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Chapter One

Leaving Dalton was not as simple as Braden first hoped. He was spared the headache of dealing with the nobility and bureaucracy after installing Simon as Duke, but only if he agreed to attend a ball in his honor.

At first, he feared that having the leader of the Duchy suddenly imprisoned, and a minor scribe installed in his stead, would cause riots or a revolt amongst the nobility, but the people of the empire took it in stride. Mina informed him that such chaos, though rare in sleepy Dalton, was common in other parts of the Empire.

Most of the upper nobility believed Simon to be a puppet of one imperial faction or another. They were happy to welcome him into their game of politics, seeing the unsophisticated young man as an easy mark. Each looking for opportunity or angle. 

Three days after defeating the rogue Bond Mages, Braden found himself in an uncomfortable chair listening to stuffy speeches. Tilting a heavy, jeweled goblet and inhaling the fine wine’s aroma, he took a slow sip, savoring the earthy notes it left on his tongue. Rolling the heavy gold and gemstone encrusted cup between his fingers, he mused a family of four could probably survive for years from what he could make if he sold it. 

Laid out before him was a wide variety of dishes, from grilled goat in a spicy sauce, to white fish of some kind, poached in butter, and drizzled with lemon. He had been sampling from them all night, his plate piled high with vegetables of a similar variety to what he might find on E
arth. If he closed his eyes as he chewed, Braden could imagine it was squash, carrots, or something else close to what he knew.

He was trying his best to ignore the procession of pompous nobles, making their way to the front of the great hall all evening, droning on about their greatness and glory. Little of what they said was true, and their unctuous manners grated on his nerves, leaving his temper on a low boil.

The current fatuous oaf extolling the virtues of the Harem Mage was Lord Bollivarvar, a confidant, and friend of the former Duke. The man had managed to avoid any of the fall-out that had taken down half the court when the old Duke’s dirty secrets were laid bare. The man had only grown wealthier as a result of the reshuffled government in Dalton.

The woman sitting to Braden’s left sensed his growing anger and reached out with a gentle hand, resting it on his forearm. She felt the muscles relax, and he glanced over to her with a grateful smile. Emma smiled back, her thick lips aching to be kissed, then returned her attention to the front, listening to Lord Bollivar’s finishing remarks.

“It is with great humility that I pledge myself and my house in service to Lord Braden and his Bonded slaves, for he has shown himself a paragon of the Empire and its virtues!”

“To Simon and the Empire,” Braden said, his words cutting through the polite applause, “You swore your oaths to Simon, and in his stead, whomever your Empire places in charge of these lands. I want no part in your politics.”

“Of course, my Lord! I meant no offense, simply to cast praises your way!” The man said, glancing to the left and right but finding no friendly faces.

“Forgive me, Lord Bollivar,” said Acting-Duke Simon, “but words have weight, especially when uttered from a person of authority.”

“What’s this?” The Lord said, his voice growing cold as he gazed at Simon. Say one thing for Lord Bollivar, he was no fool, and the man could sense when the trap was closing in.

“For instance, if a Lord were to order one of his underlings to empty the Dalton Treasury in the midst of a crisis. Those words would carry grave consequences, even if the man didn’t carry the gold himself.”

“You dare to accuse me, boy?” The fat lord sneered, “You were a village scribe two weeks ago, and I don’t think those cheeks have even seen a razor, and you think to accuse me?!”

The man had forgotten where he stood, face purpling, spittle flying as his rage overtook him.

“I do not accuse,” Simon said with cold patience, “I charge. Twenty-seven thousand ducals were removed from the Treasury and have found their way to the vault of your manor,”

“You’ve no proof, and if you did, then you’ve no right to search my property!” The Lord growled, his eyes alighting in triumph, “Your position hasn’t been approved by the Senate. You have not the authority to search a peerless of the crown! The boy oversteps himself friends and thinks to pin this crime on my family. Would you believe the words of this peasant over that of a man who you’ve known your whole lives?!”

Simon sat; hands calmly folded in his lap as he waited for the Lord to finish. All eyes were on him, and his almost preternatural calm set a feeling of unease in the watching nobility.

“Imperial law is quite clear, sir,” Simon said when the man had turned back to look at him, “if a first-hand witness comes forward, the authorities are obligated to establish a remit of investigation as if the crown were guiding it.”

“You believe the words of a fool?” The Lord said, laughing, although there was a touch of wildness around his eyes now, “He would say anything to have his debts cleared, and who knows what promises you and your peasant friends made.”

“I never mentioned who confessed,” Simon said, the room now deathly silent, all eyes on the suddenly sweating lord. “Lord Bollivar, you are charged with theft of Imperial ducal’s in excess of five hundred, with a mandatory sentence of thirty lashes and the revoking of your title and lands. I shall pray for you and yours if you are found guilty by Imperial Judges.”

“You think to claim what’s mine by rights and make it yours boy?” The Lord asked, the sneer returning to his face. “You’ll win no friends with your greed; all see what devilry you and that whoreson beside you play at… dark powers! Forbidden magics!”

“If you are found guilty, your lands will be divided amongst your neighbors,” Simon said, his tone almost bored. The words caused a stir amongst the crowd, but he continued on, “Your lands, I might add, have been mismanaged for generations, and a drain on the Imperial purse. But you have treated your people well and are not a cruel man, as far as I can tell, just a greedy and short-sighted one. I’ll recommend leniency to the presiding judges, for what it’s worth.”

The lord stood there, his jaw hanging down, trying to muster another tirade as disbelief made way to shock. He found his voice quick enough as the guardsmen led him off, calling curses at Simon, the Harem Mage, his friends, and family. Eyes were averted, as the nervous nobles tried to forget the unpleasantness, minds already working on ways to secure a portion of the man’s lands and wealth for themselves.

“Are there more speeches?” Simon asked, and a loud guffaw drew all eyes to Druska on the side of the room, who laughed uproariously at Simon, breaking the tension.

After that, the evening was a more relaxed affair. Simon called for music, and the players started up. A tension had escaped the great hall. One of Braden’s great fears about leaving was that Simon would be seen as a weak ruler, but the young man’s actions this day had proven to most, that he wasn’t a man to trifle with.

It was still odd and uncomfortable for Braden to be the center of attention. To feel eyes watching his every moment as he sat up at the high table. He figured he better get used to it, given that his identity and image had been shared throughout the Empire, and probably to lands beyond by this point.

The Empire was sending a delegation to treat with the Harem Mage, but he was planning on being long gone by the time they arrived. Head Clerk Foxel was certain they would attempt to enmesh him in Imperial politics. Most likely trying to enlist him in a bid to block the Senate from curbing the legitimacy of the Bond Mages.

News that several Bond Mages had been involved in kidnapping of the former duke’s stepdaughter, and the assassination of the Harem Mage, had roiled the city of Dalton, and the greater Empire, if news trickling in was to be believed. The deafening silence from the Arch Bond Mage and others within that ancient order only increased the unease.

Braden had received an elegantly penned letter from an Arch Bond Mage Lippie. It had been filled with flowery praises to his greatness and glory, though vague and without specifics otherwise. The only thing of note, was an invitation to the Imperial Capitol of Melind, and an offer of membership in the Fraternal Order of Bond Mages. So far, Braden hadn’t responded. He was thinking about what to write back when Mina stood and took his hand in hers.

He spent a moment in appreciation of the beautiful young woman. Her dark eyes sparkled with their usual demureness, rarely straying from her handsome lord’s face. Her adorable dimples and cute button nose made her look far younger than she was, and her body was slender, both of hips and bust, with thin, almost delicate limbs. A person would be forgiven if they saw her as a waif, but the young woman was hard as iron, harder even. Her skin was hard as plate armor, and she was strong as ten men, able to bend steel bars with her hands. Mina was the very vision of a Eurasian beauty, and Braden found it difficult to remember that she wasn’t from his world. Especially given how fond she was of tiny and cute things.

Looking at the slender young woman now, he saw nervous excitement in her expression as she drew him to his feet. Taking his hand in hers, they walked around the table and out to the center of the hall. Braden felt sweat form on his brow, as a nervous queasy feeling started in his gut, but he forced himself to appear calm and confident as Mina stood and held up their clasped hands in the beginning pose of their national dance.

Braden had been practicing for the past two days and only managed to get through it without mistakes once. Mina had insisted, and Leesha and Emma agreed that it wouldn’t be a good party without dancing. Braden had groaned at the prospect, never having been a good dancer before, but finally agreed once he saw how much it meant to the women. All except Druska, who hadn’t understood why anyone would want to gyrate to music in front of others. It had seemed scandalous to her alien morals.

The musicians launched into the song, and Braden and Mina stepped out toe to heel and then spun to face one another, stepping close. The dance was like a slow waltz, but with much different footwork. Braden felt like he stumbled through the steps, but managed not to make a mistake, Mina flowed through them with the grace of a warrior born.

Simon and the Head Clerk joined in on the second pass, followed by the higher nobility on the third. By the time the fifth pass came, the dance floor was filled with people. The music picked up the tempo, and the remaining passes of the dance grew more and more frenzied, until finally Braden and Mina were laughing and spinning, clinging to one another in the dance's final pass.

They all clapped and cheered the players and dancers, then the formal dance broke up as couples paired off. Emma came and took Mina’s place, dancing with slow, smooth steps, her grace almost unearthly. The young woman never failed to turn eyes and break hearts wherever she went. Silver hair and eyes, with a bust so high and proud, it seemed to defy the laws of physics as it swayed and bounced, drying the mouths of both men and women as they stared.

She had won the love of both lords and peasants when she offered her healing services free of charge and to all who needed it. Young and old, rich and poor, Emma had spent the past couple days exhausting her magical powers, while trying to clean the entire city of both injury and illness.

Braden held the young woman close and felt her massive bosom swell against him as she sighed in happiness. He was a blessed man and was reminded of it every time he beheld her angelic face and form. Her movements were graceful and smooth, and it was she, more than him, who led the dance. By the time the song ended, Braden was struggling to keep his body from responding to her sublime curves.

The humans of the empire had a strange relationship with elves, from all Braden had been able to find out. It wasn’t racism as he understood it, it was more like mild tolerance. Elves, with their long lives and odd society, weren’t understood by many in the Empire. Added to that, was generations of conflict between the elven heart trees and the imperial desire to expand. It wasn’t a brew that bred friendships.

As a result, Leesha kept herself in the background for most of their time in Dalton. Keeping to their rooms or the keep's library. Her fiery personality under a tight rein. She sat with Druska at a side table even now, keeping her head down as she shoveled sweets into her mouth and a scowl on her lips. She looked up in surprise when her lord stood above her; a broad, slightly drunken smile on his face as he held out his hand, inviting her to dance.

She blushed furiously under all the attention, but as Braden drew her onto the dance floor, she threw her head back, stepping with the preternatural grace of an elf into the dance. Her short red hair was decorated with pink flowers that almost seemed to wink under the light of the lantern. Leesha still wore the same white dress as always, only now it flowed about her slender busty form, as she spun in Braden’s arms.

She was like a leaf on the wind as they danced. Her graceful movements, a spell of their own, as she made poetry of movement, enchanting all those who happened to glance past, trapping their gaze on the handsome hero and his delicate little rose. The final song ended, and the small elf fell into her lords’ arms laughing in delight. Preening under the attention as she led him back to their table.

Simon was waiting for them when they walked up. The young man, with his narrow face and intelligent eyes, was staring at Druska, as if spellbound. High Clerk Foxel stood beside the young administrator, slightly discomfited by what was taking place beside her. To Braden’s eye, the tall young woman was trying to be annoyed at all the attention Simon was giving Druska, but she kept getting distracted by Druska herself. The alien woman was oblivious to the mini-drama.

“Were you going to dance with your Master?” Simon asked her, “I had been looking forward to seeing you dance… out there… on the floor.”

“Where I come from this is a sacred thing,” Druska said, waving her hand at the dance floor, face twisted in faint distaste, “to show it off for everyone under the sun? Scandalous!”

“Don’t bother trying, Simon,” Braden said as he and Leesha walked up, “I tried already, but she has some strange idea’s about music and dance.”

“They are private things, Master,” the alien woman said, crossing her arms beneath her large firm breasts, “To be shared with loved ones and within the privacy of the breeding halls.”

“Then you can grace us with a dance this evening,” Leesha said, her smile mischievous, “or are we, not loved ones and family?”

“Someday,” Druska said with a fierce smile that lit up her face, “I shall dance for you the Fi’zagra and boil the blood within your veins little elf. Then you will be begging to bow down and service our Lord and me before I’m done with the third stage.”

Simon’s eyes grew wide, and his cheeks flush as she went on, but High Clerk Foxel looked intrigued and soon was peppering Druska with questions about the dance. Druska would not demonstrate, but was quite direct about the motions of hips and bust. The tall young clerk practiced the motions. Braden noticed a secret little smile find its way onto her lips when her motions brought heat to Simon’s cheeks and drew his stare away from Druska.

Braden took Mina, her arm draped on his, as they mingled with the crowds. There were undercurrents of politics that he tried to ignore as he spoke with nobles and bureaucrats, exiting conversations adroitly whenever they began to enmesh him in their schemes. Mina was perfect for this, her natural shyness and training in court gave them ample opportunity to slip free of conversations and gatherings without giving offense. The girl had made an art of deflecting attention and courtly gossip. One that had helped hide her skills as a warrior all her life.

Mina’s position in the court was a delicate one. The nobles had known her since birth. The girl they grew to know was shy and introverted, a wallflower. Many had tried to marry second or third sons off to the girl. She’d always been a beauty, but awkward and dull as far as they were concerned, more at home riding and wandering the gardens.

Many effete nobles that disdained her for lack of depth, were now left wondering how she’d caught the interest of the Harem Mage. None were aware, nor would they have believed that she’d trained in secret for eight to twelve hours a day with some of the finest weapons masters in the Empire, since she was a child.


Chapter Two

Upon ending his circuit of the crowd, Braden signaled to his harem, and they slipped out of the hall. Winding their way up grand staircases and down carpet lined halls to their rooms. It was their final night before pushing out to sea, and Braden didn’t know when he would have a soft bed beneath him next. He planned to take full advantage of it.

The girls were laughing and the mood festive as they pushed their way into their rooms. Each woman slipping off to their own small bed chambers. All but Mina, who spun just inside the door and gazed up at Braden with impish delight. The girl had been sheltered in many ways, and she still felt a thrill of wicked pleasure whenever she had a chance to engage in any kind of sexual play.

“It’s my Lords’ last night within my ancestral home,” she said in her sweet little voice. “I just wanted to say thank you again for what you’ve done for Dalton and her people. You saved us all my Lord,” she grinned and twisted her narrow hips in a coquettish manner, drawing Braden’s gaze down her slender form, “would thou care to partake of all
 we have to offer?”

“It would be my honor, my lady,” Braden said with a smile as he swept the girl into a deep kiss.

Braden had grown up with a mild fetish for Asian women, with their pale skin, slender bodies, and silky black hair. Unfortunately, where he grew up, there was little in the way of diversity, and he’d never dated, let alone slept with, an Asian woman. Mina was so much the archetypal cute Asian girl that he almost felt guilty whenever he held her.

His arms encircled her slender form as he picked her up, the girl squealing in surprise, and then giggling in glee, as he carried her to the bed, stripping free her formal dress as they went. When he got to the bed, he lay her down and gazed in rapt fascination at her slender body and tiny little mounts of breasts. She wore nothing but a pair of lacy white panties, covering the dark hair of her sex.

The girl preened under his regard, twisting her body and smiling up at him with a shy flirtatiouslook that put steel into his manhood. Her slender little fingers reached out and stroked along the hard shaft of him as she gazed up with big round dark eyes.

“Would my Lord force his lady wife to beg for the pleasure of his touch?” She asked in her sweet little voice.

Braden growled in answer, stripping free his own clothes, and slipped upon the mattress beside the girl. She giggled in delight and pressed her slender body to his, her lips seeking the soft flesh of his neck, as she clung to her powerful man.

Before Mina, Braden had never held any woman so small and delicate seeming. The girl couldn’t have weighed much more than a hundred pounds. He could feel the bones of her hips pressing out against his hand as he pulled her close, and her slender, almost gangly legs slipped over his hips. Her wet sex sliding along the length of him as she ground herself upon his manhood.

Small, the girl may have been, but she was a wild cat in bed, once her shyness passed. Their lovemaking began slow and gentle, delicate touches and soft kisses. But as his lips brushed her tiny, sensitive nipples, the girl started to lose her inhibitions. Her firm little hand gripped his cock and pressed it into her wetness. Her slender hips surged down, swallowing the entire length of him in one go.

“Oh, my Lord!” Mina cried out, “I never dreamed…” her voice, soft and loving, as he drove up into her tight depths, “I love you so much, my Lord, take me! Make me yours!”

Braden gripped the girl tight and rolled her beneath him. The more desperate and aggressive he became, the closer Mina came to cumming. She took one of his big strong hands and pressed it to her neck, her eyes wide, face a touch fearful and ashamed at his reaction. His fingers flexed over the soft flesh, and as he began to squeeze, choking her slightly, Mina came, with a loud scream, upon his cock.

He caught her arms behind her back with one hand, the other taking a firm grip on her neck, trapping the girl like a slave as he hammered into her. Mina went crazy, she struggled gently against his grasp, and could feel her getting off on the struggle and being bound. Her tiny pussy was convulsing on his cock, and he could stave off his own orgasm no longer.

“I’m cumming!” He announced, his hips pistoning down into her little body.

“Yes!” Mina moaned out, her breath wheezing, eyes wide and lips writhing in a smile of pleasure, “Fill me, my Lord, breed me!”

The sweet release ripped through the man, and he felt his cock throb, pumping his seed deep into the girl’s womb. They lay for long moments, Braden cuddling the young woman close, letting her come down from her great heights of pleasure as he held her, stroking her soft skin.

“My Lord has other tasks this evening,” Mina said, turning and planting a kiss on his lips, “Thank you again for everything,” she said, her big dark eyes looking up at him through long lashes, “I can’t tell you how much it means that you trusted me enough for this great honor. I promise I’ll never let you down, Lord Braden.”

“I know you won’t,” Braden said with a grin, as he pulled the woman closer and kissed her deeply, his tongue slipping between her soft pink lips. His manhood, hard once more and pressing against her body insistently.

“My sisters are waiting,” Mina moaned, her words half-hearted as she spun around and pressed her firm little ass against his crotch, “Oh gods, Lord Braden… you make me feel things I never thought possible!”

He felt up her slender little form, holding her tight against him, as he fucked her from behind. He reached up and took her neck in a vice-like grip, squeezing the sides with strong fingers. The girl’s eyes bulged when her air choked off, and she screamed a silent scream of pleasure as she gushed wetness down around Braden’s rock-hard cock. She came again and again as he held her tight, the girl a ragdoll in his arms, giving in to her innermost submissive desires.

As she lay slumbering, he left the little noble girls' room and slipped into Emma’s. The women had been eager for another wild night, all five together, but Braden had insisted on alone time on their final night. Soon they would all be trapped on a small boat, and he knew there wouldn’t be another opportunity like this for a while. Wanting to make sure his connection with each was secure before they began their adventure.

Emma was knitting when he stepped into her small chamber. His breath caught, when she looked up at his entrance and smiled. Her beauty always arrested him whenever he beheld her. Pale, milk-white skin, and shining silver eyes and hair, the girl had the face of a youthful angel with thick pale pink lips and soft round cheeks.

She stood and set the knitting aside, a small smile on her lush lips. Curtseying gracefully, she stepped forward and took his hand in both of hers, leading him to a soft chair. As the girl stared at her lord, a touch of awe and disbelief showed through in her eyes. The girl still felt as though this must all be a dream of her own imagining. Bonded to a handsome and wise man, who set her passions aflame with but a glance, and not just any bonding, but to a Harem Mage as well. He was a being out of legends and myths. and for her to see him wanting her…

“My Lord, you must be tired after your day of meetings and the party,” she pressed him down into the couch, “and I know little Mina is very eager for the bedding.”

Her eyes sparkled as she pressed a gentle kiss to his lips, then she stood before him, her body silhouetted against the golden light of candles, as she slowly pulled the straps of her soft white gown over her shoulders and gently dropped it to pool around her feet.

Braden stared with his own awe and disbelief at the eighteen-year-olds impossible body. The girl’s slender waist gave way to a flat stomach so tight her bellybutton was elongated. Slim, toned legs, and swelling hips led up to a bust of unreal proportions. The girl’s breasts were massive. The pale flesh, capped in pink nipples and puffy pink areola, hanging slightly from their great weight, but still seeming to defy gravity as they swayed and jiggled with her every motion.

Emma felt a flush of pride, as her lord stared at her with evident pleasure. Without a word, she sank to her knees and reached out a gentle hand, encircling her fingers around his hard cock shaft. Her hair pulsed with a faint silvery glow, and Braden felt a surge of energy fill his loins and eased his soreness. His cock hardening even further. He just managed to stifle the whimper of need that tried to escape his lips, as the lust and energy surged in him.

“Relax, my Lord,” the girl said in her gentle womanly voice, “and let your lady wife ease your troubles and needs.”

Her fingers tightened their grip on the base of his manhood, and she smiled, eyes staring at the object of her desires. Then she bent slowly, planting soft kisses around the head with thick lips. Her tongue sliding up, down, and around the soft flesh before she inhaled him into her hot wet mouth.

“Oh fuck, Emma… you’re amazing at that… Mhmm!”

Braden relaxed back into the couch, finding knots of tension and stress he’d been holding and didn’t even know about, melting away. Long minutes she licked and sucked her lord, feeling her soul sing out in joy as she brought him to the heights of pleasure. Lifting her massive breasts, she wrapped his cock in them. Grinning as he watched in awe, her hands pressing the soft yet firm flesh around the thick shaft, tongue teasing the head.

Minutes later, she sensed his approaching orgasm and released her breasts, taking him into her hot mouth, lips turned up at the corners in a grin of pleasure and excitement. The girl made a tight ring of her finger and thumb and stroked his cock just before her sucking lips, and Braden could take no more. Throwing his head back, he bellowed in pleasure and filled Emma’s mouth with her prize.

His mind was a white haze of pleasure as he came down from the heights of his orgasm. Finding himself standing and sweeping the girl into his arms, she giggled in glee as he lay her down on the bed. Braden pressed her thighs wide and kissed his way down her body to the weeping slit of her sex.

Tasting the teen was like lapping ambrosia from the gods themselves. She gave out little mewls of pleasure, and gasps of shock, as he licked and nibbled on her clit with soft lips and tongue, his fingers sliding into her depths. He arched his finger and ran it up and down her g-spot, causing the girl’s muscles to lock up as pleasure ripped through her.

She came upon her lord’s handsome face, uninhibited as she felt the pleasure sweep through her body. They lay and held one another for long minutes, and Braden grew hard and fiery with need as she worked her magic, making him wild with passion, his manhood throbbing and leaking. Then she dragged him to the door and, with a wicked grin, pushed him into Leesha’s room.

The silver-haired girl's magic lit a fire in her lord. He stalked into the room, a wide hungry grin on his face. He found the busty little elf standing before a mirror, controlled flows of purple and red magic tracing the air before her, as she practiced her craft. She spun when the door opened and grinned an impish smile, then ran across her little room on light feet and leaped upon her lord and master.

Little Leesha rained kisses down on Braden’s face, her slender arms wrapped around his neck as her lithe body contorted itself, sheathing his cock within her narrow confines. He was still walking when the horny and rapacious elf drew his cock into her fiery depths. The need was so powerful, he didn’t bother with the bed, pressing her back down on the couch nearby.

“Oh, my Lord… by the tree, your staff is heavenly!” Her violet eyes alighted upon his, her little legs driving his thrusts into her depths all the harder, “I can feel the magic within you… it’s a storm the world has never seen… unleash it within me, Master! Fill me with your power!”

It was always a wonder to Braden when he slid into the little elf. She looked almost human, except for a few eye-popping proportions and her long delicate fingers and ears. However, her pussy was nothing like a human woman’s. She seemed able to control the individual muscles and walls of her sex, and as he slid within her, she milked him with growing skill.

Once he had filled her womb with his seed, the edge of his magically enhanced desire and energy was blunted. He caught his breath, the small red-headed elf panting beneath him, as she calmed down.

Standing, Braden pulled the elf into his arms, carrying her like a bride as he gazed down into her delicate features. She smiled up at her lord, feeling loved and safe, as she’d never dreamed was possible for an elf in human lands, let alone with a human.

She felt like a doll as he cuddled her close. Her busty little body hot and writhing against him. Her hand took his manhood in it and stroked him to stiffness once more, as she tasted his lips and gazed up into his blue eyes. He was entranced by the purple swirling magic within her eyes, their glow intensifying with her emotions. They were soft now, as she treasured this private time with her lord.

She rode him slowly as he sat up against the pillows. He had no idea how long he held her as her little hips rose and fell slowly. Her dainty feet planted to either side of his hips, gentle fingers tracing the lines of his face. He caught flashes of worry in her, as she gazed deep into his eyes, and he felt a moment of worry for his little elf. Then she was hammering down onto him, her tiny sex accepting his entire staff down to the root, inner walls milking it of his cum.

After coitus, the lay on the small elf’s bed, gazing up at the ceiling and letting their fingers trail along with each others backs, in slow circles. Braden turned to the tiny elf, grinning at the peaceful expression on her face. He slipped a finger under her chin and lifted it, so he could gaze deep in her eyes.

“You know I love you, right?” He asked.

Her expression was one of amusement, but as he held her close, the expression crumbled, and she began to weep against his chest. Unsure what to do, Braden stroked her hair and held her even tighter.

“What is it, Leesha?” Braden asked in concern as her sobs began to lessen.

“My Lord is too kind,” she said, sniffling back the last of her tears, “And it’s such a wonderful thing to hear you say those words… I… I’ve never been told by anyone else that they love me.”

“Not even your mother or father?” He asked in shock.

“Elves aren’t like human’s my Lord,” Leesha said with a final sniff, “Not in how they feel, nor how they express it. I have always been… different in that way. It’s why I ran off.”

“Are you nervous about going back home?”

“Yes,” she said after a pause, her eyes darting up to his face nervously before she curled up closer in his arms, “The youngest and shortest of seven… It was a struggle to be seen… to get attention from anyone, let alone mother. I know I act out Lord, and I’m sorry for that. Mother always hated that about me.”

“Hush,” Braden said, pressing his lips to her silky red hair as he crushed her to him in a firm hug, “You’re perfect, Leesha, just the way you are. I’d have you no other way.”

They lay like that for a long time, the small elf weeping into his chest, as ancient emotions and hurts surfaced in her memories. When Braden finally left Leesha’s bed chambers, the elf was snuggled up in her blankets, Mina having snuck in to cuddle with her friend.

He felt exhausted as he stumbled into his room. Druska woke as he came in and pushed the covers off herself, sitting up. Her golden-blonde hair shone almost silver in the moonlight, and her green skin was flawless. Braden couldn’t help the desire that grew in him when he gazed upon her nude form, nor the affection that bloomed as well.

Druska slid from beneath the sheets and came to him. Her toned arms and legs had the power to bend metal bars, but they looked as slender as a models. Her breasts stood out proud and perfect on her chest, with firm faint green nipples.

No words were necessary between the two. Since their first meeting, the connection they’d felt had been more profound than could be put into words. Braden had been married on Earth, in fact, he might still be married, and he knew something of love and relationships. The connection he felt with all the woman of his harem, but Druska, in particular, was an altogether different magic.

They held each other for a time, the moonlight bathing their naked flesh in its reflected rays. Then she led him to the bed where they lay and cuddled one another close. Her hands lightly tracing the muscles of his back, both lost in remembrances of other worlds. They came back to each other, reminded of the miracle they’d found. Lips touching in gentle kisses, tongues exploring slowly.

The fire built and built, until they writhed together, bodies joined. There were no screams of pleasure, no grunts of need and force, for this was intimacy devoid of lust. Neither noticed the flashes of magic that emanated around the room randomly. Nor did they see the pair of eyes that spied upon them from a rooftop outside the window.


Chapter Three

The next morning the sun was bright and the skies clear, as Braden and his harem stepped onto the docks. Duke Simon had men rolling barrels of salted meats and water onto their ship, The Mighty Oar, as Braden made his goodbyes to a select few.

“Take care while we’re gone,” he said to Simon, shaking the small man’s hands, “and I would be especially suspicious of any Bond Mage sent to advise you, make sure you get confirmation from the council and senate.”

“I will,” said the acting Duke of Dalton. His firm tone spoiled by an audible gulp, his face blanching at the thought of dealing with a Bond Mage alone, “And thank you again for everything you’ve all done for our Empire.”

“All I did was kick the anthill,” Braden said with a smile, “and they’ve yet to come boiling out. Fortify, and train your people. A great evil is building in the east or the north. Perhaps in both places. I fear this is all just the beginning.”

Simon nodded gravely, and with a final bow for the Harem Mage, stepped back. The captain of the guard gave Braden a firm salute, which Braden gave back. Grinning at the former Sergeant, before he and Leesha turned to make their way to the ship.

It would be a few minutes before they could shove off, but he was in a hurry to be away. He was always like this before a trip or journey, sleepless the night before, and anxious to be moving. He stood near the base of the gangway while Leesha headed up and into the aft cabin, stowing her gear.

He watched as Druska said her goodbyes to Simon. The young man blushed furiously as she spoke with him, nodding along and staring at his feet, unable to meet her gaze. The Head Clerk was all too happy to hug, touch, and press her body to Druska’s. The alien woman was practically forced to peel Foxel off her. The tall woman not even having the decency to blush as she grinned, drawing the wondrous stares of Simon and several of the guards.

Mina said her goodbyes to friends from court, a few girls, and older advisors of her father. The small dark-haired girl was composed, and showed not a hint of the emotions that had peaked out before coming down from their rooms. She carried an ancient round shield and short spear across her back. Much to the consternation of the nobles and guardsmen,who were still unused to the little lady wearing such weapons, or any weapons at all.

Emma spoke with a gathering of healers and herbalists. She’d been attempting to train them to gather the ingredients for Soulsing Tea, but to the consternation of the town’s wise women, none had shown the talent Emma had for finding rare herbs. Several women were still pestering the girl to tell her for the hundredth time, the exact steps to gather some rare herb.

“Alms, my Lord?” Came an old raspy voice.

Braden turned towards the speaker and found an old man, crusty and shrunken, huddled deep within his stinking blankets. He wanted to recoil from the man’s hideous appearance and the stench that now assailed his nostrils, but he was a good midwestern boy, and manners had been hammered into him by his mother and grandmother.

“Greetings, sir,” he said with a nod to the old man, then with a sheepish shrug, he said, “I am not comfortable giving coin, even coppers for nothing in return, but we require a pilot to take us out of port. You look to be a man of the sea, how about it?”

Braden was too polite to say the man smelled like rotten fish guts and looked like an old boot heel, but he couldn’t help the rough cough the stench caused. Bright blue eyes glittered up at him from the sunken face, eyes that seemed to hold the sea itself within them.

“A hero such as thee has no use for an old man like me,” rasped the wizened creature in a voice like dry paper over bone. A skeletal hand reached forth from his rags, the boney finger pointing straight at Braden’s heart, and he a chill run down his spine, “A trade you seek, then trade it will be. I will give you a warning, and you will judge the worth to thee.”

“That sounds like a fair bargain,” Braden said with a little smile.

“Then hear my advice, Lord from Another World,” the ancient one grew deeper, intoning with a resonance that struck to his core, “The next pocket of corruption will not be a trap, and too will you be, too late to rescue the one you seek. But for a chance at balance, she must be saved, on the moment a dragon’s death descends from heaven.”

Braden felt like a whip cracked across his spine, he jolted in shock so violently.

“What do you know about her?” He asked, “Where is she? I’m going to be too late; how can you know?”

“Those are my words Lord Harem Mage,” the ancient creature said, “I leave you to judge their worth.”

Braden stood, shaken to his core, as he stared down at the old shriveled face, his mind racing.

“If your warning is true, then it’s priceless,” Braden said, and he reached back into his pack and pulled out his purse, stuffed with gold, silver, and gems and dropped it at the old man’s feet, “This is all the wealth I can part with, all the wealth that is mine to give. But if your words prove true, then I still owe you, old man.”

“Deal.”

Came the ancient voice, like a steel trap snapping shut, it cut off on the word. The shriveled hand once more emerged and snatched the purse, before disappearing back beneath the rags.

“Can you give me no hope?” Braden asked, his voice forlorn as he looked over at Druska, Emma, and Mina, “The thought of another like them… out there at those creature’s mercy…”


“Hope does not flow from me,”
 the creature said, its voice faint and far off, “but from thee.”


When Braden turned back, the old man was gone, the shadows he’d been huddled within, empty. Looking around quickly, he saw no sign of the ancient creature, nor could he smell the stench, that until a moment before had filled his nostrils and threatened to make him gag at any moment. Laughing to himself, Braden shook his head.


Swindled out of all my coin by a con artist,
 he thought to himself, I’ll never live this down.


The women finished up their goodbyes, and with final waves, they shoved off from the pier. Druska and Leesha unfurling the sail as Mina piloted their little vessel out of the harbor, and out into open waters.

That first day was a struggle as they learned their roles and the purpose of every rope and pulley. Mina was a patient and knowledgeable teacher. She took the time to show them each aspect of the little ship and how to keep her afloat.

Following the coast that first day, they sailed north and west, and by afternoon were far more comfortable than they’d been in the morning. Requiring only simple commands from Mina to have the ship tacking against the wind, without losing any speed.

As the sun sank near the horizon, Mina dropped anchor just off a peaceful stretch of coast. Emma and Braden broke open the stores and pulled out a meal for the group, as they settled down on the deck to eat and watch the sea birds.

Braden found himself staring at his four beautiful women as they chatted with one another. Amazed for the hundredth time since he had come to this strange world. He had been through terrible experiences here but had received just as much back.

“Tomorrow, we will begin your training in earnest my Lord.” Druska said, her tone was delicate, she still feared bruising Braden’s pride by bringing up how little he knew about fighting, “So, best get a good night sleep, tonight.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” he said with a grin.

He and Druska had trained several times over the past few days. Both on the road and at the palace. Always short sessions that left him exhausted, but feeling like he had only learned small pieces of what she was trying to teach.

“Emma, you will join Lord Braden. It would be good if you could defend yourself, at least with that staff. Mina, you will be assisting me, correct?”

“I’m not sure how much help I’ll be,” the girl said, “Master Erristo always said I was a slow learner, and it would be decades before I could hope to earn the rank of Master.”

“We will judge that tomorrow,” the alien woman said with a frown, “but from what I saw the other night against the Bond Mages, you showed skill.”

“Thank you,” the tiny black-haired girl said, her cheeks blushing a faint rose color.

“I get him in the afternoon,” Leesha said, “we need to work on your control Lord. Otherwise, the Elven Sages will laugh in our faces when we present ourselves before the Queen. Or at least they will, once they see that pig-shit rough magic you wield.”

“Ok, ok,” Braden said with a laugh, “I get it, my touch can be a little clumsy at times. It’s gotten the job done so far, though.”

“We’ve been lucky,” said Leesha, “but we can’t count on that forever.”

“I know,” Braden said, looking around the circle, he caught each woman’s eyes and held it for a second, “Our strength lies in our ability to work as a team. We each must get stronger and more competent with our abilities and powers, but I think it’s equally as important that we learn each other’s strengths and weaknesses.”

“I’ve been thinking about this.” Druska said, “In the Corporation, complementary forces are often employed in special tactics. Special stratagems and attacks can be devised that combine the powers of two or more;possibly even producing something neither could do alone.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Braden said, nodding, getting excited how. “For instance, Leesha, your lightning strikes are often blocked or deflected by the enemy’s weapons, but if you combined your attacks with Druska or Mina, they could draw the enemy's weapons aside, leaving them open to your attack.”

“I like the sound of that,” Leesha said. “I’ve been thinking about what Emma did to the undead down in that dungeon. I couldn’t recreate it, but I might be able to empower her, so she depletes less of her strength.”

“It was terribly exhausting,” Emma said with a nod, “That could be helpful if we encounter more of those trapped souls.”

They began talking excitedly all at once. Speaking late into the night, sharing stories and laughing with one another, before finally retiring into the cabin. Druska sat the first watch, as darkness stole over the world. She gazed up at the clear night sky and wondered if one of those small points of light was the sun of her birth world.


Chapter Four

Braden crawled onto the large bed that had been fit in the cabin. Its rope base sank beneath his weight, ensuring none would fall out if the boat rolled on high seas. Emma, Leesha, and Mina crawled in with him. Leesha and Mina crawled up his sides and took his big hands, pressing them to their wet and ready sex, riding his thick fingers. Emma took his cock into her soft and hungry mouth. The girl gave herself over to servicing her lord. She rode him, as the elf pressed in close to her lord, kissing and touching each other and her. Their mutual orgasms were intense and left them all panting and sated.

The evening was calm and peaceful on the waters, and they woke to the cawing of sea birds from shore, and the dawns light just breaking over the horizon. They set sail before the sun's light had touched the tops of the mast, cutting quickly through the glass-like waters of the still inner sea. Mina got them underway, she and Leesha the quickest and surest hands on the lines and sails.

Just after they broke their fast, Druska pulled out a bundle from below deck that she had stashed. Within, were a dozen practice blades of various sizes and shapes. She handed Braden a practice blade that was similar in shape, weight, and balance to his own sword. She set him to the routine of stretches and poses she had begun to show him before. He found it difficult to hold the poses while the ship's deck rolled beneath him, but Druska said that was even better. The lack of stable footing would increase his dexterity and balance over time.

Meanwhile, she took a practice sword, similar in shape and balance to her own Vorpal blade. She indicated for Mina to choose a weapon from what remained. The girl took her time, handling each with a quiet competence that impressed Braden. None of the weapons seemed to her liking, but she went back to a short spear and round buckler. Strapping on the shield and hefting the spear in a loose grip, she squared off against Druska. Her lips pressed into a hard line, eyes dark little pools of determination.

Leesha watched from the aft ship where she steered, and Emma sat on the top deck near the bow, legs folded beneath her, eyes burning with excitement. The vessel tilted ever so slightly as the wind pressed on the sails, rocking as it rode the waves.

Druska stepped forward smoothly on the tilting deck, blade striking out at the smaller woman with lightning speed. Mina deflected the attack with her shield and stepped to the side, spear driving forward in three quick attacks, testing Druska’s defenses.

The alien woman danced aside from one attack and deflected the other two with her wooden blade. Mina’s power was so great, Braden worried the weapons might shatter, as loud cracks of wood upon wood sounded with each blow.

Druska shifted her hips, weapon a blur as the butt of her sword struck Mina’s cheek, driving the woman down. Mina managed to hook a leg around Druska’s thigh, pulling the green-skinned woman down with her as if she were a rag doll. They slammed into the deck, and both writhed, weapons seeking the other, even as they tried to twist free.

The two women froze, each pressing the dull edges of their weapons against the throat of the other as they lay entwined on the ground. Then they broke out in grins of pleasure and hopped to their feet, getting into ready stances once more.

“You move well,” Druska said, “I can’t hope to match that strength, and your style is foreign to me.”

“Yours as well,” Mina said with a tight grin, “and gods be damned woman, you’re fast.”

“That was not fast,” Druska said with a slow smile, “I’ll show you fast.”

Braden couldn’t follow the movements as Druska moved in a blur of the dark motion. The very air around her, darkened, as shadows reach up to encircle her. Mina threw her shield up, small body crouched behind it as she shifted it, deflecting Druska’s unrelenting blows.

With a bull-rush forward, Mina tried to put the faster woman off-balance, but Druska rolled to the side and slapped at the backs of Mina’s thighs, as she passed. Braden happened to be in a position to see Mina’s expression as she was struck. The adorable features purpled, and he felt a lick of fear in his gut at the rage painted on her face.

Without turning, Mina smashed a foot into the deck of the ship, a loud crack sounding as the wood snapped. A board broke free, its other end popping up into the air and entangling Druska’s legs.

The alien woman dove forward, trying to getting clear of the board. She ended up rolling straight into a thrown spear that struck her hard across the chest, knocking the wind from her lungs. Druska hit the deck coughing, and struggled to her feet, as Mina limped over. Black lines of bruise forming on the backs of her thighs.

There were no smiles now as the women sized one another up. Braden could feel the tension growing between them, and he was about to say something, warning them about getting carried away with emotion. Just then, both women launched themselves at one another. Weapons blurring, screaming, as they cut through the wind. In seconds they had each delivered a half dozen attacks that were deflected or defended against. The splinters were flying, as sword and shield began to crack and break under the onslaught.

The sudden and intense violence shocked Braden and Emma, but Leesha grinned with savage joy to see her sisters stretching their limits. With a loud snap of wood, Mina’s spear point went flying, and then both women were stepping forward. Hands, elbows, and feet were thudding and striking into soft and hard muscle, seeking a weakness.

Mina had the upper hand in the close quarter's combat, her iron-hard skin and strength proved deadly when she managed to get a grip on Druska. Druska, however, was a wiley and slippery opponent, as capable with her hands and feet as she was with her sword. She was faster than the other woman, and her strikes far more practiced.

Long minutes the contest lasted. When finally exhausted, bruised, and bloody, the women broke it off. Their lungs were heaving, and sweat beaded their brows, but giant grins were stretched across both of their faces.

“That was more fun than I’ve had in years,” Mina said, as she clutched her ribs, laughing and groaning at the same time, “I think you broke a few ribs.”

“You-sh het lek a proton blasht,” Druska said, words slurring around the crooked jaw.

With a grimace, the woman reached up and took hold of her broken mandible and, with a sickening sound, popped it back into place. Emma shook her head as she got down from the upper deck and took Mina’s head in her hands, hair flashing silver, and then Druska’s.

“How about you girls keep the beating each other to death, down to once a day,” Emma said once she had finished with Druska, “I’d rather not exhaust all my healing powers, in case we run into real trouble.”

“That is wisdom,” said Druska with a nod, moving her jaw experimentally, “and thank you. Your powers are a blessing, indeed.”

“Yea, thank you, Emma,” Mina said, blushing as she ducked to pick up the broken weapons, “Sorry, everyone, if we took up too much time with our play.”

“Nonsense,” said Braden, still amazed, and it showed in his voice, “that was fucking amazing. I don’t know anything about what it takes to become a master, but you both were incredible.”

“Get your sword, Master,” Druska said, wiping the sweat from her brow, “and move through the forms I taught you. We will begin with stance.”

Braden took up his sword and got into his ready stance with Mina. In his mind, he should have been able to crush the small girl easily, but as he moved through his motions, he was struck by how firmly she held her shield and spear. It was like hitting a statue. The girl gave not a centimeter before his blows.

Between Druska and Mina, he got excellent instruction, and the ability to test his developing skills out on both of their different styles. Within an hour, he was heaving deep breaths, and an hour after that, it was all he could do not to pull from his magical reserves to ease his tired muscles and exhaustion.

With magic, he could have been stronger, faster, and lasted longer in a fight. However, if he used magic while training, then his body wouldn’t be conditioned as much as it could be. It was definitely a harder way to go about learning to fight, but Braden hoped it would pay off when he got into actual combat. If nothing else, he would draw less magic to strengthen himself, and those were costly spells. Magic was a more efficient weapon than his arm and an edged weapon, but memories of that magically devoid place were still fresh in his mind, and he wanted to be prepared for anything.

Leesha kept them on course and the coast just within sight. After their noon meal, Mina took over steering the ship while Leesha headed to the prow with Braden. Emma and Druska trained in mid-deck, with the alien woman instructing the girl in how to use her staff effectively in a fight either to block, trip, or strike.

Leesha and Braden sat on the deck with hands on knees as she took him through a breathing exercise meant to calm his thoughts. He used the technique he’d been employing to clear his mind, constructing a mental shape, and letting all other thoughts and emotions fade away. When he felt at peace, he opened his eyes and met Leesha’s glowing violet ones.

“I didn’t study in the Art,” the small elf said, “I had some instruction as a girl, but when my lack of talent was discovered, and the sages told mother that I would never become a sorceress like my sisters, my instruction ended. I say this to tell you there is much I don’t know. I read in secret over the years and was able to memorize a few glyphs, but there is a danger in this. If you inscribe a glyph incorrectly, it can have grave and dangerous consequences, so I’ve been hesitant to use many of the ones I memorized.

“This is what I do know. Magic, or the Art, as my people call it, is a primal force of this world. It links and ties all others together; from the force that holds us to the planet’s surface, to the spark that sets a seed growing. It has different flavors, different pathways. One might have an affinity for one pathway and access that magic readily, but be closed off to many more. There is variance in what a sorcerer or Bond Mage can access, as well as variance in the individual capacity of each.

“Take my sister Eleeshta for example, or my mother, Lana. Mother is a weak sorcerer, but all six of my sisters were born with the gift. Eleeshta is the eldest and most powerful of my sisters, such that even Bond Mage’s must be wary when confronting her.

“She is aspected to Winter’s Night, as our elders name it, commanding lightning, cold, and the winds with equal efficacy. She couldn’t create a single flame, however, and is vulnerable to those magics under the right circumstances.”

“Since drinking Emma’s tea, and especially when I wield my sword, I can identify the different flows of it,” Braden said, nodding. “Some are in opposition as if they resist working together. While others blend together like water and wine.”

“That is all part of a deeper knowledge I wasn’t privy to.” Leesha said shaking her head in frustration, “Until we can access a library, I’m afraid we’ll both be hunting in the dark there. Lord, I’ve seen you employ force, wind, and you mentioned using lightning, which is part wind. You also accessed Time in the last battle against the Bond Mages, an incredible feat. Have you accessed any others?”

“I’ve used fire as well. I’ve been able to sense many more than those, but only a few times,” he thought back, “and each when I was in a clear-headed frame of mind.”

Leesha thought for a moment, then held up her hand, a small black flame appearing there. It burned like red fire but seemed to suck in the light, and it gave off a creepy chill that raised the hairs on Braden’s arms.

“Can you recreate this flame?”

Braden focused on the flame, summoning his mage sight and reading the flows she wove. They were rough and blurred to his vision. He could see dark, deathly powers, woven with red fire and at its heart a seed of purple energy, pulsing with fae intent. He focused harder, but could not read the exact flows the magic took, and when he attempted to recreate it, a sickly little dark fire winked in and out of existence on his palm.

“I can see the forces at work, but not their exact structure,” Braden said, “let me try something.” He got up and went down to the cabin and retrieved his sword. He had been nervous about it falling over the side by accident and being lost in the sea; silly he knew, but the fear wouldn’t leave him until he’d secured the scabbard and blade to the rest of his gear.

He returned to Leesha with the weapon, and sat with the naked edge across his lap. Calming his mind once more, he focused on her flame and snorted a laugh. The sword enhanced his magic sight as well as his dexterity, and he was able to easily see the worked flows of power. It was a flame that could not be extinguished by lack of air. The purple seed of magic was will, given intent. It would burn anything it touched, consuming everything, and spreading until the time of its allotted enchantment was up.

Holding out his palm, Braden created the flame as easily as he might snap his fingers. Leesha grinned and stared down at his sword in awe.

“That blade is magnificent my Lord, I’ve never heard of its like before in lore or legend.”

“Let me test something,” he said. Setting the blade aside, he summoned the sight once more, this time his natural, dull sight. Holding out his hand, he recreated the flame, this time, it was a touch more complicated and consumed more of his reserve of power.

“Tell me what can be trained and increased, and what’s static?” Braden asked, taking up the blade once more.

“To be honest, I’m not sure my Lord,” Leesha said, “I’m certain the sorcerers and sages will have a better answer when we get to the Heart Tree. What I do know, is my sisters and mother never stopped studying, and I’ve seen my sisters all using more powerful magics over time. I know I’ve gotten more powerful through our adventures, but whether that’s due to you, my Lord and your unique gifts, or to the harem growing, or my own study with my powers – I just can’t say.”

“I say we do some experiments then,” Braden said with a grin.

“Lord, experimenting with magic isn’t always the best of ideas, and besides, we’re on a wooden ship in the middle of the ocean.”

“That’s remarkably levelheaded of you, Leesha,” Braden said with a chuckle.

“I just don’t like to swim, my Lord,” she said with a grin. “I have been thinking about it, though, and there are many things we can still work on. For instance, transmutation can be a very potent application when used in the right place.”

She launched into a small lecture and demonstration as the afternoon wore on. The sun arched overhead, and the clack-clack of combat filled the air. Braden was forced to use the sword to see her individual flows of power. He forced her to recreate the spell again and again, after stowing the sword down below. By late afternoon he was able to discern the roughest outlines of her magical flows, and he was thrilled with the progress.


Chapter Five

The skies grew gray as the evening wore on, but not threatening. Mina steered the ship out to sea, once they passed a slender sliver of rock extending far out into the sea, at its tip, winked a little lighthouse, its fire signaling: Safe Journey
 to all that passed.

Land slipped from sight, and they sailed on through the dark, now working the ship in shifts, all hands comfortable with the ropes and sails. Mina took the longest shift overnight, navigating by the stars, as they charted a course north towards the Silver Heart Tree and Leesha’s homeland.

Braden was exhausted when he lay down upon the bed, but then Emma knelt beside him, her hair glowing dimly as she soothed his aching muscles. He realized this was like having the most potent Performance Enhancing Drugs ever, as he felt his muscles and body rebuilding itself stronger after the damage it had taken from the workout and training.

Druska and Leesha got the same treatment, and he was privileged to witness the alien woman pull the silver-haired teen down into a naked embrace. Leesha slid into her master’s arms and wiggled her firm little behind against his hardening manhood. He slipped within her wet and hungry depths as they spooned on their sides, one hand gripping hers in a firm grasp.

The sight of the dangerous Druska pinning the busy and helpless Emma beneath her, and ravishing the girl’s body was a fantastic sight. The tables turned when the girl traced a finger down the green goddess’s spine, and Druska arched her back in shock and a shriek of pleasure. The girls magic working upon the woman, as they devoured one another.

Braden fell asleep with the little elf still cuddled up against him. The ship lulling them to sleep, as Emma slipped up top to keep Mina company. Braden had a restless sleep, his dreams plagued with nightmares of an old wizened creature slipping through the shadows.

The next morning the wind had picked up, putting a chop to the surf. The waves made Braden’s balancing work out, all the harder. He was picking himself up from one fall when he saw a dark shape behind them on the horizon. Standing up, he peered again and saw two dark forms, and they were getting larger as he stared.

“I think we’re being followed!” He shouted, causing all of the women to glance back at once.

“Aye,” Mina said with a frown, “and their gaining quickly, they must be under magical assistance.”

“What I wouldn’t give for my scout ship right now,” Druska said wistfully, “flying through the skies instead of crawling across this salty sea.”

Mina handed the helm over to Leesha and joined Braden and Druska at the aft rail. She pulled a spyglass from her coat pocket and telescoped the lenses out. As she studied the two ships, her frown deepened, and she handed the glass over to Druska, who peered through before passing it to Braden.

“I can’t make out any figures yet, but they aren’t flying the colors of any nation, which means they’re pirates.”

Braden saw the horizon leap forward when he peered through the telescopic lenses, but he noticed a distortion across the axial field of view. He pulled down the spyglass and pulled magic through his sword, using a sliver of force, he broke the steel casing open to the horror of most the women around him.

“What are you doing!” Mina said, “That cost a small fortune!”

“The lenses are poorly aligned,” Braden said, pulling the smaller lens free and holding it up to the sun's light, “and if we adjust the curvature ever so slightly and the angle of inference… god damn, magic makes this so much easier than having to grind it down, inspect and polish it… The glass is of poor quality; if we can find some sand I might be able to craft better.”

“Master, your magic is a powerful thing, indeed!” Mina said in awe, “Knowledge of lens making is a rare skill, and jealously guarded by guilds across the world.”

“Makes sense,” Braden said as he worked on the larger lens, shaving off microns of glass at a time, “the ability to enhance mundane sight is a powerful one, and if your people have bifocals, then it could be even more powerful.”

He worked with flows of force and air as he carefully set each lens in place. Blocking out the rocking deck beneath his feet, he lined the lenses up so that the focal point would be perfectly balanced, and give the most transparent image possible for their new curvature. With force and fire, he drew the steel casing back together and sealed the steel in place, careful to cool it gently and ensure there was no warping that could misalign the lenses, or effect the telescoping.

“I didn’t learn this from the magic,” Braden said with a smile, as he handed the spyglass back to Mina, “or at least not all of it. I studied optics and lens design for an old project I had back on Earth.”

The slender girl peered through the spyglass and gasped.

“Lord, what magic is this!?” She exclaimed, staring at him and then looking back through the glass quickly, “I can make out their faces, I could even count the hairs on their beards! They look ready for a fight, my Lord, there are crossbowmen huddled upfront on both ships and at least a couple dozen mid-deck, armed and armored.”

“Let me see,” Druska said, taking it from the girl and peering through, “Master, this craftsmanship is remarkable. I know it’s no easy task to align photons… I see two figures in those robes, each with a beautiful creature at their side. This will be no easy fight, Master.”

She handed the spyglass to Braden, who peered through it. The image was better than he’d expected, showing a broad, detailed view several leagues off. He focused on the two ships and saw a smaller and larger vessel. The smaller trailed, with one of the Bond Mages, a tall crone like figure. he recognized as one of the three that had fled their battle beneath the castle. Beside, stood her Bonded, a slender, flaxen-haired man with crackling dark energy dancing along his fingertips.

Looking to the larger vessel, he didn’t recognize the ancient robed man with a young woman kneeling at his side. However, he did recognize the three men array around the deck. Twin men wearing sneers flanked a massive figure, shirtless and shouting orders to his crew. Rippling muscles stood out under the sunlight, all covered in thick black hair.

“Captain Henry the Hairy,” Braden said with a grim smile, “It seems we meet again.”

“Who?” Mina asked, at the same time, Emma’s lips drew down into a grim frown.

“The bully from the Guild Hall,” the alien woman said, her grin tempering as her mind raced through possible scenarios, “we will have to be wary. Those mages are the real threat. We must find a way to end them quickly.”

“I think I have an idea for that!” Mina said and turned and ran back into the hold.

“Master,” Druska said, “you and Leesha must protect the ship from their ranged attacks, while Mina repels any boarders.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Braden said with a nod.

Mina came back up deck with a black leather harness and strap system. She threw it at Druska with a hurried, “Put this on, quickly!” Then she ran back to Leesha and hauled the ship around. Leesha leaped to obey her orders, and the mainsail caught the full force of the wind, and they flew back, straight at the two ships.

Braden felt the thrill of combat mounting within him as the two boats approached. He and Leesha stood on the prow of The Mighty Oar, ready to summon their magics. Emma hid within the cabin while Druska pulled the last of the leather straps tight.

When Braden glanced back to see if the women were ready, he almost laughed, even with the tension filling the moment. Druska had on a leather gimp suit, with loops and hooks so the wearer could be hung or cuffed in any number of positions. She wore her tight black and grey scouts’ uniform beneath, but he could see that the harness would have left a woman’s breasts, pussy and ass exposed.

He glanced at Mina, who blushed furiously, glancing down, a tiny shy smile alighting on her face. He did laugh then, at her confirmation of his suspicions, drawing confused stares from the other women.

“They’re drawing close!” Leesha warned.

The two vessels split, the larger one turning in a wide arc, while the smaller drove nearly straight at them. Her deck was loaded with crossbowmen who huddled behind shields their comrades held, awaiting the order to fire. On the aft deck, the tall Bond Mage, wove her hands in a complicated glyph, laying the weave upon the crossbowmen’s bolts.

As the vessels approached one another, the ship’s captain called out an order, and his men braced themselves as the Bond Mage scribed another glyph in the air. Suddenly their boat slowed its manic pace with a shuddering creak, the waters around her swirling in strange eddies. While the beautiful little Bonded charged a bolt of electricity between his hands, a snarl of rage on his face.

“Now, will you tell me what this is for?” Druska asked as Mina pulled the final buckles tight with a firm tug.

“Hold your hands above your head,” the smaller woman said with a tight smile, “and stay as still as possible.”

“What are you doing?” Druska asked in alarm as Mina took ahold of the harness at two places near the alien woman’s neck and lower back.

Mina hefted her above her head as if she weighed nothing, her grin turning wild, “You said you wanted to fly, right?”

Druska glanced down at Mina realization dawning on her face.

“Great AI above… do it!” She cried. Going stiff as a board, hands pressed together, and feet pointed.

Mina reached back and heaved forward, throwing Druska like a spear. The woman flew a little awkwardly at first, arcing up over the blue sea in a wobbly spin. Near the apex of her soaring flight, some thirty meters away, she dropped her hands down to her sides and took control of the flight. Arms and torso cupping the air, as she fell towards the smaller pirate ship.

A streak of crackling lightning arced out from the aft deck, but Druska merely ducked her head and shoulder, dodging the blast. She twisted in the air while drawing her blade and just avoided a bolt of sickly green magic that shot from the female Bond Mage.

Druska landed in a crouch upon the aft deck, beside the beautiful bonded man. He sneered, surprise shifting to disdain, as his force shield shimmered into being. The sneer twisted into horror, as Druska’s black blade cut through the man’s magical shield as if it didn’t exist, and passed through his torso. The Bonded’s corpse fell, gushing blood and organs across the deck.

The Female Bond Mage screamed in horror and rage. Her sonic blast took Druska by surprise, throwing the green-skinned rogue over the edge of the deck, arms and legs flashing through the air as she just managed to hold onto her ancestral sword.

The alien woman reoriented herself midflight and drew her blaster, aiming down her body and back at the Bond Mage, as she arced towards the water. The tall woman was summoning her shield, face a twisted mask of disbelief and fear, as Druska’s first bolt tore a smoking hole through the woman’s chest. Three more slammed into the Bond Mage before momentum carried Druska down towards the waters and out of sight.

Braden watched the alien woman’s graceful flight with a mixture of awe and amazement. He breathed a sigh of relief when she landed, but then she went spinning over the side, and he worried she was done for. It was like watching an action figure from a summer blockbuster, he thought in amusement. He was about to launch an attack at the deck, clearing a spot for Druska to climb up, but Leesha gave a warning from his side.

“Master, we’ve got incoming!”

He spun in time to fling up a shimmering blue shield of his own and deflect a flight of crossbow bolts that flew from the larger vessels deck. The bolts skipped off his blue shield falling into the sea. The ship was pulling alongside, men hurling grappling hooks across the distance. Several latched onto The Mighty Oar’s railing, and the men began hauling the ships together.

The crossbowmen were firing in waves, so Braden had to maintain his shields. He was about to sweep the side of their boat with a blast of wind to try and free the grappling hooks, when Emma ran out of the cabin and joined Mina in dislodging them. The women were running up and down their ship, ripping free grappling hooks and flinging them out into the sea.

“There is something wrong with that old man…” Leesha said as she gazed at the ancient Bond Mage on the larger ship. Braden glanced at the man, in between shielding both Emma and Mina.

The older man was dressed in a robe of expensive and luxurious quality, he could tell from even this distance, threaded through with silver and gold. His face held a mixture of boredom and amusement, as he traced complicated, yet delicate glyphs in the air with one hand. The other rested on the head of his Bonded, a younger woman with a snaggle tooth and crooked nose.

As Braden was staring, a sudden shadow fell upon him, and he reacted without thought. Flinging his hands up and summoning a massive shield above The Mighty Oar. It appeared not a second too soon. For raining down out of the heavens was a storm of massive meteors and boulders the size of a man’s torso and larger. Molten hot and flying down, as if thrown by some angry god’s hand.

The meteors hammered down on Braden’s shield, and it began to crumple beneath the onslaught. Leesha was suddenly there, her power flowing through him, shoring up his shield and reinforcing it.

The desiccated fingers of the older Bond Mages hand flexed on the girl’s skull. As Braden watched, struggling to maintain his focus under the onslaught, the young woman aged before his eyes. Her hair lost its luster and thickness, teeth graying, and skin wrinkling. The woman shriveled in on herself slowly, face a twisted mask of agony as the ancient Bond Mage’s drew her life force out to fuel his meteor storm.

The molten boulders fell for long seconds, their rain only increasing with time, as the Bond Mage amped up the power fueling his spell. The air crackling with their heat and sweat beaded on Braden brow, he could feel the strain to his magics, just as it had when he held to times flow beneath the castle. The power felt brittle within his mind, on the verge of breaking something vital inside him.

Through tears of strain, he could hear the ancient Bond Mage cackling from across the waters. Then Emma was standing upon their foredeck, a strange black crossbow in her hands with a glowing golden bolt. Braden strained to the point of breaking, trying to comprehend where she had gotten the crossbow.

The ancient Bond Mage was suddenly screaming in fury and fear, shouting commands even as his hand traced a new glyph. Braden could see the old man was staring at Emma with fear, with a savage grip upon his Bonded’s neck, he lashed out with his spell. Braden tried to marshal the will to deflect the flying blade of air, but he couldn’t summon the focus and was exhausted from deflecting several dozen massive meteors.

“No!” Braden yelled in horror as the blade cut straight through Emma from neck to hip. The silver-haired girl’s face was a mask of shock as she tumbled in two pieces to the deck, dead in an instant.


Chapter Six

Sounds faded, and a hazy red film stole over Braden’s world as he watched the girls dark red blood pool out, her vacant silver eyes staring up at the sky sightlessly. A long-forgotten memory of his mother's face, bruised and battered, staring up at him from the carpet came unbidden, then all thought fled before the rage.

He didn’t notice the smaller ship smoking, listing to one side dangerously, as men swarmed below deck with weapons out. He didn’t see that Mina had long before, leaped onto the larger vessel and was battling the crossbowmen there as though they were children. Nor did he notice the smudge of blue and white, that even now dislodged the last grappling hook.

Rage swept through Braden, along with anger and loss. He turned baleful eyes to the ancient Bond Mage and filling his limbs with magic, threw himself at the creature. The old man's evil grin twisted to disbelief, then horror, as Braden flew through the gap between ships, screaming in mindless rage.

Long-buried anger reared its ugly head, given an outlet through the power that raged through him, clouding his vision with red. The ancient Bond Mage hurled bolts of sickly green energy in rapid succession, draining his Bonded’s life force as he saw his death flying towards him.

Braden landed upon the old man’s chest, screaming in wordless fury, feet stomping the old skull to a red pulp. Beside the man, his now aged bonded shrank away, her face a fearful mask. She raised a hand, either in warding or attack, Braden would never know. His sword took her in the neck, and he felt a wash of pleasure as her red blood pumped free, covering the deck.

He heard pounding footsteps nearby and didn’t even think, lashing out with a bare hand, his force claws tearing through decking and flesh alike. He saw one of the twins torn apart in a spray of splinters and blood; Braden’s savage attack tearing through the decking as well. The raging monster within consumed his reason, and it was with bare hands that he leaped at the muscled captain. The hairy man fell beneath the tearing force claws, not even having a chance to draw his sword, not having the great confrontation he’d dreamed about. Instead, Henry the Hairy, a pirate feared in three seas, died while trying to hold in his guts with weak and trembling hands as the berserk Harem Mage tore his way through the ship.

Druska climbed free of the sinking smaller vessel, the screams of the wounded fading as they sank beneath the waves. She looked across the waters to see The Mighty Oar safe but adrift, and upon the deck of the larger pirate ship, a chaotic rainbow of magical energies. Wood flew, and smoke filled the air, as she watched an enraged Braden lash out wildly, literally digging and tearing his way into the belly of the ship.

She dove off the deck of her sinking ship and swam with powerful strokes to The Mighty Oar, hauling herself onto the deck in time to see the larger pirate ship begin to list dangerously, black smoke rolling out of her hold.

“I tried to tell him!” Leesha said, running up to Druska, fear and worry writ on her features.

“Tell him what?” Druska asked, looking around the deck to make sure her sisters were safe.

“It was an illusion, to fool that old Bond Mage, but he didn’t know,” the little elf was babbling, her words tumbling out on top of one another, “He saw Emma die, and he lost it! He’s channeling too much power; he could burn himself out or break something in his mind! Druska, you have to calm him down!”

“I’m not sure I can,” Druska said, relieved to see Emma peering out of the cabin, “Where’s Mina?”

“She went over to the big ship, just jumped like it was nothing,” Leesha pointed at the burning wreckage, where they could still hear the screams of rage from their master as he tore his way through decking and bodies.

“There’s nothing we can do now,” Druska said when Emma walked over to them, worry plain on the girl’s face, “Mina will get him free of that mess before he drowns.”

“Druska… there’s something wrong with Lord Braden,” Emma said, “I sensed it before down in the dungeon… he terrifies me when he gets like this.”

“He would never hurt us,” Druska said, resting her hand on the girl’s shoulder, “but, yes… there is a madness that lurks within him. He must learn to control and direct it.”

“Berserker…” Leesha said.

The three women watched the sizeable pirate ship sink, the screams of the dying faded, and the cries of rage and detonations of power from their Master as well. Then with an explosion of wood, Mina finally burst her way free of the exposed side of the ship. She carried the bleeding and unconscious form of Braden in one arm, his scabbard and sword over her shoulder as she swam with powerful strokes to The Mighty Oar.

It was a somber group of women who laid their lord down in bed. Emma had healed his minor cuts and injuries, but she said the exhaustion of his mind and powers would take longer to heal.

Mina and Leesha got the ship underway, slowly sailing free of the floating debris and corpses. All that remained as evidence of their battle. As the afternoon wore on, Druska stood near the stern deck, watching her lord sleep, her face troubled.

Braden woke in the early evening. He wept when he saw Emma still alive, shocked that her death had been an illusion cooked up by Leesha in her desperation to draw the Bond Mage’s focus. Then he wept even harder as the hazy memories of what he’d done resurfaced. Looking down at his rough, calloused hands;they had been so talented at creating and designing once, now all they seemed to do was destroy.

“You frightened us, my Lord,” Emma broke the silence, her voice quiet and careful.

“I could not reach through to you,” Leesha said, resting a hand on his shoulder, “I screamed that it was an illusion, but you wouldn’t listen.”

“I watched you destroy those men, and that ship,” Mina said, her eyes haunted, “I had to wait until you burnt yourself out before I could approach you… the energies were so destructive and chaotic...”

“Our enemies are dead,” Druska said, her voice a touch harsh, snapping the other women’s gazes to hers as she frowned at them, “and we are alive. Be grateful for that.”

The other women nodded to her, but their faces remained troubled. Braden stood and gripped the rail, gazing out to sea. He couldn’t look the women in the eyes right then, shamefilled him, the queasy feeling roiling through his guts. He had lost control there, as he’d done before, and done terrible violence. The image of that poor Bonded, face shocked as her throat parted, red and wet, made him want to be sick.


What am I becoming?
 Braden thought to himself, Or, has the magic or this world just unlocked a monster that was always within?


“Mina, take Emma through some quarterstaff exercises, there is still light out and time for training,” Druska was all business as she gave orders, “I’ll get us back on course, we still have four more days of open seas and those clouds on the horizon don’t look too good.”

The women went about their work, and soon the clack-clack
 of staves hitting could be heard behind Braden on the mid-deck. He stared out to sea as the sun sank, his thoughts far away. Soft feet stepped up beside him, and he turned to see Leesha, but she wasn’t looking at him. The small elf stared to the north, towards her homeland, face a mixture of complicated emotions.

She turned to him, and their eyes met, and she drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, a small smile forming, as she slipped her little hand in his. Braden felt her trust and love in that gesture, and something melted inside, hot tears pooling in his eyes, as he gazed into her faintly glowing violet ones.

“All weapons have an edge,” Leesha said softly, her words for him alone, “Every blade can cut friend as well as foe; therefore, we practice. This is the purpose of control.”

“That’s the problem, Leesha,” Braden said, his voice raw with emotion, “I lose all control… this rage inside me takes over and… the worst part is, I like it.”

“You must find a way to control it, Braden,” she whispered, “or it could prove to be our downfall if we face a real threat.”

“What if I can’t?” Braden asked.

“You’ll find a way,” the small elf said, resting her head on his shoulder, “We have faith.”

He leaned on the rail for a long time, thinking and staring out at sea. Braden never had an issue with his temper in the past. Between work and his home life, he had been relatively even-keeled. Thinking of his old wife back on Earth, brought up feelings of loss and pain, and he wondered if they could be fueling this monster that lurked within.

The skies above grew stormy and dark, a match for Braden’s mood. When he felt a faint hint of magic, tinging the strong winds, is when he pulled himself out of his brooding. Looking up into the gathering storm, flecks of rain began to pelt his face. The evening gloom darkening, as black and grey clouds rolled in from the eastern horizon.

“This storm isn’t natural!” Leesha cried, even as Braden summoned his mage sight and took it all in.

It was far too large and complex a working of magic for him to intuit what was happening, but it was apparent as he gazed at the storm that magic flowed through it, speeding it on and imbuing it with fell intent.

Mina began barking orders, and Braden and the women dashed around the ship, securing cargo, stowing the sails, as well as any loose items they found. When they were done, Emma and Druska lashed themselves within the cabin. By that point, the ship was cresting breakers over ten feet tall, rolling precariously down the other side before racing up the next wave.

Mina clutched the wheel, gaze sweeping the waters ahead out to the horizon, keeping the prow pointed straight at the oncoming waves. Leesha stood mid-deck, lines of crackling red and purple power holding her fast as her nimble feet danced back and forth. Her will-power was wrapped up in ensuring the creaking mast didn’t snap free and tear all the rigging from their ship with it. Gale force winds tore at it, testing the little elfs.

Braden stood in the prow. He was exhausted, but could think of nothing else to combat the forces at play. He summoned his power through the sword and threw it at the center of the storm, trying to disrupt whatever was at work there. It was like blowing against the wind. They had begun as natural forces, but with the magic as fuel and will forcing it to grow beyond natural bounds, it was now far too powerful for Braden to even attempt to counter.

After an exhausting few minutes of wasted effort, he sagged against the lines holding him in place. A scream of warning from behind was all he got as they crested a massive wave, easily thirty feet tall. Their small ship teetered on its crest for one heart-stopping second, then with an alarming creek, began rushing down the other side.

Braden drew upon his powers once more, feeling them flagging and weak. He threw force before the prow of the ship, attempting to shield the vessel as they drove into the wave’s trough. Screaming out in pain as the magic stabbed through his mind, he clung to consciousness, black spots forming before his eyes as the cold black waters rushed over the deck.

He was thrown into his restraints, feeling the ropes dig into his waist and legs painfully, cutting off circulation. The water pulled and pulled, until he felt like his limbs had been ripped free of their sockets. Then the ship was rolling free, and he sucked in a sweet lungful of air.

Looking back in fear, Braden couldn’t make out anyone else on the deck of the ship, the wind and rain cutting off his vision more than a foot or two away. Once more, they tipped over a massive wave and raced down the other side. Braden couldn’t gather the presence of mind to throw another shield before the ship, and this time, he heard ominous cracks from the decking below, as they smashed into the next wave's wall of water.

Once more, the deck was swept under, and Braden nearly torn from the surface of the ship. Only to be pulled free by the tossing current and thrown into another wave. Again, and again The Mighty Oar was dragged beneath the waves. Struggling to the surface slower and slower each time, as the hold filled with water.

The nightmare never seemed to end for Braden. His fear for the safety of his harem paramount, but he was unable to do anything to help them. All he could do was hold onto the ropes that kept him in place and pray they didn’t tear-free.

Suddenly the rigging and mast whipped past, the dark mass snapping and sizzling through the air as the wind took them. Braden could sense a working from Leesha tied up in the wood and rope, but he was too exhausted to read it in depth. After that, the focal point of the storm tracked the debris as it swirled away, and he could almost sense the fury abating, second by second.

As the storm broke, their vessel floated adrift on the still rough seas. Braden noticed it listing, as he tried struggling to his feet. His thoughts were fuzzy, his mind mostly numb with exhaustion and shock.

Frozen fingers tore the bindings free of his legs and waist, and he immediately felt agonizing pain as the blood rushed back to his limbs. He grew woozy, and the world spun away, as blackness swallowed him under. His final thought was that he was a coward, because of the relief he felt as he escaped this terrible reality for the solace of dreams.


Interstitial

Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippe was in a cold fury as he stood, staring at the storm that raged away from the Capital, building with momentum and power as it went. His mind raced down paths of possibility, as he tried to calculate the consequences of this traitorous act.

Minutes before, a ritual of enormous power had been unleashed from within the very ground of this University. Its exact origins were muddled by intent and even more as Bond Mages and sorcerers from within the University’s towers, quested towards the ritual with their own power, trying to discern its purpose. The Arch Mage had sent his agents to search out the casters the moment it had begun, but he had little hope of catching them. He knew how well the University trained its casters.

The Imperial Council had long-established laws that banned the use of rituals such as this, for the chaos they unleased could have grave and far-reaching consequences. Now the Arch Mage watched, many of his plans and dreams dashed as the destructive storm swept west across the inland sea.

Spinning, he stalked to his desk in a cold rage and began penning missives. The only sign of the inferno within Dilo could see, was a slight tightness around the man’s eyes and the white knuckles of his hand as he clutched the quill.

Loud arguments could be heard from the tower stairs outside approaching his door. The Arch Mage motioned absently, and his Bonded opened the door to his chambers. The approaching voices of Esmelly and Elengarth could be heard clearly as they climbed the stairs, arguing loudly with one another.

“The Council will believe us when we tell them we had nothing to do with this!” Elengarth said, his deep voice strained and wheezing.

“Don’t be a fool, whether they believe it or not doesn’t matter, tell him, Ennis,” the fat woman huffed into his chambers, her face red with exertion and stress. “The Council will see this as an opportunity to pass Granicus’ reforms, and force the University to pay whatever price they claim this storm cost them!”

“Surely they must see this is an existential threat to them as well,” Elengarth said, his florid face tight with strain as he heaved his bulk into one of the Arch Mage’s chairs.

“Ennis,” Arch Mage Esmelly said, her eyes, which normally danced with suppressed mirth, now burned with an intense focus on her one-time master, “what have those fools done?”

“The Harem Mage has left Dalton,” the Arch Mage said, his pen never ceasing its scratching as he shuffled a clean sheet beneath his hand, laying the other aside for his Bonded to sand and let dry, “and yes Elengarth, the Bells rang true. He is a Harem Mage, and he’s already Bonded four women.”

“Dear Gods!” The man breathed, shaken to his core, “Then it’s true… the world is about to burn… this Queen of Death, who’s rumored to cower in the swamps of the eastern marshes… she’s real then?”

“Tell him, Esmelly.” The Arch Mage said, his voice hard as steel, crabbed hand flying across the parchment, the scratch of quill on parchment never ceasing.

“Do you remember Tillinda?” Esmelly asked Elengarth as she plopped her bulk into the other open chair.

“How could I forget,” the fat man said with a lascivious smile, “fattest ass I’ve ever seen, and those lips… What about her?”

“She was in service to a Lord out east when the rumors of a Dark Queen, or Queen of Death, or any number of other names that have sprung up for her, first began. I sent Tillinda to find out what she could, gathering information along the shores of that fell mire.” The woman’s blunt features were hard and voice grim as she went on, “Yesterday I received a hastily scrawled message sent by clockwork pigeon from one of the Lord's servants. It seems Tillinda returned from the swamp, only she brought with her fire and terror. The servant was fleeing, being chased by, and I quote: All who I know and love, turned into twisted monsters, hunting us, eating us. Their touch is cold death’
”

“Gods… do we know nothing else of this threat?” Elengarth demanded, fear tinging his voice, “Arch Mage, have you no response to this? We must send a cohort to investigate!”

A clap like thunder shocked both Mages and Bonded alike. Arch Mage Ennis Lippie, usually a silly looking little man, stood now, his eyes burning blue orbs of anger. The Bond Mages before him were reminded of the terrible power this man wielded, and Elengarth hunkered down in his chair, attempting to apologize, but nothing emerging from his suddenly dry mouth and throat.

“The east is dark, every user of the Art there is either dead or turned,” he pointed out the window, “those who were turned, or who side with this Dark Queen, have hidden themselves within our midst. The Council doesn’t trust us, and now for good reason, but they fear this Harem Mage more. I must assume they, too, have been infiltrated by this Dark Queens pawns.

“They will use this ritual’s casting, an attack on the Harem Mage I’m almost certain, to turn the people against us. And if that doesn’t work, the vipers in our midst will finish the job. My last report is that the Harem Mage journeys to the elves, in the opposite direction of the Dark Queen and her threat. Even if he were marching this way, why would he ever trust us? It was Bond Mages who struck at him in Dalton, my spies are certain. At this point, I don’t trust anyone but Dilo, and that goes for the two of you as well.”

His hard, blue eyes drilled into the two Bond Mages before him. Both cowering back in their chairs.

“What… what are we going to do, Ennis?” Esmelly asked.

“We clean house,” Ennis said, pacing behind his desk, hands clasped behind his back, “we let the Council pass whatever measures they want, let them shackle our hands if that’s what it takes. But they must call in the banners immediately and establish a Dictate.”

“They will never go for that,” Esmelly said, “Who could we both agree on?”

“We will give up our vote in the negotiations,” Ennis said, nodding now as he spoke, his mind dancing along paths of possibility, “and they will force us to accept who we would hate most, as a test of our loyalty to the Empire… the Council will have the same fears as always. So long as we don’t swear ourselves to the Harem Mage, they can feel comfortable the throne will remain empty.”

Esmelly had been running through the scenarios along with her master, her brilliant political mind seeing the same landscape as him. Beside her, Elengarth was shaking his head, a frown on his face.

“You can’t be serious, Ennis,” he said with a snort of disbelief, “times are tough, but you’re talking about handing away all of our power. This could shatter all we’ve built here over the last thousand years!”

“The threat’s dire, and time’s short, Elen,” the Arch Bond Mage said, stopping and staring down at his old friend, “Tell me a better option, and we will take it… We save what we can and accept the consequences.”

They stood for long minutes, the silence weighing upon them. Finally, Elengarth cleared his throat and turned his head to his Bonded, where she knelt in the back of the room. The woman was plain of face and full of hip, but her eyes gleamed with intelligence.

“Jenna,” he said, his voice soft and imploring, “I would have your counsel in this matter.”

Ennis and Esmelly both sneered, their opinion of their friend’s peculiarities when it came to his respect for the Bonded was known. Despite the hard stares of the two mages, the woman began to speak, her voice mellifluous. The sweet tones caused both Ennis and Esmelly to relax and be more receptive to her words, a mundane gift, but none the less effective.

“The Arch Mage speaks wisdom,” the woman said, hands folded upon her waist and head bowed in a posture of respect, “we should clean out our house. However, allegiance to the Harem Mage is a card we should hold closer to our chests when dealing with the Council. It will give Granicus in particular, pause.”

“Wise words,” Ennis said grudgingly.

“Speaking of Granicus, Master,” she went on carefully, “the reforms he has proposed hue more towards superstitions still held amongst the non-enlightened. If the Arch Mage were to codify and publish those rules and traditions already practiced by the University and its Bond Mages, Granicus could no longer use that as a bargaining chip.”

“Now that’s smart,” Esmelly said, nodding, “I would mean giving up some of our secrets, but it would rip the fangs out of his best attack. We could publish them before we entreat the Council.”

“Elengarth, get back to Priss and meet with representatives of the western kingdoms,” Ennis said, sitting back down at his desk and dipping his quill in the inkpot. Dilo had a fresh sheet of parchment laid before him before he could even think to ask. He nodded in thanks, the Bonded blushing, as his quill began to scrawl across the parchment.

“Now to the vital question,” the Arch Mage said, “how do we test to see who has turned and who hasn’t.”

“The Inquisitrix,” Esmelly said, her voice a whisper. The words sent a shiver of fear down everyone spines, and Ennis lifted his head, mouth a hard line as he met her eyes; finally, he nodded.

“Do it, then.” He said with a deep sigh, “And the gods have mercy on our souls for what we unleash this day.”

----------

Word went out soon after, in dozens of directions. One of those missives was magical, and it flew towards a small white tower on the edge of the Imperial Capitol. There, an ancient guild practiced arcane and bloody arts.

Their purpose was divining the truth, and their methods were varied. Shunned for centuries by the other guilds and powers of the empire, they had subsisted for years by working with local law enforcement to ferret out criminals.

Born on magical wings, was the imperial star symbol wrought in fragile glass and laced through with cracks. It was dropped onto the High Lord Inquisitix’s desk without warning.

Breath froze in his lungs, the hard, old man pushed aside a pile of reports from his Inquisitors and Gatherers, lifting the cracked glass star with shaky hands. Around the room, two white marble plinths stood, on their tops were shallow depressions holding cracked glass stars like the one he now held.

A slow, cruel smile stole over the face of the old horror, as he stood and walked to an empty plinth and set the cracked star down gently. Then, with slow movements that he had practiced for decades but never actually done, he built a fire in the red stone hearth. The wood was dusty and dry and caught with the first spark. Once the fire was burning merrily, he laid the special red log on the fire and closed his eyes, relishing the calm before the storm. His smile deepening as he imagined the screams rising from the cells below.

As the tower filled with a pungent and pleasant smell, the Inquisitors began sharpening knives and heating their irons. The roiled red smoke billowing out through specific portals in the tower’s sides and roof. Drifted on the wind, a blanket of crimson doom hung above the Capital. All who saw it trembled, as they realized that for only the third time in the Empire's existence, an Inquisition had been called.

Enemies of the Empire beware.


Chapter Seven

The first thing Braden noticed when he woke was the hot sun baking down on him. His lips were dry and cracked, and his eyes burning, even with the lids closed. He lifted himself to his feet slowly, surprised to be alive, and gazed around at the destruction the storm had wrought.

Just as he turned his head, he heard the distant sound of a bell ringing, and a small familiar window appeared in the air before him with glowing golden words:
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He froze, reaching out with a tentative hand and trying to touch the hovering words and scroll them up or to the side. His fingers passed through the image as if it only existed for his eyes alone. He summoned his magic sight but saw nothing, the words were fading when he realized what a fool he was.

Gripping the hilt of his sword, he summoned the mage sight again, and this time, just as the words disappeared, he saw a small blinking cursor near the bottom of the image. Then it was gone. He resolved that next time the prompt appeared, he would make sure to investigate it further.

By some miracle, The Mighty Oar remained afloat, although it listed dangerously to one side. Braden stood on shaky legs and saw the storm had stripped the deck bare. The rigging and mast were gone, as was part of the decking, as well as the cabin's roof. What had once been a sleek looking ship, now looked like a cracked and leaky tub, slowly filling with water from a half dozen tiny cracks.

He found Druska and Emma in the ruins of the cabin, both unconscious. He found Leesha still lashed to the deck's surface, her magically reinforced bindings having kept her in place, as the mast and rigging were ripped free. She had terrible lacerations from where the ropes had cut into her flesh and had lost a lot of blood. He cut her loose and carried her into the ruins of the cabin, binding her wounds as best he could with scraps of sailcloth.

After searching the aft deck, he could find no sign of Mina and began to fret, fear bubbling up in him, he called out. Just as he was starting to fear her lost, a groan came from below deck. Scrambling down into the hold, he found the girl. Her feet were against the central rib of the hull, and her arms straining as she held a large chunk of the hull. Her limbs trembled, face red with strain as she held out the sea by sheer brute force.

“My… Lord…” she girl rasped, voice ragged with exhaustion, “I failed… the ship destroyed… couldn’t keep us safe…”

“Relax, Mina, you steered us through… everyone is alive, and you
 did that… you saved us.”

As Braden spoke, he drew upon his powers through the sword and wove force magic into the broken boards. It took far longer than he might have liked, with his concentration weakened by his own injuries and exhaustion. Making magic a permanent thing, such as he was trying to do here, was an extremely costly endeavor, and he nearly depleted his reserves of strength by the time he finished.

Finally, Braden collapsed to the hold deck, gasping in deep lungfuls of air, sweat beading his brows. Mina collapsed beside him, her arms and legs trembling. Braden was awed by the girl’s determination and strength. He wasn’t sure how long she had been down here, holding the sea out, but with the sun almost overhead, it must have been close to eight hours, at least.

Once rested, he found Mina had fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion. He pulled her out of the confined space and brought her up on deck, laying her unconscious form beside the others. Druska was just beginning to come around as he knelt, staring around at the calm sea extending in all directions.

“Ma… Master…” Druska moaned and rolled over, eyes cracking open slightly before she flinched back, “My head… dear Algorithm… the pain…”

“I’m here, Druska,” Braden said, moving to her side and taking her hand, his other hand stroked her hair back gently. His stomach lurched when she blinked, and he saw the dark red blood filling her eyes.

“The others?” She asked, her voice a bare whisper, eyes closed tight.

“They survived,” he said, “the ship is in ruins, and everyone is pretty beat up, but everyone’s alive.”

“A miracle,” she said.

“That storm was sent at us,” Braden said, “We need to get off these open waters. If they send another, we’ll be toast.”

“I trust… Master… Going to… just take a nap…” Druska slumped back into unconsciousness, and Braden grew worried as he watched her troubled sleep.

The alien woman had a terrible lump on the side of her skull, and he worried it might be cracked. She was giving all the signs of having a massive brain injury, and he had no idea if Emma would be awake and able to help her any time soon.

Limping around the ship, he assessed the damage and dug through their remaining stores. The food and most of the supplies Simon provided them were gone, as well as most of the spare sail and rope.

He found a length of tattered sailcloth and twine and set to erecting a shade above the resting women. As he worked, Leesha groaned and rolled to one side, coughing and vomiting a stream of dirty water across the decking, barely managing to miss Emma, who lay beside her.

“Oh gods,” the elf moaned as she slowly picked herself up, crying out in pain when she tried to rest her weight on her left wrist.

“Slow,” Braden said, helping her up, “how are you feeling?”

“Like I was trampled by a herd of elk,” she said, a grimace twisting her face as she gazed about the ship, that turned to a frown of concern when she looked down at the still unconscious women, “Have you tried to wake them?”

“I thought to let them rest while I try to patch the ship,” he told her about waking to find Mina holding the ship together, literally barehanded, and about the minor leaks still to be fixed.

“If they haven’t woken by then, then we’ll have to figure something out,” Braden said.

Leesha stood slowly, favoring her injured wrist. There was a sickening angle to the bones just before the wrist itself, and they both knew it was broken. Braden finished putting the shade in place, then went back down into the tight hold and began trying to patch the few trickling leaks.

At first, he tried using the force magic once more to just fill the gaps, but that proved to be too exhausting for him. In the end, mundane tools worked much better, especially when they were aided by magical ones.

Using a small bubble of force on the outer hull, he was able to keep the water pressure off the cracks. Working quickly with tar and wood, he could put rough patches in place and dry them quickly with his magic, drawing the moisture out of the resin itself.

Once he worked out the bugs on the first, the process went smoothly, and he was able to finish off the last couple quickly. Feeling proud of his work, he extricated himself from the small space and clambered back up on the deck. He found Leesha dribbling small amounts of water into the women's mouths. She had pulled a bucket of freshwater from their one barrel and was trying to work the moisture into Druska’s mouth with a rag. She sat back with a sigh of frustration when he came into view.

“I fear they’ve suffered serious injuries, my Lord,” the elf said, gazing down at the three women with an expression as stricken as he felt, “They should’ve woken by now.”

“I know,” he said, his guts twisting in knots as he contemplated their next move.

“Lord,” Leesha said, and he was surprised to see tears in the mercurial elf’s eyes, “please save them, we can’t lose them, not like this.”

“There’s one final option,” Braden said, coming to a decision, “I’d hoped to save this, so we could find a way to recreate more. I’m sure if she had a lab or sufficient time to study it, Emma might be able to.”

He knelt next to Druska and reached into her no-space bag and drew forth the final golden vial the alien woman had pulled from her damaged spaceship. He shook his head at a memory that felt like a lifetime ago.

“Druska called it Regrowth,” carefully unstopping the vial, he gently tipped the contents into Emma’s mouth.

The golden liquid hit the girl’s thick pink lips and slid into her mouth, her throat swallowing it instinctively. Magic or technical miracle, Braden wasn’t sure and didn’t care as he watched Emma’s breathing grow even and deep. Her color returned, and the dark purple bruises that covered her body faded.

“Now we pray she can heal the others,” Leesha said, crouching down and cradling her broken arm.

Braden sat beside the small elf and held her close as they waited for Emma to awaken.

Long minutes passed before the girl’s eyes finally fluttered open, and she gazed around in worry. She sighed in relief when she saw her Lord and sisters, but concern twisted her beautiful features, when she saw the terrible injuries on them.

“My Lord, you all look terrible!”

“Thanks,” Braden said, unable to suppress his smile at her stating the obvious so well.

“I didn’t mean to insult,” she sat up and rested a hand on Druska’s forehead, “Oh dear, this is bad… I had such terrible nightmares, my Lord. My ribs ached, and my mind was broken, unable to focus, and find my way back… Dear me, Druska is the same I fear…,” the girl spoke as she worked, but the words trailed off as her patient demanded all of her attention and focus.

Braden and Leesha watched Emma work for long minutes, her silver hair shining, pulsing with light that threw lurid shadows behind them. Druska’s complexion improved, and the lumps shrank, and finally, she stirred. Something that had been hard and fragile within Braden softened the moment he saw her green fingers twitch, and he clutched at Leesha even tighter and she to him, as the tears flowed freely down their faces.

“She will need rest,” Emma said, sitting back and swaying slightly, “and her memory of the storm maybe a little… patchy.”

“Thank you, Emma,” Braden said, voice thick with emotion and exhaustion, “you’re a miracle.”

“The miracle is whatever you healed me with, my Lord,” the girl held her hand up before her face staring at it as though she could peer beneath the flesh and into her own veins, “There’s no trace of magic, but it’s almost as if I can feel something still working within my blood… within the tiniest part of me… but I sense no life.” The girl trailed off and shook her head, all business once more as she turned to the elf, “Leesha, let me see that arm.”

Braden told the silver-haired teen about the Regrowth and the state of their ship. She listened attentively, even as his words began to slur in exhaustion, head drooping. The girl's powers were nearly depleted after the powerful healing required on Druska, but she was able to mend Leesha’s arm enough so the elf could use it, even if gingerly. She also rested a gentle hand on her master’s shoulder and, with a faint pulse of her hair, sent him into a restful doze.

She could heal the injuries to his body, but she feared the darkness that lived within his mind. It cast a shadow on his thoughts, a twisted web of shame, self-loathing, and fear. As she stroked the hair back from his handsome brows, she allowed her genuine concern to shine through without witnesses. Emma wished she could ask her mother’s advice, the matronly healer had known much about potions and poultices, but even more about human nature.


Chapter Eight

Braden woke slowly, feeling comfortable and warm in the dark of night. He lay on the cabins cot with three slender forms pressed against him, fighting off the chill. The girls dozed, and he was happy to see they sounded healthy. He extricated himself from their limbs, and Leesha grumbled in her sleep, reaching out and pulling Mina closer. He gazed down at them fondly, and once more thanked his lucky stars for each of them.

He found Druska sitting near the front of the ship, gazing out at the night sky. She looked up when he approached, the concern fading, as a warm smile lit her face.

“How are you feeling, Master?” Druska asked as he sat next to her.

“I’m well,” he said, “How are you feeling?”

“I don’t remember much of the storm, just the fear as it held us in its grip, the lack of control,” she shook her head, “Emma says I had a cracked skull. I’ve got to hand it to this ship though, she’s tougher than I thought.”

“For cracking your skull before you could crack her hull?” Braden asked with a little grin.

Druska barked a laugh, “I hadn’t thought of that, but yes, that and surviving such a monstrous storm.”

“Did Mina and Leesha have a chance to divine our position?” He asked, glancing around at the striped vessel and the stars overhead.

“Mina says we’ve been blown off course by many leagues, but the sea's currents are pushing us in the right direction still. Leesha said that at our present course we would arrive near the Silver Kingdom’s coast in two or three weeks. We should still have plenty of time to get her home before the solstice ceremony.”

“We need to construct some way to steer this tub and push her to shore.” Braden looked at what remained of the decking and mentally made a list of supplies still in the hold.

“Leesha had some ideas about that,” Druska said, nodding, “But she wanted to wait and bounce them off you first. We should look at this as a blessing, Master.”

“How so?” Braden asked, finding it challenging to keep the bitterness out of his voice.

“Blessing or curse, forced on us by our enemies or chance; it doesn’t matter. We’re stuck on this sea, drifting with the currents for weeks. We can either gnash our teeth and rage, or we can use this time as a gift and learn all we can from one another.”

Braden had a sudden flash of memory; of his younger teenage self-buried in his room writing his very first software program. It was a pathing and casting loop for his character in one of the very first open-world MMO’s. He had set the little two-dimensional caster on a boat and sailed to the middle of the open sea with his bags full of spell components.

The games leveling mechanic had a failsafe against a character standing in one place and casting spells repeatedly to increase their magic. It would only give a point if the character moved at least one game tile before casting. Braden had set his little boat moving around in broad looping patterns, while the 2D mage cast repeatedly, maxing out his magic and resistance faster than any of his friends.

Braden glanced at Druska and saw her studying him, a gentle smile tugging her lips.

“What?” He asked.

“I was just thinking,” Druska said, “we’ve come so far, and yet here we are. All of our great powers and how much do they help when we’re drifting in a wooden tub in the sea?”

“Hmph, tell me about it,” Braden said with a chuckle, “I’m certain there are ways our powers could get us out of here, but everything I think of is just too costly and wouldn’t really help much anyway. We’ll still construct a tiller and oars, but even those things will take days of our power where we can’t do anything else and are vulnerable, should we be attacked again.”

“We will train,” Druska said, slipping her arm beneath his and pulling him to his feet with her, “We will learn and grow. If our enemies sought to kill us, they failed. If they sought to delay us, then we will take advantage of that delay.”

“You’re right,” Braden said, nodding, the cloud of darkness that hung above him faded somewhat, the future holding some hope.

“Of course, I’m right,” Druska said with her familiar certainty, “But now we celebrate the fact that we’re alive and I fulfill a promise once given.”

Braden turned a questioning frown on her, but Druska just smiled a mysterious smile. She pressed him down to sit on the cot. Then she stood slowly, her eyes seeming to flash with green desire, her movements flowing and graceful. Nimble and quick fingers peeled her clothing free. The stiff garments struck the floor with a thud that set a pounding in Braden’s chest, the beat begun. Her foot snapped out, in time with the soundless music, as it kicked the salt-stained uniform into a corner of the cabin.

Arms at her sides, she stepped back, lit in brilliant silver light from the shining stars above, her body flowed from side to side. Her curves sublime and muscles taut, as shadow and light danced across her skin in time to a hypnotic beat. Her toes tapping out a slow pulsing rhythm.

Braden’s blood was pumping, and his heart racing as desire swelled within him. Her movements were hypnotic, and he lost all sense of time and place. His vision filled with her slow gyrating movements, so lost in her, he was unaware of the women behind him stirring on the bed. A pulsing rhythm they couldn’t hear, making their blood boil. Without words, they moved up to their master’s sides, shocked and awed by the sight before them.

Druska lost herself in the movements of the Fi’zagra. The dance was a lost art amongst her people, it being the ultimate act of seduction for a woman of the Corporation. Now it was only ever used for its intended purpose within the breeding halls, and it was such a personal and private thing that none ever talked about it.

She had been taught as a girl when she still dared dream, she might be allowed the privilege of being bred. Years later, as bitter truth sunk in, she’d tried to forget the movements, but her curse was to have a body that couldn’t forget.

As the starlight reflected off her naked body, and she felt the pulsing unearthly rhythms pull her body through the motions of the dance, she realized a more profound truth. One her teacher had not spoken of, perhaps had not known. This was not just a dance of lust and desire. She was baring her soul, with each flex of muscle and twist of the hip, she was drawing them in closer and closer.

The Fi’zagra was the dance of love.

To dance it while being in love was to turn your soul into a blooming flower, opening and laid bare, for the object of your affections. Druska let go of all her inhibitions, all restraint as she welcomed Braden, Leesha, Emma, and Mina into her heart. As she did, the final secret of the dance was revealed to them all. For she could see the equal and corresponding love of each of them in turn. Like different flavors, each was colored by the bearer.

Leesha saw a friend and sister, one who would accept her as she was, flaws and all.

Emma saw a guide, a hardened older sister, wise in ways she wasn’t.

Mina saw a comrade, a kindred spirit as well, but the girl trembled in fear at the open vulnerability on display. Unable yet to match it.

Braden was a shining beacon of love, but deep within the man, she could see a fragility that he hid, even from himself. He’d been hurt, was still hurting, and deep down in that fear, lived a monster ready to tear the world apart to protect himself and those he loved.

Druska nearly faltered in her steps as she saw to the heart of her master. Her heart went out to him, but this wasn’t a wound words, or even deeds would fix. He would have to deal with this on his own. In the meantime, she knew she and her sisters would soothe his hurts, and fill his cracked cup to overflowing with their love.

The beat played on, and Druska danced. All thought faded for them, as movements cast a spell, no magic could equal. Their hearts were full and their desires at a fevered pitch when, with a final flourish of limbs, Druska stepped forward and pressed one knee to the outside of her master’s thigh, slipping the other across his lap. She froze there, head thrown back, breathing heavy, arms raised to the heavens as she gazed into his eyes.

No words were spoken as her dance ended. She sat still upon his lap, and Braden felt the pulsing rhythm still pulling them along, as his hands rose in time with the unheard music and slid up her thighs and along her firm butt cheeks and up the tight muscles of her back.

Then she was moving again, in time with him. Hands drawing back, clothes gone, hot breath, as many faces pressed in close, kisses sharing around. The pulsing beat dragged them all along with it. Braden was inside Druska in moments, her hips grinding him and rotating as their bodies came in sync.

Leesha was pressing her sex down to her lord's mouth, feeling his hot wet tongue slide along her tender parts. She was drawn into Druska’s embrace as they faced one another, lips brushing lightly, hands sliding along the soft skin of each other’s backs and sides. Then she was cupping the green-skinned woman’s perfect breasts and drawing one firm nipple to her curving lips.

The two rode their master and lord as Emma pressed little Mina down beside them. The tiny warrior could have overpowered the healer with ease, but Emma was adept at finding her opponent's weak points in a battle between the sheets. The silver-haired teen smiled in delight, her massive chest heaving in time with the pulsing rhythm, fingers grazing along the pale flesh of the small woman. That delicate touch was like fire upon Mina’s skin, breath frozen in her lungs, and pleasure dancing along her spine as she whimpered. She was at Emma’s mercy, and the busty teen intended to enjoy her prize.

The Fi’zagra unleashed an orgy of touch and pleasure, and none could rest until they’d sampled each member of the harem. Their souls calling out for completion. The magic that had bound them together before, now deepened and reinforced.

When he finally closed his eyes to sleep, Braden couldn’t suppress the smile that tugged at the corner of his mouth. The dreams that eventually pulled him under were not as dark as usual, and he felt a glimmer of hope for the future.


Chapter Nine

For two weeks, Braden and his harem drifted at sea. Guided by the currents and winds, they kept to their course roughly, tracking their progress by the stars. They lived off fish pulled straight from the water and rain collected in their one barrel. The meals were sparse and the sun harsh, as it beat down upon them all day, and Braden was having the time of his life.

In their spare time, Braden and Leesha worked on crafting a tiller and ores out of broken decking and pure magic. The cost was tremendous for such mundane items, and it took them days to complete.

The bulk of their time was spent training under Druska and Mina’s competent direction. The evenings, Braden and Leesha spent experimenting with their magical powers. Emma would join them on occasion, but Braden showed little ability to match her healing powers. Oh, he could access the power the same as she, but her ability to weave the flows and heal injuries was so far beyond his. He found it difficult to follow her words when she tried to explain it to them. He learned much about his, Leesha, and Emma’s magic and its efficacy over those two weeks, but he made the most progress in learning the sword.

Druska had them up with first light. She instructed Braden and Leesha to clear out the decking that had broken up during the storm and construct a single solid surface. It was not terribly difficult, as only a small portion of the floor had to be constructed from pure magic, but it still required most of the morning and into the afternoon.

When they were done, they began with a regimen that Druska and Mina worked out between them. The days were long and brutally hard. When he was too exhausted to continue, muscles too sore to lift his weapon, Emma would wash away his fatigue and heal his tired muscles, then he would be back at it, sparring with Mina or Druska.

He progressed in his skills with the sword in leaps and bounds over those two weeks. Even more useful than the sword skills, was the combat awareness that grew in him. He was seeing and understanding more and more about battle as they trained.

Druska worked her master to the bone, making sure that he never had time to sit and dwell on darker thoughts. In the evenings, as the sun sank down below the horizon, the five of them would crawl into bed together, making love long into the night.

She and the other women had spoken as their master slept and shared what she’d seen in his soul during the dance. Emma was most concerned for her lord, but they all wished they could do something to help him. She warned them that they should speak with their lord once they managed to get off the sea, and forcing him to speak of such things when trapped with them might not be the wisest action. So, they kept their worries to themselves and monitored their lord’s moods. Whenever he fell into a dark mood, one of them would approach him with gentle touches and soft words, reminding him of their love and lightening his mood.

Braden grew to know each woman on a deeper level over those two weeks. Taking time out of each day to spend with them. Remarkably, their personalities never grated on one another. There were no arguments born from frustration or annoyance. Each woman forged a bond with the others, finding different comforts from each.

Emma was generous, almost to a fault. She would always volunteer to help and be there to listen with a sympathetic ear. The girl had a core of iron, though, and when she set her mind to something, she could be remarkably determined. If not for her healing, they would have never made it, and the girl grew in her power over those weeks as well, delving deeply into the mysteries of the human body.

The silver-haired girls one overriding passion, learned on that night she had spent in an Inn, was servicing her lord. Over those two weeks, it was a common occurrence for her to drop to her knees or crawl between his legs, with no warning, and draw him into her hot young mouth. Once, they even stayed up long into the night, Braden telling the women about his childhood back on Earth, and the entire time Emma spent curled up between his legs, softly nursing on his manhood, sharing out the rewards that shot forth with her sisters.

Druska would not dance for them again, saying it should be saved for special occasions. The woman drove them like a taskmistress during the day, seemingly intent on imparting a decade’s worth of knowledge and skill to Braden in just a couple of weeks. In the evenings, the woman let herself relax, enjoying the stories her companions shared and laughing harder than any. She told tales of growing up in corporate space, but they required so much explanation that she rarely found herself going into much detail. She never tired of being bred by her master, nor he of her, and she and Mina often found opportunities to turn their training into kinky play.

Mina was shy and quiet for the first few days. Still unsure of her place within the group. As time passed, she relaxed more and more, letting her real personality peek through. The girl had grown up at court and been enmeshed in many schemes, lies, and ploys throughout her life. She was naturally guarded and had grown up to be more so. Never having had sisters, at least not ones like these women, it took a while for her intimidation of them and their exploits, to fade. On the battlefield, the girl was a fearless whirlwind of destruction, even besting Druska half the time when they sparred, her ferocity a sight to behold. But in the act of love, she was a soft and submissive flower, happy to be used and desperate to be dominated.

Leesha seemed to enjoy herself the most, while at the same time growing more nervous the closer they drew to her homeland. There were things she wasn’t admitting to Braden and the other women, but they allowed her the small secrets. The elf flashed through moods so quickly Braden felt like his head was sometimes spinning. She was mercurial and ever-changing, but she was also brilliant, and her focus and willpower were second to none when she pushed herself and her magical powers. She and Mina struck up a tight friendship and were rarely far from one another. In fact, Braden couldn’t fool around with one, without the other wiggling her way into their lovemaking. Leesha spent particular time perfecting magical bindings that she used to truss Mina up, allowing for all sorts of kinky scenarios.

One major discovery trumped all the others. It came during their fourth day, after a particularly tough bout with Druska. Braden stepped back, lungs heaving, and sweat pouring down his face, as the sun beat down on him. His limbs felt like rubber, and his shoulder smarted where Druska’s practice blade had landed. Just as he was about to take a sip of water and quench his thirst, the distant sound of a bell ringing and a small familiar window appeared in the air before him with glowing golden words.

He froze and sought out the strange blinking cursor again. It was barely visible, and he had to quest towards it with magic. Reaching with his intuition, he touched upon the thread of divination, questing forwards. A barrier kept him out, but the barrier was one he understood. It was structured like security software, and he was able to bypass the need for a password, by designating himself as a superuser or admin. Suddenly the page before him doubled, showing a second sheet of data, arranged like database information.

CONGRATULATIONS!

HAREM MAGE – Level 8

Powers:

IRON WILL

XXXXX

XXXXX

XXXXX

Soul-bond Established

List of First Wives:

Druska Alverin'droblek: Scout, Lvl 8


	Rank A Scout, GGC – Mergers and Acquisitions Division

	Wielder of a Vorpal Weapon, Magically Enhanced?
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	First Wife of Breeder Braden



Leesha Silvestri: Sorcerer, Lvl 8


	Princess of the Silver Heart Tree

	Abducted by the Dark Queen

	First Wife of Breeder Braden



Emma Goodwill: Healer, Lvl 8


	Herbalist & Master Potion Maker

	Rediscovered Soulsing Tea




	Abducted by the Dark Queen

	First Wife of Breeder Braden



Mina of House Hellinist: Warrior, Lvl 8


	Former Heir to the Dukedom of Dalton, Melind Empire




	Abducted by the Dark Queen

	First Wife of Breeder Braden
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Error 404: Unestablished Connection to GGC Databases


*connect this interface with a registered GGC terminal at your earliest convenience. It has now been
 74
 galactic days since last data sync. The GGC thanks you for your contribution to our bottom line. May your endeavors prove profitable.


This cybernetic implant was designed by FAILSAFE PROTOCOL for an entity designated as Management. Its purpose is monitoring and information gathering. Its removal will result in the entity's destruction. The GGC thanks you for your cooperation.

Braden poured over the information, and then reread it, making sure he missed nothing. He felt a chill down his spine at the words ‘cybernetic implant,’ and he shivered in revulsion. The thought of something implanted in his brain gave him the creeps.

“Druska,” he called as the image faded from his sight, “do you know anything about a cybernetic implant being placed in my head when I came through that broken portal?”

“Implant?” The alien woman asked, “I read of nothing like that on the readout back at my ship. Brain implants have been against Corporate Law for centuries.”

He explained to her what he had discovered, and her face grew more and more troubled.

“This is very strange, Master,” she said with a shake of her head. “It is legal for you and me to be charged for the FAILSAFE’s activation, but I have never heard of anything like this being installed, and if it says you are designated for Management, that could mean anything.”

“And the levels? It seems to know when I have reached a new threshold in my powers. I can feel my strength grow each time.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not familiar with these things,” she said with a shake of her head, “but the GGC is a galaxy-spanning empire, and management is an arcane and strange world all on its own. You shouldn’t have to worry about accessing any GGC terminals, not unless they send someone to rescue me, an unlikely proposition.”

“I don’t like the idea of something foreign in my head,” Braden said, “but I can’t see a way to get it out.”

“I sense nothing amiss with you now or before,” Emma said, removing her hand from his forehead, her face troubled. “And I certainly don’t sense any foreign material.”

“That’s some relief,” Braden said, “I’ll keep an eye on it for now. I did learn one thing that’s valuable for us all.”

“What’s that, my Lord?” Mina asked.

“Our training here can increase our powers and not just our skills. I’m able to access more magical powers this evening than I could this morning. Although there is still the risk of integrating that power with our abilities, once we get to land and Emma can prepare Soulsing Tea for us, that risk will fade.”

After that revelation, Braden threw himself into the training with even more energy. He grew comfortable with a sword in his hand, able to block, parry, and attack without thought. His magics came easier, and he was able to increase the efficacy of his mage sight as well; able to see flows more precisely.

His hard work paid off, and near the end of the second week, he saw the prompt appear one more time. He accessed the hidden information but saw only minor changes.
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Chapter Ten

The blacked-out fifth entry on the second page still disturbed him and he got a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach as he gazed at it. Praying it was only blacked out because he hadn’t found his fifth Bonded yet but fearing that it was for a more ominous reason.

That evening they retired early, eating a large meal of roasted fish and letting their sore muscles relax. Braden sat near the front of the ship, watching the waves roll past them. He was deep in thought when Emma came and pulled him to his feet. He smiled down at the beautiful teen.

The mores and expectations of Earth still lived in Braden, and even now he felt as though he might be doing something wrong, as he pulled her into his arms. No matter how many times he touched or looked upon Emma’s body, he was still in awe. As his lips pressed to hers, he sighed in pleasure, his hands sliding down her sides to grip her firm young ass.

“Mhmm, my Lord, your touch drives me crazy,” Emma said in a breathy sigh.

Turning in his arms, the girl drew him over to the bed. Sitting him down, Leesha and Mina moved to his sides, drawing off his sweat-stained clothing. Emma grinned like a kid with a toy, as she wrapped one hand around his hardness. Her cool fingers meeting the hot flesh sent a shiver through her body.

Letting her tongue play along the soft underside of his manhood, she watched the pleasure steal over her lord’s face. Her heart swelled as she felt him responding to her touch. Leesha pulled his face to hers, the little elf nibbling on his bottom lip, while Mina kissed her way down his chest and stomach, joining Emma in worshipping him.

The silver-haired teen pressed the head of her lords’ cock to the tiny woman’s lips. She pressed on the back of Mina’s head, loving the moan of pleasure the girl gave as she took him deep into her throat.

Then Emma jerked in surprise when she felt hands on her body, and she glanced back with a grin to see Druska, naked and glorious behind her. The alien woman pulled the teen's clothing free of her and pressed her back next to their lord, her tongue searching out Emma’s most sensitive parts.

Emma watched as little Leesha climbed upon her lord’s manhood, riding him with wild abandon. Mina kissing the little elf and sucking on her nipples as Braden touched her tiny body all over. Then she lost herself in the pleasure Druska was giving her. Her moans and cries of joy soon joined by Mina as Braden pressed the girl down onto her back.

Leesha drew on her powers and, with a wicked grin, trapped Mina’s wrists behind her back and bound her legs. The small submissive screamed in pleasure, as she struggled against her bonds, begging Braden to use her. Use her sexy little body he did. Taking his pleasure from her tight pussy while he kissed and touched the little elf. When he flooded Mina’s womb with his seed, the girl’s eyes rolled back into her skull, and she moaned incoherent words of pleasure.

Leaving Leesha to her fun with the little submissive, Braden moved behind Druska. Slowly entering the tight alien, he watched as she went down on Emma. The sight of the sexy green-skinned woman, between the busty teen's slender legs was almost enough to push him over the edge again, but he held out until Druska hit her peak. Arching her back, she pulled his lips to hers, and as he filled her pussy with his cum, he tasted Emma upon her, their tongues dancing.

A minute later, he lay in the bed, Druska cuddled up against his side, nuzzling his neck and making small sounds of pleasure as he cupped her firm ass and held her close. Mina and Leesha lay on his other side, holding one another close and making out, their hands lazily stroking one another’s soft flesh. His legs were spread, and he stared at Emma as the teen wrapped his stiff manhood between the pillowed flesh of her breasts.

The silver-haired beauty was tireless as she rose and fell. Her movements were graceful as ever and relentless, as she gazed upon him with love-filled eyes. She would not let him rest until she got to drink down her prize, and as his orgasm neared, he saw the gleam of a delighted grin in her eyes. Soon he was grunting in pleasure, as the girl wrapped her lips around the head of his cock, soft hand stroking him quickly as she sucked hard, swallowing down every bit of his cum into her happily humming mouth.

He was woken from a blissful sleep by Mina’s excited cry, the words sending a thrill through him and causing him to leap out of bed.

“Land!” She cried again, “I see land on the horizon!”

Braden, and the other women, met Mina at the front rail and sighted the small green and brown smudge on the horizon.

“The current should take us close,” Mina said, “but we’ll need to row ourselves the rest of the way.”

“Let’s get things set up then,” Braden said, and he and Leesha began working on attaching the oars to the sides of the ship, Leesha binding them in place with her ropes of power.

As the land drew closer, Braden saw it was a big island, rising to a broken peak of black stone, surrounded by dark green, and lush with jungle. He felt a giddy sense of excitement that they would soon be on dry land and off this small ship, and a touch sad at the same time. These past two weeks had been some of the best of his life. Working hard all day and training had been rewarding, and the rest of the time had been soothing when he wasn’t living out erotic fantasies with four of the hottest women he’d ever seen in his life.

As they drew closer, their excitement dimmed as they caught sight of black smoke rising from one spot down near the shore. Braden and Mina pulled the oars, Braden drawing on his powers, and Mina using her enhanced strength to pull the ship through the current and towards the island. It took them hours to draw close, but finally, they broke free of the strong ocean current and into the calmer waters around the island’s shoreline.

Leesha stood high on what remained of the prow and used the spyglass to sight the shore. She gave a quiet curse shouting out over the sound of the waves crashing against the hull.

“There is an army of skeletons and horrors swarming a large village! Their palisades are going to collapse at any moment, row for all you’re worth!” Then she leaped down and ran to the stern of the ship and cast her magic out behind them, laying down an intricate web of sorcery.

She worked tirelessly, and Braden and Emma could both sense how powerful her working was. Only Braden, with the aid of his blade, could sense how subtle it was as well, reaching far out into the sea behind them, making small alterations in water temperature.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the ship was driven forward as a current gathered behind, propelling them straight ahead. Braden could feel a light breeze ruffling his hair, and then Leesha collapsed, panting in exertion and releasing her power. When he dropped his oar and went to go help, she waved him off, a tired smile tugging her lips.

“I’ve been working on that one for a whole week,” she said, “only thing is… I have no idea how we’re going to stop.”

Braden stood and looked toward the island. It was remarkably larger than it had been just a few seconds ago. Then he noticed the wind beginning to whip his hair back away from his face.

“Leesha… you can slow us down now!” Druska cried, as one of the oars was ripped from the side of the ship, to go skipping away on the waves behind them.

Braden looked down and saw Leesha snoring, a crooked little grin frozen to her lips, even in sleep. This time it was his turn to curse, as he snatched the tiny elf up and charged toward the prow.

“We’re gonna hit the beach!” He bellowed, seeing the island get closer and closer with each second.

He glanced back and saw Mina and Emma, both frozen as they stared around at the sea whipping past. Druska was moving though, she grabbed both women’s arms and dragged them to the prow.

With only seconds to spare, she met Braden. He crouched low, trying to time his leap to when the ship would crash into the sands below the waves. The timbers of the ship groaned and creaked as the current drove them forward relentlessly, the wind screaming past their ears.

The bottom of the boat struck a sand bar, and the entire deck shuddered, wood splintering and cracking up as the current drove them past it.

“Get ready to jump clear!” Braden called, and he was relieved to see Mina scoop Emma up in her arms.

Then he was leaping into the air, magically enhanced legs, and the deck throwing him up and away from the ship. Behind him, the terrible sound of splintering and snapping lumber, as the boat crashed into the beach.

----------

Chief Empuko-Tempo struggled to marshal her people's flagging defenses. Days before, an army of horrors had streamed down from the volcano, driving them before it. Now they made their final stand.

The Entriko beast-kin were not a war-like people. They lived in near isolation on an island of plenty. Their spell workers could call upon the rains to come and water crops, or summon a school of fish, to hunt and feed the tribe. They had not the magics to combat this threat. Nor did her people have the skill or weapons to battle these dreadful creatures.

Even now, the last of their defenses crumbled and their spears splintered. Three thousand undead and twisted creatures were on the brink of overrunning her people. She felt hot tears in her eyes as she prepared herself to give the order to slit the children’s throats. Not wanting them to suffer the horror of being ripped apart and eaten alive.

“Chief… what is that?” Witch Agalath gripped the chief’s hand, taloned fingers digging into her flesh almost painfully.

Empuko-Tempo looked around, exhaustion and frustration combining into a growl, as she failed to see anything.

“Up there!” The Witch pointed; her fox-kin ears pricked up in shock.

Chief Empuko-Tempo looked to the heavens and froze in shock at the sight of the five beings flying down to the battlefield. It looked as though they soared down from heaven itself.

At their head was a tall, powerfully built human in the regalia of a hero. Blue and white uniform flapping in the breeze, a massive silver sword in his hand; while the air before him warped and crackled with supernatural energies. The Chief felt her heart flutter in her breast as she laid eyes on his beautiful and determined face.

Her attention was riveted to the man, and she failed to take in the four figures flanking him, in detail. But as the fivesome crash-landed into the middle of the army of horrors, she could ignore them no longer.

“What…? Who…?” Empuko-Tempo spluttered to her cousin Agalath, but the fox-kin had no answer for her chief.

They watched in stunned silence, too exhausted to cheer their saviors on.

The man landed first, crushing a half dozen skeletons beneath his shimmering blue shield of power. Then he moved through the horrors, his blade leading the way, carving a path of destruction towards the more massive monsters in the rear.

There was a flicker of darkness beside him, but the chief could catch no more than a glance of green skin and dark blade. The trail of severed limbs and necks spiraled out from there, clearing space around the two women who summoned powerful magic where they landed.

A small figure wearing practically nothing, but equipped with shield and spear crashed through the monsters right on the man’s heels. Taking down anything that might pose a threat to him from the flanks and rear. Her spear lashing out faster than lightning and throwing monsters for dozens of feet with each sweeping stroke.

All the while, a small elf cackled in glee, as she raked large bolts of lightning through the ranks of monsters, dropping whole companies in moments. Her short white dress floated around her body, as if on an ethereal breeze, as the magics picked up a small storm at her feet, dancing to her will.

The most magnificent of all, however, was the silver-haired angel.

She stood slowly from where she had landed with her companions. Where they had burst forth, all action, motion, and explosive power. She regarded the seething mass of monsters around her with an expression of sadness, the chief thought. She wore a frown that deepened when she looked to the village and saw the legion swarming over the palisades.

The silver-haired woman raised her hand, and Empuko-Tempo read her lips: Be at peace…


The girl’s hair pulsed with a bright silver light, and her hand shone for one second so brightly that Empuko-Tempo and her witch were forced to look away. When she looked back, blinking away the afterimage, she was shocked to see the monsters all along their side of the battlefield were no longer moving. Standing as if frozen in place, and with a pale grey, washed-out quality to their coloring.

One rat-kin who had been battling on the palisade and had crouched down in fear as the silver light washed over them, reached out with his spear tentatively. Then he tapped the creature before him and startled back in shock when it crumbled to ashes.

Suddenly there was a shout of joy from near him. Then all up and down the line, beast-kin were striking at frozen monsters, causing them to crumble into piles of ash.

Only then did the chief begin to breathe easily. She shouted an order to her people, and the gates swung open, taking the fight to the monsters, or at least what remained of them. The heroes were a storm of destruction as they waded through the ranks of monsters.


Chapter Eleven

Ten minutes later, Chief Empuko-Tempo was standing near the temple, her counselors flanking her as she fought to keep herself calm in the face of these mighty beings. Her people watched, many of them standing silently and with vacant eyes, exhausted and soul-weary.

The man exchanged smiles with the four women as they approached. Speaking softly with each as they approached. The way they all gazed up at him, made Empuko-Tempo curious.

“Well met brave heroes,” she said, raising one hand in greeting, “You have saved my people, and for that, you have our undying gratitude.”

The human male was staring at her with such fixed fascination that the chief grew uncomfortable. He seemed fascinated by her cat ears and large breasts, and she found herself blushing and wanting to scold him for being so scandalous in his regard.

“But how, may I ask, did you come to be here?” She asked, instead.

“You’ll find our shipwreck a hundred meters up the beach,” the human man said with a shrug and a charming smile, “sorry about the mess. I am Braden, and we’re on a quest to get Leesha here to the Silver Heart Tree.”

“Then you’re close,” the chief said, “for the elven lands lie just the other side of the Silver Kingdoms, and they are across the channel, a single day’s sail. If your ship has been wrecked, then we shall provide you with a new one. It is the least we can offer as thanks for your deeds this day.”

“That would be amazing,” said a small human woman with a short bob of black hair.

“Where did all of these monsters come from?” The green-skinned woman asked. The chief couldn’t quite place the woman’s face, but who’s to say what odd things might exist in hidden parts of the world?

“They’ve never been seen before a week ago,” Empuko-Tempo said, sadness creeping into her voice, “we have been cursed… you should leave this island as quickly as you can.”

“Why do you say you’re cursed?” The silver-haired woman asked, and Empuko-Tempo was surprised to see she was far younger than she’d initially thought. The girl’s matronly figure, and wise ancient eyes, throwing her off.

“My daughter,” the chief said, she thought she was over the sharp ache of loss by now, but it still cut deeply, “She was taken into the volcano's heart three weeks ago, and we failed to rescue her… these horrors were our shame made manifest…”

“Not your shame,” Braden said, and the raw emotion in his voice drew the chief's gaze, “mine… oh god’s the Bond Mages didn’t want to kill us… or not just that… they wanted to delay us. You recognize these creatures, right ladies?”

“Same as from the dungeons,” said the little elf with a derisive sneer.

“What’s this?” The chief asked, her voice sharp, “You know something about these monsters?”

The women all looked to the man, but he didn’t answer right away. Instead, he turned and looked up at the volcano with a grim expression.

“We can’t leave this island yet. I’m sorry, Leesha,” his words were soft.

“There’s time yet,” the small elf said, her eyes shining with sadness as she gazed up at Braden, “We can’t leave her if she’s still in there.”

“No,” Braden said, his voice firm, the aching sadness buried down deep, “My apologies Chief Empuko-Tempo but we must request several days of food and freshwater… we have a dungeon to explore.”

It was three hours later, the villagers still dragging the corpses of friend and foe off the battlefield, when the party of heroes trooped up a jungle trail in search of the dungeon's entrance they knew must be here somewhere.

The chief and her witch watched them go, both entirely unsatisfied by the vague answers Braden and his women had given.

“Could they be a pair of Bond Mages?” The chief asked, already scowling after she asked it.

“There’re five of them,” Agalath said, with a shake of her head, “They have no association with the academy… neither the symbols nor the paperwork. And that green-skinned woman… it’s no alchemical accident… she feels… otherworldly.”

“Hmph! You saw what they did to all those monsters… have you ever heard of heroes that powerful?”

“In the east, there are said to be ancient sorcerers who could accomplish such a feat. And the Chaos Mages across the great sea are said to be as powerful, if not more so. It’s said Melinda and her Men could command such powers and more…”

“A Harem Mage…” the chief breathed, her eyes going wide, her mind raced down the track of logic, and she gasped, “Glynis-Pura was the sacrifice! She was the connection to the Other!”

“But that means…” Agalath looked at her oldest friend and saw the truth come crashing home.

Glynis-Pura was gone, lost to darkness and hate, as the Other twisted her soul away. They fell into each other’s arms, sobbing in fresh loss.

----------

Braden tromped through the jungle on a mission.

In his mind rang the words the old man on the wharf had told him. He felt he’d failed. Their time on the ocean had been excellent and soul healing, but now he saw the consequence of their laxness. He was sure now, that if he’d really put his mind to it, they could have made it to the island in time to save the girl.

His women were silent, sensing their lord’s mood, each imagining the horror that the girl must have endured for weeks in the dungeon hell.

Druska ranged out ahead, slipping from shadow to shadow, her eyes peeled for the warp of illusion magic that had hidden each of the other entrances. When she discovered the stone opening halfway up the volcano’s slope, there was no protective illusion, and she stared into its dark portal with growing disquiet.

The party was grim and silent as they made their preparations. A ragged bunch from their time upon the ocean, but their weapons were still razor-sharp. Braden paused and sank an enchantment, deep into Mina’s shield, causing it to emit a faint glow that she could use to see by.

Druska led the way, slipping from shadow to shadow silently. Behind her marched Mina, the small girls face a mask of grim determination as she held her spear and shield ready for anything. Emma and Braden followed, with Leesha taking up the rear.

The deeper they trekked through the dungeon, the more disquieted they became. The halls were empty, and the caverns filled with refuse and detritus. The leavings of the dozens of monsters that no longer remained. Whether these halls had emptied all that they had held to the surface, or somewhere else, they couldn’t know.

Floor after floor of empty corridors and reeking remains greeted them. More floors than they had ever gone down before until finally, they descended into a massive cavern. In the center of which was a circle of ritual glyphs and an altar covered in dried black blood.

The sight sent a stab of loss and pain through Braden’s heart, and he blinked away hot tears, stuffing the emotions down. He had been too late.

“Dear, gods,” Leesha whispered into the still silence, “what’ve they done to her?”

She hugged her thin arms around herself, and Braden saw Emma shivering as well. Reaching out, he drew both into a big hug, pulling Mina in as well.

“We will find them,” he said quietly, “we’ll make them pay.”

Leesha and Mina sobbed, pressing their faces into his chest, nodding fiercely, but Emma pulled back and looked up at him shaking her head.

“We should search for her… perhaps she still lives… or can be saved.”

Braden met her eyes, feeling his emotions nearly breakthrough as he nodded.

“Yes,” he said, “You’re right… we will find her… one way or another.”

Pushing the aching sadness away and the cold fury that tried to claw its way into his mind, he let the feeling of failure be his fuel. With one final sigh, he released the women and stepped up to the altar, pulling free his sword and calling up his magic sight.

“Leesha, what do you make of this?” He asked as he tried to make sense of the signatures that still remained.

“This was a gateway,” she said, indicating a swirling collection of rainbow hued powers.

The chaotic array was so complex there was no hope of him recreating it or picking apart where it might have taken anyone. He definitely wasn’t going to do it from the faint remains that clung to these dark stones.

He focused on the stones themselves, wondering why they still held so much power and trace signatures of the ritual that had gone on. Reaching his senses down into the rock itself, he felt a chill as pure evil seeped back into him. He withdrew quickly and forged a protection about himself in necrotic energies, mentally willing nothing to flow back into him.

“Careful,” Leesha said, her powers buttressing him as he quested deeper and deeper, “the rock itself has been cursed in some way.”

“There was something down there,” Braden said, finally finding the root of the dark energy that still clung to this place. “Whatever it was is gone… and all that remains is the echo of its power. Like a footprint left behind. But I can’t read any more than that.”

“She went through here,” Emma said, resting her hand on the stone where the portal had been, “I can… sense her anger… her fury… but above all else, her pain. It is like a small piece of my soul stepped through here to… somewhere.”

Glancing around, Emma looked to Druska, Mina, and Leesha, her lips crooked in a small, fragile smile.

“A piece of our soul. Do any of you feel it, too?”

“Yes,” said each woman at the same time. They glanced at one another, and the grins grew.

“Cold,” said Druska, closing her eyes and licking her lips gently, “she’s cold.”

“And angry… so very angry,” said Mina with a shiver.

“North,” Leesha said in excitement, “She is somewhere far to the north!”

The other women nodded, and Braden began to feel a sliver of hope, crushed immediately after, by Emma’s words.

“But she is no longer ours, my Lord. Something has twisted her soul away from us…”

The girl trailed off, watching her lord in silence. Seeing the conflicting emotions warring across his face. Her frown grew as his face hardened, and he clutched his sword in a firm grip.

“There is a chance-.” But she was cut off as Braden turned away, slamming his sword into its sheath.

“We’re done here,” he growled in quiet anger, “Keep trying to sense her location. Once we’ve taken Leesha home, we’ll find her. One way or another, we’ll fix this.”

The women all shared troubled glances, as their lord stomped off into the dark abyss. The darkness, from weeks before, was back. The storm within had returned, worse than ever, from what they could see.

They followed their lord out, each turning the problem over in her own mind.

They exited the dungeon in the late evening hours and were forced to march through the jungle in darkness. The night was filled with a surprising cacophony of sounds, but Braden heard none of it. He put one foot in front of the other, as he followed Druska.

He felt guilt and anger, mostly directed at himself, but he also felt fear. A deep seed of cold fear, that had been born when he felt the dark hole down within the stone. He had felt an… echo of his own powers in there. A perversion perhaps, or a corrupted form.

As strong as he’d become and as capable of reading magical signatures, he couldn’t piece together what it was he had felt. It did present an interesting problem, though. Braden had always loved problems, and he escaped the pain of their reality, as he worked through all he could remember of the stone beneath the altar.

The hours wore on, and the jungle slipped past, each lost within their own dark thoughts. Finally, they emerged onto the beach late in the evening. Off in the distance, a bonfire of monster corpses smoldered. A column of black smoke lifting from it to blot out the stars.

When they drew near the village, they saw campfires still burned bright as the chief and her witch, along with many of the villagers, waited up to hear news of the missing girl.

When Braden and his companions stepped into the fire's light, their faces said it all. There was no wailing sadness from the chief or her family, but still, Braden could not bear to look at the beast-kin woman.

She was older, with a touch of grey in the tufted fur of her ears, and the long dark hair that hung down her back. Her face was still youthful with delicate features and tilted, oddly shaped eyes with slitted pupils. Her body was slender and small with big round breasts that stood out from her chest proudly.

The sight of the cat woman sent an ache of loss through Braden. He stumbled away from the fires and down to the shoreline. Emma following silent and supportive, sitting with him on the sand and staring up at the night sky.

Druska and Leesha spoke with the chief and her witch, telling them all they had found up the volcanoes slope and warning them to block up the dungeon's entrance before unsavory creatures took up residence there.

The Entriko people were in mourning for the death of their chief’s daughter, and Braden and Emma could hear the low dirge of loss begin. He slept restlessly, wrapped up in a rough blanket, and burrowed down into the sand. His wives surrounded him, staying up late into the night, eating and speaking with the beast-kin, learning of their ways and as much as they could about Glynis-Pura, the chief’s daughter.

Dawn found Braden standing on the shore once more, only this time with a fully stocked little vessel. It was built of two dugout canoes, attached by ten-foot booms. The village’s witch had assured them that it would get them to the mainland safely, but Braden was suspicious, as it looked dangerously low to the waterline. They had no other choice though, unless they wanted to stay and try to build their own boat, but that would take far too long.

“You saved our people,” the chief said, her words still filled with sadness from the mourning of her daughter, “and tried to save Glynis-Pura, who was the best of us. You have the enduring gratitude of the Entriko people.”

“Thank you for your gracious hospitality,” Emma said with a formal bow to the chief, “and we will forever remember your people as kind and generous.”

Braden felt like he should say something, but he couldn’t meet the eyes of the chief, her beauty and sadness tugged at something raw within him. Finally, he nodded to the woman and spoke in a voice rough with emotion.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t get here earlier… We will not let what happened to your girl go unanswered… I promise you that.”

“Don’t let vengeance fill your heart,” the chief said, her eyes soft and imploring, “There is a purpose for all things… you will see.”


Chapter Twelve

Settling his sword on his back into a more comfortable position, Braden climbed into one of the canoes and took up a paddle. The women jumped in after him, waving their goodbyes to the villagers they had befriended and the chief. Braden stared out at the horizon, ready to be gone from this place and put the failure behind him.

He drove them across the narrow channel with relentless strokes of his paddle. Only Mina and Druska could keep up with his pace. The sky was clear overhead, and the sun beat down on them through the morning and afternoon until it’s evening rays lit up a green coastline, dotted with craggy grey cliffs.

“Do you see that distant peak, my Lord?” Leesha asked excitedly from behind him.

Squinting Braden could just make out the tall grey peak, capped in white snow. He nodded, and the little elf gripped his shoulder, her joy infectious.

“My home lies at its base,” she laughed out loud, the sound carrying across the waves, “We’re so close I can almost smell it!”

“What’s that?” Druska asked from the other canoe, pointing to a tall stone structure on the coast. It stood on a cliff face, and as they drew closer, they could make out a small town sweeping down on its other side.

“Leesha, is that… is that the Loth’loriel Castle?!” Emma asked, practically bouncing in her seat in girlish excitement.

“It is,” Leesha said with a broad grin, “And just there, on the other side of the river is Evelith’Dlora Keep, see the gate?”

“So, these are the fabled Silver Kingdoms,” Braden said, digging his paddle into the water once more and pulling them to the shoreline.

“Yes,” said Emma with a broad smile, “Home to all my childhood stories of knights and ladies and heartache.”

“Look there, Master,” Druska said, pointing.

On the shoreline, in the shadow of a stand of trees, a small group awaited their approach. A great knight stood in shining plate and mail armor beside a brilliant white mare. Beside him, was a shrunken older woman in black robes with a dozen attendants arrayed behind her.

“O’ Lord above, your son hath come to silver shores!” cried the old woman as they paddled in the last hundred meters.

The knight barked something to the attendants, and a half dozen men came out to help secure the canoes, pulling them up into the sand. Braden stood on legs stiff from being bent into the small hull for hours, and stepped onto the shore. As he did, the last golden rays of sunlight flared on the horizon, liming him in golden light.

“Can thou feel the Earth tremble at his touch?” The woman cried out to no one, her deep voice filling the air with its own sorcery. Braden wanted to laugh at the odd greeting, but he caught a warning glance from Leesha, and then he noticed the shining joy in Emma’s face, as she watched the ritual unfold.

“Brave Sir Orator traveled through dastardly war and crippling famine, through torrential rains and a storm that will give children nightmares for years to come!” As the old woman intoned, the knight stood tall and stepped forward, his thumbs tucked into his belt. “Words foretold, hath come to pass, ere we abide the doom to come. Come brave Harem-Mage, flay our souls with your rage! Seal our fate with your words! On the eve of the Final War, the hero who was promised has come to deliver us from the horror we rush headlong into!”

Her speech ended in a flourish of robes and waving arms, the woman breathing heavy, eyes bright and obviously pleased with herself. Braden stood for long moments, waiting for more.

The knight was a florid faced man, with an oft-broken nose and kindly green eyes. He was taller than Braden and massively muscled, but he carried himself with a delicate grace, like a man who took care to never accidentally hurt those around him.

The two of them stood with expectant faces, staring at Braden as if the fate of the world hung on his words. He wanted to ask how they knew he was coming. He wanted to ask who they were and what this Great War was they spoke of. But at that moment, he was just tired, everything catching up with him at once. Looking over to Druska and the other women, he saw bags under their eyes and their wan expressions, he turned back to the old woman and knight with a tired smile.

“If you could point us to a bed,” he said, “we would be most appreciative, it’s been a long couple of days.”

“His first words,” the old woman intoned, her eyes wide, and Braden had to fight hard to keep the smile from his lips.

“Fair evening, my Lord, I am Sir Orator, and this is wise Helenia,” the man seemed to be reciting from memory, his words halting and awkward, and Braden realized he was uncomfortable with flowery words. “I greet thee and thine most humbly, and would welcome you into mine own home so that you might break your fast, seek your slumber, and know the true hospitality of Kingdom Evertine and her people. Come, servants!” The man barked with a good-natured grin to the servants behind them, “Care for our noble guests!”

The servants rushed forward and brought towels and washcloths for their faces and hands. The harem had no gear save their own weapons and Druska’s small no-space bag, so once the canoes were safely tied up, the party walked up the sand dunes and found the quaint little keep and town tucked back in a small inlet.

After making introductions Braden found exhaustion stilling his tongue and curiosity, but Druska gazed around with fascination, at the odd stone buildings and fanciful statues and fountains, in even this small town.

“What’s this Final War you mentioned?” She asked the old woman as they walked behind Braden and the taciturn knight.

“The Great Sage spoke of doom to the kingdoms of silver,” Helenia said, she was no longer intoning, but her words still had an archaism to them that felt forced, “For ours are a lost and tragic people, doomed to eternal strife against our brothers across the Blood.”

“Great Sage? Blood? You speak in riddles woman,” Druska’s words held an edge in them that caused the knight to pause and glance back, a flinty look in his eyes. Druska flashed him a green-eyed glare, “Don’t look at me like that boulder-face, I’ve known men like you my whole life. The woman’s words mean nothing to me, nor to my Master. If you want our trust and wish us to enter your seat of power, then we will have plain words.”

“Yee hath come to mine own shores, and stand upon mine lands,” the man said, each word growled out, “Oh, for fuck's sake, Helenia, I can’t do it. To the bloody fucking hells with the bloody fucking high speak!”

“You never did pay attention in your lessons, my Lord,” the woman said, breaking with the stilted, archaic way she’d been speaking, “What race are you from, Mistress Druska?”

“No race of this world,” Druska said, crossing her arms, “and I’ll say no more until you answer my questions. You’re not distracting us so easily.”

“Very well,” the old woman said, “it’s a long tale, however, and would be best with a warm fire and a bit of wine. Can we agree that your Master could probably bring the stones of that tower down on all of our heads and leave this town a smoking ruin, if he so chose? And that my lord has no desire to trifle with such powers?”

Sir Orator grew still and shifted slightly beside Braden, eyeing the brooding blue-eyed Harem Mage with new wariness and respect.

“All will be well,” Emma said, her mellifluous voice cutting through the chatter, “we can trust the word of a knight of the Silver Kingdoms, Lord Braden.”

Braden glanced from Emma to Druska, and finally, the alien woman nodded, “Lead on, Sir,” Braden said finally, “We shall trust to your honor.”

The big boulder of a man nodded once and led them off the road. Twenty minutes later, the party was sitting on couches in a small sitting room within the knight’s tower. The walls and floors were of cold stone, with rugs and drapes covering nearly every surface in an attempt to dress up the grim space. What the place lacked in elegance, it more than made up for in defensiveness.


Chapter Thirteen

Braden was impressed as they passed beneath the bailey and he looked up and saw murder holes in the ceiling, and arrow slits dotting the walls, and a second gate just fifteen feet past the first. In fact, the entire town looked to have been constructed with thoughtful engineering, far better than anything he had seen in Dalton.

Helenia led them to the sitting room, and servants brought glasses of red wine and warm towels to clean up with. Mina was the most impressed with the hospitality, and when the servants left, leaving the group alone for a short time, she spoke up for the first time since they landed.

“The hospitality of the Evertine’s is legendary,” she said sipping, “but you must take care, Druska, they can react… oddly, to even the smallest slight.”

“How so?” Braden asked.

“It is a culture of archaic honor and formalized duels,” Emma said with a sigh, “You saw it when they greeted us upon the shore. All courtly functions must be undertaken in High Chant, with thee’s and thou’s. The Evertine’s and Ballentine’s are known for their prickly nature, but they’re also a romantic people, who will forgive most anything that’s done for love.”

“The tension between their honor, and their belief that ‘love conquers all’, often lead the people of the Silver Kingdoms to do incredibly dumb stuff,” Leesha said with an amused whisper, “but it makes for great romantic epics.”

“The greatest in the world,” Emma said, blushing.

“I should have asked on the canoe,” Braden said, rousing himself from the tired stupor he’d fallen in when he sat down, and sipped his wine, “but explain the two nations to me, why are they called the Silver Kingdoms?”

“For the mines,” Leesha said, “the mountains on both sides of the Blood are dotted with silver mines. They were tapped out long ago, but the miners who worked them never left. The odd honor system that kept the miners from tapping each other’s veins or robbing one another persisted and helped to forge these kingdoms.”

“The Blood River is a hundred meters across,” Emma said, her excitement at talking about these figures from her childhood evident, “and cuts down across the center of the valley splitting the peoples. Too wide for bridges and swift for ferries. Only at one location can it be crossed easily, Blood Ford.”

“The two kingdoms have been at war since their birth,” Leesha said shaking her head, “It’s called the Blood River because of the endless battles held in the ford and the red that runs in its water after.”

“We are trapped in the cycle of violence,” Helenia said from the doorway, drawing the party’s gazes as she, and the now comfortably dressed knight, entered the room, “We were one people once, bound in common greedy purpose. Then that greed tore us apart. Blood leads to blood, violence a cycle unending. Each act of reprisal only entrenching the conflict deeper into our cultures. Only serving to deepen the divide.” The woman gave a great sigh and glanced around at the group as she sipped her glass of wine.

“It ends tomorrow,” Sir Orator growled out, his rough voice grinding the words together, “The war-mongering devil spawn will get their due.”

“This is the war you spoke of?” Druska asked Helenia.

“We are getting ahead of ourselves. Let me go back and explain some of what has brought us to this point,” she sat back in her chair and took a deep sip of wine, then began speaking in a rich voice that filled the room. Her words swept them all away with a story-tellers skill that struck Braden as a magic all its own.

“The tragic tale begins with Sir Ooton of Devlin and his love for young Esmi, across the Blood. On Sun Day, she would take her family’s wash down to the river and sing the songs of her mother as she cleaned. Sir Ooton spent his years as a squire riding patrol up and down the river and grew to love the gentle songs of young Esmi.

“In time, he too would sing, and their joined song was a thing of beauty. The love the two kids shared was evident to all along the Blood and gave hope to the people. Sir Ooton’s father sent a missive across the waters, with an offer of marriage for the young lady. Though the girl did beg him to reconsider, her father was set on marrying the girl to their king’s cousin.

“Young Esmi’s father was a man of honor but lacking in wisdom and wealth. And so, she was married to the king’s cousin, Sir Eugene.  Sir Ooton was heart-broken, and though he had never spoken with young Esmi, he knew she was the only woman he’d ever love. He turned down all the suitors his father brought before him and rode the shores of the red, singing his mournful songs for many years.

“It is said Esmi could hear her loves singing from her marriage bed, and it brought tears to her gentle eyes. Sir Eugene asked what he had done to offend, and the girl seeing the man to be goodly, and one of honor, told him the truth of her heartbreak. That she loved another and feared she always would. She had said the words before priest and king and would never break that vow, and so Sir Eugene could take her there, and she would weep no more.

“Sir Eugene was a man of true honor, though, and he would never lay with a woman who loved another, and so the tragic love played out for nearly ten years.”

“Poor Sir Eugene,” Emma said, a single tear tracking down her soft round cheek, “Did he come to love young Esmi?”

“You see to the heart of the tragedy,” Helenia said with a gentle smile, “Yes, for the girl is beautiful, sweet, and honorable. She came to care deeply for her older husband, and he came to love the beautiful girl. All might have continued that way for years. However, one week ago, tragedy struck when Sir Eugene grew ill with the flux and passed within days. On his death bed, he made Esmi promise to cross the red and find her love, wanting only happiness for the one who had trapped his heart.”

A sob startled Braden, and he turned to see Mina wiping her nose, and he shook his head. Emma was weeping openly as well, but silently a small hopeful smile on her face now. Druska looked slightly offended by the story, and that brought a little smile to Braden’s lips.

“As young Esmi prepared to find her love, her late husband’s brother arrived, to take over the keep. He knew nothing of this tale and has a hate for our people far beyond what is rational. That evening, when in his cups, the man promised Esmi’s hand to another cousin of the king. It was a churlish act, but one their king would have to uphold. When Sir Ooton learned of this, he was driven mad by the injustice. He crossed the Blood Ford alone under the dark of night, just himself and his noble steed Gallant.

“The fates themselves intervened, for that very morning Esmi was being transported to her new husband. She sang of her loss and heartache within the small cabin of her carriage. Her heart shattered twice in the last couple of days. For she had come to love her old husband as well, respecting his honor and kindly ways.

“She rode through the cold morning, bereft and lost, when suddenly the clear, strong voice she’d come to know and love, sang out. Once more, his song harmonized with hers as the steel-clad knight rode out of the fog.

“Sir Ooton’s arm was powered by love, and as all the world knows, it is the greatest magic, capable of impossible feats. He defeated every guardsman, managing to kill none. Then he swept his lady love into his saddle and raced back across the Blood.”

The woman gave a great sigh and let the story settle in their minds before she went on.

“They were married the next day by our Queen, thereupon the shoreline, where the girl’s mother could watch from the other side. That would have been it and a happy tale it would have been, however, the dead lord’s brother is a spiteful and petulant man. He charges that his property was stolen and has called upon the king to aid in its return.”

“They’ve called all their banners,” Sir Orator said, his voice grim, “and the Queen has called all of ours. We waited for your arrival, long prophesied, but we march on the morrow. We put an end to this farce once and for all.”

“How did you know of our arrival?” Druska asked.

“Two hundred years ago, there was a man, insane by all appearances,” Helenia said, pulling a sheaf of papers from within her robes and resting them on her thighs, “the man rambled nonsense. However, one of the man’s nurses noticed a pattern to the nonsense. The man was repeating the same sixteen phrases over and over. She wrote them down, thinking it interesting and nothing more. Then ten years later, one of the things that crazy old man had repeated, came to pass. A great plague that tore through the kingdoms and killed many, the old man had foretold.

“One of those passages speaks of the end days for our people… the final war that will shatter us. During the waxing moon of the year, a Harem Mage appears, shall he and his, set foot upon your shore, from his mouth, your fate will be sealed
.”

“What does that mean?” Braden asked, uncomfortable in the extreme to know that his fate might be trapped in some prophecy.

“We aren’t certain,” Helenia said, shrugging, “scholars and sages have been puzzling over the prophecies meanings for many years.”

“It means that in two days we crush those war-mongering fools once and for all,” Sir Orator growled, “They will not take the girl back, nor will they take an ounce of our land. For make no mistake, that is the dog’s true intent. This property business is just a ruse.”

“Yes, well,” Helenia said, frowning at the brutish knight, “we should all get our rest. Tomorrow we ride to the ford, and you can witness the battle yourself.”

“All we care about is getting Leesha home to the Silver Heart Tree before the solstice.” Braden said, “It’s vital to us.”

Helenia and Sir Orator frowned at one another.

“The elven lands lay on the other side of the mountains to the north, and you must cross the Blood in order to reach the passes,” Helenia said, “The solstice is in six days … I fear our coming war may delay you, my Lord Harem Mage.”

Braden looked at Leesha, who’s face had turned slightly fearful and sickly.

“Nothing will delay us.” Braden’s words were quiet but steely hard, and Sir Orator and Helenia felt a seed of fear begin to grow in their belly, as they realized they knew nothing about the powers this hero from prophecy could command. Not to mention the four deadly women who were staring at him and nodding in quiet agreement.

Suddenly Braden stood, setting down his wine glass.

“Thank you for the tale and the hospitality, we shall never forget it. If you could show us to rooms, I would greatly appreciate it.”

“Of course,” Sir Orator said, standing, “The servants will show you.” He motioned, and a pair of servants came and led Braden and his party to their room. Helenia stayed seated, sipping her wine thoughtfully as Sir Orator paced back and forth.

“He will not fight for us, Fredrik,” she said, cutting through his muttering, “and I do not think he will fight for them either.”

“We must have faith, Helenia, there must be a way to save a portion of our people,” the frustration and fear laced through his every word, “I cannot believe this is the end of us.”

“You could always heed my council,” she began delicately.

“Never Helenia!” The man growled, whirling on the woman and stabbing a finger at her, “Keep such honorless words from your lips while guests sleep beneath my roof! I told you already, it’s not only my honor I hold, but that of my people… If I were to commit foul murder… no, I cannot contemplate it.”

“It’s for your people that you may have to do it, Fredrik,” Helenia said, her words quiet and unrelenting, “If that man upholds the words of prophecy, our people will be no more… what matters the honor of one man against a people's destruction? Even one as great as yourself.”

“Enough,” he said, cutting her off. Stopping his pacing, he tilted his head back and stared up at the ceiling, breathing in a deep breath and letting it out slowly, “I make no promises… but I will remain close to the man. Close enough to act if need be.”

“That is all I can ask of you,” Helenia said sadly, “get some rest. For one way or another, this all ends tomorrow.”


Chapter Fourteen

The servants led them up a narrow set of winding stairs, lit only by the occasional arrow slit, giving a view of the picturesque little town. The servants stopped at a single thick wooden door and opened it to reveal a richly appointed room. The center of which was dominated by a large bed.

“My apologies, my Lord, sir,” said the greying woman who pulled aside the curtains and folded down the bed, “but it has been many years since the Queens suites were occupied.”

“This is fine,” Braden said, “that will be all, thank you.”

He marveled at how easily he had come to adjust to a world with servants. His time in Dalton had been instructive in many ways, he was finding.

“What do we do about this war of theirs?” Mina asked as she cracked a yawn and began to strip off her clothes.

“Our Lord will solve it,” Druska said with a firm nod, her black and grey scouts uniform, stiff with salt and sweat, falling aside, as she slipped beneath the sheets with a sigh, “Is there nothing in all the worlds better than the feeling of fresh sheets? Mhmm.”

Braden found himself staring with a silly grin, as the gorgeous green-skinned woman writhed around on her back on the tight white sheets. Leesha giggled and threw her white gown over her head and crawled onto the bed, her hands resting to either side of Druska’s face as she came to a stop above the alien woman.

“I can think of something better,” the tiny elf said with a wicked grin as she slowly pressed her soft pink lips to the alien woman’s.

“Perhaps my Lord isn’t as tired as he thought?” Emma asked, her silver eyes dancing as they flickered from his engorged manhood to his growing grin, “What do you say, little Mina?” She asked the gently panting dark-haired vixen, “Do you feel like being our little plaything this evening?”

“What… what do you mean?” She asked of the tall beauty.

The tiny little warrior could have broken Emma like a toothpick if it came down to a battle of pure muscles. But each woman had become wary of the busty teen’s tricks. The girl was never showy with her magical powers, but she was undeniable.

Now she stepped up behind Mina and ran her hand down the girl’s pale cheek, her hair pulsing with a dim silver light. Mina shuddered and then looked down at her arms, realizing in horror that she couldn’t raise them. Emma took the limp arms and drew them behind the small black-haired girls back, tying them with a silk rag. Mina looked up at the silver-haired teen, her breath growing deeper, heart pounding as she realized she was well and truly, under the girl's control.

“On your knees, little toy, you’ll need no hands for the service you’re about to perform,” Emma said the words softly, seductively, her hands running up and down the slender girl’s body.

Braden felt hard as steel as the sight played out before him. Druska and Leesha were in the full throes of lovemaking upon the bed, the two women now embracing in a sixty-nine, each lost in pleasuring one another. Meanwhile, Mina sank to her knees, awkward without the use of her arms, but her nipples grew harder, and pussy damper with every second; she struggled against the bondages holding her, both magical and mundane.

Emma grinned at Braden, and once more, he felt blessed beyond words. Looking from her gorgeous face to Mina’s adorable and submissive expression, his manhood throbbed once as he anticipated the pleasure to come. Stepping forward, the little noble-born girl's lips parted, and she took his cock into her hot, sucking mouth.

Emma cradled the girl's head in her hands and pressed it forward, her hair glowing faintly as she bit her bottom lip in delight. Mina’s little throat widened, and Braden moaned out in pleasure as Emma pushed, until her nose pressed against his flesh.

Then Emma began to fuck him with Mina’s throat, the small girl giving herself over to the busty teen’s control. Emma’s large pink nipples grew hard and dug into the sensitive flesh of Mina’s back, and she felt her aching sex drool all the more, as she was pressed between her master’s great need and Emma’s absolute control over her body. The feel of him sliding down her throat, practically into her belly, and the absence of any gag reflex was incredible, and Mina felt her own orgasm approaching as her lord swelled within her.

The sound of Mina’s tight throat, working his thick cock, filled the room and matched the wet sounds of Druska and Leesha as they drove each other to the brink of pleasure. Then Braden felt his orgasm hit him, rolling through his body in familiar waves of ecstasy, as he flooded the small nobleborn’s mouth with his seed.

Mina drank her lords offering down, and what she missed, Emma leaned forward to lick and kiss free of his shaft and head, then finally, the smaller girl’s lips, their passionate embrace drawing Braden from his refractory period. He pushed the wave of exhaustion aside as he pulled Emma and Mina to their feet and pressed the two young women down to the bed.

Mina’s hands were still trapped behind her, and Emma pressed her down on her back, squishing her massive soft breasts to the smaller woman’s firm ones. She ran gentle fingers along Mina’s cheeks, marveling at the girl’s smooth skin and delicate features. Then she moaned out as she felt her lord press his hot tongue to her wet lips.

She lowered her pussy and pressed it against Mina’s, and as her lord licked her, he dragged his tongue down across her small tight lips. He ate them both out with insistent need as they kissed in passion. Little Mina was helpless beneath Emma and Braden’s ministrations, and soon she was orgasming upon his tongue.

Braden stood and glanced up to see Druska and Leesha holding one another in post-coital bliss, watching their lord mount the two younglings with lazy smiles. Gripping Emma’s soft wide hips, he slipped his hands up to her narrow waist and held her in place as he drove into her incredibly tight teen folds.

“Oh, Lord!” The girl cried, her voice carrying out the arrow slits, heedless of who may hear.

He took the girl with long slow thrusts and then slipped out of her and into the waiting depths of Mina’s small drooling hole. Pulling her little hips out and into his every thrust, his pace beginning to increase. Emma fed Mina one of her large nipples, cutting off the girl's cries of pleasure before Braden drove back into her own puffy pussy.

He alternated between the two, his joy and theirs increasing as one, until with an explosive release, they all three came together, collapsing upon the mattress, Emma releasing Mina’s arms from tie and magic. The five crawled beneath the covers, sweaty and sated.

Feeling at least a little bit safe for the first time in weeks, they drifted off into the blackest of slumbers. Braden’s dreams were haunted all night, keeping him from a restful sleep. Visions of cold northern forests and oddly, Scry-bot. The little magical drone zooming around his head in tight loops.

He woke to dreary skies and the threat of rain on the wind. Sitting up and rubbing the grainy feeling out of his eyes, he climbed free of the pile of limbs and began to pull on his clothes. The beautiful garments, made by Emma and her mother, had stood up well to the brutal treatment Braden had put them through, but they were salt-stained and stiff from their weeks at sea.

Glancing out the arrow slit as he pulled on his pants, he saw the town for the first time. The early morning light reflecting on pale stole roof tiles and slate grey walls. Orderly streets of cobblestones winding throughout. It looked as though he had been transported into a storybook. Even down to the artful fountains and statues dotting each intersection.

The hills surrounding the town were covered in green grasses, ancient oaks, and coastal trees, looking almost as though it had been landscaped. Inland, a patchwork of small farms could just be seen past the rolling hills.

He would have stayed longer, but the necessary called to him. Once he’d relieved his bowels, he heard Druska and Emma climbing out of bed. He knew from long experience that it would take Leesha and Mina at least an hour until they could be prized free of the mattress and warm blankets.

Choosing to leave his cloak and coat behind, but leaving his sword strapped to his back, Braden went out alone to explore the small seaside town. He passed down the stairs and out the main hall with no one stopping him, though he did see a servant scurry off to let someone know he was leaving.

He’d never been able to explore Dalton, other than the one foray with Emma through town. The danger had been far too great outside the castle’s walls, fearing assassins might be lurking down any alley.

Braden stepped out onto the cobbled streets and felt the chill breeze cut through his shirt. He breathed deep of the sea air, feeling it refresh his body and rejuvenate his soul, as it did, no matter what world he found himself on.

Danger still existed in this small town, Braden knew, but the risk was little, as he seemed to be the only person who wasn’t on a first-name basis with every other. The people were tall and fine-featured for the most part. Carrying themselves as though they were on parade or at a ball, straight-backed and poised.

Looking out at the town, he saw that it seemed to be collected of several quarters devoted to different trades. With a central market that was just opening, drawing crowds to the stalls filled with fresh fruits, vegetables, and dairy products. A distinct scent had snuck its way into Braden’s nostrils, and he inhaled deeply of the rich, nutty, and sour smell. Turning his head down alleyways, he traced the scent. He noticed a small figure far in the distance trailing him but paid it no mind, as it seemed either to want to be seen or quite poor at subterfuge.

Rounding a corner, Braden stepped onto a busy boulevard. Several shops emitted steam and the scent of freshly baked loaves of bread and pastries. Braden felt his knees go weak, and it was all he could do to keep himself standing. He had eaten dozens of meals on this world, but this was the first time he’d seen real sourdough bread and flaky pastries filled with halved peached and glaze. At one stall, they served sliced and frozen banana dipped in a sweet brown sauce he could almost convince himself was chocolate.

Two streets back, a spy jotted down copious notes for his masters. Noting the tears of joy on the great Harem Mage’s face as he stuffed pastries and candies into it, like a princess rampaging the kitchens in the middle of the night. The spy double-check ed the description, make sure for the third time that this really was the guy.


Interstitial

Scry-bot had discovered fear.

The scrying device began its existence with little to no understanding of the world. It was slowly building databases and cross-referencing them with everything it observed. It had come across many sights in its wandering through the north. Almost all of them boring, until it finally discovered a link to its master, then its little magical mind was enslaved.

Scry-bot’s latest grand adventure had begun when it dropped through a portal, and its magical essence was smothered by some greater power. Helplessly, it had watched its creator battling minions of evil. Then with growing concern, it observed its master and his other minions flee through a magical portal, leaving Scry-bot alone and lost.

When Braden had disappeared, so too did the smothering power, and Scry-bot found itself free to wander and observe once more.

The forest it found itself in, was an oddity in the frozen north. No snow or ice formed on the dead ground or trees, and nothing living dared venture into the pocket of irregularity. Scry-bot took special care in observing and noting everything about the battlefield and the ritual that had taken place.

Logic circuits, formed with magic and knowledge of a different world, cataloging and sorting all the information it gathered. Taking special note of the Seed Crystal that lay dormant within the earth just beneath the ritual, and its connection with the Ley Lines of power reaching beneath the surface of this world.

Its powers of observation were growing, able to detect rudimentary magical signatures now. One of the Ley Lines throbbed with a signature that was very similar to his masters. In excitement, the little observation drone scuttled off to the south and west, in search of the source of the connection.

Through frozen tundra and trackless forests, Scry-bot wandered, noting every new sight and wonder it saw. On one icy peak, it was confronted by an ancient dragon and was unable to leave until it had answered the intelligent creatures ‘Riddles Three’
 or be added to the dragon's horde of treasure.

Riddles are games of logic, so of course, Scry-bot was able to pass with ease. When he left, wandering his way down the mountain, Scry-bot had a new friend. High overhead, the dragon flew, keeping an eye on this most intriguing magical creature.

Through kobold camps and goblin dens, Scry-bot wandered, finding a trail of destruction and carnage left behind by some terrible force passing through the area. The creatures that had called these lands home escaped down under the surface of the world.

As Scry-bot drew closer to the magical signature it had sensed, the forest grew thicker, and it approached a massive magical tree. All was still under the dark canopy of trees, and a creeping chill clung to the air.

Scry-bot noticed the trap but didn’t compute what it saw until within the net. Suddenly a vibrant trap of black magical energy sprang up around Scry-bot trapping it in place.

A short female figure stepped out from behind the dead trunk of an ancient tree, a cackle escaping her perfectly sculpted lips.

“Like a mouse in a trap!” Her voice was throaty, and Scry-bot could see darkness hovering around the woman, a fell presence that corrupted and twisted. As the woman drew near, her lavender eyes and cute cat-kin face held a rough edge.

“The mistress will be most happy with the prize we’ve caught,” the woman said to a twisted horror that slithered up beside her.

“Yesss Magusssss,” the creature hissed, “but yousss were givenssss orderssss, yessss?”

The young cat-girl’s face twisted in anger, and for one second, Scry-bot thought she might argue with the twisted horror, but then her features relaxed, and she smiled with cruel glee.

“Yes, we march south to burn the Silver Heart Tree and bring chaos to the lands,” the dark cat-girl spoke in a dull monotone, obediently reciting her lines. The dark aura around her throbbing dangerously.

That was the moment Scry-bot discovered fear. For it suddenly knew why it could still sense its master’s presence. This woman was supposed to be his minion, but she’d been perverted. Scry-bots senses reached deep into the earth, and it felt the power that had been unleashed in this place. A ritual of incredible power and evil had twisted this woman’s mind, enslaving it to the Dark Queens evil cause.

Scry-bot was a creature of logic, and none of this made sense to it. However, after weeks of searching, it had finally found a connection to its master and resolved never to leave this dark woman’s side.

Its little internal circuits would observe her, and logic said she would encounter his master, either as friend or foe.

A Seed Crystal had been fully empowered and delivered to the Dark Queen. Scry-bot feared that was the real gambit. Now, this woman was being sent to her death, hoping to take a few down with her.


Chapter Fifteen

Braden had a wonderful morning as a tourist in the small seaside town. He left the street of bakers with a large bag of pastries and an even larger loaf of bread that he munched on as he wandered the streets. Stopping to admire the various statues and fountains, he found the craftsmanship to be superb.

Eventually, a servant came to find him, letting him know that Sir Orator was readying to head to the ford. When he got back to the keep, he found servants and guardsmen scurrying about preparing a train of riding and pack horses. Before the gates, a contingent of roughly a hundred men at arms gathered, wearing the green and gold colors of Sir Orator’s house.

“Lord Braden!” Called the booming voice of Sir Orator as he pulled the great white charger around, “How was your walk through our fair town?”

“Sir,” Braden said with a big grin, “You have the finest bakers in the world. This bread is absolutely marvelous.”

“Those are peasant loaves!” The knight laughed, “No man of noble station would be caught eating such fare. But I must confess, as a boy my nurse would often feed it to me, it was one of my favorite things.”

“Care to have some?” Braden asked, but the man grew nervous and looked around, quickly waving his hands.

“No, my Lord,” he said with an unconvincing shake of his head, “that is most kind of you.”

“I will leave you to your preparations, then,” Braden said with a nod, and he went off to find Druska and the other women.

Twenty minutes later, he was pulling himself awkwardly into the saddle of a horse. Braden had ridden a couple times as a kid, old fat mares at the state fair, but nothing like these tall, long-legged beasts. The horse he rode seemed to want to leap forward at the slightest touch of his knees to her sides.

The only thing that saved him from complete embarrassment was Druska, who was cursing none too softly beneath her breath as she sat upon her horse. She stared at the animal’s mouth, twitching every time it moved, expecting it to bite her at any moment.

Sir Orator led the way, down the winding road, and over green hills. Braden’s company and the hundred men at arms trailing behind the proud knight. Braden was surprised at the density of the kingdom. They only rode for about thirty minutes before they came across the next town over, the lands between, dotted with picturesque farms and pastures.

Townsfolk came to watch the company pass, mostly women and children that Braden could see. A few waved nervously to the soldiers, many staring with curiosity at Braden and the women, especially Druska, with her green skin. Braden grew more and more frustrated as the day dragged on, their slow pace such that, even he had no difficulty staying in his saddle.

The towers were all in slate grey and red roof tiles, each with a thick wall and barred steel gate. There was almost always a tall keep or castle, topped with brightly colored flags and pennants for the lords, ladies, and knights who called the place home.

The closer they drew to the river, the more substantial and emptier the towns grew. The war had been real throughout these river lands for many generations, and none wanted to miss the sight of the final battle upon the ford.

Until finally, in the early afternoon, they rode over one last hill, and the massive sparkling river was laid out before them, like a ribbon of blue that snaked through a picturesque countryside. The scene marred by the large camps of soldiers and armor-clad knights that comprised both shorelines.

The river’s ford was over three hundred paces across. Sir Orator said it was a couple feet deep in most parts, and the footing was solid stone covered with river gravel. The knight had told him about past battles and duels held within the river’s frigid waters. The footing was never firm, the stones often rolled beneath boot or hoof, and the rushing waters constantly tugged at the legs.

In the center of both camps were square palisades with large double-peaked tents in the center. The only difference between the two sides that Braden could see were the colors of the tents and flags. He employed the training learned from Mina and Druska and took in the two encampments.

Both kingdoms seemed to favor heavy cavalry and pikemen, with very few bowmen and those mostly short bow skirmishers. With the river separating the armies, they had no need of siege engines and were instead fashioning rafts that they would float at the bottom of the ford to gather in wounded and finish off any enemies that floated by.

Sir Orator was recognized by the guards, and the party was let through. Braden and the women drawing many stares, as Sir Orator and Helenia led them to the central palisade. There, they were forced to await approval to enter, standing around for long minutes.

Braden fumed, feeling the minutes slip past and Leesha’s time growing ever shorter. They were cutting it close as it was, and every hour of delay added more and more risk that they might not make it in time. He wasn’t sure what that would mean for the elves, but from what he gathered, it would be cataclysmic.

As he waited, Braden took in the army that had gathered here in further detail. It appeared to be comprised of two classes of people. The knights, well mounted, armored, and armed, who all seemed eager for the coming conflict. And the peasant class who wore ill-fitting boiled leather and held old rusty weapons. None of the peasants appeared excited about the coming battle, and Braden could practically taste their fear upon the air.

Finally, a tall knight in armor, decorated in golden filigree, came to have the gate of the palisade pulled aside.

“Greetings Sir Orator, and fare thee welcome to the Queen's battle abode,” the man gave a measured bow, hand on the hilt of his sword. “If thou wilt follow in mine own footsteps, her Majesty Queen of the Evertine Peoples and Silver Lady of the South, Janis-toc the Third shall greet thine guests of honor.”

Braden rolled his eyes as they followed the stiffly formal knight. The silver-haired man clasped his helmet beneath his arm as he led them to the large tent. Emma stared around them in awe, and Braden felt a grudging smile tug at his lips. It was impossible to stay mad or annoyed when he saw how innocently and openly, she took in the world. Then he saw Leesha and Druska’s tight expressions and remembered their mission.

The queen was a handsome middle-aged woman with a piercing gaze that reminded Braden of a hawk or some other bird of prey, dark and knowing. Seated behind her were several children from their early twenties on down to early teens. Arrayed at her feet were several servants dressed in livery, kneeling with heads bowed.

Sir Orator bowed to the woman and began the formal introductions, but the queen never took her eyes from Braden’s. They held each other’s gaze once the knight had finished speaking, all in the tent watching in tense silence as the queen tapped the arm of her chair with one delicate red nail.

Then Braden felt a light touch upon his extra sense, and he summoned his magic sight. A small woman kneeling beside the throne had sent a probing bit of magic to test his defenses. Her power was paltry, and her control of it was crude, but Braden had no desire to show any cards just yet. He let her attack slip past after mounting a crude defense and felt the woman glean a bit of memory from his mind. He had been quick enough that he’d been able to serve up a memory of his choosing to the small woman. Let the woman and her queen make what they would from ten hours of him sitting at a desk on Earth, answering emails, and unsubscribing to junk mail.

The servant made a small gesture with her hand, signaling the queen. A slow smile of triumph slipped over the woman’s face as she nodded in greeting to us.

“I welcome the Harem Mage and his Bonded, though hasten to apologize for the meanness of mine own abode. Our most capable knight, Sir Orator, has done the work of prophecy and brought the slayer of mine enemies before us, on the eve of most our final victory over the dogs
 across the blood.

“And so, I, Queen to a noble people, leader of the one and only true Silver Kingdom, do beg most humbly upon my knees,” the woman still sat, intoning each word as though the fate of the world hung upon it, “to you, Hero of the world, will you aid our people against this terrible foe and free us from their dastardly yoke?”

The eyes of every person in the room rested on Braden, and he felt pressure to go along with this woman’s words.

It would be so easy to agree. Making them fight this very hour and help one side win the war, thus paving the way for he and the harem to cross the river and head north to elven lands. But this was not a just
 war. These people had let honor become a justification for violence against their brothers.

He looked over at his harem and saw Druska frowning. Like him, she was never willing to fight anyone else’s battles for them. Leesha shook her head slightly, signaling that she didn’t want to get involved in this either. Mina seemed eager for the fight, but then again, she was always eager for a fight, with anyone. To Emma, he looked last, the wisest of their group. On her face, he saw his answer, and turning back to the queen realized he was going to have to do the one thing he hated most in the world, politics.

“You use love as a justification for war,” Braden said, gathering his thoughts as he spoke. Pointing to Sir Orator who stood in a corner, near the young lady at the heart of the matter, “A war that you pursue with eagerness, you and all your steel-clad knights, while the peasants shiver in fear of the deaths they know are coming, deaths their betters
 toast.” He waved with his hand across the river, “And who is your enemy? Monsters from the dark? A sea of undead come to eat your children’s brains? No, they are your cousins. I will be no part of a battle fought for those reasons, and neither shall you!”

Braden didn’t realize he was shouting until he finished, his words still echoing in the tent. He drew in a ragged breath and tried to get his anger under control, feeling it begin to slip free as the frustrations built, one atop another.

“Neither shall I?” The queen asked, her voice cold with anger, “You dare to tell me anything, you fool?! Guards, get this man and his women out of my presence! Throw him from the camp!”

She stood and screamed the last when the guards failed to jump to her orders. Braden let them jostle him and the women out of the tent. Sir Orator watched in confusion and anger; his hand flexing on the grip of his sword dangerously, then they were all outside.

Once out of eyesight of the queen, the guardsmen dropped their hands and stood around sheepish, unable to meet Braden’s eyes. He didn’t pay them any mind though, for he was striding out the palisade and down to the river’s shoreline.

“My Lord!” Emma called, as his long legs began to take him ahead of them, “What are you planning?!”

“Something stupid!” He called back over one shoulder. Then he was running down to the river, the four women in hot pursuit.

“Stop that man!” Cried a guardsman near the queen’s tent, but none dared try.

The cry alerted the queen, and she came out, gripping her skirts in white-knuckled hands and grinding her teeth as she watched the Harem Mage race down to the river and snatch up the reins of a horse and leap into the saddle. He sat in the seat precariously as the horse surged out into the waters. Seeing the man heading to the enemy’s side, she felt her heart sink into her gut.

“Archers!” She screamed, “Archers, kill them! They defect to the enemy! Kill them!”


Chapter Sixteen

Archers scrambled to grab their bows and arrows, racing down to the river’s edge and even wading out as they put arrow to string. Sergeants ran down and formed up loose lines, calling for archers to nock draw and loose all at once. The sky darkened as the flight of arrows went up.

The queen saw that the five riders hadn’t gone unnoticed by the enemy. Archers were lined up on the other side and had drawn to fire as the Harem Mage drew within range. Letting loose with a sweeping flight that soared high, matching her own archers’ arrows.

In the middle of the river, sitting on his horse awkwardly, was the Harem Mage. A shadow growing beneath his feet as a thousand arrows rained death upon him and his harem.

Braden wasn’t sure what he was going to do when he rode out into the river, but he knew he needed to get their attention. He hadn’t figured on them shooting arrows at him. Summoning his power, he whipped free his blade and cast a blue shield over himself and the horse. Behind him, the girls huddled beneath Leesha’s red shield. Arrows that drew too close to the crackling red dome, burst into flames and fell to ash in moments.

Braden’s frustration with these people and their stodgy ways, with this useless war and the countless before it, crystallized as hundreds of arrows rained down on his shield. The sound was like a hundred nails on a chalkboard, ratcheting up his anger and frustration. Until finally, the red cloud of anger clouded his vision of all, but those he loved. Like a vessel under too much pressure, he cracked, the magic getting away from him, his rage taking control.

The clouds were low and dark, and it took nothing to charge currents of air already rolling around up there. The first two-foot-thick bolts of electricity struck the shore on the opposite side of the river on the north end. Those two were followed by two more a few feet away and then two more. Death marched down both shorelines in brilliant columns of energy, each dwarfing what a dozen sorcerers could achieve.

Men scrambled back from the river on all sides, screaming in fear and terror as the air crackled with energy. It dancing down the entire shore until the mud and sand were all torn apart, and strange glass structures stood out of the sand, created by the lightning.

The rage burned itself out as the final bolts trailed off into the far distance down south. Silence reigned except for the sound of the river streaming past. Braden’s horse stood still beneath him, limbs trembling in fear. He worried that what he planned to do next might spook it too much, so he slipped from its back and handed the reins to Druska, who gave him a cocked eyebrow.

“Too much?” He asked.

“Doesn’t look like anyone died, Master,” she said with a grin, “you’re fine.”

He stood in the cold river as it raced past his feet just a little over a foot deep and commanded the attention of both armies. Opening his lips to shout, he laced magic before his mouth, amplifying the sound waves that came out of it.

“I CLAIM THIS RIVER BY THE RIGHTS OF CONQUEST! WHO DARES TO CHALLENGE MY CLAIM!?”

“I do so challenge!” Called a tall, broad-shouldered knight from the northern side.

The man had been standing near the king’s pavilion and all made way for the obvious hero. Without waiting for agreement, the man slapped his visor in place and vaulted into the saddle. He put spurs to horse and snatched up a lance as he charged down the slope and into the river.

The gallant knight hadn’t made it ten feet into the water when a fist of force magic smashed into him. Hurling him backward so hard, his breastplate cracked when he struck the dirt a few feet up from the river’s edge. Rolling to a stop, the man let out a wheeze of pain. His horse wandering back to shore after finding itself suddenly riderless to nibble on some grass.

The armies on both sides stared at the famous knight as he struggled to rise to his feet, finally falling prone and waving his surrender.

“YOU WANTED WAR! I’LL GIVE YOU WAR!!” Fires raced out from Braden’s hands spreading around his harem and licking across the tops of the waves.

The soldiers danced even further back from the river, as the heat from the hungry flames rolled past them. Faces and forms appearing in the fire; demons, and monsters with horrible snapping maws of black and yellow flame. Braden glanced at Leesha, who added her illusions to his fire and flashed her a grin.

“IT’S NOT WAR YOU WANT YOU SELFISH BABIES! YOU STUPID CURRS! YOU COWARDLY DOGS!” Emma tried to warn him to calm down, but he flashed her a grin and a wink. Braden used to run all of his companies retreats and knew how to bring a crowd down before bringing them back up.

“IF YOU SEEK GLORY IN DEATH THEN ENTER THIS RIVER NOW, AND I WILL GIVE IT!”

He let five long seconds pass, but other than a few shifting feet, none seemed willing to test his resolve. Which was good because he had no desire to kill anyone.

“IF NONE OF YOU ARE WILLING TO DIE FOR NOTHING, THEN WE END THIS FARCE HERE AND NOW, ONCE AND FOR ALL. KING BALENTINE AND QUEEN EVERTINE, PRESENT YOURSELVES BEFORE ME, ALONE… NOW.”

It didn’t happen right away, of course. There were discussions and negotiations, and each tried to bring guards and councilors. In the end, he had to throw another couple bolt’s of lightning before the two monarchs rode by themselves into the Blood Ford.

So, it came to pass that King of Ballantine, Odrolin, and Queen of Evertine, Janis-toc, met in the middle of the Blood River. Under the watchful eye of every lord and lady of note in the Silver Kingdoms, they could do nothing but. Both quacked under the baleful glare of the Harem Mage and feared the terrible power he could call upon, but perhaps more importantly, neither would allow themselves to look the slightest bit weak in front of each other.

While the monarch debated within their own camps. Emma and the others crowded in close. Braden, trusting them to keep him safe as he quested into the rock beneath his feet.

Drawing deeply upon the slow-moving and challenging to control Earth powers, he delved deeper and deeper still. Finally finding the bottom of the massive boulder, then out to search its entire shape. Luck was on his side, that and basic tectonic theory. He knew when he saw the strange river formation at the ford that something odd must be going on beneath the surface of the water. Such a wide flat area in a river, it’s locations stable for so long, was uncommon.

Finally, Braden discovered what he’d hoped to find. The only trick now would be how to pull it up.

He was probing around the giant piece of granite when the monarch began their ride. Leesha joined her power to his. He was majorly depleted after the grand display and was grateful for her help. He picked up on what she was trying to do, and he felt her draw in water from the river above, softening the bug around the granite, slowly.

Braden left her to the work as the queen and king approached. Queen Janis-toc glowered at him in sullen anger that he knew wouldn’t be leaving her anytime soon. King Odrolin, for his part, glared at Braden like he were a wild animal who could attack at any moment.

“Emma,” Braden asked in a conversational voice, ignoring the monarchs affronted stares, “how did the Silver Kingdoms come to be divided anyway?”

“King Altine, the first and only Silver King, had two children from his queen. Histories diverge on why, but he left the northern half of his kingdom to his oldest Ballant, the male, and the southern half to his daughter, Evertt.”

“Ballant was the true heir!” Said King Ballantine angrily, stabbing a finger at the queen, “Evertt, a usurper who stole what she claimed to rule!”

“Ballant was a tyrant, that’s why Altine never named him heir,” The queen said with venom in her voice, “The man raped half his mother’s servants and murdered his father-in-law in a drunken rage!”

“You lie!”

“SILENCE!” Braden yelled, his thunderous voice cutting them both off.

“You were one kingdom before, and you will be again.” The Harem Mage’s voice was a normal tone but cold steel and brooked no argument, but still, both protested.

“Impossible!” Said the king, “I will never give up my crown, but if this dog wishes to abdicate, so be it.”

“Never!” Said the queen, snarling in rage, “My daughter has been groomed to rule, and I wouldn’t steal her birthright. This has been debated by scholars and philosophers, Braden.” The Harem Mage saw she had dropped his title and seemed to be working herself up to forgetting about his display of power from just before as well. “It would never work for one simple reason.”

“Where would the capital be?” King Odrolin said with a nod, “Neither would agree to the others capital being the seat of all power, and a traveling court would never work. Besides, my people would never agree to any terms these thieves might name.”

“Queen, you have an unmarried daughter who will rule after you,” Braden said, his blue eyes cold, as they bore into the woman. Finally, she nodded, and he turned to the man, “King, you have a son, unwed, who will rule after you, correct?”

“I do, Everdoden is a fine lad,” Odrolin replied with narrowed eyes. He opened his mouth to continue, but Braden went right on, overriding him.

“Really?” Braden asked, “That's his name?” He went on, though, before the affronted king could respond, “Your children will wed this very evening, on the foundation of their new capital, and as the sun sets your two kingdoms will be no more.”

“What is he talking about?” The king demanded of the queen, “What games have you cooked up with this madman?”

“I’ve had no part in this!” The woman said.

Just then, the stone beneath their feet shifted, and the king and queen felt as though the world itself rocked, a queasy feeling in their guts as the horizon wavered. The horses were startled, but Mina and Druska were quick to grab their bridles and keep them calm as the water boiled at their feet, rushing away to either side and trying to drag them along with it.

“Dead gods above, preserve us!”

The queen and king both cried at the exact same moment clutching their saddles to keep from falling. They looked at one another with wide eyes then back down at the frothing waters as it raced away, revealing smoothened river rock below. Druska, Mina, and Emma were awed as well, there not having been enough time for Braden to inform them of his plan.

Meanwhile, Braden focused his willpower into shifting the giant granite boulder across the bench of bedrock beneath it. Leesha was softening the dirt around it to mud, flooding it with river water to break any suction that might grip the massive boulder fast.

Braden worked for long minutes until finally exhausting his powers, feeling the pins and needles beginning to dig into his brain. That feeling of something in his mind on the verge of cracking, before he finally sagged and released the titanic forces.

When he picked his head up and looked around, wiping a sheen of cold sweat from his brow, he saw that the ford was gone. In its place, stood an island of raw granite, a half-mile long and two hundred meters across, standing ten feet above the surface of the river. The river raced past on either side, cutting deep into the softer soil of the outer banks.

“Two nations become one,” Braden said, exhaustion lacing every word, “and at their center, a heart of granite. You owe it to your people to make this work. Look to your troops, not the nobles with their armor and toys, who can’t wait to smash one another and walk away with bruises. Look to your peasants, who pay the butchers price for your wars. Think of the children waiting right now for their fathers to return. How many orphans would you make to soothe your pride?”

“Ok! Enough!” Shouted the king chopping the air with his hand, he drew in a ragged breath and looked around the island, still wet from the river waters that had run over it. He shook his head and turned to look at Braden and then the queen. His mind working.

“I would need assurances that my son will wield the Rod of War and command the Silver Legions. All of the legions.”

“So long as my daughter, Elissinia, is the unquestioning Rod of Law holder, then your boy can ride around with his toy soldiers all he likes.” The queen said, the predatory gleam back in her eyes.

“Summon whomever you need, but this is happening tonight,” Braden said, crossing his arms, “We plan to be on the road north at sunrise, and I’m not leaving a powder keg at our backs.”

“Impossible!” The queen said, “If we were to actually do this, then the amount of issues that would need to be worked out is longer than I am!”

“Then get working,” Braden said, “or establish a process to deal with issues at a future date. The Ballentine and Evertine nations are through, and so are those family names. Clean slate. You are now one nation, the Silver Kingdom, it has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

“Are you proud of yourself, sir?” The king asked in sullen anger, “You destroy two kingdoms with a wave of the hand. It that enough to salve your great ego?”

“My ego?” Braden asked, feeling the anger spark to life once again within his breast. With difficulty, he stuffed it, not trusting himself to speak until he had, “There is an evil growing in the east. I know you’ve both heard whispers of it. It is good that you’ve both wasted the last few centuries sharpening your swords upon one another, for your steel will be needed in the great war to come. And I will have use of your talents at war.

“Cease this petty squabbling of human on human. The Dark Queen is marshaling the dead and horrors twisted out of nightmares. So, forgive me if I have no sympathy for your petty wars of honor. For what you see as a loss, I see as necessary, because if I ever go to war against our real
 enemy, I want the Silver Kingdom at my side, not hacking each other back home. Now go get your kids, times wasting.”


Chapter Seventeen

The king and queen were both quiet and thoughtful as they rode back to their respective sides. Getting the prince and princess, their attendants, and the councilors and nobles necessary, onto the island proved to be more complicated than Braden intended.

The river rushed past at dangerous speeds, and the gap was far too wide to jump across, and the island was higher than the bank. In the end, a couple bright sappers had the excellent idea to break down wagons and make temporary bridges that they could lower into place.

Tensions were high as both sides hammered out the particulars of their nation’s merger, both thinking they were gaining something as they carved out their little fiefdoms within the nation’s trade and defense.

Whenever tensions ran too high, Braden was there to glower and look menacing. The tale was already legendary amongst both armies. The man who had ridden out and claimed the river as his, shouted down two armies, intimidating, then dragging their respective king and queen into the water to spank them and force them to play nice.

In truth, Braden was surprised at how easily the negotiations went. He’d expected a lot more arguing and wrangling from the scholars and clerks, but it turned out that there were already documents that had most of what both sides were looking for. The issue had been a conundrum for legal scholars for generations, and many of the most brilliant minds had designed different solutions and permutations. The negotiations came down to picking and choosing from each.

The real negotiation was happening at the north end of the island, where a small outcropping formed an odd wave-like pattern. There, a young man of ten and nine summers, sat with a young girl of ten and seven. Neither the prince nor the princess would look at or speak to one another, but Emma sat with them.

The silver-haired healer spoke simple words, but Braden could see them have an impact on the soon to be monarchs, almost against their wills. Their expressions softening as each took in the other with fresh eyes, and saw a fragile hope for peace for their people.

A large tent was erected on what the Silver Kingdom’s people were calling Granite Heart, and with the moon shining above, full and bright, and the stars twinkling overhead Braden stood before the terrified young couple. They knelt together, left hand clasped in right, and right in left as Braden wrapped a silk cloth about them, joining them in union.

“I see before me not Ballentines and Evertines,” Braden began, “enemies who stained these waters with their life’s blood in senseless strife. But brothers and sisters reunited after a terrible sickness. A sickness that has clouded their minds for too long. Look to your left and right, you will see yourself in those you called enemy. You will find friendship where you thought to only find a war.

“Have a soft place in your heart for these two brave souls,” he motioned down to the prince and princess who both blushed and cast shy glances at one another, “For it is they who sacrifice, to bring you peace. If you choose not to honor that peace, then you are choosing to dishonor their sacrifice.”

He clasped his hands before him and nodded at Mina and Druska. The two stepped forward with the bowls of silver coins and placed them before the prince and princess, who looked up curiously.

Mina and Emma stepped up behind him and placed their hands on his shoulder. The three of them had worked this out in the hour before the ceremony, Leesha having the idea and Emma helping her and Braden design the enchantments.

Braden held his hands above the two piles of silver coins, heat radiating from his palms. As the metal melted, he pulled the liquid into the air on threads of force power and drew them into twin circlets. There was the snap that sounded like steel chains locking into place, as Leesha unleashed her power in two slow streams of crackling red and purple energy that encompassed the silver circlets as they hung in midair.

Then Emma’s hair pulsed with a warm silver light that grew and grew in intensity, to the point where all save she had to shade their eyes from the glare. Her will joined with that of Braden and Leesha, melding the two together and slipping in her own enchantment before Braden bound the single spell into twin locations.

The light dimmed, and all could see the crowns were no longer simple circlets of silver. Their shape was that of tall crowns. Low in the back and tall in the front, with a small design upon the peaks of both. But where they had been liquid silver before, now they sparkled with a faint inner light. On the king's crown stood the white fang of war, an inverted white teardrop. On the queen's stood the black flame of law, a black teardrop, perfectly balanced against the kings white, two halves of a perfect circle.

The crowd watched in reverent silence as the two bonded stepped back, the crowns still hovering in the air.

“The past can carry with it a curse,” Braden said, “I don’t claim to have wisdom, I leave that to Emma and the gods. But I know the value of new beginnings. You don’t have to change, to go forward from today a different person.”

Braden stood for a moment and tried to remember the words of the ceremony. At first, they wanted to follow tradition and have a priest of their goddess marry them, but neither of their parents could decide on the priest. In the end, they had all elected Braden, and he suspected it was punishment for bullying them into this in the first place.

And so, his words halting at first, but growing with confidence, Braden performed the marriage ceremony. Naming the poor young souls as both married and monarchs in the same breath. He knew with this act that he tied himself to them. It was a tremendous responsibility to place upon their shoulders, but at both had been raised to it.

As the ceremony ended, the two teenagers reached out with reverent hands and took the crowns out of the air at the same moment. There was a flash of silver light, and the new king and queen stood slowly, staring at the crowns in awe. Then with a slight start, as if realizing where they stood, both raised the sparkling silver crowns and set them upon their brows.

The newly crowned king and queen wore smiles as they gazed into one another’s eyes, reaching out without looking, hands unerringly finding one anothers to clasp their fingers in a tight grip. In that moment, a fragile peace was born, as the gathered nobles and citizens saw the seed of young love take root.

Despite her vehement denials after, the former queen was seen weeping as her daughter clasped hands with the newly crowned king. Tears of both joy and loss as she watched her child leave the nest.

The king bit his tongue throughout the ceremony, but found himself blinking double-quick, as his son grinned in childish delight at the pretty princess. That pesky dust kept finding its way into his eyes. Hours later, on his fourth glass of wine, he could be heard to remark that the young princess had a sharper wit than any in his court, and wouldn’t they make such handsome babies?

There would be time later for a grand feast and balls. This evening old enemies made an uneasy truce, while the peasants celebrated being spared the maw of war.

Braden and his harem slipped off into the night, having warned the new king and queen that he would be back soon to ensure things were running smoothly. In truth, Braden wasn’t worried. He’d been on pins and needles all evening, waiting for something to blow up, but things never did, and he remained suspicious about the outcome until Emma drew him aside and explained it.

“These are a passionate people,” she said, stating the obvious, “who see war as sport and honor as a mandate. But the one thing they hold in higher regard than all of that is true love. The young king and queen give them hope, and they will take their cues from those two. So long as they remain happy and in love, I think your crazy plan might actually succeed.”

“So, two newlyweds just have to stay happy forever,” Mina said, with a sardonic smile, “when their parents hate one another.”

“And their people have been killing each other for hundreds of years,” Leesha said, snorting out white wine as she tried to laugh and drink at the same time.

“And they’re still separated by a nearly impassable river,” said Druska sipping her ale with a grimace.

“Those kids have no chance, do they?” Braden said with a sad laugh, “Honestly, though, how quickly do you think we can get out of here?”

“One step ahead of you, Master,” Druska said with a grin as she pulled Ballentine cloaks out of her no-space bag.

The five pulled the cloaks over their shoulders and flipped up the hoods, slipping out of camp under cover of darkness. None from the Silver Kingdoms tracked their progress, too drunk or wrapped up in figuring out their new world order. One pair of eyes followed the Harem Mage and his Bonded, however. One set of cold dead black eyes, noted every step they took as they slipped through the disorganized Ballantine ranks, and headed north for the Silver Heart Tree.

It was two days of severe marching to the edge of the forest, as Braden pushed their little group hard. The land of the north was much like the south, green grasses, thick and deep, oak and maple trees, and dotted throughout a patchwork quilt of farmlands.

Here and there, Braden saw the young and hot-headed debating the merger, but for the most part, the peasants went about their business as they always had. There was a palpable sense of relief from most, he observed. More than anything, the people spoke of a dark threat in the ice lands and tundra to the north. The goblins and kobold tribes had been pushed into underground tunnels and coastal caves. The dead marched, and their horde gathered more into their ranks with every mile they crossed.

In one town, a half-day from the edge of the elven forest, an old peddler spoke of a great black dragon that had been seen on distant horizons, circling a horde many tens of thousands strong. Upon the creatures back rode a demoness, who raised the dead and called even worse horrors up from the world's depths. The very ground itself was rumored to be cursed wherever the horde of darkness passed, corrupting the plants and animals.

Braden took these stories with a grain of salt, knowing how things could grow in the telling. But he did observe the wall guards on high alert throughout the border towns they passed. The closer they got to the border, the thicker the roads became with people fleeing the north.

“Head back, my Lord,” said one mayor as he rode down south, his people following on carts and afoot, “there is not up north, but death and doom.”

“We ride for the Silver Heart Tree,” Braden said, stopping to speak with the man, “any news?”

“Same as ever from those bastards,” the man said spitting to the side and casting a narrow-eyed glare at Leesha, “The elves turn away all outsiders and want nothing to do with the affairs of man.”

“Thank you for the information,” Braden said, fishing out a coin, but the man waved him off, tapping heels to his horse’s flank and heading down south.

“Keep your coin,” the mayor said, “Not you’ll have much use for it in the days to come.”

An hour later, they crested the top of a hill and before them spread dense forest from horizon to horizon. Dominating the skyline was a tall peak in the center of the woods. The craggy rock belched smoke in hazy puffs into the heavens. On the mountains, western side stood a silver tree that towered over all others in the forest.

“There it is.” Leesha said, tears forming in her eyes as she beheld her home, “It’s been so many years, and I feared we would never make it. I can’t wait for you all to see the palace and the gardens.”

Emma and Mina shared in the girl’s excitement, chatting continuously about the wonders of the elven kingdom as they hiked the last few miles before sunset. They set up camp just within the edge of the woods, finding a quiet little dell with a brook running through it.

Mina tried to get frisky as she snuggled up under their shared blankets, but Braden was too tired, and the girl finally gave up after he passed out while she was kissing his neck. Leesha didn’t sleep that night, too excited to see her sisters and mother, and an hour before sunrise, she finally got up and built up the fire. Taking in the sights and sounds of her childhood home, reliving memories both good and bitter.

When Braden rolled free of the blankets at first light, he found a hot breakfast waiting for him. As they ate, Emma went through her herb pouch, taking an inventory of all that remained. She had enough supplies left for one small batch of Soulsing Tea, and she made Braden promise that they would stop for a few days soon, so she could gather more. Then they were off, each lost in their own thoughts as they passed into the forest proper.


Chapter Eighteen

At first, there was nothing to set these woods apart from other forests Braden had been through. About two hundred meters in, that changed. The forest opened around them, with vast space between each tree. The floor grew thick with ferns and moss, interspersed with streams throughout. The early morning light filtered down through a high canopy of broadleaf trees and passed through air hazy with floating seeds, butterflies, and birds.

The sounds were incredible, as thousands of bird songs filled the air at once. Instead of being a terrible din, there was music to the bird song, a rhythm that Braden felt, more than heard. The more he looked around, the more everything in this place felt purposeful. It was almost as though the whole forest had been designed by a master landscaper. Each tree was perfectly placed to not infringe on any other trees' light and water. Brightly colored flowers grew at the juncture of branch and trunk on many of the trees, and everywhere Braden looked, he saw breathtaking beauty.

“Dear gods,” Emma breathed when they had taken a half dozen steps within the actual forest, staring around her in wonder, “It’s every bit as magical as the stories say!”

“This is nothing,” Leesha said, skipping forward, a big grin on her face, “the closer we get to the Heart Tree, the more magical it becomes… I have to show you the weeping gardens and the Pools of Remembrance!”

“I’ve heard of those,” Emma said with a wistful grin, “but I heard only elves are allowed within those sacred places.”

“Well, that’s true,” Leesha said, nodding, “but you’re all practically family now, I’m sure mother will let you visit.”

“Leesha,” Braden said, his tone careful, “just what kind of reception can we expect to receive from the elves?”

“And no more evasions,” Druska said, her tone brooking no nonsense.

“We’re about to find out,” Mina said, pointing deep into the forest.

Her sharp eyes caught a troop of thirty elves riding hard, straight at them. The morning light glinted off their odd armor and spears. It took Braden a moment to puzzle out what the material was, but then he recognized it as strips of wood that had been formed into the shape of plate armor. The wooden pieces had been lacquered with resin or some other substance, and now looked hard as steel.

They rode on mounts of pure white, and Braden observed each had a horn of pearlescent material sticking out of their foreheads. The animals thundered toward them with unnatural grace, their strides long and sure-footed as they ran over root, creek, and fern without issue.

There was a female elf near the front of the troop, and when she spotted Leesha, she registered shock, her mount surging forward, racing ahead of the soldiers. As the female drew near, Braden smiled wide, seeing the resemblance in Leesha immediately and assuming this was one of her six sisters. Then he registered the woman’s expression and began to grow alarmed.

Her face was tight with fear as she drew close, and she whipped out one hand and flung a dark stone to the ground at his feet. The odd rock seemed to devour the light around it, and he felt his skin crawl when he stared at it.

“Leesha! What are you doing here!?” Cried the elven woman, “Get clear quickly!”

“Adeena!” Leesha said in surprise, “Sister, these are my friends! This is the Harem Mage!”

The smalls elf’s cries went ignored as the rest of the elves thundered up, leaping free of their mounts, wooden armor clattering around themselves. The elves drew long swords and a few longbows, fanning out and around the harem. While three female elves joined, Adeena reached down to leather holsters at their hips and whipped out slender wands that glowed with a dangerous orange light on the tips.

“You have invaded our lands!” Shouted a sharp-faced elf in ornate armor, “Submit to apprehension, and you will not be harmed; resist, and there will be blood!”

Braden raised his hands, careful to keep them well away from his sword hilt, but from the glowers on Druska and Mina’s faces, he couldn’t trust that they would do the same. Suddenly things had become deadly serious.

Pointing her wand at Braden, Adeena whispered a command word, and its tip began to glow brighter, pulsing in a hypnotic rhythm. The sight trapped Braden’s vision, holding his mind and lulling it into slumber. A wave of rage washed through him as the horsemen drew close, long lances dropping down.

“Back! Please submit to apprehension!” Adeena warned Druska and Mina as the women drew weapons and advanced on her, but she never moved the wand, keeping it pointed straight at Braden, “All of you back! Away from the Harem Mage! Please, Leesha get them back. It’s for your own safety!”

“Adeena, what in the hells are you doing!” Leesha raised her hand at her sister but then stared at the empty fingers in shock, “My magic… it’s gone!” She looked to the dark stone and swore under her breath.

Braden was battling a power that tried to drive his mind into the world of sleep. His magic was gone, and all that filled him now was a wave of burning anger, growing every second.

“What’s the meaning of this?” He demanded, tongue thick in his mouth.

As the elven warriors edged closer hands nervously clutching their weapons, Braden moved to kick the dark stone away, but a wave of revulsion halted him from moving any closer. The sickness and pain only stoked his fury all the hotter.

“He is Berzerkzer, Leesha…” Adeena said, pleading with her sister, “Can you not feel it feeding off his rage? Captain Eylande, you know your duty,” the elf princess drew herself to her full height, her pale green dress flowing in an almost ethereal wind, and then began to intone in a voice dripping with anxious fear. The women beside Adeena raised their wands as well, ready, in case any of the harem tried anything.

“Harem Mage, you have invaded our kingdom without warning. Bringing with you a weapon capable of severing our Heart Tree’s center core,” the elf glanced to Druska’s blade with a shiver of fear, “and power to tear down all we know and love. What's more, you come with our youngest princess, still in the white dress of a child, Bonded without the permission of her mother, the Queen.” Captain Eylende pulled a pair of steel manacles, inscribed with glyphs out of a pouch, and held them up before Braden, “Submit to apprehension willingly, Harem Mage, or be forced. One way or another, you’re coming with us.”

“Berzerkzer?” Braden asked, or tried to. It came out as more of a mumble than a question, eyelids drooping as he struggled against the powerful enchantment still attacking his mind from Adeena’s want, with the force of his will alone.

“Why is he not unconscious?” Adeena asked no one in particular. She looked around, and her eyes went wide, “Where is the green one?”

“Druska, no!” Leesha called, but it was too late.

The alien woman had already launched herself from the shadows, blade extended as she flew between mounts. The captain hadn’t even registered the attack before she took it off at the shoulder, manacles flying free along with the limb in a spray of bright red blood.

Mina was racing for the elf woman, spear drawn back to strike, and Druska was turning to face the women in robes drawing her blaster. Adeena saw the situation devolve out of their control in seconds, her death approaching and the implacable power of the harem in full rage, about to crash down upon her. With a cry of desperation, she snapped the wand she held, in half.

The denotation was silent and the force little more than a feathers touch, but the shock wave of magic that was unleashed from the broken wand rushed out for a hundred meters in every direction.

Thought was obliterated from sentient minds, as the sleep spell hit everyone at once, with all the power stored in the wand. All but Braden, who clung to consciousness with his iron will. He fell to his knees, the magic would not relent, it seemed, until he succumbed to its influence. As he fought his silent battle, he saw Adeena crumple to the ground like a limp rag, two pieces of mundane wood tumbling free of her hands.

Mina fell, her spear clattering free of her hand, a snore emitting from her throat. Druska toppled to the side, blaster spilling from her limp fingers, and Emma sat down hard, blinking owlishly and licking her lips slowly before she too lay down and fell into a deep slumber.

All around Braden, the elven warriors fell out of saddles, lances, and bows spilling across the ground along with their unconscious bodies. The unicorns remained unaffected, each stepping carefully to avoid crushing their sleeping masters as they wandered away to graze on ferns.

His battle was a failing one, Braden knew, even with his blade in hand, he had no access to his magic while that dark stone still lay nearby. He tried to stand, but his legs were heavy as lead, and it was all he could do not to sink to his butt or lie down entirely.

Then a sound behind caused him to look around, and he saw another group of elves approaching, this time with far greater care. At the fore, were two more female elves, each in colorful dresses that matched Adeena, but in different colors. Their eyes narrowed when they saw Braden was still awake, swaying on his knees.

Wands flashed into their hands, and the last thing Braden saw before sleep finally stole him into its black depths, was twin glowing yellow tips as the women advanced.


Chapter Nineteen

Awareness was slow in returning to Braden. He couldn’t tell if it was seconds or hours that passed as he struggled to climb free of the fog clouding his thoughts. Eventually, he came back to himself, feeling bereft and empty and finding his surroundings the same.

He knelt within a sea of darkness. Alone, save for an ancient elf that sat before him, legs crossed, and small wrinkled hands clasped together loosely. His watery orange eyes had a gem-like quality to them that Braden had come to associate with elves, and they crinkled now into a smile when the older man saw Braden was awake.

“Greetings, Harem Mage,” the elf said, “I am Sage Iolloe, welcome to the landscape of your mind.”

“My mind?” Braden asked, looking around and seeing nothing but darkness in every direction, “Where are Druska, Leesha, Mina, and Emma, are they safe?”

“Pease human,” the elf spoke with calm patience that grated on Braden’s nerves, “Your women are safe, for the time being.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Braden felt his rage growing, and a red glow emanated from behind him, a heat permeating across his back.

“A dark force gathers on the edge of the forest. One, our people have little hope of defeating. I fear it is only a matter of hours before the first clashes occur. Soon thereafter, the horde will sweep in, devouring and destroying everything before it. A plague of death and disease that will spread over the whole north, crippling all our peoples.

“Even as that happens, the hour of solstice draws nigh, and our young princess must make the ancient sacrifice. The people are fearful, our home under threat.”

“Then let me out of here,” Braden said, “Let me fight that darkness and push it back if we’re able. Free me from this prison.”

The rage consumed him, making it hard to think clearly. The red glow from behind was almost blinding now, he wanted to turn and look at it, but the terror of what he might find kept him staring at the elven sage.

“Not a prison,” Iolloe said, gently shaking his head, “But a cage. You are locked away within your own mind, Harem Mage, so that the seed of your great rage can be found and weeded out, or at least pruned back, so you’re no longer a threat to those close to you.”

“I’m a threat?” Braden asked. He wanted to scoff, but he had a sick feeling in his gut that he knew what the man spoke of.

“You have sensed it,” the sage said, his thin papery voice taking on an almost hypnotic quality, “the rage inside that consumes thought and self… It burns within you even now… soon you’ll be unable to control it. And unless you do, you will end up harming, or even killing those whom you love most dear.”

“Never,” Braden said, shaking his head, “I would never harm them.”

“You won’t be able to stop yourself… you’re not from this world. I have seen some of your memories, I have seen what your blood is capable of. The world you come from has not the arcane powers, nor the fae energies that exist here. They can have an… unpredictable effect on the mind.”

“What of Druska?” Braden asked, “Isn’t she vulnerable to the same forces, being from another world?”

“The other alien has mental defenses trained in her at a young age,” the sage lifted one hand and pointed behind Braden to the raging red heat at his back, “Besides that, she has not endured the trauma you have. She was never broken, as you were, my Lord.”

“There’s no trauma in my past,” Braden scoffed, “All the trauma I’ve experienced has been in this crazy world.”

“The origins of this rage reach back to some of your earliest memories,” the old man clasped his hands once again and bowed his head, eyes closed. “You’ve locked it away with so much pain and sadness… so deeply buried that you don’t even realize how it eats at your mind. We must approach these memories with care, starting from recent trauma and working back. One memory is still present in your mind… a pair of shoes that shouldn’t be there… sitting beside the front door of your house… Do you remember Harem Mage?”

“No,” Braden said, but the horror on his face gave truth to the lie.

Feelings of anxiety and fear rushed back in, just as if he’d never left that porch. The red rage behind racing forward, its heat consuming. Plunging him back into the worst moment of his life. His last thought before the memory consumed his mind was: I fucking hate therapy…


He found himself standing on the walkway outside his house. The door before him locked and his friend’s car in the driveway beside him. With horror, he realized where he was.

Braden’s feet carried him up the steps, and looking down, he saw his hand fitting a key into the lock. When the door swung open, and he saw his friend’s leather loafers sitting haphazardly where he usually put his own, he felt the sick feeling in his gut once more. A sound carried to his ears just then, a cry of pleasure from a familiar voice, sending a lance of pain into his heart for a second time.

His awareness that this was a memory faded slowly, until he was wholly absorbed and present at the moment.

The cry came again, and his mind skittered across random thoughts, unwilling to admit what he knew must be happening. Treacherous feet took him up the carpeted stairs, and when he was a little over halfway, words floated down to his ears that ripped a gaping hole in his chest right where his heart and gut should be.

“Oh, Blake!”

The voice was unmistakably that of his wife, calling out to her lover while in the throes of passion. Some masochistic part of himself wanted to continue up the stairs and see the truth his mind struggled to comprehend.

It was the sounds of their sex that drove him from his own home. He walked out on numb legs, unaware of his surroundings, or of much else. The pain and heartache were so intense he gasped for breath. It was too much.

The old instincts for self-preservation kicked in, and his mind buried the feelings. Buried them down in a dark, dark place. A place where other memories lived, ones dared not remember.

His long legs carried him deep into an ancient forest that had been his home away from home for as long as he could remember. Each step helping to bury the emotions. With each stride, he felt the sharp edge of that pain, dull and fade, replaced with an even deeper pain that he forced himself to ignore.


“This is an old tool, Harem Mage,”
 a paper-thin voice whispered in his mind, startling him, “Employed by children on every world, but where was it learned?
” He felt something rooting around in his mind, sifting through that dark place, and the memories hidden within, “Hmm… early childhood… a new man in the house… yes, let’s see if this breaks your block. My apologies, Harem Mage, this will… hurt… a lot.”


Braden felt as though he were swirling down a drain as the world around him spun away, as he fell and fell back into that home on Devonshire Street, back to Rick…

“Oh god… no…” Braden sobbed when he gazed around at the mustard yellow carpet. A giant of a man towered above him, screaming and waving a bottle in his face. Awareness that this was a memory faded once more, and he was absorbed in the moment.

“Rick, don’t, please!” Cried Braden’s mother as she spread her arms and stood before the small, sickly boy. Terror written on her features as she backed up.

Rick ignored the woman, his anger clouding out all other thought. The man staggered a half step and caught himself, his rage doubling at the drunken lapse of balance. He whipped his belt free of his pants with deliberate slowness.

“Get out of the way, bitch,” his voice rumbled in a drunken slur, “before I put you on that fat ass. Get over here, boy… you got a beating coming to you.”

“Rick, he didn’t do anything! He never touched your car, I promise-.”

Rick’s motion was so casual, not a flicker of warning showed on the man’s face before his arm lashed out. Braden didn’t realize the backhanded blow had landed, until his mother flew against the wall, blood flying from her split lips.

Braden stared with wide eyes, knowing he should have protected her and hating himself for not even trying. His knees locked and legs frozen in place as Rick came bearing down on him, anger clouding, eyes red from too much drink and smoke.

The first blow drove the boy to his knees, but he barely felt it. For he couldn’t look away from the tears in his mother’s eyes as she cowered on the floor. Her look of hopelessness, misery, and pain cut to the core of him. He wanted to cry out as the second blow hit the side of his face, splitting his lips, but the boy had endured this enough to know, that would only feed the rage monster that consumed the drunken man.

Helpless anger boiled in him, but Braden shoved it down, deep into the back of his mind. Trapping it there with the memories of his mother like this. Trapping it along with the feelings of helplessness and loss.


Chapter Twenty

Awareness slowly returned to the adult Braden as he knelt in darkness. He wept for that boy and for the memories that now surfaced in his mind. The happy little boy Braden had been would change after that terrible beating and the hospital visit it caused. The openness and honesty that drew in all around him, would become hidden and shy. He would turn his mind to fantasies and lose himself in the study.

The pain of remembering was too much, too sharp. Too raw for him to deal with.

Old instincts kicked in and he pushed the pain back, driving it down, as he forced himself to ignore the feelings. Blinking free the tears, he gazed once more upon the loose flesh of the ancient elf’s features.

“This will not do,” the old elf said, shaking his head, “You must feel it, fully. If I bury an acorn, will it disappear?” He shook his head, the halo of fluffy grey hair around his head swaying with the motion, “No, it will sprout and take root. Sinking itself deep within the soil of your being and then reach its sharp branches into the heavens of your mind. All while you’re unaware.”

“I can’t,” Braden gasped, a choking sob stuck in his throat, “You don’t understand… if I remember what happened to her… what she allowed to happen to me.”

“Then you might be able to forgive her,” the elf said, nodding.

“Never,” Braden said, actually clutching at his heart, or imagining he did within that strange void, “I could never.”

“You must,” the elf said, his eyes mournful but firm, “or the power that lives within you will succumb to chaos, and all hope is lost for my people. Time is short, but it seems you will require a full divestiture… Forgive me once again, Harem Mage… this will be unpleasant.”

“What are you…,” Braden gasped, as once more he felt the inexorable power of this being drawing his awareness back into memories, he had tried so hard to forget.

He was in middle school, pouring himself a cup of Sunny Delight just before bed when the glass slipped in his hand, shattering and spilling all over the linoleum. His mother came in from the backyard at the sound and, with a kindly smile, had helped him clean up the broken glass and wipe up the juice. She was just getting out the mop bucket when Rick came into the kitchen, stepping in a sticky patch that had yet to be cleaned.

The man had been drinking and watching baseball all evening, his team losing. This was the first night Braden’s mom’s new boyfriend stayed over, and the boy had been trying to make a good impression on the big tough man.

Rick looked down at his sticky foot and then blinked his eyes around owlishly. Braden couldn’t recognize the early warning signs yet, but he knew enough to sense danger in the air. The boy’s hackles rose, as the man turned beady black eyes on his mother, face twisting in sudden anger.

That night Rick gave his mother her first beating. She got it even worse when he turned his rage on the boy, and she threw herself in front of Braden, begging him not to hit the boy. This was when she’d apologized to the man after, wiping a trickle of blood from her lips, as she poured him another glass of beer and motioned for Braden to slip off to his room.

Braden was pulled violently into another memory. This time months later, cowering in his closet, praying Rick ignored him as the man beat his mother, doing even worse to her before he found Braden. The rough hand reached in and snatched him out of that safe, dark hole. Out into the light and all the pain that followed.

Again, and again he was forced to relive his most traumatic experiences.

One thing stood out to Braden. Something he could only recognize in the brief moments between memories. In every memory, his mother had sacrificed herself to protect him, or she’d tried to.

He’d spent his entire life hating the woman for not leaving Rick. For not saving her son from that terrible situation. In times of weakness, he thought she must be a masochist. Secretly he’s always believed it had been his fault, all of it. Now though, with the eyes and mind far wiser with age, he saw his mother for the person she was; excellent and kind, but weak and terrified of raising a son alone. He found compassion.

Finally, when all the barriers he’d built within himself were stripped away, when all his tears had been shed, Braden found himself before the ancient elf, feeling as though he’d been flayed alive. His whole body one exposed nerve.

“How do you feel?” The ancient elf asked, face calm and paper-thin voice surprising Braden as it broke the silence of his mind.

“Fucking horrible,” Braden growled, “I just relived every terrible moment of my life. How do you think I should feel?”

“Angry,” the elf said, nodding, “hurt, scared and alone. As we all feel, most of the time.”

“How am I supposed to function like this?” Braden asked. The pain, a dark lance in his guts, an ache that he could no longer ignore.

“There is only one mindset that will see you past this, Harem Mage,” the old man said, and the troubled frown that grew on his face filled Braden with dread, “and it will not be easy to find.”

“What now?” Braden asked, his voice cracking with emotion, “I’ve found forgiveness. I think. She was young and scared and tried her best. What else can I give? What could heal this wound you ripped open anew?”

The ancient elf gave a sad, tired smile and said one word that made Braden recoil as if physically struck.

“Gratitude…”

Before he could utter a word of protest, he was once more swirling down into painful memories.


Interstitial

Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippe sat hunched over in his chair, scanning a report from Elingarth. The cold had stolen through his robes and put an ache in his joints. Unable to focus on the news, he shoved it aside and glanced at his Bonded in annoyance.

“Where is the pompous ass?” He asked, knowing the young man had no answer for him but unable to contain his frustration.

Dilo was used to his master’s outbursts, having heard them every minute or so for the past hour. He practiced patience as he stared out a window. The city spread out before him, the red roofs glinting here and there in the afternoon sun. Off in the distance, twin lines of black smoke rose into the air, evidence of the Inquisition that burned through the Empire.

Red robed inquisitors had swept through the Magisterium and begun their questioning. Many Bond Mages and their Bonded balked at being forced to prove their allegiance to the Empire, but the Arch Mage himself walked beneath that burning black fire, and had the truth ripped from his mind by their insidious and painful arts.

Dilo shuddered to remember the pain he had felt from the bond, so intense that he’d nearly retched. Thankfully, his gorge had remained down, saving himself and his master the shame of his weakness.

That very hour, eleven Bond Mages and their Bonded fled the capital of Melind. They were branded traitors by the inquisition, and mage-hunters were sent to track them down and bring them to justice. So far, only two had been apprehended, and Dilo grew uneasy whenever he thought of where the rest might be, and what they might be up to.

The Empire was marshaling for war, citizens called forth to honor their oaths to the legions. The far eastern states of the Empire were in chaos, as the walking dead and monsters from nightmares appeared as if from thin air. The barbarian nations on the fringes of the Empire, fled before a tide of darkness they could not stop, and far to the north, it was reported that another army of death had crawled forth from the earth itself. The northern force troubled the Arch Mage the most, for it threatened their vulnerable western states. Even now, it marched upon the elven nations, and from spies in the arctic lands, it looked likely to sweep through their forests and crush the Silver Kingdoms, as they squabbled for the hundredth time.

He heard the footsteps long before the door to the Arch Mage’s study flew open, but the force of it still startled him. A booming voice filled the room, at odds with the short mustachioed fellow it came from. That was unless one noticed the baton of Lord-General of the Imperial Legions, tucked almost negligently into the man’s belt.

“Arch Mage, my forces are two days from marching. Where’re those Bond Mages you promised the Council?” He stood in the doorway glowering, mustache bristling.

“Good evening Senator Granicus,” the Arch Mage said with a mild equanimity that infuriated the tiny general, his face purpling in rage, “would you care for a glass of wine? Or perhaps a cup of tea?”

“Wine,” the general barked as he plopped down into a chair, “and none of that sweet white swill you’re so fond of, a good sour red if you have it.”

Dilo bowed low and backed over to the side table and poured two glasses. He slipped the poisoned daggers back up his sleeves as he unstopped the carafes of wine and poured. As he did, his highly tuned senses heard the general shift his coat and reach within. The dagger was sliding along his fingers before he even thought. Ready to fly out and take the general behind his ear, should the man make the wrong move. Then Dilo heard the rasp of paper and leather, and he slipped the weapon back into place with a subtle gesture and brought the glasses to his master and the senator.

General Granicus, Senator, and member of the Council of Nine, was the most powerful man in the Empire, except perhaps for the Arch Bond Mage, who sat across from him. Granicus pulled out a paper and tobacco pouch and rolled up a cigarillo with practiced motions, lighting it with his own small spark of magical talent. A reminder that this man knew far more than the average senator and council member about the mysteries of magic and its users.

“Thank you, Bonded,” Granicus said with a nod as he took the glass and shoved the smoking cigarillo into his mouth.

“You know where my Bond Mages are Arthur,” the Arch Mage said after a sip of his wine, “do you really want me to call off the hunt?”

“So, the traitors are still on the run? I’d hoped they’d have been found and disposed of… quietly.”

“Two have been captured, but they refused to speak, so we handed them over to the Inquisition.”

“Those sadistic bastards should be happy,” the general said with a grunt.

“The report I received this afternoon said the prisoners still hadn’t spoken and one even bit off her own tongue, trying to drown herself. I fear it’s a geas,
 and a powerful one, keeping them from speaking of the Dark Queen, their work for her and how they were recruited.”

“Nothing comes out of the far east but silence,” the general growled, “The Council can’t get spies anywhere near the heart of this queen’s power, and she sits in the center of a swamp, making it all the harder.” He downed his glass in a quick quaff and stood, clasping his hands behind his back, and began to pace in the Arch Mages office.

“I would move the 4th
 and 7th
 Legions to protect our eastern flank, maybe scoop up some barbarian lands while we’re there. They have some mineral-rich mountains in the north.” He shook his head in frustration, “But this damn army massing in the north-west has me worried. If reports are true, there are more than twenty thousand creatures in the horde that marches out of the frost lands. And they grow with every grave it passes.”

“I see the threat General,” the Arch Mage said, nodding grimly.

“Then get me those Bond Mages, Ennis!” The man roared, spinning on the Arch Mage, “If we bolster the 4th
 with even three Bond Mages, then the 7th
 can march to Priss. Perfectly placed to force march east or west, depending on where the threat is most serious. I need those Bond Mages, Ennis.”

“The Bond Mages who even now languish under the regulation you enacted against them, Arthur?” The Arch Mage asked mildly.

“That is politics Ennis, you know how the game is played, your people were forced to change nothing about how you establish your bonds, you saw to that… The Empire has need, Ennis, will you not send aid?” The man’s voice was soft, not quite a challenge, but not quite a plea either.

“You will have the Bond Mages you require, Arthur,” the general heaved a great sigh and plopped down into his chair, “But there is one thing you should know, something that the Magisterium has never revealed to an outsider. I reveal it to you now only because of the extraordinary circumstances and the fact that you have a unique perspective on these matters.”

“Go on,” The general said, as he sipped his wine.

Dilo refilled the glasses as his master stood and turned to look out the window, staring out at the city spread below.

“Do you know the reason you must come here today and ask me for Bond Mages? Why the head of the Imperial Council must walk to the Magisterium and ask for assistance when he has but to send an order, and every other guild and citizen would obey?”

“I always assumed it’s because the powers you all wield and the overweening pride it fosters,” the general said with a shrug, “The Imperial Charter states: ‘the Bond Mages, by powers, remain singular and free.’”

“That passage was amended years after it was written,” The Arch Mage said, turning back and sitting again, “You see the first Imperial Bond Mages were taught by Melinda, right here on these grounds. They swore their oaths of fealty to the Harem Mage and her Bonded, not to the Empire she forged. Do you see, General? Our oaths are to the Harem Mage.”

“You can’t think it transfers to that fool off galivanting in the west? He isn’t even of this world if the rumors are to be believed! Besides, last reports say he was lost in the sea.”

“None the less,” The Arch Mage said with a shrug, “if he were to call, we who still hold the faith, would have to answer.”

“So, you’re telling me the Empire can’t trust you or your people to be there when we need you most?!” The man stood, his face red with fury, mustache bristling as he fought to keep his anger in check.

“Arthur, do you imagine we would let the Empire fall?” The Arch Mage asked tiredly, “The place where our mothers and fathers live? Our brothers and sisters? Wives, husbands, and children? Spare me your outrage old friend. You will have your battlemages, more than enough. But this war is being fought on multiple fronts. Do not take our seeming inactivity for complacency.”

“Sorry, Ennis,” the general said with a deep sigh, his anger gone as suddenly as it had appeared, “This job was a lot more fun when it was just speeches and maneuvering the other councilors into looking like jack-asses.”

“Will that be all, Arthur? I still have a dozen reports to review and a witch class to audit before the evening is over.”

“Hmph, that’s it for now,” the small general said, standing, “you keep yourself well, Ennis.”

“You too, Arthur.”

The Arch Mage looked up once the general had stepped out and glanced at his Bonded. He hadn’t been entirely honest with the man about the Bond Mage’s relationship with the Harem Mage, but perhaps the man was too busy to dig any deeper.

“We’re going to need to keep a close watch on the General, Dilo,” he said, dragging the report from Elingarth back over, “Task the Swindle Sisters with it, they’re discreet.”

“At once, Master.” The small man said with a bow, as he slipped out of the room.

The Arch Mage went back to studying his reports, trying to sift a path forward for his mages and bonded, as darkness closed in on all sides of the Empire.


Chapter Twenty-One

Awareness returned to Druska all at once. Eyes snapping open, she drew in a deep breath, sampling the air. A cacophony of new scents assaulted her nostrils, but she couldn’t find the one she searched for.

Sitting up, she looked around and found herself in a richly appointed, but oddly shaped room. The couch she lay upon was constructed of bundled reeds and cushioned in soft wool, covered in green silks. Silk hanging covered the walls, wafting in the breeze, their colors that of fall, matching the leaves and branches that swayed outside, the floor to ceiling windows.

Emma and Mina were still asleep, having been laid out in small couches like the one Druska lay in. Looking around, she saw no evidence of their weapons or her no-space bag in the room. Walking over to one of the windows, she found open, air extending for hundreds of feet below to a green forest floor.

The room she stood in, lay inside the trunk of a massive tree. Druska could see a branch extending out some three dozen feet below her, wide enough for several people to walk abreast. As she watched, a couple strode across another branch as if it were an avenue. It reminded her of the floating gardens of Mir and the stories she’d heard of the mythical place as a child.

She was impressed and awed despite herself, by the beauty and natural majesty that surrounded her. The interconnected web of broad branches swept and wound between the ancient trees. Colored silk banners and streamers hung from main thoroughfares, wafting in the gentle breeze. As the thin silk danced, the bright colors set off the deep greens of the leaves and dark brown of branches to perfection. Making each vista, she viewed, a work of art that highlighted the natural beauty surrounding them.

“Where the hell are we?” Growled Mina, sitting up and rubbing her head as though it pained her, “And what the hell did they do to us? My brain feels like its stuffed full of cotton.”

“We’ve been captured,” Druska said, grateful to have the young, but competent woman at her side, “Master and Leesha are gone, but Master at least is still alive.”

“How do you know that?” Mina asked, a touch of panic entering her voice as she stood, staggering slightly on wobbly legs.

“Can’t you sense the connection?” Druska asked, when the smaller woman shook her head in frustration, Druska walked over and sat beside her, “It grows stronger the longer we’re Bonded, it seems. Close your eyes and feel deep down inside, you should be able to sense his presence.”

“I can feel him!” Mina said, her eyes opening wide and a look of excitement passing over her face, only to fall away into sadness, “The connection is so faint and… is he in pain?”

“He is,” the beautiful silver-haired girl said, sitting up and resting a hand on her forehead as if it too, pained her. “I would have healed Lord Braden’s hurts long ago if I could have. They sit in the depths of his mind like black poison, slowly infecting the rest of him with their twisted memories.”

Another voice cut through hers, drawing their attention to the now open doorway and a regal elven woman who stood within it.

“The gods themselves are unable to heal mental trauma,” the beautiful elven woman said. She was tall and her resemblance to Leesha unmistakable, but where Leesha was small and busty, this woman was tall and elegant. Every line of her body spoke of grace and breeding. Her neck was long and slender, head held high as she looked down her nose at the three bonded.

“Such arts are reserved only for the wisest. Luckily for you and the Harem Mage, we of the Silver Heart Tree, have cultivated such knowledge and choose to assist your lord in the reintegration of his psyche.”

“Who are you, and why have you captured us?” Druska asked, stepping in front of Emma in a subtle move of protection and crossing her arms over her chest. “And where are Leesha and our Lord?”

“Forgive my intrusion, but I’ve come to inform you of just the opposite. You are not captives, but our honored guests.”

The elf ignored the snort of derision Mina gave, but her eyes flickered to Druska’s hands as the green-skinned woman cracked her knuckles. Stepping into the room, she swept her dress around herself as she gave an elegant, though shallow, curtsy.

“I am Eleeshta, First Daughter of Queen Lana’Doreen, Heir to the Silver Throne. I welcome you to our forest. The Harem Mage is safe and in the care of our greatest sage. As my sister should have warned you, there is chaos in his mind, a beast of his own creation. We have known such creatures before, Berzerkzer… It is a dangerous thing, not just to those around the Berzerkzer, but to itself, as well.

“Our sorcerers and sages have felt the Harem Mages approach through the ley lines. More than anything, they could feel the chaos. He drags it like a wake. Washing across everything he touches. We could not abide such chaos near our Heart Tree. Add to that, his bond to my wild and irresponsible baby sister, and I’m sure you can understand why we acted.”

“There was no need to attack us,” Mina said, her cute little voice a dangerous growl, “Why knock us out?”

“And where are our weapons, if we’re not your prisoners?” Druska asked, her tone suspicious.

“Your weapons are being held in a safe place. I have come to bring you before the Queen,” she motioned for them to follow her, “Please, if you would follow me, time is pressing.”

“We aren’t going anywhere until we get some answers,” Mina said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts, her face getting a pugnacious cast that it got whenever she couldn’t be budged.

“Very well.” The elven princess said with a sigh, clasping her hands before her waist and turning to address the three, “The paths to our sacred home are secret, not to be shared with outsiders or the uninitiated. You were placed in slumbering spells in part, as a measure of security and partly, for your own protection. We feared how your lord might react when my sister was taken into custody.”

“Why would Leesha be in custody?” Mina asked, her tone cold and dangerous, and the princess found herself having to reassess the small dark-haired woman.

“That is a matter that’s between her and the Queen.” The princess said. When she looked around at the grim faces staring back at her, she sighed once again and went on. “Leesha is the seventh daughter and has a duty to her people. She fled that duty. Running away from her home and her people. Not bothering to return until practically the last moment. If she had been responsible or mature, she would have returned months ago to prepare for the Solstice and the Heart Tree’s rejuvenation.

“To make matters worse, she has allowed herself to be Bonded, knowing Mother would have never allowed such a thing. Not when there is such as I, or Adeena, elves of true power, beauty, and grace, who can instruct the Harem Mage properly in our arcane arts, and instruct him in the value of our people. Leesha, sadly, knows nothing. The girl was born without talent and never applied herself to her mundane studies. How could she hope to be of benefit to the Harem Mage in the trials to come? I’m sure it has been trying, dealing with her… oddness… but the Bond will be stripped and placed on a worthy soul.”

From her tone and self-satisfied smirk, the princess had no doubt about who that worthy soul would be.

“Strip the Bond?” Emma asked, horror stealing over her face, “Is such a thing possible?”

“There is a ritual,” Eleeshta said, unaware or uncaring of the impact her words had on the three Bonded, “Known to us, the Academy, and a few other places where the Art is studied and practiced. It’s an uncommon occurrence and can’t be done against the Bond Mages will. But it’s not unheard of for a Bonded to be set aside if they prove unworthy of the honor. So long as you prove valuable, I’m sure the Harem Mage will keep you around… That is unless more desirable and capable elves offer to take your places.”

The haughty elf let her eyes rove the three women, her expression saying even more than her words had.

“You think our Master will set us aside?” Druska asked, “That he might want you, over Leesha?” She barked a laugh, slapping a hand to her thigh so hard the princess gave a start of surprise at the sharp sound.

“I meant no offense,” the elf said, sounding slightly put out and not at all as if she meant her words.

“I’m sure you don’t, dear,” Emma said, patting the tall princess on the arm, “But you couldn’t be further from the truth. That is not how our Lord sees the bond, and it’s not how we do either. We have a bond with him that’s deeper than magic.” Stepping past the elf, the busty teen moved to the open doorway and peeked out, “Mina, come and look, it’s even more beautiful out here! The air itself sparkles!”

“Come,” Eleeshta said, her expression troubled, “The Queen is waiting.”

As the tall, slender elf glided out the room and down a broad branch that swept towards the ground, Druska saw her suspicions were correct. They had been in a place that was hundreds of feet up the trunk of a massive tree. Above their heads blue sky and bright yellow sunlight glinted through leaves of silver and green, casting shafts of colored light that illuminated a wonder beyond what mortal lifespans could craft.

“The tales were all true,” Emma breathed as she walked out onto the wide path and took in the natural splendor surrounding them, “and yet they didn’t do it justice. This is far more beautiful than any of them said… everything is so… alive!”

Running her hands down the trunk of the massive tree, Emma gathered a handful of its ancient bark, sensing properties within that would complement certain ingredients and enhance recipes. Her mental apothecary shop filling with a little bit more information as she slipped the bark carefully into her pouch.

Rounding the trunk, they saw the great central pillar of the living cathedral, the Silver Heart Tree. The massive tree towered thousands of feet in the air, its broad branches reaching far out into the forest around it. Thousands of limbs, each as wide as boulevards and sprouting a myriad of fruit and plant life along their lengths. Each limb tipped in broad leaves, as wide as galley ships, that fluttered in the wind.

Vines that sprouted flowers of all colors, hung down, with fat melons growing along their length. At every fork of the Heart Tree’s branches were delicate little bushes of silver flowers that rained down glittering seeds. The air was filled with them, giving everything that sparkly quality Emma had commented on.

The three women hurried to catch up to the tall elf, after realizing they had been standing awestruck by the sights for long seconds. Eleeshta led them down the broad branch intersecting with several others before connecting with one of the Silver Heart Tree’s incredible limbs. The elf wore a look of disappointment when none of the Bonded flinched at the several hundred-foot drop beneath their feet, nor the lack of handrails. After a few minutes, she drew close, her icy demeanor thawing slightly as her curiosity peeked through.

“My sisters and I have heard rumors,” Eleeshta said, a faint blush suffusing her cheeks as she slowed to walk beside them, “What is the Harem Mage like? I saw him when they brought him into the Glade. He is… ravishing.”

Druska frowned at the question and had a biting reply ready to deliver, but she felt Emma pat her hand gently. The younger woman answering the elven princess with quiet grace.

“Our Lord is kind and sweet,” Emma said, “With a giant heart, a strong sense of what’s right and an iron-hard will. He comes from another world and carries with him odd sensibilities. Their cultures are so different from our own,” The elven woman listened attentively as the busty teenager spoke, but Druska could see calculation in her eyes.

The alien rogue only half paid attention, though, for she had no fear of the slender elf’s threats. The elves had obviously wanted to awe their guests with the beauty and magnificence of this place, for leaving them in that room and walking them through the open-air palace had been a choice.

Druska wasn’t impressed with the tactics. In fact, she had yet to be impressed with anything the people of this backwater world did when it came to diplomacy. She would give anything to be dealing with the practicality and efficiency of the GGC’s bureaucracy. The realization drew an amused smile to her lips that the elven woman mistook.

“It’s majestic, is it not?” Eleeshta asked, motioning out at the vista spread before and below them.

The air sparkled with silver light as seeds rained down slowly, and the very world seemed to sway as a breeze pulled at the treetops. Emma and Mina’s jaws hung open, and they stared in awe at the splendor before them, but Druska felt her grin fading as she shook her head.

“They’re tall trees,” the alien woman said, the derision in her tone drawing a shocked glare from Eleeshta. “Take us to your queen and no more dawdling, or I stop being nice.”

“Yes, well,” the elven woman said, her lips pressed together in a firm line, “this way.”

Her back was stiff as she led them straight to the broad avenues that reached far out into the forest. Druska could not help but feel the power throbbing within the tree as her foot touched the smooth surface of the Silver Heart Tree's limb for the first time.

“She speaks!” Emma said, her eyes widening in shock as she turned a broad grin to her companions, “I can feel her thoughts brushing my mind… she sends greetings to our Master and us.”

“A fine imagination you have,” the princess said, her tone like that of an adult humoring a child, “But our God hasn’t conversed in hundreds of years and then only to a pure elf. You see the purity of our race…”

Her words trailed off as a cloud of blue and pink butterflies swarmed around the three women. The spectacle drew eyes from all around. The typically haughty and aloof elves stared with slack jaws as the massive tree shook gently as if in greeting. Then as quickly as they had arrived, the butterflies dispersed, the welcome and gentle blessing complete.

It was a shaken princess who led the three Bonded past the guards and into the receiving chamber. She tried to ignore what had just happened, but the awestruck faces of the guards and elders as they stared at the three women behind her, made that difficult.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Silk hangings blocked Druska’s view of the inner chamber, but they swirled away as the group drew near. Parting to reveal a large domed chamber. The floor, walls, and roof had been polished to a smooth mirror shine, but there was no evidence that the room had been carved from the Silver Heart Tree. If Druska had to guess, she would say the space grew naturally. She was impressed, despite herself at the thought and care put into every detail she saw. But nothing prepared her for the Elven Queen herself, in all her regalia.

Dominating the back wall of the chamber were five chairs of various sizes. The center one was a throne of hawthorn and elm branches, orchids and roses sprouting from the sides, back, and top, a crown of colorful glory that highlighted the elven queen to perfection.

The monarch herself captured Druska’s attention as no other being on this world, besides her master, had. Even seated, Druska could see she was tall, and her high cheekbones and delicate nose were a twin to Leesha’s, but where the elven princess showed a hint of the beauty, she would grow into, masked by youth’s kind filter. This woman was the full flower in all its glory.

The elven queen’s lavender eyes burned with their own inner fire, like how Leesha’s glowed after her bonding, but fainter. She wore a purple gown of diaphanous material that floated about her as if on an ethereal breeze. The material clung to a body slender of hip and waist, covering everything down to her ankles but swooping low at the neckline to reveal a vast expanse of pale cleavage that rivaled even that of Emma, in size. The queen was so breathtakingly gorgeous and so commanding a presence, that Druska found herself looking for the woman’s managerial rank.

In contrast to the stuffy formality they had experienced in the Silver Kingdoms, there was minimal ceremony here. Druska could feel the eyes of a dozen elves weighing and measuring her and her sisters, with expressions of mild distaste as they stood around the back wall of the room.

“We welcome you to our kingdom,” the queen said in her mellifluous voice, “It is a great honor to be visited by three Bonded.”

Druska’s eyes narrowed at the gorgeous woman, and she felt a sneer pulling at her lip. She could feel the contempt they had for her, see it in the expressions of the four who flanked the queen.

“Where is our Master, and Leesha?” She demanded, not bothering to hide the anger edging into her tone.

“The Harem Mage is well,” said the queen, her voice cutting through the buzz of nervous chatter like a vorpal weapon, “At least in body. His mind, however, is another matter. You will be allowed to observe him after our meeting here, but you must take care not to disturb him while he is dealing with the trauma.” The queen frowned herself, a mild tone of disapproval entering her voice. “The poor man should never have been allowed to devolve to this state. Not if he was properly cared for.”

“Excuse me?” Emma asked.

The normally sweet-natured girl looked offended for perhaps the first time Druska remembered seeing. The teen was opening her mouth to respond, and from the look of anger clouding her features, it would most likely be undiplomatic. Mina rested a hand on Emma’s arm, stilling the girl’s words with a reassuring smile. Then she turned her cold hard eyes on the queen.

“You may be the mother to our sister, but take care of how you speak about our devotion to Lord Braden.”

“Threats,” hissed a slender male on the smallest chair. He wore robes of black and gold and carried a staff; cold hard face was wearing a frown of disapproval, “You see who your daughter has tied herself to? We offer their Master healing, and they offer us threats.”

“Enough of this,” Druska said, ignoring the tension in the room and shifting guards as she took a step towards the queen, “You say you’re not our enemy, and that your intentions are good, but there’s no reason for us to trust you. Let us speak with Leesha and let her confirm what you say.” The green-skinned woman slouched slightly, resting a hand lightly on her hip. Unarmed she might be, but guards standing just inside the door and the tall elf in armor, all shifted uneasily again. The warriors could sense the danger now, it hung about Druska like an aura.

The queen tapped one long nail on her perfect chin, her lips curling up into a smile.

“It speaks well of you that you care so much for our daughter,” she began, “I can see it in each of you. You love her and your lord. You question our veracity and intent, and that shows wisdom. But there are things, it appears that you don’t know about our daughter.” The woman shook her head, “She left us, before finishing her education, a grave sin to our people. As a result, our daughter still wears the white dress of a child. Now she comes back to us Bonded, with more raw power than ten sorceresses and no understanding of how to employ that power effectively. If the Harem Mage had Eleeshta or Adeena… or any of my other daughters, and the wealth of knowledge and preparation they’d gone through…

“We have our own prophecies, Bonded Druska,” the queen's voice was soft and sad as she went on, “In one of the oldest, it speaks of a Harem Mage from another world and a time of great darkness and chaos in the world. It speaks of two paths for the world and two for my people. On one path, my people survive the coming darkness, and on the other, we are lost to history… Only with the most talented living elven sorceress by the Harem Mage’s side, can my people have a hope of survival.”

A heavy silence hung in the air after the queen’s speech and Druska felt the judging looks once again. Only this time, she understood the weight behind them.

“You will be allowed to visit Leesha,” the queen said, finally breaking the silence, “and I hope she speaks with you, for she’s been silent since returning to us. First, we would hear your tale. Hear of all that brought you to our forest. So that we might better understand how you came to be here, and why the Harem Mage chose to bond you three.”

Druska wanted to be mad at the woman, but then she remembered the empty majesty of the palace outside this room and its lack of people. These were an ancient people, much reduced from their former glory. Many of the great Heart Tree’s were lost, or so Leesha had told them, and now but a fraction of elves remained.

Feeling an echo of her master’s pain through the bond, Druska began her tale. She did not tell the haughty and noble people everything, leaving out certain details about her own mission on this world and the GGC. She said it quickly and without embellishment, an old skill from her time as a scout.

The queen and her court listened to the tale with growing disquiet, their faces troubled. Little of what the green-skinned woman told them was reassuring, and when she mentioned the rituals that Leesha and the other women had been a part of, the slender elf stirred but didn’t interrupt.

“You’ve given us much to think about,” the queen said, her voice and face thoughtful. “Go and visit with our daughter, see your lord. We will speak again after the Solstice. For now, it would seem you four are tied tightly to your master. Go and hurry, for we have reports of a fell force that invades the forests northern borders, and none of this will matter if we fall before its advance.”

“What enemy do you speak of?” Mina asked.

“An army of corpses and twisted horrors,” said a tall warrior, clad armor that appeared to be the same wooden strips, only lacquered in pearlescent silver, giving it the appearance of silver plate, “That marches out of the ice wastes to the north. It looked as though it would pass us and fall upon the humans of the Silver Kingdoms, but over the past two days, the horde has shifted its focus.”

“What manner of twisted horrors?” Emma asked, her sweet and gentle voice softening expressions around the room.

“You will be debriefed,” The queen said with a wave of her hand, “But first I would know if you will serve the crown and help protect us from this threat.”

“We serve only our Lord,” Mina said, the little woman staring, defiance all around her, “Show us he is safe, and bring us to Leesha, or you can expect nothing from us.”

“Eleeshta will take you to her sister and to where your weapons are being kept. They would have been waiting for you, but my sorcerers and sages discovered a wonder in one of them.”

“Most ingenious engineering,” said a small elven woman on one of the chairs that flanked the queen, “Truly fascinating, but terrifying to those who call this place home, you must understand. The real wonder lies within the enchantment placed within the blade. Tell me alien woman, are Grand Artificers amongst the stars?”

“I don’t know this term, but if you speak of my vorpal blade, then the design is ancient,” Druska said, trying to control her anger at them for taking it from her. “The enchantment is recent, and the work of my Master, Leesha, and Emma.”

The statement set off a flurry of whispers from the elves along the back wall. While the slender elf in robes wore a sneer of open disbelief. The queen, however, had a speculative look on her face as her keen eyes reassessed the three women before her once more.

With a final nod of dismissal, she turned to the tall elf in plate armor, “Lord Astrofal, call forth your gathered legion. The elves of the Silver Heart Tree march to confront this threat.”

The announcement was met with grim nods from those arrayed around the queen. As Eleeshta led them out of the throne room, the conversation picked up, planning for the coming battle, continuing where it had left off.

They found Leesha in a small room, high up a towering tree. The tiny elf sat cross-legged on a rug with a dozen books spread around her, while she furiously jotted down notes in a small book. When she saw Druska, the little elf’s round eyes filled with tears, and she leaped to her feet and ran over, wrapping her arms around her friend.

“I feared I might never see you three again,” Leesha said, wiping the tears from her eyes.

“Where is he?” Emma asked, “The Queen and your sister said he was being healed.”

“Mother tells the truth, they have him in the Glade of Remembrance, and I’ve been reading everything I can on the place and what the sage is trying to do,” Leesha said her voice tinged with frustration. Looking around at her sisters, her face crumpled into tears, “I failed Lord Braden, and I failed all of you, I’m so sorry.”

“Failed us?” Mina said, “Stop speaking nonsense. Our Lord loves you, it’s plain for all to see, and we love you. Even if you are a bit crazy sometimes.”

The little woman winked to show the elf she was kidding. Leesha smiled through her tears and sniffled, doing her best to halt them.

Druska looked over at Eleeshta, and gave the princess a narrow-eyed glare, sending the tall elf scurrying outside to provide them with some privacy. The elf tried to maintain her dignity as she hurriedly left the small room, but that was hard to do when her face was white as a sheet. Heart racing, she stood outside, unable to hear the muttered conversation inside, wondering what magic the alien woman had in her to react so fearfully.

“Tell us about your mother and the rest of your people,” Druska said when Eleeshta was out of earshot, “can they be trusted?”

“Mother can be,” the elf said immediately, “she might seem harsh, but she’s a good person and a wise ruler. My sisters might be stuck up bitches, but they mean well. I trust that they’re doing what they say for our Lord, and the more I read about it, the more I realize I should have known, should have sensed it was getting so dangerous. I didn’t know anything about Berzerkzer before.”

Leesha started to cry again, and Emma folded her in a big hug, Druska and Mina wrapping their arms around the shaking little elf as well.

“All will be well,” Druska said, trying to reassure her, “We’ll never let them take you from us, and neither would Braden.”

“But what if he should?” Leesha asked, wiping tears from her eyes, then she continued in a small voice, “My sisters know so much more about sorcery, glyphs, and magic than I do. And they are all so tall and beautiful…”

“Stop this!” Emma said, the anger in her voice shocking the other three who’d never heard the busty teen speak in such a manner, let alone to one of them, “I can’t believe our Lord will set any of us aside, let alone you Leesha, and I don’t want to hear another word about it. Making sure he is well, is important. Stopping this threat, whatever it is, is important. Wondering what might be, is not.”

“You’re right,” Leesha said, dragging a hand across the back of her eyes, “I’m sorry. It’s just being back here with my mother and sisters… They have a way of making me feel terrible about myself.”

“I noticed,” Druska said with a shake of her head, “Your mother has some wisdom, but they have no idea how brilliant and capable you are. Can’t say I’ve been very impressed with the elves here, no offense.”

“Thank you,” Leesha said with a tremulous smile, then setting her emotions aside she went over to the pile of books and pulled a hefty tome out, “I found something that might be helpful. This is Everlarks Treatise on Potions and Poltices. It’s supposed to have the most complete catalog of medicinal plants and herbs that exists. I tried finding something that might help our Lord, but I don’t know enough about the natural sciences.”

“I’ve heard of this book!” Emma said, “My mom was never able to find us a copy of it though. There wouldn’t be a copy of Gottard’s Dilemmas and Dreams, here, is there?”

The two began excitedly picking through the books, but paused when Druska cleared her throat.

“I’m sure those will be helpful, but I’d like to see him,” she didn’t have to say who it was she meant.

“Of course,” Leesha said, hopping to her feet, “Eleeshta can show you all the way. I’ll stay and keep reading. Emma, could you read this for me? Tell me what you think?”

They left the two Bonded in the room full of books, taking copious notes and drawing glyphs at a furious pace. The small elf seemed to be trying to cram a lifetime of knowledge into her skull in a few hours. Her obsession disturbed Druska, but nothing she or the other Bonded had said, reassured Leesha that Braden wouldn’t set her aside.

For a woman used to the crowded confines of space stations, ships, and planetary colonies, the vast spaces and light population was jarring to Druska. As they made their way through the gorgeous open-air palace amongst the trees, she saw frighteningly few elves. They all held themselves aloof, undisturbed by the threat advancing on them.


A very odd race of people,
 Druksa thought.


Chapter Twenty-Three

They called it Eleval’astaravar, the Silver Home, an open-air palace beneath the bows of the Heart Tree and other giants of the forest. The Glade of Remembrance stood on the far edge of the open space. A perfect circle of thin trunked trees, almost like bamboo. In the center, grew a field of brilliantly green grasses, knee-high, and swaying lightly. In the very, their master sat, hands on knees, staring straight ahead. Opposite him was an ancient elf who looked to be under a tremendous amount of strain. Sweat rolled down the ancient elf's face, and his jowls shook as he fought some invisible force.

When Mina moved to step in the glade, Eleeshta grabbed her upper arm, halting her.

“If you enter this place, you will be trapped in your Lord’s memories as well,” the elven princess said, “The enchantment is powerful and reaches down to the roots beneath our feet.”

“Then I will live the memories with him,” The small woman said with fierce determination, “and he won’t be alone.”

“It’s not that simple,” the elven princess said with a gentle smile, “You would become a non-player, a character within-.”

Just then, a loud horn sounded from the woods, and Eleeshta turned in its direction, eyes widening in fear.

“What’s that?” Druska asked, sensing some terrible shift in the atmosphere.

“One horn blast for enemies spotted,” Eleeshta said, her face growing concerned, “Two for an invasion, and three for a breach in the barrier… Only one blast… but they should be leagues away still.”

As the woman spoke, a second horn blast sounded, and Druska knew from the look on Eleeshta face that things were serious now. With one final glance to her master, whose face was a twisted mask of pain and sadness, she grabbed the elven princess’s upper arm and hauled her around.

“Take us to our weapons, now!”

Their weapons were being held in the smithy. The smith, an odd little elf, who looked nothing like the burly smith's Mina was used to seeing, had shown keen interest in Druska’s blade. Begging the green-skinned woman to come back after the coming fight and tell him all she knew about its construction.

She began to grow concerned by the attitude of these oddly remote people, as she and Mina equipped themselves quickly. At the same time, elves walked here and there, slowly slipping on old wooden armor and taking up weapons that hung over hearths or sat in cupboards. There were no shouted orders, no cries of alarm or wailing of women. The diminished and ancient race took the impending threat as calmly as they might receive news that dinner would be late.

“How many soldiers can your people field?” Druska asked the slender princess.

She felt like a whole woman once more, with her blaster on one hip, and her blade strapped across her back, leading the way with long strides up into the foothills and towards the forest's northern edge. Mina strapped the round shield onto her arm with movements so practiced she didn’t even have to look. The dark-haired girl's expression was dark, face hardening as she thought of the monsters awaiting her spear.

“Every elf spends decades in their youth training with arms and spells,” Eleeshta informed her. “But most, other than those who patrol the borders, haven’t seen combat or touched a weapon in centuries. With all that Lord Astrofal has gathered, we have over two thousand warriors and just over a dozen sorcerers.”

“Do your sages fight?” Druska asked dryly, checking that her blaster pulled quickly and easily out of her holster, “Or just toy with people's brains?”

“The sages are storehouses of learning… repositories of wisdom and understanding…” the princess sounded shocked, falling behind for a moment before hurrying to catch up, “To put such as they in harm's way…”

“That’s a no then,” Mina growled, her face a grim mask, “lovely. Tell us about the enemy we face, then.”

“In truth, we know very little,” Eleeshta said, “There have been pockets of corruption in the ice for centuries, but they never spread, never grew until two weeks ago. Then it came boiling south. There is a place we can view the surrounding lands; Leesha and Lord Astrofal will be waiting there.”

Druska spent their walk through the forest and up the steep hill, observing the elves as they gathered into ragged formations around them. She kept hoping to find a large group already gathered ahead. But the slender elves came in ones and twos, most outfitted in fine-looking, but little used armor that looked mostly useless to Druska. Their weapons rode their hips awkwardly.

Druska and Mina climbed up to a rock outcropping where a dozen observers stood. The trees surrounding the finger of rock were stunted and twisted things, affording a commanding view for leagues to the north.

Leesha and Emma rushed over when Druska and Mina made it up the narrow path to the empty space atop the outcropping.

“How is he?” Asked Emma, “I should have come to see him with you, but Leesha discovered something about this enemy and needed my help confirming it.”

“He’s clearly in pain,” Druska said, her frustration peeking through her voice, “But I don’t know what we can do to help him. They have him in some magical glade. Did you two find anything interesting?”

“Nothing in the books, not yet at least. But we can both sense it from up here… and this enemy's destination is obvious.” Leesha pointed out, and Druska just barely managed to keep the shock off her face as she beheld the devastation before them.

As far as they could see, stretching north through the outer edges of the elven forest, through tundra and over the horizon of rolling hills, was blackened earth and sickly twisted vegetation. A mass seethed at the forefront of that darkness, shrouded in dark fog that stretched back in their wake for leagues.

“It drives straight towards him,” Leesha said, and Druska could see she was right,

“She senses his location over their bond.”

“She?” Druska asked.

“The threat was birthed several weeks ago,” Emma whispered, her gorgeous face twisted in sadness.

“Oh, no!” Mina said, and Druska looked between the three women, and then it hit her.

“The girl we failed to save… she’s in command, or she did… all of that…” the alien woman’s face turned grim as she turned to take in the devastation again.

“Not only is she in command,” Leesha said, “But she’s far more powerful than she has any right to be. Without our Lord, I am not sure we can stop them. Even with all that’s arrayed here.”

Druska glanced down and saw the ranks of elves forming up and bit her tongue to keep from commenting on how paltry the elven numbers were.

“In order to stop them,” Emma said, voice raw with emotion, “the girl must be killed or her connection to every monster broken somehow. Her powers are a curse upon the land. I can feel it flowing beneath the trees and creeping towards us even now.”

“If we kill her, it will break him,” Mina breathed, her eyes seeking out Druska’s, “We have to take care of it. Before he’s forced to.”

“There must be another way,” Druska said, shaking her head, “We can find one, and if we can’t, then we’ll do what we must. Great Algorithm have mercy on our souls. Emma, hold back with your powers until absolutely necessary. Your healing is too valuable to lose. Leesha, gather the elven sorcerers; they look like they plan to wander off alone, make sure they’re stationed to bolster the Legion’s ranks.”

“My sisters will never listen to me!” The young elf said.

“Make them!” Druska growled, her green eyes flashing dangerously, “I don’t care if you have to bend them over your knee and spank their asses until they realize you’re now in charge, just get it done!”

“What about me?” Mina asked.

“You and I have a battle plan to design.” She said with a savage grin.

Turning to Eleeshta, and finding her listening in on their conversation with confusion and alarm. Druska was about to bark a command at her, when Leesha came stalking past. Eleeshta turned to her younger sister with an affronted glare, about to cut her down with words. The tiny elf snarled in annoyance, cutting her sister off and then wrapped her in a crackling line of red power, lifting her up. Launching herself off the rock finger, she landed amongst a shocked group of elven sorceresses and began barking orders as if she were a drill sergeant.

Shock turned to indignation in an instant, and then to wonder, as Leesha wrapped each in a cocoon of protective energies. The spells were spun out of her dancing fingers with seeming ease, but the learned elves could see the vast complexity woven into each of their little sister's shields. Protections that would block mundane missles, as well as magical, and afford protection to the body as though they wore heavy plate armor.

Druska walked over to a pair of scouts that loitered near where the legion was assembling. After a few quick words, the elves ran off, only to return a few minutes later with new and more scouts. Mina and Emma watched in fascination as the alien woman ordered beings, up to five or even nine centuries older than she was, around. The elves jumped to obey her practical orders, their faces registering shock as they did so, but none dared argue, especially the scouts, who took to her as though she were one of them. Soon, maps had been laid out on the outcropping and positions being marked off, on where the threat was concentrated.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Eleeshta and her sisters conferred with the scouts as Lord Astrofal came striding up with Captain Eylande a step behind. The tall male was dressed in his suit of glittering painted armor and carried a pair of longswords at his hips. On his back was a longbow of ancient make, the string, braided silver hair that glinted as though they contained flakes of diamond.

“What are you doing here?” He barked in anger when he saw Leesha, “You might be Bonded, but you're still in children’s whites, get out of here, girl.”

“Uncle, this is the gravest threat the elves have ever faced,” Leesha said, “You need us, and mother agrees.”

“I need nothing,” the elven lord growled. His eyes narrowed as he turned to Druska, “For ten thousand years we’ve defended our homeland from orcs, goblins, and man. We don’t need help from any of the lesser races, especially not whatever you are.” Druska’s nails dug into the palm of her hand as she struggled to keep from slapping the sneer off the man’s face. Never even having looked out at the threat they faced, he turned to his white-faced officer, “Captain Eylande! Form ranks! We’ll meet these demons in the trees.”

“You’ll be throwing your lives away if you head out there,” Emma said, shaking her head and motioning to the ragged line of advancing enemies on the maps, “The forest itself is being corrupted. Everywhere the enemy advances, she spreads her influence and control. We can use the land against her-.”

“I won’t trust the words of some human girl who hasn’t even seen two decades of life!” Barked Lord Astrofal, interrupting Emma.

“General,” said the captain, his voice a touch unsure as he looked over the lord's shoulder, “perhaps we should listen to the Bonded…”

“I never thought you would turn coward Eylande!” the general said, the words escaping in a hiss of fury, “Stay here with my worthless niece and these lesser beings. Sorceresses, get your wands away from my men! All of you! Bear witness to the glory of The Silver Legion!”

The man whipped out one of his swords and held it aloft, his eyes shining as he envisioned their glorious victory.

“Weapons to the ready!” He called to the legion, still gathering below, bannermen barking orders, while common elves milled around uncertain, “Advance at a run!”

They all started off, running forward from the low foothill and down into the woods after their general. The chaotic group formed into loose ranks as old training kicked in, and the bannermen, shouted them into position.

“Foolish manling,” Druska said, as she watched the elven noble race down the steep slope and lead the disorganized elves off. With a snarl tugging at her lips as she drew her blaster and scanned the maps one last time, memorizing the surrounding topography, “Come on before he gets them all killed!”

Mina was right on her heels as they leaped down in a single bound, Emma and Leesha only a half step behind. Trailing behind them were Captain Eylande and a few lightly armored scouts who hastily rolled up the maps.

“We have to find the girl!” Mina called out to the others as she unslung her shield from its harness.

The trees were ancient, with trunks hundreds of feet across, and between each was hundreds of meters of open space. The brush underfoot, and rough terrain, made it unpleasant but weren’t little to impede them. The group of Bonded caught up to the elven force just as they crested a low rise and beheld the enemy forces and the destruction they’d wrought, for the first time.

Druska saw the shock on the elves' faces before she saw it close up for herself. The dark fog she’d seen from above roiled like smoke and clung to everything it touched, perverting life with its fetid breath. As she watched green leaves, lush with life, have the color boiled away to black, twisting, and shriveling. Its soft surfaces, now spiny and ridged, dangers and dripping with poison. Everywhere she looked, the forest was being blighted in a myriad of ways. Some turned black and sickly, others moved in unnatural ways.

Through the twisted woods marched thousands and thousands of monsters. Twisted horrors of every race and creed. Some undead, but most like the monsters they’d faced in the dungeons. They rushed forward with a speed that terrified. Deer and rabbit bolted before the enemies’ advance, only to be chased down and devoured by the nightmarish creatures.

“Dear gods,” breathed Lord Astrofal, his face pale as he beheld his people’s death approaching, “That’s… this is… not possible…”

Druska looked up and down the line of elves. There were roughly seven hundred, facing a force easily twenty times that number. The elves all stared, just like their lord, unable or unwilling to accept the truth their eyes observed.

“Hold this high ground, while we hunt the girl,” Mina growled, her eyes flashing, eager to engage, “Keep them focused here and away from the big tree and Lord Braden.”

“Agreed,” Druska said with a firm nod, “Leesha, see if you can find her in that. It’s time to go hunting, girls. General, give us some cover fire!”

Not waiting to see if the man followed her order, Druska drew her blaster and vorpal blade, bleeding shadows from the weapon that dripped in her wake. With Mina at her side, spear and shield at the ready, Leesha and Emma a half step behind, the Harem raced down the ridge to meet the enemy head-on.

----------

Braden had spent his entire life trying to forget these memories, trying to break thought patterns that had been set in childhood. He had been keenly sensitive to his stepfather’s moods. If the man came home angry, Braden knew either he or his mother would get beaten before the night was through. Sometime after the third beer and before the man got so drunk he couldn’t stand, a mean look would come over his face, and Braden knew what was coming.

He’d learned to pick a fight with the monster, deflecting the man’s anger towards himself and away from his mother. All the pain and anger he pushed down deep, hiding it from himself and others, but it didn’t disappear. It festered and mutated into a defense mechanism.

Reliving the memories now, Braden was unable to stuff the anger away, unable to hide from the uncertainty of his childhood.

When he found himself once more seated across from the ancient elf in the darkness of their minds, he felt a small boy, scared and alone. The ancient elf observed him with sad eyes, and Braden felt one final memory resurfacing, one his damaged mind had buried when he was young.

“No…” Braden said, his voice unfamiliar to his ears, raw and weak with emotion, “Please, anything but that… I can’t see her broken again… please.”

“It is not me who summons these memories, but yourself,” The ancient elf said, his voice sad but comforting, “You must hurry Harem Mage, your companions meet the dark threat even now and battle along with my people for all of our lives. You cannot meet that threat with this weakness in your soul, or your enemy will exploit it.”

“She had just baked a chicken… lemon and herb… my favorite.”

Braden swirled down into the memory once more, his fear fading, as did his awareness of the elf and all else. Finding himself at the age of nine, warm summer sunlight streaming in through the window, as his beautiful mother carved up the bird.

The sound of the Lincoln pulling up in the driveway stole the joy from Braden’s heart, and his mother’s smile slipped, before reforming quickly as she tried to comfort her son. The man had been at the dog track, and Braden listened with keen ears, trying to pick up clues to his step-fathers’ mood.

From the slammed door and the sound of shoes being thrown at the wall, Braden knew the man must have lost a lot and was in a terrible fury.

The boy drew in on himself ready to run and hide in the bathroom as he often did when his father was this bad, but as the kitchen door flew inward and he beheld the red eyes and twisted features of his father, he knew there was no hiding from the man in this state.

Braden’s father's face had a large bruise over one eye, purpling even as he watched, and a split lip that leaked blood. He felt a coldness form in the pit of his stomach. This wasn’t good at all. His father was a big man, used to beating others; if he’d been in a fight and lost…

The man’s piggish eyes narrowed when they locked on Braden. The boy sitting patiently at the table, shoulders hunched, trying to be small and go unnoticed. Rick’s lips curled in a sneer of derision when the boy hunkered down under his glare.

“What are you hiding from, coward?” The man said before his gaze turned to his wife, and the sneer deepened, “And you whore, what were you up to today, eh?”

“Welcome home, dear,” Braden’s mother said, her voice bright with false happiness, her smile careful to not seem mocking, “I baked a chicken, have a seat I’ll make you a plate.”

“I don’t want any fucking chicken,” the man said, staggering across the kitchen to the fridge, “We’re moving… hic… this weekend… hic… to a motel by the airport. That bastard boss of mine said he smelled whiskey on my breath, fired me this morning.”

“Oh, honey!” Braden’s mom said, her face and voice full of caring concern, but Braden could see the tension around her eyes, “We will be ok, I can pick up some shifts at JJ’s Diner and help with the bills.”

“I said we’re moving!” The man roared, his anger flashing hot and fierce as he spun on his wife, “You think I need your help? From some woman?!”

“No,” the woman said, her voice cracking with fear as she backed away, “please Rick calm down, Braden’s watching.”

The man’s face purpled with rage and fury, and his right hand formed into a fist. Then he lashed out with the side of her face. The sickening sound of bone breaking, and blood spraying as her head twisted around, was frozen in young Braden’s mind. It would play out again and again in the nights to come, as he sat outside his mother’s hospital room. But what happened immediately after the punch, the boy had blocked from his memory.

His father's booted foot swung back and forward into his unconscious mothers’ stomach. Braden sat frozen, and watched the man kicking her, seeing her seemingly lifeless body absorb the blows, unmoving. The boy was sure she was dead, and that’s when something snapped within him.

When the large drunken man turned to find another outlet for his rage. He was surprised to see not fear on Braden’s face, but twisted fury. The boy launched himself at the drunken man, mindless and berserk, nails racking, and tiny fists hammering.

Braden had buried the memories. The same beast within that had come to his defense, took the memories with it, back into the recesses of his mind. His tiny hand reaching out and closing around the nearest steel. The screams from the drunken man as the fork drove into him again and again, blood flowing.

His mother left Rick after that, finding it easy when the man was stuck in an ICU bed for months. Braden never again saw the man, nor to confront the beast that reared up within him that day. The one forced into being, to protect himself and the woman he loved more than life itself.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Mina stabbed a twisted horror in its throat, black blood spraying in an arc as it spun away, screaming out its death cry. The empty space it left, filling immediately with another slavering creature. Her spear took this one in the eye, and the tiny warrior flung the monster aside, feeling a thrill of pleasure as the negligent gesture sent the creature flying as though tossed by a giant.

There was a bright glow at her back, silver light illuminating the dark fog around them, followed by a concussive blast, and the crackle of lightning following close on its heels. Mina grinned, knowing her sisters had her back as she pushed deeper and deeper into the enemy’s forces.

Druska had led the initial charge, her vorpal blade sheering through the front lines of the enemy's massed forces. The monsters were similar to what they’d faced in the dungeons. Twisted creatures that looked to have been forged from natural stock. The goblins and orcs they had once been, mostly hidden beneath fanged maws and twisted forms.

There the resemblances ended, for these monsters moved quicker and struck harder than any they’d faced before. Their hides were tough as boiled leather and their every footfall corrupted the land beneath their feet.

Eleeshta and her sisters were spread along the elven line, their magics crackling at their fingertips, leaping to assist or bolster the elven lines. The princesses all stood witness to the breathtaking sorcery and power on display by the harem. The first blink of combat had stunned them to silence, seeing the four women carve a wide path through the advancing horde without slowing.

Their little unmagical sister dancing between women of furious power, her attacks coupling with theirs. The elves huddled close as the monsters closed in and watched the harem cut down dozens in the span of a couple heartbeats. Each of the four women working in concert with one another, in a ballet of destruction that shocked the elves to their core.

Eleeshta would never forget the shock she felt when her little sister sent a bolt of crackling red lightning tearing through the ranks of monsters. The energy dancing around her harem companions avoiding each as they wove around her, and tearing through any monsters they missed. The little red-headed elf sent bolt after bolt, mastering the complicated magic by will alone, without the aid of glyphs.

The daughter-heir swallowed hard and looked around at her sisters, seeing similar expressions on their faces. Shock and awe at the casual display of talent. Eleeshta was the most powerful sorceress they’d ever met, rivaling even Bond Mages. She could cast maybe ten bolts a day, maybe. Leesha threw them out every second, each as powerful as the last.

Breaking her gaze away from the harem as it cut deeper and deeper into the ranks of monsters, she focused on the beasts closing with her troops. Raising a shaky hand, Eleeshta inscribed a white glyph in the air, and a flash of blue lightning darted down out of the heavens, striking the foremost ranks, just before her people crashed into them.

The front ranks of the enemy were towering bugbears, covered in thick plates of ancient iron armor that must have been dug from graves and ruins. The ranks behind were a fearsome collection of monsters that screamed in rage, their booted feet pounding across the forest floor with incredible speed.

The harem drove deep within their ranks, Leesha directing the way. Druska carved through them, blade trailing black smoke as it sheered through one, two, and three creatures at a time. Her blade passing through the creatures in an explosion of blood and bile. The internal pressures of the monsters' bodies released all at once.

The skill and speed shocked Eleeshta, who found her gaze drawn to the harem again and again during the battle. The tiny warrior, too, could not be denied, as she smashed into monsters. The force of the dark-haired girls blows throwing creatures into the air, spinning and cartwheeling in all directions. Mina focused on the largest and meanest monsters. Soon she posed such a threat that wherever they went, most of the monsters concentrated their attacks on her.

Eleeshta felt, more than saw, the world's hidden forces being drawn in and forged by a will of titanic strength. Fearing some ritual of the enemy, she called her sisters in, then with shock and no small amount of envy, she realized it was her little sister Leesha. The tiny young elf raised her hands, a delighted smile on her face as she inscribed two glyphs in the air. TWO!


Lances of red and black lightning tore down out of the sky, swirling the black fog away in whirls and eddies. Striking the forces around Leesha and her companions and throwing dozens into the air with each impact. The lances of lightning marched out from the harem in a spiraling pattern, the tiny elf inscribing glyphs continuously, slender arms dancing through the air as red lightning sparked through her short red hair.

This was no exercise in internal skill as they had seen her do before, this was mastery over their craft. Taking glyph work to a new level. Leesha was performing complex and exacting magic, each spell taking more will and skill than Eleeshta had ever seen, and she was cast with both hands. A feat no elven caster had done before.

The three dealt death and cut through the enemy like a hot knife sinks into butter, at their center, the silver-haired beauty who healed her companions with flashes of silver light.

The first blink of combat had left Mina with a small wound to her forearm that she tried to ignore, but the itch started burning, and in seconds the whole limb was red and swollen with dangerous red lines that raced towards her heart. Emma had healed the wound, the gorgeous teen's hair flashing bright silver, and Mina sighed in relief when the terrible pain faded.

The elves comported themselves well, surprising Druska, who kept it to herself. Their inherent grace complimented skills far beyond what she had hoped to find in the odd, pointy-eared people. The soldiers cut down monsters by the droves, and with the sorceresses supporting them, instead of trying to lead forays, they managed to sustain few losses. But their numbers were a fraction of the enemies. In no time at all, the dark fog spread around the hilltop. Monsters swarming and surrounding the elven legion.

“The one who controls them is just ahead!” Leesha called, cutting down a group of twisted kobolds that drew too close.

Druska looked where the elf pointed and saw a large platform carried by two dozen monsters, that had a small covered structure in the middle of it. The shadows around the structure and platform twisted and whirled, speaking of something powerful within. She felt grim purpose settle onto her shoulders and knew now was the moment she must act. She slipped a foot into the shadows and readied her blade, gathering her resolve to kill the poor woman who hid within. Just then, an odd blur passed before her eyes.

“Beep! Beep beep!”

The noise had an electronic quality that drew Druska up short. She looked all around in confusion, trying to find the source of the sound when finally, her eyes settled on an odd warping to the air. She realized what she was looking at just as Emma cried out.

“Scry-bot!”

“Beep! Beep!” The little magical drone chirped in excitement.

“What in the hells is it doing here?” Leesha asked as she casually inscribed a glyph that shot out in a blast of black fire, tearing down a half dozen kobolds who were edging too close.

The drone zoomed in a tight circle and then projected an extremely sophisticated 3-D image in the direction of the platform in the form of a red ‘X’ that dripped with blood. Then the image changed to show the platform exploding. Then a green arrow was projected in the opposite direction, pointing towards the front lines. Right to a place where they bulged towards the Silver Heart Tree, in the direction their lord sat.

Druska dispatched two monsters that charged her and looked around at her sisters. Mina looked suspicious, but Emma and Leesha showed no hesitation as they nodded.

“Right,” Druska said, nodding, “Lead us to her Scry-bot.”

“Beep boo.”

The drone sounding sad, but resigned as it zoomed off in the direction of the green arrow it had projected. Druska and Mina carving a path after it. The Harem hadn’t gone ten feet in the opposite direction of the trapped platform, when a terrible roar split the air, sending a shiver of fear through every mortal that heard it.

“I recognize that sound,” Leesha said, turning and looking up to the heavens.

The small elf’s eyes narrowed as she tracked something through the dark fog that the others couldn’t see, but they could sense its frightful presence. Druska adjusted her grip on her sword, eager to be off after Scry-bot, but unable to leave this threat at their backs.

“Emma,” Leesha said, her voice filled with a calmness that Druska found disconcerting from the flighty elf, “you and I are going to go for a ride. You ready?”

The silver-haired teen glanced up and around, unsure. She was opening her mouth to speak, when a blast of black fire streamed down out of the sky, igniting the very air itself with its supercharged heat. The scream of undead wings through wind couldn’t be heard over the raging inferno of the Draco-lich’s breath weapon, but the ground trembled with the force of its wings as it swooped down overhead.

Only one person had been prepared for the attack, and her red shields of crackling power sprang into being above the harem. Flaring bright when the black fire raged across its surface.

The massive undead dragon beat its wings once, rising into the air, and lashed out with a hind claw. Leesha’s shield held in place, deflecting the attack, but it trembled, redlines of power vibrating under the strain. Then the beast began to climb into the heavens once more. Leesha’s lips twisted into a feral smile Druska had seen before, and she knew the small elf was about to do something dangerous.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Eleeshta threw back three twisted creatures, her brow beaded in sweat as she struggled to control the force magics. Soldiers rushed forward, hacking the monsters down, as she wiped a hand across her forehead. All around the hill they defended, was a sea of enemy forces and blackened poisoned forest.

She fought against the despair that threatened to overwhelm her. Reminding herself of her status didn’t seem to be working, and panic was edging in as the monsters crowded closer. Then she spotted her sister and the harem deep within the enemy's ranks. They were surrounded as they reversed course, fighting their way back to the front lines.

They had been incredible, far beyond anything Eleeshta could have imagined they would be capable of, just a few months after the bonding. But they were clearly overwhelmed, fighting their way back to the elves. She prepared to order the soldiers forward from the hill, knowing many would be lost in the attempt to rescue the foolish harem.

That’s when the fear gripped her heart. Cold fingers of dread sank into the hearts of every elf as the ground beneath their feet trembled. The weight of a terrible presence pressed down upon them. Even the monsters froze, mindless bodies locked in place as the magical aura of the Draco-lich proceeded it.

Eleeshta watched in horror as the gargantuan beast unleashed its black fire, swallowing her baby sister and the Harem. She was sure they’d been destroyed, just as the enemy forces surrounding them had been. But she was relieved to see the four women still standing, alive and well beneath her sister’s shield.

As the Draco-lich beat its wings, black fog whirling around the battlefield, and began climbing to the heavens once more; it was such a small thing that Eleeshta almost missed it. A thin line of crackling red energy swept out from Leesha like a lasso, wrapping around one of the dragon's desiccated limbs. With a feral grin, the small elf wrapped a second line to Emma and then the two were flying into the air, pulled along in the dragon’s wake.

Eleeshta would have screamed if that had been her carried into the heavens, attached to a dragon. Let alone a Draco-lich of such age and power. But when she caught sight of the silver-haired girls face, she saw such uninhibited joy that the fear which locked her limbs, fast disappeared like a bubble suddenly popped.

With a snarl of rage, Eleeshta inscribed a glyph calling down a bolt of lightning that took down three creatures who had shaken off their fear. The elves, all broken from the enchantment and fought with renewed fury and a hint of desperation, as the enemy closed in on their weakened ranks.

The hope of victory faded as corruption extended towards the Heart Tree, and the enemy swarmed around their position, cutting off any retreat. Overhead in the black sky, red lightning danced with black fire, and the silent screams of an undead dragon sent fear through Eleeshta’s heart as she imagined her baby sister up in the heaven’s dancing with the avatar of death itself.

----------

Mina and Druska found themselves suddenly alone, surrounded by a sea of smoldering corpses as Leesha and Emma flew into the air. The last thing Mina had seen on her small friend’s face was a feral grin as she began tearing into the dragon’s undead flesh from below.

Then her focus was pulled to a lumbering frost giant, that hefted a club off one shoulder twice as long as she was tall. A dozen bugbears in heavy plate supporting the giant, the party intent on dispatching her and Druska.

Mina hefted her shield and spear, a grin on her face as she readied to charge them, but then a hand gripped her upper arm, steering her around. A small force was breaking off from the main body of monsters and, heading straight to the Heart Tree and the glade where their lord sat, Scry-bot pointing them towards it.

“She’s there,” Druska said, voice grim, “hidden in their midst.”

“Go,” Mina said, “you’re faster than me! I’ll hold these off and be right behind!”

Druska didn’t waste time arguing. The scout slipped into the shadows and appeared a hundred meters ahead, slicing through several monsters before shadow stepping again. Emerging amid another pack of monsters, she whirled, carving through bodies like a scythe through wheat, then into the shadows once more, appearing and disappearing in a cloud of flying body parts and spraying blood.

She hit her target in the rear, carving through three burly monsters in a heartbeat. A small figure darted out from the monster’s midst, and with a flick of its wrist, threw glowing green goo at Druska. The cursed goo hit her in the side, trapping her sword arm in the tacky material and burning wherever it touched her flesh.

Grimacing in pain, Druska fell back, her vorpal blade flailing around in her left hand as she fought back the monsters that had turned to attack her. Two, three, and then four of the beasts crowded in, stabbing with rusty weapons at her undefended side and legs trying to trip her up.

Druska had just managed to turn and deflect the blows, her blade sheering through the shafts of several weapons, when the very roots themselves burst forth from the ground and wrapped around her feet, slowing and trying to trap them. She was forced to slash through the roots and dance back, the ground trying to hold her wherever she set her foot down as more roots burst forth.

She caught one glimpse of a snarling female face, fetishes dangling from hair, black and white tuffs of hair laid back against her head, fingers digging into the soil as she muttered arcane words.

Twice as many roots sprang forth, finally trapping one of her feet and she stumbled. She grunted in pain as a monster got within her guard, its blunt lance tip tearing into her thigh. The crude stone tip glanced off bone before tearing through the backside and into the ground.

A small black-haired bolt came flying through the air above her. The sound as Mina hitting the enemy, was like a small detonation, and the ground beneath Druska shook with the impact. Sweeping her blade around herself, Druska was able to cut free of the roots. Enough where she could leap free of the enchanted ground, hampered only slightly by the two feet of spear that still stuck through her thigh.

After cutting down the enemy around her with broad sweeps of her blade, sensing the weapon’s satisfaction as it cut down its natural enemies, she rushed to help her friend who was hard-pressed.

Mina fought with incredible skill, working her spear like a master. But the creature she fought, hidden beneath layers of dark magics, moved faster, and with a savagery that took her breath away.

Delicate hands lashed out of the dark magic, tipped in venomous claws that raked across Mina’s cheek, inches away from tearing out her throat. As the other hand threw cursed goo at the little warrior's feet, trapping one.

Mina’s spear blocked another clawed attack just in time, but her shield wasn’t fast enough to stop the clawed foot that kicked into her gut. Iron hard skin tore before the mighty blow, and Mina felt her guts pulverized, sickening pain lancing through her body. Instead of letting pain and weakness slow her, she struck back, lightning fast. Feeling satisfaction, as the tip dug into the shadows, but that didn’t last after she pulled the weapon back and saw no blood on the tip, only wisps of torn, magical armor.

Druska appeared at her side, one arm free and holding her blaster, bleeding from a half dozen wounds. The alien woman fought with a silent fury that filled Mina with hope, green plasma flying at the shadowy figure, as she rolled clean of another goo attack. The dark shape darted forward, lashed out with a poisoned claw, and catching Druska at the end of her roll. Raking three deep furrows up the beautiful womans face, and tearing free one eye in a trail of blood.

Druska cried out in pain and shock, stumbling back, blinking tears out of her one good eye. She looked over at her sister and knew this might be the end. Mina looked back, and felt a thrill of warrior spirit, to see grim acceptance on Druska’s face. They would both go down fighting.

From deep in the shielding darkness that wrapped their foe, a hiss of surprise, then all three were blinded by a white light that lit the sky.

----------

Emma swung wildly through the air. Spinning this way and that, red lines of power digging into her ribs, bust, and sides. Leesha swung beneath the undead dragon, slashing its underside with magical attacks and hauling on the line attached to Emma. All while the Draco-lich swooped through the sky, trying to shake the two of them free.

With a hard yank and a force enhanced push, Leesha pulled Emma past herself and flung her onto the dragon’s back. The wind whipped around Emma, tugging on her dress and hair as she flew and hit the creatures back. She slid forward, fingers scrambling on the scales as she tried to find purchase on the desiccated hide.

Bright flashes of red erupted below, as Leesha did further damage to the Draco-lich’s underbelly. The beast roared in fury and dove for the tree line. It kicked hard and smashed the tiny elf into the trunk of a massive redwood and, with a final twist of its legs, managed to shake the sorceress free. With hard beats of its great leathery wings and on a wave of potent magical energy, the dragon rose into the air once more, searching for its master's prey.

Emma rode the Draco-lich’s back as she might a saddleless horse, taking one second to marvel at the vista spread out before her. Then the view was snatched from her as the dragon wheeled around, its great wings snapping wide as it banked.

The force of the dragons turns pressed Emma against its back, and she reached deep into her powers, that great font of life magic, and sank her awareness deep within the magical creature. In each undead she’d encountered before, Emma had found that the tortured souls were slaves to a malevolent will. They had welcomed the release she granted them, exploding forth from the corpse that contained them. She thought to find the same here, but upon first contact with the Draco-lich’s mind, Emma realized that would not be the case. The poor creature was insane. It welcomed its servitude and saw any attempt to separate it from its masters, or the dead flesh that now housed it, as an attack.

Emma had known struggle in her life. Especially over the past few weeks, since her master had bonded her. But the teen had never faced anything like the implacable will of a ten-thousand-year-old dragon that wanted nothing more than to tear her body and mind to pieces.

She found herself locked in a battle of wills. She and the creature pressing upon one another, both struggling to part the other's soul from their flesh. Emma felt real fear at that moment, realizing that the dragon sought to make a thrall of her. The dragon drew upon its mistresses’ power, not the one below, but its true mistress.

Sweat rolled down the girl’s brow, and the veins stood out on her neck as her fingers dug into the desiccated hide. The pair flew in silent circles above the raging battlefield, both minds locked in deadly combat.

Long minutes passed, and Emma felt her mind bending, close to breaking beneath the ancient will. The malevolence she felt from the creature was breathtaking. Centuries of anger and bitterness, driven to a fine point and used as a weapon, stabbing at her mind again and again. The power that fueled the creature's rage dwarfing her own.

She could hold on no longer, her defenses were crumbling, blood draining from her nose and ears, coating the back of her throat with its coppery taste. The girl felt her hands slip-free, and she began to tumble off the dragons back, the silver glow of her hair flickering, nearly gone, holding to her sanity by her fingernails.

She blinked red mist from her eyes, looking to the heavens and saw a brilliant white light shoot up into the sky. She felt her heart soaring with that light as darkness stole her under. Gargantuan jaws beginning to close around her body, eager to tear the young healer in two.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Braden could abide the demon within no more. In memory after memory, the devil was fed and nurtured. It was a protector and boon to a young boy, terrorized by the one person who should have given him security.

It felt like he spent hours, or even days, lost within old memories. There was no way for him to know, trapped within that timeless space. Again and again, he sought escape from the demon, now that he knew it lived within, but he could never shake it. To carve it from his being would be the same as lopping off a foot. It was a part of him.

Acceptance was the first step, and with it came an understanding of how to escape the prison of his own mind.

Braden opened his eyes and squinted against the dim light that assaulted his pupils. He felt exhausted, as though he’d run a marathon and then swam a mile upriver, but strangely he felt more in tune with his powers now than ever before. They, too, were a part of him, just as his intelligence, will power, and even the demon was. Tied in with his idea of self, just like the scared boy he’d once been, and the berserker was.

“Have you found it, Lord Harem Mage?” Doubt filled the ancient elf’s voice as he looked at Braden from under his wispy white brows, “Have you found true gratitude and defeated the demon within?”

Braden sat for long moments in silence, before shaking his head, “The man fractured my mother’s skull, giving her migraines every night till she passed away.”

“If you let that darkness fester within,” the old man said with a sad shake of his head, “Your enemy will find a foothold within your soul and will seek to subvert you.”

“They can try,” Braden said, his voice turning to a growl of anger, as he felt at the faint threads that connected his soul to his harem. Those women carried his heart, and he could sense they were all in grave danger.

There was still the chance he could lose himself to the berserker within, but there was no way he was going to sit out this fight and let anything happen to them. As Braden drew in his power, he found that his connection to it was far more robust than it had been before. Similar to after he’d woken from having drunk Emma’s tea. The magic was more fully his
 than it had been before.

“I can’t hold back for fear of what might be,” Braden said, unsheathing his sword and drawing in deeply on force and air threads, “Not when my actions could save lives.”

“Go then,” the ancient elf said, “You have gained integration, and have a complete psyche now. The danger is lessened, but you are still vulnerable, Harem Mage.”

The bonds called out to him with their need, and Braden, unable to wait another moment, wove the powers around himself and leaped into the air. He had thought to hurl himself in a great leap up over the treetops, but Braden was unprepared for his newfound strength.

The magic came hot and fast, in far greater quantities than he’d been prepared for. In an explosion of force magic, so powerful the blue flashed a brilliant white, Braden flew into the sky, his will and control guiding his flight straight up.

His stomach sank and did flip flops within, the wind pulling at his hair and the air turning chill quickly. He felt waves of vertigo as the ground retreated beneath him. Then he saw the terrible devastation the enemy had wrought on their march south. Leagues upon leagues of blackened earth and twisted vegetation that stretched up and into the ice shelf. The dark tide ended in a point, driving straight to the Silver Heart Tree.

Hovering at the apex of his leap, the air thin and hard to breath, Braden took in the continent beneath him. Seeing the light and dark greens of forest and grasslands. To the west and south, the glittering blue of the sea and to the east magnificent tall peaks and endless plains of meadows, with swamps and smoking mountains to the south.

From this great height, he could even see the edge of the atmosphere, hazy and purple. Something oddly shaped and metallic hanging in space far off on the horizon caught his eyes, just as his arc came to its apex, and he began plunging toward the planet’s surface.

Braden began to plummet towards the planet’s surface and focused all his attention on his destination. Falling headfirst, he extended his sword before himself, letting it cut through the air he drew deep upon his powers. The wind whipped past, its howl filling his ears and tugging at his clothes, his entire attention focused on saving his loved ones.

Braden would never forget the scene he found as he plummeted towards the battlefield. For the rest of his days, it would be painted on the inside of his skull. The undead dragon, its body, crumbling as it fell, in its final death throes as it wheeled in midair, directly above Druska and Mina. Massive jaws just about to snap closed around Emma as she slipped from its back, limp and lifeless. The elves struggled to hold a hill, a small pocket of life, surrounded by a sea of death.

Wrapping himself in force, fire and death magics, Braden flew with the strength of a rocket. The tip of his sword punched through the undead dragon’s skull, causing the bone and desiccated flesh to explode to dust, a fraction of a second before it would have bitten down on Emma.

Reaching out with his free hand Braden snatched the girl out of the air, turning to land on his feet. The impact shook the ground like an earthquake, throwing monsters and elves off their feet, and causing a moment of stillness to fall over the battlefield.

“The coward finally shows his ugly face!”

The speaker was wrapped in darkness, as it slipped free of the staggered monsters. Braden could see that the darkness was a spell of cloaking and defense magic. Using his sword as a conduit, he ripped through the spell as the speaker stalked forward.

Braden’s breath caught in his throat as the gorgeous cat-girl was revealed. Her face was heart-shaped and human, with adorable black and white ears, laid back in anger. She wore black robes, and her white hair, hanging thick and lightly curled down her back, contrasted with it perfectly.

He opened his mouth to speak, unsure what he was going to say, but he didn’t have a chance. For the cat-girl barred her fangs and hurled a hex at his face. Braden deflected the magical attack aside, surprised at how difficult it was.

The supreme confidence he’d felt, faded when he felt the strength of her blows. Screaming in a fury, the cat-girl attacked him all out. Scratching claws and snapping jaws, hexes hurled at him and curses laid at his feet. All around them, the battle raged anew, elves beset on all sides. Emma struggled to her feet, her hair dim as she reached out, healing Mina and Druska. While off in the distance, Leesha limped out of the forest, her hair full of twigs and leaves.

“You have failed!” Screamed the cat-girl, face twisted in a mindless rage, “Just as you failed me!”

The words cut straight through Braden's soul, an echo of the words he feared his mother would always say. They stirred the beast within his breast, and he feared what he might do as she struck him again and again. Braden deflected the blows with sword and magic, but he would not relent. His powers were a match to hers, and that fact only made her rage all the harder when she realized it.

“Even if you kill me, your precious women and the foolish elves will be swallowed by my Dark Legions! You have failed, Harem Mage…”

The girl was looking to the side, and Braden followed her gaze. A massive monster was raising a tulwar high above its head, ready to hack the head off of Emma, as the girl concentrated on healing Druska. The cat-girls fingers twitched, controlling the creature, and the demon within Braden reared its ugly head. For one awful second, his fingers flexed on the hilt of his blade, all it would take is a flick of his wrist to cut open her throat.

But the demon couldn’t take control of him, the anger boiled, but chaos didn’t invade his thoughts. He realized he felt anger but not towards this young woman. That he could not feel anger towards her. She was a victim, just as his mother had been. He could only feel sadness and remorse. A warping in the air moved close, and with a start, Braden realized what he was looking at.

Then Braden did the last thing he wanted to, knowing it was the only thing he could do.

Releasing his power all at once, he staggered forward and wrapped his arms around the small cat-girl. The hug shocked her so much that she stood, frozen and unable to move. In that moment, Druska acted, drawing her blaster and taking the monsters head off before its tulwar fell on Emma.

“I’m sorry,” Braden whispered in the girl's furred ear, voice cracking with emotion.

The words raised the cat-girls’ hackles, and something deep within her rebelled against the touch. With a violent shove, she threw him off her. Hissing in fury, she flexed her claws, ready to tear out his throat.

Just then, a horn sounded in the distance, high and clear, rising up over the tumult of battle. The sound drew all eyes to the west, where a glittering line of lancers drew abreast in the shadowed fringes of the forest. With a final horn blast and raised banners, the lancers charged between the trees, colorful pennants streaming from the tips of many lances.

The Silver Kingdom had come to join the fray.

The heavily armored knights managed somehow to charge through the trees without tripping up one another, or breaking their horse's legs, and crashed into the ranks of monsters, throwing them high and wide. Lances were left in their enemies’ corpses as knights drew sword and shield, mace or battle-ax, and laid about themselves. Many could be heard laughing and singing as they unleashed their skills upon a truly deserving enemy.

“You think pretty tin knights can stop us?” The cat-girl hissed, “You will never… what is this… you think to put me to sleep?”

Braden had raised his sword and was channeling the same magic the elves had used to capture him, blanketing the cat-girls mind with the powerful charm. His will focused, he redoubled his efforts, rewarded by the sight of her eyelids dropping for a second before she shook her head angrily and lashed at the air. She was just about to hurl another curse at him when she was hit from behind by another beam of sleep magic, as Leesha marched forward. The little elf drew raw magic and wove it by willpower into the intricate charm, tiny face scrunched up in concentration.

“No…” The cat-girl said, her voice little more than a whisper as she sank to her knees, head hanging low, “Just… kill me… please…”

“I’m sorry,” Braden said, drawing the last of this strength up and hurling it at the girl’s mind, “We will find a way to save you… I swear it
.”

Leesha was at his side, her powers joining his, buttressing his flagging strength. Her magic, like a sharp edge, always ready to cut. Then Emma was there. The healer had a calm and gentle face, as her hand lashed out and took the cat-girl by the scruff of the neck, hair flashing a brilliant white. Braden saw his opportunity and wielding Leesha’s power like a scalpel, severed the dark ties that bound Glynis-Pura to the monsters. Try though he did, Braden could not scour free the darker stain on her soul, the one that feeds the girls hate, stoking it into a maddened beast. A beast he recognized.

The cat-girl collapsed to the forest floor once the spells tying her to the monster army were cut. Once she did, the black fog began to fade immediately. The monsters all staggered, losing many of the enchantments that had animated them, including their enhanced speed, strength, and cursed touch.

Between the elves and the knights of the Silver Kingdoms, the Dark Legions’ back was broken. Thousands were slain, but many more escaped north into dark and corrupted lands.

Staring down at the light features of the cat-girl, he could feel the corruption within her. Like a virus in her mind, affecting all of her thoughts. And he had no idea how to help her. Looking around at the devastation, Braden struggled to feel like they’d claimed a victory.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The elves and knights of the Silver Kingdom celebrated once the last of the monsters was driven off. The elves welcoming and thanking the humans who had come to their aid. The celebrations were muted, however, as the destruction of the battlefield settled home for all who remained. Leagues upon leagues of blackened, perverted forest and heaps of dead, carpeted the ground.

A dozen elves who had fallen in battle were carried from the field on biers of willow bows draped in black silk. The humans gathered to either side of the procession, fists to hearts in salute.

Once the elven dead had been mourned, Braden and his harem gathered around their prisoner. Between him, Leesha, and Emma, they could keep the girl unconscious, but there was still the question of if or how they might reverse what had been done to her.

They still stood there, holding hands and taking comfort in each other’s presence when the Elven queen strode down from the forest's edge to greet the young king and queen, who had both ridden with their knights.

“Forgive our trespass upon thine lands, fair queen,” said noble young King Everdoden, his crown sparkling in the evening light, “But dastardly threats to our own neighbors doth engender certain anger in our breast.”

“What my love doth mean,” said the beautiful young Queen Elissinia, resting a gentle hand on her husband’s forearm and gazing up at him fondly, “is that we sought only to help in your hour of need.”

“You saved my people,” said Queen Lana, her face shining with joy, “Let it forever be known that the elves of the Silver Heart Tree and all who call her home, owe you and all your descendants a dept of gratitude. Please, allow our healers to see to your injured.”

“That is most gracious of you,” the King said, bowing deep.

The flowering words and speeches continued, as healers moved throughout the two armies and searched the battlefield for any who could be saved. There would be a celebration that evening, human whiskeys mixing with elven wines, as the two peoples came together to celebrate their victory and being alive.

For Braden and his harem, it was an evening of quiet communion. Their prisoner was safe within a cocoon of magic, left in the care of Eleeshta and her sisters. The elven princesses practically falling all over one another to be of assistance to Braden and their little sister, who had shocked them with her powers and skill.

Braden had been shocked to discover Scry-bot still alive. Not just active, but the little magical drone had learned enough, that it was able to communicate in ‘beeps and boops’. Nothing intelligible, but it now showed emotions and far greater efficacy in its projections and observation abilities. He couldn’t wait to pick through its memory banks and see how the magical experiments, he’d tried on the little guy, were working out.

More important than that, was learning what Scry-bot had been up to while following Glynis-Pura for all these weeks. He hoped there might be a clue about what had been done to the girl, or some way to reverse it, in the little drones’ memories. He resolved to keep Scry-bot safe and near his side from now on.

The cat-girl posed a difficult problem in those first few hours after the battle. Lord Astrofal had wanted to slit her throat and be done with it and was backed by most of the elves who’d lost kin, and the humans who had no love of the beast-kin, to begin with.

It had only taken one glance for Eleeshta to see that her sister, the Harem Mage, and the other women would never allow that. She stepped in and offered to hold the prisoner until the girl could be examined further and questioned. The elven princess employed both beauty and charm to calm the tensions down.

Braden found the attentions of the elven princesses and their mother, the queen, off-putting at first. The elves were indeed gorgeous, and many of them were charming, especially the queen, but he could feel the fragile energy between them and Leesha.

The human army was welcomed within the forest and given leave to set up camp beneath the open-air palace. There, the humans and elves mingling for the first time in many generations. Queen Lana took the human queen and king on a tour, trailed by attendants and courtiers as they sipped sparkling wine from crystal glasses.

Braden was still deeply troubled from his time in the Glade of Remembrance, and all it had dredged up in him, and the words of Glynis-Pura, haunted him. He was ready to find a quiet place to be with his loved ones, when the elven princesses came and took Leesha off to one side.

He couldn’t make out what was said, but from Eleeshta and Adeena’s manner, they were apologizing about something. He almost walked over to see what they were talking about, after Leesha’s six older sisters cast why glances his way, but then Leesha broke off. A grin splitting her face from ear to ear as she walked back to link her arm in his.

“What was that all about?” He asked suspiciously.

“I’ll tell you later,” she said, her mischievous eyes twinkling up at him, “Come on, momma said you can all sleepover in my room tonight.”

Braden laughed out loud and swept the small elf into his arms, wrapping them about her slender frame and pressing his lips to hers. They stood like that for long minutes, and there could be no doubt in her sisters, nor her people's minds, Leesha had been doubly blessed, finding both magic and love.

Leesha took her Lord and Master and her sister-wives to the hot springs, where they bathed one another and took comfort in each other’s closeness and satisfaction from one another’s bodies.

Once clean and refreshed, Leesha led Braden and the others high into the airy canopy of great trees, to her small room with its perfect view of the stars. They dragged the mattress off the bed, making up a large pallet below the skylight. Leesha pulled out several bottles of elvish wine, and they each shared a glass.

“To a quest complete,” Braden said as he tapped his glass against the others, “and at least partway towards redemption.”

“We will save her,” Emma said, resting her warm hand on his thigh, “We’ll figure out a way to reverse the curse.”

Braden nodded in reply, not trusting himself to speak as he sipped his wine, aching deep in his heart. He had taken many wounds this day, though none showed on his flesh. Some were ancient wounds, that had been ripped open anew and were bleeding out poison he’d held in for too long, thinking it a burden he needed to carry. Some were fresh, their pain still raw. The words ran through his mind over and over again. Dripping with venom, as the small cat-girl accused him of abandoning her, of failing to protect her. Whatever powers had corrupted and changed the girl, that pain had been real, he’d seen it in her eyes.

Druska ran gentle fingers over her new eye, flinching when her fingertips touched unfamiliar flesh. The nerve endings were still raw, and the bone around it ached, and echo of its former pain. She could see out of the eye, and after double-checking her reflection in a pool of water, it looked as though Emma had healed her perfectly. But she couldn’t forget the feeling of loss, as half the world’s light was taken from her, and things became oddly flat. Nor the shame at having been bested so easily. The horror of being forced to watch as her sister was almost taken from her.

Her master was returned to her, and whatever happened between him and that old elf in the glade, he felt healthier, more solidly there. She reached out and ran gentle hands down Emma’s soft cheek and gazed with adoration at the girl. More than any of them, in Druska’s estimation, Emma had come the farthest and been put through the harshest tests. Time and again, she impressed Druska, with her depth of wisdom and resolve.

Soft lips pressed against Druska’s neck, and she turned, pulling Leesha into a gentle kiss. Her and the elf’s nimble tongues dancing together in sweet caresses that awakened her desire. The tiny elf had been single-minded in her goal of making it home in time for her ceremony. Druska knew she was undergoing a life-changing moment, being back amongst her people. Now that the immediate threat was dealt with, she would have to come to terms with her new place, either amongst or apart from her people.

Druska turned her head, offering up her neck to Leesha’s eager lips, and took in the sight of little Mina and her master. The small warrior shivered in pleasure as her lord trapped her wrists behind her back, his enhanced strength the only things that could constrain her and give her the release from control she desired.

Mina was a cipher to Druska. The young woman had grown up in court and trained in secret, hiding the fact that she had become a master of the spear from even her closest servants. The girl gave away little in either emotion or words, but her devotion to their master was absolute, and there was no one, Druska had ever met, who she trusted to guard her back more than the tiny human.

Her musings faded as Emma dragged her fingertips down her stomach, and pleasure blossomed within her, in response to the girl’s magic. Reaching up, she pulled hard on lustrous silver hair and grinned as the girl yelped in response. Twisting her thighs, she rolled the buxom girl beneath her and the elf, both staring down at the young maiden with eager grins. Emma blushed, but her hair took on a faint glow once more, and her would-be attackers trembled, fighting against the intense feeling sweeping through their entire bodies, before both collapsed atop the girl, faces twisted in orgasmic bliss, eyes rolling back in their skulls. At that moment, Mina rode her lord, the girl’s tiny folds eagerly milking his seed into her waiting depths.

They all collapsed together, a happy family bot, each knowing that something was missing. Their thoughts turning to the poor creature trapped in unconsciousness and held somewhere nearby, as each drifted off to sleep. Braden was the last to let exhaustion steal him away, the voice he heard over and over again in his mind spoke in anger, but pain laced through each word.


Epilogue

The solstice ceremony was an arcane affair. It took place where the great Heart Tree met soil, and a shaft of noon light lit the ground between two massive roots. Leesha stood feet from the tree, her arms outstretched and awaiting the precise moment of the sun's peak. Arrayed behind her were the entire elven people. Hundreds of colorfully clad adults interspersed with a startlingly few number of white-clad children. Leesha was almost of a size with the children, but no one who took one glance at the busty elf would imagine she was one.

The humans had been allowed to attend, even given places of honor, standing in the back, on the edge of the ritual. The elves had said little about what was to happen, barely even remarking upon it after the queen had invited the knights and nobles of the Silver Kingdom. As queer and fae as Eleval’astaravar, the Silver Home was, this oddly still gathering of elves was far stranger. Reminding the humans once again, that they were privy to secrets and rituals not normally shared with outsiders.

Leesha dropped her hands and the knot of dark wood before her twisted slowly. The wood pulsing and throbbing, almost as if it were a heart. Vascularity appeared across the massive tree’s smooth surface in fractal patterns that throbbed in time with the twisted knot.

Leesha began to sway, like a newly sprouted shoot reaching for heaven, then she began to dance. The elves arrayed behind her started to dance in time with Leesha, their movements graceful but erratic, limbs akimbo and bodies moving in syncopated rhythms. The elven nobility watched with fond smiles, but little emotion.

Watching dozens of tall, graceful creatures moving in concert, performing their tribal rituals and worshipping a tree, Braden felt keenly aware of his otherness. Unlike other times, when he felt out of place because he came from another world; here, each and every human who watched the odd ceremony, and the unnaturally graceful elves flowing through it, felt that same sense of being out of place.

The dance grew and changed. The elves falling in sync with one another. The sound of their feet on the grasses, robes sliding along bodies, and even their hair whipping around them, grew into a haunting and eerie refrain. The elves found themselves arrayed behind Leesha, perfectly balanced between males and females.

Then the dance took a different turn. The elves turning, pulses pounding, weaving in and out of one another in interlocking and ever-growing circles. Swinging from partner to partner, each movement hypnotic.

The dance grew in frenzy and pace, and Braden sensed the power growing within Leesha as well. The Tree drew from the young elven princess, seventh daughter of a seventh daughter. Magic leaving the girl in a flash of brilliant red energy, taking the place of her soul, streaming from her heart, and into the center of the knot.

Leesha wept as the dancers spun in a furious melee behind her, their movements growing jerky and discord. As the pact was made complete once more, and the measure of one elven soul given as a sacrifice to their hearth and home, a million blossoms bloomed upon tens of thousands of branches overhead filling the air with a kaleidoscope of colors from across the rainbow.

Then all was still, the dance complete.

Braden’s heart hammered in his chest, and his hands gripped his legs in a white-knuckled grip. He wanted to leap to his feet and scream in celebration, and he sensed a similar reaction in many of the humans and Druska. But the elves gave nothing. The watching nobles didn’t clap or react, and the dancers simply walked away, their faces thoughtful.

Leesha stood on weak legs and walked towards the seated crowd. Before Braden could move, the queen leaped up, grabbing her skirts, and ran over to fold her daughter in a warm embrace. Kissing the top of the girl's head, she helped her the last few feet before Braden could scoop the small elf up in his arms. She felt weak as a kitten in his arms, and he could not help but feel immensely proud of her.

“Bring her, Lord Harem Mage,” the Queen said, leading the way to a shadowed nook near the base of the tree, “I have something I need to show you both. I will not have it said the elves don’t honor their debts, nor that they didn’t shower the Harem Mage in all the… trappings, a man such as he deserves.”

The woman stood a few inches shorter than Braden, but by her regal manner and bearing, she seemed to tower over the world. Her lavender eyes trapped his, and he felt his heart skip a beat as he beheld her beauty for the first time in its full flower.

Her lips turned up ever so slightly in a faint smile, and Braden felt his cheeks heat with a faint blush. He had thought himself long past such reactions to a beautiful woman, but after the fae ceremony, the elven queen was doing strange things to him. He tried not to stare at her plunging neckline, revealing a massive pair of breasts that strained against their confines, or her long and slender neck. Her face was a sculpture of elven beauty, narrow and with high cheekbones, her long ears rising out of her thick, lustrous hair and sweeping back in an elegant arc.

Leesha looked like a cat who had gotten the cream, as she snuggled within Braden’s arms. The elven women had been staring at her in mixed awe and envy ever since the battle had ended. Not only were they envious of her considerable abilities as a sorceress, but they couldn’t help but feel a spark of jealousy when they beheld the handsome hero and saw the devotion he showed their wayward sister.

The ground around the base of the Silver Heart Tree burst with life. Every inch covered in thick ferns, moss, and colorful wildflowers. Remarkably, shafts of bright sunlight reached down through the dense canopy above, bathing small areas in warmth. It was into one of these that the queen led them, parting the thick vines that hung down from the roots above and stepping into the small grotto.

A stream trickled through moss-covered rocks, lush with bright green ferns and croaking frogs. All around the green grotto, vines hung down, covered in broad leaves and large purple flowers with long delicate petals.

In the center of the grotto, beside the trickling stream, was a knot of root that rose up three feet into the air. It looked almost like a plinth to Braden, except for the odd bundle upon its surface. The bundle was wrapped in large silver leaves that looked like they’d come from the Heart Tree itself.

Leesha gasped when she beheld the wrapped bundle and clutched at Braden’s arm as she muttered a prayer to her goddess. She moved forward with tentative steps, careful to disturb nothing in the grotto. Braden took his lead from her and looking around at the queen and her attendants, he saw they all held the same awe and reverence for the item.

“What is it?” Braden asked, flinching, as his deep voice sounded far too loud in the still and peaceful grotto.

“Elesdora’voral’doresvoden…” Leesha breathed, “A Heart Seed… but one hasn’t been offered… since when?”

“Since my grandmothers’ grandmother first came to these shores from the west,” the Queen said, nodding, her face grave, but at the same time shining from within, as she stared down at the seed, “Seven seeds were brought by seven daughters of the goddess. Five of the Heart Tree’s they birthed have been lost, each a tragedy that’s months-long in the telling.” The regal queen's voice broke, a hint of deep emotion peeking through as she stared down at the seed, “I remember my grandmother, who sat my throne for longer than I’ve lived, praying every dusk and dawn for the goddess to send us another seed, so we might save our fading people…”

The queen raised her gaze, and her incredible, violet eyes held Braden’s. He could see a storm of emotion swirling within her that she kept in check with an iron grip. He saw something else in the woman’s eyes, a spark of desire that caused his mouth to go dry. Leesha saw her mother’s look and felt a surge of pride that her handsome man could enchant her so. Interesting thoughts began to swirl through the little elf’s mind, but they were quickly put aside as the queen's next words registered.

“She offered the seed, the moment you stepped foot within her domain,” the queen’s cheeks flushed a faint pink before she went on, “a secret that is known only to the elves, is that our home is a living and thinking being, though her thoughts and desires are nothing like our own. She will speak with me, in her own way, now and then. When you trod over her sisters’ roots, she read you and passed much of that knowledge to me. As you were being captured, she was birthing this.”

The queen paused, and Braden could sense she struggled with what she was about to say. His attention was only half on the gorgeous elf however, for the seed was pulsing with life and magic. The beat growing second by second as waves of power bled off it. None of the others seemed to realize what was happening, not even Leesha, who listened to her mother with rapt attention.

“She tells me it is to be a gift… for you, Harem Mage.” The words were almost torn out of the queen's throat. The handmaidens who stood behind her gasped, looks of horror on their faces. Unable to believe she would offer such a priceless treasure to anyone, let alone an outsider.

“A gift yes,” Braden said, pulling his arm free of Leesha and stepping forward, a broad smile tugging at his lips as he saw what the great tree was asking of him, “But not for me.”

The queen was right, the tree had a thinking mind like the Treant, only far more complex. It didn’t communicate as a person, or even as something that he could recognize as a processing mind. Instead, he drew meaning from the images it sent him and the feelings that it brought forth from the depths of his being.

This was a seed, true, but not of a simple Heart Tree.

The queen, Leesha, and the handmaidens, all shied back as he drew his shining sword. The gemstone held within the base of its hilt by the roots of another ancient tree began to glow with a bright green light, filling the grotto with its light and casting lurid shadows on the sun-dappled vines around them.

Leesha moved beside her mother, reaching out, the two of them clasped hands without thinking, their focus wholly absorbed on what the Harem Mage was doing, fear gripping their hearts as he drew deeply on his powers near the delicate artifact.

“What is he…” Leesha began, trying to understand the chaotic mélange of sources her lord was pulling from.

“Hush, girl,” her mother said, eyes locked on the silver leaves covering the seed that had begun to shift, “All of you… witness!”

Braden drew in more and more power from the earth beneath his feet, weaving together flows of earth, fire, water, air, life, death, spirit, force, order, and chaos. He hadn’t worked with some of the flows before. Not in such quantities, nor with such dexterity, and sweat poured down his brow in seconds.

If not for the Soulsing Tea Emma had prepared with the last of her ingredients the night before, he knew he would have failed in the crafting, but he proved adequate to the task, if just barely.

In truth, it was not a complicated crafting. For the blueprints of what it would be, lay within the seed’s cells. Using knowledge that no one else on this world possessed, Braden was able to empower the growth of the seed, speeding it along and reinforcing it with enhancements. All the while, he poured magic into it, in quantities that staggered Leesha and her mother.

It began with trembling leaves, long silver fronds that shivered aside as the hard-brown seed within was revealed. The seed looked like a walnut, but one made of twisting dark brown vines, woven together in a tight ball. The seed began to writhe, the dark vines turning and sliding against one another in patterns that boggled the mind and twisted any eyes that tried to follow them.

The seed sank shallow roots into the surface of the wooden plinth, and pulses of life energy supported Braden’s working as the Silver Heart Tree helped to forge its child. The surface of the seed bloomed upwards in fits and starts.

A twisted trunk of smooth hardwood began to grow towards the heavens, in centimeters at first, and hardly thicker than a finger. Then in bursts of inches and finally feet. Until it stood five feet tall, and the tip twisted into seven branches that wove together. Small buds popped out of the branches, and they swelled, before bursting into a bouquet of the seven colors of the rainbow.

All sound was silenced by the magical pressure filling the glade. The queen wept, and her handmaidens cried out in joy as they sensed the presence of their goddess, just the faintest shadow of her magnificence, blessing their undertaking.

The final shaping took so much of his concentration that Braden could not have said if one minute passed or ten, but finally, he was finished. Tying off the last of the weaves and releasing his power. Braden staggered to the side, his legs weak, and having to grind the tip of his sword into the rocks and lean on it heavily to keep from falling over.

Standing, he couldn’t help but feel in awe of what he’d just done.

The staff stood on the plinth, perfectly balanced on its rounded butt end, spinning slowly as the tiny flowers dropped the occasional colorful petal. The petals would dissolve into raw magic and disappear before hitting the ground, and Braden knew whoever carried the staff would have their powers slowly replenished by the effect. He knew that many more features lay hidden within the artifact and he was about to turn and invite the Queen and Leesha forward when a familiar toast popped up before his vision:

CONGRATULATIONS!

YOU ARE NOW A JUNIOR EXECUTIVE

You go!

Moving on up!

Error: *attaboy #3, index not found*

We knew you could do it!

HAREM MAGE – Level 10

Powers:

IRON WILL

MASTER ARTIFICER

XXXXX
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List of First Wives:

Druska Alverin'droblek
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	First Wife of Breeder Braden



Leesha Silvestri

Class: Sorcerer, Lvl 10

Specialization: __________


	Princess of the Silver Heart Tree

	Abducted by the Dark Queen

	First Wife of Breeder Braden



Emma Goodwill

Class: Healer, Lvl 10
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	Abducted by the Dark Queen

	First Wife of Breeder Braden



Mina of House Hellenist

Class: Warrior, Lvl 10
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	Abducted by the Dark Queen

	First Wife of Breeder Braden



Glynis-Pura of the Entriko Tribe

Class: Witch, Lvl 10
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Captured by the Dark Queen


	
Led Assault on the Silver Heart Tree
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CONNECTION TO GGC SERVERS ESTABLISHED, SYNC COMPLETE…

This cybernetic implant was designed by FAILSAFE PROTOCOL for an entity designated for Management. Its purpose is monitoring and information gathering. Its removal will result in the entity's destruction, Management thanks you for your cooperation.

Braden read the last line and felt his heart seize up, remembering the metallic object he’d seen floating in space above the planet. But nothing else happened as the toast faded. He wanted to investigate the new ‘Specialization’ feature that had appeared for all the women, but Leesha and her mother stepped next to him, clutching one another tightly as they stared in wonder at the staff.

“How can this be possible?” The Queen asked, her voice breathless, lips wet and parted, all of her composure gone, chest heaving as she breathed deep, as though she’d just finished a sprint.

“It’s like with Druska’s sword… only different,” Leesha said, looking from the staff to her lord. The little elf had never been more attracted to him than she was right at that moment, having witnessed him being so masterful.

“She is old,” Braden said, speaking the truth the tree had imparted to him as they joined wills, and resting light fingers on the smooth bark of the plinth, “And heavy beneath the weight of her years and memories. If the world survives the coming storm, then it will be a new age.”

He reached out and ran light fingers down the smooth shaft, feeling the thrum of magics within the wood, still restless as they settled into their new home.

“And the elves deserve a place within that new world.” He turned his head and met the queen's eyes and smiled, “This staff has many powers, but chief amongst them is its ability to grow heart trees.”

“Then, it’s not wasted?” The relief on the queen's face was palpable, and Braden realized that she had been worried about that, “There will be new heart trees?”

“Yes,” he said with a grin that widened when her face lit up, “It can grow seven heart trees before that power is depleted, but the rest of its powers will remain.”

Tears streamed down the woman’s face as she beheld the staff, and the hope it holds for her people’s survival. Her hand moved tentatively, reaching for the staff, but then she paused, glancing at the Harem Mage, waiting for his nod and smile of encouragement before reaching out. Then with shaking fingers, she took a firm grip on the staff and lifted the artifact off the plinth.

A great exhalation of sweet air swept around them as the very world itself seemed to sigh its pleasure. The queen’s eyes widened further as she felt the power within the staff, and sensed the sleepy sentience within it, like a child curious, but tired.

“My Lord,” the woman breathed, “I thought to redress the imbalance between us with a gift… but you return it, a hundred times better in minutes… how can our people ever repay you?”

“I can think of one way, mother,” Leesha said, her eyes twinkling up at Braden as she reached out and took his hand in hers, lacing their fingers together.

“Leesha,” Braden said, staring her eyes, “I love you so much.”

“And I you, my Lord,” the small elf said, her purple eyes glowing with soft warmth, “but your work isn’t done yet.” She ran a hand over his chest, and he felt magic awaken within, similar but different to what burst forth when he Bonded. “Emma and I have spoken of this power in you… she regrets not offering it to her mother, and I’m most curious about its efficacy. Go my Lord and give the gift of your love, with my blessings.”

Braden felt his heart hammering in his chest as the queen’s long slender fingers grip his, and she mouthed a silent ‘thank you’ to her daughter. Turning to Braden, she drew in a sharp breath licking her lips nervously as she stared into his eyes, her own, filled with hope and worry. Worry that faded when she saw the desire and love shining out of him.

“Leave us,” Leesha said to the maidservants, who slipped out of the grotto, casting glances back over their shoulders, longing looks at the tall and handsome hero, and envious looks were thrown at their Queen.

The small elf took the staff from her mother, freeing the woman’s other hand for Braden to take. The queen parted with the artifact without hesitation, letting the powerfully built human man guide her back down to the downy softness of moss and fern.

“A poor offering,” Lana said, a flush of nervousness racing through her for the first time in centuries, “for such a Queenly gift… I must apologize to my Lord; it has been many years since I knew the touch of a lover. Please,” she pressed the man back and sat up slightly, taking him in from head to toe, “allow me to show you how much we appreciate all you’ve done for our people…”

Her eyes flared as she ran her hands up Braden’s muscled abs and across his chest and arms, biting her lips and forcing herself to stop before she threw herself on him and ripped his clothes off in desperation. The Queen would not waste or squander this once in a lifetime opportunity.

“I thought you were ravishing the moment I laid eyes on you,” Lana said, her voice barely above a whisper, carrying to his ears alone, “I’ve never wanted anything as badly as I want you.”

“I feel as though I’ve died and gone to heaven, my lady,” Braden said, feeling his cock thicken in his tight pants, unable to break his gaze from her burning lavender eyes, so like Leesha’s in design and desire.

“Not yet, my Lord,” the woman said, her lips pursing as she wrapped her hands in his shirt and drew his lips to hers.

Her lips were thick and pillow-soft, surprisingly tentative and shy at first. Braden felt the magic Leesha had awakened within him, responding. It was not the same as when he bonded a woman, that being a compulsion, he could hardly ignore, but it was similar.

But awareness of the power within, disappeared as the queen’s soft pink tongue darted between his lips, seeking his as she moaned in pleasure. The woman’s nimble fingers plucked the buttons free of his shirt and pants, her flesh hot upon his as she slid her hand beneath his shirt and up over hard muscles.

The woman’s growl of desire surprised Braden, and his fingers flexed into her wide hips, pulling her against himself even tighter. He slid his hands up the fine silk of her gown and felt the inhuman perfection of her body. Her wide hips and perfectly firm ass gave way to a narrow waist and firm stomach, and then to a mountain of soft breast flesh that Braden soon lost himself within.

A hand gripped and massaged the woman’s breasts as he kissed his way down her long slender neck. Her skin was as white and smooth as alabaster, flawless. The queen sighed out in pleasure as his hot breath tickled the fine hairs at the base of her neck, and she moaned as her hand slid down the man’s muscled back.

Braden happened to glance over her shoulder for one second and caught Leesha seated nearby. She clutched the staff to her chest, and he knew she wanted to inspect the artifact and investigate its powers, her curiosity ever-present. But the girl stared instead, at the two lovers bathed in bright sunlight, their every motion and movement only heightening her own desire. The sight calmed Braden’s anxiety, and he chose not to question what might or might not be acceptable in this world.

He wanted to draw out his first experience making love to the gorgeous and busty queen, but lust and need tend to set their own pace. The queen too, struggled, again and again, to take her time and enjoy the man beneath her. However, as more and more of his body revealed itself to her hungry gaze and touch, her will began to crumble.

With his pants still pushed down around his ankles and her gown bunched up around her waist, she reached down and let her fingers encircle Braden’s manhood. Her gasp of pleasant surprise caused him to smile all the wider.

They stared into one another’s eyes, the moment frozen, as her slender sex parted around his thick manhood. Her wetness drained down, coating his cock and letting her tightness lip down a little further.

“Ohhh, goddess above!” The elven queen moaned, “Lord Braden… how are you… I’m already… NGH!”

Braden sat up and held the shuddering queen against himself, his arms holding her up as his cock eased into her spasming pussy. Running his hands up into her hair, he turned her head to kiss her thick lips. As he kissed and held her close, she calmed down slowly and sank lower and lower, finally seating herself fully with him inside her, the tip of his cock, pressing against her elven womb.

“Ohhh!” The woman moaned again, looking up at the heavens as she began to rock her hips ever so gently.

Braden had a face full of soft pale breasts, and as the queen rode him slowly, giving her tiny pussy a chance to relax around his girth, he pulled her dress down off her shoulders and freed the massive boobs from the silk that had supported them.

Just like with Leesha, the woman’s breasts seemed to defy gravity. Their round, heavy perfection capped in pale pink areola and nipples. Braden drew one to his lips, loving the moan of pleasure it elicited in the gorgeous elf as he suckled on the firm nub.

Her slowly shifting hips weren’t enough for either of them, and within moments, the regal queen was bouncing on the man’s lap like a common whore. Her massive tits, pulled free of the top of her gown and swaying, her cries of ecstasy only added to the incredible image.

Leesha could feel the magic within her lord and she read its signatures with keen interest. She wished Emma was here as well to observe what was about to occur, but Leesha knew there would be plenty of time for the healer to see later. The queen cried out in pleasure, and Leesha pressed her knees together, nearly cumming just from the sight of her mother and lord coupling.

Braden felt his orgasm approach and timed it to flood the queen’s womb as she came for the third time. The magic Leesha had drawn forth was there, ready to flow out of him, but he had a choice this time, unlike when he had bonded the others. There was no hesitation as he released the magic, feeling his cock throb as it unloaded into the gorgeous elf.

Her cry of ecstasy turned into a bellow, and she threw her head and arms back, body shivering as the magic rushed through her. Unlike with Leesha and the others, the queen didn’t change as the magic took root, at least not on the outside.

Inside the woman’s soul, a seed took root. A seed that flowered within her own magic, her strength blooming. Braden caught his breath and rested the queen down upon the soft ground. He thought she might be unconscious, but her eyes were open, mouth working silently as she stared into space. In concern, he rested a hand lightly on her cheek, and she blinked, clearing her vision and turned a brilliant smile on Braden.

“What is this… this wonder you gifted me?” Biting her bottom lip, she rolled into Braden’s arms and rested a gentle hand on his cheek, eyes widening further when a feather-light flow of force magic extended out of her fingers to caress his skin, “How… Lord, how can you gift me this strength? I feel no bond.”

“I don’t know,” Braden said, shrugging and hating the fact, “You’ll have to thank Leesha, it was she who awakened it in me.”

“Is there nothing we can do to get out from under my debt to you, Lord?” The queen asked, her grin eager and joyous, eyes widening as she drew even deeper upon her magic and watched blossoms sprout and bloom nearby at her will. “Tell me,” she said head tilted as she stared at the flower she has caused to grow, “Can you gift others with this power?”

“I think so,” Braden said after a moment thought, “Now, that is. There is too much I still don’t know, though.”

“Leesha!” The Queen called without looking, her smile growing predatory, “Bring your sisters. We have some… experimenting to do.”

The queen paused, remembering herself and turned to her youngest daughter, regarding her for a long moment before speaking. When she did, her words were measured, without the edge of command they usually carried.

“He’s your husband, daughter, and if you and your sister-wives choose to share him or this gift, then I and all of our people will be grateful, but it’s your choice. I see the love you have for one another. There can be no more powerful bond than that, and I would never come between it, nor would your sisters.”

Leesha ginned in delight at her mother's words and slipped beside Braden, the staff still in her hands. She grinned up at her lord, filled with pride and love, and kissed his soft lips. She felt him respond to her touch and grinned all the harder. The queen pulled her gown back on and slipped out of the grotto. Heading out to gather the harem and the rest of her daughters.

Braden didn’t know how the woman did it, but Leesha pressed herself to him, her white dress slipping free almost as if by magic. The elf still wore the white dress as an act of defiance Braden thought, but it was hard to tell with the mercurial elf.

As the queen left, Braden grinned down at the small busty woman in his arms. She smiled up at him and rested one soft hand on his cheek, feeling at home in his arms.

To Be Continued…
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Mother’s Helping Hands: Part Two



Mother’s Helping Hands: Part Three



Mother’s Helping Hands: Part Four


Series: Taboo Cabin Fever (Completed)


Taboo Cabin Fever: Part One



Taboo Cabin Fever: Part Two



Taboo Cabin Fever: Part Three


Series: Mother-in-Law Saved My Marriage (Completed)


Mother-in-Law Saved My Marriage! – The Bundle (Parts 1-4)



Mother-in-Law Saved My Marriage! – Part One



Mother-in-Law Saved My Marriage! – Part Two



Mother-in-Law Saved My Marriage! – Part Three



Mother-in-Law Saved My Marriage! – Part Four


Series: Mommy’s College Prep (Completed)


Mommy’s College Prep – The Bundle (Part 1-5)



Mommy’s College Prep – Part One



Mommy’s College Prep – Part Two



Mommy’s College Prep – Part Three



Mommy’s College Prep – Part Four



Mommy’s College Prep – Part Five


Series: The Power (A Taboo Step Harem Urban Fantasy)


The Power: Book One (Vol. 1 - 5)



The Power: Volume One



The Power: Volume Two



The Power: Volume Three



The Power: Volume Four



The Power: Volume Five


Series: God-Kings Harem (A Taboo Magical Harem Fantasy)


Crowning of the King



Drums of War



Assassin’s Gamble


Series: Taboo Alien Experiment


The First Subject’s – Part One


other works by Nick Storming:


MILF Mansion Inheritance – MILF Harem Fantasy



Mother-In-Law’s Ménage – Taboo, Step FFM Fantasy



Taboo Family Crusoe – Step Harem Fantasy



A Mother’s Awakening – MILF, Step Fantasy



Mourning Father – Family FFM, Step Fantasy



Taboo MILF Blackmailed! – MILF, Step Fantasy



The Man Next Door – Mom Daughter FFM, Step Fantasy



Milk Farmer: Runaway Transformation



Mother’s Motivation



Taboo MILF Collection



Taboo Daddy Collection



The Summer Intern – Daddy Dom, Step Fantasy



Comforting Daddy – Daddy, Virgin, Step Fantasy



Down on the Farm – Daddy Girl, Step Fantasy



Off to College – Daddy’s Girl, Step Fantasy



Beach Getaway – BWWM, Daddy’s Girl, Step Fantasy



Summer Fling – Sister Brother, Step Fantasy



Sign up for the
 newsletter
 to get updates on stories and exclusive content not available on Amazon!
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