish-golden ears.

“What race is that?” Braden asked, his eyes round as saucers, as he saw a creature out of his imaginings.

"Those are the animal-kin, they’re a rare sight in human lands, but you see them often in elven villages, or so I hear, that’s the first fox-kin I've ever seen.”

"There are different types of animal-kin?" Braden asked, "Maybe… cat-kin?" He strained to keep the heat from his voice as he asked. Cat girls has always been a secret kink of his back on earth… to think they might exist in this world…


You have three gorgeous women at your beck and call you greedy bastard,
 he thought to himself, get over it.


"Oh yes," Emma said, not missing the too-casual tone of her Lord, "cute little cat girls are quite common, or so I hear," she gave him a sidelong look and then burst out laughing at his strained expression and rosy cheeks.

The serving girl came and took their order of ale and a plate of food for each, and when the mugs had arrived, Braden leaned back in his chair as he sipped the amber ale. It had a citrusy taste, like oranges or tangerines, and he sighed in pleasure. Looking over at Emma, he laughed softly when she grimaced at the taste and pushed her mug aside.

“Not a fan of ale?” He asked her.

"It's strange," she said, shaking her head slightly, "I used to love ale and wine whenever my mother let me drink it, but it just tastes of poison now."

"I wonder if that is an effect of… what took place at your home," he said, careful not to say anything that might end up in a spy's ears.

“I believe so,” she looked down into the mug and got a look of concentration on her face, then her hair pulsed faintly with silver light, and she smiled broadly and brought the mug up, sighing in contentment as she drank deep.

"Emma," he said, glancing around as the several patrons who had noticed the glow.

“I removed the poison,” she said with a cheerful grin, “it’s delicious!”


What’s done is done,
 he thought, and they listened to the bard sing songs of good times and bad. Their trenchers of gravy, meat, and vegetables arrived, and they ate. The meal was hearty, and filling, and Braden enjoyed another ale along with it, and would have had another few and taken this gorgeous woman up and danced with her. He was enjoying the warm atmosphere and the light buzz he was feeling immensely. However, this was a strange town, in a still strange world and he couldn't get too comfortable or flashy.  


Chapter Twenty-Six

After they paid for a room, the two of them headed up and locked the door behind themselves. It was a tiny space with a small chair and a narrow bed. Braden went to sit down, but Emma stopped him, running her hands over the mattress and sheets. He saw her hair pulse dimly and then again, and the girl stood and smiled.

"Just give them a minute or two, my Lord, and then we can rest."

"Give who?" Braden asked, but then he saw the small line of bugs crawling across the wooden bed frame and down into a crack in the floorboards. He shuddered in revulsion and then thanked the heavens for Emma and her powers. He began to unhook his baldric when Emma's hand stopped him.

"My Lord," the girl said softly, "please allow me." Her smile was gentle and shy, but her tone would brook no argument, so he let his hands drop, and she removed the weapon, setting it reverently against the wall within easy reach of the bed. Then she began to remove the rest of his clothes, her soft fingers playing across his flesh, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

"I have not had a chance to thank you properly for bonding me," she said, her shy eyes meeting his, "you have given me a gift beyond my wildest dreams. Not just the powers, although they are a miracle, it’s Druska and Leesha as well. They are my sisters and wives, and I feel as though I could love them, just as I love you," her voice dropped at that, and she went on quickly, "Now sit and relax, let me take care of your needs my Lord."

She pressed him back onto the mattress, pulling off his boots, socks, and finally drawing down his pants. Her gentle smile grew decidedly sexy when his massive iron-hard manhood rose into view. Then she stood and watched his face as she slowly undid the buttons on her apron and dress, letting the garments slide to the floor. His eyes widened as her incredible eighteen-year-old body came into view. Her pale flesh was smooth as silk, and her weighty curves caused his mouth to water. She set the clothes neatly beside his on the chair. Then, giving him a grin that was not shy at all, she dropped to her knees between his legs.

"I love the way you look at me, my Lord," she said breathlessly as her small hand encircled the base of his cock.

“Please,” he said with a pained smile, “call me Braden.” He had asked her and the other women several times, but they had ignored him.

“But you are my Lord, you’re my King,” she planted small kisses on the head and shaft as she spoke pressing it to her cheeks as she looked up at him, her eyes shining with wonder and love, “we give you the title out of pride for who our Lord is, reaffirming our devotion. You are a Harem Mage! And the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen…” She drew him into her mouth, the hot, wet confines causing a deep moan to escape his throat.

Her big silver eyes looked up and met his, as he watched his cock disappear between her thick lips. Her tongue swirled around within her mouth, and then she was licking up and down his shaft, her kissing and sucking lips then taking him into her mouth again, letting his get deeper and deeper, as she pressed his cock between her tongue and tonsils. For long, drawn-out minutes, she serviced him and felt her pride and joy swell within her as she watched happiness and pleasure spread through his being. She felt his cock throb and his balls tighten and he opened his mouth to warn her, but she just smiled and sucked all the harder. Her gentle throat drinking him down with relish. She had heard whispers from women in the village about the bitter taste of their men, but her Lord tasted of milk and honey, literally. There were traces of his magic within as well, and she felt her power stirring and replenishing, welcoming the added strength.

Braden fell back onto the mattress, heaving deep breaths, as he felt his whole body relax into the bed. Emma crawled up his torso, her large firm nipples dragging across his sensitive skin, and his hands came up to encircle her slender waist. The girl yelped in pleasure as she rolled her over and kissed her soundly. Her soft lips were welcoming him home. His kisses trailed down her slender neck, and she moaned out in pleasure.

“My Lord, my body is afire when you touch it!” He took one of her large breasts in his hand and pulled the big pink nipple to his lips, nibbling and sucking on the puffy flesh. His other hand slid down her taut stomach and into the thatch of silver hair covering her slender sex.

"Kiss it, my Lord, please…" He grinned in pleasure, happy the girl was comfortable enough to ask for what she wanted and eager to please her.

"Your every wish is my command, my Lady." His kisses trailed down her stomach, and parting her slender legs, he inhaled her aroma. At first contact of his tongue to her tender, tight lips, she shuddered in pleasure. Then his tongue dipped into her, tasting her sweet juices, searching up ever so slowly, till he found the firm little nub of her clit.

"Oh… oh god!... my Lord!" Emma cried out, her body shaking in release as he brought her off with deliberate and steady touches.

She pulled him up her heaving breasts, and her lips sought his, hands on his manhood, pulling the rampant beast into her. Her legs wrapped around his hips, and he lost himself within her hot depths. Never had he felt such sublime tightness as her nearly virginal sex, as it hungrily consumed him. Her hips rocked in sync with his, and the sounds of their lovemaking, creaking bed, and kissing lips filled the small room. They climaxed together, their cries of joy ending in shuddering muscle clenching joy before they collapsed beside one another on the bed, sweaty and clutching at one another.

Emma's hand slid down to his soft cock, and he saw her lips twist into a sly grin, "My Lord, I am feeling like a harlot, but I have you all to myself, and I fear I am not done with this."

Braden was about to say, he might not be up for more, when he saw her hair glow softly in the darkroom, lighting up her face in unearthly beauty. Her fingers trailed over his shaft, and he felt himself harden immediately, lust, boiling in him, hot and desperate. The girl's mischievous grin turned to happy joy when he growled and rolled her atop him. His mighty cock driving up into her.


God damn!
 Braden thought wildly, as he hammered up into her, Was that a lust spell?


Whatever it was, his heart was hammering in his chest. The pleasure of her spread from his crotch and throughout his being. The sight of her sexy body bouncing above him, her massive breasts shaking and swaying in time with their thrusting, nearly drove him to orgasm. When the girl looked down and saw her man's hungry look, she pulled his head up and fed one great nipple into his mouth. She felt sharp tingling joy spread out from his lips as he sucked hard at the tender flesh. Then she was cumming, her body shaking in pleasure.

Braden lay the girl down as she recovered from her orgasm, but his raging cock was still throbbing painfully. Emma glanced back at him, and she bit her lip, face playfully innocent as she pulled her knees beneath her and lifted her perfect pale ass, bent at the waist.

"I am yours to use how you see fit my Lord," she said in a quiet, submissive voice.

Braden grinned as he moved behind her, kneeling on the mattress and pressing the head of his big cock to her wet lips. He placed one hand on the small of her back and drew her ass back, even as he slid deep into her. They both sighed out in pleasure, and she picked herself up on her hands, big breasts hanging down, slapping together in time with their lovemaking.

He took her, bent over doggy style, loving the sight of her breasts swaying beneath her and her head thrown back, crying out in pleasure in time with his thrusts. Pulling her back and up, his hands took up her breasts, massaging them as their lips met passionately. Then he pressed her down into the mattress, laying her flat as he pounded down into her.

He came with her, clutching the girl tightly to his chest, his face buried in her soft neck. The fell asleep spooning like that, their bodies pressed together, drifting off to sleep content, each missing the two women who should have been at their sides.

Braden woke to a warm wet heavenly sensation of Emma taking his cock deep into her mouth. The girl knelt in an almost worshipful position as she employed her two hands, thick lips, tongue, and the hot wetness of her mouth and throat to draw out his pleasure.

“God damn Emma,” He said softly, “that’s the best way to wake up, ever!”

"Then I shall make a habit of it, my Lord," she grinned, "but I may have to share with Leesha and Druska, oh, does that thought please you? The thought of all three of us worshipping you like this?" She smiled broadly and then licked around the head of his cock, teasing the sensitive glands. "I can feel you pulsing in my hands… please give me your seed, let me drink you down!"

Braden was all too eager to give the girl what she wanted, and with one hand sliding into her silken hair he gripped her head and brought her up and down his length, the gentle girl gave herself over to him, and soon, he filled her eagerly swallowing mouth, with her prize. He took a few moments and caught his breath while she stood gracefully and began to pull on her clothes.

"It is an hour until sunrise, if we want to be at the gates when they open then we should head out soon," she glanced at him lying there and shook her head, "my mother did warn me men get lazy, but I thought, aye!"

She cried out, giggling, as he pulled her down onto the mattress and tickling her, rolled over and began kissing her soundly. They were both giving each other secret little smiles as they finished getting ready, and just before opening the door to leave, Braden pulled the girl into a warm hug, kissing her deeply. He resolved to himself there, that if he were to be so blessed as to have three amazing women, then it was his job to make sure that each got a night alone with him, so he could deepen the connection as he had done within this room with Emma.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

They left the inn while it was still dark out. The only lights and sounds came from the cook preparing the days meals within the kitchen. Braden felt like he was on top of the moon, as they walked down the dark streets. His mind began to ponder the problem of these strange dungeons, and the trap they had found last time. He had no idea what to expect and no idea how they might prepare, other than being ready for anything.

He was going over their inventory of weapons when Emma staggered beside him. Turning, he reached out a hand to steady her, seeing her eyes roll back into her skull as she began to topple. Then pain exploded in his chest, and he was spinning across the street, hitting the ground hard, the pain doubled, as the crossbow bolt sticking out of his ribs, ground in deeper.

He reacted without hesitation, which saved his life, rolling to the side and pushing himself up to his feet even as he drew his sword, summoning his magic through it. A second bolt clicked off the cobblestones right where his head had been, and he turned, raising the blade in the direction of the attack.

There, in one window, a dark figure was pulling back. The bar of liquid fire that shot forth from the tip of his sword was all rage and brutal power, no finesse to it as it tore through the window, wall, and out the back of the building. The roof creaked and rocked, about to break free and collapse on whoever was within.

Staggering in pain, Braden looked around and saw to his horror two shapes were dashing up the street and turning into an alley. Between them, they held Emma's unconscious form.

"NO!" Braden screamed, the raw rage of it shattering windows to either side of the road, the ground trembled beneath him, and his vision was blotted out by redness. The two small figures stumbled but kept their feet. They were just about to turn the corner when a lance of red magic shot over his shoulder, striking one of the men in the back. He recognized the magic immediately, and with absolute trust that Leesha had his back, he lopped forward, pain roiling his stomach to near sickness.

With one man down, the other smaller figure dropped Emma and spun, drawing twin daggers. In his pain and rage, Braden didn't think to employ his magical powers. Instead, he bashed at the smaller figure with brutal smashes of his sword. The little opponent was skilled, and blocked the first thrust, its dagger digging into his thigh, then it managed to prevent the second attack, and got a slice across its enemy’s cheek, but Braden was a screaming, raging beast. They had tried to take his Emma. HIS EMMA!


Berserk, he couldn't feel pain, his arms lifted and fell, battering back the smaller figures skilled defenses. Until, with one brutal blow he broke through. His blade driving down where neck met shoulder, cleaving the man's torso in half. He heaved and staggered back, turning to look for more enemies, and when he found none, turned to look down at Emma. The girl was groaning and shaking her head, eyes blinking open as the enchantment that had ensorcelled her, cleared from her mind.

Braden cried out in joy when he saw she was safe, the wildness and madness of his rage receding. The pain came crashing in, and he staggered back but managed to keep his feet, grinding the point of his sword into the cobblestones to stay up. He looked over and saw Leesha dashing up to them.

“We came as soon as the gates opened!” She said as she ran up, her eyes widening when she saw her Master bleeding from numerous wounds. A big black bolt stuck in his chest, bubbling, as his lung deflated, “Master, no! Druska come quick!" She called to the cracked and destroyed building and in half a second a figure dove out of the second-story window and landed in a roll, popping to her feet. Druska dashed over, her Vorpal blade out.

“There is more escaping from that building, but we need to get out of here,” she said when she saw Braden’s injuries. “Emma,” she turned to the girl and found her struggling to her feet.

"One… one second… my mind is… muddled," Emma said, standing and staggering. Seeing Braden, she cried out and reached over, placing a hand on him. Her hair pulsed bright as the moon, the whole street aglow, and Braden felt his wounds healing slowly. The flesh knitting together uncomfortable, and the bolt clunked to the ground. The girl staggered back, "I… I'm so tired…" Then she collapsed, Druska moving quickly to catch her before she hit the ground.

“There’re more coming,” Leesha said as she raised a hand and shot a bolt of coruscating red and black energy down an alley. Several figures lit up in its afterglow, stalking forward with weapons out.

"Go!" Said Druska to Leesha, sheathing her blade, she picked up Emma and tossed her over one shoulder like a doll, drawing her blaster. Leesha took off immediately in the direction of the gates, Braden staggering behind her, and Druska taking up the rear. His injuries still pained him, the flesh was knit, and blood loss stopped, but everything within still felt damaged, the phycological effects of his wounds would take longer to heal, he realized.

He pushed the pain down and drew in his power and let crackling blue and red magics dance along his arms and the shining blade. He would probably be useless in a fight, but he hoped he looked dangerous enough, along with Leesha and Druska, that they could hold off another attack. In the end, it was Leesha, whose angry destructive magics threatening any who got close, that probably saved them.

When they got to the gate, they found it lowering, and a small contingent of guardsmen standing before the opening; a burly man with a calm steady face stepped forward, holding up a hand.

“Halt in the name of the Duke!”

“Get out of my way,” Braden growled as he stalked forward, his sword coming up before him.

"Halt, sir!" The guard called again, his face fearful but resolute. "We have report of a kidnapped citizen," he pointed to the unconscious Emma, "that's the girl there, the Duke has ordered her brought to his chambers immediately."

“His chambers? Subtle,” Braden said with an ugly sneer, “Get out of our way before I bring that gate down on your heads.”

“Sir, I cannot allow you to kidnap this girl,” the guard said and raising a fist, the men behind him lifted their crossbows.

With a snarl, Braden made a fist of his own, and the magical blue shield sprang up, covering him and the two women.

“Wait!” Said Leesha stepping up and holding out a placating hand, “This woman is no citizen of your Duchy, no longer at least, she is this man's Bonded.”

“Bonded?” The guard asked in confusion, “That can’t be, there are no Bond Mage’s in this town besides Lady Helga.”

Leesha glanced back at Braden, and he nodded, dropping his sword and moving over to Emma.

"Sir, leave that girl be!" The guard said again, his hand flexing on his blade, but Braden ignored him as Leesha began speaking, her voice ringing out through the square for all the guards to hear.

"You are correct, there are no Bond Mage’s in this town, and you’re not looking at just one Bonded but three." She let the words hang in the air for a long moment as the guard's face scrunched up in confusion again, and he looked between the four of them.

"Sir," said one of the guards behind him, a man who was glancing at Druska and Leesha anew. Braden, meanwhile, was tracing gentle fingers on Emma's brow and with hair-thin feelers of magic, ripped apart the enchantment that kept trying to cloud her mind. It was an incredibly weak but sophisticated bit of magic, and if he had the time, he would have loved to see how it worked.

"Sergeant," the guard said again, taking a small step back, "Bond Mage Helga, didn't she and Captain Holdfast head into hick country to hang a pretender?"

"What of it?" The Sergeant said, his eyes widening as Emma stood up on her own and blinking up at Braden. Pulling him into a fierce hug, she ran her hands over his wounds, her hair pulsing gently as she finished off the healing.

“Oh gods…” the Sergeant said, “can’t be…”

Braden turned to regard the man with a cold hard look, “Get out of my way Sergeant, or you and your men will learn what the power of a Harem Mage truly looks like.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Gasps filled the square, and a few guards dropped their weapons quickly, the Sergeant following suit as they backed away all eyes wide.

"Impossible… but how can that be?" The Sergeant breathed even though he couldn’t help but see it now, "Captain said you were a kidnapper, my Lord, and the girl was the Duke's property." He gulped under Braden's cold glare.

Then the man looked around at the three women flanking the tall, powerful hero, each more beautiful than the next. A gorgeous woman with hard eyes and dazzling beauty with light green skin, shadows dancing down her weapons and limbs. A dangerous little elf with perky breasts, an adorable face, glowing violet eyes that almost hypnotized with their beauty, and more magical talent in one hand than he had seen in the city's Bond Mage. Finally, a vision of beauty the likes of which the empire rarely saw, with shimmering silver hair and glowing silver eyes. Those eyes now gazing adoringly at the man. A man, tall and broad-shouldered. There was an aura about him, an aura of confidence and power that felt right, felt good. A man he could follow, the Sergeant realized, and he felt instant shame.

"My apologies, my Lord," the Sergeant said with a deep bow, "it is clear the Duke was mistaken. Is there anything we can do to be of assistance?"

“Just let us through Sergeant,” Braden said with a sigh, "We still have a long day of clearing dungeons and saving a girl, ahead of us.”

"The Duke’s daughter!" The Sergeant said, looking up, "You are heading into that hell hole? But of course, that makes sense… but why would the Duke try to stop you?"

"I imagine he has no idea who we are," Braden said, "I’ve sought to keep it a secret. The Duke's daughter is trapped within?"

"Aye," the Sergeant said, and with a hasty wave, he moved all his men back.

The guardsmen watched Braden and his harem walk by in awe. Several knelt muttering fervent prayers, one even reached out a hand and trailed gentle fingers across Leesha's white dress, and the elf glared down at the man, but he didn't notice her, just held the fingertips to his heart and prayed all the harder. Leesha grinned evilly, and went to move towards the man, probably to tease him or play some prank, but Druska stopped her with a touch, and the elf frowned, then laughed in delight and skipped on.

"The Duke made the announcement several days ago, that's when they posted the bounty. Several groups have gone into that strange arch, but none have come out. Clockwork scouts have gone in as well, but nothing has returned."

“Hmm,” Braden grunted, “Thanks for the info.”

"Again, our apologies, my Lord Harem Mage… sir… is it true?"

"Is what true?" Braden asked, turning back to look at the man.

“That you have come to overthrow the Empire?” He whispered so none could hear, “The small folk have been whispering of it for months, they say a hero will come to save us all.”

"I don't know about any of that," Braden said, shaking his head, "I certainly don't want to rule anything… there is an evil in the world Sergeant… I have felt its cold touch on the wind. I believe that is my enemy, but I have no more knowledge than that."

The man was nodding, "Sergeant Essos, my Lord, if you ever need anything, just ask for Sergeant Essos of the Dalton Guard."

Braden smiled and held out his hand, “It was a good parting Sergeant, you and your men take care.”

The Sergeant looked at the proffered hand, then swelling with pride, he reached out and shook it firmly. When Braden turned to join the three women on the road, he saw the Sergeant staring at his palm in awe.

“Strange man,” Braden said.

"Lord’s only shake hands with men of equal station," Leesha said, snickering, "you just told that man you think either he is the same station as you, or that you’re the same as him. Look at him trying to figure it out," she laughed hard, and Druska shook her head, not quite getting it.

Emma was exhausted and quiet as they walked, and Braden wanted to go to her, but Druska was there, and from the way she was handling Emma, it looked like she knew what troubled the girl.

"I failed," Emma said, her face crumpling into tears.

"You did," Druska said, her tone causing Emma to flinch and look up, her tears drying in shock. Braden opened his mouth to give the alien woman a warning, but Leesha stopped him with a touch on his sleeve, her look halting his words, as she watched Druska with total confidence.

"You let our Master be hurt and attacked," Druska said, less harsh, "did you enjoy that?"

“No!” Emma said, her voice hurt and angry.

“Then what did you learn?” Druska said, her clear-eyed gaze boring deep into Emma’s red eyes.

“What?” The girl asked.

"Every failure that you survive is a lesson. If you learn nothing, then you truly have failed. So, tell me what you learned this morning."

Emma's face grew grave, and she looked off into the distance as they hiked down the road. "I wasn't paying attention to my surroundings," she said finally.

"That is a good lesson to learn," Druska said, nodding, "what else?"

“I hesitated when that magic first hit my mind. I… I didn’t want to hurt anyone, so I did nothing,” her voice was soft and ashamed.

“That is half the lesson.” Druska said, giving the girl no breaks, her hard glare boring into Emma’s face, “Finish it.”

"I…" the girl paused, thinking, her face opened up in realization, "I was scared once I realized I could
 hurt them, and then I hesitated.”

"Good," said Druska, with a warm smile for the girl, "this is your first lesson. You never before had to fear your own strength, and it paralyzed you. You mistook causing injury for defending yourself and those you love from harm. That hesitation nearly got our Master killed, and you taken from us."

Emma nodded, her face sad and ashamed.

"There is no shame in how you acted, you were not a warrior and not expected to think like one. You have just begun on this road, and already you have faced challenges far above what I did at your age," Emma scoffed at that, and Druska frowned, "You think I would lie for the sake of your feelings?" Her voice was harsh, and she stopped in the road, ignoring Leesha and Braden as they halted nearby, each silently watching this little drama unfold.

"I failed 73 times and learned 73 lessons, in my training. Do not let your pride get in the way of your wisdom, girl. Learn from your mistakes, so that it never happens again, and leave them in the past."

"But I don't want to fail again," Emma said, her voice quiet.

"That's why we train and practice," Druska said, turning back to the road, "now tell me exactly what the attack felt like and how you think you could have combatted it if you had acted quicker."

Emma spoke, and Druska asked pointed questions, and over time, the girl felt somewhat better, realizing that the capable rogue was right. She wasn't a warrior and couldn't have expected herself to react or act like one. She resolved to learn all she could from Druska so that she would be more prepared for the next battle.

It was a half-day hike to get to the dungeon entrance, and the sun was high overhead when they climbed up into the small wooded area. The trail was marked and easy to follow. Druska lead them up and around to a rock outcropping and tucked in the back, was an archway carved into the natural rock. At the top of the arch, it read: Level One
.

The group eyed each other grimly, having prepared themselves mentally on the climb up. When they stopped outside the entrance, Braden missed his little drone Scry-bot and resolved to create another when he had the time and extra resources. He worried that if he created another now, it would weaken him too much before their battle ahead.

They ate a small meal, going over their battle formations once more. Druska would lead as ever, followed by Braden, Emma, and Leesha taking up the rear. When they got into battle, Emma would fall back, or the three would form a triangle around the girl, with their backs to her. Druska hadn't had time to train her in the staff, and she would be useless as a fighter. However, her healing abilities would help her, and all of them stay alive.

“Are we ready?” Braden asked with grim determination.

The women all around him agreed, and with a firm nod to Druska, the graceful alien woman slipped beneath the arch, disappearing into the darkness. The others crept in behind her, feeling their fears magnify as the black closed in around them. Braden's increased efficacy with his powers, allowed him to see even more from his blades green pommel. Behind him, Emma's lustrous hair shone with a pale silver light, and her eyes faintly glowed in the darkness. Leesha sent small motes of crackling red light to hover about her, and her eyes gleamed with hunger as they stalked the tunnels.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The first battle was a quick and brutal affair. Druska had warned them of the cohort ahead, and as Braden led the charge into the vast cavern, she struck from the shadows, cutting through their leaders with ease. Her Vorpal blade sang in her hands as it sheered through steel, meat, and bone. The monsters were twisted and warped by some fell magic. Gnolls changed into some terrifying hybrid of death and beast. Tasting its first kill, the spirit within the Vorpal blade felt its righteous purpose for the first time. These creatures were perversions of nature, unholy corruptions of the natural. Anathema to all the Treants had stood for, for they had been guardians of the natural world.

A thrum of power coursed up Druska's arm, and she sensed the blade in her hand achieve a new skill; how, she didn't know, but against these creatures and any others tainted by the evil magics in the dungeons, or perhaps their source, her blade had increased efficacy. She laughed a mad laugh as she waded into the horde, blaster barking and blade carving a path of bloody destruction around her.

Braden cut the beasts down when they charged, using the Glyph he had managed to memorize from before, to take down many. The red lines traced in the air with force powers were crisper and cleaner after drinking the Soulsing tea, and he felt it use less of his power as he tore through the innards of beast after beast.

Leesha was in her element as she blasted the twisted-gnolls away with thick bolts of red lightning, and when one drew too close to her, she smiled wide and wove her hand at its face, freezing parts of its body in chunks of ice, as if her hand had been the whipping arm of a storm. Emma watched first in horror then with growing sadness. She could sense that these creatures were already dead, or at least their existences were so miserable and unnatural that death was preferable to this. She learned much watching her companions battle the monsters and proved her bravery by striking out at one beast that got to close, instead of running away from it.

When dozens of the creatures lay dead or dying, the party regrouped and searched the vast room, finding nothing but bits of trash and refuse. Then Druska led them off and through another cavern similar to the first, cutting down dozens more. The monsters were not difficult to kill, but it was exhausting work.

After the third cavern, they came across the remains of the first adventuring party. Braden felt nearly sick at the sight of their mostly eaten remains. What had been four large men and a smaller elf archer, lay scattered near the cook pots of the beast's camp. They didn't stop to search the area, so filthy and disgusting; it turned them all off. Braden scanned it for any magical signatures and saw none. With a muttered prayer, to any god that might be listening, he wished them what peace they could find in the afterlife.

Finding the entrance to the second level, they each dropped down. Braden had worried about how Emma would get down, but the girl just stepped off the edge, and as she fell, her hair fanned out wide, glowing faintly, it fluttered in the wind slowing her descent. She landed beside Druska at the bottom, with a small smile on her lips.

The second floor was much like the first, with large packs of monsters, only there was the occasional trap as well, that they had to avoid or disable. It was a battle of attrition Braden soon realized, and he warned the women to try and conserve their powers as best they could. He hoped, as they battled farther and farther and deeper and deeper, that he would learn more of swordplay or get some good battle experience out of it. Unfortunately, the only thing he felt he got from the battle, was more and more exhausted and drained of his powers.

It was on the third floor that they took their first injuries. Druska, exhausted, hadn't seen a warrior charging at her back and took a spear through the leg. Dropping to one knee in a scream of pain, she still managed to turn and slash at the creature, cleaving off one of its legs before stabbing it through the chest.

Braden and Emma battled their way to her side, and the young woman healed Druska in seconds. The wounds still pained her, and the healing took its toll on Emma's strength as well. Later, Leesha took an arrow in the side and another in her guts before she could summon her shield to bear. Again and again, exhaustion and lack of focus caused one of the parties to make some small mistake taking wounds that required Emma to heal them.

Their progress slowed to a crawl, and they found themselves hours later at the top of the fifth floor. Their thinking was fuzzy, and their limbs were limp and exhausted. They paused for a couple of hours there, taking turns napping and numbly eating hard biscuits and dried meat. On the third level, they had tried to take a full rest, but more monsters had come wandering in, from where, Druska couldn't say, but the longer they waited, the more came. Forcing them to continue or squander the small rest they’d gained.

The tell-tale scrape of a monster’s talon on stone warned the party that their current rest was coming to an end. With a sigh of exhaustion, Druska stepped to the edge of the pit and prepared to leap, glancing back at her loved ones, she saw their haggard expressions and recognized the danger.

"Keep your wits," she said, "remember our purpose." She waited until they each met her eyes, then with a final nod, she leaped out.

Her fingertips and toes brushed along the walls, as the shadows dragged at her body. Her descent was silent. She rolled over at the last moment landing in a crouch, her legs absorbing the momentum. She stood on the lee of a massive cavern and far off in the distance, really far in the distance, was a stone table lit by a brazier, with a small figure chained to it. Behind the table was a magical portal, similar to the exit portals they had used before.


This is it!
 She thought to herself, feeling a thrill of adrenaline course through her, even as exhaustion tried to drag her limbs down. Slipping out into the edges of the room, she nearly stepped out into empty darkness. Crouching low, she could make out the ground, which was a maze of intersecting paths between dark pits that fell into blackness. 

There was a loud snapping sound from high above, a whoosh,
 as of a great gush of air, and she stared up into the blackness, wary. Crackling energies told of her Master's approach, and she moved back to warn him of what she had heard. Just then, the shadows at her feet trembled, warning of a massive presence at her back. She struck the ground and rolled over the side of a walkway, gripping the edge and hanging down just as an immense form tore through the space she had been occupying less than a second before.

Her eyes witnessed a horror she could never have imagined. A head the size of a horse's torso, long wicked snout curving down, and hooked fangs twisting to snap at where she had stood. Then it was flying past, as two mighty claws struck the walkway, nearly dislodging her grip. She began to pull herself up, but a long sinuous tail smashed the walkway again, sweeping the surface clear and crushing two of her fingers into the stone, bone splintering.

With a grunt of pain, she rolled onto the stone and pulled her blaster, sending three shots up at the roaring, flying beast. The plasma bolts illuminated a skeletal torso of blackened bone and tattered flesh. She scrambled back to Braden's side, even as Emma landed beside him. Her Master was looking to the darkness above his face hard.

"What is that?" He asked, never taking his eyes from the sky. Druska described what she had seen as Emma laid hands on her fingers, straightening bone and knitting flesh, as her hair pulsed with a faint light.

"A fucking Dragon?" Braden said in exasperation, as Leesha landed behind them, in a storm of crackling red energy. The small elf was breathing heavy, the skin on her face slack with exhaustion. When she heard Braden's words, she sagged against the wall.

“How are we going to kill an undead dragon?” Leesha asked of no one in particular.

"She is there, my Lord," Emma said, pointing to the stone altar, "and the portal to escape this dreadful place is just beyond. We don’t have to kill the creature."

"She's right," Druska said, nodding, "our best hope is to get across without fighting if we can avoid it."

A scratching, scuttling sound from deep in the pit, drew their gazes, and far on the edge of their light, a skeletal hand reached up climbing towards them. The rest of the creature’s desiccated corpse coming into view in a blink. Then another hand beside it and on the other side of the pit, beneath the other walkway, more of the skeletons climbed free.

"Quickly!" Braden called, "Druska lead the way, let's stay close together."

They ran along the narrow path, careful of their footing on the stone. The whole cavern was honeycombed with the twisting winding walkways. They turned at the first intersection as a boney hand reached up to snatch at Braden's ankle, he shook the leg, breaking the grip and kicked the jawless skull, cracking dry bone and sending the skeleton flying back and down. More hands pulled at them, and their progress slowed to a crawl as they beat back the undead. The creatures climbed fore and aft, filling the walkways with their jerky movements, boney feet pounding towards the party.

The snap of wings overhead was all the warning Braden got, and he lifted his blade, exhaustion dragging him down as the blue shield of force sprang up overhead. The crash of the dragon's talon upon his shield crushed him into the stone floor, and he felt his head pounding as the strain tore at his mind. He screamed out as the second talon struck, then the beast was standing on the walkway and rearing high, it came down with the force to crush buildings. Braden's shield flashed brilliant blue, trembling beneath the onslaught.

Four coruscating bolts of red and black energy tore at the beast’s snout, ripping free fist-sized chunks of bone. More, peppered it across the chest and torso, as Leesha threw her remaining strength at it, ignoring the grasping claws that threatened to tear her down. Druska slashed and hacked around them, trying to clear a path, but the undead just kept coming, climbing up all around them and charging her from down the path. The spider-like fingers dug into her skin, pulling and tearing at her. 

Emma stood amid chaos and felt her heart breaking at the storm of tortured souls around them. She didn't see skeletal corpses, with empty horror-filled eye sockets and grasping talons, but instead saw, once living souls, trapped and enchanted into slavery. One small skeleton slipped past Leesha and stabbed its iron-hard bones into her thigh. She let the light within her heal the wound, even as she struck with her staff to bat it away. Feeling something strange as her inner light touched the creature, the healing energy tore through the skeleton separating soul from flesh. It halted, as if frozen, and her staff shattered it to dust. She yelped in surprise, then turned to the army of undead, and her Master's flickering blue shield above — her face hardening with resolve; she knew what she had to do.

Braden felt the trickle of blood trailing down from his ears, and he saw their deaths coming, as the gargantuan undead dragon reared back for another attack. He poured all he had into the shield but just then felt, more than saw, a warm silver aura fill the area. Glancing over, he saw Emma, shining with an inner light. Her face was calm and peaceful as she gazed out at the dark horde of death. Raising one hand, she whispered something even as a brilliant light shot out from her palm piercing through the undead before them.

The creatures halted in motion and then burst into clouds of dry dust. The girl turned her palm just as the dragon struck down, and as its claw came close to Braden's shield, entering that brilliant silver light, the bone cracked and sizzled.

A dry scream rattled from the dragon’s depths as it pulled back, hooked snout screaming to the heavens. Emma let her arm sweep entirely around, and the walkway before them cleared, a dozen skeleton bursting into dust in a heartbeat. She wore a beatific smile on her face as her eyes met Braden's, then he saw those gorgeous silver eyes roll up into her skull as exhaustion stole the girl under.

He caught her before she struck the ground, cradling her to his chest and turned to Druska and Leesha as he ran forward.

“Come! Quickly while there's an opening!" The alien woman didn't need telling twice, she dashed forward, her Vorpal blade cutting the final path, through a half dozen or so of the skeletons, as they reached the stone altar.

The girl lay unconscious, and as Braden hefted Emma over one shoulder, he used the last of his strength to toss the young woman over the other. The magic within leaped into him, alive once again and seeking a way out, when his fingers grazed her. The young woman was slight and thin, with black hair cut short and adorable, nearly elven features. She must be in her early twenties Braden guessed, and looking almost dead with her pallid gray skin and dark sunken eyes. Leesha was blasting skeletons off the ledge behind them, watching the skies, her gaze fixed upon something.

“Hurry!” she cried, her elven features straining, “It’s going to attack again!”

Druska pushed Braden through the exit, Leesha following on his heels. He collapsed onto a marble floor, his muscles feeling like water as blood dripped from his nose and ears, head pounding at the strain he had put himself through. He lay Emma and the girl down, as Druska and Leesha stumbled in behind him. It was their tense muscles that caused him to look up and see the ring of three dozen guardsmen. All holding crossbows pointed at them. Behind the guards, stood a tall wicked looking woman who cackled evilly.


Chapter Thirty

"You see Indolo," the tall woman said triumphantly, her laughter cutting off abruptly, "the plan worked perfectly! Like flies to honey, the fools exhausted themselves before springing the trap."

A slender, cruel faced man stepped out from behind a pillar, drawing a long-curved blade, sparkling with magic. All around the room pairs stepped from behind pillars. One from each, wore robes that matched the woman's, and Braden knew he was looking at Bond Mage's and their Bonded arrayed against them.

Glancing down, he saw Emma's eyes flutter open weakly, and as her eyes met his, a small smile form on her lips, and with a wink, she reached out and took hold of his ankle.

“Don’t hurt my girl,” said a bored nasally voice, and Braden saw a small man dressed in outlandish court clothes sniff a white handkerchief, his eyes staring at the girl on the ground, then they opened wide when he saw Emma, "My prize is here! Oh, what joy!"

"Shut up, Duke," the tall woman said with a wave of her hand, "I have a message from my mistress, Harem Mage: We will meet across the veil
.” Then her smile turned wide as she shouted, “Fire!” At the same time, a flash of silver light blinded nearly everyone in the room.

Emma drew the last of her power from deep within and added all her love and faith in this man who’d carried her free of the darkest pits of the world… twice. Her final act of the battle was to give nearly all of that strength to him. As consciousness left her, she could only hope they wouldn’t think her a coward for leaving them to fight alone.

Everything seemed to happen at once for Braden. Bond Mage Helga screamed, and Emma flashed, blinding the room, all except for him who happened to be staring in her eyes. Power and energy flooded him, beating back much of his exhaustion. He realized that time, was the issue. Gritting his teeth, he reached deep within his power and through the blade, took that most difficult of threads, Time. Few could see, let alone touch the thread itself, and the dangers were untold. However, Braden didn’t need to break time.

He gripped the thread with his iron will. It felt like grabbing a rope with bare hands when you're falling down a cliff. Time ripped free of his grip, the world stuttering for one agonizing heartbeat as blood trickled from one of his ears afresh. Feeling like his teeth might crack from clenching his jaw so tight, he forced his mental grip back in place, slowly this time. Time burnt through his mind like the rope through a hand.

The world slowed around him. Men were turning their heads back, blinking away the flash and righting their crossbows, even as two went off, the bolts seeming to move in slow motion. Each bolt flew towards Druska, and his heart cried out as her death flew towards her. His will was iron, his grip on time precise. Reaching out a hand, he touched Druska, bringing her into his bubble of time, feeling his mind buckling under the strain.

The woman felt herself torn, soul from the body, and then she was staggering to the side, everything frozen around her.

"Go!" Her Master cried, and she could see he was under some terrible strain, face red, neck corded, as if he were holding a great weight.


Not frozen,
 she thought slow!


Druska wasn’t one to hesitate when given an opportunity. The Vorpal blade was in her hand faster than thought. A step to the side and the edge, passed across the first guardsmen's throat. Quick feet brought her in a tight turn, arm swinging as three more throats were slit. She spun on the toe of her foot and dashed up the line of men, movements, a thing of precision and beauty that only Braden could appreciate. Launching herself from her toes, she took a long sweeping strike through the men. Limbs, torsos, and throats were parting ever so gently and slowly as she dashed past.

"AAAAHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!" Braden felt like his brain would rip free of his body, and his flesh tear free of his skeleton as he struggled to maintain the grip. He felt something in his mind bending, just on the edge of cracking, and released the grip all at once. Time snapped back into place, throwing him back a half dozen feet in his speeded-up momentum.

Druska too, flew across the room, her big leap turning more into a hurl. She tucked her legs, rolling end over end and hit the opposite wall on soft feet. Ten heartbeats for her, one half for the world, and more than thirty dead. She smiled to herself as she launched herself at the small man and his sparkling blade.

To those in the room, it looked as though the woman in black leather smeared — her form blurring around the room faster than the eye could track. In a heartbeat, she was flying across the room to land just behind Indolo. The man spun to meet her attack with a snarl. Fountains of blood sprayed in her wake and limbs spun free, the cries of the maimed and dying erupting even as the hero in the center of the room screamed out.

The four Bond Mages around the room were stunned. They had all felt the thread of time itself ripped free, mastered even if for a moment by this man’s titanic will. His eyes were bloodshot and baleful, as he stood up from the two seemingly lifeless bodies on the ground.

A weak cry of fear from the Duke in the corner cut through the frozen moment, then the small elf was weaving her hands in a glyph, and the Bond Mages and their Bonded reacted immediately. Three fled backward, inscribing quick glyphs, dark portals of swirling energy appearing at their backs. As they stepped in, their Bonded defending them from Leesha's attacks. Then the Bonded followed the mages through the portals, winking out as well.

“No!” Cried Helga in rage as she raked an attack of fire and force at Braden.

He deflected it to the side with his blade, feeling its sizzling heat as it seared his shoulder. He ran forward with exhausted lumbering steps and engaged the woman, his flagging strength barely breaking her enraged attacks. He felt her mind rip at his soul, invisible attacks that struck without warning. He defended by instinct, feeling the invisible blows rain down even as she struck with a lance of fire, trying to get past his defending blade.

"No! I have come so close!" She cried out in rage, "Mistress! Aid me!"

Druska danced around the room, her and the slender man's blades flickering at one another faster than thought. Their lives hanging on a moment as they moved by instinct, each reverting to training and forms the other couldn't recognize. Sparks showered the air when their blades met. Druska was frustrated time and again, as some of her attacks, designed to cut through weapons, were foiled.

The spirit within her blade kept the ancient weapon intact, as Indolo's powerful weapon struck with shattering blows. His attacks seemed intended to destroy his opponent's weapon as much his enemy. His skill matched hers, and each was rewarded as red wounds appeared on their opponent, but neither paused for words nor celebrating, their focus never wavering.

Leesha cackled as she struck with both hands at the pair who had charged instead of retreating. She stood over the unconscious forms of Emma, who she adored and had saved their lives down in that dark hell, and some useless nitwit. After ripping the weapon out of a gorgeous but stupid Bonded man’s hands she blasted him back with arcs of power. The man’s Bond Mage, hurled fire at Leesha which she defected with a feral grin. Glancing down she snapped her fingers before the new girl's face.

Dark brown eyes blinked open, confusion fogging them. Then Leesha was forced to defend, as the tall awkward Bond Mage shot another lance of sickly yellow-green energy at her. Then, again and again, she deflected the blows, her crackling red shield shrinking with each attack.

“I… I saw you in a dream…” the girl said in a soft voice.


Useless!
 Leesha thought, So much for that.


"You save me… my father… oh, father, what have you done…" the girl's voice was soft and sad.

"We haven't saved anything!" Leesha screamed down at the girl, causing her to flinch back from the angry violet eyes that smoked and glowed with an inner light, "If you can fight, we could use the help."

The rage winked out, and she grinned hard at the girl, turning into a snarl as she clawed the air, striking out at the Bond Mage who reeled back deflecting the tearing red force claws with a small shield of sickly green light.

The small cute face, with its folded eyelids, button nose, and adorable dimples, hardened into an almost comical look of grim determination. Leesha would have laughed if the girl didn't immediately hop to her feet and dash forward on wobbly but quick legs. One small hand snatching up a shield and the other a spear, then she charged the Bonded who had not yet retrieved his blade. The girl screamed in fear and anger, as she launched herself forward, shield out and body lined up behind it perfectly, smashing into the man, her spear spinning away from her grasp.


Stupid!
 Leesha thought, then shaking her head, the girl sure is brave.
 Her form had been excellent, as well.

The Bond Mage struck at her again, and Leesha focused on the tall ugly woman. She threw missiles of magic, swirling red fire twisted with dark necromancy, that ripped holes in the woman’s shield, blasting her body to bits. She cackled in triumph, turning her head to check on the girl and saw her straddling the Bonded. Stabbing a dagger down into his throat, over and over again in a frenzy of rage.

Druska was hard-pressed by the lightning-quick warrior she fought. Her face streaming sweat and twisted in worry, a wild slash exposed her sword, and he struck it. She rolled, coming up with an empty hand, and he smiled cruelly as he reached up to hack her down. He froze there in shock as the blood suddenly blossomed down his chest. Her black Vorpal sword shimmered into visibility once more, held in her outstretched hands.

She had not lost the weapon; she had willed it invisible and thrust the blade into his heart. With a flick of her wrist, her sword withdrew and passed through his neck. The beautiful and cruel face was frozen in shock as the head spun free of his collapsing body. She turned just in time to see Braden strike Helga down, and she collapsed to her knees, her face a cruel mask of rage. 
Druska
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 reached down and took the man's long curved blade in her other hand, liking the weight of the thrumming weapon.


“I promise you will regret-,” his blade exploded out the back of her neck, cutting off her words.


Never let the villain have the last words
, he thought grimly.

He staggered around, barely keeping his feet as he surveyed the battlefield. Braden heard the distant sound of a bell ringing, and a small familiar window appeared in the air before him with glowing golden words:

CONGRATULATIONS!

HAREM MAGE – Level 6

Powers:

IRON WILL

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX


Chapter Thirty-One

With all that had just happened, he could barely register the prompt, but he filed away the fact of the new power "Iron Will", whatever that was. In the wake of the prompt, he felt his exhaustion fade somewhat, and stood straighter, going over to check on Emma and the rest.

Druska arrived, streaming blood from a half dozen deep slices and carrying Indolo’s magical blade. Leesha limped over with the small dark-haired girl, giving her an approving look. Braden nodded to the girl, a stirring of something in his breast when he saw her adorable face break into a shy grin. He would have called her ancestry Asian if not for the fact that he’d left earth far behind. His concern drove him to kneel and place a gentle hand on Emma's brow. He quested into her with the little strength remaining him and found her in a deep trancelike rest.

"Is the angel ok?" Asked a shaky voice as the poppin-jay peeked from around one of the corner pillars.

"You!" The young woman screamed.

The man gave a scream of fright when she hefted her shield, and then he turned and dashed up into the building. Druska smiled and slipped off after him, walking back into the massive underground hall a few seconds later with the man unconscious and slung over her shoulder. Meanwhile, Leesha had ransacked the corpses, stripping several baubles and pouches of coins from the Bond Mages and bonded.

It took hours to sort everything out. The girl introduced herself as Mina, daughter of the late Duke. Two dead Bond Mages, along with their Bonded and a shackled Duke, were not something the guards had been prepared to deal with. Druska feared more enemies hidden in the castle or within the ranks of guards. However, there was no higher authority present, the captain and his lieutenants having died in the first attack by Druska. The castle garrison now stood less than half its strength, and those men stood uneasy now in the bailey beneath Druska's ever-watchful eye.

Braden had called for healers and asked the servants to set up a cot there outside the castle for Emma. There were whispers from servants and a few of the guardsmen. As the whispers spread, the guards who had been uneasy, now watched the group of exhausted, bloody adventurers with new respect and awe.

“Guardsman,” Braden called to one, who looked a bit sharper than the others, “do you know a Sergeant Essos?”

“Aye, sir… Mage sir, he is in charge of the Wall Gate, sir,” the man’s teeth clicked shut as he halted his tongue before it could ramble.

"Bring him here," Braden ordered, and the man saluted, fist to heart, and then dashed off.

Healers came and patched up what wounds they could, and the windows and arrow slits above, filled with wide-eyed whispering faces. Leesha pulled out Emma's pack and dug through it, pulling free ingredients and the small special pouch of leaves. She knelt and pressed her forehead to the ground, whispering a prayer to the elven gods and then began her preparations.

"The girl is a warrior," Druska said, standing beside Braden and looking down at the peacefully unconscious face of Emma, "she fought as hard and as bravely, in her way, as any."

Braden nodded and pulled the green-skinned woman close, her head resting on his shoulder for a moment, wishing she could give him her remaining strength as Emma had. She felt his legs tremble, and he locked them in place, standing straighter before walking over to the shackled Duke.

"You have some explaining to do," he said, and Mina, came to stand at Braden’s side, her arms folded across her slender chest.

“I had no choice! The witch would have killed me!” He said in a wheedling voice.

“She almost killed me!” Mina yelled at him.

"Sweetling, you were never in any real danger, she promised me!" He said, his hands held up, imploring her.

"You trusted her?" Braden said, cocking his head, and the small man snapped his mouth shut with a grimace seeing the trap he was in. "And what were your plans with Emma?"

“I didn’t know she was yours Harem Mage, I swear it! My agents reported the girl, that she would be perfect for the pens… I mean for a servant!”

"The pens?" Druska asked, her fingers tapping her blaster hilt dangerously.

"It's nothing!" The man said, and his daughter got a sick look on her face.

“Step-Father,” she said softly, “what have you been doing?”

“I am the Duke!” He snarled, “I do as I please! Guards, free me and slay these imposters, I command you!”

"Sir," said one of the guardsmen with a sickly expression, "he keeps girls down in the caverns below the keep… there are special guards, but we hear rumors… he and that Indolo," the man spit to the side, "been kidnapping girls for years, or so we suspect, could never prove nothin'."

Ten minutes later, the Sergeant arrived, huffing and puffing from running across the city with a squad of guardsmen. Braden informed him of all that had happened to them since they left the city, his words loud for all the dozens listening to the tale. There were gasps of alarm and surprise at parts of the story, and he found the crowd warming to them as he spoke. The crowd gasped in disbelief when Braden mentioned the betrayal of the Bond Mage and how several had escaped, their identities secret. When he finished describing the end of Helga and her Bonded Indolo, there was a great uproar and cheering from the crowd, and a couple of old servants even danced a little jig.

The Sergeant took charge, ordering his men to lock the Duke up in a tower to await trial in the imperial court, and free those still held in his ‘pens’. A dozen minor nobles declared that they should rule in the Duke's stead. Braden could see little to be admired in the fawning bootlicks, so he sent out a guardsman on a fast horse, with orders to return with his charge as soon as possible. Mina remained silent and watchful through the proceedings.

Turning to survey the gathered group, he saw that all eyes were on him, grimacing, he drew himself to his full height and settled a hand on the hilt of his sword and addressed the people.

"You are afraid and unsure of your futures," his voice was deep and faint, but it rang out in the quiet, reaching every ear, "as are we all. You have been blind to the evil in your midst, either willfully or through ignorance, and that is no excuse!" His anger washed over them, leaving shame in its wake, "You can atone by your deeds this day and every day forward!" His eyes fell on the small young woman who they had rescued, and he saw tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

“There is an evil walking this land, a Dark Queen, and she has sunk her talons deeply into this world, exploiting the greed of others. Guard your souls against her, do not shatter the world your forefathers built. Come together and forge it anew! Join me in this fight against darkness!”

The people cheered at first, ragged, then with growing joy and pride as cries of "Harem Mage! Braden! Melinda! Harem Mage!" came from all sides. They went back to their work with renewed vigor, abuzz with all that had happened. The tale spread throughout the town, and there were small pockets of jubilation at the news of Helga and Indolo's death. Mounting fear and worry in others at the thought of Bond Mage’s turning against the Empire.

Braden oversaw the servants, as they moved Emma to a soft bed in a giant sweet of rooms. He thanked the healers, but ushered them out of the room and closed the door, grateful for the moment of peace as he turned back to find Druska and Leesha looking down on the sleeping girl. Mina sat in a chair in the corner, her eyes tracking Braden as he walked over to the bed. The girl had been silent and thoughtful since his speech, but she hadn't gone more than a dozen feet from his side, no matter the looks Druska and Leesha shot at her. Leesha had carried a cloth-covered tray up from the courtyard and set it down on a side table.

"She will wake?" Druska asked her voice, concerned.

"In a moment," Leesha said, moving over to the table and drawing back the cloth; beneath were five small cups steaming with the vibrant green tea. The gentle scent was wafting on the air easing their breaths and hearts. She shared the cups around to everyone except Mina. Braden sipped his and felt the warm liquid settle deep in his stomach, spreading out through his whole being and integrating the power he had acquired with his ability to access it.

“Hey! Why don’t I get one?” Mina asked.

“You are… not yet… Bonded,” came Emma’s soft sweet voice.

"Emma!" Druska said, moving up to the bed quickly. The rest did as well, the first sip of tea had brought the girl around, and now she sat up slowly, Leesha passing her the cup, and she gratefully accepted it.

“Good job… with the tea Leesha,” she smiled at the elf. Leesha blushed at the praise, then realized she was easily five times as old as the girl and scowled at herself before smiling behind her cup as she sipped. Pleased none the less.

“Bonded?” The young woman said, the hope barely hidden in her voice, “You’re not going to lock me up like my step-father?”

“It’s your decision,” Braden said, “but to join in our quest is to leave your old family behind for a new one.”

"You fight the evil that was behind today?" She asked, standing and moving over.

“We fight all who oppose good and right,” Druska said firmly, her glorious green eyes flashing.

"We are united by love," Leesha said, standing beside Druska, her violet eyes dangerous and inviting, "and bonds of faith."

"We are the light of the world," Emma said, her eyes a haunting silver glow in her gorgeous face as she stood from the bed, helped up by Druska and Leesha, "and I sense you will make a worthy sister."

"I…" Mina’s voice choked with emotion, "I've been so alone… my Lord Harem Mage, if not this, then I don't know why I exist. I trained for so long but with no purpose but my own protection. Please, I would give anything to join you."

Braden held out his hand, certain now what had to be done, feeling the blood and magic do their work. His desire flooded in, just as his spear grew into steely hardness. She lifted one delicate hand; her eyes uncertain but hopeful as their fingers touched. Her pupils dilated, and she gasped out when she felt the thrumming power within this tall, handsome man. She felt it reverberate within her, hard and strong. The hole in her soul was calling out for its missing part. Then she was laying back, her gentle gasps of pleasure filling the room as her lord drew off her silky garments and peeled away her delicate panties. She reached down, covering her shame, face turning aside, but he moved her hands with gentle fingers, and then heaven itself lit a fire in her loins. His tongue traced across her most delicate parts, and soon she was singing to the heavens in joy, her little fists gripping the sheets.

She could take no more. Her body, having never know the touch of a man, was about to burst. Then he was upon her, his movements certain, and touch gentle. She parted for him and her cries of pleasure rang out through the whole keep. Servants picking up their heads with wide eyes, blushing and avoiding each other’s gaze, as the truth of what they heard struck home.

She was completed, as he deposited his seed within, stretched so deliciously around him, the comforting weight of his muscular body holding her down. She felt the magic rush through her, iron-hard limbs cracking out and snapping the best posts as she writhed in ecstasy. The glorious heroes had saved her and bonded her. She would be their shield till her dying breath, the first blink of action to knock back their foes.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Braden stood and watched for the fourth time as the magic took root. His breathing coming in gasps, and he struggled to keep his feet as the last of his strength left him. Druska was at his side; her slender, strong arms guiding him into the next room. She laid him back on the large mattress and stripped off the remainder of his clothing. He was asleep before she finished, and she drew thick blankets over him, turning to find Leesha and Emma watching with gentle smiles from the door.

"Now we are four," Druska said feeling fierce pride at her Master's powers. The girl had acted quickly and bravely in the fight and looked like she had some training, and now strength. She would make an excellent addition to the harem.

Braden woke the next morning to find a long list of decisions and orders the Sergeant and lesser nobles hadn't wanted to make, for fear of angering the Harem Mage. Thankfully, he was able to put all of them off until his guest arrived. He ordered the men away after ordering the guardsmen to send the petitioners home. The imperial bureaucracy was more than capable of running the functions of the town without input from nobility, who it seemed they mostly ignored anyway. He left the guards with orders to tell him when the guardsman he had sent away returned. He had been careful so far, to never issue an order straight out to anyone of rank, such as other nobility or councilors. There were hidden currents of imperial politics, and he was blind to them all and wished to remain removed as much as possible.

Emma had prepared cups of tea and the four women sat around the coffee table, looking radiant in their clean clothes, having bathed in the tubs of hot water the servants provided. Braden took his seat and sipped his tea, feeling his whole body relax as the magical warming liquid took effect. He glanced over to Mina and felt a thrill of pleasure at the sight of the adorable slender young woman. She moved with grace that belied the tremendous strength she now possessed, and her alabaster skin was hard as armor.


We have our Warrior
, Braden thought with amusement, and she looks nothing like the part.
 She had trained in secret since she was a child — a form of protection from assassins and love for the sport of it. Her father had encouraged it and after her mother's marriage to the new Duke, Mina had continued the training in secret. The spear and round shield she had taken from the keep's armory stood beside Emma's staff along the wall. The girl had professed a love of all hand to hand weapons, taking particular interest in Druska's blade, though she had been respectful.

“Should we talk about our plans?” Druska asked.

“The plan hasn’t changed,” Braden reassured her, “we have even more reason to go to the Elvish lands than before. Emma wished to share the recipe for her rediscovered tea, and we need the elves' information on glyph magic. If yesterday taught us anything, it’s that we can’t afford to bumble around in the dark anymore.”

"We have to find out who the Dark Queen is and what she wants," Leesha said, frowning, "If we don't know what motivates her, then we will be fighting blind and reacting to her forever."

“I agree,” said Druska, “we must strike back once we know our enemy.”

“She is the Mistress of Death,” Emma said softly, her calm gaze drawing their curious looks, “I felt her cold evil power animating the creatures in the dark pit.”

Mina sat pressed back in her chair, glancing around, her eyes widening as she realized the world-shattering quests they were on. Braden turned his calm gaze to her, and she felt herself laid bare before those gorgeous blue eyes. Her heart fluttered as memories of their time together the night before, drifted at the back of her thoughts.

“Mina, do you have anything to add?” Braden asked her, his rich soothing voice draining away her shyness.

"My father has a ship that is simple to sail. We could make it to elven lands in time for your festival Leesha, with time to spare." Braden smiled broadly, and she felt her heart swell.

"That sounds like an excellent plan," he turned to Druska and the other ladies, "Any objections?" They had plenty, of course, but they worked through them together, and soon, the ladies began to plan what they would need for the several week journey. Braden had a sudden thought and turned to Mina.

“This ship requires a crew?”

"It can be managed by a hand or two, and I know how to work it," she said.

“So,” Braden said, “it would just be the five of us, alone at sea?”

“Oh yes,” Mina purred, her eyelids drooping down in dark promise, “just us… all alone… with no one to hear or see what we might get up to or interrupt us.”

"I like this plan more and more," Druska nodding, her reservations fading fast.

“Alone, except for the occasional Kraken," said Leesha in an offhand comment looking at her nails, “or pirates. Probably some pirates.”

“Don’t encourage her,” Emma admonished Leesha before they shared grins.

"It's settled then." Braden said. There was a knock at the door, and he called for them to enter. The door opened, and a slender hunched figure shuffled in pushed by a guardsman.

"You wanted this man, my Lord Harem Mage?" The guard asked, and several other guardsmen poked their heads in, trying to get a peek.

“Yes, bring Sergeant Essos and the Head Clerk please.” The man saluted and marched off.

"How are you, Simon? I hope I haven't troubled you too much." Braden said with a charming smile.

"I was in the middle of my counting, when the brute said I was to come immediately. Didn't even get a chance to pack a snack," the brilliant young man complained as he straightened out his rumpled coat then he gulped, when Braden looked up and remembered to whom he addressed, bowing low, "Forgive me, my Lord, I meant no offense."

“No forgiveness necessary Simon. In fact, it is I who must ask your forgiveness.” Braden said.

“My Lord?” The young man said cocking his head.

"You see, we have pressing business in the land of the elves and must leave as soon as we possibly can." He motioned to the walls around him, "But there is no one to run this place, and I have to admit to some responsibility there, ahh Sergeant and Head Clerk Foxel, thank you for joining us."

The sergeant stood at attention, and beside him stood a tall blond girl with a willowy frame and keen-eyed gaze. Simon glanced at the two and did a double take at the girl, swallowing deep. She glanced at him, her cheeks blushing before she turned away, smiling slightly.

“I’m glad I have you all here, I wanted to tell you that we’ll be taking the former Duke’s vessel,” he turned to Mina asking her with look.

"The Mighty Oar," she said helpfully, her pale cheeks blushing.

"Right," Braden said, "we shall be sailing in a couple days on The Mighty Oar. I would appreciate it if the acting Duke would sell us the necessary supplies."

“Uhh Sir,” said the sergeant, “who is the acting Duke?”

"Why Simon here, of course," Braden said, "I can't think of a smarter nor more capable set of hands to run this dutchy until the Empire finds a replacement."

"Sir!" Said Simon, his voice high pitched. Braden ignored his protest, turning it to the Head Clerk.

“I believe you have the relevant documents?”

"Yes, Sir!" The young woman said, and she pulled a thin, packed of yellow parchment from behind her back and laid them down on the coffee table, "transfer of custody and declaration of a state of emergency title transfer."

"But those are… My Lord," Simon said, his voice shocked.

"Simon," Braden said, his voice a whip crack of command that caused the young man to look at him, "these lands have seen mismanagement and corrupted for far too long. Can you think of another who would serve better? If so, name her or him now."

Simon's mouth closed, and he looked from around the room at the gorgeous and powerful women flanking Braden, then at the sergeant and finally at the head clerk. The truth was he knew what needed doing, how to keep the streets clean, trade flowing, and the harvests brought in. He just never in his life had wanted the job.

“Congratulations?” The clerk said with a hopeful smile.

"Thank you," Simon said with a sigh of acceptance, then he took the quill signing the documents, as Braden clapped him on the back.

The smallfolk already spoke of the tale. The rumors had begun months before. Starting as a whisper on the wind. The Harem Mage came and defeated the evil rulers and replaced them with wise and capable ones. Dalton would undergo a healing, as it reckoned with the darkness wrought beneath the castle, and the Empire would prosecute their wayward Duke. But what of the Bond Mages, whispered fearful voices, what of their treachery and service to darker powers? None dared say what all worried; that if the Bond Mages, heart of the Empire's strength, were in league with evil, then all might be lost.


Epilogue

In truth, there was little for Braden and company to prep for their voyage. Instead of the quest bounty, which would have been paid by the imprisoned former Duke, the town of Dalton saw fit to outfit them with whatever they needed for the trip.

Braden found himself in their rooms in the late afternoon, staring out an arrow slit at the town beyond. His quiet contemplation broken by a hand upon his shoulder and the warm presence of Druska by his side. He turned his head and they shared a glance, saying much without words as the slow smiles lit their faces. Lost children from different worlds, they had found one another. Her strength and clarity of purpose were a bulwark against his insecurities, just as his iron will and honor, were hers.

As the sun sank beneath the horizon and dark stole into the room, their lips met, and arms folded one another into a warm embrace. The soft kiss grew in heat, and soon they were falling upon the bed, having shed their clothes en route. Once they were on the soft mattress, the down blankets cradling them together in a cocoon of warmth, their desperation cooled, slow, graceful fingers traced each other's bodies. Braden enjoyed the perfection of Druska's body as he never could before, taking his time, free from prying ears or stress. They made love in full appreciation of what a miracle their meeting was.

In the end, as they lay panting, holding each other close, not wanting to miss a second of skin on skin contact, they spoke of their hope and dreams, their life's joys and tragedies. Then they slept, and, in their dreams, they flew through the heavens together.

Braden woke the next morning with the strange feeling of being watched. He stirred on his back, his eyes blinking, and saw a sight out of heaven itself arrayed around him. Four smiling faces, glancing from one to another, then back down at him. They sat nude with their legs folded to one side, each more perfect than the last.

"We wanted to speak with you, Master," Druska said.

Leesha tapped his hip with one finger, “There is something we require of you.”

“Something we wish of each other,” Emma said with a look at Leesha, the small elf winked at the buxom blond who grinned back.

"To…" began Mina hesitantly, glancing at Druska and then back to Braden, "to reaffirm our love for one another."

“What is it?” Braden said, not sure he could deny these women anything.

“We wish to meet like this,” Druska said, “all the First Wives and our Master and let no darkness stand between any of us. As regularly as we are able.”

“To breed!” Said Leesha with a laugh as she launched herself at Braden, he wrapped his arms around her, feeling her slender waist as he pulled her to his side, his lips brushing hers, taking just a taste of the soft pink flesh.

"That sounds like heaven itself," Braden said, "and yes, of course, I would say yes!"

Leesha pulled his lips back to hers, and his strong hand cupped her pert firm butt close. Even as his other hand drew Mina to his other side, he turned his head and locked eyes with the slender young woman. She was like a willow in his arm, light and gentle, fluttering fingers on his cheeks as her lips brushed his. Then the fire was lit in her, and the gentle fingers pressed him down, suddenly strong as iron.

Beside them, Emma had Druska on her back, the girl in awe of the green-skinned aliens' body and physiology. Her fingers traced skin, and her hair pulsed, as magic danced through Druska. The confident rogues’ eyes wide and body trembling, nipples tight and hard as her toes curled in a blistering orgasm, just from the girl's hands upon her thighs and hips. Druska collapsed, looking up at sweet innocent Emma, feeling like a first-year, up against a gargantuan undead dragon. Sure, this battle was already lost, but she would go down fighting. Her fingers slid through the young woman's glorious hair even as her thick lips grazed Druska's neck.

They spent hours together upon the kingly mattress, reaffirming and renewing their vows of fellowship and love. Far to the east, the darkness grew, reaching out a cold hand that worked its insidious fingers into the very roots of life itself — waiting for the moment when it could clinch its fist and tear their world apart.

To Be Continued…
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[KT1]
Adding this sentence after you are talking about Braden and Helga, is confusing, since you go back to Braden and Helga immediately after. It becomes confusing who you are referring to in the below quote. You can change “his blade” to “Braden’s blade” and then all is good in the world. ��


Or you can move this sentence to right before “She turned just in time to see Braden…”
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