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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

      

      
        
        ----------

      

      

      

      Druska was dying. Gasping out her last breaths and cursing the vagaries of physics. Her body trapped halfway through a faulting displacement portal, the Great Algorithm only knew where. Most likely some backwater planet its scrambled logic units had found.

      The rest of her body was trapped in no-space, in broken mathematical loops. She lay there, reflecting on how she'd ended up in this situation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “There be the one the Dark Lord fears!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      WELCOME!

      
        
        This is the Corporeal Materialization interface!

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

        We thank you for your contribution to our bottom line!

      

      

      

      
        
        FAULT -- unrecognizable sentient life → database error

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

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

        RECOMBINATION EXECUTE -- specimen in proximity → randomized combination

        FAILSAFE -- Body Creator V 0.2 beta

      

      

      INCOMPLETE DATA FOR RE-MATERIALIZATION: RANDOM STATS GENERATED

      Click REROLL to regenerate

      YES to accept

      NO to delete yourself

      

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

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

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

      

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

      

      

      

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

      

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

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She frowned at his words but was nodding.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Where are their weapons?” Braden asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Reaching out with his mind and soul, he touched that flow of magic within and exerted his will, pressing it upon the world. The magic flowed through Braden like the most exquisite drug, pooling into a pillow of glowing blue energy in the palm of his hand. The pillow rose with his will, lifting the gun upon it. He watched in wonder as it floated through the air and landed, gentle as a feather, into the open hand of Druska, then let the blue energy dissipate.
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      Druska's people were practical and cared little for make-believe fiction. The people of her empire had solved the most significant mathematical and physics problems in existence long ago. Instead, choosing to worship a future planning artificial intelligence called Algorithm.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Do it,” She finally said.

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

      

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

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      With a cry of battle, three of them charged with spears out, while two more stepped back into the trees and drew short bows, each losing arrow with deadly skill and accuracy. Braden sat there, less than a minute after fucking the alien woman, his cock still sticky with her juices, looking at a sight straight out of a video game. Five points of death drove toward him as he pondered just how in the hell life had turned so crazy, so fast.
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      Braden reacted without thought. Throwing a hand up, will focused on keeping both spear and arrow points away from himself. Instinct, more than anything, driving him. He tapped into the magic within and felt it bleed out of his fingertips, staining the air with a light blue energy that spread into a shield.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS!

      

      

      
        
        HAREM MAGE – Level 2

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      It’s like abjuration, he thought, interesting.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      With a determined expression, a hand poised to draw the blade at the slightest sound of trouble, his magic ever ready at his fingertips, he followed Druska off into the shadowed interior of the forest depths.
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      Druska managed to keep the delight off her face, but it threatened at every moment to bubble to the surface. Her Master certainly didn't seem in the mood to hear her giggling with glee at new powers undreamt of before.

      She had been bred.

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

      She had been bred.

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

      She had been bred!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why would that be?” he asked.

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

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

      “So, what happened?” Braden asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who is Jesus?” Druska asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Druska felt herself quake and quiver before this man, his power and dominance over her, unquestioning as she lay back, spreading her legs invitingly eager to please and serve her Master.
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      Braden had been exhausted when they arrived at the cave. He still ached from his injuries earlier and had been practicing with his magical powers all afternoon. It had been helpful to think of this experience like being in a video game, but one without a tutorial or help feature. He was testing things out as he dreamed them up, careful to think things through so he didn't injure himself or Druska by accident. Relying heavily on his knowledge of video and tabletop games for inspiration and then applying principals of engineering and logic to execute.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They rolled around, her riding him for a while, then he flipped her over. Taking her from behind. On her knees, with her face pressed down into the blankets, she had a screaming shuddering orgasm that milked his cock, and he felt himself having one of the largest and longest orgasms of his life along with her. They fell into the blankets together, a sweating happy bundle, and cuddling one another close, drifted off to sleep.
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      The next morning Braden informed Druska of his discovery around the mountainside, and she agreed that it might be worthwhile to check it out. They packed their supplies into Druska's no-space bag and then headed out with her in the lead.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He felt like he should be shouting in triumph, but all he felt was empty. Still keyed up half expecting another enemy to appear at any moment. Druska had taken care of all the outlying goblins that Scry-bot had spotted, but Braden was hyper-aware that at any moment, a new enemy could pop out of the dark and try to take them out.
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      Searching through the bodies around him netted a small handful of copper coins, stamped with a variety of faces. He was trying to clean one off so he could make out the finer detail of the engraving, but Druska called him over to the back of the cavern.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Braden’s feet passed into the open space first, and then his whole body passed into the large cavern. He could finally see what lay within, realizing they'd made a colossal mistake.
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      The beast in the middle of the great circular space stood twelve feet tall, at least. It was the most impressive and terrifying physical specimen Braden had ever beheld. If it began as a goblin, then it held little of its former appearance now. Its face was a cross between wolf, spider, and demon. Its torso, and all six limbs, were corded in thick muscle, clad in heavy plate and chain armor. Its four arms, each held wickedly curved blades that dripped with a fell yellowish ichor.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS!

      

      

      
        
        HAREM MAGE – Level 3

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Braden searched the chest and was delighted to find a couple of bags of coins and two ancient tomes. The necklace warming against his skin, let him know that if he spent enough time, he would eventually be able to read the script. He took the tomes along with a few mysterious vials and bags of random items that looked like spell components.
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      The elf began to heal immediately with the Regrowth in her. Her cuts sealing, and bruises fading as her cheeks changed a healthy rosy color. Long lashes fluttered open to reveal violet eyes, that sharpened into focus and turned to see Braden kneeling beside her. Her face filling with joy at the sight of the handsome hero. Then she turned and saw Druska's green alien visage and pulled back in fear.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "I don’t know about these ‘windows’, but there hasn't been a Harem Mage in these lands for at least six hundred years." Her eyes bored into Braden's, trying to press home the import of her words. "The last was Melinda the Magnificent, who, along with her five Arbiters, forged the Melindian Empire, which still rules nearly a third of the world!"
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      Braden stood there stunned, not sure what to think. One more piece of madness to add to the heap. Leesha turned to look at Druska, who still held her wrists.

      “You are bonded to the Lord, yes?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh,” was Druska’s only reply.

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

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

      Leesha looked up with desperate eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He dozed off sleeping like a king, deep and yet uneasy. While the rest of the world trembled as bells tolled the coming of the first Harem Mage in over 600 years.
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      Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie sat in his office, reviewing reports from professors and researchers within the academy. One hand stroking a long and cultivated beard while the other flipped the pages of the reports with deft and nimble fingers. His eyes flickered across the pages so quickly it would alarm anyone, not used to an Arch Bond Mage's efficacy in consuming information. At a tap to his study door, the older man waved to his Bonded, without lifting his head. The pretty young man leaped to obey; upper lip suddenly beaded in cold sweat as he quietly inquired who was there.

      "Remove this fop from my way, Ennis!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The entire capitol froze for many minutes, as people whispered about what the incessant bell could mean. One ring meant the birth of a Bond Mage, saviors and protectors of the realm, what could it mean when the bell rang for hours unceasing? Only one thing, whispered hopeful voices in dark corners of the Empire; a Harem Mage had come once more and those in the Empire who knew the signs, trembled in fear and hope.
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      Braden woke to a clear blue sky, and the soft comfort of a body cuddled up against him. Turning, he saw Leesha the slender little red-haired elf, snoring softly as she burrowed into his side. Wondering to himself, just what happy twists of fate had brought him across the galaxy to this strange world. Right then, as he stared into the adorable little face of the elf, he thanked God for the fortune. Extracting himself gently from under the blankets, he slipped out, putting on his shoes and took a long look around their little camp, happy to see nothing amiss.

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

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

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

      “What about it?” Braden asked in curiosity.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Druska, that would be awesome!"

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

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

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

      “Oof!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You mentioned this empire before,” Druska said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "I don't understand," Druska said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The small elf turned from the map, a big grin on her face as she leaped up, giving him a hug. They packed quickly and were soon heading out into the forest. Picking their way with ease, now that the trees were thinning out. In only a couple hours, they found the edge of the trees, and it was with surprising relief that Braden stepped out into shining sunlight and took in the vast horizon.
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      To the north, east, and west, rolling grasslands dotted with the occasional stand of tall trees spread out. Here and there on distant hills, a small herd of cattle or sheep could be seen grazing with one or two herdsmen in attendance. Farmland lay in the low areas like patchwork quilts, with small homesteads dotting the land. Off in the distance, near the crook of a river, stood a village of sprawling grey roofs with winding lines of smoke trailing from their chimneys.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What’s this?” Braden asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What is wrong with him? Poison?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      When darkness fell, the innkeeper drew baths for the three of them, and one by one, they cleaned themselves while their laundry was washed and hung to dry. Braden felt like a new man as he climbed into his bed, clean and fresh for the first time in days. They had decided to sleep alone, not wanting to cause more talk than they already had. It was a lonely night as he drifted off to sleep. For the first time in days, he thought of his wife back on earth and his friend. Wondering if they were doing ok, hoping they didn't worry about him too much and hating himself for caring.
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      Braden woke to the sound of roosters greeting the dawn. The whole village coming awake as he stamped his feet into boots and pulled on a clean shirt. He was going to have to find some decent clothing soon. Druska's scout uniform worked well enough for day to day, but he usually put on a fresh set of underwear and clothes each day. Having only one set of clothes was stressful. When he stepped out of his room, he found Druska crouching outside, waiting for him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A kidnapping?” Druska asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What was in the lunch?” Druska asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Careful to make no sound, the old innkeeper made her way over to the pantry and pulled down the ceramic jar marked 'prunes'. Lifting the lid, she pulled out the creamy parchment and quill within. Slipping off to her room, she penned two messages, each identical. One she sent off to the imperial capital of Melind and the other to the Academy. Her heart beating wildly in her chest as she attached the letters to the clockwork pigeons and set them aloft, both flying away to the north and west.
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      Braden, Druska, and Leesha left the village and spent the morning hours walking through a storybook countryside. Green grasses and giant spreading oaks on hilltops, filled the spaces between neat little farms and orchards. The river split the landscape in twain, the occasional barge or fishing punt floating along its tranquil waters. To the east, mountains rose, and to the south, the forest marched off, a dense dark thicket of tangled woods.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He was panting heavily and looking for more enemies when Scry-bot spun in the air and zoomed off in the direction Druska and Leesha had gone. He could hear the screams and clashes of battle joined and sprinted off after the flying orb to help.
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      The curving corridor lead further down as the sounds grew louder. The walls lit in flashing red light, and as Braden entered a large room, he saw Leesha dancing side to side slowly, her feet encased in a thick substance. Her fingers wove red lightning around the room as she moved, each arc tearing through flesh as she fought back a half dozen creatures, dropping them one at a time. Dozens of the dead monsters littered the floors, and Braden was stunned to see large alligator-like creatures, fighting alongside each. Druska was falling backward, as she fought the monster and beast attacking her, her feet caked in the strange goo, slowing her steps and nearly making her stumble.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS!

      

      

      
        
        HAREM MAGE – Level 4

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This seems too easy,” Leesha said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “NOOO! MISTRESS AID ME!”

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

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

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

      He stepped back through the portal and felt a surge of relief when the magic leaped back to his touch once more. They were in a small cave, with evenings dim light shining in from just a few dozen feet ahead. Druska scouted ahead and found the area to be clear and safe. They made a small camp and saw to the now, unconscious Emma. Druska caring for her wounds the best she could with what they had. Braden heard a far-off chiming sound and then the prompt appeared before him again:

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS!

      

      

      
        
        HAREM MAGE – Level 5

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

      

      

      

      "She is cut up pretty bad Master.” Druska said, “We risk infection every moment we can't get her to a bed and have these wounds healed." There were geometric patterns and small glyphs marring the smooth flesh of her stomach. The girl's skin was a sickly pale grey, and her breathing was shallow.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He felt his head growing light and woozy, the fever hot, and his vision swimming. Pulling aside his uniform coat, he saw the flesh around the small wound was red and puffy. As he watched black puss ooze out of it, he felt his legs go shaky and weak, a cry from Leesha beside him, and the ground rushed towards his face, then everything went black.
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      Braden woke slowly, his whole body aching and sore. With an effort, he lifted his eyelids, mind struggling to make sense of his surroundings. Sunlight warmed the blankets covering his body, and he lay on a bed in a strange room. Turning his head, he saw Druska as she sat beside him, head nodding gently in uneasy slumber.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Mmmm, God!" He moaned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They collapsed there on the bed after an hour of intense lovemaking, a heap of sweaty skin and sticky sheets, but each of them feeling a warm glow inside. Falling into a restless sleep, Braden woke when the door to the room slammed open. His eyes popped open, and he drew the magic in, Druska strode in, taking in the sight of him with the mother and daughter, and for one second, her grim face fell into a sly grin, that faded as she spoke.

      “That Bond Mage Helga is riding to the village, along with a hundred soldiers.” She said her voice grim, “She is coming to arrest and execute the imposter Harem Mage.”
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      The words stunned Betsy and her beautiful daughter, but Braden had been expecting something like this to happen. He had been unconscious for a long time, and too many people now suspected that he had bonded Druska and Leesha. The three of them leaped to their feet and began to dress. Druska stopped Braden and motioned over to a pile of clothes in the corner of the room he hadn't noticed.

      "Betsy, Emma, and Leesha worked on those while you were convalescing for a week," she shrugged and frowned, "said the scout's uniform didn't suit your coloring, whatever that means."

      The green-skinned woman was dressed in a skintight grey and black leather uniform of alien design. Covered in straps and buckles and outfitted with a short blade on her lower back, and the blaster slung low on her hip. She was a strange sight in this unenlightened world. Braden had been wearing a similar uniform, but one that had fit slightly awkward and taken a beating during his adventure so far.

      He lifted the first garment, a stiff, thick white shirt that laced up when he slipped it on. Then he pulled on the dark blue pants, loving how the material stretched and conformed to his legs as he moved. The breathable material, and the comfort of having fabric on his skin once more, made Braden sigh in contentment. Emma and her mother both beamed, when they saw the tall hero appreciating the clothing they had designed and sewn together. He pulled the darned wool socks and shiny black calf's leather boots over his feet and felt real contentment warm his belly as he flexed comfortable toes.

      Finally, he lifted the heavy coat, admiring its dark blue soft fabric, matching the pants, all trimmed in white and gold. The small brass buttons and toggles were shined to a brilliant hue and stitched on it the symbol of a tree, roots, and branches reaching down and up, creating a circle. The tree was white and the background black, with a perfect balance of the two colors within the circle. Turning to look at Emma and her mom with a questioning frown, it was Druska who spoke up.

      "That was Leesha, Master. She stitched it with her magics, said a Lord needed a standard." The gorgeous green-skinned woman frowned, "I told her you need nothing but the submission and devotion of every living being on this planet."

      "Yes, well…" Betsy said, securing her skirt in place over her ample hips. She had a gentle patient look on her face, obviously used to dealing with Druska. "The standard will act as a focal point. She based it off your weapon, my Lord."

      Braden held up the scabbarded blade and looking from the hilt to the coat, seeing the resemblance, and it felt right to him. Smiling, he strapped on his sword and shrugged on the coat, admiring its perfect fit and sleek look.

      "Thank you, Betsy, and you, Emma," he said, giving them both a big grin, "this is excellent work. I appreciate it. I can't tell you enough."

      "You cut a fine figure, my Lord," Betsy said as she looked him up and down, her eyes smoldering, even as the scents of their passion filled afternoon, lingered in the room.

      "My Lord," Emma breathed when she had finished tying her apron into place. The girl still wore her white top, molded to an hourglass body that lit a fire in Braden's belly whenever he beheld it. Her long dark blue skirt was a match in color and material to his pants, and her apron, a checkered pattern of blue and white. "You look every inch the hero… Oh, mother, he looks so magnificent!"

      “I told you it was a good design, didn’t I?” Her gentle smile cast pride upon her daughter before flickering back to Braden in appreciation.

      "We need to go," Druska said, looking her Master up and down with appreciation as they headed out of the small cottage. She enjoyed the utilitarian uniform she wore and saw little need for other garments, but when she saw the man who had tamed, claimed, and bred her, she was open to reconsidering. He looked like a member of the board or some other corporate bigwig.

      They stepped outside and found a crowd of people gathered there. The mayor was large and loud with his great bristling beard, and beside him the small and nervous Simon. The young man's eyes; bright with intelligence. The Innkeeper hung near the back, her cheeks blushing when she saw the young hero emerge, despite herself. The crowd gasped when they beheld Braden in his finery, and the murmur from their ranks had whispers of Lord and Harem Mage!

      The crowd gasped as one when Emma stepped out last. The girl hung her head, shy and timid under all those staring eyes. When Braden placed a gentle hand at the small of her back, she felt a thrill of pride that straightened her spine and brought her chin up. Then she felt the magic within, and her confidence soared even further.

      "Emma…" The Mayor began, his mouth hanging open and eyes wide, "what sorcery is this?" He and the crowd awestruck.

      The girl, always the darling of the village and so beautiful and kind that all cherished her, had blossomed into a figure like one might hear of in legends. Her white-blond hair was now thick and silvery, shifting and shimmering across her shoulders, its enchanting quality grew as she drew upon her powers. Her eyes once a pale blue, had a silver sheen to them and sparkled and glowed faintly just as Leesha's now did, with a violet emerald quality, and Druska's deep hypnotic forest green. Emma's figure had always been proportioned generously, with a narrow waist and pert behind. The magic that had bonded her perfected.

      "Mayor Smithson, I believe you know what has happened," Emma smiled to the man, and then her eyes dropped to a child, and her grin grew, "there were so many of you that my mother has healed over the years," she said and her sweet young voice cut through the air like an enchantment of its own, holding all eyes on her.

      “But what tore at my soul were the wounds we couldn’t heal,” she stepped up to the child who shied back from her, into his mother’s skirts. Emma knelt, holding out one hand and raising her eyebrows to the lad with a small smile, “when he was born, Emmet had an infection in his ears and has been deaf ever since.”

      "He is well enough, Mistress," his mother said quickly, reassuring her, "you and your ma did right by us, saved our boy, he has learned his letters, can write things."

      "Yes, he is a smart and sturdy lad," Emma said, "but we didn’t complete the healing,"

      She nodded gently, never taking her silver eyes from the boy. He slowly reached out his hand and took hers. She smiled profoundly, and her lustrous hair stirred, pulsing with dim silver light, and the boy startled, turning to the side to look right down where his mother's heel had shifted. He stared at the heel and up at his mom, tears in his eyes.

      "Emmet?" The mother asked, the word quavering with fragile hope.

      The reaction from the boy was instantaneous joy and tears as he heard, for the first time in his life, the sound of his mother's voice. Braden clenched a fist, feeling his eyes mist with tears as the mother laughed in joy, tears streaming from her face as she took up Emmet, laughing and thanking Emma between her sobs.

      “Quickly,” Emma said, “bring all who have hurts or injuries, old or new, we don’t have long.”

      Druska cast a nervous glance to Braden, but when she saw his shining face, she knew they wouldn't be going until all who could be healed, had been. So, as the villagers began to mill around, she shouted, her commanding voice cutting through the air.

      "The Harem Mage's Bonded has given you an order, and you mill around? Run and bring your injured as quick as you can!"

      The crowd jumped and scattered, at the same time, beginning to gossip. The confirmation of who Braden and the two women with him were, enough to cause the town to be abuzz with talk for months, added to it was the miracle they’d just witnessed. As the villagers streamed away quickly, Leesha walked up to Braden, a pack strapped to her back already loaded with supplies. She motioned to a pile of bags as she spoke.

      "The mayor got us supplies and gear, so we're ready to head out once you give the order my Lord," Her smile was lascivious, as she took in Emma with a sidelong glance, then she turned to Braden and gave him a big wink, causing him to chuckle.

      Within moments, villagers were returning with the sick and injured. There was few enough, Betsy having cured most sickness as soon as it appeared. However, a few older folks had lingering coughs that a tiny pulse of silver magic dashed away. A couple of old farmhands had ancient injuries that Emma was able to fix with a few seconds of concentration, her silver hair pulsing with the magic. She was panting and exhausted after laying hands on the last of them, an older boy with a twisted leg that caused him to shuffle awkwardly. A horse had trampled his leg, and it had healed wrong. Emma ran her alabaster hands down his leg, her hair aglow, and the crowd watched in wonder as the limb straightened, and the boy sighed, the pain he hadn't even realized he had been dealing with, melting away.

      Emma and her mom shared a tearful goodbye, and Braden promised the mayor and Betsy that they would return if they were able. With a final hug, Emma turned and hoisted her pack onto her back, taking up a long ash walking stick. Braden turned to look over the crowd once more, his eyes judging and hard, but his words, when they came, were soft and held back the harsh commands he might have used.

      "Events have conspired to unmask our identities," he motioned to Druska, Leesha, and Emma, who stood watching her new Lord with unabashed love and devotion, "I would have kept that knowledge secret, but secrets are darkness and truth the light. So, I will ask no one to lie for us, but perhaps," he continued with a roguish grin, "that company of soldiers coming to arrest us, won’t learn that we plan to turn off the eastern road, and go through the lumberyard."

      "My Lord," the Mayor said, clutching his hands together, "we cannot thank you and… your Bonded enough. We all wish you luck in your adventures and pray you, Emma, Druska, and Leesha stay safe."

      "Thank you, Mayor Smithson." With a final wave, Braden pulled his pack over his shoulders and shifted the hilt of his sword from where it dug into his hip.

      "Wait, sir Lord, wait!" Cried a high-pitched voice from in town, and in seconds the slender figure of Simon sprinted around a building, holding a rolled parchment before himself. He stopped just before Braden, his chest heaving as he held out the paper.

      "What’s this?" Braden asked, and Druska drew near him, hand on her blaster as she glared at the small man, he noticed her and gulped audibly, eyes unable to leave the alien woman's flawless face.

      "I… I wrote you traveling documents, notarized and signed," he tore his gaze away from Druska with difficulty, and looked at Braden with no less worship in his eyes, only this time it was hero worship, "They will allow you and your… Bonded to travel through imperial towns and cities as unlicensed Adventurers. You will need to visit a guildhall if you go to a major town and get listed in their ranks, but if you do, you will have full rights of citizenship through the Empire."

      "Thanks," Braden said, not sure what good the papers would do for them but grateful to the small young man for the effort.

      "Empire citizenship?" Leesha said, her voice unsure, "What good to be a citizen of a nation that wants him arrested or dead?"

      "We are an empire of laws," Simon said, drawing himself up, "They may not be perfect, but we respect them none the less. As a citizen, Lord Braden and all his attendants will have full protection under that law, and must receive due process. It isn't much, but it’s the best I could do."

      "You have given my Master protection from the law of this world?" Druska asked, stepping close to the young man, her gaze intense.

      "Well," he said, shrinking away, his gaze unsure, "you will have to visit an adventurer's guild hall to have it signed, but yes, that document affords you protections under the law. Eek!" He cried out and froze in shock as Druska moved forward quickly and pulled him into a fierce embrace. The young man's face pressed into her firm breasts, and Braden saw him inhale, his eyelids fluttering, a silly grin on his face.

      "Thank you, little man!" Druska said as she released him. The Mayor reached out a steadying hand and propped Simon up. Several of the villagers laughed good-naturedly, and Braden felt a warm hand on his shoulder, turning, he found Betsy, her blue eyes shining with emotion as she smiled up at him.

      "Thank you for everything," she said softly for only him to hear, "you have made my daughter's dreams come true, and I am so very grateful." She pulled him into a warm embrace and he was all too aware of her endowments as she pressed herself to him and whispered in his ear, "When you return I will throw a special party for you and your girls. Then, I can show those girls how a woman properly takes care of a man."

      She pulled back, and her smile widened when she saw the effect her words had on the handsome hero, then she gave him a lingering kiss, her lips soft and stoking his passions, like a burning ember. Then she was stepping back, and Braden gave her one last lingering look before nodding and turning to go. The village gathered together and wished the group farewell and watched them depart. Each knew they had been part of something historic, while those healed whispered, they had received a blessing. All had watched Emma grow into a lovely young woman, and each now looked back on her childhood, remembering moments when the girl had shown something unique and uncommon.
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      The sun was setting when the party returned to the trail, heading once more towards the forest and lumberyard. Druska took off into the shadows, scouting, and Leesha and Emma flanked him, the younger girl glancing nervously, around them.

      Braden contemplated all he had learned this far from his powers. The magic that he had used to construct Scry-bot had been instinctual, a molding of his will, the magic, and his knowledge of programming and engineering principles. Braden wondered if he could use the same system in other applications. He thought of their last couple battles, and how mighty his sword had been, not just as a magical focus, but as a cutting tool. It was enchanted, and powerful, and only an enchanted blade was able to wound some of the enemies they had faced. His brain worked and picked at the problem as they hiked into the evening.

      It only took them an hour to arrive at the great big clearing of stumps. The lumbermill itself was a large structure, with fields of drying wood awaiting the saw, and deep pits that the logs would be drawn across and sawn. There was a small dock with a crane and a large building that housed tools, and what looked like living quarters for workers.

      As Braden, Leesha, and Emma drew close, Druska came walking out of the living quarters. She waved them over and then ducked back inside. When they tromped in, Braden saw Druska was building a small fire in the firepit, her pack already set near the wall. They all dropped their packs and stretched from their short hike.

      "This is a fell place," Leesha said, as she squinted her eyes and gazed out the door, "there is a malign presence here, I can sense it in the wind, angry." Emma looked over at Leesha with interest, and Braden frowned in thought.

      "Druska, do you sense anything?" He asked the green-skinned warrior. She picked her head up and shook it, looking at them curiously.

      "I sense and smell nothing here but a lot of deadwood," then she asked Leesha, "do you sense danger? Should we make camp elsewhere?"

      "It isn't dangerous," Emma said, her gentle voice confident, "it mourns and is… lost?"

      "Master, can you sense it?" Leesha asked Braden.

      "I haven't touched my magic since we arrived," he said, coming to the doorway to stand beside Leesha and Emma. He had been reticent to touch it since the poisoning, anxiety building up whenever he thought about it.

      “I may be able to destroy the spirit,” Leesha said, “but I have no idea what it is.”

      “There is risk in attacking an unknown enemy,” Druska said, feeding the small flames and warming her hands.

      "Let me see what I can do," Braden said with a sigh. Stepping out of the building and finding a nearby tree stump to sit on. He was surprised at how much he had missed being able to sit in a chair.

      He breathed deep and let his mind free of thought, constructing the simple square in his mind. He drew in the magic, and if filled him awkward and wild, surging within. He relaxed and let it flow of its own volition, and the power calmed, but it was a struggle. He felt a little fear at the strength he could now wield, far greater than what he had first been able to draw when coming to this world. It felt wild, untethered from his soul. He would have to spend days and weeks in meditation to balance the forces he feared. Ignoring the fear, he stretched his senses out, and almost instantly encountered the presence the women had been speaking of.

      Anger. Hate. Loss.

      The impressions he felt from that presence weren't thoughts or even emotions. Or at least not in the way his human mind understood the feeling. That gave him an idea. He drew forth his sword, and the second his hand touched the hilt the presence quieted, the tightness at the back of his shoulders, that he hadn't even realized he was feeling, eased.

      "What did you do, my Lord?" Emma asked in awe, "It feels… a kindred spirit."

      "It wasn't me," Braden said, staring at his sword in curiosity, "Or at least not entirely. Are there living trees in this world? Or ancient redwoods that are thousands of years old?"

      "I don't know about that Master," Leesha said, "there are certainly ancient trees, but none within a thousand leagues of here. I have heard rumors of sentient trees, but none have ever been found by the elves, and we searched for many generations. The Treants were believed to have died out in the Dawn Days."

      "Treants?" Braden said musing as he looked at his sword, "Druska!" He called, and when the woman appeared in the doorway, blaster in hand, he smiled, "Could I see your blade?"

      She didn't hesitate and slid the short vorpal blade from its sheath, walked over and handed it to her Master. It was an ancient weapon of lost technology and was a priceless heirloom to her entire line. Her trust was absolute however, and she stood nearby and watched in curiosity as Braden placed both his sword and her blade across his folded legs and closed his eyes, breathing deep. She saw a light blue glow suffuse all three, and Leesha moved up to stand beside her friend.

      Braden reached his awareness deep within his blade, sensing a gentle yet incredibly ancient and powerful presence within. It felt familiar, like an old friend who had traveled with him over great distances. It was the presence of his home world, Earth. It didn't think, but it did feel, and those feelings were like ocean currents, vast and powerful but slow, and with hidden depths. It was old, older than man had been governed by laws, older than Christ. It had been faded and nearly lost to the universe, but a miracle and a broken Good Corp system had reformed it. A fallen branch, all that remained of the grandfather of all Redwoods, in the hands of a man unlucky enough to get sucked to another world. All that it had been or ever was, forged into a blade with roots in Braden’s soul.

      He could not speak to the Treants spirit, would never have been able to. His blade, however, was its cousin from across the stars and had shown the spirit a possibility, a hope. The Treant raged, Braden's mind just catching the edges of the communication, like rustling leaves in a gentle breeze, impressions fluttered on the edge of understanding. To live as iron or steel would be worse than death, but to have roots again; to matter and have an impact on the world once more. The rage boiled and strove forward, what could match its fury? No steel could match the edge this angry ancient tree spirit wanted to set against the world.

      The Vorpal Blade. There is no barrier to its passage. It is singular in its efficacy and reaches its roots back before there was the first spark of life on this world. Back across the heavens to worlds undreamt of. The spirit could not believe it.

      Then a miracle of magic began.

      

      
        
        ----------

      

      

      

      Leesha gasped suddenly. They had been standing for long minutes watching their Master throb with kaleidoscopic magic, his eyes closed, sweat pouring down his face. The small elf raised her hands, eyes closed, and crackling red energy sprang from her being, arcing out in a vibrant jagged line of red energy, that split into three dancing lines of power, one touching Braden's forehead where his third eye would be. One touching the tip of his sword, the red magic sizzling and popping like water on a skillet. The third touching Druska's dull vorpal blade.

      "I see!" Emma cried in joy, and Druska realized the buxom girl was glowing with her silver magic as she smiled broadly, "Our Master is powerful and benevolent! He will heal the world, hah, haha!" She laughed wildly and clapped, dancing around. Druska was left wondering what in the empty ledger was going on here.

      The regal healer turned her shining silver eyes to Druska and reaching out an open hand said, "Come and watch our Lord save a soul and forge your blade into an artifact."

      Druska felt fear deep in her belly, worry that something might happen to the one personal item she had never been parted with in all her years of trial and training. But this was Braden, she realized, and she couldn't do anything but trust him. She reached out and took the young girl's hand. An awareness blossomed at the touch, and she felt the powers at work.

      

      
        
        ----------

      

      

      

      The spirit would not see the truth before it, and Braden's blade could not show it. He was about to give up and drive the spirit away, thinking, at least he could help the village out. He was panting in exhaustion, he realized, and his mind was getting fuzzy from such determined and focused attention.

      Then an arc of vibrant red energy crackled in the air, and he felt Leesha reach out to them; she could sense what he had been trying to accomplish. Her will, like focused fire, connected Vorpal blade, his sword, and his mind. He felt clarity and focus as her will combined with his, he reached out to the spirit, and it shied back, distrustful. Fearful, as it contemplated the change it would have to undergo.

      Then a warm breath of life filled the entire clearing, and the spirit saw into the human man's heart. More importantly, it saw into the heart of the alien woman. There it found a fire and fierceness, twin to its own. With excited glee, it rushed forward, eager to sink its roots into a will so determined, and reach branches out into the greater galaxy.

      Exhausted, and at his ragged ends, Braden was pummeled by the spirits bumbling and haste. With titanic will and the focus afforded by his blade, he marshaled the ancient being into the vorpal blade. Operating, partly on instinct and partly from principals of logic, he drew on his bonds with Emma and Leesha. The women felt him reach out, asking for their power, and both offered it up to his sure control. Watching in wonder as he wove Leesha's crackling focused magic into Emma's gentle life-giving energies. Taking the construct and linking it to the vorpal blade, harnessing the spirit of the Treant.

      Druska watched the magic surrounding her companions flash bright and pulse for one beautiful moment, and then suddenly it all winked out, and a dark presence rushed together as if filling a vacuum racing past them all and to her Master. With an earsplitting, grinding sound, causing her to cover her ears with her hands, it was over. The clearing was silent and still. She looked over, dropping her hands to see Leesha grab her Master, as he sagged in exhaustion. She felt worry spike in her, as she moved forward to help, she saw her blade in his lap and gasped.

      The Vorpal weapon had changed, the blade was longer and a touch wider, with a smoked coloring to it. She saw in wonder, that it failed to reflect the moons light, or any. The hilt was the same, but on the pommel was a small engraving of an old tree in incredible detail. The engraving spoke to her, she realized, whispering in her mind of defending her family and slaying her enemies. Sentiments that Druska could believe in with all her heart. Reaching out a trembling hand, she lifted the blade and felt it leap to her touch, its movements cutting the air as it always had. The spirit within sang in joy as it felt the very air itself part for its passage. The magic within thrummed through her arm, in a pleasant tingling sensation. Turning to thank Braden, she found him unconscious, and worried eyes turned to Emma, who had a hand to his head.

      "He rests," the young woman said reassuringly, "he exhausted himself, using more magic than I ever thought possible… Druska, do you realize what you hold?"

      The alien woman looked down at the blade and saw its length shimmer, becoming nearly invisible in the darkness, before it shimmered back into sight.

      How did I do that? Druska wondered to herself.

      "Our Master spoke with a godling," Leesha said, looking at the weapon in awe, "An ancient Treant spirit that had come to see the forest as its ancient kin. Our Master showed it another path, convinced it to transfer all its power and life into that blade. I have never heard of the like…"

      "Not just him," Druska said, looking at the two women, both exhausted, "I was witness. You both gave and were a part of the working. I see you and thank you."

      “It was him,” Emma said, “he called to us and wove our magic in ways that were strange to me.”

      “It was brilliant,” Leesha said, her voice awed and exhausted.

      "Come," Druska said, sheathing the weapon with reverence and then taking up Braden, "You ladies need rest, and our Master needs a full night of sleep. I will stand guard."

      She would accept no argument, not that either offered much. She forced them to eat small rations and drink some water. Both women looked better after the meal, and then they lay down, and in minutes were asleep.
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      Druska crouched near the door, hidden in shadows that now felt like old friends. She ran her fingers across the hilt of her blade, entranced by it. This was a backward and barbaric world in many ways, but also one filled with wonder. If she ever made it back to the Empire, she would have the greatest tale a scout ever shared in the chow hall. She looked over at the handsome man sleeping gently under a blanket, and felt her heart swell, and an almost giddy joy fill her stomach. She had stepped into a storybook beyond Corporate imagining and was in no hurry to exit it.

      Pressed to her Master's side were two amazing women, each different, and each just as strong as she in their own way. Druska had spent the past six days with Leesha getting to know the mercurial elf and learning something of this world and its cultures. She had spent several nights in the small woman's arms, and they had learned much more about each other under those sheets. She had a bond with the elf that was nearly as strong as that with Braden and sensed in Emma, another sister.

      She looked out at the night, staring into the darkness and smiling. If any had been unfortunate enough to witness that smile, they could be forgiven the shiver of fear that ran down their spine, for Druska sat in the dark with a hard grin, hungry to commit violence against any so foolish as to wish harm on her family. She planned long into the night. Her family would be strong, and she would see to it.

      In the early dark hours of the morning, Druska tensed when she heard the sound of many beasts riding along the river road. She slipped out of the structure and into the embracing shadows, shifting into nearer shadows, without having to take a step. This power was incredible, and she felt the shadows like old friends, welcoming her home. Slipping beside a thick tree, she saw a large contingent of humans in mismatched and rusting armor. She watched them with disgust.

      They had no outriders, nor scouts. They rode their four-legged beasts with heads down, many men nodding in slumber. There was one slender, cruel faced man at the head of the column who glanced around with something approaching keenness, but the rest were useless sacks of flesh. The three dozen riders passed the lumberyard with barely a glance to it and continued along the river. She followed them for a while, to make sure they weren't doubling back, and saw them head down to a small ferry in the far distance. Rousing the ferryman, they soon were being shuttled across the river in the dark.

      She returned to the lumberyard just before the sun began to rise. She pulled out her blade as the sun peeked up over the horizon, marveling at its lightweight, and how it seemed to leap in her hand when she slashed or stabbed with it. She could feel a hunger from within, a desire to be of use. She smiled, and the hilt warmed in her hand as it read her cold determination.

      The pile of bodies near the fire stirred, and she slid the blade home, stepping into the room. Emma was sitting up, the girl looked like an angel, even disheveled from sleep, and Druska felt her body's heat rise as the girl arched her back stretching. Her silver eyes found Druska standing there, and she smiled a shy smile.

      Emma had been wary around Druska so far; fearful of this tall, gorgeous, and capable warrior. When she had learned Druska had the rogue blessing, she had been even more worried. The night before, she'd seen into the heart of the alien woman and found a bottomless well of love, and trauma, from a lifetime of neglect and brutal training.

      The girl stood in her light linen shift and knelt gracefully near the fire. She stirred the coals and then put a small pot of water to boil. Druska watched curiously as the girl went about a morning ritual. She pulled out a small packet of dried herbs and leaves, measuring amounts carefully in her palm, before filling a small silver ball with them and dropping it into the boiling water. Then she pulled out a wrapped bundle of biscuits and a little crock of golden honey and butter from her pack.

      Soon, the room was filled with a sweet, herbal scent that brought thoughts of wildflowers, spring mornings, and cinnamon sticks to Druska’s mind. She shook her head to clear away the thoughts, but they refused to leave her mind, and as the scents filled the room even more, she felt a peace settle over her soul. One that she had rarely known. Leesha stirred, blinking her eyes in the dawn's light, and then just as she was about to roll over, pulling the blanket over her head, she sniffed the air delicately. She sat up straight with a start and turned to Emma, her eyes wide and shining with emotion.

      “It can’t be!” The small elf said in awe, “Is that Soulsing Tea?”

      "Almost," the girl said as she lifted the silver ball on its chain and swirled it around the pot several times. "I gathered the herbs myself, so I'm able to adjust the blend depending on the day, the weather, or the time of year."

      "My grandmother told stories of Soulsing Tea," Leesha said, walking over to the fire and staring in the pot with wonder. "Her mother too, but the Treesingers lost the art generations ago," she looked at Emma, "My people have searched for this very recipe for centuries."

      "What is this tea?" Druska asked from her place, crouched near the door.

      "It is a restorative and purifier," Leesha said, "or so I’ve been told. My mother could never explain fully. She said one had to experience it. Where did you get the recipe?" She asked Emma in awe.

      "I recreated it from bits and pieces of story and lore, so it may not be the same as Soulsing tea, but I believe I got close." The girl had a small smile as she poured the tea into four small cups she took from her pack. Then she removed a small leather pouch and carefully took out four tiny leaves and delicately placed them atop the steaming liquid. Setting the cups down, she laid a small towel over them and moved over to Braden, her gentle hands feeling at his brow.

      "My mother has several old elven healer texts," Emma said, "One of them has an excellent description of the scent and effects of the tea, and from that, it wasn't hard to find the right herbs and plants to recreate it."

      "Wasn't hard?" Leesha said with a frown, "Girl, elven alchemists, sorcerers, and healers have been trying to recreate the 'Drink of Queens' for longer than your Empire has existed."

      "Really?" Emma asked, glancing at the elf, "They’re welcome to my recipe."

      Leesha leaned forward, eyes intense, “You’re serious… you would give this to the elven people freely?”

      “Of course,” the girl said.

      “Why all this, for some hot water?” Druska asked.

      Emma glanced at the green-skinned woman with a shy look. Then she spoke, looking down at Braden and brushing back the tousled locks.

      "The power to tap into the elements can tear at a person's soul," Emma said, "for it’s never a static thing. A person is ever-changing, as is their connection to that greater force. With experience you grow stronger, with stagnation you weaken. The spirit within must be allowed to grow or shrink with the power you gain or… there can be consequences."

      "Such as?" Druska asked, feeling uneasy as she recognized her small internal struggle, undergone during those first couple days with her new powers. She felt like she owned the power now, but perhaps there had been more danger than she or Braden had known. Then she looked at Braden and saw his limbs shivering ever so slightly, the trembling, unnatural. Emma placed a gentle hand on the man's chest, and he settled, relaxing slightly.

      “The consequences are varied,” the girl said.

      “Death,” Leesha interjected, “destruction of the body and all around it, madness, or more often the loss of power.”

      "Yes," Emma said sadly, "those can happen. However, the world has learned how to teach and train sorcerers, witches, Bond Mage's, and the rest so that as they increase or decrease in power, they can do so in a safe and structured manner."

      Braden’s limbs began to tremble again, and small sparks of red and blue energy emitted from his fingertips.

      “What’s happening?” Druska said in fear as she moved over to his side quickly.

      "Nothing to fear," Emma said with a gentle smile, "I believe you have witnessed or heard of one of these episodes before. The magic within him has not been fully claimed and integrated within his soul, so, it will seek an outlet, often burning or blistering all who are near."

      "The tea will help Druska," Leesha said more hopeful than sure, "Elven Mages used it before the training existed."

      “This doesn’t make sense,” Druska said, “How can a tea change the soul?”

      “How do you slip into the shadows?” Leesha asked, “How do I call lightning and fire? If you can answer the heart of those questions, you’ll be wiser than I.”

      Emma removed the cloth from the four cups and handed them out to Druska and Leesha. The elf took hers with reverence, eyes fixed upon the steaming green liquid. The small leaves had dissolved, and the scent that drifted into Druska's nose, smelled of the processing plants and greased gears of her childhood, warming her from within, with memories of the only time during those harsh years when she had been loved and protected.

      She took a small sip and felt the liquid fill her being with lightness. Light and dark took on sharper edges, and the shadows filled all else. The power gifted by her Master, that part of her soul she had never known she was missing, integrated fully into her for the first time, and drawing her sword out she pulled it into the shadows with her and grinned as the blade disappeared. She still had much to learn and grow in her new skills, but the magic was hers now.

      She looked over and saw Leesha staring at her fingertips as controlled flows of coruscating red, black, and violet energy wrapped into a burning ball.

      “I had no idea…” she looked at Druska in awe, “I’ve only felt a third of the sources I could touch until now!”

      Emma smiled a small smile as the girl tipped a cup into Braden's mouth, pouring him small sips and then massaging his throat so he swallowed. Her hands were delicate and sure as she worked, and Druska was impressed. Braden's trembling limbs calmed down almost immediately, and his breathing eased. As they watched, his muscles grew taut and dense, his body changing ever so slightly.

      “The tea will not grant you skill,” Emma said as she sipped her own, “but it helps you to access that which your mind may not have known existed, but the soul does.”

      “What is the price of this?” Druska asked in curiosity, in the Good Corporate Empire, price and cost were like religion.

      "Priceless," Leesha said, "you could ask any price you wanted for a cup, and the Elven Queens would pay it. For the recipe…" she looked at Emma, "you could demand a Heart Tree, and they might just hand it over."

      "I have sent a written list of ingredients and instructions to the Academy," Emma said, shaking her head, "but I don't think they believed what it was, for I never heard back from them. It would be my honor to give the recipe to the elves, also knowledge of where I hunt for the rarer ingredients."

      "They will add your name to our songs," Leesha said with reverence, "and give you a place of honor in the Queen's court."

      “I would have prepared it for you all earlier, but I had no true understanding of its real power until I was bonded,” she hung her head slightly, “I must apologize.”

      "You are our sister," Druska said, "and a First Wife along with Leesha, and you have given both him and us a wonderful gift, so stop such talk." Her gentle tone belied the harsh words, and Emma gave the green woman a small smile of thanks.
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      Druska moved beside the girl, and reaching out a hand, slid soft fingertips down her lovely cheek, she watched the girl's lips part, and her breathing deepen. Massive chest heaving as her big soft nipples hardened beneath the linen shift. The air in the room shifted, and Leesha set her empty cup aside, her grin turning greedy as she let her eyes roam over the two gorgeous women's bodies.

      "I have always wanted sisters," Emma said, her eyes full of soft yearning, and cheeks flush, "even more than I dreamed of being Bonded… to find both prayers answered are beyond my wildest dreams…" a tear tracked its slow way down one perfect pale cheek, and Druska leaned forward, kissing it away with soft lips.

      The girl lifted her hands and turned the alien woman's face, their lips meeting as warmth and love spread through them. Gentle silver flows of magic mixed with the deeper shadows as the girl pressed Druska back to the floor, their kisses growing in passion as their tentative tongues touched. In moments the two women were lost in each other. Hands were exploring soft and tender flesh as they slowly peeled each other's clothes off, neither sure in the arms of the other woman, but both eager and marveling at one another’s beauty.

      Leesha pulled her dress up and over her head, watching the two most beautiful women she’d ever seen making out with increasing need and passion. A stirring at her side caused her to look down, and she saw Braden opening his eyes. They cleared of sleep immediately, and he smiled as his blue eyes met her violet ones, then slowly tracked down her body. She felt a thrill of pleasure, as he drank in the sight of her with growing desire. She leaned down and kissed him, feeling magic and desire throb within both of them.

      Turning her head and his, they watched as Druska rolled Emma over beside them, the girl crying out in pleasure as the blond woman slid her hand down between pale, slender legs. One great nipple between her lips as she held the massive, gravity-defying breast in one hand, massaging it.

      Leesha's hands were not idle, and soon she had her Master bared in all his naked glory. Kissing her way down his striated muscles, they felt even harder and more defined than they had before his convalescence. She inwardly thanked Emma for the miracle tea, as her sex grew damp from running her soft lips over his washboard abs. His mighty staff slid along her neck and cheek, and she turned her head, trapping it between soft lips, tasting the sweet candy of his precum, the magic within tickling her soul.

      Her Master reached down and lifted her hips in a secure grip, and she moaned out in surprise and pleasure when she felt his talented tongue touch her most sensitive parts. She could barely concentrate on pleasing him as he drove her closer and closer to sweet release. Her need for him was too great, and she clawed her way around, pulling his lips to hers and taking him within her tight depths.

      They made love with desperate need, as Druska and Emma pleasured one another beside them, watching the two as they fucked like bunnies. Braden gripped the tiny elf’s hips as she rode him, her back arched and breasts thrust out. She came hard, stifling her screams behind clenched teeth and collapsed upon her Master’s chest, heaving deep breaths. She slid off his hard cock, panting and looked over to Emma and Druska. The teenage healer bit her bottom lip and moved forward onto her knees.

      Braden glanced over to see Emma, with her massive breasts hanging down, smile in gentle joy as she wrapped her lips around his cock and sucked his and Leesha's combined juices up, licking and tasting them both with closed eyes and a happy face. Druska saw her Master close his eyes and moan out in pleasure. She had rarely seen him so happy, and she felt her heart swell. She moved behind Emma and saw the tight young lips pressed together behind her bent thighs and ran her tongue up the slender slit, tasting her, and feeling the girl wiggle in surprise and pleasure when Druska found her hard little clit.

      Emma's skills were out of this world. Between her mother's instructions, her knowledge as a healer, and at reading her Master's desires, her tongue, hands, and lips worked him like a master fiddler works their instrument. Once Druska's tongue touched her, she struggled to focus on only her Master. The alien woman had found her sensitive spots. The connection and love with these three others soon had her close to another orgasm. Her Master pulsed and throbbed within her hand, and with lips soft and thick, she worked his head and felt her soul sing out as he reached the ultimate pleasure. Leesha was beside her, and the two of them shared his sweet treat of pearly liquid between them.

      Leesha had never felt such soft lips and add that to the fact her Master's magical release covered them, and she couldn't stop kissing and touching the beautiful girl's face and hair. She would have been jealous of the girl's beauty and gifts, but she couldn't be jealous of something so sweet and selfless. Soon, she had the girl down on her back and was feasting on her massive breasts, while Emma let her soft hands wander over the small elf. Her slender and sensitive body was so alive with magic that Emma felt little bursts of echoing power within herself, and she let the flickers of silver magic lick and suck the elf woman as they willed.

      Braden pulled Druska to him, and their eyes spoke entire conversations of love to one another that words could never capture, and their lips met, limbs interlocked in a delicate dance. Braden felt like the luckiest man in this, or any other world, every time he saw or touched this perfect alien woman, and she felt the same for him. He slipped between her legs, just as Emma's silver magic sprang forth, licking fingers of it touching Leesha and causing the small elf to writhe in mindless pleasure. All the while, Braden and Druska made love with a desperate intensity that culminated as the two of them, trembling, lips grazing one another, and breaths synced their sexes, exploded with pleasure — leaving them shaking sweating piles on the floor.

      They held each other, touching softly for long moments, and then Druska with one final deep kiss for the man who had bred her, turned to her friend and wrapped her arms around the tiny elf and smiling down at her, stroking red strand of wet hair out of her delicate features. The two kissed, letting their fingers stroke down each other's sides and hips, up and caressing each other’s firm butts and then down flat stomach to touch each other at the same moment. Eyes wide, they stared at one another, love and friendship and pleasure.

      Emma had taken her Master into her mouth once more, and as she looked up at his handsome face and passion-filled blue eyes, she felt warmth fill her being. She was happiest here in service, and the feel of the smooth, soft skin, coating steely hardness, was heavenly. Soon he was stiff and at full mast. As much as she loved being of service and giving him the pleasure of her mouth and hands. As much as she wanted to drink him down again, she needed to feel his great beast within her.

      Braden could wait no longer and pulled the girl up, his breath catching as her massive breasts swung as she leaned forward above him, letting his cock press into her abyss. His eyes closed in bliss as her tight virgin pussy slowly sank atop him. Braden looked up at the sexy girl, with her silver hair and eyes, her gentle features twisted now in pleasure as she gripped his shoulders, riding him slowly. His hands slid up her thighs and gripped her hips. Thumb hooking into her hip bone as his fingers flexed into her soft white butt. The girl gasped as he took control of her, driving up into her with powerful thrusts. Soon, she was collapsed atop him, her arms wrapping around him and her face buried in his neck as their rhythm took them to higher and higher heights of pleasure. His orgasm, when it came, began in his tingling toes and fingers and rushed through him and out, both of their bodies gripped in the ultimate release.

      The four of them collapsed; sweaty, happy, and laughing with one another in pleasure. Long moments of quietly just holding and caressing, before Braden stirred and glanced around, feeling strangely different, strangely healed deep within. He held out a hand and reached within for the power, and saw to his amazement that he could clearly identify each separate force within. Like a rainbow of powers, he could identify each.

      “What the hell?” He said in wonder, as he felt at the magic.

      “Master likes the tea,” Druska said.

      "Tea?" Braden asked, and Leesha started laughing, soon joined by Emma and Druska.

      "Let me tell you about Soulsing Tea," Leesha said, sitting up and crossing her legs, "and the second miracle that took place in this lumberyard."

      The party took their meal together, and then careful of any watching eyes, slipped into the forest. Braden spent the morning in contemplation as they marched through the dense woods. Learning about the tea, and how magic users trained and integrated their talents was a new concept, but he felt it was right, and it explained a lot. It was the difference between having power and being able to wield that power. The first threshold to clear before one began to master it.

      He'd felt the magic grow chaotic at times. There had been an edge of danger when he drew on his power, unsure if he might pull too much or hurt himself or others when wielding it.

      The magic within, felt his now, in a way it hadn't before. It responded to his will with more alacrity, though not nearly as adeptly as when he wielded it through the sword. He could also pick the flows apart. Knowing instinctively that blue force magic was in opposition to the deeper brown power of gravitational forces. That red fire was in opposition to the aqua blue, water, and ice. The list went on with more flows than he had dreamed. Some were incredibly difficult to manipulate, and when he tried to pull one out and wield it, it felt like picking up a mountain with his bare hands. Time was one such power. He had seen enough sci-fi to know the problems when playing with time and had no desire to create any paradoxes.
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      Emma padded behind her Master, her eyes roaming his frame and appreciating his sure stride and firm… everything. The smile of joy never leaving her lips as she felt her power, like the breath of life itself, within. Feeling trepidation at leaving home and all she knew, but she felt this was exactly where she needed to be. Although she feared she wouldn't be equal to the task. She could never have imagined befriending such people, like heroes out of a story, and they had invited her to be part of it. She spotted a silver-sage bush and bent to nip a few of the unflowered buds. Smelling the plant, she had the idea for a concoction, similar to her tea. The magic within opened up a world of possibilities, and her brilliant healers mind began to ruminate on different tinctures and potions she might brew.

      Leesha's magic thrummed within her. Three aspects of power that completed a trinity. She racked her brain to remember more of the lessons she’d learned of glyphs and their discovery. Still, other than a couple of the basic workings, she had forgotten much over the intervening decades. Her sister, the great sorceress, could call down a bolt of lightning, and freeze over a small pond, incredible power that had seen her village and the surrounding lands become safer and more prosperous. While her aunt could barely clean a shirt with her power. Leesha now topped her sister’s power and more. She could feel the very ley lines themselves throbbing with energy, those corridors of power that crisscrossed beneath the world's surface. It was an arcane branch of study, and one with many mysteries attached to it, but glyph magic was the beginning steps down that path. She couldn't wait to return to her home and search for her mother's library.

      They ate a meal of dried meats and bread, buttered and drizzled in honey near noon. The surroundings were idyllic, but Braden kept up a constant guard. Druska, too, kept a look-out, the woman never losing her razor-sharp focus on protecting her new family. The rest of the day was spent pushing their way through the trackless forest, always staying just inside the edge far enough away from civilization that they could pass undetected.

      Druska found a large tree whose limbs hung down to the ground forming a near-perfect tent that the four of them pushed their packs into and crawled inside. Braden and Druska trained in the blade for an hour, coated in sweat by the end. He felt terrific though, his limbs were flexible and strong, and the process of empowering them with magic, was so easy after drinking that exotic tea.

      Leesha created a small, smokeless fire and attached it to a large stone, and they sat around it, warming their hands. The women spoke easily with one another, joking and chatting about their pasts. Emma was quiet at first but soon began to speak up once she saw that when she did, Druska, Leesha, and Braden listened with interest and added just as much weight to her comments as they do to any others.

      Exhaustion took them one by one, and Braden took the first watch. The night was clear, and he looked up at the strange sky and wondered for the hundredth time, when he would wake up from this dream and be back into the nightmare of his earth life. He woke Leesha. The little elf yawned and pulled him into her slim arms, kissing him soundly before she stood and stretched, taking her watch.

      They woke the next morning and headed out before the sun was fully risen. The nearest, Leesha had figured, they were nine weeks away by foot from her home. There was still more than three months until she had to be there for the ceremony. It was just an hour or two after dawn when Druska came hurrying back to them, not bothering to mask her movements entirely in the shadows.

      "Master," she said breathless, and he noticed she was sweating as if she’d run far, "you must see this." She held up a rolled scroll of thick paper that was torn on all four corners. Drawn on the paper, in precise details, was a very familiar stone arch with the numeral one on the top. Written below it was the following:

      WANTED:: ADVENTURING PARTY FOR DANGEROUS MISSION*

      
        
        FOR

        CLEAR THE DUNGEON – SAVE THE GIRL!

        REWARD:

        2000 GOLD DUCALS

        FETED BY THE DUKE OF DALTON

      

      

      

      
        
        *Visit the Adventures Guild of Dalton for entry

      

      

      

      “Is this what I think it is?” Leesha asked, her voice strained.

      "It sure seems so," said Braden turning to look at the newest member of their party with a concerned expression, "Emma, how’re you doing?"

      She turned her soft silver gaze to Braden, and he felt warmed by the kindness there, and could also see the hurt and fear, but those were under control.

      "There is another waiting for us my Lord, she will be in pain and afraid, and my fear to go back into that darkness cannot match what she must be feeling. I would ask one boon, however," she said, and when Braden nodded, she continued holding up her walking stick, "I need a weapon. I don't think this stick will be of much use."

      Braden was about to speak, but Druska stepped forward, and with lightning-quick hands, snatched the staff from Emma. She spun it over her upper arm, and under, swinging the bottom end around so fast, it hummed, before stopping dead an inch from the side of Emma's head, causing her hair to blow out and away in its wake.

      “You carry a fine weapon,” Druska said, “and one better suited to you than a blade or blaster.” She tilted her head critically and nodded.

      "Those weapons do leave ghastly wounds," Emma agreed, carefully reaching up and taking back her staff. She looked down at the stick with wide eyes as if seeing it for the first time, "Thank you, Druska, that was… instructive."

      "You will train with Master, every night," she said, and it wasn't a question. "That staff will work for training, but we will need to replace it for battle. Leesha," she said, turning to the small elf who held up one clawed hand crackling with dangerous red energy and a challenging stare. Druska stopped what she had been about to say and smiled a big evil grin, "you will train with Master in magics, every night." The elf smiled broad and nodded.

      They found a small clearing that had been home to other camps in the past and dropped their packs and planned. Neither Emma nor Leesha had been through Dalton before, but both had heard of the rich duchy. Situated on the southern end of the great inland sea, it was a thriving port town, surrounded by fertile lands. Known for its gardens and vineyards, the only threat they faced were raiders who pestered the outlying countryside to the west. Being so close to the dark forest and the even wilder lands out west, it was a home city for many adventures. It was also, unfortunately, the home of the Bond Mage Helga and her Bonded Indolo, who had come to Emma's village searching for their group.

      It was Leesha who hatched the plan in her devious little mind, and Emma agreed to it instantly. It took them a while to convince Druska, who hated the idea of parting with her Master for so long. She had already nearly lost him to that poison. She feared what might happen to him in this town of 'barbarians', as she put it. It was Emma who convinced her of the wisdom, reassuring her that if any could make sure Braden stayed unhurt, it would be her.

      He felt his pride twinge slightly at that, but kept his mouth shut, and finally, Druska agreed, wrapping him in a fierce hug and kissing him soundly before they parted. She showed Braden how they could use the translation necklaces as two-way communicators but only for a short time. He and Emma left the two women huddled together, working on their plans.

      Braden and Emma talked as they hiked out of the forest, of her life growing up in the village, and then she peppered him with questions about his world. She was intrigued when he told her about hospitals, doctors, nurses, and all the rest. Her mind was spinning, and she asked more and more incisive questions; how they performed surgeries, how machines that could view into the body worked. Braden did his best to answer all her questions, but the girl was sharp and knew her healing, soon her questions were too sophisticated for him to offer insight. He had given her much to think about though.

      In the late morning, they exited the forest to find cultivated lands, dotted with farms, cottages, and the occasional herd of sheep, goats, or pigs. After they had passed through a small village at noon, pausing to buy a couple of meat pies, Emma asked for directions into Dalton.

      “Just head over that there hill My Lady,” said the wide-eyed shop keeper. The man couldn’t keep his eyes off Emma. When he turned to see Braden, tall, powerfully muscled and with that massive sword, watching him, he swallowed quick and averted his gaze. They strayed back almost immediately, and his jaw dropped again, as the busty teen thanked the man and stepped away.

      From the moment they entered the village, they’d drawn stares. They were wearing matching outfits, of the same color, cloth, and similar cuts. Braden heard whispers of Bond Mage from people, and they were given deference wherever they went, based solely on their luxurious clothing and weapons. Emma drew stares with her silver hair and eyes, and unearthly innocent beauty. Braden could count on two hands the number of times a man or woman tripped, forgetting themselves when they caught a glimpse of the young healer.

      Emma, for her part, was oblivious to the male attention, but she was all too aware of the many women who stared at her Lord with unhidden avarice and desire. Instead of jealousy or worry they might try to trip him into their beds, Emma felt pride and her back grew straighter as they passed through the village. Looking over, she was struck by her Lord's handsome and kind face, plus those fierce blue eyes that seemed to look into the soul of whatever he regarded. His lean muscular frame was shown off to perfection in the coat and pants she and her mom had made, and in spite of herself, she felt her thighs press tight together, desire like a low heat deep within her.

      They took the wide road out of town and crested the small hill, and spreading out before them was a patchwork of farms and on the shore of a great blue inland sea, that stretched out across the horizon, was a large town surrounded by a high stone wall. In the center of the city, was a vast castle of soaring towers and snapping pennants. The gates were open, and a steady stream of carts and wagons rolled through and out into the surrounding lands.

      Braden and Emma hurried along, covering the last couple of miles in short time. They found themselves passing through the tall gate in the early afternoon with the sun high in the sky. The guards watched them with interest but didn't try to stop them from entering. Braden saw a guardsman whisper to a small boy who, after a nervous glance at Braden and Emma, took off running up the crowded street in the direction of the castle.

      Braden asked a shop keeper for directions to the adventurer's guild, and then the two of them slipped off into the crowded streets. The reaction in town was similar to what they had gotten in the village, and Braden was a bit uncomfortable by all the eyes tracking their movements, and whispered conversation trailing in their wake. Emma linked her arm in his, and as he gazed into her loving and sweet face, he felt the unease settle down.

      The town was crammed full of buildings and people. The wood and stone structures built practically atop one another, with the occasional narrow alley between linking streets. Braden felt at home in the press of people, having lived in a big city during his college years. The one thing that was hard to ignore was the smell. It smelled like a combination of stale sweat, shit, and mud, with shit being the dominant smell. Emma, for her part, was overwhelmed by the press of people and the scents, but her glowing eyes took it all in.
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      It took a couple hours of backtracking and asking for directions, before they arrived at the tall building. It was all white stone, cut and fit neatly with a large arch over the door proclaiming it: The Illustrious Guild of Adventurers. Braden and Emma climbed the steps, and before he could reach to open the doors, they swung open by themselves.

      The inside reminded Braden of a bank. There was a small desk in the middle covered with a few stacks of paper, quill and ink bottles, and in the back was a long counter where several young women sat, furiously filling out forms and paperwork. Off to one side were three small offices, and in one, an older gentleman with spectacles was questioning a massive brute of a man with little beady dark eyes, flanked by a pair of twin men, with coldly beautiful faces. The three turned as one and watched Braden and Emma enter, the men's eyes tracking Emma with clear avarice and dismissing Braden.

      Braden felt his hackles rise as they walked through the hall, feeling not just the men in the office but other hidden eyes tracking their every move. He walked up and stopped at the small sign that read 'Wait Here'. After a few seconds, a cute girl with a black bob hair cut raised her head and smiled, waving them over. As they got close, the girl's head tilted curiously.

      "Greetings, you two are new here," she said with a smile, "I'm Elzith. How can I help you today?"

      "We want to get registered with the guild," Braden said, pulling out the scroll from his pack, "I have a writ from an Imperial Clerk that I believe explains our situation."

      "Oh perfect," the girl said, taking the paper from him and unfurling it. She skimmed it, noting the signature at the bottom, "Just one moment while I get the roll book." The girl hopped up and walked to the back, conferring with an associate, and then came back with a hefty tome which she opened to the middle.

      "Now, who will be the leader of your party?"

      “I shall be,” Braden said.

      "The Guild Fee is one gold Ducal, to be paid either in full now or in monthly installments of 10 silver, how would you like to handle that?" Braden shook his head at the universality of bureaucratic fees and paid the gold piece.

      "I will need your signature and a thumbprint in blood, here on this line. Then we will go over the bylaws and responsibilities of a guild member." Braden dipped the quill in the inkwell awkwardly, and scratched out a signature that looked like the work of a child, as he used the unfamiliar writing instrument. He pressed down on the small tack the woman provided and placed his thumbprint in the empty box.

      "Perfect!" She said, setting the tome aside to dry, then pulling out a separate scroll, she began to read in a voice so fast Braden had trouble keeping up with her. Like an auctioneer, her words rang out rapid-fire.

      “These Bylaws are created pursuant to and in accordance with Article VIII of the Imperial Bylaws Regulating Committee which states: "The Guild may adopt its bylaws and operating procedures, elect its officers and representatives ("Guild Officers") and establish its agenda in consultation with the Board Chair and the Director, subject to any rules or policies adopted by the Board from time to time. Any action taken by the Guild or Guild Officers, which is legally binding on the Adventurers, shall be subject to the Authorizations Policy…" Her words rattled on and on. Braden did his best to memorize the most critical points, such as the annual dues, protections from destruction of property when in pursuit of a quest, the establishing of a charter if one wished to claim property rights for any ruins they cleared out, and many others.

      “Do you have any questions?” The woman asked when she finished.

      “A dozen, but I’ll keep it to just one,” Braden said, holding up the flyer Druska had found, "I wanted to inquire about this."

      "If you look down this hall here, over along the wall," she indicated a narrow hallway to the left side of the room, "you’ll see the quest postings, all the information you require is there. Remember that if you complete a quest, a debriefing is customary if you wish to receive the reward."

      “What does fete by the Duke mean?” Braden asked as he was standing.

      “He likes to throw parties,” the girl said, “hasn’t had the title long you see, married the former duke’s widow. He is always throwing balls and galas, him and Bond Mage Helga. Thick as thieves they are.”

      "Thank you very much," Braden said, and then he led Emma over to the wall.

      There were over a dozen different postings, and he read them over with curiosity. Most were excursions into the forest, and one was a murder mystery, another spoke of a pack of pirates that had been terrorizing a trade route in the vast sea. Then he found a great one. It was bordered in red and at the top of the heap. It was a twin to the flyer they had seen before, but at the bottom were several paper tickets, like the parchment had been sliced up from the bottom in a dozen places, evenly spaced. Two of which were gone already. The tickets had a minor enchantment that would allow an adventurer past the safety barrier placed over the arch's portal. Braden tore off a ticket and saw instruction on it for finding the arch just to the west of town. Just as he was slipping it in a pocket, he heard the heavy tromp of boots behind him.

      "Ho, friend!" Came a loud greeting. When he turned, he saw the massive man with a big bristly beard. On the man's back was a huge black-hafted battle-ax and twin throwing hatches hung from his hips. His companions both had crossbows slung over their shoulders, and Braden felt a hum of magical energy about the twins.

      "Greetings to you and especially to you, my lovely," he said with an awkward bow for Emma. The girl pulled closer to Braden, uncomfortable under the predatory stares of the three men.

      “Greetings,” said Braden, “and you would be…”

      "Forgive my rudeness! I’m Captain Henry the Hairy, and this here is Jun and Elio my First Mates," he held his hand out.

      "I am Braden, and this is Emma, pleasure," he took the proffered hand and felt the bigger man cinch down, trying to crush him in his meaty grip. As he did, both Jun and Elio stepped forward, menacing looks on their faces.

      Braden glanced over to the counter and saw the girls who had been working at their desks casting nervous glances in their direction and crouch down behind the thick wood. Now that he looked, Braden saw scars and gouges across the floorboards and walls, and faint tell-tale stains on the walls and floor. Evidence of past battles in these halls.

      His icy blue eyes turned to Henry and bore into the man. The magic trickled into him, and he empowered his grip, his smile appearing slow and easy as his hand matched the enormous man, power for power, then he began to tighten his, even harder.

      The big man's face, so filled with greed and certainty, turned a sickly shade of green as his hand crumpled, bones straining just on the point of snapping beneath the handsome man's iron-hard grip. His companions sensed something amiss and glanced at their boss, wary.

      "Was there anything else I could help you with?" Braden asked. The men smelled of salt, brine, and sour sweat, and their battle gear showed evidence of heavy use.

      “No!” The big man said and gasped in relief when Braden released him, clutching the hand to his chest. The twins glanced at one another and then back to Braden, eyes narrowing.

      "You have a good day then," Braden led Emma out into the street, glancing back just as the doors closed, to see the three men glowering at them, and the leader looking curiously at the quest they had taken.

      Putting the encounter out of his mind, Braden led Emma back through the quickly darkening streets. The sun set before they got to the gate and cursing quietly to himself, Braden began searching around for an inn where they could find a room. They wouldn't be able to leave the town until the gates opened at dawn. Not unless he wanted to cause an uproar by flying over the walls or something, and he wasn't even sure he could do it. Not yet, at least.

      They saw glowing lights from an inn shining out into the street, and Emma laughed in joy when they headed in. Pausing outside, Braden sent a message to Druska informing her of their status and that he planned to leave the city at dawn.

      “I’ve always wanted to see a big city inn!” Emma whispered in his ear, her excited voice causing him to smile.

      "Well, let's make a night of it then," Braden said as he pushed open the door.

      The room was full of patrons, but not crowded, and he found a small table in the back corner. Most, in the common room turned to look at the well-dressed hero and his gorgeous woman, but the musician was excellent and the player beautiful as well, so they turned back, giving the couple a measure of privacy.

      As Braden sat and looked around, his gaze froze on a small woman, bobbing and dancing to the music in her seat. At first, he thought she might have dwarfism or another malady he was unfamiliar with, but then he realized she was an actual Dwarf. Her chubby round cheeks and vibrant red hair glowed in the lantern light, and she laughed with her companions and downed a big tankard of ale in one gulp. There were other non-human races as well; a small halfling man dressed like a merchant, and a tiny giant nosed gnome with clockwork goggles on his head, all spinning gears, springs, and levers. The gnome intrigued Braden, and the engineer in him longed to pull apart those goggles and see their function and how they worked.

      He even saw an elf seated along a far wall. The tall, imperious male was handsome and looked down his nose at all the other patrons. His foot tapped out the rhythm of the music even as he scowled. On the other end of the room was a slender woman with a long yellow tail that whipped up near her cheek, and tall perked reddish-golden ears.

      “What race is that?” Braden asked, his eyes round as saucers, as he saw a creature out of his imaginings.

      "Those are the animal-kin, they’re a rare sight in human lands, but you see them often in elven villages, or so I hear, that’s the first fox-kin I've ever seen.”

      "There are different types of animal-kin?" Braden asked, "Maybe… cat-kin?" He strained to keep the heat from his voice as he asked. Cat girls has always been a secret kink of his back on earth… to think they might exist in this world…

      You have three gorgeous women at your beck and call you greedy bastard, he thought to himself, get over it.

      "Oh yes," Emma said, not missing the too-casual tone of her Lord, "cute little cat girls are quite common, or so I hear," she gave him a sidelong look and then burst out laughing at his strained expression and rosy cheeks.

      The serving girl came and took their order of ale and a plate of food for each, and when the mugs had arrived, Braden leaned back in his chair as he sipped the amber ale. It had a citrusy taste, like oranges or tangerines, and he sighed in pleasure. Looking over at Emma, he laughed softly when she grimaced at the taste and pushed her mug aside.

      “Not a fan of ale?” He asked her.

      "It's strange," she said, shaking her head slightly, "I used to love ale and wine whenever my mother let me drink it, but it just tastes of poison now."

      "I wonder if that is an effect of… what took place at your home," he said, careful not to say anything that might end up in a spy's ears.

      “I believe so,” she looked down into the mug and got a look of concentration on her face, then her hair pulsed faintly with silver light, and she smiled broadly and brought the mug up, sighing in contentment as she drank deep.

      "Emma," he said, glancing around as the several patrons who had noticed the glow.

      “I removed the poison,” she said with a cheerful grin, “it’s delicious!”

      What’s done is done, he thought, and they listened to the bard sing songs of good times and bad. Their trenchers of gravy, meat, and vegetables arrived, and they ate. The meal was hearty, and filling, and Braden enjoyed another ale along with it, and would have had another few and taken this gorgeous woman up and danced with her. He was enjoying the warm atmosphere and the light buzz he was feeling immensely. However, this was a strange town, in a still strange world and he couldn't get too comfortable or flashy.
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      After they paid for a room, the two of them headed up and locked the door behind themselves. It was a tiny space with a small chair and a narrow bed. Braden went to sit down, but Emma stopped him, running her hands over the mattress and sheets. He saw her hair pulse dimly and then again, and the girl stood and smiled.

      "Just give them a minute or two, my Lord, and then we can rest."

      "Give who?" Braden asked, but then he saw the small line of bugs crawling across the wooden bed frame and down into a crack in the floorboards. He shuddered in revulsion and then thanked the heavens for Emma and her powers. He began to unhook his baldric when Emma's hand stopped him.

      "My Lord," the girl said softly, "please allow me." Her smile was gentle and shy, but her tone would brook no argument, so he let his hands drop, and she removed the weapon, setting it reverently against the wall within easy reach of the bed. Then she began to remove the rest of his clothes, her soft fingers playing across his flesh, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      "I have not had a chance to thank you properly for bonding me," she said, her shy eyes meeting his, "you have given me a gift beyond my wildest dreams. Not just the powers, although they are a miracle, it’s Druska and Leesha as well. They are my sisters and wives, and I feel as though I could love them, just as I love you," her voice dropped at that, and she went on quickly, "Now sit and relax, let me take care of your needs my Lord."

      She pressed him back onto the mattress, pulling off his boots, socks, and finally drawing down his pants. Her gentle smile grew decidedly sexy when his massive iron-hard manhood rose into view. Then she stood and watched his face as she slowly undid the buttons on her apron and dress, letting the garments slide to the floor. His eyes widened as her incredible eighteen-year-old body came into view. Her pale flesh was smooth as silk, and her weighty curves caused his mouth to water. She set the clothes neatly beside his on the chair. Then, giving him a grin that was not shy at all, she dropped to her knees between his legs.

      "I love the way you look at me, my Lord," she said breathlessly as her small hand encircled the base of his cock.

      “Please,” he said with a pained smile, “call me Braden.” He had asked her and the other women several times, but they had ignored him.

      “But you are my Lord, you’re my King,” she planted small kisses on the head and shaft as she spoke pressing it to her cheeks as she looked up at him, her eyes shining with wonder and love, “we give you the title out of pride for who our Lord is, reaffirming our devotion. You are a Harem Mage! And the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen…” She drew him into her mouth, the hot, wet confines causing a deep moan to escape his throat.

      Her big silver eyes looked up and met his, as he watched his cock disappear between her thick lips. Her tongue swirled around within her mouth, and then she was licking up and down his shaft, her kissing and sucking lips then taking him into her mouth again, letting his get deeper and deeper, as she pressed his cock between her tongue and tonsils. For long, drawn-out minutes, she serviced him and felt her pride and joy swell within her as she watched happiness and pleasure spread through his being. She felt his cock throb and his balls tighten and he opened his mouth to warn her, but she just smiled and sucked all the harder. Her gentle throat drinking him down with relish. She had heard whispers from women in the village about the bitter taste of their men, but her Lord tasted of milk and honey, literally. There were traces of his magic within as well, and she felt her power stirring and replenishing, welcoming the added strength.

      Braden fell back onto the mattress, heaving deep breaths, as he felt his whole body relax into the bed. Emma crawled up his torso, her large firm nipples dragging across his sensitive skin, and his hands came up to encircle her slender waist. The girl yelped in pleasure as she rolled her over and kissed her soundly. Her soft lips were welcoming him home. His kisses trailed down her slender neck, and she moaned out in pleasure.

      “My Lord, my body is afire when you touch it!” He took one of her large breasts in his hand and pulled the big pink nipple to his lips, nibbling and sucking on the puffy flesh. His other hand slid down her taut stomach and into the thatch of silver hair covering her slender sex.

      "Kiss it, my Lord, please…" He grinned in pleasure, happy the girl was comfortable enough to ask for what she wanted and eager to please her.

      "Your every wish is my command, my Lady." His kisses trailed down her stomach, and parting her slender legs, he inhaled her aroma. At first contact of his tongue to her tender, tight lips, she shuddered in pleasure. Then his tongue dipped into her, tasting her sweet juices, searching up ever so slowly, till he found the firm little nub of her clit.

      "Oh… oh god!... my Lord!" Emma cried out, her body shaking in release as he brought her off with deliberate and steady touches.

      She pulled him up her heaving breasts, and her lips sought his, hands on his manhood, pulling the rampant beast into her. Her legs wrapped around his hips, and he lost himself within her hot depths. Never had he felt such sublime tightness as her nearly virginal sex, as it hungrily consumed him. Her hips rocked in sync with his, and the sounds of their lovemaking, creaking bed, and kissing lips filled the small room. They climaxed together, their cries of joy ending in shuddering muscle clenching joy before they collapsed beside one another on the bed, sweaty and clutching at one another.

      Emma's hand slid down to his soft cock, and he saw her lips twist into a sly grin, "My Lord, I am feeling like a harlot, but I have you all to myself, and I fear I am not done with this."

      Braden was about to say, he might not be up for more, when he saw her hair glow softly in the darkroom, lighting up her face in unearthly beauty. Her fingers trailed over his shaft, and he felt himself harden immediately, lust, boiling in him, hot and desperate. The girl's mischievous grin turned to happy joy when he growled and rolled her atop him. His mighty cock driving up into her.

      God damn! Braden thought wildly, as he hammered up into her, Was that a lust spell?

      Whatever it was, his heart was hammering in his chest. The pleasure of her spread from his crotch and throughout his being. The sight of her sexy body bouncing above him, her massive breasts shaking and swaying in time with their thrusting, nearly drove him to orgasm. When the girl looked down and saw her man's hungry look, she pulled his head up and fed one great nipple into his mouth. She felt sharp tingling joy spread out from his lips as he sucked hard at the tender flesh. Then she was cumming, her body shaking in pleasure.

      Braden lay the girl down as she recovered from her orgasm, but his raging cock was still throbbing painfully. Emma glanced back at him, and she bit her lip, face playfully innocent as she pulled her knees beneath her and lifted her perfect pale ass, bent at the waist.

      "I am yours to use how you see fit my Lord," she said in a quiet, submissive voice.

      Braden grinned as he moved behind her, kneeling on the mattress and pressing the head of his big cock to her wet lips. He placed one hand on the small of her back and drew her ass back, even as he slid deep into her. They both sighed out in pleasure, and she picked herself up on her hands, big breasts hanging down, slapping together in time with their lovemaking.

      He took her, bent over doggy style, loving the sight of her breasts swaying beneath her and her head thrown back, crying out in pleasure in time with his thrusts. Pulling her back and up, his hands took up her breasts, massaging them as their lips met passionately. Then he pressed her down into the mattress, laying her flat as he pounded down into her.

      He came with her, clutching the girl tightly to his chest, his face buried in her soft neck. They fell asleep spooning like that, their bodies pressed together, drifting off to sleep content, each missing the two women who should have been at their sides.

      Braden woke to a warm wet heavenly sensation of Emma taking his cock deep into her mouth. The girl knelt in an almost worshipful position as she employed her two hands, thick lips, tongue, and the hot wetness of her mouth and throat to draw out his pleasure.

      “God damn Emma,” He said softly, “that’s the best way to wake up, ever!”

      "Then I shall make a habit of it, my Lord," she grinned, "but I may have to share with Leesha and Druska, oh, does that thought please you? The thought of all three of us worshipping you like this?" She smiled broadly and then licked around the head of his cock, teasing the sensitive glands. "I can feel you pulsing in my hands… please give me your seed, let me drink you down!"

      Braden was all too eager to give the girl what she wanted, and with one hand sliding into her silken hair he gripped her head and brought her up and down his length, the gentle girl gave herself over to him, and soon, he filled her eagerly swallowing mouth, with her prize. He took a few moments and caught his breath while she stood gracefully and began to pull on her clothes.

      "It is an hour until sunrise, if we want to be at the gates when they open then we should head out soon," she glanced at him lying there and shook her head, "my mother did warn me men get lazy, but I thought, aye!"

      She cried out, giggling, as he pulled her down onto the mattress and tickling her, rolled over and began kissing her soundly. They were both giving each other secret little smiles as they finished getting ready, and just before opening the door to leave, Braden pulled the girl into a warm hug, kissing her deeply. He resolved to himself there, that if he were to be so blessed as to have three amazing women, then it was his job to make sure that each got a night alone with him, so he could deepen the connection as he had done within this room with Emma.
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      They left the inn while it was still dark out. The only lights and sounds came from the cook preparing the days meals within the kitchen. Braden felt like he was on top of the moon, as they walked down the dark streets. His mind began to ponder the problem of these strange dungeons, and the trap they had found last time. He had no idea what to expect and no idea how they might prepare, other than being ready for anything.

      He was going over their inventory of weapons when Emma staggered beside him. Turning, he reached out a hand to steady her, seeing her eyes roll back into her skull as she began to topple. Then pain exploded in his chest, and he was spinning across the street, hitting the ground hard, the pain doubled, as the crossbow bolt sticking out of his ribs, ground in deeper.

      He reacted without hesitation, which saved his life, rolling to the side and pushing himself up to his feet even as he drew his sword, summoning his magic through it. A second bolt clicked off the cobblestones right where his head had been, and he turned, raising the blade in the direction of the attack.

      There, in one window, a dark figure was pulling back. The bar of liquid fire that shot forth from the tip of his sword was all rage and brutal power, no finesse to it as it tore through the window, wall, and out the back of the building. The roof creaked and rocked, about to break free and collapse on whoever was within.

      Staggering in pain, Braden looked around and saw to his horror two shapes were dashing up the street and turning into an alley. Between them, they held Emma's unconscious form.

      "NO!" Braden screamed, the raw rage of it shattering windows to either side of the road, the ground trembled beneath him, and his vision was blotted out by redness. The two small figures stumbled but kept their feet. They were just about to turn the corner when a lance of red magic shot over his shoulder, striking one of the men in the back. He recognized the magic immediately, and with absolute trust that Leesha had his back, he lopped forward, pain roiling his stomach to near sickness.

      With one man down, the other smaller figure dropped Emma and spun, drawing twin daggers. In his pain and rage, Braden didn't think to employ his magical powers. Instead, he bashed at the smaller figure with brutal smashes of his sword. The little opponent was skilled, and blocked the first thrust, its dagger digging into his thigh, then it managed to prevent the second attack, and got a slice across its enemy’s cheek, but Braden was a screaming, raging beast. They had tried to take his Emma. HIS EMMA!

      Berserk, he couldn't feel pain, his arms lifted and fell, battering back the smaller figures skilled defenses. Until, with one brutal blow he broke through. His blade driving down where neck met shoulder, cleaving the man's torso in half. He heaved and staggered back, turning to look for more enemies, and when he found none, turned to look down at Emma. The girl was groaning and shaking her head, eyes blinking open as the enchantment that had ensorcelled her, cleared from her mind.

      Braden cried out in joy when he saw she was safe, the wildness and madness of his rage receding. The pain came crashing in, and he staggered back but managed to keep his feet, grinding the point of his sword into the cobblestones to stay up. He looked over and saw Leesha dashing up to them.

      “We came as soon as the gates opened!” She said as she ran up, her eyes widening when she saw her Master bleeding from numerous wounds. A big black bolt stuck in his chest, bubbling, as his lung deflated, “Master, no! Druska come quick!" She called to the cracked and destroyed building and in half a second a figure dove out of the second-story window and landed in a roll, popping to her feet. Druska dashed over, her Vorpal blade out.

      “There is more escaping from that building, but we need to get out of here,” she said when she saw Braden’s injuries. “Emma,” she turned to the girl and found her struggling to her feet.

      "One… one second… my mind is… muddled," Emma said, standing and staggering. Seeing Braden, she cried out and reached over, placing a hand on him. Her hair pulsed bright as the moon, the whole street aglow, and Braden felt his wounds healing slowly. The flesh knitting together uncomfortable, and the bolt clunked to the ground. The girl staggered back, "I… I'm so tired…" Then she collapsed, Druska moving quickly to catch her before she hit the ground.

      “There’re more coming,” Leesha said as she raised a hand and shot a bolt of coruscating red and black energy down an alley. Several figures lit up in its afterglow, stalking forward with weapons out.

      "Go!" Said Druska to Leesha, sheathing her blade, she picked up Emma and tossed her over one shoulder like a doll, drawing her blaster. Leesha took off immediately in the direction of the gates, Braden staggering behind her, and Druska taking up the rear. His injuries still pained him, the flesh was knit, and blood loss stopped, but everything within still felt damaged, the psychological effects of his wounds would take longer to heal, he realized.

      He pushed the pain down and drew in his power and let crackling blue and red magics dance along his arms and the shining blade. He would probably be useless in a fight, but he hoped he looked dangerous enough, along with Leesha and Druska, that they could hold off another attack. In the end, it was Leesha, whose angry destructive magics threatening any who got close, that probably saved them.

      When they got to the gate, they found it lowering, and a small contingent of guardsmen standing before the opening; a burly man with a calm steady face stepped forward, holding up a hand.

      “Halt in the name of the Duke!”

      “Get out of my way,” Braden growled as he stalked forward, his sword coming up before him.

      "Halt, sir!" The guard called again, his face fearful but resolute. "We have report of a kidnapped citizen," he pointed to the unconscious Emma, "that's the girl there, the Duke has ordered her brought to his chambers immediately."

      “His chambers? Subtle,” Braden said with an ugly sneer, “Get out of our way before I bring that gate down on your heads.”

      “Sir, I cannot allow you to kidnap this girl,” the guard said and raising a fist, the men behind him lifted their crossbows.

      With a snarl, Braden made a fist of his own, and the magical blue shield sprang up, covering him and the two women.

      “Wait!” Said Leesha stepping up and holding out a placating hand, “This woman is no citizen of your Duchy, no longer at least, she is this man's Bonded.”

      “Bonded?” The guard asked in confusion, “That can’t be, there are no Bond Mage’s in this town besides Lady Helga.”

      Leesha glanced back at Braden, and he nodded, dropping his sword and moving over to Emma.

      "Sir, leave that girl be!" The guard said again, his hand flexing on his blade, but Braden ignored him as Leesha began speaking, her voice ringing out through the square for all the guards to hear.

      "You are correct, there are no Bond Mage’s in this town, and you’re not looking at just one Bonded but three." She let the words hang in the air for a long moment as the guard's face scrunched up in confusion again, and he looked between the four of them.

      "Sir," said one of the guards behind him, a man who was glancing at Druska and Leesha anew. Braden, meanwhile, was tracing gentle fingers on Emma's brow and with hair-thin feelers of magic, ripped apart the enchantment that kept trying to cloud her mind. It was an incredibly weak but sophisticated bit of magic, and if he had the time, he would have loved to see how it worked.

      "Sergeant," the guard said again, taking a small step back, "Bond Mage Helga, didn't she and Captain Holdfast head into hick country to hang a pretender?"

      "What of it?" The Sergeant said, his eyes widening as Emma stood up on her own and blinking up at Braden. Pulling him into a fierce hug, she ran her hands over his wounds, her hair pulsing gently as she finished off the healing.

      “Oh gods…” the Sergeant said, “can’t be…”

      Braden turned to regard the man with a cold hard look, “Get out of my way Sergeant, or you and your men will learn what the power of a Harem Mage truly looks like.”
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      Gasps filled the square, and a few guards dropped their weapons quickly, the Sergeant following suit as they backed away all eyes wide.

      "Impossible… but how can that be?" The Sergeant breathed even though he couldn’t help but see it now, "Captain said you were a kidnapper, my Lord, and the girl was the Duke's property." He gulped under Braden's cold glare.

      Then the man looked around at the three women flanking the tall, powerful hero, each more beautiful than the next. A gorgeous woman with hard eyes and dazzling beauty with light green skin, shadows dancing down her weapons and limbs. A dangerous little elf with perky breasts, an adorable face, glowing violet eyes that almost hypnotized with their beauty, and more magical talent in one hand than he had seen in the city's Bond Mage. Finally, a vision of beauty the likes of which the empire rarely saw, with shimmering silver hair and glowing silver eyes. Those eyes now gazing adoringly at the man. A man, tall and broad-shouldered. There was an aura about him, an aura of confidence and power that felt right, felt good. A man he could follow, the Sergeant realized, and he felt instant shame.

      "My apologies, my Lord," the Sergeant said with a deep bow, "it is clear the Duke was mistaken. Is there anything we can do to be of assistance?"

      “Just let us through Sergeant,” Braden said with a sigh, "We still have a long day of clearing dungeons and saving a girl, ahead of us.”

      "The Duke’s daughter!" The Sergeant said, looking up, "You are heading into that hell hole? But of course, that makes sense… but why would the Duke try to stop you?"

      "I imagine he has no idea who we are," Braden said, "I’ve sought to keep it a secret. The Duke's daughter is trapped within?"

      "Aye," the Sergeant said, and with a hasty wave, he moved all his men back.

      The guardsmen watched Braden and his harem walk by in awe. Several knelt muttering fervent prayers, one even reached out a hand and trailed gentle fingers across Leesha's white dress, and the elf glared down at the man, but he didn't notice her, just held the fingertips to his heart and prayed all the harder. Leesha grinned evilly, and went to move towards the man, probably to tease him or play some prank, but Druska stopped her with a touch, and the elf frowned, then laughed in delight and skipped on.

      "The Duke made the announcement several days ago, that's when they posted the bounty. Several groups have gone into that strange arch, but none have come out. Clockwork scouts have gone in as well, but nothing has returned."

      “Hmm,” Braden grunted, “Thanks for the info.”

      "Again, our apologies, my Lord Harem Mage… sir… is it true?"

      "Is what true?" Braden asked, turning back to look at the man.

      “That you have come to overthrow the Empire?” He whispered so none could hear, “The small folk have been whispering of it for months, they say a hero will come to save us all.”

      "I don't know about any of that," Braden said, shaking his head, "I certainly don't want to rule anything… there is an evil in the world Sergeant… I have felt its cold touch on the wind. I believe that is my enemy, but I have no more knowledge than that."

      The man was nodding, "Sergeant Essos, my Lord, if you ever need anything, just ask for Sergeant Essos of the Dalton Guard."

      Braden smiled and held out his hand, “It was a good parting Sergeant, you and your men take care.”

      The Sergeant looked at the proffered hand, then swelling with pride, he reached out and shook it firmly. When Braden turned to join the three women on the road, he saw the Sergeant staring at his palm in awe.

      “Strange man,” Braden said.

      "Lord’s only shake hands with men of equal station," Leesha said, snickering, "you just told that man you think either he is the same station as you, or that you’re the same as him. Look at him trying to figure it out," she laughed hard, and Druska shook her head, not quite getting it.

      Emma was exhausted and quiet as they walked, and Braden wanted to go to her, but Druska was there, and from the way she was handling Emma, it looked like she knew what troubled the girl.

      "I failed," Emma said, her face crumpling into tears.

      "You did," Druska said, her tone causing Emma to flinch and look up, her tears drying in shock. Braden opened his mouth to give the alien woman a warning, but Leesha stopped him with a touch on his sleeve, her look halting his words, as she watched Druska with total confidence.

      "You let our Master be hurt and attacked," Druska said, less harsh, "did you enjoy that?"

      “No!” Emma said, her voice hurt and angry.

      “Then what did you learn?” Druska said, her clear-eyed gaze boring deep into Emma’s red eyes.

      “What?” The girl asked.

      "Every failure that you survive is a lesson. If you learn nothing, then you truly have failed. So, tell me what you learned this morning."

      Emma's face grew grave, and she looked off into the distance as they hiked down the road. "I wasn't paying attention to my surroundings," she said finally.

      "That is a good lesson to learn," Druska said, nodding, "what else?"

      “I hesitated when that magic first hit my mind. I… I didn’t want to hurt anyone, so I did nothing,” her voice was soft and ashamed.

      “That is half the lesson.” Druska said, giving the girl no breaks, her hard glare boring into Emma’s face, “Finish it.”

      "I…" the girl paused, thinking, her face opened up in realization, "I was scared once I realized I could hurt them, and then I hesitated.”

      "Good," said Druska, with a warm smile for the girl, "this is your first lesson. You never before had to fear your own strength, and it paralyzed you. You mistook causing injury for defending yourself and those you love from harm. That hesitation nearly got our Master killed, and you taken from us."

      Emma nodded, her face sad and ashamed.

      "There is no shame in how you acted, you were not a warrior and not expected to think like one. You have just begun on this road, and already you have faced challenges far above what I did at your age," Emma scoffed at that, and Druska frowned, "You think I would lie for the sake of your feelings?" Her voice was harsh, and she stopped in the road, ignoring Leesha and Braden as they halted nearby, each silently watching this little drama unfold.

      "I failed 73 times and learned 73 lessons, in my training. Do not let your pride get in the way of your wisdom, girl. Learn from your mistakes, so that it never happens again, and leave them in the past."

      "But I don't want to fail again," Emma said, her voice quiet.

      "That's why we train and practice," Druska said, turning back to the road, "now tell me exactly what the attack felt like and how you think you could have combatted it if you had acted quicker."

      Emma spoke, and Druska asked pointed questions, and over time, the girl felt somewhat better, realizing that the capable rogue was right. She wasn't a warrior and couldn't have expected herself to react or act like one. She resolved to learn all she could from Druska so that she would be more prepared for the next battle.

      It was a half-day hike to get to the dungeon entrance, and the sun was high overhead when they climbed up into the small wooded area. The trail was marked and easy to follow. Druska lead them up and around to a rock outcropping and tucked in the back, was an archway carved into the natural rock. At the top of the arch, it read: Level One.

      The group eyed each other grimly, having prepared themselves mentally on the climb up. When they stopped outside the entrance, Braden missed his little drone Scry-bot and resolved to create another when he had the time and extra resources. He worried that if he created another now, it would weaken him too much before their battle ahead.

      They ate a small meal, going over their battle formations once more. Druska would lead as ever, followed by Braden, Emma, and Leesha taking up the rear. When they got into battle, Emma would fall back, or the three would form a triangle around the girl, with their backs to her. Druska hadn't had time to train her in the staff, and she would be useless as a fighter. However, her healing abilities would help her, and all of them stay alive.

      “Are we ready?” Braden asked with grim determination.

      The women all around him agreed, and with a firm nod to Druska, the graceful alien woman slipped beneath the arch, disappearing into the darkness. The others crept in behind her, feeling their fears magnify as the black closed in around them. Braden's increased efficacy with his powers, allowed him to see even more from his blades green pommel. Behind him, Emma's lustrous hair shone with a pale silver light, and her eyes faintly glowed in the darkness. Leesha sent small motes of crackling red light to hover about her, and her eyes gleamed with hunger as they stalked the tunnels.
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      The first battle was a quick and brutal affair. Druska had warned them of the cohort ahead, and as Braden led the charge into the vast cavern, she struck from the shadows, cutting through their leaders with ease. Her Vorpal blade sang in her hands as it sheered through steel, meat, and bone. The monsters were twisted and warped by some fell magic. Gnolls changed into some terrifying hybrid of death and beast. Tasting its first kill, the spirit within the Vorpal blade felt its righteous purpose for the first time. These creatures were perversions of nature, unholy corruptions of the natural. Anathema to all the Treants had stood for, for they had been guardians of the natural world.

      A thrum of power coursed up Druska's arm, and she sensed the blade in her hand achieve a new skill; how, she didn't know, but against these creatures and any others tainted by the evil magics in the dungeons, or perhaps their source, her blade had increased efficacy. She laughed a mad laugh as she waded into the horde, blaster barking and blade carving a path of bloody destruction around her.

      Braden cut the beasts down when they charged, using the Glyph he had managed to memorize from before, to take down many. The red lines traced in the air with force powers were crisper and cleaner after drinking the Soulsing tea, and he felt it use less of his power as he tore through the innards of beast after beast.

      Leesha was in her element as she blasted the twisted-gnolls away with thick bolts of red lightning, and when one drew too close to her, she smiled wide and wove her hand at its face, freezing parts of its body in chunks of ice, as if her hand had been the whipping arm of a storm. Emma watched first in horror then with growing sadness. She could sense that these creatures were already dead, or at least their existences were so miserable and unnatural that death was preferable to this. She learned much watching her companions battle the monsters and proved her bravery by striking out at one beast that got to close, instead of running away from it.

      When dozens of the creatures lay dead or dying, the party regrouped and searched the vast room, finding nothing but bits of trash and refuse. Then Druska led them off and through another cavern similar to the first, cutting down dozens more. The monsters were not difficult to kill, but it was exhausting work.

      After the third cavern, they came across the remains of the first adventuring party. Braden felt nearly sick at the sight of their mostly eaten remains. What had been four large men and a smaller elf archer, lay scattered near the cook pots of the beast's camp. They didn't stop to search the area, so filthy and disgusting; it turned them all off. Braden scanned it for any magical signatures and saw none. With a muttered prayer, to any god that might be listening, he wished them what peace they could find in the afterlife.

      Finding the entrance to the second level, they each dropped down. Braden had worried about how Emma would get down, but the girl just stepped off the edge, and as she fell, her hair fanned out wide, glowing faintly, it fluttered in the wind slowing her descent. She landed beside Druska at the bottom, with a small smile on her lips.

      The second floor was much like the first, with large packs of monsters, only there was the occasional trap as well, that they had to avoid or disable. It was a battle of attrition Braden soon realized, and he warned the women to try and conserve their powers as best they could. He hoped, as they battled farther and farther and deeper and deeper, that he would learn more of swordplay or get some good battle experience out of it. Unfortunately, the only thing he felt he got from the battle, was more and more exhausted and drained of his powers.

      It was on the third floor that they took their first injuries. Druska, exhausted, hadn't seen a warrior charging at her back and took a spear through the leg. Dropping to one knee in a scream of pain, she still managed to turn and slash at the creature, cleaving off one of its legs before stabbing it through the chest.

      Braden and Emma battled their way to her side, and the young woman healed Druska in seconds. The wounds still pained her, and the healing took its toll on Emma's strength as well. Later, Leesha took an arrow in the side and another in her guts before she could summon her shield to bear. Again and again, exhaustion and lack of focus caused one of the parties to make some small mistake taking wounds that required Emma to heal them.

      Their progress slowed to a crawl, and they found themselves hours later at the top of the fifth floor. Their thinking was fuzzy, and their limbs were limp and exhausted. They paused for a couple of hours there, taking turns napping and numbly eating hard biscuits and dried meat. On the third level, they had tried to take a full rest, but more monsters had come wandering in, from where, Druska couldn't say, but the longer they waited, the more came. Forcing them to continue or squander the small rest they’d gained.

      The tell-tale scrape of a monster’s talon on stone warned the party that their current rest was coming to an end. With a sigh of exhaustion, Druska stepped to the edge of the pit and prepared to leap, glancing back at her loved ones, she saw their haggard expressions and recognized the danger.

      "Keep your wits," she said, "remember our purpose." She waited until they each met her eyes, then with a final nod, she leaped out.

      Her fingertips and toes brushed along the walls, as the shadows dragged at her body. Her descent was silent. She rolled over at the last moment landing in a crouch, her legs absorbing the momentum. She stood on the lee of a massive cavern and far off in the distance, really far in the distance, was a stone table lit by a brazier, with a small figure chained to it. Behind the table was a magical portal, similar to the exit portals they had used before.

      This is it! She thought to herself, feeling a thrill of adrenaline course through her, even as exhaustion tried to drag her limbs down. Slipping out into the edges of the room, she nearly stepped out into empty darkness. Crouching low, she could make out the ground, which was a maze of intersecting paths between dark pits that fell into blackness.

      There was a loud snapping sound from high above, a whoosh, as of a great gush of air, and she stared up into the blackness, wary. Crackling energies told of her Master's approach, and she moved back to warn him of what she had heard. Just then, the shadows at her feet trembled, warning of a massive presence at her back. She struck the ground and rolled over the side of a walkway, gripping the edge and hanging down just as an immense form tore through the space she had been occupying less than a second before.

      Her eyes witnessed a horror she could never have imagined. A head the size of a horse's torso, long wicked snout curving down, and hooked fangs twisting to snap at where she had stood. Then it was flying past, as two mighty claws struck the walkway, nearly dislodging her grip. She began to pull herself up, but a long sinuous tail smashed the walkway again, sweeping the surface clear and crushing two of her fingers into the stone, bone splintering.

      With a grunt of pain, she rolled onto the stone and pulled her blaster, sending three shots up at the roaring, flying beast. The plasma bolts illuminated a skeletal torso of blackened bone and tattered flesh. She scrambled back to Braden's side, even as Emma landed beside him. Her Master was looking to the darkness above his face hard.

      "What is that?" He asked, never taking his eyes from the sky. Druska described what she had seen as Emma laid hands on her fingers, straightening bone and knitting flesh, as her hair pulsed with a faint light.

      "A fucking Dragon?" Braden said in exasperation, as Leesha landed behind them, in a storm of crackling red energy. The small elf was breathing heavy, the skin on her face slack with exhaustion. When she heard Braden's words, she sagged against the wall.

      “How are we going to kill an undead dragon?” Leesha asked of no one in particular.

      "She is there, my Lord," Emma said, pointing to the stone altar, "and the portal to escape this dreadful place is just beyond. We don’t have to kill the creature."

      "She's right," Druska said, nodding, "our best hope is to get across without fighting if we can avoid it."

      A scratching, scuttling sound from deep in the pit, drew their gazes, and far on the edge of their light, a skeletal hand reached up climbing towards them. The rest of the creature’s desiccated corpse coming into view in a blink. Then another hand beside it and on the other side of the pit, beneath the other walkway, more of the skeletons climbed free.

      "Quickly!" Braden called, "Druska lead the way, let's stay close together."

      They ran along the narrow path, careful of their footing on the stone. The whole cavern was honeycombed with the twisting winding walkways. They turned at the first intersection as a boney hand reached up to snatch at Braden's ankle, he shook the leg, breaking the grip and kicked the jawless skull, cracking dry bone and sending the skeleton flying back and down. More hands pulled at them, and their progress slowed to a crawl as they beat back the undead. The creatures climbed fore and aft, filling the walkways with their jerky movements, boney feet pounding towards the party.

      The snap of wings overhead was all the warning Braden got, and he lifted his blade, exhaustion dragging him down as the blue shield of force sprang up overhead. The crash of the dragon's talon upon his shield crushed him into the stone floor, and he felt his head pounding as the strain tore at his mind. He screamed out as the second talon struck, then the beast was standing on the walkway and rearing high, it came down with the force to crush buildings. Braden's shield flashed brilliant blue, trembling beneath the onslaught.

      Four coruscating bolts of red and black energy tore at the beast’s snout, ripping free fist-sized chunks of bone. More, peppered it across the chest and torso, as Leesha threw her remaining strength at it, ignoring the grasping claws that threatened to tear her down. Druska slashed and hacked around them, trying to clear a path, but the undead just kept coming, climbing up all around them and charging her from down the path. The spider-like fingers dug into her skin, pulling and tearing at her.

      Emma stood amid chaos and felt her heart breaking at the storm of tortured souls around them. She didn't see skeletal corpses, with empty horror-filled eye sockets and grasping talons, but instead saw, once living souls, trapped and enchanted into slavery. One small skeleton slipped past Leesha and stabbed its iron-hard bones into her thigh. She let the light within her heal the wound, even as she struck with her staff to bat it away. Feeling something strange as her inner light touched the creature, the healing energy tore through the skeleton separating soul from flesh. It halted, as if frozen, and her staff shattered it to dust. She yelped in surprise, then turned to the army of undead, and her Master's flickering blue shield above — her face hardening with resolve; she knew what she had to do.

      Braden felt the trickle of blood trailing down from his ears, and he saw their deaths coming, as the gargantuan undead dragon reared back for another attack. He poured all he had into the shield but just then felt, more than saw, a warm silver aura fill the area. Glancing over, he saw Emma, shining with an inner light. Her face was calm and peaceful as she gazed out at the dark horde of death. Raising one hand, she whispered something even as a brilliant light shot out from her palm piercing through the undead before them.

      The creatures halted in motion and then burst into clouds of dry dust. The girl turned her palm just as the dragon struck down, and as its claw came close to Braden's shield, entering that brilliant silver light, the bone cracked and sizzled.

      A dry scream rattled from the dragon’s depths as it pulled back, hooked snout screaming to the heavens. Emma let her arm sweep entirely around, and the walkway before them cleared, a dozen skeleton bursting into dust in a heartbeat. She wore a beatific smile on her face as her eyes met Braden's, then he saw those gorgeous silver eyes roll up into her skull as exhaustion stole the girl under.

      He caught her before she struck the ground, cradling her to his chest and turned to Druska and Leesha as he ran forward.

      “Come! Quickly while there's an opening!" The alien woman didn't need telling twice, she dashed forward, her Vorpal blade cutting the final path, through a half dozen or so of the skeletons, as they reached the stone altar.

      The girl lay unconscious, and as Braden hefted Emma over one shoulder, he used the last of his strength to toss the young woman over the other. The magic within leaped into him, alive once again and seeking a way out, when his fingers grazed her. The young woman was slight and thin, with black hair cut short and adorable, nearly elven features. She must be in her early twenties Braden guessed, and looking almost dead with her pallid gray skin and dark sunken eyes. Leesha was blasting skeletons off the ledge behind them, watching the skies, her gaze fixed upon something.

      “Hurry!” she cried, her elven features straining, “It’s going to attack again!”

      Druska pushed Braden through the exit, Leesha following on his heels. He collapsed onto a marble floor, his muscles feeling like water as blood dripped from his nose and ears, head pounding at the strain he had put himself through. He lay Emma and the girl down, as Druska and Leesha stumbled in behind him. It was their tense muscles that caused him to look up and see the ring of three dozen guardsmen. All holding crossbows pointed at them. Behind the guards, stood a tall wicked looking woman who cackled evilly.
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      "You see Indolo," the tall woman said triumphantly, her laughter cutting off abruptly, "the plan worked perfectly! Like flies to honey, the fools exhausted themselves before springing the trap."

      A slender, cruel faced man stepped out from behind a pillar, drawing a long-curved blade, sparkling with magic. All around the room pairs stepped from behind pillars. One from each, wore robes that matched the woman's, and Braden knew he was looking at Bond Mage's and their Bonded arrayed against them.

      Glancing down, he saw Emma's eyes flutter open weakly, and as her eyes met his, a small smile form on her lips, and with a wink, she reached out and took hold of his ankle.

      “Don’t hurt my girl,” said a bored nasally voice, and Braden saw a small man dressed in outlandish court clothes sniff a white handkerchief, his eyes staring at the girl on the ground, then they opened wide when he saw Emma, "My prize is here! Oh, what joy!"

      "Shut up, Duke," the tall woman said with a wave of her hand, "I have a message from my mistress, Harem Mage: We will meet across the veil.” Then her smile turned wide as she shouted, “Fire!” At the same time, a flash of silver light blinded nearly everyone in the room.

      Emma drew the last of her power from deep within and added all her love and faith in this man who’d carried her free of the darkest pits of the world… twice. Her final act of the battle was to give nearly all of that strength to him. As consciousness left her, she could only hope they wouldn’t think her a coward for leaving them to fight alone.

      Everything seemed to happen at once for Braden. Bond Mage Helga screamed, and Emma flashed, blinding the room, all except for him who happened to be staring in her eyes. Power and energy flooded him, beating back much of his exhaustion. He realized that time, was the issue. Gritting his teeth, he reached deep within his power and through the blade, took that most difficult of threads, Time. Few could see, let alone touch the thread itself, and the dangers were untold. However, Braden didn’t need to break time.

      He gripped the thread with his iron will. It felt like grabbing a rope with bare hands when you're falling down a cliff. Time ripped free of his grip, the world stuttering for one agonizing heartbeat as blood trickled from one of his ears afresh. Feeling like his teeth might crack from clenching his jaw so tight, he forced his mental grip back in place, slowly this time. Time burnt through his mind like the rope through a hand.

      The world slowed around him. Men were turning their heads back, blinking away the flash and righting their crossbows, even as two went off, the bolts seeming to move in slow motion. Each bolt flew towards Druska, and his heart cried out as her death flew towards her. His will was iron, his grip on time precise. Reaching out a hand, he touched Druska, bringing her into his bubble of time, feeling his mind buckling under the strain.

      The woman felt herself torn, soul from the body, and then she was staggering to the side, everything frozen around her.

      "Go!" Her Master cried, and she could see he was under some terrible strain, face red, neck corded, as if he were holding a great weight.

      Not frozen, she thought slow!

      Druska wasn’t one to hesitate when given an opportunity. The Vorpal blade was in her hand faster than thought. A step to the side and the edge, passed across the first guardsmen's throat. Quick feet brought her in a tight turn, arm swinging as three more throats were slit. She spun on the toe of her foot and dashed up the line of men, movements, a thing of precision and beauty that only Braden could appreciate. Launching herself from her toes, she took a long sweeping strike through the men. Limbs, torsos, and throats were parting ever so gently and slowly as she dashed past.

      "AAAAHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!" Braden felt like his brain would rip free of his body, and his flesh tear free of his skeleton as he struggled to maintain the grip. He felt something in his mind bending, just on the edge of cracking, and released the grip all at once. Time snapped back into place, throwing him back a half dozen feet in his speeded-up momentum.

      Druska too, flew across the room, her big leap turning more into a hurl. She tucked her legs, rolling end over end and hit the opposite wall on soft feet. Ten heartbeats for her, one half for the world, and more than thirty dead. She smiled to herself as she launched herself at the small man and his sparkling blade.

      To those in the room, it looked as though the woman in black leather smeared — her form blurring around the room faster than the eye could track. In a heartbeat, she was flying across the room to land just behind Indolo. The man spun to meet her attack with a snarl. Fountains of blood sprayed in her wake and limbs spun free, the cries of the maimed and dying erupting even as the hero in the center of the room screamed out.

      The four Bond Mages around the room were stunned. They had all felt the thread of time itself ripped free, mastered even if for a moment by this man’s titanic will. His eyes were bloodshot and baleful, as he stood up from the two seemingly lifeless bodies on the ground.

      A weak cry of fear from the Duke in the corner cut through the frozen moment, then the small elf was weaving her hands in a glyph, and the Bond Mages and their Bonded reacted immediately. Three fled backward, inscribing quick glyphs, dark portals of swirling energy appearing at their backs. As they stepped in, their Bonded defending them from Leesha's attacks. Then the Bonded followed the mages through the portals, winking out as well.

      “No!” Cried Helga in rage as she raked an attack of fire and force at Braden.

      He deflected it to the side with his blade, feeling its sizzling heat as it seared his shoulder. He ran forward with exhausted lumbering steps and engaged the woman, his flagging strength barely breaking her enraged attacks. He felt her mind rip at his soul, invisible attacks that struck without warning. He defended by instinct, feeling the invisible blows rain down even as she struck with a lance of fire, trying to get past his defending blade.

      "No! I have come so close!" She cried out in rage, "Mistress! Aid me!"

      Druska danced around the room, her and the slender man's blades flickering at one another faster than thought. Their lives hanging on a moment as they moved by instinct, each reverting to training and forms the other couldn't recognize. Sparks showered the air when their blades met. Druska was frustrated time and again, as some of her attacks, designed to cut through weapons, were foiled.

      The spirit within her blade kept the ancient weapon intact, as Indolo's powerful weapon struck with shattering blows. His attacks seemed intended to destroy his opponent's weapon as much his enemy. His skill matched hers, and each was rewarded as red wounds appeared on their opponent, but neither paused for words nor celebrating, their focus never wavering.

      Leesha cackled as she struck with both hands at the pair who had charged instead of retreating. She stood over the unconscious forms of Emma, who she adored and had saved their lives down in that dark hell, and some useless nitwit. After ripping the weapon out of a gorgeous but stupid Bonded man’s hands she blasted him back with arcs of power. The man’s Bond Mage, hurled fire at Leesha which she defected with a feral grin. Glancing down she snapped her fingers before the new girl's face.

      Dark brown eyes blinked open, confusion fogging them. Then Leesha was forced to defend, as the tall awkward Bond Mage shot another lance of sickly yellow-green energy at her. Then, again and again, she deflected the blows, her crackling red shield shrinking with each attack.

      “I… I saw you in a dream…” the girl said in a soft voice.

      Useless! Leesha thought, So much for that.

      "You save me… my father… oh, father, what have you done…" the girl's voice was soft and sad.

      "We haven't saved anything!" Leesha screamed down at the girl, causing her to flinch back from the angry violet eyes that smoked and glowed with an inner light, "If you can fight, we could use the help."

      The rage winked out, and she grinned hard at the girl, turning into a snarl as she clawed the air, striking out at the Bond Mage who reeled back deflecting the tearing red force claws with a small shield of sickly green light.

      The small cute face, with its folded eyelids, button nose, and adorable dimples, hardened into an almost comical look of grim determination. Leesha would have laughed if the girl didn't immediately hop to her feet and dash forward on wobbly but quick legs. One small hand snatching up a shield and the other a spear, then she charged the Bonded who had not yet retrieved his blade. The girl screamed in fear and anger, as she launched herself forward, shield out and body lined up behind it perfectly, smashing into the man, her spear spinning away from her grasp.

      Stupid! Leesha thought, then shaking her head, the girl sure is brave. Her form had been excellent, as well.

      The Bond Mage struck at her again, and Leesha focused on the tall ugly woman. She threw missiles of magic, swirling red fire twisted with dark necromancy, that ripped holes in the woman’s shield, blasting her body to bits. She cackled in triumph, turning her head to check on the girl and saw her straddling the Bonded. Stabbing a dagger down into his throat, over and over again in a frenzy of rage.

      Druska was hard-pressed by the lightning-quick warrior she fought. Her face streaming sweat and twisted in worry, a wild slash exposed her sword, and he struck it. She rolled, coming up with an empty hand, and he smiled cruelly as he reached up to hack her down. He froze there in shock as the blood suddenly blossomed down his chest. Her black Vorpal sword shimmered into visibility once more, held in her outstretched hands.

      She had not lost the weapon; she had willed it invisible and thrust the blade into his heart. With a flick of her wrist, her sword withdrew and passed through his neck. The beautiful and cruel face was frozen in shock as the head spun free of his collapsing body. She turned just in time to see Braden strike Helga down to her knees, her face a cruel mask of rage. Druska reached down and took the man's long curved blade in her other hand, liking the weight of the thrumming weapon.

      “I promise you will regret-,” Helga began, before his blade exploded out the back of her neck, cutting off her words.

      Never let the villain have the last words, he thought grimly.

      He staggered around, barely keeping his feet as he surveyed the battlefield. Braden heard the distant sound of a bell ringing, and a small familiar window appeared in the air before him with glowing golden words:

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS!

      

      

      
        
        HAREM MAGE – Level 6

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        IRON WILL

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      With all that had just happened, he could barely register the prompt, but he filed away the fact of the new power "Iron Will", whatever that was. In the wake of the prompt, he felt his exhaustion fade somewhat, and stood straighter, going over to check on Emma and the rest.

      Druska arrived, streaming blood from a half dozen deep slices and carrying Indolo’s magical blade. Leesha limped over with the small dark-haired girl, giving her an approving look. Braden nodded to the girl, a stirring of something in his breast when he saw her adorable face break into a shy grin. He would have called her ancestry Asian if not for the fact that he’d left earth far behind. His concern drove him to kneel and place a gentle hand on Emma's brow. He quested into her with the little strength remaining him and found her in a deep trancelike rest.

      "Is the angel ok?" Asked a shaky voice as the poppin-jay peeked from around one of the corner pillars.

      "You!" The young woman screamed.

      The man gave a scream of fright when she hefted her shield, and then he turned and dashed up into the building. Druska smiled and slipped off after him, walking back into the massive underground hall a few seconds later with the man unconscious and slung over her shoulder. Meanwhile, Leesha had ransacked the corpses, stripping several baubles and pouches of coins from the Bond Mages and bonded.

      It took hours to sort everything out. The girl introduced herself as Mina, daughter of the late Duke. Two dead Bond Mages, along with their Bonded and a shackled Duke, were not something the guards had been prepared to deal with. Druska feared more enemies hidden in the castle or within the ranks of guards. However, there was no higher authority present, the captain and his lieutenants having died in the first attack by Druska. The castle garrison now stood less than half its strength, and those men stood uneasy now in the bailey beneath Druska's ever-watchful eye.

      Braden had called for healers and asked the servants to set up a cot there outside the castle for Emma. There were whispers from servants and a few of the guardsmen. As the whispers spread, the guards who had been uneasy, now watched the group of exhausted, bloody adventurers with new respect and awe.

      “Guardsman,” Braden called to one, who looked a bit sharper than the others, “do you know a Sergeant Essos?”

      “Aye, sir… Mage sir, he is in charge of the Wall Gate, sir,” the man’s teeth clicked shut as he halted his tongue before it could ramble.

      "Bring him here," Braden ordered, and the man saluted, fist to heart, and then dashed off.

      Healers came and patched up what wounds they could, and the windows and arrow slits above, filled with wide-eyed whispering faces. Leesha pulled out Emma's pack and dug through it, pulling free ingredients and the small special pouch of leaves. She knelt and pressed her forehead to the ground, whispering a prayer to the elven gods and then began her preparations.

      "The girl is a warrior," Druska said, standing beside Braden and looking down at the peacefully unconscious face of Emma, "she fought as hard and as bravely, in her way, as any."

      Braden nodded and pulled the green-skinned woman close, her head resting on his shoulder for a moment, wishing she could give him her remaining strength as Emma had. She felt his legs tremble, and he locked them in place, standing straighter before walking over to the shackled Duke.

      "You have some explaining to do," he said, and Mina, came to stand at Braden’s side, her arms folded across her slender chest.

      “I had no choice! The witch would have killed me!” He said in a wheedling voice.

      “She almost killed me!” Mina yelled at him.

      "Sweetling, you were never in any real danger, she promised me!" He said, his hands held up, imploring her.

      "You trusted her?" Braden said, cocking his head, and the small man snapped his mouth shut with a grimace seeing the trap he was in. "And what were your plans with Emma?"

      “I didn’t know she was yours Harem Mage, I swear it! My agents reported the girl, that she would be perfect for the pens… I mean for a servant!”

      "The pens?" Druska asked, her fingers tapping her blaster hilt dangerously.

      "It's nothing!" The man said, and his daughter got a sick look on her face.

      “Step-Father,” she said softly, “what have you been doing?”

      “I am the Duke!” He snarled, “I do as I please! Guards, free me and slay these imposters, I command you!”

      "Sir," said one of the guardsmen with a sickly expression, "he keeps girls down in the caverns below the keep… there are special guards, but we hear rumors… he and that Indolo," the man spit to the side, "been kidnapping girls for years, or so we suspect, could never prove nothin'."

      Ten minutes later, the Sergeant arrived, huffing and puffing from running across the city with a squad of guardsmen. Braden informed him of all that had happened to them since they left the city, his words loud for all the dozens listening to the tale. There were gasps of alarm and surprise at parts of the story, and he found the crowd warming to them as he spoke. The crowd gasped in disbelief when Braden mentioned the betrayal of the Bond Mage and how several had escaped, their identities secret. When he finished describing the end of Helga and her Bonded Indolo, there was a great uproar and cheering from the crowd, and a couple of old servants even danced a little jig.

      The Sergeant took charge, ordering his men to lock the Duke up in a tower to await trial in the imperial court, and free those still held in his ‘pens’. A dozen minor nobles declared that they should rule in the Duke's stead. Braden could see little to be admired in the fawning bootlicks, so he sent out a guardsman on a fast horse, with orders to return with his charge as soon as possible. Mina remained silent and watchful through the proceedings.

      Turning to survey the gathered group, he saw that all eyes were on him, grimacing, he drew himself to his full height and settled a hand on the hilt of his sword and addressed the people.

      "You are afraid and unsure of your futures," his voice was deep and faint, but it rang out in the quiet, reaching every ear, "as are we all. You have been blind to the evil in your midst, either willfully or through ignorance, and that is no excuse!" His anger washed over them, leaving shame in its wake, "You can atone by your deeds this day and every day forward!" His eyes fell on the small young woman who they had rescued, and he saw tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

      “There is an evil walking this land, a Dark Queen, and she has sunk her talons deeply into this world, exploiting the greed of others. Guard your souls against her, do not shatter the world your forefathers built. Come together and forge it anew! Join me in this fight against darkness!”

      The people cheered at first, ragged, then with growing joy and pride as cries of "Harem Mage! Braden! Melinda! Harem Mage!" came from all sides. They went back to their work with renewed vigor, abuzz with all that had happened. The tale spread throughout the town, and there were small pockets of jubilation at the news of Helga and Indolo's death. Mounting fear and worry in others at the thought of Bond Mage’s turning against the Empire.

      Braden oversaw the servants, as they moved Emma to a soft bed in a giant sweet. He thanked the healers, but ushered them out of the room and closed the door, grateful for the moment of peace as he turned back to find Druska and Leesha looking down on the sleeping girl. Mina sat in a chair in the corner, her eyes tracking Braden as he walked over to the bed. The girl had been silent and thoughtful since his speech, but she hadn't gone more than a dozen feet from his side, no matter the looks Druska and Leesha shot at her. Leesha had carried a cloth-covered tray up from the courtyard and set it down on a side table.

      "She will wake?" Druska asked her voice, concerned.

      "In a moment," Leesha said, moving over to the table and drawing back the cloth; beneath were five small cups steaming with the vibrant green tea. The gentle scent was wafting on the air easing their breaths and hearts. She shared the cups around to everyone except Mina. Braden sipped his and felt the warm liquid settle deep in his stomach, spreading out through his whole being and integrating the power he had acquired with his ability to access it.

      “Hey! Why don’t I get one?” Mina asked.

      “You are… not yet… Bonded,” came Emma’s soft sweet voice.

      "Emma!" Druska said, moving up to the bed quickly. The rest did as well, the first sip of tea had brought the girl around, and now she sat up slowly, Leesha passing her the cup, and she gratefully accepted it.

      “Good job… with the tea Leesha,” she smiled at the elf. Leesha blushed at the praise, then realized she was easily five times as old as the girl and scowled at herself before smiling behind her cup as she sipped. Pleased none the less.

      “Bonded?” The young woman said, the hope barely hidden in her voice, “You’re not going to lock me up like my step-father?”

      “It’s your decision,” Braden said, “but to join in our quest is to leave your old family behind for a new one.”

      "You fight the evil that was behind today?" She asked, standing and moving over.

      “We fight all who oppose good and right,” Druska said firmly, her glorious green eyes flashing.

      "We are united by love," Leesha said, standing beside Druska, her violet eyes dangerous and inviting, "and bonds of faith."

      "We are the light of the world," Emma said, her eyes a haunting silver glow in her gorgeous face as she stood from the bed, helped up by Druska and Leesha, "and I sense you will make a worthy sister."

      "I…" Mina’s voice choked with emotion, "I've been so alone… my Lord Harem Mage, if not this, then I don't know why I exist. I trained for so long but with no purpose but my own protection. Please, I would give anything to join you."

      Braden held out his hand, certain now what had to be done, feeling the blood and magic do their work. His desire flooded in, just as his spear grew into steely hardness. She lifted one delicate hand; her eyes uncertain but hopeful as their fingers touched. Her pupils dilated, and she gasped out when she felt the thrumming power within this tall, handsome man. She felt it reverberate within her, hard and strong. The hole in her soul was calling out for its missing part. Then she was laying back, her gentle gasps of pleasure filling the room as her lord drew off her silky garments and peeled away her delicate panties. She reached down, covering her shame, face turning aside, but he moved her hands with gentle fingers, and then heaven itself lit a fire in her loins. His tongue traced across her most delicate parts, and soon she was singing to the heavens in joy, her little fists gripping the sheets.

      She could take no more. Her body, having never knew the touch of a man, was about to burst. Then he was upon her, his movements certain, and touch gentle. She parted for him and her cries of pleasure rang out through the whole keep. Servants picking up their heads with wide eyes, blushing and avoiding each other’s gaze, as the truth of what they heard struck home.

      She was completed, as he deposited his seed within, stretched so deliciously around him, the comforting weight of his muscular body holding her down. She felt the magic rush through her, iron-hard limbs cracking out and snapping the best posts as she writhed in ecstasy. The glorious heroes had saved her and bonded her. She would be their shield till her dying breath, the first blink of action to knock back their foes.
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      Braden stood and watched for the fourth time as the magic took root. His breathing coming in gasps, and he struggled to keep his feet as the last of his strength left him. Druska was at his side; her slender, strong arms guiding him into the next room. She laid him back on the large mattress and stripped off the remainder of his clothing. He was asleep before she finished, and she drew thick blankets over him, turning to find Leesha and Emma watching with gentle smiles from the door.

      "Now we are four," Druska said feeling fierce pride at her Master's powers. The girl had acted quickly and bravely in the fight and looked like she had some training, and now strength. She would make an excellent addition to the harem.

      Braden woke the next morning to find a long list of decisions and orders the Sergeant and lesser nobles hadn't wanted to make, for fear of angering the Harem Mage. Thankfully, he was able to put all of them off until his guest arrived. He ordered the men away after ordering the guardsmen to send the petitioners home. The imperial bureaucracy was more than capable of running the functions of the town without input from nobility, who it seemed they mostly ignored anyway. He left the guards with orders to tell him when the guardsman he had sent away returned. He had been careful so far, to never issue an order straight out to anyone of rank, such as other nobility or councilors. There were hidden currents of imperial politics, and he was blind to them all and wished to remain removed as much as possible.

      Emma had prepared cups of tea and the four women sat around the coffee table, looking radiant in their clean clothes, having bathed in the tubs of hot water the servants provided. Braden took his seat and sipped his tea, feeling his whole body relax as the magical warming liquid took effect. He glanced over to Mina and felt a thrill of pleasure at the sight of the adorable slender young woman. She moved with grace that belied the tremendous strength she now possessed, and her alabaster skin was hard as armor.

      We have our Warrior, Braden thought with amusement, and she looks nothing like the part. She had trained in secret since she was a child — a form of protection from assassins and love for the sport of it. Her father had encouraged it and after her mother's marriage to the new Duke, Mina had continued the training in secret. The spear and round shield she had taken from the keep's armory stood beside Emma's staff along the wall. The girl had professed a love of all hand to hand weapons, taking particular interest in Druska's blade, though she had been respectful.

      “Should we talk about our plans?” Druska asked.

      “The plan hasn’t changed,” Braden reassured her, “we have even more reason to go to the Elvish lands than before. Emma wished to share the recipe for her rediscovered tea, and we need the elves' information on glyph magic. If yesterday taught us anything, it’s that we can’t afford to bumble around in the dark anymore.”

      "We have to find out who the Dark Queen is and what she wants," Leesha said, frowning, "If we don't know what motivates her, then we will be fighting blind and reacting to her forever."

      “I agree,” said Druska, “we must strike back once we know our enemy.”

      “She is the Mistress of Death,” Emma said softly, her calm gaze drawing their curious looks, “I felt her cold evil power animating the creatures in the dark pit.”

      Mina sat pressed back in her chair, glancing around, her eyes widening as she realized the world-shattering quests they were on. Braden turned his calm gaze to her, and she felt herself laid bare before those gorgeous blue eyes. Her heart fluttered as memories of their time together the night before, drifted at the back of her thoughts.

      “Mina, do you have anything to add?” Braden asked her, his rich soothing voice draining away her shyness.

      "My father has a ship that is simple to sail. We could make it to elven lands in time for your festival Leesha, with time to spare." Braden smiled broadly, and she felt her heart swell.

      "That sounds like an excellent plan," he turned to Druska and the other ladies, "Any objections?" They had plenty, of course, but they worked through them together, and soon, the ladies began to plan what they would need for the several week journey. Braden had a sudden thought and turned to Mina.

      “This ship requires a crew?”

      "It can be managed by a hand or two, and I know how to work it," she said.

      “So,” Braden said, “it would just be the five of us, alone at sea?”

      “Oh yes,” Mina purred, her eyelids drooping down in dark promise, “just us… all alone… with no one to hear or see what we might get up to or interrupt us.”

      "I like this plan more and more," Druska nodding, her reservations fading fast.

      “Alone, except for the occasional Kraken," said Leesha in an offhand comment looking at her nails, “or pirates. Probably some pirates.”

      “Don’t encourage her,” Emma admonished Leesha before they shared grins.

      "It's settled then." Braden said. There was a knock at the door, and he called for them to enter. The door opened, and a slender hunched figure shuffled in pushed by a guardsman.

      "You wanted this man, my Lord Harem Mage?" The guard asked, and several other guardsmen poked their heads in, trying to get a peek.

      “Yes, bring Sergeant Essos and the Head Clerk please.” The man saluted and marched off.

      "How are you, Simon? I hope I haven't troubled you too much." Braden said with a charming smile.

      "I was in the middle of my counting, when the brute said I was to come immediately. Didn't even get a chance to pack a snack," the brilliant young man complained as he straightened out his rumpled coat then he gulped, when Braden looked up and remembered to whom he addressed, bowing low, "Forgive me, my Lord, I meant no offense."

      “No forgiveness necessary Simon. In fact, it is I who must ask your forgiveness.” Braden said.

      “My Lord?” The young man said cocking his head.

      "You see, we have pressing business in the land of the elves and must leave as soon as we possibly can." He motioned to the walls around him, "But there is no one to run this place, and I have to admit to some responsibility there, ahh Sergeant and Head Clerk Foxel, thank you for joining us."

      The sergeant stood at attention, and beside him stood a tall blond girl with a willowy frame and keen-eyed gaze. Simon glanced at the two and did a double take at the girl, swallowing deep. She glanced at him, her cheeks blushing before she turned away, smiling slightly.

      “I’m glad I have you all here, I wanted to tell you that we’ll be taking the former Duke’s vessel,” he turned to Mina asking her with look.

      "The Mighty Oar," she said helpfully, her pale cheeks blushing.

      "Right," Braden said, "we shall be sailing in a couple days on The Mighty Oar. I would appreciate it if the acting Duke would sell us the necessary supplies."

      “Uhh Sir,” said the sergeant, “who is the acting Duke?”

      "Why Simon here, of course," Braden said, "I can't think of a smarter nor more capable set of hands to run this dutchy until the Empire finds a replacement."

      "Sir!" Said Simon, his voice high pitched. Braden ignored his protest, turning it to the Head Clerk.

      “I believe you have the relevant documents?”

      "Yes, Sir!" The young woman said, and she pulled a thin, packed of yellow parchment from behind her back and laid them down on the coffee table, "transfer of custody and declaration of a state of emergency title transfer."

      "But those are… My Lord," Simon said, his voice shocked.

      "Simon," Braden said, his voice a whip crack of command that caused the young man to look at him, "these lands have seen mismanagement and corrupted for far too long. Can you think of another who would serve better? If so, name her or him now."

      Simon's mouth closed, and he looked from around the room at the gorgeous and powerful women flanking Braden, then at the sergeant and finally at the head clerk. The truth was he knew what needed doing, how to keep the streets clean, trade flowing, and the harvests brought in. He just never in his life had wanted the job.

      “Congratulations?” The clerk said with a hopeful smile.

      "Thank you," Simon said with a sigh of acceptance, then he took the quill signing the documents, as Braden clapped him on the back.

      The smallfolk already spoke of the tale. The rumors had begun months before. Starting as a whisper on the wind. The Harem Mage came and defeated the evil rulers and replaced them with wise and capable ones. Dalton would undergo a healing, as it reckoned with the darkness wrought beneath the castle, and the Empire would prosecute their wayward Duke. But what of the Bond Mages, whispered fearful voices, what of their treachery and service to darker powers? None dared say what all worried; that if the Bond Mages, heart of the Empire's strength, were in league with evil, then all might be lost.

      In truth, there was little for Braden and company to prep for their voyage. Instead of the quest bounty, which would have been paid by the imprisoned former Duke, the town of Dalton saw fit to outfit them with whatever they needed for the trip.

      Braden found himself in their rooms in the late afternoon, staring out an arrow slit at the town beyond. His quiet contemplation broken by a hand upon his shoulder and the warm presence of Druska by his side. He turned his head and they shared a glance, saying much without words as the slow smiles lit their faces. Lost children from different worlds, they had found one another. Her strength and clarity of purpose were a bulwark against his insecurities, just as his iron will and honor, were hers.

      As the sun sank beneath the horizon and dark stole into the room, their lips met, and arms folded one another into a warm embrace. The soft kiss grew in heat, and soon they were falling upon the bed, having shed their clothes en route. Once they were on the soft mattress, the down blankets cradling them together in a cocoon of warmth, their desperation cooled, slow, graceful fingers traced each other's bodies. Braden enjoyed the perfection of Druska's body as he never could before, taking his time, free from prying ears or stress. They made love in full appreciation of what a miracle their meeting was.

      In the end, as they lay panting, holding each other close, not wanting to miss a second of skin on skin contact, they spoke of their hope and dreams, their life's joys and tragedies. Then they slept, and, in their dreams, they flew through the heavens together.

      Braden woke the next morning with the strange feeling of being watched. He stirred on his back, his eyes blinking, and saw a sight out of heaven itself arrayed around him. Four smiling faces, glancing from one to another, then back down at him. They sat nude with their legs folded to one side, each more perfect than the last.

      "We wanted to speak with you, Master," Druska said.

      Leesha tapped his hip with one finger, “There is something we require of you.”

      “Something we wish of each other,” Emma said with a look at Leesha, the small elf winked at the buxom blond who grinned back.

      "To…" began Mina hesitantly, glancing at Druska and then back to Braden, "to reaffirm our love for one another."

      “What is it?” Braden said, not sure he could deny these women anything.

      “We wish to meet like this,” Druska said, “all the First Wives and our Master and let no darkness stand between any of us. As regularly as we are able.”

      “To breed!” Said Leesha with a laugh as she launched herself at Braden, he wrapped his arms around her, feeling her slender waist as he pulled her to his side, his lips brushing hers, taking just a taste of the soft pink flesh.

      "That sounds like heaven itself," Braden said, "and yes, of course, I would say yes!"

      Leesha pulled his lips back to hers, and his strong hand cupped her pert firm butt close. Even as his other hand drew Mina to his other side, he turned his head and locked eyes with the slender young woman. She was like a willow in his arm, light and gentle, fluttering fingers on his cheeks as her lips brushed his. Then the fire was lit in her, and the gentle fingers pressed him down, suddenly strong as iron.

      Beside them, Emma had Druska on her back, the girl in awe of the green-skinned aliens' body and physiology. Her fingers traced skin, and her hair pulsed, as magic danced through Druska. The confident rogues’ eyes wide and body trembling, nipples tight and hard as her toes curled in a blistering orgasm, just from the girl's hands upon her thighs and hips. Druska collapsed, looking up at sweet innocent Emma, feeling like a first-year, up against a gargantuan undead dragon. Sure, this battle was already lost, but she would go down fighting. Her fingers slid through the young woman's glorious hair even as her thick lips grazed Druska's neck.

      They spent hours together upon the kingly mattress, reaffirming and renewing their vows of fellowship and love. Far to the east, the darkness grew, reaching out a cold hand that worked its insidious fingers into the very roots of life itself — waiting for the moment when it could clinch its fist and tear their world apart.
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      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 Earth. 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.
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      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 flirtatious look 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, they lay on the small elf’s bed, gazing up at the ceiling and letting their fingers trail along 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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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 they’re 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 Five

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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:

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS!

      

      

      
        
        HAREM MAGE – Level 7

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        IRON WILL

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

        XXXXX

      

      

      

      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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        HAREM MAGE – Level 8

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        IRON WILL

        XXXXX

        XXXXX
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      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? *SystemDoesNotCompute

        	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

      

      XXXXX: XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX
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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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        HAREM MAGE – Level 9

      

      

      POWERS:

      
        
        IRON WILL

        XXXXX
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      Soul-bond Established

      List of First-Wives:

      Druska Alverin'droblek: Scout, Lvl 9

      
        	Rank A Scout, GGC – Mergers and Acquisitions Division

        	Wielder of a Vorpal Weapon, Magically Enhanced? *SystemDoesNotCompute

        	First Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Leesha Silvestri: Sorcerer, Lvl 9

      
        	Princess of the Silver Heart Tree

        	Abducted by the Dark Queen

        	First Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Emma Goodwill: Healer, Lvl 9

      
        	Herbalist & Master Potion Maker

        	Rediscovered Soulsing Tea

        	Abducted by the Dark Queen

        	First Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Mina of House Hellenist Warrior, Lvl 9

      
        	Former Heir to the Dukedom of Dalton, Melind Empire

        	Abducted by the Dark Queen

        	First Wife of Breeder Braden
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      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 Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”
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      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 its 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.
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      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.”
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      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-checked the description, make sure for the third time that this really was the guy.
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      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.
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      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 Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      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. Is 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.”
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      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 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.
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      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 small 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 wand, 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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      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-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      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 four 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

        XXXXX

      

      

      

      Soul-bond Established

      List of First Wives:

      

      Druska Alverin'droblek

      Class: Scout, Lvl 10

      Specialization: __________

      
        	Rank A Scout, GGC – Mergers and Acquisitions Division

        	Wielder of a Vorpal Weapon, Magically Enhanced? *SystemDoesNotCompute

        	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

      Specialization: __________

      
        	Herbalist & Master Potion Maker

        	Rediscovered Soulsing Tea

        	Abducted by the Dark Queen

        	First Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      

      Mina of House Hellenist

      Class: Warrior, Lvl 10

      Specialization: __________

      
        	Former Heir to the Dukedom of Dalton, Melind Empire

        	Abducted by the Dark Queen

        	First Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      

      Glynis-Pura of the Entriko Tribe

      Class: Witch, Lvl 10

      Specialization: __________

      
        	Captured by the Dark Queen

        	Led Assault on the Silver Heart Tree

        	XXXXXXXXXXXX

      

      

      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 a 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 into 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 our 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 grinned 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.

      

      THE END
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      Dawn was a special time in the glade of the Silver Heart Tree. The first rays of sunlight broke open thousands of petals hanging from green vines climbing up her mighty trunk. Birds in the millions trilled their songs, and the hum of bugs’ wings was unlike anything Braden could place on his former home world, Earth.

      Harem Mage, Lord of Nowhere, Hero of the Silver Kingdoms, dragon-slayer, and Heart Tree Savior sat with legs crossed before him, the eyes of three dozen sorceresses, priestesses, and scribes tracing the lines of his heavily muscled torso. The whispering elves sat in a loose group not thirty paces away, many with scrolls unfurled before them as they scratched out hurried notes. The ritual had been cobbled together at the last minute, and they wanted to capture every syllable and gesture.

      As best as he could, he ignored both the elves and his bonded, who sat beside him with a slight air of disapproval about her. It was harder to push aside his worries for the young woman currently lying in slumber in the bowels of the Heart Tree, but he managed, composing his mind. Drawing a deep breath in through his nose, he let it out slowly as he marshaled his focus and attention on the slender female before him.

      Braden had asked Leesha and Emma to help him to design this workaround. The revelation had been that he could pass small portions of his strength to others, as he had with Queen Lana’Doreen, enabling hidden gifts to unlock. It had sent shock waves through the elven ranks because they’d never heard of other harem mages possessing the ability.

      The process of conferring powers had been similar to when he had bonded the women in his harem, occurring when their bodies joined in an intimate embrace. The queen, her daughters, and seemingly much of her upper nobility were willing, even eager for the prospect of engaging in such an act with the harem mage. Braden was more cautious.

      After consulting the elven libraries, he, Leesha, and Emma had found an ancient scroll referencing a simple ritual that spoke of temporary power transfers between bond mages. It called on the bond mage, or in this case, harem mage, performing the transfer to forge an intimate connection through empathy and proximity, rather than the more direct method. Leesha had been sure they could refactor it for Braden’s purposes.

      After staying up all evening and helping him prepare, Leesha sat nearby, ready to assist if he encountered issues. The little elf remained suspicious about the efficacy of this ritual, compared to “doing it the old-fashioned way” as she put it. But Braden was loath to do anything that might upset the delicate balance between the women of his harem.

      Greed and gluttony haven’t disappeared because I’m in a new world, Braden thought to himself as he settled into position. And what women could love a man for long when he pounces on every other woman he meets?

      Composing his mind once more, Braden drew slow breaths in through his nose, letting them escape his lips in a slow hiss. The words of Sage Iolloe echoed in his mind as he let the emotions come and go, like the tide. He couldn’t control the tide, nor would he let it control him.

      Mind clear, he opened his eyes and let the fae beauty of the young elven woman seated before him capture him.

      Had Ellie’stia existed on Earth, she would’ve been one of the most popular models on social media. Blonde hair hung down, spreading in a shimmering fan around her narrow hips and behind. Her ears were long for her kind, reaching far above her head in what Braden had learned was a signature of beauty amongst her people. Her delicate features and slender figure were closer to the Earthling ideal of elven beauty. The more he took in her youthful form, the harder he found it to remember she’d existed for nearly two centuries.

      Reaching deep into the earth Braden began the ritual, Leesha’s will buttressing his as he sought the proper flows. As breathtaking as the elven princess seated before him was, it was the spirit within Ellie’stia that sparked the harem mage’s interest. It offered a hook for his soul to latch onto and delve deeply into her with questing magics. He felt her connection to that magic, weaker than her sister’s and different from either Leesha or what he’d found within their mother. There was a rare power in the girl, a power she’d never been able to access that his gift could bridge. Only it wasn’t crude sorcery aspected to one school or another. This girl had a skill all her own, and one Braden recognized.

      When he bridged that connection, planting the seed of his power within her without touch, the girl’s look of eager innocence melted into one of blissful euphoria. Swaying where she sat, eyes rolled back and wet lips parted, there could be no doubt the girl had reached her peak as the magic took root. Braden felt his cheeks heat as a murmur of approval reached him from the watching elves.

      “There is a gift within you,” Braden said, voice a bit rough, and he swallowed hard, smoothing it before going on. “As with your mother, it’s been there since birth, but hidden. Its aspect is the power of Artificing.”

      “Artificing?” the tiny princess asked after catching her breath, her face looking a touch lost and slightly confused, either at the news or in the wake of her first orgasm. “Like making barrels and wheels? What artisans do?”

      “Nothing so practical, I’m afraid,” Braden said, joking with an amiable smile. “Yours is the power to take the mundane and imbue it with great purpose. Combining multiple elements into a single design, with focus and intent. Properly trained and directed, through willpower and the right materials, you’ll be able to forge wonders like this world’s never seen.”

      “Such as Leesha’s staff?” the princess asked in awe, glancing at the glowing staff resting in Leesha’s hands and rarely out of her reach.

      “Aye,” Braden said, finding even his vocabulary and mannerisms conforming to this world. “In time you’ll be able to craft such items, assuming you can gather components as special and rare. That is the key to Artificing I’ve found. Willpower and magic only go so far. Components are key.”

      “Wouldst thou teach me, Lord Harem Mage?” the princess asked, big yellow eyes widening as she gazed up at Braden with adoration. Many of the elves had taken to affecting the Silver Kingdoms’ archaic way of speaking in formal situations, much to Braden’s chagrin.

      “I will,” Braden said with a nod. “Speak with Leesha and your mother about arrangements, but I assure you, I won’t leave without making sure you know what I know about the craft.”

      “Oh, thank you, Lord Harem Mage!” the young elf enthused, bouncing to her feet eagerly. “I shall send my sister forthwith.”

      Braden frowned at the elf as she walked over to the group with more sway in her step than she’d had when she’d approached. The girl raised one hand as she walked, and Braden could feel her draw upon her powers, enhancing her sensitivity to magic and the world around her. The girl’s eyes were wide with wonder as she sat amongst the others. Ellie’stia was inundated with questions about the experience, but her answers were faint and distracted.

      When Ellie’stia took her seat, her elder sister stood on long, graceful legs. The elder princess’s purple eyes flashed with delight as she approached the harem mage. Braden had left it to the queen to determine the order in which he would attempt the ritual with her daughters, and from the whispers Mina and Leesha had brought him, the princesses had spent the night lobbying their mother for the honor.

      He tried not to look at Eleeshta, who hung near the back of the observers, nor at the bruise marring her left eye. The other elves pointedly ignored the injury and Leesha had been mum each time he’d asked about it. The confident young princess had been oddly quiet the past few days, and Braden had rarely seen her, especially when any of the bonded were near. She watched him and Leesha now, and he could feel her eyes on his back, and the magic within him burned to connect with her.

      It was like that with some he had met over the past couple of days. A powerful draw and corresponding desire he wasn’t sure he could entirely trust.

      “Well it works,” Leesha said from behind him. “You performed your minor miracle, and it was as boring as I said it would be.”

      “Maybe,” Braden said, not looking over but knowing the tiny pink-haired elf had a small pout on her lips, “but most magic isn’t flashing lights and pyrotechnics.”

      “Hmph, that isn’t what I meant by boring.” Leesha snorted. “I’m going back to my research if you no longer need me.”

      “Good luck, and thank you for being here,” Braden said, turning and offering Leesha a sincere smile.

      The Bonded Sorceress had trouble understanding her husband, but she couldn’t fault his sincerity. Wiping the frown off her face, she threw herself into his arms without warning, her pink lips finding his in a fiery kiss. Heart thumping, Braden’s hands slipped down the firm curves of her slender body, and then she was up and away, flitting off, pale skirts swishing around her legs and hips as she snatched up her staff and skipped away.

      The elf had become very skilled over the last few days in moving at the precise speed to make sure the staff’s fluttering petals of raw magic trailed behind her in a loose cloud. The little elf who’d grown up without the gift of magic took extra delight in displaying her awesome powers and didn’t give two figs about the envy or jealousy of those who’d bullied her as a girl.

      Shaking his head in amusement, Braden turned back to the elf making her way toward him. Leesha never failed to spin his head around, and from the deep blush and shy walk of the elf approaching, Braden knew he wasn’t the only one. He wished he could be like his pink-haired wife, living carefree and in the moment, but he’d always struggled with that.

      Three days before, Braden had flown into this world’s lower atmosphere, seeing the continent and seas stretching out beneath him. He’d unleashed a storm of sorcery and power the likes of which he couldn’t have dreamed possible in his previous life. But it wasn’t defeating an undead dragon or slaying hordes of monsters that weighed heavily on his thoughts, but what he’d been unable to do.

      Braden had been moving almost nonstop since then. His brief respite with his harem and the queen had been followed by endless hours in discussion with elven elders and the wise women of the Silver Kingdoms about what might be done to save Glynis-Pura. After getting nowhere, they’d each gone their separate ways in search of answers, but Braden had other responsibilities that took up part of his day. His agreement with the elven Queen and her daughters being one of them.

      “Good morning to you, Lord Harem Mage,” the slender elven maiden said, her cheeks blushing prettily as her opal-colored eyes met his.

      “And to you, Sheela,” Braden said, suppressing his body’s reaction to the tall, beautiful elf.

      Marshaling his powers, Braden reached into his being. This feat was taxing, and he surmised that he could only perform it twice per day without overexerting himself, but the benefits were extraordinary.

      Reaching deep into the earth and drawing on his power, Braden constructed the pathways in his mind that allowed for the connection to form without a more profoundly intimate connection being necessary. The first steps in his ritual.

      The ritual required that he know these women as fully as possible without engaging in coitus. Reaching with feather light flows of his power, he delved into the elven maiden’s body and soul, reading what he could as he let his eyes roam her face and figure.

      Each elf was unique. Their hair and eye color varying to such a degree that sometimes it reminded Braden of punk rock and alternative girls back on Earth. The girl before him had light blue hair, the color of a dawn sky, speckled throughout with streaks of black. Her features were delicate, like all of the princesses, reflecting her mother’s stunning beauty but a touch more mature than her sisters.

      It was in her mannerisms and the way she sat that Braden saw clues to her personality. The elven maiden was empathetic, open to the emotions and feelings of those around her. Similar to Emma in many ways, he sensed, not aspected to healing but to the girl’s brilliance with plants, growing things, their properties and uses. Braden felt an echo within the elf to the silver-haired teen, a kindred spirit perhaps.

      As she knelt before him, the elf’s expression changed from shy and innocent to elated as she felt his magic caressing her body. Her sigh of ecstasy was only slightly embarrassing to him now after the first girl’s.

      “Your gift,” Braden said, the girl’s gift formulating in his mind slowly as the connection between them blossomed, “is Cultivation.”

      “The growing of things?” Sheela said, her eyes widening with joy.

      “Yes,” Braden said, feeling a wave of exhaustion as he released the magical threads connecting them. “You’ll have to discover its powers yourself or perhaps speak with my bonded, I have little knowledge about the growing of things. Seek out Emma, she should be able to guide you in the gift.”

      “I will, Lord Braden,” the girl said with a bright grin as she rose smoothly to her feet.
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      The announcement of her gift caused a stir among the watching noblewomen, and they watched the girl approach with awe and excitement.

      Rising to his feet, Braden’s vision swam for a moment, and he had to draw in several deep breaths before he got a handle on himself. The headaches and trouble with his vision had started after they’d captured Glynis-Pura, and he was at a loss as to their origins.

      “You look tired,” Druska said as she approached from her place near the edge of the glade, stopping close. The green-skinned alien reached out and placed a steadying hand on her lord’s upper arm, her expression concerned.

      “I’m fine,” Braden said, pushing down the sickness and wiping the pained look from his face. “What’s next?”

      “The glade and your sage awaits,” Druska said, her frown deepening, “but perhaps you should rest first, Master. You’ve been pushing yourself nonstop for the past three days, and I worry you’re going to burn yourself out.”

      “I appreciate the concern,” Braden said, conveying his sincerity with a warm smile for the scout, “but there’s no time for rest, not until Glynis-Pura is cleansed or cured. Have the elves or the Silver Kingdoms’ scribes found anything?”

      “I’m not sure about the Silver Kingdoms but I know the elves have their best scribes on it and Leesha and Emma have been tireless in their search of the libraries.” Druska frowned at that, for waking early was definitely out of character for the little elf. “They’ve taken your command to heart, Master, and I fear they’re working themselves as hard as you.”

      “Good,” Braden said. “Glynis-Pura can’t stay as she is… I can’t explain how I know, but if she isn’t cured soon, something bad will happen.”

      “Is it your connection to her?” Druska asked, stepping closer, face concerned. “Is her soul getting darker?”

      “Not that I can tell,” Braden said, “but I have a sense of impending doom.” Frowning, Braden looked around and saw that they had a few moments of solitude as the elven women gathered up their things, still enthusing over the miracle of the two princesses’ gifts.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” he said, drawing her a little off to one side and making sure they weren’t overheard. “I wasn’t sure if I should at first… Not knowing how you’d react, but I can’t keep secrets from you.” Braden had thought long and hard about whether to reveal this to Druska, deciding just that morning that keeping it to himself was unwise. “When I flew into the sky, I saw something reflect the sun’s light. Something large and far off in space.”

      “A GGC starship,” Druska said, her green skin paling and eyes widening when her lord nodded, face grim.

      “I can’t be certain, but I don’t know what else it could be.”

      “They will be hunting me,” she said, and Braden felt relief sweep through him as she went on. “I can’t let them take me from you, Master, and they’ll want to download my experiences on this world to see what profit they can strip from it.”

      “What will they do first?” Braden asked. “How long do we have until they find you?”

      “I left all my tracking beacons back at the ship,” Druska said, and Braden saw her look grow distant as she thought furiously. “They’ll find the ship right off and do scans of the planet. I can’t say where they’ll make contact first, but most likely it will be at the wreckage.”

      “We’ll just have to keep our eyes out,” Braden said, his shoulder tightening as another worry was added to the growing list. “Glynis-Pura is our priority, yes?”

      “Of course,” Druska said, nodding quickly, “but time is pressing now. I’d send a team back to my ship if I could. With Glynis-Pura’s powers added to ours, we might be able to hold off the empire… as long as it isn’t a Capitol ship orbiting above us.”

      “And if it is?” Braden asked.

      “Then they’ll have a Planetary Bombardment System, and we’ll all be at their mercy.”

      “Let’s act like that isn’t the case,” Braden said, praying it wasn’t, “and get working on a solution fast.”

      “Let me think on it,” Druska said, frowning up at Braden. “But you have to promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Braden asked as he stepped over to the group of elven women gathered around the queen.

      “Tonight, you’ll come to us and make time for relaxation and pleasure,” Druska said, no question about who she meant by “us.” “It’s been nearly a week, and you made us a promise.”

      “That I can do,” Braden said, a wide grin breaking out across his face. “With pleasure.”

      Druska threw her master a wink before turning and heading off to find Emma. The silver-haired teen was the wisest person the alien woman had ever known, and if anyone would have an idea for how to deal with Druska’s corporate overlords when they came calling, it would be her.

      Braden tromped off to his next appointment in the Glade of Tranquility, trailing a throng of attendants that he ignored as best he could. As he approached, his stomach did a flip-flop, trepidation and excitement growing as he spied the ancient little elf seated cross-legged behind a shimmering curtain of magic.

      The two hours Braden spent every morning with Druska and Mina, training in weapons, and the two hours he spent with Sage Iolloe, studying his special blend of magic, were two of the best parts of his day lately. Braden nodded to the elves and gave Druska’s hand a firm squeeze before he stepped within the canopy of protective magic, ordering his thoughts in preparation for the assault that would surely come from the tiny sage.

      “Our lord is well, Bonded Druska?” the elven queen asked, her eyes tracking the human’s movements. Braden’s hand waved before him in hyper quick speed, a glyph flashing into being and curling around him just in time to deflect spinning blades of force thrown by the diminutive sage.

      “He is well, Queen Lana,” Druska said, turning to look directly into the woman’s eyes. “Master pushes himself too hard, but he carries the responsibility of your world on his shoulders.”

      “And how is the research coming along?” The queen drew Druska onto a well-worn path, steering her away from the Glade of Tranquility and her master, who battled a brilliant little elf with magic beyond the alien woman’s understanding.

      “We’ve found nothing that will help,” Druska said. “I fear our sister’s soul will stay twisted.”

      “Have faith, Druska,” the queen said, slipping her arm into the warrior’s. “The harem mage has already accomplished miracles we’d never dreamed possible. He will heal the cat-girl.”

      “Glynis-Pura,” Druska said, “her name is, Glynis-Pura.”

      “Of course it is, dear,” the queen said, patting Druska’s arm before she went on, eyes sharpening on the green-skinned scout. “This new bonding method of his… Have you counseled that it remain so… anodyne? I understand if our ways offend you.”

      “Offend me?” Druska asked. “How would they?”

      “I know the humans are… uncomfortable with some of our more… intimate traditions. I’d hate to think I might have offended you the other evening… when your lord and I…”

      “When Master bred you senseless?” Druska asked, frowning at the tittering elves and the queen’s blushing cheeks. “Why would I take offense? You’ve chosen the best man on this planet, hell in the entire galaxy, to furrow your field and breed you. If anything, I’ve more respect for you now than before.”

      “Is that so?” the queen said, her voice a touch breathless. “Yes, well… if that’s the case, why has your lord refrained from employing such… efficacious actions with my daughters?”

      “He thinks Leesha will be… what was the word he used… jealous? Yes, he is worried Leesha will become jealous. Also, our lord had odd cultural proclivities from his home world, Earth.”

      “Is that so?” Lana asked, glancing over her shoulder quickly and quieting the suddenly chattering noblewomen with a look. “Thank you, Druska,” she said, spying the king and queen of the Silver Kingdoms walking through the garden-like forest floor ahead on the path. Stopping, the woman folded both hands over Druska’s larger calloused one. “For everything, but especially for your service to the harem mage. Would you mind if I spoke with my daughter about what you just told me?”

      “So you and your daughters can sleep with my husband?” Druska asked, turning to regard the woman who’d just arrived and begun coughing hard, cheeks red when Druska spoke. “Are you okay, Janis?”

      “My apologies,” the queen of the Silver Kingdoms said, catching her breath. “We just… sorry to intrude.”

      “What’s this?” the king asked, his eyebrows high and face somewhat offended as he looked between Druska and the elves.

      “We were merely discussing a ritual Lord Braden will perform,” the elven queen said smoothly, her charm mollifying the little man. The human queen was shocked as she clung to her new husband’s arm, but behind her stood their seneschal, a solemn woman who spoke little but watched everything with a sharp gaze. Unless Master Braden was near, then the woman turned beet red and couldn’t seem to drag her eyes off him.

      Here is one with a keen mind, in need of a proper breeding, Druska thought to herself. I should mention this to Emma. She understands these people so much better than I do.

      “Hast thou thought on mine proposal, Your Majesty?” the king asked. “A treaty between our nations could be most beneficial.”

      “I agree, Your Majesty,” Queen Lana, said, drawing the man down the path with her, his attendants trailing after them. “And I would love to accept. There is just the matter of a few details to be worked out.”

      “Splendid!” the man enthused. “Seek not to reignite the centuries-old struggle between mine and mine lady love’s peoples.” He grinned at his queen with mindless love before continuing. “Then all shall be acceptable. We shall have a feast to celebrate the occasion!”

      “Brilliant idea, Your Majesty,” the elven queen said. “It will let our people get to know each other better and allow us both to fete the harem mage and his bonded for their bravery.”

      “Let us not get lost in stiff formality and staid tradition,” the human queen said. “Let us instead let our guards down and be as sisters and brothers with our noble neighbors to the north. Let us celebrate the miracles wrought with warmth instead of from the heights of cold authority. For is the Lord Harem Mage not apart and above all those of world mien? Is he not elevated beyond the mortal realm?”

      “He shits and bleeds like the rest of us,” Druska said, enjoying when Queen Janis-Toc’s eyes bugged out as the woman struggled to keep her composure. “But if I can speak for my master, he isn’t a fan of formality.”

      “A fete it is then,” Queen Lana said, turning to her daughters who trailed behind. “Girls, inform the people, we feast!”

      The princesses and nobles of both races spoke excitedly to one another as they began to plan. Druska left the monarchs as they dug into the dusty details. The elven queen’s eyes tracked the alien as she climbed the Heart Tree, and Druska knew the woman wasn’t done with her probing questions.

      Why do all these women keep approaching me? Druska thought to herself. Master is the breeder. He can and should take whomever he wants to his bed.

      Shaking her head at the strangeness of the women on this world, she headed off to find Leesha or Emma and let them know the status of their lord and master. The bonded worked out a system whereby their lord was never alone if he wasn’t training in the Glade of Tranquility. Emma had warned them of the delicate state of his mind, and they’d taken the young woman’s wise words to heart.
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      Braden didn’t want to love his magical training. He was supposed to be learning to use a tool, a powerful tool true, but a tool nonetheless. His teacher drilled that in again and again, but it was the euphoria the elf warned against.

      “Such pleasures can corrupt the mind,” Sage Iolloe had said. “Resist the impulse to hold your magic too close and for too long or you will find yourself craving it.”

      Braden could only shake his head at that and pray the elves never found their way to Earth. The mild buzz he felt whenever he touched the magic was closer to a sugar high than true euphoria. It wasn’t the side effects of touching magic that so enraptured Braden, but using it.

      What at first seemed a simple and brutal thing, the raw powers he drew in from the earth he sat upon, grew ever more complex the more he studied it. Using raw willpower, mental and physical strength, he could affect the world, but the magic when employed in such a way was rough and awkward. It would find shape in a glyph or word of power and flow from him as effortlessly as breath, and with profound and even delicate effects.

      The elven sorcerers had been studying the secret language of power for longer than humans had existed on the planet Iolloe said, and there was still so much they didn’t know. Such as why fire was easier to glyph than water, but water was a better component in most rituals. The complexities and contradictions reminded Braden of physics, always a favorite subject, and the more he applied the principles he’d learned in his Earth education, the more the magic made sense.

      As with the construction of Scry-bot, Braden found he had knowledge and a skill the casters of this world did not, computational thinking. The application of small magical processes, such as a looping function, or an interactive one, could be used in conjunction with one another to craft things of intricate complexity.

      However, much like software, most of the spells and items Braden tried failed. Bugs, it seemed, weren’t simply a function of software. Simple items, such as light sources and clocks were simple for Braden. But the more complex he tried to make a thing, the more problems presented themselves, and he’d soon lose himself in trying to fix the issue until what he was left with didn’t resemble his first construction and he was forced to scrap it.

      The more he learned about magic, the more of a miracle Scry-bot appeared to be. The ancient sorcerer was learning from Braden, but he couldn’t follow the lines of code or the discrete mathematics he’d employed. Iolloe had named it a miracle of the harem mage and promised to learn what he could of the art, but he never seemed convinced he could recreate it as Braden had. Instead, he focused on shoving as much of his knowledge as he could into the human’s skull in the three hours they spent together each day.

      “Guard your mind,” said the diminutive sage as he flicked one hand, a tiny glyph forming and shivering into nothing as a small fireball darted forward, the elf’s eyes glowing golden as it left his hands.

      Braden had just stepped through the curtain of time distortion and not two seconds passed before his mind was under assault by golden spears of mental energy that stabbed deep. Erecting the barriers, Iolloe had taught him just the day before took a painfully long amount of time, but at the last moment he threw up his palm, blue protective energies forming around him as the delayed blast fireball detonated a moment later, throwing him across the turf to rest against a lump of roots.

      “Afternoon, Iolloe,” Braden said with a groan as he picked himself up. “It’s going to be one of those sessions, I see.”

      

      Druska climbed one of the Heart Tree’s soaring walkways and struggled to keep her annoyance in check as elves avoided her on the walkways. The alien woman’s powers unnerved many of the elves and humans of the Silver Kingdoms. The powers were rare and usually associated with assassins, spies, and criminals of all kinds. Added to that fact was her off-worlder status, something that counted against the green-skinned warrior but only seemed to make her master all the more desirable.

      “Fools,” Druska muttered to herself, careful to keep her voice down so any nearby elves wouldn’t overhear.

      It wasn’t the elven fears that filled Druska’s thoughts with worry, but her sister-wives. Emma was her usual even-keeled self, but Leesha had been especially manic of late and Mina kept disappearing for hours at a time, slipping off into the elven forest with Scry-bot up to only the gods knew what. Their master’s soul carried a heaviness, and only healing Glynis-Pura would lift it. Druska didn’t know what she could do to help, other than keep Leesha and Emma focused on the problem.

      A shriek of frustration from above warned Druska of Leesha’s mood, and she slowed, wary of stepping in front of a window that might suddenly emit a stream of crackling red lightning. The little pink-haired elf had excellent control over her powers, but it was her temper that got away from her. The elves took the princess’s tantrums in stride, giving her plenty of space and making sure the pair of guards who hovered near the young elf always had fire retardant on hand, just in case.

      “We’re never going to find anything in here!” Leesha’s high-pitched voice carried through the windows above, and Druska paused to overhear what they were speaking of.

      “We must keep faith, Leesha,” Emma said, her voice gentle and calming as always. “The poor girl can’t stay as she is, and you know how much this means to our lord.”

      “Aye,” Leesha said, papers fluttering as she flipped through a tome, “but we’ve searched through every dark ritual my people ever learned of and we’ve seen nothing that gives us a clue about what corrupted her soul. I’ve tried searching my own memories from when I was taken, but can remember little.”

      “I’ve searched mine too,” Emma said, and Druska frowned to hear the depth of sadness in the teen’s voice. “After long meditation, I could swim through the memories as if they were a pool… Dark and painful thoughts, but there was nothing in there about how… or why, they did what they did.”

      “The only clue we have is it’s always underground,” Leesha said, the frustration gone from her voice. Druska was surprised to hear comfort in her tone as she stepped near the silver-haired healer. “Let's focus on that. There’s a library of Duergar rites and rituals, we may learn something in there.”

      “The Duergar are some of the greatest Elixir mixers in the world,” Emma said, her skirts rustling as she rose to her feet. “I could see if there is anything that would give Glynis-Pura some peace in her current state.”

      “I keep telling Lord Braden,” Leesha said, “all the girl needs is a little of his sweet seed, and she’ll pop right out of it. Goddess knows it’s a potent potable.”

      “More than you know,” Emma said, her voice taking on a breathless excitement. “I’ve begun researching the properties of our lord’s… seed… and its efficacy in a number of potions is… incredible. I can’t say for certain yet, but I believe our lord may hold the secret to a universal reagent and more within his stones.”

      “Universal what?” Leesha asked. Druska had been about to turn away, content the pair were working to help Glynis-Pura, but at the mention of Lord Braden’s magical seed, Druska paused so she might hear every word.

      The GGC prized breeders because of what their seed produced, Druska thought. How much would they honor Master if they knew what he could do?

      “A universal cure for poisons,” Emma said. “So far I’ve had success testing the pheromones of his seed upon a few of your sisters. They each experienced lasting tranquility and mentioned an easing of their anxieties.”

      “Hmph!” Leesha snorted in derision. “Of course they’re less anxious and more tranquil, Mother’s promised them all a hero in their wombs from the Great Harem Mage.”

      “Lord Braden shows little desire to lay with the other princesses,” Emma said, her tone careful, “but the queen has been most… persistent, you’re right.”

      “She’s become a downright whore,” Leesha laughed and Druska heard the guards inside and out gasp in shock at the disrespectful words. “Oh hush, Kilyyar, you know it’s true.”

      “Princess Leesha,” said one of the elven honor guards her mother had saddled her with, “the Lord Harem Mage…”

      “Yes, yes,” Leesha said, tone growing bored, “he’s far too handsome and compelling for my mother to help herself. I agree with you, but she doesn’t have to turn into a harlot in order to win his attention. Lord Braden isn’t given to such naked displays of affection.”

      “Oh?” asked the other guard. “And how does one… win such a great man’s attention?”

      “Not with naked lust,” Emma said gently, the sound of cloth folding as she shifted in her seat. “Our lord husband is a man who values deep connections. He can look into your eyes and see to the very depths of your soul… if you aren’t open to seeing him back in the same way, you will never know the intimacy of his touch.”

      “Is it… is it so wonderful then?” asked the first guard.

      “Lord Braden is the only man I’ve been with,” the human teen said, her voice drawing all who heard it in. “So I can’t compare him to the rest, but I’ve spoken to the village women where I grew up and others since. Nothing I’ve heard describes the raw power in his touch, nor the depths of pleasure he can carry you to.”

      “Dear Goddess,” breathed one guard, the slender woman’s cheeks blushing a deep shade of red.

      “When my husband takes me,” Leesha said, a touch of challenge in her tone, “I’m transported to nirvana more fully than if I touched ever dram of magic in the world. If I had to choose between using magic or my lord’s embrace, it would be him every time.”

      “Yes,” Emma said in agreement when the two guards made sounds of disbelief in the backs of their throats. “But that’s enough about Lord Braden for now. We promised if you helped in our research, we’d make inquiries on your behalf. Leesha, where are those Duergar tomes so we can begin?”

      “They’re scrolls,” Leesha said, the sound of parchment shuffling partly muffling her words. “The Duergar have no parchment for binding, instead they use Hydra skin. It’s a better medium for lasting through time but nearly impossible to read the black ink upon… ahh, here we go!”

      Druska slipped off when her sister-wives became absorbed in their work. The dark embrace of shadows drew her in, and she flew down the tree with a speed that would have shocked any who could witness it. The roots, bushes, and vegetation of the ground made it even easier for her to slip free of the lightly populated elven tree city. She found the human encampment set on the edge of dense green forest and blackened, corrupted lands.

      The human camp was well appointed, with all the tents set up in neat little rows, evidence of a person who’d made a game out of war. The fabric of every peaked dwelling was as white as the clouds above, and she couldn’t figure out how they kept everything so clean. Everything Druska owned was covered in dirt, and it drove her endlessly crazy.
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      Druska slipped between their lines and out the other side of the camp without being spotted, a simple feat for the scout. Passing into the dense elven forest, she spotted the little human’s tracks immediately. Mina was many things, but a creature of the forest wasn’t one of them, and her passage was easy for the alien woman to track.

      She found Mina in a small clearing beside a pond. The young woman was reclined on a moss-covered boulder, her weapons resting beside her as she spoke with a magical floating orb.

      “I never really liked it in Dalton, but after Father died, there wasn’t anywhere for me to go,” Mina said. “I don’t tell the others, but I’d have followed Lord Braden to the moon. I was so bored!”

      “Doo beep boo,” the little electronic clips and pops from Scry-bot were more complex and intricate than Druska had heard from the magical construction before.

      “You said it,” Mina said, nodding in agreement. “Lord Braden’s side is the best place to be for pure excitement.”

      “He’s good for more than just that,” Druska said with a grin, surprising the little warrior as she stepped out of the shadows. “Did you learn to speak Scry-bot’s language? My communicator can’t even translate it. I thought it was just nonsense.”

      “It’s not nonsense,” Mina said, sitting up on her boulder with a defensive little pout. “She sees and understands more than you think.”

      “It was created by Master,” Druska said. “I’m sure it’s grown into a good little probe.”

      “She’s more than that,” Mina said, not losing her frown of disapproval as she reached out and pulled the little scrying bot close. “She has feelings and emotions. She’s been through a lot, like all of us.”

      “I don’t doubt you,” Druska said, keeping the frown off her face, not wanting to upset Mina who clearly felt deeply for their master’s creation.

      With the girl’s history, Druska thought it made sense that she would bond with something and why not Scry-bot? It made as good a pet as anything.

      “We’re still planning for tonight, right?” The girl’s expression shifted into eager excitement as she changed the subject.

      “Yes,” the scout said, “the garments should be ready this afternoon. Make sure you’re back in time to change.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mina said. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Leesha’s still getting the cakes, right?”

      “Is that why you’re looking forward to it?” Druska asked with a crooked grin as she stood. “Sweets?”

      “One of the reasons,” Mina said, and Druska felt her cheeks heat when the little warrior threw her a wink. The girl could be unusually shy, and other times could be downright scandalous as far as the alien woman was concerned.

      “Just make sure you aren’t late,” Druska said. “I don’t think Leesha will be able to wait if you’re late.”

      “It isn’t Leesha I’m worried about,” Mina said, “but Emma. The girl worked out a delayed fertility spell she wants to try out tonight. She mentioned some… side effects.”

      “She hasn’t mentioned it to me,” Druska said with a frown.

      “Of course not,” Mina said with a snort of laughter. “I love you Druska, but you can get downright strange when talk of pregnancy and babies comes up.” The little warrior held up a hand when Druska opened her mouth to respond and went on quickly, “Peace, even you have to admit you can go a little overboard with the praying and begging to become pregnant.”

      “Our master is the greatest man I’ve ever known,” Druska said. “Is it not correct to want his genetic material to thrive in the universe?”

      “I love his material as much as you,” Mina said, with a snort of laughter, “but just cool it with the baby talk around Emma, okay? She’s as eager as you are but worried what will happen if we’re suddenly fat with child and need to defend Lord Braden’s life.”

      “That is a problem I hadn’t considered.” Druska frowned. “She is eminently practical and wise, our silver-haired sister, isn’t she?”

      “Aye,” Mina said, turning back to Scry-bot. “Emma’s a real peach. The irony is she has a more noble bearing than any of the noble-born girls I grew up with.”

      “And you would have been happier in her village,” Druska said, seeing the truth as she spoke the words.

      “Doesn’t matter now,” the little warrior said, her smile returning. “We both ended up in the same place.”

      “Don’t be late,” Druska reminded the girl, ignoring her rolled eyes as she slipped back into the shadows of the forest and hurried back to her master’s side.

      Druska didn’t fear for Braden’s safety, not surrounded by the entire elven kingdom as he was, but she felt uncomfortable away from his side for too long. Like a space-dog who’d become overly affectionate, the Bonded Scout suspected she would pine if they were ever separated and might find it difficult to function without knowing he was nearby and safe, but she pushed the worrisome thoughts down.

      Evening in the elven tree city was normally a quiet time, but Druska noticed a large gathering forming near the Glade of Remembrance. The king and queen of the Silver Kingdoms were there, along with a small group of their retainers. The pair were speaking hurriedly with a tall, elegantly dressed man surrounded by four women. One was dressed in attire resembling the man, but of a touch poorer quality, while the other three stood in matching outfits comprising white blouses and short, dark blue coats and skirts.

      The harem mage stepped from the glade, his features haggard and covered in sweat from his exertions. Druska could read the exhaustion in every line of the man’s posture as he stepped free of the magical barrier and took in the group gathering outside.

      “Lord Harem Mage!” King Ordolin said, offering a flourish with his arm as he indicated the man beside him. “We art blessed with the company of an emissary most renowned and respected! Allow me to introduce Bond Mage Gylion and his bonded, Fillorn.”

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, sir,” the bond mage said in a smooth, cultured voice, offering Lord Braden a shallow bow. “You’ve led me on quite the chase to track you down. I arrived in Dalton not a day after you departed, thought you and your women lost at sea, for weeks. Well met, sir.”

      “Your Majesty,” Braden said to the slender king, “I warned you about darkness infecting this group’s ranks.”

      “But Lord Braden!” the man said, face paling under Braden’s glower, “Bond Mage Gylion was most insistent and assured me a meeting would be in your best interests—”

      “And how would he know that?” Braden asked, his voice quieting to a dangerous whisper. Druska slipped through the shadows and approached them hidden. Her master’s eyes passed over her and her skin tingled to be noticed by him. Forcing her thoughts away from her plans for the evening, Druska settled beneath a root a meter behind the young bonded as the girl fingered an arrow in her quiver.

      “Sir—” the bond mage began but Braden held up a hand, silencing the man with a gesture filled with such absolute command the fellow’s teeth clicked together he closed his mouth so fast.

      “I’m sure their people, those not corrupted by this Dark Queen, mean well, but they’re part of a system that keeps producing bad outcomes for me and mine. I want no part of their problems; we’ve got enough of our own.”

      “But sir, err, Lord Harem Mage.” It sounded almost like it pained the man to admit Braden’s status before everyone without something in return, but he spoke quickly to keep from being interrupted again. “I understand your hesitation and would offer my sincerest apologies and that of my order for the events that took place in Dalton. I assure you that Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie has begun a pogrom in order to cleanse the taint from our halls. I offer you not only the friendship of the Illustrious Order of Bond Mages, and with it access to the Magisterium and all the knowledge held within her walls, but also the gift of Upgrade, a ritual known only to us.”

      The man stepped smoothly to the side and showed off the three young women standing behind him. Brown, blonde, and red-haired, the girls were each lovelier than the last and possessing keen intelligence in their eager eyes. The sight of the group, already skilled and eager to serve her master, gave Druska an idea.

      “The new Duke of Dalton informed me you’ve bonded several through chance, even a peasant girl without education or breeding,” the fine-featured man smiled, his manner unctuous, but remained oblivious to the cloud entering Braden's features, or the red anger growing as he continued. “The upgrade ritual will shift the bond to whoever you choose, and the pain to the bonded is minimal, lasting only a fortnight. With it, you can choose any woman you like to become your bonded! I’ve taken the liberty of selecting three of the finest final years the Magisterium has to offer.”

      He swept a hand over the three young women, each of whom stood a little taller. The girls were all beautiful, Druska thought, each a fine example of a different version of a human woman from slender to well-endowed, dark-haired to light, and even complexions of different hues.

      “Hythern has trained in the healing arts since she was a girl,” Bond Mage Gylion began, his stare lascivious as he took in the slender teen. “And Ryllia is a brilliant blade, not to mention she seems most eager for the—”

      “Silence.”

      Braden spoke the word softly, but it cut through the air like a knife. The word turned into magical command by unconscious thought on his part. Druska shifted, so she was in a better position to draw her blade as her master rose to his full height, the fatigue from earlier gone, replaced by a righteous fury she’d rarely seen in him. Not the uncontrollable rage he struggled with. This anger was on her and her sisters’ behalf, and once she realized that, the alien woman’s worry dissolved into a bottomless sea of love.

      “I will give you the benefit of the doubt, sir,” Braden’s voice was cold as ice and just as hard, the surrounding air snapped and sparked with raw magical power and the fine hairs on the back of Druska’s arms rose. She watched the bonded and the three students quivering to witness such naked power. “And assume you didn’t mean the great insult you flung so carelessly at my feet. Every woman I’ve bonded has become the love of my life, and I wouldn’t set them aside for anything on your world or mine.”

      The students looked to have fallen even further for Druska’s master at his declaration of love, and even the young bonded looked upon Braden more favorably than she did her master.

      “I can forgive your ignorance,” Braden continued. “However, I can’t forgive your arrogance.” The bond mage’s face grew affronted until Braden spoke on, and the red in his cheeks turned green with fear. “The first words out of your mouth weren’t to forge common ground with our shared enemy, nor were they to offer aid in my quest to cleanse Glynis-Pura, though I’m sure the king and queen of the Silver Kingdoms informed you of my plight.”

      “My Lord Harem Mage,” the man said, face tight with suppressed emotion, “we of course offer whatever aid we can in these trying times, and I bring intelligence on the Dark Queen from the Arch Mage himself. If we could meet, I’m sure all of these issues could be worked out. Your power”—the man swallowed hard, ignoring the warping of air around Braden—“cannot be denied but you can’t fight these threats alone. Only the Order knows the true threat we face.”

      “Is that so?” Harem Mage Braden asked, tone amused but pale blue eyes hard as stone as they met the man’s. “If you aren’t looking to the stars for the greatest threat facing your world, then you’re looking in the wrong place.”

      “Stars?” the man mouthed silently to himself, a puzzled expression on his face.

      “Take this back to your Arch Mage when you see him next,” Braden said, slinging his sheathed sword up over one shoulder as he turned to go. “I only have one wish for the bond mages of this world: Do Better.”

      The fine-featured man stiffened, his expression unsure if he should be offended, but his bonded wore a satisfied smile and she and the three students watched Braden walk away with something far stronger than respect or appreciation in their eyes.
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      “Druska,” Braden called, turning back and finding her in her hiding place, “I’ll be up in a few. I have to meet with the Sorcerers’ Council.”

      “Good luck,” Druska muttered as she stood.

      “By the gods!” shouted Bond Mage Gylion as he jumped away and spun from the green-skinned rogue positioned not three feet from where he was standing. “How did you… where were you…?”

      “Master Braden couldn’t accept your pretty little breeding whores,” Druska said, ignoring the man in favor of his bonded, who’d drawn a slim dagger the moment Druska stood. Good reflexes on that one, she thought to herself as she went on.

      “Not where all the elves and Silver Kingdoms people could see. You know how breeding politics go.” Druska thought that from their frowning expressions, perhaps they didn’t. “If he gifts a few with his seed and the powers they confer,” she explained, “then he’d have to do it for all of them and there really isn’t enough time in the day for that. Not when he needs to train.”

      “Politics…?” mouthed the bond mage as one redheaded student mouthed, “Powers?” Her eyes brightened as she shared a grin with her blonde friend.

      “If you’re serious and they’re all genetically viable candidates, then I’ll evaluate their fitness to be bred, or even to become First-Wives of Lord Braden.”

      “I… um…” The man looked poleaxed as he stared at Druska, at a loss for words.

      “They’ll be waiting for you whenever, Bonded,” the little bonded woman said to Druska after shooting a frown at her bond mage, “Seems we have some adjustments to make to get used to your lord’s… way of doing things.”

      “They aren’t Lord Braden’s ways,” Mina said over Druska’s shoulders as the little warrior walked up, her dark eyes hard as agates as they bored into the bond mages, “They’re ours.”

      “Yes… well,” Bond Mage Gylion said, straightening his coat and standing tall, “Please make sure to inform your lord I meant no offense… I’m certain he is well served with you both as bonded, that is clear to see.” He shifted uncomfortably when Mina’s expression never changed, then turned to the three students he’d brought. “Ladies, I’m sure these two are busy with other tasks in service of the harem mage, let us depart for now.” Tilting his head to Druska and lower to Mina, he turned with a sweep of his cloak and strode away, not bothering to wait for the king and queen who chatted quietly with their attendants.

      “Apologies, ladies,” the man’s bonded said, offering Druska and Mina a deeper bow than her master. “But hey, at least there was no blood spilt, eh?”

      “You say that like it’s a good thing,” Druska said, frowning.

      The bonded raised an eyebrow at that, but when it was clear the green-skinned alien wasn’t joking, she gave a little shiver and with a final wave for her students took off after her bond mage. One of the girls stayed behind, her expression fixed as she stood before Druska and took a deep breath.

      “Bonded, if your offer was sincere, then I would…” The blonde girl’s cheeks flamed a bright red, but she forced herself to go on. “I would be honored if the harem mage wanted to… breed with me.”

      “Of course you would be,” Druska said. “Why state the obvious?”

      “I think, sister,” Mina said with a gentle tone, “that the girl’s begging you to… evaluate her.”

      “Is that what you want?” Druska asked.

      “Yes, Bonded,” the girl said, ducking her head.

      “Then meet me tomorrow morning an hour after sunrise right here,” Druska said.

      “Yes, Bonded!” the girl said with a bright grin. “My friend.” She pointed to the shy faced and mammoth-breasted redhead trailing at the back of the group, shooting looks back at the girl who stayed behind. “Mistress, she’s even better with the blade than me, can she join?”

      “If you’re prepared to experience everything a bonded does, with her and the other, then by all means invite them both,” Druska said, unsure why the girl had been so nervous a moment before but sagged with relief now. “Just don’t be late.”

      “Oh, we are, Bonded, and we won’t be!”

      The girl spun and ran back to her group, short blue skirts kicking up with every step and flashing white panties.

      “Isn’t that during our training time with Lord Braden?” Mina asked, a brief grin curling the side of her mouth.

      “There are other things to train in besides martial skills,” Druska said as they started climbing the Heart Tree, “and it can’t hurt to have the girls return to the heart of the bond mages’ strength and spread tales of how glorious the harem mage is and the gifts he can give them.”

      “And if he remains as stubborn as he has been with the queen’s girls?”

      “That could be an issue,” Druska said, “but I plan to speak with him soon about his duties and responsibilities. Those three looked trained, beautiful, and eager. He’s still a man. It shouldn’t be hard to convince him.”

      “I think I can help you put him in the right frame of mind by the time you meet with the girls,” Mina said, her grin turning conspiratorial. “Anyway, about tonight, I found these black-and-white maids’ outfits. Had the servants set four of them aside. Figured we could treat Lord Braden…”

      Druska listened with a growing smile as Mina told her the diabolical plan. They found Emma and Leesha already in the steam baths, cleaning one another, and quickly stripped out of their clothing to join in. The elven steam baths reminded Druska of her brief time on a command ship with its large supply of fresh water, and she never tired of indulging in the luxury.

      

      Braden left the council chambers after having listened to the king of the Silver Kingdoms and Queen Lana, of the Silver Heart Tree elves, politely pressing one another for more favorable terms in their ongoing trade negotiations. The elves wanted full access to the humans’ ports but didn’t see the reason for paying taxes on something crossing the Silver Kingdoms’ land.

      After pausing and speaking with the collection of young human and elven women who gathered outside of any meeting, Braden was hard-pressed to ignore the many smokey looks and open invitations he received. Though Druska and the others encouraged that he spread his seed, as it were, Braden felt little desire to spread himself so thin.

      They didn’t seem to believe him when he said having four women at his beck and call was already a large change. He worried what would become of him if he indulged every whim and fantasy. Would lust consume him as his anger almost had?

      I couldn’t risk hurting them, Braden thought to himself, no matter what desires I or the magic may have.

      There had been a few human and elven women who’d triggered the power within Braden. That had been the initial reason for finding another way to transfer powers other than mating. When it had happened with a gorgeous elven maid Emma had introduced him to, Braden hadn’t been able to look the girl in the eye knowing Glynis-Pura lay chained to a bed, mind twisted because of him.

      Putting the thoughts out of his head, Braden arrived at his rooms and heard the quiet laughter and conversation of those whom he loved most in the world, and his heart swelled. The Earthling had taken a few weeks to push past his initial discomfort. Finding it an odd sensation to be in love with multiple women and even odder that each was in love with him so completely. He’d found blessings on this new world, beyond anything he could have imagined for himself.

      Stepping into the round chamber, Braden once again thanked fate, the gods, and even Druska’s Great Algorithm, for blessing him with four such gorgeous and amazing women as he took them and their outfits in.

      Their large bedchamber had been transformed into a candlelit wonderland. Streamers of lavender and pink blossoms were strung across the ceiling, their fragrant blooms filling the room with a delicate scent. All about the sides of the room were candles in all shapes and sizes. Hundreds of the delicate little flames lit the room, their pale golden light highlighting the four women’s incredible bodies.

      Braden’s mouth grew dry as his eyes swept over Druska, Mina, Leesha, and Emma. The four women were wearing identical sets of skimpy black-and-white maids’ outfits cut in a way that set his head hammering. The design was foreign to Braden but looked elven in origin, and he suspected he knew who’d picked them out as Mina flashed a bright grin at his reaction.

      Small, lacy black-and-white sleeveless tops cupped the women’s breasts, holding them up but somehow allowing them to sway and bounce with every movement. On Emma the effect was jaw-dropping, and Braden was hard-pressed to say if the garments were magically enchanted, his attention was so riveted on the women’s bodies.

      The tops left midriffs bare and the slender women’s pale bellies reached down to a set of black panties trimmed in white lace that did little to cover the treasures between their legs. As Braden’s eyes swept across the four, they sat up, and Mina slipped off the bed to take her lord’s hand.

      “Come, my lord,” Mina said, her dark eyes dancing as she looked up at Braden and led him to the bed. Her firm little behind swayed delightfully as the young woman pulled him atop the mattress and pressed him down between her sister-wives. “Let us take your mind off what troubles you… and remind you why we fight.”

      “You are all so gorgeous,” Braden said, looking from Mina to Druska and running his thumb down the alien woman’s cheek. He loved how her pupils dilated whenever he touched her soft and loving line and drew her into a kiss, then turned to Leesha and Emma who were moving close to his other side. “Each more beautiful than the last.”

      Leesha frowned, saying, “That doesn’t make any sense.” The little elf sat up and moved behind the thicker teen with her massive bust and reached up to cup the heavy flesh of Emma’s breasts.

      “Leesha,” Emma moaned, “don’t… you know how… ohh!.... mhmm sensitive I am… mhmm.” The silver-haired teen turned and drew the little elf into a deep kiss, their pink tongues slipping into one another’s mouths and putting more steel in Braden’s manhood as he watched.

      Sliding one hand up Emma’s thigh, he cupped one of the teenager’s firm ass cheeks and then slipped it between Leesha’s thighs, loving the elven woman’s moan of pleasure as she made out with Emma. The elf arched her head back, gasping in bliss as Braden’s talented fingers found her special spot, all coated in her wetness, and teased it.

      As the elf and young healer were kissing and caressing one another, Druska stole her master’s lips. The green-skinned alien woman’s thick lips awoke a hunger deep within the harem mage and the woman grinned to feel his manhood rise. Her deft fingers slipped the thickening spear of flesh free and held it straight as Mina crawled between Braden’s thighs and mewled in pleasure as she ran her tongue up the underside.

      “Relax, Master,” Druska breathed as she sat up and guided little Mina’s head in servicing his cock, “and let your wives do their duty.”

      “Jesus,” Braden moaned as Druska’s nimble tongue joined Mina’s and they lavished love upon his manhood, both swirling around the tip, teasing one another as the women grinned.

      The harem mage’s wives had grown used to hearing odd words from their lord and this phrase was common when he was especially enjoying something. Druska purred in happiness as she ran her tongue down his steely shaft and around his heavy stones, sucking one gently into her mouth and grinning around the sensitive flesh as Braden’s muscles tightened in pleasure.

      “Ohh fuck,” the harem mage moaned as Emma bent down above Mina and wrapped her plump lips around the head and Leesha slithered to his other side and bent low, joining Mina in licking and suckling the sides of his shaft.

      One hand caressed the silver-haired teen’s soft ass and the other gripped Leesha’s firm ass cheek as he watched all four women licking, sucking, and kissing his cock and one another. The feeling was incredible, but the sight was even more astounding and he felt his first orgasm of the evening unleashed in him as all four women ran their tongues up the shaft, cheeks pressed together and moans of pleasure filling the room.

      “Cumming,” Braden announced, although his harem had learned to read their lord’s body and knew when his manhood was about to blow.

      Thus, all four of their beautiful faces hovered near the tip, tongues teasing the sensitive flesh as Braden bellowed in pleasure. He watched his seed shoot forth across all four faces as the women lapped it up as fast as they could. Leesha shook in orgasm first, her fingers working at her little slit, followed by Mina and then Emma and Druska as all four women savored the magical seed of their master.

      “Lord… you taste so sweet,” Emma breathed as she rolled onto her side, sexy young body writhing in pleasure. “Mhmm, I can feel the flavor of you reaching deep into my body… ohhh gods!”

      Mina pushed the pink-haired elf onto her back, the pair of them pushing his seed back and forth between their mouths as they kissed and caressed one another. Both took special care to clean Braden’s cum off the other girl’s face with gentle kisses and soft touches as they basked in the aftermath of their orgasms.

      The sight of Emma’s sublime curves was too much, and Braden rose to his knees. The sight of the teen’s massive pale breasts, capped in their pink inverted nipples caused his cock to throb. Druska, anticipating her master’s desire, was at his side a moment later, fingers gliding along his shaft as she pressed the fat head into Emma’s slender slit.

      “Oh, lord!” Emma moaned, her silver eyes flashing as she turned, looking up at Braden.

      The teen’s wide mouth stretched into a seductive smile as she twisted her shoulders and cupped both breasts in her small hands. Braden fucked her with slow strokes as the girl lay on her side, her whimpers of pleasure joining Mina’s and Leesha’s as Druska bent low to feast on the teen’s large nipples.

      Druska’s slender back and the twin dimples above her firm ass were too inviting a sight, so Braden pulled her above the silver-haired girl. The alien woman growled in pleasure as she swung a leg over Emma’s wide hips, her tiny pussy right above the teen’s. Braden watched Druska and Emma making out, the pair caressing one another’s bodies and gasping in pleasure as he drove into first Emma, then Druska, alternating between their pussies with hard thrusts.
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      Braden and the women lost themselves in the lovemaking. When his strength flagged from a hard day of training, Emma was right there to refresh him and always there was an eager bit of flesh to caress, fondle, or suckle in order to replenish his lusts. He took each bent over at least once, letting the others witness him claiming a wife and filling her womb with his seed before she’d join the pile of naked female flesh.

      As the night wore on Druska, Emma, and then Leesha fell into happy slumber, content to let Mina devour the last of their lord and master’s lusts. The little human was unique amongst Braden’s harem for being insatiable when around the others. He’d made love to her one-on-one several times and the experience was always intimate and satisfying, although the girl did have a penchant for being submissive.

      It was around the other three that her full libido was unleashed. She wasn’t competitive with the others, Braden knew, but instead aroused by their proximity. That and the comfort and love she shared with Druska, Emma, and Leesha combined to unlock a wildcat in the adorable little black-haired warrior.

      Mina was quiet and reserved most of the time, so Braden reveled in the evenings when she let loose and indulged. The young woman was the spitting image of an adorable Japanese model, and he often found himself having déjà vu as he struggled to remember she was from the Duchy of Dalton on this world. Her dark angled eyes were matched by her black hair, cut in a short bob cut high in the back and angled down, adding to her adorable look.

      It was the girl’s slender torso, small firm bust, and narrow hips that inspired Braden’s lusts, so different from Emma and Druska or any woman he’d loved on Earth. He’d never been with a woman as petite as Mina, and she loved to arch her body and twist and turn to show it off to best effect for her lord’s hungry gaze.

      Their long evening of wild lovemaking came to an end as the teen rode Braden’s large manhood, her hips undulating slowly as she ground her hard little love bud against his pubis. His hands caressed her slender hips and small firm breasts as the girl milked his cock slowly. Her dark eyes were locked on his, and she watched his eyes tracking over her body with the same breathless wonder as she had their first night together.

      “My lord… oh heavens, Braden… I’m… Oh, gods, this is going to be a big one… NNnghghhh!”

      Braden’s lips stretched into a wide grin of pride as the young little warrior writhed in pleasure on his cock. Her tiny pussy walls gripped his cock and milked it, increasing his pleasure tenfold. Then firm young breasts were pressed into his face and his lips latched around one firm little nipple as his hands cupped the girl’s firm ass cheeks. Growling in pleasure, he began to drive up into her with insistent strokes.

      “Cum for me, oh baby I want to feel it… you’re so big… so hard… Oh, lord… so hot!”

      Braden’s world went white as he came within the tiny woman’s sucking pussy. He felt the seed drawn out of him as Mina shivered atop him, her slender hips rising and falling in tiny little motions as she shuddered in orgasm again. Their fingers trembled as they held one another and slowly came down from the great height of their pleasure, lips touching in gentle kisses before the young woman slipped off her lord’s lap and curled in the crook of his arm, laying her head on his chest.

      “We will save her,” Mina said gently, her fingers tracing small patterns on the muscles of her lord’s abs, “and then we’ll finally be complete.”

      “I wish I had your faith,” Braden said, and the raw emotion in his voice caused the little warrior to pick up her head and plant a soft kiss on his cheek.

      “We will keep the faith for you, my handsome husband,” Mina breathed, smiling when Leesha rolled over and draped an arm over her slender hip, the elf pressing her plump firm breasts against Mina’s back as she cuddled close. “That is part of our wifely duties after all… amongst other things.”

      “Thank you,” Braden whispered, pulling the slender human close and kissing the top of her head as he ran gentle fingers up her side, feeling Leesha’s smooth skin as he ran his hand down. “I love you so much.” He whispered the words in her hair and felt her snuggle even closer, Leesha sighing in her sleep and resting a hand on his stomach as well.

      The words seemed inadequate for the deep well of gratitude he was feeling, but they were all he had. Lying under the dimming candlelight, Braden let his thoughts wander as sleep remained elusive. His time on this new world had been brief, but it had changed him in fundamental and profound ways. He felt like a more complete man after confronting his own weakness, pain, and anger, and the feeling only grew the more he trained with Sage Iolloe. He sensed his time here would be brief, but Braden resolved to get as much out of it as he could as sleep stole him into dark dreams filled with a cold and infinite void.

      

      Sheela climbed the spiraling walkway to the chambers set aside for the harem mage, her sister, and his other wives. The tall elf struggled to train her thoughts away from fantasies she’d entertained as a maiden of what it must be like in a harem mage’s bedchambers.

      It had been easy to ignore Lord Braden’s handsome virility before he’d awoken both her powers and her womanhood with pleasure undreamt of. Since then the human had plagued her thoughts, driving her mind to distraction and leaving her body aquiver.

      Training her mind to the task at hand, the elven maiden inspected the little pot she held. The ceramic vessel held a small amount of rich black earth and a delicate little plant growing out of it. The fragile stalk shivered with the elf’s every step and the red bell-like blossoms trembled, on the verge of breaking off at any moment.

      Mistress Emma must see this, the princess thought to herself. With a stable supply of Silverleaf, Soulsing tea will be easier than ever to produce.

      Sheela had spent most of her one hundred and fifty-seven years alive studying with the potions and elixir masters. Those ancient creatures were some of the foremost sources of knowledge on the complicated art, but true to their natures, the ancient elven masters doled their secrets out over centuries.

      That is, until a silver-haired human girl arrived, throwing them all in a fit. Emma had not only brought with her a recipe and magical tea long thought lost to the elven people, but she had also brought new techniques and knowledge even the elves didn’t seem to possess. The human bonded’s openness and willingness to share her knowledge and skills with any who asked had endeared her to the younger elves but none more so than Sheela, who’d angered her old masters by ignoring her studies and instead had spent the past three days following the young human around as an assistant of sorts.

      When Lord Braden had awoken her gift the day before, it had disappointed Sheela at first not to be blessed with something evocative or flashy. But the more she’d thought about the gift, the more she’d come to realize what a boon it would be to her work, and she’d begun experimenting at once. Late in the night she’d taken one of the rarest ingredients for Soulsing tea and brushed it with her gift after planting it and sat in awe, watching the rare and magical plant struggle forth.

      Sheela was unable to contain her excitement as she approached the bonded’s chambers and stepped in, opening her mouth to call to Lady Emma, only to find the young human in the throes of wicked passion with her lord.

      The young elf stood in the doorway, mouth agape and skin suddenly flush as her heart hammered in her chest. The great man lay on his back, Emma astride his hips with that mighty spear of flesh piercing her again and again as the young human cried out in pleasure. The Bonded Healer looked even more gorgeous than normal, her face twisted in pleasure, silver hair in artful disarray, and the perfection of her curvy, young body on display.

      Instead of feeling jealousy or envy, Sheela felt inadequate as she gazed not just upon the silver-haired Emma but also the green-skinned and terrifying scout who rode her lord’s face, his tongue teasing her treasure as the warrior and Sheela’s younger sister, Leesha, embraced against his side. The pair of women were lost in their embrace and the proximity to Braden, which Sheela coveted.

      Forgetting why she’d come, the young elven princess turned and fled, trailing priceless silver-tipped petals behind her as she raced back to her rooms. Sheela shoved aside any hope of experiencing ecstasy like her sister or the other blessed members of the harem did. Instead, she did what she’d done at least four times a day since Lord Braden arrived, filling her head with wicked thoughts.

      Locking her door and slipping beneath her sheets, the princess slid two fingers down over the tight lips of her hairless sex, touching and teasing the hard little nub there. Her mind filled with images of the handsome human’s mighty cock sending Lady Emma into the heights of pleasure, and Sheela whimpered as she shoved three fingers within her sex, desperate to feel anything close to what his manhood might feel like.

      Dear Goddess, Sheela prayed silently as her pleasure crested and a storm of pleasure erupted within her, I pray for a chance to feel that man’s touch… to feel the real magic that birthed my powers… Dear Goddess… Please!

      “Sheela?” called a voice that awoke blind panic in the little elven princess as she crested her orgasm. “Daughter, why is your chamber locked? What is this miracle you had me dragged down here to see?”

      “My Queen… look at these petals… it’s true! Sheela cultivated Silverleaf… think of the benefits!”

      “Hmph look at where the trail leads…” Queen Lana said, “or rather, returns from… Didn’t Leesha say she and her sister-wives had a special evening and morning planned for Lord Braden?”

      “Ahh,” said the second voice. “She has the same affinity as you, my Queen. The resonance is strong in a few of the others as well.”

      “Come, leave the girl be,” the queen said. “Goddess knows, if she witnessed what I think she did, she’ll need a few hours to… recover.”

      “But if she did cultivate Silverleaf—”

      “Then she can do it again later,” the queen said, voice firm and drifting away as she led her advisor off. “You remember the first evening you were witness to the harem in supplication.”

      “Ahh,” Sheela’s aunt said, her voice just reaching the blushing little elf’s ears, “are we speaking of that now, sister? Are we finally admitting the weakness you exhibit around that human?”

      “Hmph!” If the queen had more to say, it was lost as she climbed down the Silver Heart Tree structure.

      “Dear Goddess,” Sheela whispered, her fingers starting up once more as the images of Lord Braden’s manhood filled her mind’s eye, “if it is within your heart to honor my request… I will do anything… serve in any way… Please allow me one hour… one minute… Oh sweet goddess it’s happening again!”

      As the elven princess melted into her mattress after coming down from another orgasm, breath coming in shallow little gasps as she collected herself, she was unaware of others who’d been driven into similar states of raw desire, but none felt the ache as painfully as she.
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      Braden, Druska, and Mina made their way down the Silver Heart Tree’s sloping walkways to the martial training grounds. The grounds were literal, a patch of bare earth set between two mammoth root structures, surrounded by racks holding weapons of all types. From edges of weapons to crushing and everything in between, most were blunted for training, but some few were honed to a keen edge by smiths every evening.

      A handful of the queen’s warriors were on the training grounds already in the midst of their workouts or training routines, but they’d left a large section set aside for Braden and his bonded. The first morning there had been a crowd of noblewomen and servants, come to watch the human. They were quickly run off by the weapons master, a grizzled old elf who had little use for the silk wearing women.

      Druska and Mina took up their weapons of choice while Braden grabbed a dull-edged long sword and began his stretches. The women joined in with him, finding the human’s odd calisthenics and stretching routines improved upon their own. Once they were all limber, Druska called Mina out to the center of the sparring ring.

      “Today we work on withdrawal,” the green-skinned woman said to Braden. “Mina is going to demonstrate how, once you’ve engaged with a swordswoman, properly planning for a retreat should always be at the back of your mind.”

      “It’s like a stones game,” Mina said as she stepped into a ready position with her spear. “You should always be planning at least a few moves ahead or else you’ll find yourself trapped.”

      The little Bonded Warrior threw herself at Druska, her spear flickering as it spun into the taller woman’s curved training blade. The two exchanged a quick set of blows, but Mina was clearly at a disadvantage. As Druska pressed the attack, Braden watched the little warrior execute a series of quick attacks that forced Druska’s blade wide, affording her room to disengage.

      “Perfect,” Druska said with an approving nod to Mina. “You see, Master, how she waited until my feet were inline? Come and give it an attempt.”

      Braden stood and took Mina’s place in the sparring ring. Forcing himself to take easy slow breaths, he slipped into the guard position Druska had taught him and readied himself to strike. His eyes met his bonded’s, and the woman’s smile of eager pleasure never failed to put a corresponding smile on Braden’s face.

      Since being pulled to this strange, magical world, Braden had been training in the blade with Druska for an hour or two a day. Over the past few weeks and months, he’d improved tremendously, but it wasn’t until they’d been joined by Mina, and were able to spend three to five hours a day working out, that he’d finally begun to feel competent.

      The harem mage struck first, going high but looping his blade around low to cut at the scout’s shins. Druska moved like liquid around the strikes, her deflections effortless and smooth. Braden avoided a counterstrike and tried to ignore his bonded’s nod of approval at the feat as he slapped her sword wide and dove to the side. He struck the ground on one shoulder and rolled clear, coming up with his blade at the ready.

      “Good,” Druska said with an approving nod. “But try to avoid rolling if you can. On a battlefield, you can never be certain the ground will be clear of bodies or something that might trip you up.”

      “Is it better to withdraw to sword side or shield side?” Braden asked.

      “Shield if you have one,” Mina answered. “Let’s show him, Druska.”

      Mina grabbed up a small buckler and squared off with the taller woman again. A small crowd of elven and Silver Kingdoms warriors and guardsmen had gathered and stood off to one side. The men whispered excitedly when the women got ready to spar. Curiosity had brought them out the first day, and Braden had seen derision on many of the men’s faces. That is until the women sparred for the first time.

      Druska and Mina had trained together several times on the journey north from Dalton. However, since their duel onboard the Mighty Oar, they hadn’t had a chance to go all out against one another and stretch themselves. The first duel had been so brutal and furious, Braden had worried there might be bad blood between the pair after, but when Mina’s spear point pressed against the hollow of Druska’s throat, the alien woman burst out in joyous laughter instead of prideful anger as their master had worried she might.

      “Again, sister!” the scout had called, and little Mina, grinning fiercely, didn’t hesitate before launching herself at the warrior again.

      On the second pass, Druska edged the other woman out, managing to slip her blade within Mina’s defenses. By this time dozens of warriors had gathered to watch, and they no longer joked and sneered at the women. Their faces were stiff with shock and more than a touch of desire as they watched the gorgeous women dancing around the training ground in their smallclothes

      Mina demonstrated withdrawing from an engagement with a shield, and Braden stepped into the ring to practice. Again and again, the women drilled defensive tactics into their master’s head. Druska and Mina were both impressed with how quickly he learned. Mina especially kept commenting on the speed of his wrists and the balance of his feet and how if he devoted himself to the work, he could be a world-class blade master in ten or twenty years.

      “She’s right,” Druska said with a nod. “But we don’t have twenty years to train you. So we’ll start out with more defensive tactics.”

      “I should learn how to strike too,” Braden said, after the full day’s training on defensive work, but Druska frowned and pointed at the weapon.

      “Is the blade more effective than your magic? Is it faster? Can it strike more enemies at once?” She shook her head. “Don’t let the romanticism of the blade cloud your mind when it comes to staying alive.”

      The woman had a good point, Braden knew. Too often he’d failed to use the magic during a fight, forgetting in the immediacy of battle and relying on the sword. In nearly every instance, he would have been better served using magic.

      Braden lost track of time as he trained. He’d come to love the thrill of the contest and felt no shame in being bested by two women again and again. Just the opposite, in fact. Over these past three days, he’d come to respect Mina and Druska even more for the dedication to their craft both showed. His favorite time each morning was at the end of their sessions when Druska and Mina squared off to duel for real.

      The furious exchanges sometimes lasted no longer than a second, with one or the other making a deadly strike in the first or second exchange. More often, the pair traded blows for long minutes as they probed one another’s defenses for weakness. These duals drew the biggest crowds, and a small betting market had sprung up with humans and elves alike wagering on the outcomes.

      That morning Braden found it hard to focus on the women dueling. Instead, he couldn’t seem to shake worries over Glynis-Pura and the feeling that he wasn’t doing enough. Evenings of bliss and days of learning and training only added to his mounting guilt.

      Have faith, Braden told himself. The elves and humans are searching their libraries for clues. Train and learn… that’s all you can do for now.

      The harem mage felt as though he wasn’t doing enough no matter what he told himself, but he forced the thoughts aside as Mina and Druska walked over, sweat dripping from their noses and chins, bright smiles on their faces from their recent contest.

      “Mina got you that time,” Braden said, handing Druska a cloth to wipe off her sweat, “but that riposte was brilliant.”

      “Still didn’t work,” Druska said, flashing Mina a wink. “You’re just as dangerous with a shield as you are with a weapon.”

      “They’re one and the same my old master told me,” Mina said, affecting an easy shrug, but Braden saw how much the compliment pleased the little warrior as she pulled on her cloak and the weapons she was never far from, even in the elven stronghold.

      “If I had another no-shield,” Druska said, patting her belt, “I’d love to see you train with it.”

      Mina wasn’t so sure about the alien woman’s technology, but Braden had been working with several of Druska’s GGC devices in an effort to replicate some of their more effective applications, with magic. The shield was one of the most difficult items he’d attempted to reverse engineer.

      “Master,” Duska said when they’d hung their blunted weapons on the rack, “I have a proposal to offer you, if you wouldn’t mind staying behind for a few minutes.”

      “I’ll see you two tonight,” Mina said, drawing her cloak about her shoulders and turning to head out into the greater forest.

      Braden watched the little warrior go with a deep frown, and Druska could almost feel the man’s worry. Every morning the girl disappeared into the forest, not to reappear for hours or even entire days. He didn’t know what she got up to out there, but it wasn’t good to be alone for so long, especially for someone who’d gone through as much trauma as she had in her young life.

      “How’s she doing?” Braden asked Druska after the girl disappeared into the ancient forest.

      “She hurts like the rest of us,” Druska said with a small frown, “but she’s tough. Tougher than most.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Braden said, and Druska knew his worries ran deep.

      “I’ll check on her later,” Druska said, then she took her master by the elbow, steering him toward a small clearing beside a large lump of roots covered in ferns and moss. “Put my sister out of your thoughts for now, Master. It is time we speak of your duties as both breeder and harem mage.”

      “Druska…” Braden warned, his frown returning as he stopped to regard the alien woman, “we’ve spoken about this before. I’m not comfortable—”

      “We haven’t spoken about it before,” Druska cut in, her tone calm but firm. “In fact, you’ve avoided the topic every time I or one of the others bring it up.” Braden didn’t have a response for that and she went on, “I understand your worries… how this goes against the morals of your people. But, Master, we aren’t on your world, and your selfish obstinance does nothing but hurt these people and the future of this world.”

      “Is that so?”

      Braden put his emotions in check, pushing down the anger her words sparked. Druska hadn’t spoken to him in such blunt terms since they’d first bonded, and he was somewhat shocked by her passion on this topic.

      “It is,” Druska said, her expression serious as she held his gaze. “Master, I know you don’t see it as we do, but you are a blessing to this world. If you were to arrive and leave without leaving your genetic imprint on the future of these races, they would never realize their true potential. Sir”—Druska glanced around, making sure none could overhear her next words—“I know you hunger for Leesha’s mother, and there are others who have… awoken the power in you. Don’t let what happened to Glynis-Pura keep you from breeding with and forging bonds with others.”

      “I won’t be adding more women to the harem,” Braden said, his tone firm. “Perhaps not ever, but certainly not until we’ve healed her.”

      “I understand,” Druska said, stepping close and taking his hand in hers, “but what happened to her doesn’t keep you from being a man… It doesn’t release you from your responsibility to this world.”

      “I take my responsibility seriously,” Braden said, unable to hide the roughness that entered his voice as her words sparked his anger again.

      “Do you?” Druska asked, raising an eyebrow and speaking in a soft tone that stole her master’s emotions. “What about the responsibility to future generations? What about the unparalleled perfection of your genetics? Are you acting responsibly by not blessing any of the women who beg you to do so?”

      “You’re serious,” Braden said, not sure if he should laugh or be shocked by the alien woman’s logic.

      “Of course, I am,” Druska said, and Braden realized this wasn’t a joke to her. “You have a responsibility to me and the others. In the empire, a first-wife’s pride is balanced on how efficacious she is in providing her breeder with viable mates. It’s your choice, of course, but I would feel shame if I returned home and admitted to having left nothing of your greatness and glory behind to benefit these peoples.”

      Braden registered the wildness around the woman’s green eyes and the fluttering of her heartbeat in the vein alongside her slender neck. She was more out of sorts and upset than he’d seen her in a long time, and he realized she’d been preparing this argument for a while.

      “It’s that important to you?” Braden asked, “that I sleep with other women?”

      “What’s important,” Druska said, her slender form pressed against Braden, large firm breasts pushing against his chest and reminding him of her sublime beauty when naked, “is that the essence of the great man we love is spread as far and wide as possible down through the generations of the universe. Master, nothing is more important than that for the safety and security of the Universe and the flourishment of sentient life.”

      “A little extreme,” Braden said with a crooked smile. “Don’t you think?”

      “Not at all,” Druska said, resting her head on his chest and continuing as she listened to his heartbeat slowly. “The Great Algorithm has been planning this for centuries, if you look closely. She spread the use of P.O.R.N. simulations, killing the libidos of lesser men and women. The breeders, having the greatest genetic fortitude, ensure that their superior seed matriculates down through the generations and keeps us all strong, constantly refreshed by the next breeders. Each generation improving upon the last.”

      “That’s madness,” Braden said, but his heartbeat quickened, and his body responded as his wife went on.

      “It’s intelligent evolution,” Druska said. “Progression by design. Master, the decision is yours, of course, but I’ll speak plain truth… You represent the greatest hope for this world’s future, but it isn’t in your head, muscles, or even in your magic, this power resides… but here.”

      Braden stiffened when she ran a hand over his package. A group of elven maids spotted the motion and tittered, covering their mouths with their hands as they ducked behind a stand of ferns, eager to catch a peek at the harem mage and his bonded fooling around.

      “Druska…” he began, but the words trailed off when he saw the serious look on her face.

      “What is it, Master?” The alien woman asked softly, “Other than imagining you might hurt us… what holds you back?” Looking into her master’s face, she saw a shifting of his emotions and spoke, “Is it the responsibility? Do you imagine the women would need or want you in the raising of the child?”

      “Jesus,” Braden said with an exhalation of breath, “you’re not going to let this go, are you?” Druska waited expectantly, clearly unwilling to let him escape. “I guess that is my worry… or fear. It just… feels wrong to lay that burden on someone with no ability to help raise it. And I can’t see being able to anytime soon.”

      “That is your fear?” Druska asked, the relief on her face was plain as she threw her head back and laughed, shocking the elven maids spying on them from behind the ferns. “Master, breeders aren’t expected to raise their brood. How would they with so many? Are babes on your world raised only by one man and one woman?”

      “Yes,” Braden said, stiffening a little defensively.

      “Madness,” Druska said in an unconscious echo of him as she shook her head. “What if one parent is weak in discipline? And the other emotionally sedate? That opens the doors for introducing too many inefficiencies in the raising of children.” Braden opened his mouth to argue, but the alien woman continued speaking, drying the words on his tongue. “Master, if I had my way you would breed three to four women a day. I’d ask for more, but Mina and Leesha demand you have enough energy for us. They and Emma agree with me about this. You must take more lovers. I understand you didn’t want to bless the elven royal line and imparted powers without the full act, but I must make a request of you, Master… one I pray to the Great Algorithm you won’t refuse.”

      “What?” Braden asked, feeling a touch nervous at the intensity of Druska’s gaze.

      “Follow me,” she said, taking his hand and leading him off at a quick walk.
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      Braden noticed the elven maids frowning, blushing in disappointment at not witnessing him and Druska fooling around. The woman’s behavior was so intense and focused. Braden was shocked at how important this was to her. He knew Druska came from a galactic empire, but he often forgot, until reminded at times like these, how different her culture was.

      Druska had been bringing up breeders and her desire to see Braden be with other women since they’d first met months before. He’d thought it shocking at first, then amusing, never considering how much it meant to her. Braden forced himself to reevaluate the woman and himself as she dragged him down a narrow path to a small, wild garden.

      There, three young women sat on a stone bench, watching a small spring burble forth in a basin of slate gray rock, the clear liquid cascading off a rock shelf into a small pool that teemed with golden fish. Braden had grown used to the fact that nearly every corner you turned around near the Silver Heart Tree, revealed an Eden-like garden of wonder. When he and Druska stepped around a large root structure, the three girls turned on their bench to watch them approach with nervous, hopeful looks.

      “We need a team to travel back to my wreckage,” Druska whispered, “and the Great Algorithm provided one for us.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Braden said under his breath when he recognized the bonded and then the three academy students. “You trust them?”

      “They came to be bonded,” Druska said. “But it isn’t them I trust but you, Master… Once a woman knows your touch, she could never betray you.”

      “I know that’s not true,” Braden said, his expression souring slightly.

      Druska squeezed his hand. “Earth women are obviously broken and mentally disabled. I know for a fact that even Emma’s mother still hungers for your touch.”

      “How do you know that?” Braden asked as he took in the three young women who were straightening dresses and sitting up with shoulders back and busts thrust forward.

      “Emma let me read the letters she’s received from her,” Druska replied with a wink before turning to the three students. “Good morning, girls.”

      “Mistress Druska,” the three young women said at the same time.

      Their chorus of voices sent a shiver down Braden’s spine as it sounded exactly like Catholic schoolgirls responding to a nun. Only these young women weren’t schoolgirls. Letting himself take the three in from head to toe fully for the first time, Braden was surprised at the keen intelligence he saw in their eyes and their self-assurance, far more than he’d have assumed from college-age girls.

      The bond mages had obviously chosen their offerings with care. Each of the girls was more beautiful than the last and seemed to embody all the diversity he’d seen in humans of this world. Closest to him was a tall, willowy blonde. The girl had pale blue eyes, the brightest smile Braden had seen since leaving Earth, and a wide mouth with sensual lips that set his heart pounding. Her body was as slender as a willow branch, but she had a poise and grace that he could only describe as noble, or model-like. However, the longbow and arrows on her back and the callouses on her fingers marked her as an archer of some skill.

      Next to the blonde was a busty little redhead with pale green eyes and a bust so large and firm it threatened to spill out of her top at any moment. It wasn’t the girl’s flirty smile or firm breasts that trapped Braden’s gaze for a moment, but her adorable and cherubic features. She looked so adorable he wanted to pick her up and hug her tight. The spikey mace sitting at her side and the firmness of her arms and thighs told him she was probably a threat with the deadly looking weapon.

      The third girl was the smallest and most delicate of the three, but from her eyes, he guessed perhaps the fiercest and most determined. The small brunette had pale skin and large dark eyes. He would have said she looked like an innocent waif if not for the sharp edge to her desire as she stared up at him. The little woman’s bust was large and soft, strapped down beneath her dark robes, and Braden suspected, from her slender waist and the swell of her hips, that her ass might be just as amazing. Her face was delicately featured with a small nose and mouth that looked carved from porcelain.

      “Lord Harem Mage,” the smallest girl said, rising to her feet and confirming to Braden how amazing her rear end was, “I am Scarlytt and these are my friends and fellow graduates, Anis”—she indicated the willowy blonde—“and Chanell.” The redhead rose and performed a perfect curtsey, her eyes sparkling when Braden’s gaze fell into the depths of her large bust.

      “Pleasure, to meet you all,” Braden said, trying to keep his expression neutral but sensing Druska was about to spoil the effort.

      “I know what you’re all here for,” Druska said, her tone matter-of-fact and abrupt, “but my master won’t bond any of you. Not today, at least. He’s made this plain to me.”

      Shock and hurt registered on the three girls’ faces, and odd satisfaction in the bonded woman’s.

      “However,” Druska said as the girls wiped frowns off their faces, along with more than a touch of anger from both the redhead and the black-haired girl. “My master needs brave heroes to complete a quest of vital importance. If you prove willing and capable, there will be ample breeding as a reward.” The girls perked up but turned various shades of red and pink as they shifted awkwardly. “Lord Braden, please inspect them.”

      Braden frowned at his bonded, having no idea what she meant for him to do. Already feeling a bit uncomfortable with the whole thing, he let out a deep sigh and reached for his powers.

      Stop feeling guilty, he thought to himself. You aren’t doing anything wrong.

      The thought hadn’t even faded from his mind when the magic leaped within him. As he stepped close to the three young women, ignoring their wide, wet eyes and heaving chests as each drew in deep breaths. The tall blonde almost swooned as she felt the man’s aura, more potent than anything she’d been prepared for. The magic lived within him, she sensed, just beneath the surface of his skin, and her knees grew weak as just the proximity of his power awoke her senses.

      Braden watched the girl’s reaction with interest, remembering how the queen had acted their first time together, as well as Emma’s mom and a few others. He felt the magic within calling to each of them with different resonances. While nothing like what he’d felt when he bonded Druska and the others, it was similar in intent if not strength.

      Stopping two meters away from the three, he looked deep into their eyes, from dark to pale green, and finally bright blue. Each set reflected back the same emotions he felt, the same connection. Each felt the same desire.

      Braden swallowed hard, drawing in a deep breath to clear his head, and with a final sweep of his eyes over all three, taking in their youthful beauty, he spun on his heel.

      “Master?” Druska asked, concern edging into her voice.

      “Fine.” Braden stopped beside the green-skinned woman and turned to take the three in once again, letting them see the desire on his face. “You win… but don’t make this a habit, okay?”

      “They will be waiting for you this evening,” Druska said, unable to keep the self-satisfied smile off her lips as she took in the three frowning girls, “but I promise nothing. There are a few of the high nobles who could do with a measure of… guidance. And the Silver Kingdoms’ seneschal has a look to her…”

      “Hmph,” Braden said with a frown. “I’m going to check on Emma.”

      “Find the elven sorceresses as well,” Druska said as he stepped away. “They wanted to speak with you concerning Glynis-Pura.”

      “About what?” Braden asked, his guilt renewing at the mention of the poor cat-girl.

      “I don’t know,” Druska said with a shake of her head, “but they had leeches and some sharp knives. Maybe they’re going fishing?”

      “What the hell!” Braden muttered to himself. Putting the three women out of his thoughts for now, he marched off in search of a ramp to the sorceresses’ studies.

      “Mistress Druska?” Scarlytt asked, her tone unsure as she stared after Braden striding away.

      “I don’t understand what happened, Mistress,” said Anis. “Are we…” Her breath grew short as she went on, “Were we found… acceptable?”

      “I don’t care if we’re acceptable or not,” said Chanell with a crooked grin, her eyes affixed to Braden’s firm backside as she ran a hand down her side and dug fingers into her thigh. “That right there is the finest man I’ve ever seen… Bonded Druska,” she said without taking her eyes off Braden until he disappeared, “if we have your blessing, the gods themselves won’t be able to keep me from crawling up that limb.”

      “Let us speak about the acts of pleasure,” the bonded said, taking a seat on a root near where the girls had been seated a few moments before. “Tell me what you know of the desires and needs of a man such as my master?”

      The young women blushed and glanced at one another before slowly taking seats once more. Anis spoke first, shy and hesitant, but Druska’s lack of embarrassment rubbed off on them and soon all four were lost in a conversation that would have burned the ears off any Earth-woman who heard it.
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      Braden searched for Emma in the second tier of the great Heart Tree. There he found her in a lab the elves had set aside for the young woman. An array of beakers, bubbling cauldrons, and puffing potions brewing greeted him as he stepped into the airy space.

      Most of the elves weren’t sure how to treat Emma. The teen had returned to them a recipe and lost techniques that their greatest alchemists had been searching for and trying to recreate for over a millennium. However, the fact that she was nineteen and human made it hard for the ancient and learned elven scholars to credit her with any real talent. Instead, they’d treated it like a one-off discovery, while others saw the girl as more than that.

      One of those was Sheela the young elf who had begun following the girl around and pestering her with endless questions about their craft and herbs. The princess was bent over a low flame, drawing a long, slender leaf over the flame with careful precision as she blackened one side.

      “Master!” Emma exclaimed when she noticed Braden standing in the wide entrance.

      Unfortunately for Sheela, the herb she held over the flame was incredibly delicate and when she jerked erect, eyes wide as she took in the harem mage, the leaf snapped near where she gripped it and fell into fire turning into a puff of acrid green smoke that set her to coughing violently.

      “Careful Sheela,” Emma said, frowning at the young woman. “Burl leaves are harsh on the lungs.”

      “Yes… cough… Mistress,” the young elf said, her eyes locked on Braden.

      Emma saw the look on Braden’s face and took his hand, steering him over to a side table.

      “You spoke with Druska, I take it?” When Braden nodded, she smiled gently and patted his hand. “Good, it’s about time you took your duty seriously.”

      “Jesus,” Braden said with a shake of his head, “you too?”

      “Lord Braden,” the gorgeous teen said, taking a seat beside him at the table, late morning light glinting off her silver locks as she smiled up at him, “we’ve tried to broach this subject to you before… Alas, the morals of your world sank deep and it’s taking a while for their ill-defined lines to fade from your moral compass.”

      The little elf tripped on her way to the waste bin, spilling the handful of rubbish she’d gathered. The clatter drew Braden’s gaze and Emma gripped his hand hard.

      “You gave her the gift of Cultivation,” Emma whispered. “A rare and potent talent… but power without maturity is empty and wasted… lord, I know what you’ve been trying to do, but the gesture is empty without the confidence and peace your touch brings.”

      “Peace, Emma,” Braden said, gripping the young woman’s hand and sitting back in his seat. “I’ve already heeded your wisdom and Druska’s wishes.” He smiled to take the edge off his words. “No need to beat me over the head with it.”

      “I’m just making sure,” Emma said, her voice prim and her own smile smothered. “You’re known to be rather stubborn and pigheaded about some things, and it wouldn’t do to have you backsliding already.”

      “Did you cook this up between you?” Braden asked. “If I find Leesha next, will she ply me with arguments too?”

      “Leesha couldn't care less,” Emma said with a smile and a little shake of her head for her sister-wife. “So long as she gets you when she wants and that staff isn’t far from her fingers, I think she’s content. Or as content as Leesha ever is.” Emma looked up at Braden and her smile dropped. “I know she’s focused on finding something that can help Glynis-Pura.”

      “I feel useless,” Braden said, the word springing forth from his lips unbidden, and the rest flowed forth like vomit. “I train and study all I can, but none of it serves in helping her… Other than going straight east and confronting this Dark Queen, I don’t know what to do.”

      “You’re not ready for that,” Emma spoke softly, “and it’s only been four days since we captured her. Give Leesha and the elves time to work. The humans have also put their best people on it.” Her warm silver eyes alighted upon Braden’s, and he saw a dim glow pass down her shimmering hair and the weariness and soreness left his body, leaving him refreshed and alert. “You need a rest, Lord Braden. We all do. Enjoy these days as much as you’re able… I fear the future will hold days as dark or darker than what we’ve known up till now.”

      The harem mage nodded and drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. There was truth and wisdom in the healer’s words, as always, and Braden took them to heart. Practicing the mental exercises he’d been learning, he relaxed his muscles and thoughts, letting them drift like leaves on a stream.

      His eyes alighted upon Sheela as she bent, brushing dust off a pail into the bin. Trailing up from slender ankles to the gap between her thighs and finally up the curves of her body as the young elf stood slowly, Braden felt the magic throb within.

      You don’t have to forgive yourself, Braden thought to himself, but at least you can have some gratitude for what you’ve found.

      He turned and found Emma smiling at him. The gorgeous teen was nodding in encouragement, and he realized she’d caught him staring at Sheela.

      “Have I told you about the new potions and poisons we’ve been discovering?” Emma said, surprising him with the change of subject.

      “No,” Braden said, “are they from the new plants you found?”

      The corrupted plants and trees that grew in a wide swatch stretching north had fascinated the girl and many of the elves. They were evidence of the passage of Glynis-Pura and the legion she’d commanded and the taint they had left, blackening the countryside and twisting all that grew from it.

      “Not exclusively,” Emma said, popping to her feet and heading over to a worktable and returning with a small vial, “but when we mix them with ingredients for other potions and elixirs, especially the rare ones, we’re finding odd reactions.”

      “What’s this?” Braden asked, looking into the vial Emma had handed him and sloshing around the metallic liquid within.

      “That can turn a person’s skin to a type of living steel for twenty seconds to a minute, depending on how much you drink,” Emma said with an excited grin. “Sheela, bring the Firelick potion, will you?”

      Sheela perked up from where she’d been hovering nearby and ran over to a cabinet, digging through a collection of newly labeled potions and coming back with a potion that looked red with pearlescent bits swirling around like it was alive.

      “The corrupted components not only create new and interesting potions,” Emma said, taking the metallic potion from Braden and handing it to the young elf, “but they have an extraordinary ability I’ve never heard of before. The elven potions masters refuse to acknowledge that it’s even happening, but they’ll come around.”

      “That what’s happening?” Braden asked, confused.

      “Just wait and see,” Emma said with a grin as she moved around the elf pulling a sheaf of parchment off a table and tucking a bit drapery. “Okay, Sheela, whenever you’re ready.”

      The young elf took a deep breath, face tense, and with two quick motions downed both potions. It wasn’t anxiety or fear lighting up her face, but excitement.

      The reaction was instantaneous and violent.

      The young elf threw her head back. A sigh of something close to pleasure escaped her throat as her arms and legs gave hard shakes, the skin shimmering into steel in less than a second and bursting alight. Almost before Sheela had finished swallowing, the magic took effect, and she was an inferno of yellow flames roiling around her entire body.

      “Isn’t it incredible?!” Emma shouted over the roar.

      Braden could only nod in agreement as Sheela moved her arms through the air. The maiden’s features were etched in flames, making her even more beautiful as she grinned in excitement.

      “It feels amazing,” Sheela said, her voice snapping and crackling from the flames in her throat, and there was an odd tinkling sound, from the steel vocal cords, Braden assumed.

      “How did you discover it so quickly?” Braden asked Emma.

      “The herbs just speak to me,” the silver-haired teen said, watching Sheela spin and twirl, the flames flaring and dimming. “It’s hard to explain, but when I hold them in my hand, I just have a sense for what they might be used in.”

      “Just be careful,” Braden said. “I wouldn’t want either of you getting hurt testing out a new recipe.”

      “My lord is right to be concerned,” Emma said, pulling over a leather-bound notebook filled with her small elegant handwriting. “Some of the recipes Sheela and I have discovered are quite deadly.”

      As suddenly as the girl burst into steel skin and flames, both suddenly ceased with a whoosh of inrushing air. Her clothing had been singed in places, leaving patches of skin open to Braden’s wandering eyes, and with a little gasp, Sheela covered her one exposed breast and darted into the back of the lab to change.

      “She’s a good assistant?” Braden asked when the little elf was well out of earshot.

      “The best I could ask for,” Emma said. “The other alchemists keep me at arm’s length or actively look down on my work, because of my race and age. But Sheela has a different attitude than the rest… I like her very much… and if I might say, Lord Braden, she is quite enamored with you.”

      “Hmph,” Braden said, trying to suppress his smile of enjoyment at hearing that.

      “I guess she walked in on us this morning.” Emma’s pale cheeks took on the faintest hue of pink as she spoke. “Couldn’t seem to find her focus for the first hour or two… kept asking the most interesting questions about how your cock fit—”

      “Emma,” Braden warned, and the girl grinned impishly as the little elf came back into the lab in a fresh set of white robes and smock.

      Taking the elf in from head to toe, Braden released his young wife and stepped over to her. The young elf froze when the harem mage approached, an intense look in his eyes that only became stronger as he raised a hand and touched a single finger to her cheek.

      Sheela gave a violent shake as the magic leaped within her. The power he’d awoken desired his touch, as did she. It was almost as if it sought to establish a connection that hadn’t been forged when he’d awoken it within her.

      Braden’s lips pressed together, not in a smile but in grim satisfaction as he confirmed what he’d begun to suspect since speaking with Druska. It hadn’t been his imagination when he’d touched the girl before, passing a piece of his powers into her, that her soul had called out for more. He could feel it now, like an open wound that had been wrapped but not cleaned. There was a seed of some dark need within her that festered.

      Sheela trembled violently as he pulled his hand away, and her expression was one of open hunger. Her slender little hands lifted and began reaching for him, but Braden stepped back, out of her reach. But her expression didn’t fall, for she saw something that gave her hope in the human’s pale blue eyes.

      “I might have a quest for you,” Braden breathed, Sheela’s eyes lighting up as he spoke to her. “It would require you to travel far and possibly for many months, with strangers… but I have need of someone I can trust, to keep watch and report any…”

      “You need me to spy?” Sheela asked, but before Braden could respond she nodded eagerly, speaking, “I’ll do it! Anything for you, Lord Harem Mage, anything you need.”

      “Very well,” Braden said with a firm nod, feeling just a touch uncomfortable by the worshipful light filling her eager eyes, but Emma gave him a wink and a nod of approval before turning back to her worktable and notes. “Find Druska, she’s putting the team together.”

      “Are there any…” The pretty little elf licked her lips in an all too human gesture, glancing to Emma and back to Braden and speaking in a quiet rush. “Special instructions you would like to speak with me about privately?”

      Emma turned back to Braden with a raised eyebrow, meeting his eyes, but he couldn’t tell what she was thinking behind that expressionless mask. But she was clearly waiting to hear what he said.

      “Tonight, I meet with the other three,” Braden said, taking one of her small, trembling hands in his, “and if you’re willing, I’d have you attend so you’re all… bonded together.”

      “Thank you, Lord Braden,” Sheela said, her voice faint and eyes wide and shining as she dipped a quick curtsey. “You can count on me… for anything.”

      “Yes,” Braden said, releasing her hand with difficulty. One because of the magic calling out to her, and two because her little fingers held his like a vise. “Well… I can see you two are busy, so I’ll leave you to it.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Emma said, stepping up smoothly and slipping her arm around his. She whispered under her breath to Braden as she steered him toward the entrance, “That was very well done, lord husband, but next time maybe smile a little? The girl still doesn’t know what to expect tonight… poor thing.” When Braden tried to glance back, Emma kept him looking forward. “No, don’t look back. It will only make her more self-conscious. Don’t worry, everything will be better once you’ve bedded her.”

      The harem mage found a small group of human royal councilors waiting for him. They’d come to discuss the bonded, entreating the harem mage to meet with the man again, and he was hard-pressed to keep his cheerful mood as they pestered him on the way to the glade.
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      Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie suppressed a grimace of pain as he bent low to pull on his smallclothes and socks. The chamber provided was small and cold, but blessedly private. The ancient bond mage cared little about who might see his bare bum, but he’d rather not let the world know how much age had set his limbs to creaking.

      The dictate was performing its service to the empire, inflaming suspicions and putting knife, hook, and brand to those whose loyalty was in question. A few innocents were most likely swept up in the mix, but only with the fiery eye of the dictate searing its way across the empire would it expunge the darkness that had wormed its way into the nation’s heart.

      “My lord,” his bonded said through the closed door, “Bond Mage Ildo has fled the inquisitors along with his bonded. General Granicus has sent hunters.”

      “Another fool?” Ennis grumbled as he pulled the frock over his narrow shoulders. “At this rate, a third of the Magisterium will prove to be traitors! Tell me Dilo, has the girl spoken yet?”

      “No, my lord,” Dilo said, “but Bonded Felisa has taken over the questioning.”

      “Hmph,” the Arch Bond Mage sniffed. Settling his robes over his shoulders, he touched fingers to heart and head, offering a silent prayer to the memory of Melinda for wisdom before pulling open the door and stepping into the pristine marble hallway. “I would observe her at work. Lead the way, Dilo.”

      “My lord, the Inquisition may stop us from—”

      “Let them try,” the Arch Bond Mage said in a dangerously quiet voice. “I’ve just endured five hours of their flames, hooks, and prying mental magics… let them doubt my loyalty. Lead on!”

      The bonded took his master’s waspish tone in stride, knowing all too well what the man had endured as a pillar of the state. Power and wealth had privilege in the empire, but that privilege came at a price, everyone knew. For when an imperial dictate was initiated, either to fill the legions’ ranks or an Inquisition to burn out traitors, those with privilege, power, and wealth were pressed first and hardest.

      The Imperial Senate was still abed in hospitals or hobbling around on crutches, recovering from their questioning. It had been generations since the last Inquisition, and little was remembered about the tactics used by that mysterious body to discover the truth. When the third senator to be questioned was hung as a traitor to the Dark Queen, some had suspected the man’s enemies had somehow pinned the suspicions on him. Those suspicions faded when the second and third traitors were taken, along with their household guards, dark twisted souls who’d tried to cut the men free.

      Ennis and his brethren had remained suspicious of the dictate’s efficacy until three bond mages they’d suspected of having turned were caught and questioned their true loyalties revealed within hours. After that, there had been an exodus from the capital of merchants, politicians, and bond mages. Men and women in places of authority fled before the coming fire. That confirmed the citizens’ suspicions and their faith in the inquisitors, and once more, as in ages past, the people assumed their duty and walked willingly into the inquisitors’ tower.

      The Arch Bond Mage drew stares as his bonded led him deeper and deeper into the warren of narrow tunnels carved straight from the stone. Screams and cries of pain echoed oddly down here, their sounds merging into almost a musical sound but one that set the hair on the back of his neck to standing up, instead of soothing him the way symphonies usually did.

      “Do better, the man says…” the Arch Mage muttered to himself. “Do better… How am I supposed to make that order actionable? Melind bless me, the man is infuriating!”

      “My lord?” Dilo asked, glancing back over his shoulder. The bonded still limped from his own questioning, though the wounds healed fast in these dim shadows. “The Twisted Ones are being held down here.”

      Ennis grimaced at the term but refrained from correcting his bonded. There had been a short but intense debate about what to call the turned bond mages. Imperial functionaries knew the importance of branding and had slapped “traitor” on all the mundane. A traitor bond mage was still a bond mage, and it wouldn’t do to have citizens associating bond mages with the traitorous, especially now, given the delicate balancing act of loyalties the Magisterium was engaged in.

      The more time he spent around the turned bond mages, the term Twisted Ones seemed to fit more and more. There was something wrong with all of them. Like a dark stain had sunk into their souls, changing them just a degree closer to evil, but leaving all else the same.

      Arriving on the tower’s deepest floor, Ennis sighed to finally step off the long switchback steps and step into a marble-lined hall filled with guards and Battle Bond Mages. Guards and bond mages stood stiff when the Arch Bond Mage appeared, but the man waved for them to relax, an annoyed twist to his lips at the idiocy of soldiers.

      They call it discipline to lock your knees and stare straight ahead, Ennis thought to himself as he nodded to a few friendly faces. I call it idiocy.

      The inquisitors took no chances with their captives. The cells were lined with magic deadening runes, and each had a guard standing outside. The guard pulled open the heavy steel door and the Arch Mage and his bonded entered the large room. In the center of which, sat a table with a man strapped to the surface. Off to one side, his bonded lay in a magically induced coma, her vitals monitored.

      The bond mage herself looked up from her pacing and grimaced when she saw Ennis. Shaking her head, she went back to muttering as she paced, hands clasped behind her wide back. Ennis stepped over to the table, careful to avoid the inquisitor and her tubes as she bent over her subject and peered down at the man.

      Bond Mage Fy’Rendo was the top student in his graduating class. Ennis could still remember the bright eyes and freckled face when the young man had first stepped into his class more than twenty years before. The Arch Bond Mage had been a professor then and didn’t think he’d ever met a more earnest or sweet-natured boy than Fy’Rendo. And now the halfling was accused of murdering a scout and diverting crucial reports for his Dark Queen.

      “What have you been able to learn?” the Arch Bond Mage asked the inquisitor, ignoring the woman’s frown of annoyance at having her work interrupted.

      “Very little I’m afraid, Arch Bond Mage,” the woman said with a grimace, swiping a finger before her face as she worked their strange art. “The Twisted Ones’ souls are closed off to our touch… no amount of illusion work or alchemical aids can get the truth from them.”

      “Hmph,” Ennis harrumphed and frowned at the prone bond mage. “I’d never have thought you so weak that you’d chase after power Fy’Rendo… you should have been wiser than to take the easy path.”

      “Nnnngggheee…” Bond Mage Fy’Rendo shook, teeth clenched, and the sound that came from the back of his throat was terrible.

      “What was that?” Bond Mage Tillinda asked, recently returned from up north asked, stepping up to Ennis’s side.

      “Ma’am,” the inquisitor said quickly, her expression excited, “his soul… writhes. Sir, please speak again. Your words were a worse pain than we’ve been able to lay upon him.”

      “They damn well should be, Fy’Rendo,” Ennis growled. “I’m going to speak with your mom tomorrow and a finer example of halfling grace and beauty there has never been, but when you hear about how your treasonous actions have broken her heart…”

      “Nghhaaahh!”

      “Tell me, you fool! What did she offer you, what lies did she tell to twist your souls so? Tell me, Fy’Rendo, for the love we once shared, or damn you to the nine hells for eternity!”

      “SSssssstttoooooonnnneeeeee!!” The word was ripped from the man’s throat and a chaotic stream of images appeared in the air before his face.

      The Arch Bond Mage spun on the inquisitor and felt a wave of relief wash through him at the triumph on the woman’s face. They’d finally broken through the walls around one of the Twisted Ones’ souls. Now came the hard and laborious work of drawing out every memory and emotion that rested in the folds of the little halfling’s brain.

      “A miracle,” someone breathed.

      “I’m in sir,” the woman said. “The twisted darkness goes deep… possibly to his soul… but I believe he was corrupted, that he didn’t choose this fate.”

      “Thank the gods for small favors,” Ennis said, reaching down and patting his former student’s hand gently. “You will bring me your report as soon as possible, yes, Inquisitor?”

      “My superiors…” the woman’s words died off when she met the Arch Bond Mage’s firm gaze and she swallowed hard, reminded of who she spoke to. “Of course, Arch Bond Mage, it shouldn’t take more than a day or two if all goes well.”

      “Come, Dilo,” Ennis said, with a nod of approval to the young inquisitor, “let’s leave the young woman to her work.”

      If anything, those in the hallways outside stood even stiffer and straighter when word got out that the Arch Mage had broken through one of the Twisted Ones’ defenses. Frowning in annoyance, he tried not to think about the stairs he approached or how the cold had set a deep ache into his knees.

      “Word came from the harem mage?” Tillinda asked beside him, drawing an even deeper frown onto the Arch Mage’s face.

      “Hmph!” Ennis snorted. “Word came all right, two words to be exact: Do better!”

      “Really?” the bond mage asked with a little frown marring her plump features. “Gylion tells the man we’re his humble servants, and those are his orders?”

      “To be fair,” the Arch Mage said with a shake of his head, “I’ve gotten word from my own spies that Gylion didn’t have a formal meeting with the man. It seems the harem mage is still upset over the attack upon him in Dalton and doesn’t trust us. He mentioned something about the true threat coming from above, but the new Emperor is a fatuous oaf and his councilors little better than lickspittles.”

      “Could he have been more literal in his warning?” the woman asked with a frown, “There is that strange star that zips across the night sky… it’s got the Astronomy Department of the Magisterium in a tizzy.”

      The Arch Bond-Mage opened his mouth, his anger about to push words out until the woman’s words caught up with his spinning thoughts and he paused, coming to a halt right there in the middle of the hall.
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      Druska spent a good half hour tracking down Mina in the forest. Seeing the worry in her master’s features, she wanted to check on the young warrior. She found Mina beside a small waterfall, seated on a lump of moss-covered roots. In the young woman’s lap sat the round orb of Scry-bot. The black-haired warrior heard Druska approach but never looked up from the little magical droid.

      “Go ahead, Scry-bot,” Mina said in a kindly, encouraging tone. “I know it’s scary, but show me again, this time from the north.”

      Druska froze, watching as the magical robot lifted off the girl’s lap and emitted a sad hum before a 3D holographic image flickered into existence on the ground. The image was similar to the map it would generate for Braden, showing the dungeons they were about to enter, only this image was far more detailed. Everything was on a small scale. The little black-robed figures standing around an altar looked so real Druska almost felt like she could reach down and pluck one of them up.

      The scene was one the alien woman recognized. The location looked similar to the icy wilderness they’d found Mina in, and from the tense expression on the little bonded’s face, Druska knew it was bringing up bad memories for her. Mina pushed through her discomfort and leaned forward, black eyes sharpening as she watched the ritual begin.

      A tall, black-robed caster stood beside a stone altar, atop which lay Glynis-Pura. The cat-girl was strapped to the slate gray stone with thick steel chains, as if the twisted horrors surrounding the ritual were frightened of the girl. Druska saw the reason when the black-robed caster began shouting, the sounds garbled and filled with static.

      “Can he make the words clearer?” Druska asked softly.

      “No,” Mina said with a shake of her head. “She wasn’t close enough to hear everything… Watch! This is where it gets interesting.”

      Druska crouched down and watched the little drama play out. The caster was screaming now, arms shaking and body under enormous strain as the magics whipped around it, curling around the cat-girl’s limbs and twisting tight until nothing of her flesh could be seen. At that moment a large boulder pushed its way through the frozen earth and, rolling and tumbling slowly, floated in the air.

      The incantations reached a crescendo as the white boulder, slowly tumbling, stopped a couple feet above Glynis-Pura The caster screamed out the last words of the spell and the scene darkened as Glynis-Pura let out a bloodcurdling scream, body straining against the chains holding her down as the black magic surrounding her body writhed.

      Druska flinched when she heard the scream, so filled with raw pain it tore at her soul. Just when she thought she couldn’t take the sounds anymore and was about to ask Scry-bot to cut the sound, the scream changed from pain-filled to rage-filled, and Druska watched in fascination as the black magic surrounding the girl was drawn up into the stone. The black boulder flashed white, and with a flick of his wrist, the caster hurled it aside to crash against a trunk.

      The scene began to shrink, leaves and branches masking the scene as Scry-bot moved deeper into the snow-covered woods. The last sight was the cat-girl leaping to her feet, head on a swivel as it searched for something, face a feral mask of rage that Druska recognized from their battle with the girl.

      “Doo, Doooo,” the sad little sound emitted from Scry-bot as the scene faded.

      “That’s all she saw,” Mina said, reaching and pulling Scry-bot into her arms like it was a pet.

      “Lord Braden searched through its memories for clues to what happened to the girl,” Druska said. “He didn’t find any of this.”

      “Scry-bot was scared,” Mina said. “It took a lot of coaxing before she would play it for me.”

      Druska frowned at the magical robot. Her master had crafted it in a couple of hours. And while at first it had seemed like a silly and useless endeavor to the alien woman, it had grown and learned in the manner of the most powerful AI systems the GGC had. She found herself curious about what other ways the little robot had grown and changed since he’d gone missing.

      “Keep working then,” Druska said with a nod to Mina. “See if you can find out anything else.”

      “I should show this to Leesha and Emma,” the little warrior girl said. “I don’t know what that rock is, but it looks important and might help in their research.”

      “Good thinking,” Druska said. “Don’t worry Master about it yet. He’s been under enough stress lately, but we should prepare in case we have to leave quickly. This is great work, Emma.”

      “Thank you.” The black-haired young woman beamed. “Come on, Scry-bot, let’s go find Leesha and show her. And when we’re done, I’ll let you read another smutty bodice ripper.”

      “Beep boo!” the little construct emitted happily.

      When Druska frowned at the little warrior, she blushed, grinning.

      “I found a small library of classics from the Silver Kingdoms in our rooms and read him one as a joke.” Mina’s grin widened as she slipped a pink covered novel from behind her. “Turns out the bot is a perv.”

      “Boo dee!” Scry-bot emitted, the sound having an indignant quality to it.

      “You are too,” Mina said with a wink to Druska. “And don’t go on about how it’s the love story you like, we both know the truth.”

      “Doo bop!”

      “All right, all right,” Mina said, “stop complaining. Druska doesn’t care if you’re a romantic or a pervert.”

      “Boo deep!”

      “Aye, you do.” Mina grinned. “But who really cares what a magical monster thing says, eh? I mean, I’m the only one who understands the nonsense sounds you make so you’re stuck with whatever I translate.”

      Druska could only shake her head as the two kept it up all the way back to the Silver Heart Tree. The alien woman was amazed at Mina’s facility with Scry-bot’s odd language and her rapport with it. The pair seemed to joke with one another, and if Duska didn’t miss her guess, Mina was attempting to comfort the drone.

      Feeling her first measure of comfort at the challenge of cleansing Glynis-Pura, Druska followed the warrior and Scry-bot as they tracked down Leesha in the library. With this bit of information, she was confident the elven sorceress would be able to discern some clue as to what happened to the cat-girl.
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      “My lord,” Queen Lana said, “is there anything you would like to request for the fete? A dish or some entertainment, perhaps? This is all in your honor after all.”

      “I’m sure whatever you ladies dream up will be wonderful,” Braden said, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. Then remembering something from a meal the day before, he offered, “Those little berry and cream tarts… will they be there?”

      “They will,” Seneschal Carmine said after glancing down at her notes. “I’ll make sure we have enough for the servants to make several rounds with them.”

      “As for the bond mage,” Queen Lana said, eying the harem mage as the skin tightened around his eyes, “I understand if you don’t want us extending an invitation to Gylion and his bonded, but the bond mages can be touchy. They might take offense.”

      “Invite them,” Braden said, his eyes narrowing. “I’ll have to deal with them sooner or later.”

      “Excellent,” said the queen, motioning to one of the half dozen scribes who jotted down some notes. “I believe that everything we needed you for, Lord Braden.”

      “We thank thee for sharing thou’s priceless time with us,” Seneschal Carmine said. The tall, elegantly dressed woman had difficulty meeting the harem mage’s eyes. “It is mine own greatest honor. To serve thee in any capacity I’m able, Lord Harem Mage.”

      The woman offered a seated bow more formal than most standing, and Braden found himself enjoying the view down her swooping neckline as he rose to leave. The humans and elves, once foes, had become oddly fervent in their friendships. The people of the Silver Kingdoms were romantics who threw themselves into whatever they undertook, whether that be a civil war or an edict from the harem mage asking them to open their hearts to the elves.

      Wary of the flighty humans, the elves, for the most part, remained circumspect about this new attitude of theirs. The long-lived race’s memories stretched farther back and remembered a time in the not-so-distant past when they and the humans had been mortal enemies.

      The queen and a few of her nobles were making an effort to forge friendships with the humans, and Lana seemed to have found a kindred spirit in the eminently practical Seneschal Carmine. Braden had seen the pair walking and speaking to one another often over the past few days.

      “Speaking of which,” Queen Lana said, “Lord Braden, it’s customary for the guest of honor to be presented and introduced once all the guests have arrived. Seneschal Carmine and I have set aside a room for you to take your ease in. I’m afraid it might be several hours before your introduction comes.”

      “Sounds great to me,” Braden said, happy at the prospect of missing most of the party.

      “Perfect,” Queen Lana said with a warm smile. “Seneschal Carmine will ensure there are sufficient… entertainments to keep you from getting bored.”

      Braden nodded, turning to go, but the queen stood and reached out, placing light fingers on his arm, stopping him. When he turned back, the bottomless compassion in her gem-like eyes struck him. The elves could do this, he had learned, flash from the depths of one emotion to another faster than a human. He’d thought it a quirk of Leesha until he’d been amongst the race for a couple days.

      “She will be healed, Lord Braden,” Lana whispered. As her attendants and the seneschal packed up to leave the meeting the queen stepped close. “You must keep faith.”

      “I try,” Braden said, all too aware of the gorgeous queen’s proximity, “but it’s hard not to feel frustrated when I can’t help and instead find myself in meetings.”

      “That is the burden of rulership,” the queen said, slipping one arm in his and steering him out of the meeting room and up a sloping path. “We must sit and wait, having faith in our servants who do the real work, the hard work. You are no stranger to the art of rule, Lord Braden, it is clear in the way you handle yourself. I have a dozen scribes and sorceresses looking into how to help Glynis-Pura. If any can learn something, they will.”

      Braden’s expression remained grim, but the queen felt the corded muscles in his arm relax slightly. The queen was right, he knew, he should keep faith, but it wasn’t in her people but in Leesha and Emma that he believed. He’d seen the red rimming both women’s eyes the night before and could sense their exhaustion. Not only were both putting full-time work into researching a cure for the cat-girl, but both were also throwing themselves into their own studies when they found free time.

      “Ellie’stia is still waiting?” Braden asked the queen, pushing his worries to the back of his mind.

      “She is,” the queen said with a dip of her head, “but if you’re tired and wish to retire—”

      “No,” Braden said, squaring his shoulders and forcing himself to ignore the exhaustion edging into his mind, “it’s important she learns the basics of Artificing, or at least what little I can teach.”

      “Lord Braden,” Queen Lana said with a shake of her head as they wound their way up to the Artificery, “sometimes you take humility too far. I witnessed the forging of the Staff of Heart Tree…” she shook her head, face registering awe still. “The song of it shall echo throughout the history of my people. And I have seen Bonded Druska’s Vorpal blade in action and it is… terrifying.”

      The elven queen remained nervous around Druska, and she gave a little shiver now. Not only were rogues one of the most terrifying bonded, for all the ancient tales and stories spoke of their incomparable skills as assassins, but Druska was a green-skinned alien, adding an extra layer of unease to the already uneasy queen’s dealings with the bonded. Braden had no desire to dig into the complicated knot of the women’s relationship.

      Braden allowed himself a moment or two of pride for the two artifacts he had managed to craft. But the moment didn’t last as the engineer in him picked over the process in his head, finding inefficiencies and areas where he’d fumbled through the dark without real understanding. There were rules to the forging of items, just as there were fundamental rules to the physics of the universe, but as with physics, those rules were mostly hidden until they were discovered.

      When he arrived in the Artificery, he found the small room filled with cobwebs and dust and Ellie’stia hard at work cleaning it up. Rolling up his sleeves, the harem mage helped the young elf out as he began instructing her on the fundamentals he’d learned. Passing elves and humans watched in shock as a figure from legend squatted down with soapy water and brush to scrub the hardwood floors as he described fundamental engineering principles and how they related to the magic.

      Ellie’stia was a keen student and, though hesitant at first, soon lost her shyness around Braden and found a passion for the work. By the time he left the Artificery, the place had been cleaned up considerably, and the girl felt confident in attempting smaller pieces.

      The sun had set and night-lights flickered on up and down the soaring walkways that made up the elven stronghold. The Silver Heart Tree’s hanging flowers rained delicate petals down, and even at night, they filled the air with their magical aura. He was exhausted but feeling good. Braden had always loved teaching and coaching young engineers and had forgotten how fulfilling it could be. He was still on an emotional high from watching Ellie’stia bond the soul of an icicle into that of a steel dagger, imbuing the weapon with a minor frost effect.

      “It’s good to see you’re so eager for the breeding,” Druska said, slipping from the shadows of a side passage and joining Braden. “Emma’s little apprentice found me so I sent her in to join the girls. Brilliant to use her as a spy, but as I said before, once you’ve bedded them it will be unnecessary.”

      “Any news?” Braden asked, ignoring the alien woman’s comment.

      “Yes,” Druska said, flashing a bright grin when Braden froze in place and stared at her, “but it’s not ready yet. Mina’s discovered something, but she wants Leesha’s and Emma’s help before she brings it to you.”

      “But—”

      “Peace, Master,” Druska said, pressing a hand to his chest and keeping him from rushing off. “You’ll only slow them down if you rush in and make them explain. Have patience and by tomorrow or the day of the fete they should have something.”

      “And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” Braden asked in a voice rough with anger and frustration he struggled to master.

      Druska’s grin only widened as she steered him around so he could see into the large chamber she’d had prepared. Four young women were reclining atop a large oval bed in the center of a lantern-lit room within the bole of a great tree.

      Each girl wore underthings of different colors and cuts trimmed in lace—and nothing else. In the center lay Sheela. The tall, shy elf had her fingers laced in the redhead’s hair, but the moment Braden stepped into view, her wide eyes locked upon him and her firm bust heaved. The auburn-haired elf wore purple, the color contrasting beautifully with her hair and eyes; the garments covered just enough to tantalize while letting Braden see pale places no man’s eye had seen before.

      Beside Emma’s apprentice was a leggy blonde who looked so similar to one of the cheerleaders at his college that Braden was forced to look closer before spotting a beauty mark on the academy girl’s cheek the cheerleader hadn’t had. As a freshman, Braden had spent months fantasizing about that blonde, senior girl, knowing he’d never have a chance with her but infatuated just the same. This leggy blonde had the same high, firm breasts and dark, alluring eyes, but where the cheerleader from his youth had ultimately been a shallow creature, he sensed untapped depths within this beautiful warrior.

      On the other side lay a tiny slip of a thing who studied Braden with a knowing look in her dark gray eyes. The academy student was so dainty it gave Braden pause until he noticed she was a good year or two older than the other girls, her haunting beauty and tiny form making her appear younger than her years. There was an aura of mystery about the young woman, an unknowable quality. It wasn’t her beauty or the subtle grace and allure of her movements as she ran gentle fingers up her friend’s side to cup one of the redhead’s large breasts, but the sharp intelligence burning in her eyes that made Braden’s heart beat faster.

      In the center, tangled with the tall elf, was a bundle of personality and beauty. Braden’s eyes couldn’t help but trace the curves of her massive breasts, or the flash of her pale legs as she rolled atop Sheela, bending over before him and winking over one shoulder, her green eyes flashing with a wicked excitement that put a tremor in his limbs and a grin on Druska’s face.

      “Treat your new lord well, ladies,” Druska said, before turning and planting a kiss on Braden’s lips and whispering into his ear, “Enjoy, husband, but know this is a pale imitation of what you would know as a proper GGC Breeder.”

      Flashing him a wink as she walked out, Braden’s eyes tracked the perfect globes of his first-wife’s behind, clad in black leather as she sauntered out of the room. Turning back to the bed, Braden let his eyes pass up and down the four young women, who shivered with nervous anticipation. He opened his mouth to speak, but the blonde spoke up first, moving up to her knees and glancing at her friends and the elf, drawing them all up with her.
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      “Lord Harem Mage Braden,” the girl began, “allow us to provide you an evening of—”

      The girl cut off when Braden raised a hand, his handsome face frowning and causing several of the girls to tremble harder.

      If this is to happen, Braden thought to himself as his gaze swept over the four young women whose eyes reflected back mingled hope and worry, then let it happen properly.

      “There will be no titles amongst us,” he said, reaching up and unbuttoning his coat slowly and letting it fall to the ground. The elf moved as if to pick it up, but hesitated under Braden’s gaze. “There will be no need. Some of you are friends and some strangers, but by the end of this evening you’ll be a sisterhood.”

      The girls glanced from one to another’s eyes, nervous and unsure but hopeful. It was the slender little dark-haired girl who felt the currents first, confirming for Braden her sensitivity. He unlaced the white shirt he wore and dropped it atop his coat, enjoying the little gasps of surprised pleasure from the women as the chiseled “V” of his torso was revealed in the warm lantern light.

      “You three from the academy,” Braden said, drawing three lines of vibrant magic in the air and leaving them to hover in place, “Have each imagined a future tied to a bonded, but the one I offer will require you to rely upon yourselves and one another. Sheela”—Braden held the tip of his finger pulsing with magic to one side—“you’ve known sisters all your life, but never ones whose very lives depended on your fidelity and virtue. Are you ready to undertake this task?”

      “My lord,” the elf breathed, voice deserting her as she nodded.

      As he moved his finger, it trailed lines of magic, four separate colors that swirled together in a hypnotic pattern that drew the women’s eyes to it.

      Snapping his hand out, Braden locked his fingers around the swirling vortex. Then with deft motions the women couldn’t quite follow, even the dark-haired adept, he drew silver strands from a pocket. As his hand turned, palm lowering and four fingers raising, the writhing magical sphere split into four pieces. Each sat atop one of Braden’s fingers, precariously balanced.

      “But you’ll never be truly alone,” Braden said, reaching up with his other hand and carving an intricate glyph in the air before him.

      The girls watched, at first in fascination, as the swirls and whoops of colorful energies filled the air before his face. But as Braden wove on, sweat glistening on his brow, the glyph grew more and more intricate, its shape shivering and trembling as he impregnated it with more and more energy until with a final corkscrew he snapped off the glyph and tied the magic in place.

      Breathing a silent sigh of relief that it had worked, Braden drew the Hearth Stone across the four fledgling Aion Stones and then back to his own heart. As the white lines of power shimmered into pearlescence and finally into nothing, the dark-haired young woman gasped.

      “Hearth Stone?” she asked in awe.

      “In part,” Braden said, taking the girl in with a long look as he caught his breath for the next part of his Artificing. “The elves said it was a secret magic. That they were teaching me something the bond mages and their academy didn’t know. Were they telling the truth?”

      “They were, my lord,” the girl said, and at being addressed, her frank stare disappeared as she dropped her eyes in shyness, “as far as I know. But I like… secrets…” She glanced up with a quick flash of a smile. “Especially secret magics.”

      “Curiosity is one half of intelligence’s heart,” Braden said. “Don’t lose it.”

      The little woman’s pale cheeks darkened as she blushed, and dimples formed on her cheeks.

      “What’s the other half?” asked the redhead, making sure Braden noticed the pleasing bounce of her firm breasts as she knelt there.

      “Capacity,” Braden said, letting her know with his eyes that he noticed and appreciated, as the silver twine snatched from Emma’s workroom warmed in his hand. “And though I have no doubt about each of your capacities, this will ensure your spirits match your purpose.”

      The enchantments were simple, but their full efficacy wouldn’t be realized just yet. Each girl watched as flows of flashing red and steaming icy blue magics twined about the threads, weaving them into lockets in the shape of the symbol on the cloak Emma and her mother had stitched for him, a majestic tree with spreading limbs and roots that reached down and up to one another forming a circle.

      The silver thread formed a cage with the glowing magics in the center, the whole not larger than his thumbnail. With a final whispered word of power, the magic took root and Braden felt the tug within as a part of himself leaked into the items, as with the other items he’d created.

      The girls watched the faintly glowing items with awe that transformed into dawning wonder as Braden moved onto the mattress. Each shifted nervously and four sets of eyes locked on him as he moved to Sheela first.

      The young elf spoke no words but bowed low, offering her lord the back of her neck in absolute submission. Braden lay the golden chain he’d summoned about the girl’s neck, and she gasped as she sat up and the glowing pendant hung against her skin. Raising one hand, she glanced at it and the faintest silver light shimmered for a brief moment, a glimmer of her latent powers the necklace would enhance once they were unlocked.

      Anis, the blonde, pressed her arms firmly to her sides when Braden moved before her. The girl copied Sheela, bowing low and offering him the back of her neck. Only her lips whispered a prayer he couldn’t make out. As the cool metal lay upon the young woman’s skin, she shivered and sat up straight, eyes closed and lips pressed tight in a look of satisfaction.

      Only as Braden lay the necklace upon Anis’s neck, did he recognize the similarities with her friend. Their eyes upon him like fire, he slid over before Scarlytt and gazed into the little woman’s eyes. There was no hesitation in the woman, nor doubt as she bent lower than any of the others, pressing her lips to Braden’s knee as he lay the necklace upon her skin.

      Sliding a hand up her slender neck to cup her creamy, smooth cheek, he brought her face up, lips still parted from being pressed against his knee. Her pupils dilated wide, turning her eyes black as their lips met in a delicate kiss.

      Braden broke the intimate embrace and moved back with a delicate slowness, the four women frozen like deer in headlights as he ran a calloused thumb across Chanell’s ruby red lips. He was struck by the incredible women seated within the span of his arms, not just their beauty but also their spirits, hearts, and minds.

      There is beauty in every soul, Braden thought. It shines from the inside out.

      The lord’s smile was so wide and beautiful, the girls would describe it later to those who clamored to hear the tale. It was like the sun breaking the horizon after a long, cold night. It broke the spell of stillness or shyness holding the four in place, and with the exuberance of youth, they tore the harem mage’s fine britches off him in their haste to seize upon the spear growing between his legs.

      

      The next day Braden missed morning training.

      He woke before dawn, as was his habit, but the thick down covers felt so warm and good, and the soft bodies pressed up against him murmured words of love and desire that warmed his heart. Feeling like a college kid, he rolled deeper in the blankets and ignored his responsibilities.

      Leesha and the others will do better work without me hovering over their shoulders, Braden thought to himself.

      He’d forgotten some of the wisdom he’d learned back on Earth of late, and a piece of that knowledge was trying to maintain a proper work life balance. In this world, there was no separating the two, but he still needed to take time for himself. Drawing the covers over his head, Braden snuggled deeper into the warm cocoon of flesh and pillows and drifted back into slumber.

      Vivid dreams assaulted Braden in his half-sleep, but nothing he could hold on to and remember when he woke in the late morning. He found breakfast laid out and the four girls laughing with one another as they ate. Scarlytt turned when he stirred, and the girl’s pink lips stretched wide to see the harem mage awake.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” she teased gently. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Wonderfully,” Braden said. “I didn’t want to wake up.”

      “There’s no need to,” Chanell said, rising to her feet, her naked body highlighted in shafts of golden sunlight that reached in through the large windows, “Queen Lana and the humans are busy with their preparations and negotiations… your women are locked in the library, all but Lady Druska”—the girl’s eyes flickered to the door where Braden spotted a familiar shadow outside, standing guard—“and she’s instructed us to keep you here and make sure you relax.”

      “She has, has she?” Braden asked with a crooked grin as he threw aside the blankets, revealing his nakedness as well as his growing desire. The man rose to his feet smoothly. The three girls who still held plates and sat on their haunches stared in awe as they saw him in all his glory in bright daylight. Then he swept Anis up into his arms, lips crushing hers, the girl’s feet kicking up and deep moans escaping her throat.

      Braden laid the tall, sexy teen between the others, and let them witness as he kissed his way down her neck to delight in her large firm breasts with their pale nipples. Trailing a line of kisses down her stomach, he tasted the girl, loving her shocked cry of pleasure as he awoke her womanhood to new delights with light flicks of magic.

      

      Anis’s heels pressed into the pillows and her fingers scrambled at the floor, her body feeling like it might float away at any moment. She watched the impossibly handsome man lick and kiss her most delicate place with the lightness of a feather. Each touch sent shock waves of pleasure throughout her body.

      Her friends from the academy, girls who’d become like sisters to her, were witnesses to the greatest pleasure of her life. Scarlytt’s hand took one of hers and Chanell’s the other, their expressions ones of mindless awe, love, and perhaps just a hint of envy. The gorgeous elven maid had shifted around, and Anis’s head fell in the girl’s lap. Gemlike eyes flickered from hers to their new lord’s as he kissed her.

      “It’s… oh gods above, Lord, your tongue is like fire upon my flesh… I’m… oh GODS!”

      Her mind went white as pleasure ripped through her, every nerve ending afire as she floated in a sea of bliss. When she fell back to mortal realms, body still tingling and alive with sensation, she felt gentle fingers stroking her back and something solid and immeasurably powerful held her close.

      Gasping, Anis glanced up to find her lord still held her, his bright blue eyes soft with affection as he traced calloused fingertips down her spine. She opened her mouth to speak, but his gentle kiss silenced her, and then she was rolling onto her back, pulling him with her, the hunger within her body awoken anew as she felt his hardness pressed against her belly.

      Moaning into the kiss, Anis reached down but felt other hands help push that massive thing against her wetness. She could feel herself dripping. She needed him so bad it almost hurt deep in her belly. His hands slipped down to her ass, powerful fingers sinking in, and she groaned in pleasure. Breathing out a hiss, her eyes flashed wide as her lord filled her to the hilt with one powerful thrust.

      This wasn’t wild and desperate fucking. The man took his time with her, as he would with each of the girls. Each touch awoke deeper levels of intimacy and connection between them. His focus and attention on her completely, Anis learned what the true meaning of making love was.
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      “This is taking forever!”

      The little elf had just dropped another tome on the growing pile at her feet and was marching deeper into the stacks of the library.

      “We might find more information in a human library,” Emma said, flipping through the illustrated book she’d been reading for the last hour. “They have systems for referencing specific types of information.”

      “You’d think there would be a reference to a magic stone in the section on magic stones!” Leesha snarled as she tore down another tome and flopped into her chair to scan it. “There has to be a better way to search through all of this.”

      “Perhaps, our lord husband has an idea?” Emma asked. “A trick from his old world that will help the research go faster?”

      “Leave Master alone for now,” Mina said with a frown. “Druska said he slept in this morning.”

      “That’s good,” Emma said. “He needed a rest. I hope Sheela and the others are treating him well.”

      The teen’s frown was so pretty. Mina wanted to be annoyed with her sister, but the girl was too damn sweet-natured. As Emma and Leesha went back to their studies, Mina began whispering in Scry-bot’s ear. The little magical drone never went far from the warrior’s side these days, and she’d come to learn that the bot had grown a collection of odd skills in her time out in the wilds.

      “Beep, boo!”

      She released the little drone, and she gave a shimmy in Mina’s lap before floating up into the air. Scry-bot’s surface—normally a faint blue, mostly opaque shimmer—grew fainter and fainter as her internal processing fired into overdrive. Mina watched in satisfaction as the white light intensified to the point where Emma and Leesha were forced to raise their hands to block the glare.

      “What are you doing, Scry-bot?” Leesha asked with a touch of exasperation. “You’re blindingly bright.”

      “Leave her be,” Mina said. “She’s going to read your library.”

      “He’s going to what?”

      Leesha stood up when the glow dimmed, her frown of annoyance turning to one of curiosity as the drone floated into the nearest row of shelves with scrolls piled atop them. The little elf let out a strangled cry of fear when a web of red and purple lines burst from the drone in a sphere that encompassed the row to either side of it. But none of the parchments seemed to be disturbed by the field as Scry-bot floated past, the field passing harmlessly through parchment, wood, leather, and hide.

      “What’s he doing?” Emma asked, setting down the book she’d been reading and rising to watch.

      “I don’t know,” Mina said with a shrug.

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Leesha asked. “Mina!”

      “I asked her to find the information we need; I don’t know how she’s doing it.” Mina gave a shrug of indifference and pulled a strip of jerky from a pocket and tore at it with small white teeth. “Just let her work.”

      The elf frowned at her sister but said no more as she fell back into her seat with a flouncing huff and pulled over the tome she’d brought down. That lasted about two seconds before she was up again and stalking after the little drone, muttering to herself as the snap of unseen magics came to bear about herself.

      “Don’t disturb her!” Mina called after the little elf.

      Leesha didn’t bother to respond as she paced behind the drone. The Bonded Sorceress had never understood the odd bits of magic and logic her master imbued his creation with, but she’d taken every opportunity she could since its return to observe it.

      Following after it, she brought to bear all of her magical insight and understanding, but nothing about the field it produced appeared magical to her. There were elements of energy and power to it. For instance, when she brought in magnetic energy, the little drone shimmied in annoyance, the red and purple lines blowing away from her until she dropped the field.

      Scry-bot moved at a sedate pace as he trundled up and down each passage in the library, rising into the air at especially tall shelves and ensuring every bit of writing was scanned. The entire process took over three hours, but Leesha trailed after the drone the whole time, already suspecting what he was up to. The elf made sure Scry-bot missed nothing in his exhaustive scan of the library, opening alcove doors and even unlocking the gates of the forbidden section so the drone could pass through the musty spider-webbed chamber and scan all within.

      Finally, the drone stopped his sedate moving and whirred to life once more. Clicks and whirrs sounded from within for a long minute before silencing and it spun, moving back to the reading alcove where Emma read and Mina lay sprawled across a couch, snoring as she napped.

      “Beep beep! Beep beep!”

      Mina blinked her eyes awake, a grin stretching across her face as she yawned.

      “What did it say?” Leesha demanded.

      “Beep beep!” Scry-bot spun in place, a faint hum sounding from within as a cascade of words and images superimposed themselves in the air before Leesha.

      The words and images had been copied straight out of each text, confirming to Leesha what the little drone had been up to, and she flushed with excitement to realize what they had now. Not only the answer to how to help Glynis-Pura, or at least a clue, but also the entire library now rested within Scry-bot.

      “We need to visit other libraries… the academy… the Magisterium…” Leesha flashed a maniacal grin. “I’ll have it all!”

      “What?” Leesha asked her with a frown. “What’s she saying?”

      “Ancient stones of power,” Emma said. The tall teen had come up behind Leesha and read the images over her shoulder. “At the northern and southern tips of the world… because of spinning? I don’t understand, Scry-bot.”

      The little drone whirred, and the images backtracked and reformed.

      “She isn’t sure,” Emma continued, “perhaps… but ancient stones. There are fables and myths from ancient times… but recently the religion of the Kobolds to the north venerates one.”

      “Beep, boo,” Scry-bot sounded sad as a series of last images flashed before it dimmed.

      “We have to travel north,” Mina said with a frown, “through all the corrupted lands our dark sister left in her wake. He says there were thousands of twisted monsters left in her wake as she pushed south… the going will be hard.”

      “Good,” Emma said. Both Leesha and Mina turned in shock at the sharpness in the normally sweet girl’s voice. “We’ve rested long enough. I’m not a lover of combat, but a week or two of exertions would do us all a world of good, our lord husband especially. Besides,” the tall teen blushed prettily, “I’ve been dreaming of all the samples I could collect from all the new vegetation.”

      “Let’s find Druska,” Mina said. “I don’t think we’re going to make that party after all.”
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      Three hours later, Braden was stuffing his one extra pair of small clothes into his pack, along with the few other possessions he had, his blood coursing with excitement. Cinching the pack tight, he grabbed up his baldric and belt, the sword pulsing a greeting as he slung the belt over one shoulder.

      The weapon had been a constant and steady companion since coming to this world, the only bit of Earth he carried with him. Its forging was still a mystery, some combinations of Druska’s FAILSAFE and the magics of this world had produced a magical item of incredible potency. The weapon’s ability to increase Braden’s fine control of the magic had awed the elves.

      Taking one last look at the exquisitely furnished room with its breathtaking view of the Heart Tree and surrounding forest, Braden wondered if he’d ever make it back. Of all the places he’d been since arriving here, Dalton and this place had been the most welcoming and closest to feeling like a home.

      “Thanks for all the memories,” Braden said with a chuckle as he turned to leave. “Smell ya later.”

      “Smell who later?” Queen Lana asked from the doorway, surprising Braden with her appearance. The elf wore a flimsy pink and green dress that billowed around her, the faint breeze pressing it against her figure on one side and the other fluttering like leaves. The effect only highlighted the glittering gemstones set throughout her thick hair. “I trust no one has offended you with their odiferous natures… I know Eleeshta can be absentminded about these things at times.”

      “Not at all, Your Majesty,” Braden said with a faint blush. “It was a colloquial phrase from my world is all, pay it no mind.”

      “My daughter informed me of your plans,” the queen said, a pretty frown marring the perfection of her features. “I am disappointed we won’t be able to celebrate you at the fete, but I wanted to let you know the party will continue. It’s important politically as well as spiritually for those who’ve suffered and survived. Is there anything you would like me to tell Bond Mage Gylion? They could view your absence as an offense. I know the man wished to discuss many things with you at the fete.”

      Braden stopped beside the queen and thought for a moment. The elder elf was right. He ran the risk of offending them, but he wasn’t about to meet with the man in a rush before he left.

      “Tell him my last words still stand,” Braden said. “Do better.” The queen’s frown deepened, but Braden went on, “I have no wish to enmesh myself in their affairs and understand the different factions that can crop up in any organization, sometimes with violent opposition to one another. My bonded speak highly of the bond mages, and I have hopes we will become partners in facing the threats to this world, but I won’t do so with a dagger at my back or side, poised to plunge when I least expect it because I’d accepted traitors into my midst.”

      “I will make sure your words are passed along, Lord Braden.” The woman dipped her head, gemstones glittering in the purple twilight. Braden moved to go, but the woman smoothly slipped an arm in his and steered him toward her room in the Heart Tree. When he opened his mouth to protest, she went right on speaking over him, “I know you wished to escape in the middle of the night and be on your way. Your desire to heal Glynis-Pura as soon as possible does you justice, but proper planning and preparations must be made, to ensure you all have as much chance of success as possible.”

      Braden nodded in agreement, his annoyance fading as the elven queen went on.

      “My sorceresses are constructing a Hearth Stone for the girl, bound to your soul instead of the Heart Tree.” When the human glanced at her in curiosity she explained, “Instead of sending you back here if the magic is activated, it will draw the girl to you. She can remain safe here until you have a way of healing her.”

      “Thank you,” Braden said with a little sigh of relief. “I wasn’t quite sure how we were going to transport her. That is very thoughtful.”

      “Think nothing of it,” she said patting his arm. “Bonded Druska offered to carry the girl in that wondrous bag of hers but wasn’t certain her race could survive,” the queen said with a frown and a shake of her head. “This way is better. They’ll complete the ritual in six hours, leaving you and your harem plenty of time to slip away under cover of darkness.”

      Braden was just about to ask where the harem was when he spotted Druska up ahead, standing outside the royal chambers. His first bonded was dressed in a loose black robe as she spoke with a tall human woman. The light breeze tugged at the alien woman’s robe, conforming to a body that never failed to dry Braden’s tongue and set his heart hammering.

      It was odd to see the rogue without her customary black leathers, the odd uniform of her profession in the GGC. He was about to ask why she was dressed so when the human woman turned a warm smile upon him and he froze in his tracks, heart hammering harder than it had as seeing Druska’s slender legs and pert rear.

      “Master!” Druska said enthusiastically. “Seneschal Carmine has offered to enhance our garments for the journey. She’s having her seamstresses put silken underthings in my uniform, and Mina’s having her skirt shortened… again.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Seneschal,” Braden said.

      The woman opened her mouth to reply, but nothing came out, her pale blue eyes blinking rapidly as she stared into his.

      “I was speaking with Carmine about areas where we can cooperate and assist one another.” The queen gave a great sigh. “Unfortunately, there is more that separates out peoples than unites us.”

      “Is that so,” Braden said. The harem mage spoke absently, his eyes locked upon the tall woman’s as she stood before him. The magic within had leapt up the moment he drew close to the seneschal, but that wasn’t what so fascinated him about her.

      “Indeed, Master,” Druska said, a knowing smile finding its way onto her lips, “we have a few hours to kill… why don’t you and Seneschal Carmine go somewhere private and speak on how you can forge… bonds between their people?”

      The older woman’s cheeks blushed a faint shade of pink, but she stood tall and proud, her head held up straight, refusing to bow to her own embarrassment or shame. Braden had other thoughts on his mind.

      Is this a coincidence… again? he thought to himself, his eyes tracing the lines of the seneschal’s refined features. Once again it felt like he was staring at a ghost out of his past. Like Anis, the academy girl who looked almost identical to his biggest crush as a teen, the seneschal was the spitting image of Diana Williams, who’d lived two houses down from him as a boy. The woman had been his mother’s best friend and the object of fascination for both boys and men in the neighborhood.

      There were faint differences between the pair, of course. Diana hadn’t been so tall and her bust not nearly so large, but her face and hair were nearly identical—down to the forelock of white at the front of her thick, dark hair.

      Putting aside his questions, Braden opened himself up to the magic that flowed beneath his feet. As Sage Iolloe has instructed, he relaxed his mind, allowing the voice within his thoughts to quiet. Breathing slow and deep, Braden took a step forward, raising one hand as an explosion of different colored lines of power arced from his hand.

      The woman gasped in shock but froze, unsure what she should do as the glowing lines of power traced her form. Purple, golden, and white magics formed nets that delved into her flesh, and she shuddered, not in pain but in the expectation of it, breathing in relief when she felt nothing. The queen watched in fascination. With the fledgling powers the harem mage had awoken in her, she was able to discern the barest hint of what he did. When the elven monarch took a step forward to read the weaves closer, she felt firm fingers grip her upper arm, halting her.

      Turning, shocked to be manhandled so, the queen swallowed hard at the look in Druska’s eyes. She opened her mouth to tell the rogue she had no intention of interfering, but the alien woman shook her head and drew her back instead.

      “My lord,” Seneschal Carmine managed to get out finally, her rich voice breathy with emotion. “What… what is this?”

      “I thought for a moment you might have been created by magic or this world itself to tempt me,” Braden said, his words shocking the human noble, whose hands fluttered up to her breast as her cheeks grew more heated. When Braden went on, he sounded as though he spoke more to himself than her, “But that can’t be the case… can it?”

      “My lord?” the woman asked, her tone unsure.

      “One is a coincidence but two is a pattern.” The man shook his head, eyes still tracing the lines of Carmine’s face as he now stood close enough that the woman could feel the heat backing off him. “How many of our choices are acts of free will? How many are instead determined by the world we find ourselves in?”

      “Without a belief in free will,” Seneschal Carmine said faintly, “why have moral responsibility? Guilt or sin?”

      “Exactly,” Braden said, his eyes warming as they locked on hers.

      Carmine prided herself on being both competent and poised when faced with the rich and powerful. The daughter of a baker, she’d gotten to her position by being so damn capable even the stiff nobility of the Evertine had elevated her to a position of authority. Reminding herself of who she was, the woman got a handle on her frayed nerves and opened her mouth to demand the Harem Lord offer an explanation for his odd behavior.

      “If my lord wishes to speak in riddles,” Carmine said, her tone a touch firm, “then I’m sure a jester could be found to play with you.”

      “It’s not riddles I wish to play with,” Braden said, and the heat in his tone set the woman’s heart to hammering once again, and she opened and closed her mouth like a fish out of water as she stared into his eyes.

      “The queen’s chambers are right here, Master,” Druska offered helpfully, “and we’ll make sure no one interferes.”

      “My lord,” the seneschal said, “surely you can’t mean…” But from the heat in the man’s pale blue eyes it was clear he did. “But I’m just an ugly old woman.” She glanced to the gorgeous and athletic Druska, but Braden reached out and took her hand in his and she gasped at the feeling of magic burning beneath his hot skin.

      “You’re far from ugly,” Braden said, letting the rest of the world fade as he stared into the woman’s eyes, “and far from old… you feel it too? The magic throbbing within us?”

      Not trusting herself to speak, Carmine nodded, dimly aware of the alien woman and queen as they withdrew. Her knees grew weak as she stared up into the man’s pale blue eyes, her awareness split between the sight and feel of him and the leaping in her soul as something stirred within her.

      “I dreamed of this moment for years,” Braden whispered as he reached up and pushed a dark lock of hair behind one of her ears, running a calloused thumb down one soft cheek.
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      Carmine had never known a lover’s touch and had no defenses for the Harem Lord’s skillful and potent touch. Her knees gave out, and she sagged in the man’s arms, but not before reaching up and snatching at his lapels. The smile of delight that came over the man’s face as he turned her about, laying her down upon the bed, filled Carmine with pleasure but not half so much as when his hot lips pressed to hers.

      Nothing could have prepared her for the heat spreading from the center of her being as Braden’s hands slid up her sides and then fumbled open the toggles of her dress, not leaving Carmine time to be embarrassed as her massive breasts tumbled free. Always a source of embarrassment to her, the woman had spent her life strapping them down so she could conform to the Silver Kingdoms’ ideal of willowy beauty.

      As Carmine rolled onto her back, the handsome young man gathered one of her massive breasts in either hand and stared at them in rapturous fascination. The sight made her giddy and she even let out a little giggle when she felt something steely hard press into her abdomen.

      “My lord is… pleased?” the powerful woman asked shyly.

      “More than pleased, Carmine,” Braden breathed before planting a gentle kiss on one large inverted nipple.

      Carmine moaned. The sound coming from her throat should have filled her with embarrassment and shame; instead it let loose her inhibitions, and she lay her head back, savoring the incredible feeling of the man’s hands and lips upon her skin. Reaching down, she ran gentle fingers over the large lump in his breeches, biting her bottom lip to suppress a groan of pleasure as the hardness went on and on.

      The man’s kisses didn’t stop at her breasts. As he worked her dress down over her hips, she gasped in pleasure when she felt his hot lips and tongue on her treasure. Unaware and unprepared for such pleasure, she was soon pushed into a world of white bliss as the eruptions sent aftershocks throughout her body. Long minutes of kissing and touching passed where Carmine’s exploring fingers ran all over the harem mage’s hard body.

      The older woman was in awe of the man’s firm muscles and especially the ripples of his rock-hard abs as she trailed kisses down them. The length and girth of Braden’s manhood sent fresh juices flooding her sex as she ran her fingers gently up and down its length. Looking up, she met the young man’s pale blue eyes, and her heart filled with emotion to see the pleasure and desire in his gaze. She’d been afraid that at any moment he might see or touch something that would turn him off, but just the opposite was proving to be true.

      As her massive breasts slipped to either side of his cock, Carmine gave a shiver and bit her bottom lip before planting a gentle kiss on the tip. The taste of him incensed her, as did the smell of his manly musk. Like a woman possessed, she threw herself into the task of worshipping his heavenly scepter. The feel of steely hardness coated in velvety soft flesh was almost as pleasurable as the little moans and groans escaping the Harem Lord’s mouth as she kissed, licked, and sucked him.

      Carmine would have spent the rest of the evening happily licking and kissing Braden’s manhood. The woman had given her life in service to her people and now found a second calling. For a woman who’d never handled a man before, she learned fast, reading what pleased the Harem Lord and throwing away all inhibitions as she worshipped him.

      When she sat back and slipped her massive breasts around his slick shaft and watched the head poke out of the soft flesh, she thought he might explode right there, but Braden had other things on his mind. Growling in desire, the man flipped her onto her back, the weight of him pressing her down as his lips found hers, their tongues dancing together as Carmine reached down, trying not to groan with too much desperation as she pressed the head of his fat cock into her sex.

      “Heaven above… ohhh, my lord,” the seneschal moaned. Her womanhood parted with a brief flash of pain and then pleasure spread throughout her, the magic within boiling around her soul.

      “God, you’re sexy,” Braden groaned into her neck, his hands slipping down her side, one massaging a boob while the other gripped her ass, the fingers sinking into firm flesh and sending lances of pleasure throughout Carmine.

      Then he was within her, the beastly spear of his manhood thrusting in and out, each movement sending shock waves of pleasure throughout her. Eyes flashing open wide, the human noble felt the man’s movements falter moments after their coupling began, her pleasure reaching its first peak as he grunted and hotness washed through her womb, spreading into her belly and then wrapping her soul in a comforting warmth that carried her into a sea of white bliss.

      Warm arms held Carmine close as she climbed out of a dream she couldn’t quite believe. Stirring, the woman looked up and gasped to see the dream a reality as bright blue eyes, sparkling with amusement, gazed back into hers. She gasped a second time when she felt his slick hardness stirring against her hip and then gave a violent jump when she recognized the power within her as something she’d craved for her entire life.

      “I can sense your thoughts,” Carmine whispered in awe.

      “Your gift,” her new lord whispered back, as he stroked the damp hair from her face, “a secret for you alone and a terrible burden to bear… knowing the secrets and lies of all those around you.”

      Her initial delight tempered when she saw the wisdom in his words, but then she brushed his mind as his hand trailed down her side and she gasped, pulling back slightly. A hand reached up to cover her mouth. “Oh… my lord… You really think I’m beautiful?” It shouldn’t have mattered, not after what she’d just experienced with the man, but it was surprising how much it did. “And… I can also feel your desire for the other… your mother’s friend? I can… see her. She could almost be my twin.” Her cheeks blushed, and she grinned, wiggling against his side and pressing her lips to his ear, feeling downright scandalous and loving it as she whispered, “I’d love to be the woman of your dreams… maybe we can get Lana to be your mother in this scenario… mhmm, I know she’s willing, no… eager.”

      “Jesus, woman,” Braden said, his deep laugh sending shivers of pleasure down the seneschal’s spine. “That’s a powerful gift you have there… I might be able to use it before we go, tonight.”

      “Mhmm, anything you wish,” Carmine said, stretching like a cat on her side before looking up at the doorway two seconds before shadows fell over the entrance. “Looks like you might be a bit preoccupied, Lord Braden… but I’ll speak with the bond mage and his bonded for you. Make sure they aren’t allied with the enemy.”

      Braden gave a little laugh at having his mind read and wasn’t sure how he felt about having someone inside his head. When Carmine hooked her thigh behind his, rolling him onto his back and sitting up, he was treated to the benefit of having the woman read his thoughts. As she ground her tightness against his cock, she gathered both breasts and raised them to her lips, eyes dancing in amusement and pleasure as he throbbed in pleasure as she suckled first one nipple erect, then the other. Winking at the man, she turned her head and called over one shoulder to the doorway.

      “Oh, Lana’Doreen, if you’re going to hover out there and watch, you might as well join in.” The woman rocked her hips, sighing in pleasure as her hard clit ground along his hard shaft. “Mhmm, you too, Druska… your master hungers for your touch and lips.”

      Reaching down, the seneschal pushed the tip of his cock within her and sighed in pleasure, not quite sure if it was entirely her own or that of the man beneath her. Their thoughts and sensations merged in her mind into a mélange of warm pleasure that only grew as the elegant queen crawled upon the mattress, her long ears vibrating with excitement and nervousness as the alien woman dropped her leathers to the floor and eyed the queen with interest.

      As Carmine rode her new lord, reveling in every delicious inch of his cock as it filled her and the delight she felt in him as his eyes traced the lines of her body, she swore to cherish every second of their time together and ensure he never forgot this evening.

      

      Seven hours later, as dawn broke through the Silver Heart Tree’s branches, Queen Lana stirred awake. The elf purred in pleasure as she stretched out sore limbs and rolled onto her side. The warmth she felt as memories of their incredible evening surfaced faded when she found Lord Braden and their equipment gone.

      A stirring beside her caused the monarch to roll over. Her new friend, the seneschal, lay tangled within the blankets, her dark hair a mussed-up mess and a smear of dried fluids marring one smooth cheek.

      Signaling her servants to fetch supper, she rolled onto her belly and watched the woman as she slept. It had been many centuries since Lana’Doreen had last taken a lover. She wasn’t sure she could consider the harem mage a lover. The man was more a force of nature than someone she’d call a regular lover, and though a part of her envied her daughter’s place in the man’s harem, another part of her quaked to remember the towering inferno within him.

      I would lose myself in it, in him, she thought to herself, abandoning my duties… Perhaps another human, though…

      “Mhmm.” Carmine stretched, rolling onto her back and blinking up at the elf, but instead of drifting out of sleep the woman was alert and had a knowing look in her pale blue eyes. “Lord Braden and his harem slipped away.”

      “So I see,” Lana’Doreen said. “His quest is noble, but like any man, he leaves the hard work behind him… I have a thought on how our peoples might… find common cause.”

      “Oh?” Carmine asked, rolling onto her side and resting her head on one hand. The way she shook her hair out captivated the elven queen, and she licked her lips as dark curls fell across the pale skin of the woman’s long neck. Had her faint wrinkles faded entirely? “Why don’t you tell me all about it?”

      Reaching out, the human woman ran a gentle finger up the elf’s side, sending shivers of pleasure down her spine. Emerald eyes flashing, the queen’s lips stretched wide as she pulled the other woman into her arms. This was not the heavy pawing of youngsters, but the soft and gentles touches of women who had swum through the waters of respect and were just beginning a journey together across the shores of love.

      When Queen Lana’s servants arrived with breakfast, they found her and Carmine entwined in the sheets, entwined into the mantle above them, unnoticed, was a glyph carved by the harem mage with his own blade, a blessing of protection for the seeds quickening within both women’s wombs.
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      GGC Intergalactic Capitol Class Vessel XH-1376: Everdawn

      Captain Fy’Holix stood in parade rest like others breathed, as if his life depended on it. Feet shoulder-width apart and arms at the perfect angle as he clasped his hands together at the small of his back. Surveying his star-screen, he read reports from a dozen subsystems, marveling for the millionth time at the perfection of corporate engineering and logistics.

      “Surveys! Survey me some landmass, boyos!” the captain called out, watching his words recorded into corporate history as comms conveyed them to the entire crew across the bottom of his star-screen.

      “Aye, Captain,” Survey Drone One commented in a monotonous tone as she pulled up her systems. “Land survey has been underway since entering orbit however the processing is taking longer than expected.”

      “Have you found our scout’s body at least?” the captain asked, raising one eyebrow as he turned his face so the cameras could get a better angle on his expression.

      “Negative,” reported Survey Drone Seven. The man stifled an unseemly organic cough with one hand before going on, “However, the vessel is in disrepair. Drive systems appear to be shorted along with internal cores three through nine.”

      “As the algorithmic clerics predicted,” the captain said to himself, just loud enough for everyone to hear as he nodded firmly. “Deploy scout drones seven through nine to collect the debris and run scans on the crash site.”

      “Sir,” said Survey Drone Seven, “from initial scans, there wasn’t a crash but an explosion of some kind, munitions unknown, that damaged the vessel. GGC property and personnel are not entirely accounted for on-site.”

      “Send in the risk assessor as well,” Captain Holix said with a musing frown. “I won’t have shortsighted profits blinding us to threats or long-term gains here.”

      “Roger that, Captain,” Survey Drone Seven said, relaying the captain’s orders.

      Captain Holix remained in perfect parade rest as the units were scrambled and a squad transport ship deployed from the Everdawn. Ordering more scans of the world, the captain maintained his forward stare, refusing to acknowledge the organics manning stations that should have been overseen by competent mechanoids. With mineral resources in such short supply, GGC regulations had been bent in order to man the Everdawn. And now, with most military and far-ranging vessels, organic life-forms took the place of most noncritical functions in the fleet.

      The Great Algorithm put the rules in place for a reason, Captain Holix thought to himself, even if no one in High Command knows why… What is that?!

      “Survey!” the captain barked. “Identify that mass at the crash site before our teams land!”

      “Aye, Captain!” the woman shouted back, letting unseemly emotion enter her tone, causing the captain to grimace. “Sir! The mass is moving, but there is nothing living within it. No heat emitted… but it has the density of organic life.”

      “Could be a mass of maggots,” chimed in Survey Drone Four, the enthusiasm spreading like a virus. “I saw that on my home world once, most damnable thing, looked like the cow-beast was moving—”

      “Scout!” the captain cut through the useless man’s chatter. “Proceed with caution and take samples of everything. Risk, it’s on you!”

      “Aye, aye, captain!” shouted back the youthful risk assessment officer, eager to finally employ her talents.

      “Roger that,” said the scout in a quieter, more bored tone.

      The captain and his crew waited long minutes with the comm open, listening as the pilot brought their ship in close and the  risk assessor did her calculations. Another unbearably long minute passed, and the captain had to bite his tongue to keep from demanding to know what the holdup was. Locking his knees and embracing the lightheadedness of true discipline, he swallowed the blood seeping from his tongue and almost sagged in relief when the click of the intercom sounded.

      “Captain, I’ve referenced every threat table in GGC databases and correlated them with everything within ten clicks of the wreckage. Seven organic plant materials pose deadly risks to a majority of GGC species if ingested orally, three pose deadly risks if ingested anally, one patch of mud could become a sinkhole with enough precipitation, low threat from organic life-forms, one unknown threat. Sir, the unknown threat is the dark mass, but up close we can see it’s just the top half of a corpse… possibly female.”

      “Excellent report, Risk!” Captain Holix stared down at the screen as his words were transcribed and imagined that if he’d been fortunate enough to be born a breeder, he might have become tumescent as he gave the next order. “Scout! You may make landfall upon the alien world! For the GCC and Profit!”

      “For the GGC and Profit!” called back the entire crew, even Survey Drone Seven offered up an electronic chirp of enthusiasm. All eyes turned to their view screens as the small ten-seater vessel touched down near the wreckage.

      Treetops masked much of their view from orbit, but the comm link was still live and they could hear the scout climbing free and exiting the craft. The sounds of breathing and exertion only added to the tension. The hiss of the pressure seal releasing followed by a sigh of pleasure as corporate lungs drew in fresh, on-world air. Looks of jealousy passed between the crew as they could all practically taste the non-ship air.

      “There was definitely a battle here,” the scout noted. “I see our scout’s tracks… joined by another… then three more and a fight ensued.”

      The rustle of foliage could be heard as the scout slipped into the woods.

      “It’s an ugly thing, isn’t it?” came the risk assessor’s voice, followed by the scout’s.

      “Did its eyes just blink?”

      “Impossible,” came the reply, then a few seconds later a grunt of annoyance. “It isn’t breathing. Scanners are working properly. Stick it in the no-space bag, let the techs sort it out.”

      “Roger that,” said the scout. “Ouch!” he shouted a moment later. “Damn thing bit me.”

      “Automatic response I wager,” said the risk assessor. “Thing’s still oozing follicles from its head and chin… is that a mole on its nose or a wart?”

      “Risk!” the captain’s sharp voice cut through the chatter. “Execute with expeditiousness. Return beacon goes silent in ten clicks of the dial.”

      “Roger that, sir!” came the sharp response.

      After that, the communication was minimal as the scouts and the risk assessor finished up their collections. Eventually the talking died out altogether, their complaints of aches and the cold climate finally ceasing, much to the captain’s relief.

      “Sir?” said Radar Drone Two. “The downed craft is powering on… Someone must have refueled the last cell. There doesn’t appear to be a functioning life support system, however.”

      “Brilliant,” Captain Holix said. “They’ve got it working enough to return to our hold. Risk will put it on autopilot and send it up. Let’s see how she flies. Enhance!”

      The vid screen promptly zoomed in. The pixilated image cleared slowly to reveal the downed vessel had indeed risen from the ground, sparking and spitting small gouts of green flame from its aft engine as it rose into the sky to be dragged toward the Everdawn upon the logistic beam. The squad transport ship that had brought the team to the surface remained powered down, sitting alone in the small clearing.

      “Survey?” the captain said, chomping on his tongue to keep from cursing at the weakness in his tone.

      “The vessel is performing suboptimally, but we’ll be able to delve into its memory banks and learn what happened to our scout. Sir… I’m getting a strange reading from the vessel. Scout Drone Nine’s transponder is on the damaged ship, sir, but there is no living organic matter.,” the radar drone said with unseemly anxiety in his tone. “Scouts Eight and Seven are still planet side near the squad transport ship, while the risk assessor has wandered deeper into the vegetation.”

      “I’m sure she knows best,” the captain said. “Scout Drone Eight, report!” The captain chewed on his tongue as the static stretched for long seconds. “Analytics!”

      “Yes, sir!” pipped up the squeaky voice of a one-foot-tall Gyropian. In this one respect, the captain could understand wanting an organic over a machine, for none rivaled a Gyropian in logic or mathematics. If the race’s every exhalation wasn’t methane filled, they would be nearly perfect in his estimation.

      “Analyze the damaged vessel for weight, and calculate it against that of our scout’s and the missing Third Ranked Scout as well.”

      “Aye, aye, sir! Sir! I have your calculation, and the vessel appears to carry the body of Survey Drone Nine, less one pint of bodily fluids, or perhaps three ounces of flesh.”

      “Mechanic!”

      There was a scramble as a soft-bodied, three-legged creature ambled its way before the captain and spoke with its race’s characteristically slow drawl.

      “Yeeeeshhhhh, suuuuuhhhhh?”

      “Get to the hangar and provide whatever assistance Scout Drone Nine needs,” the captain ordered, his eyes narrowing on the flabby round face that peered up at him from atop its limb-pile.

      “Wuussss wwrrruuuuunngggg?”

      “How should I know?!” The captain felt the vein throbbing in his temple, the same one that did whenever he had to deal with a Garlyzob. The race were brilliant medics and mechanics, able to put anything back together, but inefficient with everything else. “Just get down there and see to the drone! Or man. Whatever it is!”

      The medic’s three legs flopped down the stairs as it clambered to the lower deck. Once again, the captain tasted blood as he watched the creature leave. Then the intercom clicked and he waited for a report from the ground.

      “Sir,” Survey Drone Two said, “the transmission is coming from the wrecked scout ship… there is a faint voice. I might be able to—”

      “Enhance!”

      “Enhance,” the survey drone said with a little shake of her head. “Right… here it is.”

      The speakers hissed with an eerie static as the faint voice of the lifeless body spoke a single word in a faint whisper over and over.

      “Brainzzz … Brainzzz!”

      “Did it say brains?” Captain Holix asked his survey drone, breaking his perfect parade rest to look over with a curious frown.

      “I believe it did, sir.” The woman gave a little shiver. “Perhaps, we should send a guard down—”

      “Perhaps?!” Something popped in the captain’s vascular webbing and a spray of blue liquid hit the floor at his feet. “Perhaps, you should keep your stupid questions for the stupid ranks! Maintain your stations! Everyone!”

      Captain Holix found parade rest once again, his feet sliding ever so slightly in the muck he’d coated them in, but that was to be ignored as so much else that was unsightly and unorderly must be. The mechanic would fix it. Whatever the issue was. As mechanics had for a hundred generations throughout corporate history.

      Unfortunately, across the Galactic Good Corporation’s hundreds of inhabitable worlds and as many thinking races, none had ever encountered zombies, and the Everdawn and her crew were unprepared for the horrors about to unfold within what would soon become a floating tomb.
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      Braden surveyed the dark, twisted forest stretching to the north and loosed his blade in its sheath as Druska slipped into the shadows, ranging out ahead, along with Scry-bot.

      The party hadn’t taken the elves up on their offer of mounts, knowing the animals would only be at risk if they had to delve underground into another dungeon, and besides Mina, none had trained in mounted combat. He couldn’t help sighing in relief, though, as the responsibilities that had piled up drifted to the back of his mind.

      For the next few days at least, all he and his harem had to worry about was the threat directly before them as they pushed north. Scry-bot’s information, according to Mina, pointed in a roughly northeasterly direction. The elves had topographical maps of the regions that Scry-bot had scanned, but they’d know little of what lived up there.

      The humans had known more. The Silver Kingdoms, having a small economy in the trading of ancient treasure and works of art, had a guild of treasure hunters who’d sent parties up into the frozen tundra. They’d returned with maps and tales of a pocket zone of temperate weather, lush jungles surrounded by walls of ice and filled with steaming or bubbling mineral pools as well as of treacherous ice sheets that stretched for leagues and were crossed by nomadic gnomes who rode great aurochs and traded anything they could get their hands on.

      “How far does this blight stretch?” Mina asked with a grimace as a dark sludge clung to one of her boots, forcing her to kick hard to fling it free. “My new boots!”

      The young warrior had been outfitted by Sir Orator, a gift he’d offered to Braden. But after five minutes in chain mail, he couldn’t imagine wearing, let alone walking around all day in the heavy plate. Loath to hurt the knight’s feelings, and seeing how much care the Silver Kingdoms’ artisans had put into the armor, he’d asked if they could have it fitted to Mina instead.

      Outfitting the little Bonded Warrior proved to be a joy for the man, who bragged to all who would hear about how the harem mage had asked him to help protect one of his bonded. That morning, servants had come bearing the armor along with blackened mail and leather underclothes.

      The effect on the little warrior was fearsome. The plate conformed to her shape, narrow in the waist and hips but with heavy pauldrons worked in the shape of fangs curling down. The steel, like the chain beneath it, had been blackened by some art Braden didn’t know, chased with silver highlights on the plate. It had given Braden chills when he’d first seen her pull the armor on. He tried not to smirk now as the girl pulled a white kerchief from a back pocket and scrubbed at the black leather boots.

      “The new vegetation extends for hundreds of leagues,” Emma said, picking her way through a thorny bush that almost seemed to reach toward the teen in an attempt to spear her, “but the threshold is decidedly less homogenized than the interior. Soon we’ll pass into more interconnected forests.”

      “Interconnected my ass,” Mina grumbled before hopping over a suspicious-looking patch of dark mud. “Weren’t the elves going to burn it all down?”

      “There were some who theorized that the fresh growth would spread,” Emma said with a nod, “like weeds and take over their forest, or even the humans’ farming lands to the south, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. The new and old-growth forests don’t appear to be mingling.”

      “Does it support life?” Braden asked, glancing up into something like a weeping willing, but with long needles instead of leaves, its trunk of smooth bark mottled gray and dark green unlike anything he’d seen before outside of, perhaps, a gothic painting.

      “Oh, yes,” Emma said, stepping across a limb no wider than her pinkie and crossing a muck-filled bog to step easily onto a root on the other side and then onto dry land, “as near as we can tell, what was here before still lives but… changed. I don’t know if we can call it corruption, because of the negative connotations of the word, but they certainly have adjusted to natural pressures, changing their behavior.”

      “Whore’s teats!” Mina cursed after having tried to follow the silver-haired teen and having her first step onto the thin branch snap it, plunging her leg calf deep into the dark waters.

      “What pressures have changed?” Braden asked. Taking one look at Mina as she waded through the foul-smelling bog, he took the long way around, using the trunks of the odd trees to keep himself from falling on the uneven and slick roots he crossed.

      “Some things that were prey have become predators… Herbivores have become meat-eaters and even the trees themselves grow deadly.”

      Braden nearly toppled over when the tree he was leaning against suddenly toppled away from him. Reacting instantly, he crouched and reached up for his sword, only to see Druska materialize from the tree’s shadow as she sheathed her dark blade. He hadn’t even registered the attack, let alone seen the blade that must have passed within inches of his arm.

      Glancing up, he spotted the purple blossom that had been swinging for his head, its central node plump with a faintly glowing violet powder.

      Seeds? he thought to himself.

      “Listen to Emma, Master,” Druska said with a nod for the girl. “She speaks wisdom. Take care with everything you touch in here. Even the trees.”

      “It wouldn’t have killed you,” Emma said, coming back and withdrawing a small silver knife from the sheath beside her herb pouch, “but these spores can lock a man’s muscles up for twelve hours if they hit him directly, although I’m not sure what the purpose is… if it’s defensive, why let the threat wake a few hours later?”

      “It’s only partly defensive,” Leesha said in fascination, faint lines of violet magic reaching down from her into the soil at their feet. “The roots are retreating now, but they had been reaching up, right above where that flower was. And they were pregnant with necrotic magics… everything in this forest is flush with it.”

      “Fascinating,” Emma said, and with a final frown for the dead tree, skipped off after the elf to pepper her with questions.

      Braden, taking extra care where he put his hands and feet, followed after the pair, drawing upon his own magical sight to read the world about them. Mina tromped at his side, the pair of them lost in their own thoughts as the sun rose overhead but its light failed to filter through, leaving the party in shadows.

      The forest floor had been climbing for an hour, the land growing rockier and more broken every mile, until Braden stepped out over a sharp outcropping and looked down into a wide valley that stretched east to west. Déjà vu struck the man as he peered north and south, taking in the long wide valley with its black river snaking down the center.

      Except for the twisted ground and patches of dark smoke or steam rising in places, the valley could have been plucked from the heartland of North Carolina, even down to the large pillar of stone standing in the northern half. Only instead of red maples dotting its craggy surface, there were spindly gray trees with whipping limbs that looked deadly.

      “Lord?” Mina asked as she stepped up beside him, “is there something wrong?”

      “Very,” Braden breathed as he stared at the valley, recalling childhood memories of summers at his grandparents’, exploring the hills and trails. “This shouldn’t be here…”

      For a second his mind reeled, the world tilting on its axis, but then he reminded himself that this wasn’t Earth at all. A colossal figure rose on the ridgeline opposite Braden. The strange creature had three legs and stood easily thirty feet tall. Its three long, hooked limbs plucked dark wriggling creatures out of the trees and cliffs as it slowly made its way down into the valley. The fluid motion of its long legs made the small torso seem to almost glide through the air. Off to the north, a massive leathery creature took flight, looking more pterodactyl than dragon but trailing a line of smoke from its nostrils as it circled on currents of hot air.

      “Is this a nightmare from my childhood?” he whispered to himself.

      It couldn’t have been, of course; Braden had been an imaginative little kid, but he couldn’t have dreamed up the nightmare hellscape he was standing in, nor the deadly alien-looking monsters.

      A deep cry of pain, followed by its high-pitched twin, sounded from down the slope, where a stand of dark trees shook. Braden still felt shaky as he raced down after Mina toward the commotion, but the feeling of déjà vu, so strong on the ridgeline, passed quickly once he was back under the tree canopy.

      A series of bright blue flashes from Scry-bot directed the pair onto a wide dirt path that looked newly beaten in. Braden’s legs stretched as he raced ahead, the sensations passing through the bond to him, drawing him forward.

      A massive trunk lay across the trail, but instead of the clean slice from Druska’s Vorpal blade he’d expected, it looked to have been blasted aside by Leesha’s magic. Smoking black lines spread out from several points where her lightning had touched it. The trail of destruction led into the denser forest a short way, following the sounds of clashes.
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      Braden and Mina burst forth into a small clearing surrounding a pool of clean water. The first thing to register was the pair of fourteen-foot-tall, two-headed men that battled with Leesha, the elf’s magic sliding around their flesh, barely able to find purchase. Druska lay halfway between the two groups, one shoulder misshapen and a dark purple bruise marring one half of her face as Emma knelt beside her, hair glowing silver.

      His first instinct and Mina’s was to rush in and aid his wives, killing the monsters, but he hesitated. Something about the desperation on the creatures’ four faces didn’t feel right. And on second glance, Druska didn’t seem worried, merely perturbed.

      Reaching out, he grabbed Mina’s arm and held her in place, eyes searching the surrounding forest. Seeing nothing, he drew upon his powers and scribed a simple rune. A halo of pale green mist appeared before him, and Braden used his own knowledge of lenses to pull the magics into sharp focus. It only took a brief moment, once the life detection spell was in place, for him to see the group of creatures huddled within a cluster of dense trees.

      Three were larger than the two Leesha fought, but an even larger number were even smaller. A snarl of annoyance from the little elf told him she was about to get serious as she raised her staff and scribed a detonating glyph before her. Even if the massive creatures were immune to her magic, or mostly immune from the charred bits and bloody gashes across their arms and torso, the spell would send the pair flying into tree trunks so hard it could shatter bones and snap necks.

      The spell would also hit the huddled women and children.

      Shouting for her to stop would have been too slow, and trying to compel her through the bond would never have occurred to him. Instead, Braden ripped his sword free of its sheath, reaching out with hair-fine flows of his will, and cut the glyph apart even as the elf wove it. At the same time, he wove a cone of force and power around the glyph, directing the force of the fractured magics into the sky.

      Druska had told Braden what happened when a glyph was sliced by something so sharp it could cut even magic. He’d thought long and hard about that then, but it wasn’t until he’d worked on her blade and then with Sage Iolloe that he’d been able to recreate that Vorpal edge with force magics. The edge wouldn’t hold for longer than a second or two, and it took nearly all of his will to hold it to a subatomic edge, but as the swirling red, purple, and black magics tore into the air, he breathed a sigh that it had worked.

      “RRAAAWWWRRRRRR!!!!” shouted one of the Ettin’s heads.

      “RRGGGGEEEEEEHHHHHHRRRR!!!!!” barked its other head in agreement.

      The giants wielded staffs of hardwood, and they raised them toward Braden when they saw him, but the angriest was the little elf who spun and shouted up at him.

      “What the hells! I’ve been wanting to try that spell for days!”

      “Don’t kill them!” Braden shouted.

      Braden wanted to say more, but one of the giants dropped its staff like a lance and charged the harem mage, bellowing at the top of its lungs. The speed of the giant took his breath away, and he saw how one had gotten past Druska’s defenses.

      He’d begun adjusting his strategy when a sharp sound cut into his eardrums. The faint sensation of unbridled aggravation swept over Braden but passed like the faint memory of a dream.

      Once more, the sound shot out, and this time, he saw its source was a simple snap of Mina’s fingers. The girl’s tough skin and strength combined to make one of the most aggravating sounds he’d ever heard. It aggravated the Ettins too.

      Not only did the giant charging Braden veer off its path toward the Bonded Warrior who flashed an eager smile as she hefted her shield, but the second Ettin who’d been hunkered down before the hidden women and children, roared with rage charging her as well.

      The pounding feet pulverized fallen branches to dust and the staffs whistled through the air with enough force to crack rocks. The Ettins were clearly ferocious and deadly creatures, and Braden could imagine the destruction and death they might unleash on the civilized lands to the south, but something in him hesitated from ending the lives of beings that simply sought to protect their young.

      “Braden!” Emma pointed to a small two-headed girl who’d wandered into the clearing, just past the reach of her grasping mother’s four-fingered hand.

      The Ettin girl was nearly six feet tall, but she had cherubic features on her twin heads and a silly smile on her face as she staggered forward, hands outstretched for Scry-bot who she must have thought a toy.

      Mina’s grin of delight fell into a frown of disappointment as the air between her and the charging Ettins filled with a wall of roiling flames. The heat was so intense the grasses and brush five meters away vaporized, not even igniting, but the little warrior felt only a dull warmth as she stalked forward.

      The Ettins’ skin, hard as stone and rough as old leather, couldn’t withstand the terrible flames, and the males stumbled back, heads colliding with one another looking in all directions for the source of the hated fire.

      Mina emerged from the wall of fire, muttering an oath as the shaft of her spear caught fire. Frowning, she spun the weapon, grinning when the whole thing caught fire, but the smile was short-lived as she watched her lord confront the monsters.

      Braden awoke every bit of magic within him, and it burst from the ground at his feet in a swirling vortex of power. The different aspects of his magic registering as colors, a rainbow that grew brighter and brighter as it lifted him off the ground until he hovered ten feet in the air, eyes glowing a white so pure it was like peeing into a newly born sun. The ground itself began to shake and rumble, small stones and clumps of dirt rising around him.

      The Ettins, newly evolved in the cataclysm of Glynis-Pura’s passage south, weren’t invulnerable to magic, only nearly-so. Like the blind suddenly confronted with the full glare of the sun, the two males stumbled back, dropping their spears and turning to flee. Mindless fear had the creatures in its grip so strongly they pounded straight toward the Ettin girl but stumbled and tripped over the bubble of blue force magic that shimmered into being around her a moment before she might have been trampled.

      “MnghaaaAAAA!” The roar sounded not from the two fleeing but from the hidden nook Braden had spotted with his Life Sight spell.

      A massive figure, easily three feet taller than the males, burst forth from the tree line, launching herself at the men. Two more colossal females burst forth, the three pummeling the beleaguered pair to the forest floor.

      The female who’d jumped out turned two heads to glare up at Braden, stepping before the girl who now huddled on the grasses. He saw she had low tusks arching up from her bottom jaw and the pale green eyes glittering out from under one set of brows and the dark brown from the other, were sharp with intelligence, enough to be wary as she slowly backed away.

      Braden floated down, releasing his magic with painful slowness as he stepped before Druska who was sheathing her blade. The female Ettins right head nodded slowly, those pale green eyes shifting from him to Druska and the others. She glanced down at the young Ettin girl clinging to her leg and looking up the harem mage.

      “Go north,” Braden said, pointing. “Take your people someplace safe.”

      The female stared at him with an awed expression on her twin faces. Turning, the monsters fled, the females herding the men and children along to the north Braden was happy to see. A familiar distant chime sounded, and a gold screen appeared in the air before him.
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      They followed in the giant’s wake for a time, the ground trembling less and less as their long legs carried them ahead, before veering to the east, following Scry-bot’s route.

      It wasn’t until later that Braden realized his necklace may have translated his words to the Ettin female. He began wondering what the impact of that might be on their growing culture when a warning was relayed back from Druska. Mina was bouncing on her toes as she, Braden, and Emma hurried forward, eager to finally enter combat.

      The three hadn’t gone ten steps before a roar of such tremendous power ripped through the air, freezing every creature in the valley in place as primal terror triggered ancient instincts.

      “What was that?” Emma asked, her voice shaking with fear.

      “Sounds big,” Mina said, and if the little warrior felt fear she hid it well behind an excited grin. “My lord…?”

      “Go on then,” Braden said with a nod, “but be careful.”

      “Aye!” Mina shouted in joy as she turned, spinning her slightly charred spear and dashing down the trail toward the growing sounds of battle.

      “I must say,” Braden commented to Emma as the pair jogged forward, “I’m surprised Mina waited for permission before charging into battle.”

      “It is easy to forget how disciplined she is,” Emma said, nodding in agreement. “And I think, if I may be so bold, Lord Braden,” she said with a small little grin, “she’s a little jealous of Leesha, Druska, and me for the time we shared with you before she joined us.”

      Braden didn’t respond to the healer’s wise words, but he would ponder them the rest of the day. The pair burst forth from the tree line into an acre’s wide field of waist-high grasses. The corrupted landscape was gray-brown in the late season, with little shoots of gray-green poking out here and there from the recent rains.

      “RRRRWWWAAAAAANNNNNGGGGGHHHHHHHHWWWWRRRRR!!!!!!!”

      The roar of rage rattled Braden’s bones, and once again, he froze in fear but managed to shake it off a half-second later. Giving Emma a shake, the girl gasped and followed her lord’s gaze up and up and up to the colossal reptilian creature.

      “Dear Goddess…!” Emma breathed, her silver eyes round with awe and fear. “What… what is that thing?”

      “A T. rex with arms and long fangs,” Braden said. “Well… not quite, but same difference. Should we go help them?”

      “I think it would just upset them,” Emma said, frowning as they watched the battle unfolding. “Let them have their fun.”

      “They’re something else, aren’t they?”

      “Magnificent,” Emma whispered in agreement, her eyes shining as she watched her sisters flexing their powers.

      The beast they battled didn’t look exactly like a T. rex to Braden. It moved too damn fast, and those long limbs with their four-fingered hands had far too much dexterity as they attempted to pluck one or another woman off the ground to eat her. Its hind legs bent at odd angles, twisting Braden’s eyes when they tried to follow the lines, and gave the creature phenomenal bursts of speed. Its most deadly features were the razor-sharp claws as long as short swords and the acid it spewed from its gullet in an arcing spray that set the forest around it smoking and melting into the soil.

      Druska darted around its legs, a dark blur of shadow that occasionally would run straight up the beast’s leg, carving deep rents in its thick hide whenever it turned on her sisters. All the while Leesha was there to harry and pester it, her magic intent on protecting her sisters from the acid breath, while sending targeted strikes at joints and weak points. Already there were several long spikes of twisted red, black, and purple magics speared into the creature, slowing its movements but doing little to weaken it.

      The real threat was Mina, and the beast knew it.

      Again and again, the tiny warrior charged the creature. Her spear lay broken off in one of its legs, the brace on her back with its two spares forgotten. She charged the creature, launching herself at it, heedless of incoming attacks. She flew the final few meters to strike it with her round shield, body extended behind it like a spear itself.

      CLANG

      The grass around the concussion flattened in a shock wave extending out and the beast’s knees buckled, tough hide pulping before the blow. Roaring in pain, the monster stomped on the little warrior right as she fell to the ground, but chains of black and red magics tore the leg aside at the last moment and Mina rolled free, a flash of white appearing as she grinned.

      Then the little warrior was dashing off into the tall grasses again, using them as cover as she circled in for another charge, timing it to when Druska and Leesha drew its attention, then hitting the same spot again with another CLANG and a SNAP as the limb finally buckled, bone as thick as a redwood tearing free in a torrent of dark green blood that actually lifted the little warrior up on a small wave before depositing her in the muck.

      Once the monster was down on one knee, it was short work for the three to carve it up. The stench when it finally died nearly made Braden retch until he fashioned a filter for his nose, making ones for the women too. The monster had fashioned a nest of sorts in the short time it had been ranging this valley.

      “I wonder if there are more,” Mina said. “Think there is a mate or something?”

      “Doesn’t appear so from the tracks,” Druska said, “and there aren’t many bones here.”

      “Probably eats them,” Braden said.

      “It was starving,” Emma said, glancing from the nest to the monster, “or beginning to. This is one of the things we worried about.” When the others turned frowns on her she explained, “With such a significant change to the land’s vegetation and wildlife, the balance of nature has been lost. It will take time, perhaps years, even decades or centuries, before harmony is found.”

      “And in the meantime?” Mina asked.

      “In the meantime,” Emma said, “things are going to be very dangerous in these lands.”

      The silver-haired teen had to speak up now as the sounds of the valley grew louder. Animals, bugs, birds, and monsters all coming alive with activity in the wake of the colossal monster’s death.

      “Perfect,” Mina said, pouty little mouth twisting into a sinister grin.

      “We still advance with haste,” Druska said, frowning from the beast to Mina, “but if we see more such creatures, perversions of the natural order, then we should end the threat for the benefit of the world and her peoples.”

      “Fuck that,” Mina grumbled. “People are assholes. I just want the experience.”

      “Same,” Leesha said, “and the chance to test out some new spells.”

      “It might be possible, my lord,” Emma said, nodding to her sisters, “to thin the lands of some of the more unbalancing predators, thus ensuring a smoother transition into a peaceful natural order.”

      “You make good points,” Braden said, “but I don’t want to veer too far off our path.”

      “Scry-bot will make sure we don’t get too far off it,” Mina said, grinning at the little drone.

      “Let’s go then,” Braden said. “A little experience will be good for all of us.”

      He couldn’t quite share in his wives’ excited grins. None of them seemed to imagine the dangers that might be lurking ahead, but Braden drew in slow, deep breaths as they marched forward, training his thoughts onto more productive paths and choosing not to dwell in darkness.

      It wasn’t twenty minutes before their next engagement, but Druska and Mina were able to handle the vampiric vines with blade and magic. Chopping and burning the whipping plants back into the tree limbs as far as they could but unable to find its roots.

      Their progress was slower than Braden would have liked, but he couldn’t complain about all the experience his harem was getting. Ten more times they fought; or rather Druska, Mina, and Leesha fought with Emma adding in her powers whenever what they encountered was undead or needed healing. The battles were hot and fierce, with no quarter being given against the deadly predators and monsters.

      Braden and the rest were keen to keep their eyes open for more intelligent monsters, like the Ettins, but everything else they encountered reacted from twisted instincts, attacking all who came near no matter how great a threat they posed.

      As the sun dropped toward the western horizon, Braden kept his eyes peeled for a likely camping spot and spotted one atop a granite ridgeline. The rock dipped down into a deep hollow filled with mosses, ferns, and tall green-gray trees, their trunks twisted in odd patterns from the corruption.

      In the center of the hollow, a spring bubbled, feeding a creek that wound its way down the mountainside. Following the creek up, Braden and Leesha laid wards down on the ground to keep anything that might pester them, even bugs, out of their camp.

      The crude wards Braden had employed on his first few nights on this world had worked against weak and non-magical creatures. If a real threat had come across them, it could have passed through as easily as a hand passes through tissue paper.

      One of the things he’d learned from the elves, in addition to glyph magic, were a few basic and advanced wards to keep himself and his women safe at night while they slept.
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      Braden and Leesha wandered around their camp, warding it while Druska scouted, ranging farther afield than anyone realized. The alien woman ended a half dozen threats without alerting anything of her passage before returning to where Emma prepared food.

      “The lands to the north appear even wilder than what we traversed thus far,” Druska said, squatting next to the small fire the teen had built up. “I spotted another of those dragon-things flying to the northeast, diving and swooping on something.”

      “Probably hunting,” Mina said, not bothering to look up from her work. “What color was it?”

      “Green?” Druska said with a frown. “I can’t be sure. The sun had begun to set and it never climbed high enough to get a clear view.”

      “Green drakes and dragons typically live near jungles,” Mina said, glancing up from where she was fitting a thick needle and thread through a rent in her underpadding. “You sure it was green?”

      Druska just shrugged in reply as she accepted a flatbread roll of grilled meat, peppers, and spicy spread from the silver-haired teen.

      “I would caution making any assumptions about the dragon’s nature if it was here when Glynis-Pura passed by,” Emma said. “It’s possible, even probable, that a sufficiently ancient Wyrm would have the natural resistances and magical fortitude to ignore the corruption, but we’ve seen no evidence so far.”

      “I say we find out,” Mina said, stepping over and taking a roll of meat and peppers from the teen. “Maybe this dragon will have some fucking treasure.”

      Emma frowned at the little warrior’s choice of language but kept her thoughts to herself. Mina had grown up with everything young Emma had ever dreamed of, or nearly everything. The one thing Emma had wanted above all, freedom to go and do what she liked, the noble-born Mina had never had. Training in secret from a young age, she’d had to play the part of vapid girl even to her family.

      Let her flex independence in whatever way feels most comfortable, Emma thought to herself as she spotted her lord husband returning, head close to Leesha’s as they discussed something in earnest. As her eyes traveled down the “V” of his torso to the powerful legs striding down the narrow trail into the depression, she felt her womanhood flood. Goddess knows I’ve done the same.

      “Did you say, treasure, Mina?” Leesha asked the little warrior, once Braden and she had finished discussing their magics.

      “You got to fight the last dragon,” Mina said with a sour frown. “Don’t think you’re going to horn in on this kill too.”

      “You can have it,” Leesha said with a shrug as she accepted a roll from Emma, “but what about the treasure?”

      Emma grinned up at her lord as he stepped near and took a roll from her with a grateful smile, wolfing it down too quickly. Her heart warmed as he took the seat beside hers, and she had to fight to keep her thoughts from slipping into the gutter.

      The healer was an empath, and since her bonding, that sensitivity had only grown and expanded. The lusts and desires of other men held no interest for her other than as curios, but if she sensed even the slightest hunger in her lord, as she did now, her body responded unconsciously and her own desire couldn’t help but reach up to match his.

      “We are safe this evening?” Emma asked Braden as she rolled herself a meal of meat, flatbread, spicy paste, and peppers.

      “Safe as Leesha and I can make us,” Braden said. “We should still post a guard, just in case.”

      “Then it shall be done,” Emma said, leaning over and resting her head on his shoulder and gazing up at the quickly darkening sky. “It still surprises me that the same stars hang in the sky so far from my village. I miss home less… when I think of my mother gazing up at the same sky.”

      “Do you miss home that much?” Braden asked her before chomping into another delicious bite of the half-sandwich / half-burrito dish the girl had made.

      “Of course,” Emma said, “I miss momma and Edith the innkeeper. She’s a sour old root, but kind in her way. I miss the smith, with his great black beard, and the children momma and I used to teach herbs to.”

      “Would you go back?” Braden asked, “if you could?”

      “I would go back, with you at my side, to visit,” Emma said, glancing into his blue eyes and losing herself in them, “but that isn’t my home anymore…”

      Braden’s smile warmed her soul, but their moment was interrupted by Leesha’s and Mina’s raised voices as they argued over who would get the last roll.

      “Peace girls,” Emma said, pulling herself away from Braden with an inward sigh of disappointment. “We have plenty, no need to argue.”

      “Who are you calling girl?” Leesha said with a laugh. “I’m almost ten times older than you!”

      “And I’m still your senior,” Mina said, her bottom lip sticking out pugnaciously, “so you should show me more respect.”

      “I didn’t reference your ages,” Emma said with bland equanimity as she sliced up smoked meats and slipped them into the pan beside the fire, “but the attitudes of those who would bicker over who gets the whole thing instead of sharing.”

      “Sometimes I think you were born with a stick up your ass,” Mina grumbled half under her breath as she flopped down onto a boulder.

      “And sometimes I think your mother must have been a porcupine,” Emma said, “because you never stop poking.”

      “Ha!” Mina laughed, snorting so hard she made a terrible donkey-like sound that only made her laugh all the harder, drawing the others in.

      “How many more days of this do we have?” Braden asked Mina when their laughter died down. “We didn’t make as much progress today as we’d hoped. Not that I’m complaining, we all gained a lot of experience.”

      “Five days at our current pace,” Druska answered for her. “We have three more days of corrupted lands, then we’re onto the icefields where it should be faster going.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Mina said. “I suspect the ice will be more treacherous than we think.”

      “I agree,” Braden said, “but with Leesha's and I’s magic, not to mention Emma’s healing, we should be able to traverse it without too much risk.”

      “Then we keep on as we have been,” Druska said, “sharpening our skills against the greatest threats we can find.” She gave a firm nod. “A good plan, but we can’t neglect our training. We should still spend an hour each morning and evening.”

      “I agree,” Emma said, shifting in her seat and focusing her attention on the Bonded Scout, “but I don’t think we should focus on martial training in the evenings. I was thinking of something less practical but more… inclusive.”

      Druska frowned in confusion, as did Mina and Braden, but Leesha's lips grew into a grin as understanding dawned on her face.

      “The Fi’zagra…!” the elf said, her short pink hair shaking as she shivered in pleasure.

      “Ooohh! Yes, Druska!” Mina said, turning to the frowning alien. “Teach us your dance of looove!”

      Druska turned on the little warrior, her frown deepening as she opened her mouth to object, but Emma spoke first, her tone soothing.

      “Mina means no disrespect,” she said. “She’s just being Mina.” The little warrior stuck her tongue out at Emma, then blushed as she realized she was proving her point for her. “But we all saw what your dance did to our lord husband.”

      Emma smiled at Braden who’d watched them with a raised eyebrow and a half-grin, expression unreadable as he finished the last of his wrap.

      “It is forbidden,” Druska said, looking around at the three women. “But you are my sisters, and I can keep no secrets from you.” When she met each of their eyes, if anything, her frown deepened as she went on, “If you start down this path, you must see it to the end. To learn only half the Fi’zagra is to become only half a woman. If you aren’t willing to give it everything, then don’t bother trying.”

      “And this training entails…?” Braden asked.

      “Master will need many rejuvenations from Emma if he is to be capable of walking tomorrow,” Druska said, her green eyes smoldering with such desire that Braden almost wanted to argue against the women all learning.

      The last time their lord had experienced the incredible dance it had left him wrung out for a day as he lay about on a ship floating at sea.

      “I shall prepare Soulsing tea,” Emma said, patting his shoulder reassuringly. “Take heart, lord husband. We all must make sacrifices in order to grow as individuals and as a group.”

      Braden didn’t have a chance to respond as the women began preparations. He almost missed his previous evening with the party of four adventurers. There he’d been in total control, his dominance absolute. But that had been because those young women hadn’t known him, not like these women did. They weren’t comfortable enough around him to show their true selves and speak their minds without inhibition.

      As Mina bullied him atop a moss-covered boulder and Emma chided her to lie down blankets first, he hid his smile of amusement, not wanting it to be misinterpreted. Thanking god, or whatever had put him here. He reclined on the low boulder and listened as Druska spoke about movement and rhythm.
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      The rogue spoke for a long time, and though Leesha’s and Mina’s attention wandered at times, Braden found the instruction fascinating. She spoke not of emotion and feeling but of math and how all sound and movement could be broken down into numbers.

      “There is a perfect equation of love,” Druska said, “or so the Great Algorithm promises us. When we dance the Fi’zagra, we brush against the sound and feel of it. It’s like a great current or field of energy that exists in everything, binding it all together.”

      “An equation?” Mina asked, frowning.

      “It’s what I was told,” Druska said with a shrug. “The philosophers love debating what the Great Algorithm meant in her declaration. In hunting for the answer, the Fi’zagra was discovered. It can only be performed by one who is in love, for the object of that love.”

      “All this is great, I’m sure,” Leesha said, “but when are we going to start moving?”

      “Very well,” Druska said, “let’s see how you three fare with the opening steps. I’ll tap out the beat, and you can follow along with me.”

      The alien woman began clapping out a beat that set Braden’s heart to hammering as it had on the boat. Druska stood in the front, the others mirroring her movements as best they could. Mina tripped up on the first movement and Leesha on the second, the pair frowning in annoyance at the complicated footwork Druska flowed into.

      The green-skinned woman’s face registered surprise as the tall teen’s long, graceful legs kept up with hers. Four movements into the dance, their hips rolling side to side, Emma finally made a mistake, dragging a toe a few inches out of line with Druska’s. The slight mistake threw not only her rhythm off but also the sexy lines of her body, breaking Braden out of the reverie of lust he’d fallen into.

      “Impressive, Emma,” Druska said with a fierce pride in her eyes. “You’ve a gift for the dance, unlike any I’ve heard of.”

      “How did you do that crossover?” Mina asked, sweeping her leg wide in the first movement. “My hip doesn’t want to move that way.”

      “Just roll your ankle,” Emma said, demonstrating with a smooth sweep of her leg, toe rolling up and over, “and your toes will describe the arc that rolls up into the arm sweep.”

      “You see to the heart of it,” Druska said, nodding. “I think soon you will dance it better than me, and maybe one day even First-Wife Primus who dances for the Arch Breeder himself.”

      “I don’t know what any of that means,” Emma said with a little laugh. “But let’s do more, this is fun!”

      “It’s gods damned impossible,” Leesha muttered to herself as she struggled to get the first movement down.

      “Listen to the rhythms,” Druska said, clapping once more as she began the first movements slower this time. “Let them sink into your bones and guide your limbs… yes, better, Mina.”

      As the little warrior’s arm rose into the second movement, Braden’s heart pounded and his desire quickened before falling off when she ruined the next steps. As Druska taught her sister-wives step after step, walking them through the dance slowly, he was tortured with wave after wave of lust.

      For the next hour, the women all practiced. Mina and Leesha learned, but not as quickly as Emma. The silver-haired teen only needed to follow along with Druska once more, most of the movements, before she knew it. Some were so complex and required precise control over every muscle in the body, and Druska could hardly believe when the healer learned them as easily as she had the first.

      “Please take no offense, sister Emma,” Druska said when she’d shown the girl the final steps, “but there is something unnatural in how quickly you’ve learned the dance. I studied for many years, and the woman who taught me said I was a prodigy. Never has it been learned quicker than a full year, and never in a night.”

      “It just… makes sense to me,” Emma said with a shrug. “I can’t explain it.”

      “Perhaps it’s tied in with the bond,” Leesha said with pursed lips. “Does the dance have any healing properties, Druska?”

      “It has been known to mend lost loves and heal the heartsick,” Druska said with a frown, “but this is not a thing of your world’s magic.”

      “Whatever the reason,” Braden said, “we can worry about it tomorrow. I don’t think I can endure any more dancing without holding you all close.”

      Eyes brightening, the three gave heated smiles as they pranced over to where he lounged.

      “Not so fast,” Druska said, reaching out and plucking at Emma’s shoulder and holding the teen back and speaking with a formality she rarely used. “I would dance the Fi’zagra with you First-Wife, if you will have me.”

      “It would be my honor,” Emma said with a wide grin.

      “I’ve never performed the Dance of Two, but we shall bind our souls and that of our master even tighter than before.”

      “And what do we do?” Mina asked with a little frown.

      “Like last time,” Leesha said, slipping beside Braden with an eager little grin, “we get to witness.”

      “While Druska and I prepare,” Emma said, “why don’t you relieve our lord’s… pressure? I think he’s a little worked up from our practicing.”

      “Happily!” Leesha enthused as she slipped beside Braden, her nimble little fingers fumbling at his belt.

      The busty little elf grinned wide as Braden’s large cock sprang forth, and she didn’t waste a moment slipping her pink lips around the head. Eyes closing and a sigh of pleasure escaping her throat, she sucked hard, licking up his pre-cum with her little tongue.

      Mina pressed herself to Braden’s other side, shedding her armor and leathers as she did. Her passionate kisses only intensified as his large hand slid down her back to cup her firm butt cheeks. As he slipped his fingers down into the gap between her thighs, the little warrior shuddered in his embrace. She humped down against his hand, eager to feel him inside her as she kissed her way down his muscled chest and abs to join Leesha.

      Dark eyes met light as the pair grinned at one another, tongues slipping to either side of his shaft as they licked up and down. Braden’s hands worked in his bondeds’ pussies, thumbs teasing their clits in little circles as two fingers rubbed against their G-spots. The double-blowjob suffered for his ministrations, but the looks of peaking pleasure on their faces, lips brushing the sensitive head of his cock as they came, sent him over the edge easily.

      As Leesha and Mina came down from their orgasms, they were rewarded with their lord’s grunt of pleasure as his seed bubbled forth. Tongues sliding along one another, they lapped his cum up, savoring the taste and the magic within as it warmed their souls.

      Braden was still panting as he came down from his bliss, toes uncurling when Druska and Emma stepped into his line of sight, their naked bodies highlighted by the moon’s silver light, so beautiful he felt like his heart might burst.

      Then their feet snapped out, in time with a soundless music.
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      Arms at their sides, they stepped in time with one another, lit in brilliant silver light from the shining stars above as their bodies flowed from side to side. Curves sublime and muscles taut, shadow and light danced across their skin in time to a hypnotic beat. Both tapped out a slow, pulsing rhythm.

      Braden’s blood was pumping the same as it had on the boat, and his heart raced as desire swelled within him. Their movements were hypnotic, and he lost all sense of time and place as did Mina and Leesha, speechless beside him.

      Instead of being a perfect mirror of one another’s movements, the dance pulled something new out of Druska and Emma. They began dancing with one another, their occasional touches and glances further inflaming those who watched beyond what Druska had been able to do alone. She saw the power in the Dance of Two and trembled to think of what would be possible when the entire harem learned the dance.

      As the pair drew closer and closer to Braden, the pulsing rhythm increasing like their lusts, it only crystallized for them how much more intimate and powerful the dance was with two. Each crawled into his lap in the final movements, all three’s hearts beating in time with one another’s.

      No words were spoken as their dance ended, and Braden felt the pulsing rhythm pulling them along as his hands rose in time with the unheard music and slid up their thighs and along firm butt cheeks and taut back muscles as two sets of breasts heaved.

      Then they were moving again, in time with one another, the rhythms of love drawing them along. Hands slid along skin and lips found soft flesh as they all pressed in close. Braden couldn’t have said who he entered first as both Druska and Emma felt the thrust, their hearts and bodies so in sync with one another they shared in all pleasures.

      As they made love beneath the stars, Braden couldn’t have said where one of them ended and the other began. The Fi’zagra awoke a lust they hadn’t experienced in days, and when sleep finally took them, they all slept more peacefully than they had surrounded by the protection of the elves.

      Braden was shaken awake two hours before sunrise by Mina, who yawned and slipped off the thick robe she’d been wearing and stole his warm place between Druska and Emma. The little warrior purred in pleasure as she slipped her cold hand between Emma’s massive breasts, the teen stirring for a moment before settling back into dreamland.

      Pulling on his clothes, Braden sat with his back to the fire, letting his pupils adjust so he could peer more easily through the darkness. The harem mage didn’t trust his eyesight, sending out feelings of power to warn him if anything breeched their wards or approached from above.

      The night sounds of this strange forest were quieter than he was used to, and he enjoyed the peace. Moments of solitude had been few and far between since arriving in this world, and Braden found the few hours of peace calming and restorative. Letting the women sleep in for a bit, he watched the sun rise in the east, its golden rays illuminating the world around him bit by bit.

      Emma was the first to wake, the tall teen rising and stretching, her incredible body arousing Braden’s desires as her pale skin caught the morning light. The girl gave her lord a warm smile as he watched her languid movements. As she drew on her dress, he couldn’t help but be pleased as his eyes lingered on her hanging breasts and the swell of her hips.

      Braden would have loved to indulge his desires, but there were chores to be about and training to get done. As Emma stirred the fire, setting fresh logs on it and pulling out the pan she’d cooked their dinner on, he roused Druska and Mina from slumber.

      The three took up their blunted weapons that Druska had brought in her no-space bag and picked up their training where they’d left off. Braden and the others felt pressure to be on their way and find the cure to Glynis-Pura as soon as possible, but their training was too important to ignore.

      “No,” Druska said to Braden with a shake of her head at one particularly clumsy pass, “the motions must flow into one another, or else you leave yourself open to a counterstrike.”

      “I’m trying,” Braden said, stifling his growing frustration, “but my body doesn’t want to bend that way.”

      “We’re trying to make him a blade master, Druska,” Mina said with a frown, “but I don’t think that’s your calling, husband.”

      “I’ll get it,” Braden said, his expression growing stubborn.

      “What are you thinking?” Druska asked Mina, ignoring Braden.

      “If he didn’t have that sword, I’d put a battle-ax in his hands. You always end up brawling the moment your emotions are up in a fight; use that. Forget the ripostes and footwork.”

      “I don’t know this style of fighting,” Druska said. “Can you demonstrate it for me?”

      The pair sparred for a minute, and though Braden didn’t see much difference in the little warrior’s fighting style, Druska saw what she meant. After that they changed the training slightly, and as Braden moved through the brawler’s stances, he felt much more comfortable than when trying to copy Druska’s or Mina’s graceful forms.

      Leesha slept in as long as she was able, but finally roused herself and joined the group as they ate wraps of scrambled eggs, crisp bacon, and a soft white cheese Emma had traded someone from the Silver Kingdoms for. The meal was far tastier than it should have been given their surroundings, but Emma was a wonder with spices and could whip up a meal in any environment.

      The sun was fully above the horizon, but the evening frost still clung to leaves and grasses as the party headed out once more. An hour after they hit the trail, Scry-bot came back warning of some submerged reptilians ahead and minutes later battle was joined. The giant monsters looked like crocodiles to Braden, but with eight legs and a torso the size of a minivan.

      The fight didn’t last long, but when it was over Braden was rewarded with a far-off chime and the golden toast window appearing before him as the last monster toppled over dead, its brain fried from one of Leesha’s spells.
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      The last message on the screen gave him concern, but he wasn’t able to access any more information than what appeared, and Mina’s battle cry warned him of another encounter and he dismissed the screen.

      Late in the afternoon, the girls found their dragon, and though it pained Braden to stay out of the fight, he let them have their fun. The great green beast hadn’t been corrupted like the surrounding lands but was taking advantage of the chaos.

      While he and Emma watched on, Leesha lashed it out of the sky, harrying the beast until it landed in their midst, spewing its noxious gaseous breath in dark yellow clouds that soon hid the commotion. The colossal dragon’s scream of rage changed into screams of fear as Druska’s Vorpal blade went to work on its wings, clipping the two tendons that held the leathery sails to its tail.

      Unable to lift off and fly away, the dragon fought like a cornered rat, swirling the yellow clouds as it lashed out with tail and talon. Red lightning arced out, encircling and lighting up the beast’s snout, but it bit through the magics, tearing them asunder before smashing a forelimb down on the little elf. Leesha rolled clear, but not before receiving a deep gash down one side.

      “Go on then,” Braden said, nodding when Emma glanced up at him.

      Suppressing a grin of excitement, she dug in her belt pouch for two vials. The young healer told herself she should be eager to get close to something as dangerous and terrifying as an ancient dragon. Downing both potions at once, the girl’s skin hardened into a substance that looked like liquid steel, and she hurried down to her sister’s side.

      Emma’s hair flashed silver as the rent in Leesha’s side healed, but the whoosh of wind warned her of another incoming blow. Hunching down to protect the elf, she let the claw strike her, unable to suppress her smile of satisfaction when a bone in the dragon’s limb broke with a loud SNAP and the creature reared back in pain, letting loose a terrifying scream of rage that the harem shrugged off.

      Mina and Druska made short work of the dragon after that, carving deep slices into its hide. The beast wouldn’t die until Druska drove her blade down into its skull, when it finally stilled with a rattle of breath and trembling of muscles as they relaxed in death.

      The dragon’s corpse was a treasure trove of resources and components for Emma’s potions and many other things, but they could only spare an hour for the teen to take what she could. The rest of the afternoon was uneventful, the surrounding lands quiet in the wake of the dragon’s death, and the party made camp beside a creek of fresh water as the sun was setting.

      That night Druska taught her sisters the Fi’zagra again, Leesha and Mina learning more and growing more confident with the rhythms. Emma had learned the dance completely, impressing Druska to no end, and at the alien’s insistence danced for all of them. The teen moved to a slightly different rhythm when she danced alone, one all her own as she claimed the dance and the genuine emotions and depth of feeling in her lord and sister-wives.

      That night Emma made such passionate love with Braden after the dance’s culmination that Leesha and Mina promised themselves they would learn it quickly too so they might experience what Druska and Emma had.

      The weather grew worse and worse, the air chilling, and the party was in near-constant battle as they worked their way north and east. But Braden had rarely been happier in his life. It reminded him of their time floating on the ship, lost at sea. As bad as things had been then, they’d had each other and every night as they crawled into bed—sore, exhausted, and sated—he could only thank god for the chance to spend this time with them all.

      They made better time than Mina and Scry-bot had originally guessed, spotting the edge of the corrupted lands on their third day and climbing up onto the ice sheet on their fourth. The going was difficult, the ice never presenting a flat landscape for them to easily traverse, but their battles ceased for a time as the harem bundled up in thick furs the elves had provided.

      Braden and Leesha were constantly employing their magics to build bridges across chasms or ladders up sheer ice cliffs. Leesha hated the mundane work, complaining to anyone who would give her an ear anytime she had to do so while Braden secretly loved it.

      The engineer in him enjoyed the puzzles each little gap or cliff presented, and he never lost his wonder as the magic performed tasks that would have taken many men and machines and much capital to accomplish back on Earth.

      Making camp on the ice, Druska found them a place where cliffs on three sides sheltered them from the worst of the winds, but as dark clouds rolled in from the west, they forwent practicing the dance that night. Once they’d eaten a hot meal, they all piled into the tent, grateful for the warmth and closeness as they peeled off furs and armor, stowing it before crawling under the thick fur blankets Emma laid out.

      Braden was too exhausted to get frisky, but he’d sensed Mina’s need for connection and drew her into the circle of his arms, letting her snuggle against him as he drifted off. Scry-bot informed them there would be another two days of ice before they found the mysterious pocket of life, and none were looking forward to the brutally cold days ahead.

      Braden woke before dawn the next morning and found little Mina’s tight sex sliding along the shaft of his morning wood as she mumbled gently in her sleep. The little warrior looked so peaceful when she slept, like a porcelain doll, that Braden hated to spoil the image, but he couldn’t ignore the throbbing need in his loins, nor the tiny hole tempting him at it teased the tip of his cock.

      Mina woke from a dream that never ended, only her surroundings shifted from that of her childhood bedroom to the dark tent and heavy furs. In both, her lord husband took her with animalistic fury, his massive cock driving into her depths before pulling back out until just the tip nestled within her lips.

      “Mmmnhgnnn,” Mina moaned as she gripped the powerful arm holding her down. A rustling from beside her alerted her to Druska waking, and the little warrior felt her sister slipping against her side, the woman’s delightful fingers finding her button as she felt her pleasure begin to peak.

      “Cum on his cock,” the rogue purred in Mina’s ear, the words triggering her orgasm. “Yesss, cum on his glorious cock.”

      “Ohhhh…. Nnnggh!” Mina’s scream of pleasure woke Emma and Leesha, the later grumbling and rolling deeper into the furs. Mina melted into the blankets, her lord’s cock withdrawing from her sensitive sex.

      Before she could move, Emma was there, hair glowing dimly, and Mina nearly groaned, though in pleasure or frustration she couldn’t say, as she found her limbs locked and the silver-haired teen’s magical teasing touch caressing her. In moments, she was lost in a world of bliss once more.

      Druska’s moans of pleasure as her lord husband rolled the woman onto her back and feasted on her sex filled the tent loudest of all, and as Mina writhed in pleasure, Emma crawled beneath Braden and wrapped her massive breasts around his cock as she nursed on it gently until his erection was rampant once more.

      As Braden slid into Druska’s tight sex, Emma drew a gibbering and shaking Mina into her arms. As Braden and his first-wife made slow love, their hands caressing one another as they gazed into each other’s eyes, Emma held the little warrior and gave her the aftercare her intense bindings demanded, loving every second of their closeness but sensing a vacancy at their sides, for the sister who had yet to be, the poor cat-girl languishing beneath the Heart Tree.

      Soon, sister, Emma thought to herself, soon you’ll be with us and mended. If any can find a way to heal you, our lord will.

      The teen watched the couple making love and let a hand slip between her thighs, relishing the pleasure that spread through her. Many a night, as a young maiden, she’d lain awake, touching herself so and dreaming of what I might be like to be bonded and know such intimacy with one person. But her experiences thus far, bonded to the harem, had been far beyond her girlish fantasies. The depths in each soul about her were boundless, and she wanted to throw herself down each.

      “Oh, Master… I can feel… every inch of you…”

      Nothing had prepared Emma for the pleasure she’d known at her lord’s hand. She could feel an echo of what Druska did at that moment, and it sent aftershocks of bliss through her body. The healer pulled on one pale nipple, the inverted nipple hardening under her touch as she watched the pair make love.

      Druska’s head turned, those brilliant green eyes meeting hers, and Emma felt a tiny shiver of fear deep inside her. There was something unfathomable in those alien eyes, even now, but the expression they held now was pure love. The woman reached out a hand, and Emma took it, letting herself be drawn into the kiss and gasping lightly as she was pulled atop her.

      Emma purred into the rogue’s lips, her spine arching as the woman’s hands glided up her sides to cup her massive breasts and draw one to her lips. She wanted to keep gazing into those gorgeous eyes, but a strong hand rested on her hip as the head of her lord’s manhood pressed against her tight lips. Gasping in pleasure as he slipped into her wetness and Druska rolled one large nipple between her lips, Emma was soon drowning in pleasure.

      When the silver-haired teen drifted back from the white world of bliss, her mind had traveled to, she found Druska lying against one side, groggy from pleasure, and Mina on the other, just beginning to rouse herself. High-pitched yelps of pleasure and the deep growls of her husband caused Emma to pick up her head, only to find the little elf had decided to awaken.

      “She wanted his seed,” Druska grumbled into Emma’s left breast where she rested her head, “pretended to sleep.”

      “A snake in the grass,” Mina mumbled from the right breast.

      Emma traced lazy fingertips along the smooth skin of their backs and watched the little elf’s high firm breasts bounce and her eyes roll back in her skull as an orgasm overtook her, Braden gasping, toes curling and back arching as he filled her womb.

      “The storm outside will be raging for a few more hours,” Emma said. “We wouldn’t want her to miss out, now would we?”

      Smiling mischievously, the teen’s hair glowed with a dim silver light and Braden gasped, back arching and all of his muscles cording at once. Leesha suddenly found herself atop a raging beast of lust, cock hard as an ironwood staff as she was flipped over and mounted. In minutes, her guttural grunts of pleasure were accompanied by eyes rolled back into her head and tongue lolling out to one side.

      As the storm raged outside, the harem drew close, eagerly lining up for their lord husband’s raging lusts. Braden reveled in releasing control, relaxing and sating himself at the same time.

      INTERSTITIAL

      The Eastern Imperial Highway, stretching from the capital of Melind to the farthest reaches of the empire, wasn’t a perfectly straight line, but it was as close as the imperial surveyors could make it.

      Even out here, weeks from the center of enlightened civilization and with the foul threat of war encroaching, the gears of empire ground on, Bond Mage Ezmelly noted as her carriage rattled past a squad of chained inmates on work detail. The rough-looking men chipped paving stones and heated tar, replacing a cracked section of the highway.

      Leaning her head out the window, she called up to the driver's seat of the lacquered carriage, “Carlos! How long until we’re at the front?”

      “We’ll be there in an hour, Mistress,” the man called down, slapping the reins with a quick flick of his wrists, though it did little to hurry the stubborn beasts that she could see.

      She made sure to “harrumph” with enough strength that he heard her, or else what was the point? Then she sat back in the carriage and composed herself. Her father’s words rang in her mind, about how good little girls were supposed to mind their manners and behave. Snarling, she stuffed the fresh anger back down with the old.

      It won’t serve you any good just yet, Ezmelly, the bond mage thought to herself, breathing out a long slow breath. But don’t let it go too far…

      She saw her fingers trembling on her knee and snatched her hand back into her lap, forming a fist and breathing slow measured breaths as she sought the teachings of her youth. Ezmelly had entered novice classes younger than most, having come from a family of privilege. Those early years had burned into her the skills of an initiate, and she’d never stopped practicing the simple tricks of concentration and memorization.

      Breathing in slowly through her nose, she composed her mind, focusing on the air rushing past the tip and the cooling sensation it left behind.

      Over ten dozen of her sister and brother bond mages had been killed in combat or through assassinations. War was hell, as they said, but the Order had never lost so many in a campaign. Worse still, they’d only managed to destroy half of the bond mages and bonded who’d turned to the enemy’s side.

      Ezmelly had been loath to believe the reports at first, not wanting to think that those she knew and loved could side with such obvious evil. The creatures they fought beside were twisted, malign things that killed babes and women as easily as soldiers. The corpses rose days later to join the ranks of corrupted monsters as undead. With every victory their army grew, and this Dark Queen had consumed a hundred square leagues of the empire. Breathing slowly once again, Ezmelly sought peace as the carriage rattled toward what would surely be her death.

      “These old bones won’t go on forever,” she told herself, trying to convince herself she didn’t fear the terrible death that awaited her.

      Dismemberment and torture were common for the bond mages who were captured, if they weren’t dragged away only to reappear weeks later as twisted versions of themselves hell-bent on the empire’s destruction.

      Meditating on death, life, and all that was in between, Ezmelly Hellinist Robledo III rode to her death.
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      The bond mage ended up needing no warning as her carriage drew closer and closer to the command tents. The smell of sewage, so thick it felt like a blanket, hung about everything and was accompanied by the moans and groans of the injured or dying.

      Pulling back the curtains, the woman let the soldiers see her and for most the sight would engender jealousy and anger, useful tools the legions’ sergeants knew well how to use to inspire their soldiers on the battlefield.

      As curses and grumbles floated out of mud-stained and bedraggled faces, the bond mage smiled at the sound of whips cracking. Always better to direct the ire of tired and strained men and women toward a proximal but outside source, one that can bind the ranks together while giving them an outlet to vent.

      The general and his command staff stepped out of their great green tent. The men were all clean-shaven and the lone woman had her hair braided back in military fashion, not a single strand out of place or a thread misaligned on her uniform.

      Ezmelly never felt comfortable around the iron-faced women of the legions. Though much smaller in number than their male counterparts, the legions took all and found a place for them. The place it sent its female recruits just so happened to be the Pits of Nylarx, a hellish landscape that killed more than half before they saw graduation day.

      The cost was terrible, but it produced a soldier of iron discipline and capable of ruthless aggression that shocked men who saw it for the first time. In her youth, Ezmelly had been attached to a small squad of Braided Legionnaires, and the scars of that experience still ran deep.

      “General,” she said with a nod to her old friend, “I pray I’m not keeping you and your men from anything important.”

      “Not at all, Bond Mage Ezmelly,” Granicus said with his usual gruffness. “In fact, the front has quieted of late.”

      “Oh?” the bond mage asked, her gaze sharpening on the man. “A result of new tactics or chaos among the enemy’s ranks?”

      “Neither that we can tell,” the general said, stroking his long mustaches. He waved her into the large tent where a large table with maps rolled out across it sat. “The withdrawal began two days ago, beginning with their auxiliary forces. The frontline beasts are little more than fodder. It’s the captains and bond mages, pardon Mistress, who are the real threat, and they seem to have disappeared.”

      “Disappeared?” Ezmelly asked as she peered at the maps, noting the depletion of enemy forces in their rear and flanks.

      “They ain’t a marchin’ back east, nor a headin’ south, Mistress,” said a swarthy dwarf, knuckling his forehead in salute as he pointed at the map. “They poured up from the south here, through the forest and along the coast, ain’t a lick o’ ’em passed back through to wherever their Dark Queen hunkers.”

      “Durbinor is correct,” Granicus said with a frown down at the maps. “We can find neither hide nor hair of those deadly captains of hers nor of the turned bond mages, and that’s what’s got me up at night now.”

      “Could they have gone into the Underdark?” Ezmelly asked, searching the map for nearby mines or mountain ranges.

      “Nay,” said Durbinor, “the halls ain’t seen naught o’ them, nor Duergar nor dark elf.” The dwarf spat to the side at the mention of his kind’s ancestral enemies. “I won’t put it past those whore sons to align wit’ ’em Twisted Ones, but ain’t been the case so far.”

      “On the bright side,” Granicus said, resting a calloused hand on her shoulder, “you won’t be needing to throw your life away.”

      “You imagine I will sit on my arse and let it spread while a single one of my sisters remains in the clutches of this dark cunt?”

      Ezmelly struggled to wipe the snarl off her face as Granicus flinched back from her and removed his hand from her shoulder as if scalded. Well, the man had always been a bore, but a solid tactician and she could use that.

      Pushing her sleeves up, she reached onto the board and began moving pieces, lining companies of heavy horses and skirmishers up for an imperial charge straight out of the textbooks. Picking up the small purple star symbol that represented the most senior bond mage associated with the forces, she set it at the head.

      “You have one hour to arrange your forces, Granicus,” Ezmelly said, surprising herself with the calm composure of her voice.

      “Surely we should let the enemy withdraw first!” the general said. “To charge them now would be madness and to ride at the van… Ezmelly, that would be suicide.”

      “Withdraw to where?” Ezmelly asked softly. “Where could our enemy be taking her strongest forces? What devilry does she plot? We will strike hard and strike fast, forcing her attention back on us.”

      The general was shaking his head, face growing stubborn. “I can’t allow—”

      THUMP

      All heads turned to the Braided Legionnaire whose pale blue eyes shone with fierce pride as she gazed at the plump little bond mage.

      “The woman has made her choice, and no man will gainsay her.” Her words were clipped and stiff with disuse. “The Braided see you, Bond Mage, and would be honored to ride at your side.” Ezmelly’s heart soared to hear that the proud and fierce warrior women would join her, and then fell as the woman’s grin grew feral. “It is a good day to die.”

      The atmosphere in the tent grew chill, but Ezmelly couldn’t abide the sad looks shifting in her direction.

      “Are your soldiers always standing around like a passel of chattering washerwomen?” she snapped to those staring at her, letting her normal waspishness return to her tone. “Because if so, Carlos has a bag of my dirty delicates that need seeing to, and I’ve a mind to put someone to work…”

      It was a wonder how quickly they all found tasks that took them from her presence, all but the Braided Legionnaire who only grinned that feral smile when Ezmelly ordered her away, ignoring her words and pulling out a wickedly sharp blade and paring back her nails right there in the command tent. Granicus seemed nervous around the woman, speaking volumes for her abilities.

      Carlos stepped behind her shoulder, his calming presence soothing her fears of dying. The man would be spared the pain of her death, she’d seen to that. Now all she had to do was figure out how to make him understand and not follow her to her death.

      “Carlos,” she began, the words suddenly leaving her.

      “The Arch Bond Mage may have agreed to your scheme, but I did not,” the man said gently, his ever so delicate fingers resting on her soft shoulder. “I have trained with the blade since I was seven and seen combat three times, each with street toughs. Honorless, un-storied duels. Death will not keep me from this glorious charge, and neither shall you.”

      “You’re a bastard,” she said, though she had to fight back the emotion that threatened to choke her off. “You know that?”

      “Thank you,” the infuriating man said, stepping beside her and smiling with those oh so perfect lips of his. “I do love the general’s whiskers… Is there a reason he’s been on campaign around soldier boys most of his life? I wouldn’t mind a little excitement before the main event.”

      “I think you’re barking up the wrong tree with that one,” Ezmelly said, amused as always at her bonded’s odd taste in men.

      The man could have his pick of beauties, male or female, but invariably he set his heart upon those with inner instead of outer beauty.

      Never understood why he accepted my Bond, she thought to herself as he slipped off to try his charms on the gruff old general. Ezmelly was left alone with her thoughts and the silent Braided Legionnaire as she ran a sharpening stone over her knife’s edge with slow strokes.

      In a few hours, she would ride to her death, she prayed silently to any god that would listen that she wouldn’t lose heart at the last minute and shame herself and the soldiers riding with her.
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      The skies were dark gray when Braden and his harem broke down the tent and started out again. The snows slowed to light flurries, but the wind still howled across the tundra, reducing their visibility and cutting through their furs.

      Leesha struggled the most, her elven physiology much happier in hotter and more humid climates than the frozen wasteland. Pausing before they headed out into the thick of it, Braden took thirty minutes to fashion small disks of fire that he reduced the temperature of until they were glowing a dull orange and radiated heat.

      It took the help of Leesha and his sword to work out a mechanism that held them above each person without burning them up or melting the ice beneath them, turning each step treacherous. The fix was crude but effective, and the party made good time the rest of the afternoon, making up the hours they’d lost in the tent.

      There were signs here and there that Druska and Scry-bot spotted of animal and monsters passing across the ice, but they saw nothing on the featureless landscape until near evening when a colossal mountain loomed on the horizon.

      Druska and Scry-bot waited at the edge of a narrow valley. The sides of the valley were cut off in sheer cliffs that had crumbled to the floor in places, evidence of a glacier’s passage at some point in the distant past. The valley below was choked with ice and boulders, but at its northern point the walls curved in, making a deep cave of sorts to shelter from the worst of the wind and snow.

      “Our destination is on the other side of that mountain,” Druska said, then hooked a thumb over her shoulder to the valley below. “This should be a good place to camp.”

      “How close are we?” Braden asked, glancing from the sun to the distant peak. “We could probably make it there by sundown.”

      “Better to rest,” Emma said, stepping up beside him and breathing out a cloud of mist as she heaved in a deep breath from the climb. “Besides, there are a few new steps I want to try.”

      “New steps?” Druska asked with a frown. “The Fi’zagra is millennia old, its movements honed by generations. There are no ‘new steps’ to the dance of coitus.”

      “It wasn’t coitus that inspired me,” the teen said, her pale cheeks blushing faintly even in the frigid air.

      Mina and Leesha grew persistent, asking for a demonstration of her new steps, while Druska frowned but kept her lips sealed. Braden could see that she didn’t want to believe it was possible but was loath to doubt the intuitive young woman.

      They set up camp, and Braden and Leesha laid down their wards. They’d become adroit at working their magic together, each complementing the other. Without his sword’s assistance, Leesha kept finer control of her magic than he did, but he outmatched her in raw strength and his access to every school.

      The fire was crackling when they returned and Emma was slicing potatoes into the hot pan. Mina had her black armor off and was fixing a line of bent links. The girl’s skin was hard and tough, but she insisted on wearing the plate and chain, claiming the weight was comforting. Druska fiddled with something in her lap, and Braden suspected it was the tracking device and she was checking on the squad’s progress south.

      “How are they doing?” Braden asked.

      “They’ve made it to Dalton,” Druska said, frowning down at the tiny screen, “or the town’s vicinity. It’s impossible to be precise without proper triangulation and on such a low signal.”

      “I wish we could know if they’re all safe,” Emma said.

      “They’re alive,” Braden said. “I’d know if they weren’t, I believe.”

      “It should be possible for you to know more,” Leesha said with a frown. “The transference places a piece of your soul, for lack of a better term, into the bonded, and even those gifted. If you reached in—”

      “No,” Braden said, his voice firm and final.

      He sat on a boulder and tried to ignore the silent, staring eyes, but Leesha wouldn’t let it drop.

      “Lord, I’m certain you’ve sensed our emotions before, it’s logical that you could reach in—”

      “NO!” Braden said, his voice iron hard. He stood so suddenly that Mina reached for her spear and shield, looking around for an attack that wasn’t there.

      “Braden,” Emma said gently, “is there something you’re not telling us?”

      “He could step into our minds,” Druska said, her sharp green eyes like awls as they locked the harem mage in place. His expression hunted for a half-second until he took a deep breath and nodded. “From reading emotions to reading thoughts, from reading to shaping.”

      “A part of me fears it may have already happened,” Braden said, then raised a hand to forestall their objections. “A tiny fear and one based on my own insecurities. Nothing real.” His eyes grew dark as he looked from Druska to Leesha. “What you ask for might be possible, probably is, but I fear the temptations and power too much to use it. If I reach out and touch someone’s mind, even just to make sure they’re safe, I will see more than they could ever agree to.”

      “Like their fantasies?” the pink-haired elf asked with a mischievous grin.

      “Leesha,” Emma warned, but the elf just laughed.

      “I understand,” she said, “or think I do.”

      “Set aside our worries for Sheela and the others,” Druska said, “for now at least. We can’t do anything for them, so our worries are wasted.”

      “Show us the new dance moves, Emma,” Mina said as she rolled boulders as large as her torso off a patch of flat ground.

      “I remain unconvinced such a thing is possible.” Druska frowned.

      “I can’t promise it will have the same effect,” Emma blushed a deeper shade of red. “In fact, I can promise it won’t. Nor that it will be as… efficacious.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Braden said as he took a roll of food from her and sat to eat.

      The party pestered Emma about how she’d come up with the steps, but she remained cagey until Druska pinned her down. When she said it came to her in a dream the night before, the questions only increased until it became a game of sorts between Leesha and Mina to see who could guess the most outrageous steps.

      As Braden ate in silence, he thought about the four young women on their quest and hoped they were doing well. They could call on him if they needed to, but the artifact had come at a substantial cost to the elves and could only be used once.

      They’re as strong and capable as these ladies, he thought to himself, and I gave them what help I could. It will have to be enough.

      “No more brooding thoughts, Master,” Druska said, passing him the waterskin so he could wash down the last of his food. “Come back to us.”

      “I’m here,” he said, meeting her eyes and letting the warm smile show on his face. Then he tilted the waterskin back and nearly choked on the harsh liquor within.

      “A present from Sir Orator,” the Bonded Scout said. “I’ve been using it to clean my datapad, but it’s good for relaxing the mind too.”

      “Killing brain cells more like,” Braden said, blowing out a breath thick with fumes and passing it to Leesha, who drank eagerly and coughed half of her sip out a second later.

      “That’s poison!” the little elf said with a sour grimace.

      Emma reached to take the bag with a frown, but Mina snatched it away. “Uhu uhu uhu, lady,” she said with a grin. “You’re going to turn it into potato water with a flash of your pretty hair, and that would be a waste.” Tilting the spirits back, the little warrior swallowed two big mouthfuls and smacked her lips with a satisfied sigh. “Get your fat boobies up there and shake what your momma gave you, girl.”

      “Pass it back,” Druska said, reaching for the skin.

      The alien woman sat beside Braden, still and bristling. He couldn’t tell if it was indignation or effrontery that the young human would add to or change such an ancient tradition. Either way, as his mind buzzed, he wanted to ease the tension and opened his mouth to say something reassuring, but a scrape of toe on stone brought his head around sharply, his attention riveted and his heart suddenly racing.

      Nothing overtly changed from one moment to the next but similar to when Druska began the Fi’zagra, those who witnessed the teen’s subtle movements as she swayed in place felt their hearts beating in time with a distant beat.

      “Holy Algorithm.” Druska’s whisper barely reached Braden’s ears and a part of him wished he could see her expression, but his eyes were riveted to the gently swaying girl before him.

      The Fi’zagra pulled the dancer’s body through movements, her whole body awakening both desire and love as her spirit communed with those who fell under its spell. As Emma danced, slowly at first but with growing confidence, she wasn’t pulled, but instead pushed.

      In Druska’s dance, the dancer and subject communed over love, seeing each other as they are. Emma’s dance was one of devotion and service.

      Braden didn’t know any of this, all he knew was Emma’s gentle swaying, and the movements of her hands as they slid up her sides, caressing the impossible curves of her body and molding the loose white dress she wore against the flesh, filled him with peace and desire both.

      Druska could only watch in awe as Emma’s strange swaying grew more seductive, hips swaying wider and the hidden beat slowing, deepening. The girl’s hands slid up the back of her long neck as her knees twisted, pressed together, the silver hair piling atop her head in lustrous chunks that fell across her face.

      The silver-haired teen froze there, the world falling into still silence as she held a pose of sublime beauty. Silver eyes shining out from under long dark lashes, hair an artful tumble atop her head and down the side of her face and neck, body twisted in a way that showed her every curve to perfection…

      The perfection of her was almost too much to bear for Braden. Not only did Emma look like some goddess out of imagination, but the dance bared her to those she danced for. Making plain, as if they weren’t already aware, of the bottomless depths of her wisdom and desire to heal.

      The moment after the dance crystallized Emma as a near-perfect being, she broke her frozen stance. Expression softening, posture opening, the girl slipped to her knees, eyes still locked upon her lord’s as her hips picked up their swaying from earlier. Long fingers gathered the loosened dress, and with shoulders rolling gently and tongue slipping along her thick lips, Emma drew the gown over her hips.

      As the treasure between her legs appeared, the air filled with the musky aroma of her desire, and Braden’s muscles relaxed even further, the last of his exhaustion from the day melting away.

      As the dress fell away, and Emma gathered her massive breasts in either hand, cupping and caressing them as she swayed and shifted, Braden sensed where this was all headed and his heart quickened. Druska drew close, her breath coming in short quick gasps as Emma fell forward onto one hand and reached out, sliding a hand down the front of Braden’s pants and whisking the material down as if by magic.

      “I see your potential, my lord,” Emma breathed, her eyes wide with awe as she ran gentle fingers up the shaft of his long cock. “I feel it… the Algorithm is a mystery… but a blessing.”

      Her gaze shifted to Druska, whose eyes shone wetly, and her cheeks had bright spots of red in them as her chest heaved. There were no words that could express what she was feeling, and she almost betrayed her emotions when Emma drew her into the dance.

      Slipping long fingers into Druska’s, she pulled the alien down, their shoulders touching and swaying together. Braden watched Druska gasp as if suddenly seeing, and the smile of euphoria heated as she turned to Mina and Leesha.

      The three crowded close as Emma’s soft lips pressed to the head of his cock, ending her dance with a gentle and still act of service. With that touch, she melted the final bit of tension and resistance in Braden.

      Looking from lambent silver eyes to green, lavender, then black, Braden let the desire play out across his features, unrestrained and open. Eager, excited grins flashed across the harem’s lips and they bent themselves in service beside the healer.

      Braden sat reclined like a king, and at perfect peace with the world and his place in it, as he watched four gorgeous faces press together, tongues bathing his cock and trading it back and forth. From one set of thick, soft lips to another, Braden’s cock was sucked deep by each with delicious slowness. When one wasn’t forming her mouth into a perfectly soft pussy for his pleasure, the others were running teasing tongues over his balls or along the shaft.

      With eyes alighting on one another and lips curled in smiles of delight, they pushed the head of his cock back and forth with their lips and tongue, trading kisses before their sister sucked him deep.

      When they sensed his orgasm approaching, the four backed off as one, letting his peak subside before resuming their worshipful ministrations. Braden couldn’t say how long he lived in that world of perfect, selfish pleasure, but the sky was black and the moon high in the heavens when the harem finally let their lord husband’s seed gush forth. Four lapping tongues drank it down, the magic within so potent from hours of edging that it triggered their own orgasms and all five clung to one another as they faded into blissful sleep.

      INTERSTITIAL

      The imperial legions raced up the fortified slope in a glorious charge.

      At their fore rode a hellion—a round, gray-haired woman throwing fireballs with either hand and ripping apart barricades with the force of her mind. At one side rode a heavily armored figure in slate gray plate and at the other rode a slender figure who moved like a willow branch in the wind, long limbs whipping his blade to either side, cutting down any who approached his mistress.

      Hordes of monsters fell before them, the chaff and minions falling like wheat.

      A lance of black fire cut through the bond mage’s defenses but was deflected by the wards stitched into her robes. Unfortunately for her, it deflected the deadly spell down into her mount, and with a terrifying scream the beast’s heart exploded and it toppled onto the slope. The beast’s momentum and weight snapped its neck, putting it out of its misery quickly, but its death only served to unshackle the woman’s cold fury.

      Ezmelly had always excelled at combat casting at the academy and didn’t hesitate in the face of real war.

      Flinging herself free of the dead mount just in time, she inscribed a glyph even as she tucked her chin and rolled. Her varicose-veined legs, now three times as youthful and spry as a teenager, absorbed the shock of her landing and, with a shift of her bulk, propelled her in a soaring arc to the top of the slope.

      Ezmelly tapped her Haste Ring, hands suddenly flashing in a flurry of glyphs as she unleashed a storm of tiny magic missiles that flew out from her in a spreading arc, striking their targets unerringly. The last three dozen monsters dropped dead, revealing the hooded, skeletal figure crouched atop the hill.

      Carlos rushed to his mistress’s aid but was thrown back by the force of colliding magics. A mage duel erupted, forcing both forces to withdraw slightly. All but the Braided Legionnaire, who stabbed her iron shield down into the turf and crouched behind it. Cursing to himself, Carlos tried reaching the woman, but arcs of blue lightning stabbed the ground between them and he reeled back.

      Ezmelly felt the spell take off her arm at the elbow and knew death was a moment behind. Working a final spell with her remaining hand, she threw every bit of her magic into it. The detonation threw the bond mage back, knocking her out from its concussive blast as she spun through the air, but it only stunned the Dark Queen’s captain.

      The creature began to cackle in laughter as it rose once more, but the sound cut off with a strangled choke as the Braided Legionnaire drove her short sword into its heart and ripped it up through its brain. The grim-faced soldier didn’t stop hacking at the corpse until she had chopped it into sausage and it showed no signs of life.

      Ironheart drew in a ragged breath as she stood. Her Legionnaires swarmed the hilltop around her and secured it. Looking around, she spotted the bond mage a few dozen feet away, her bonded tying a tourniquet to the bleeding stump. The Commander of the Braided Legionnaires couldn’t hide the hard smile that grew on her lips as the old bond mage roused herself and swatted the pretty man away, retying the bandages with one hand.

      “We’ve broken their backs,” General Granicus said, huffing and puffing as he made it to the top of the hill and gazed over the legions spilling down into masses of milling undead. “Once the Fifth and Seventh arrive, we’ll push them back into the forests.”

      “Hmm,” Ironheart said, turning to watch the bond mage stagger up to see the pit she’d blown in the turf and the chopped up remains of the captain. The woman offered the commander a nod of respect, which should have filled her with as much pride as it did.

      “You’ve won us the day, Ezmelly,” General Granicus said. “My finest healers will be here in minutes. We’ll get that arm seen to and—”

      “What is that?” Ironheart asked, raising her arm and pointing to the gleam she’d spotted in the sky, high up in the eastern horizon. “A dragon?”

      “It can’t be,” Granicus breathed, several of his officers’ faces turning white as sheets. “The harem mage defeated her Draco-Lich… right?”

      “Get our forces back, Granicus,” Ezmelly growled, frowning when she tried to motion with the missing limb. “That’s no dragon.”

      Ironheart’s eyes were sharper than most scouts, but it still took several long seconds before she noticed what the bond mage had. The silvery creature was boxy in shape and flew in an unerring line straight at the imperial forces, growing larger every second it got closer.

      The humans scrambled into defensive positions, and Bond Mage Ezmelly drew upon her life force to craft wards about them. All futile as the GGC attack fighter barreled toward them with its ion cannon primed and locked on target.
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      Their last day on the ice was the easiest, even as the terrain grew more and more treacherous.

      Braden and Leesha had their spells down and were able to deal with most any problem they encountered. Bridges had become their specialty. The first day it had taken nearly an hour to construct a chasm-spanning bridge of force strong enough to carry at least one of them and withstand the weather.

      Now they could whip a hundred-meter bridge up in less than a minute. Braden handled the brunt force work and Leesha wove behind him with a more dexterous hand, so the bridge had flex and give, while still being structurally sound.

      That morning Emma woke before the rest and brewed a batch of Soulsing tea. Its magical vapors woke everyone as the leaves melted and the steam changed colors. Emma had plenty of ingredients now, thanks to the elves, but she’d found its effects diminished if it was used more than once a week.

      Braden breathed easier as they rounded the lone mountain, his mind more settled and at peace than it had been in weeks. Part of it was the tea and another the amazing dance Emma had performed the night before. She called it the dance of service, and whenever he remembered how the night had gone after it, he got a shiver down his spine.

      The mountain was an oddity in the flat tundra. Its slopes were barren of life and smooth, only breaking up into rugged foothills as they reached the plains below. The hills were choked with ice the higher up one went, the reason Braden and his harem were skirting it, but the peak was devoid of snow and smoking at its highest point.

      Geology had never been of much interest to Braden, but Mina found the peak fascinating, her eyes tracking its soaring peak as they circled it. Spying Druska perched beside a likely lookout position ahead, Braden and the rest hurried forward. As they drew near, she motioned them to silence and pointed ahead to the edge of the world.

      The tundra simply ended in a line of ice that stretched to the north and south, curving toward the distant horizon. The enormity of it took their breaths away, and it was a few seconds before Braden noticed what Druska had pointed to.

      Spaced irregularly around the rim of the great basin, or pit, were ten-foot-tall statues. It was hard to make out much detail from where he was, but they had a rough unfinished look to them. The three or four he could make out clearly looked to be of the same race, though different versions or individuals.

      “What are they?” he asked aloud, not expecting an answer and surprised when Mina spoke up.

      “Kobolds,” the little warrior said, sounding certain. “There were reports months ago that they’d been driven from their caves by something, but that shouldn’t have been enough time to carve this many statues.”

      “They aren’t statues,” Emma said, and Braden saw what she meant immediately.

      Life and earth magic swirled around the statues, flowing through them and down into the stones beneath like they would through living casters.

      “Stone Wardens,” Leesha breathed, her eyes widening. “I never believed the stories were true.” When the others looked at her frowning, she explained, “Shamans of the Kobold tribes, they supposedly employ only one threat of magic but can work it with mastery.”

      “Are they dangerous?” Druska asked, running her thumb over the hilt of her sword.

      “Let’s find out,” Braden said, stepping through the pass and down onto the slope leading down to the basin’s rim.

      As he approached, the harem hurrying out after him, he could see down into the basin more and more. The dark smear at the bottom revealed itself to be a dense jungle, white misty clouds hanging over the treetops. He spotted a large clearing, miles out from the edge, but before any details emerged on it, the statue before him began to melt.

      The stone softened into mud that dripped in thick chunks at first and then into quick flowing streams as the last of the gray-brown gunk fell away. A figure emerged from the pile of clay, small and slope browed with a long-twisted nose and short, stubby fangs reaching up from its lower jaw. Brown eyes flashed open, and the ugly little face hardened as it drew a silvery, glittering spear out of the stone at its feet and fell into a guard position, point aimed at Braden’s heart.

      “Better take it slow, lord,” Mina said, moving in front of Braden with his shield.

      Fear filled the little Kobold’s face, and he cried out a word and hurled the spear. The glittering weapon shot through the air like a bolt of lightning and struck Mina on the shoulder before she could raise her shield. The blow struck so hard it threw her back into Braden’s chest, and she looked down in surprise at the large red mark it had left. The weapon flew back to the Kobold’s hand unerringly, and it caught it with a look of shock to see Mina still alive.

      Instead of exploding in anger, the little warrior grinned in respect and hefted her own spear. Before she could answer the Kobold with her own throw, Braden rested a hand on her shoulder.

      When the creature had shouted in alarm, the necklace he wore warmed, and the harsh bark was translated into a word he could understand: “Witch!”

      “We are not your enemy,” Braden said, stepping up beside Mina as the Kobold hesitated, hand cocked back to throw again.

      Its head was tilted to one side, eyes wondering as it stared at Braden, and he hoped it could understand him.

      “Let’s kill it and be done,” Leesha said, the air around her warping as she brought her powers to bear. “Kobolds are a vicious people.”

      “To the elves,” Mina said with a frown. “Some humans trade with them.”

      The Stone Warden looked from the elf to the human in confusion and barked again in his harsh tongue.

      “Begone, Vile Ones!”

      “We mean you no harm,” Braden said, raising his hands and showing that they were empty of weapons as he stepped forward.

      The little Kobold’s expression registered shock again at being spoken to in its own language, but it stiffened a second later, rocking its head and flinging bits of mud that hadn’t drained away around.

      “Your darkness will harry the tribes no more! None shall pass!”

      “We’re getting to that rock one way or another,” Braden said, his patience wearing thin as he drew in his powers from the earth beneath his feet.

      The moment he started to, the Stone Warden reacted strangely. The Kobold gave another little jerk of surprise, eyes widening as it stared at Braden, then its gaze flickered to Mina, Leesha, Emma, and finally to green-skinned Druska, and it began to tremble violently.

      “Ancient spirits forgive my ignorance…” Braden frowned as its black little eyes fell back on him, and the Kobold cried out, dropping its spear and prostrating itself on the ground, face pressed into the muck. “Oh Holy One, Living God, Bearer of the Sliver of Infinity, please forgive this retched fool’s blindness. I only thought to protect my people… please, have mercy!”

      The little creature trembled like he thought Braden might smite it on the spot. The harem mage glanced to Druska who shook her head in confusion. The others couldn’t understand the little creature, but once Braden translated, asking what it meant, the three shrugged. Mina walked forward and patted the cringing Kobold on one shoulder.

      “It was a good throw. I’m sure you’re great at protecting your people.” She nodded behind him to the sheer cliff face, and continued speaking, though he couldn’t understand her words. “Your little speech was pretty and all, but you need to move aside so we can climb down.”

      The Kobold glanced to Braden when she finished speaking, expression bereft of understanding.

      “Nice throw,” Druska translated. “Now move aside. We have work to be about.”

      “Of course, Holy One!” the Kobold said, hopping to its feet, oblivious of the thick, muck coating its brown robes as it turned and waved a hand over the cliff behind it.

      Leesha had been muttering quietly to herself through the brief conversation and Braden felt a small burst of her powers and a flash of violet light appeared as she laid a spell about herself. As the Kobold responded to Druska, she grinned in triumph and with a flick of her wrist sent small weaves to Mina and Emma.

      “Forgive my blindness, Living God,” the Kobold said, its face twisted into a look of real pain and it kept its eyes downcast. “I can now hear the stones sing of your presence. Come, I will guide you to our king.”

      “There are steps forming down the cliff face,” Druska said, leaning dangerously far out over the edge. “Make the Kobold go down in case they’re trapped. Give me a few minutes to scout before you drop down, Master.”

      The Kobold gave a little shriek of fear when the alien threw herself off the ledge and watched her sail down the cliff face in wonder. Braden and the others had seen the rogue’s trick dozens of times in the elven city and the dungeons. Sailing with arms and legs stretched out, she let her fingertips or boot tips drag on the cliff wall, slowing her descent and using her body to keep balanced in the wind.

      The rogue disappeared into the canopy of trees, and Braden breathed slow, even breaths, stifling the anxiety that pushed up whenever she went far from his side. As he watched for any sign of trouble from below, Mina walked over to the Kobold and spoke to it, the spell Leesha had set upon the girls changing their words into understandable speech.

      “That’s an interesting weapon you have,” she said, indicating the glittering silvery spear. “Is it an enchantment that calls it back to you?”

      “Starstone is not enchanted, Holy One. It is soul-bound to he who forges it.”

      “And what’s the material? Where can I get a Starstone spear like that?”

      “In communion with the Earth Mother, a Stone Warden of faith will be granted a vision of where one lies in her womb,” the Kobold held the spear aloft with one hand, the arm scarred with old and terrible wounds. “If he survives the Pit Wyrms and lava pockets and returns to his people of sound mind, then he shall wield a Starstone spear.”

      “Mina,” Braden said, nodding below after receiving a signal from Druska.

      “See you below,” the little warrior said to the Kobold with a wink.

      It opened its mouth to protest, but the woman leaped from the cliff, plummeting like a stone to the jungle canopy below. Leesha leaped after the warrior, red lightning snapping and crackling around her as it dragged at the cliff face, slowing her descent. Braden swept Emma up into his arms and leapt out after.

      The Stone Warden slid down the steps like they were a muddy slope and arrived at the base as the others were gathering there. With a wave of his hand, the staircase melted back into the cliff face. Braden was impressed with the little creature’s efficacy with the single thread of power. The creatures worked the earth power like others breathed.

      “Follow, Garfo,” the Kobold said, shuffling excitedly as it led the party deeper into the jungle, “to my village and then the king.”

      “Are you sure we can trust this monster?” Leesha asked softly, slipping up to Braden’s side. “It could walk us into a trap. Did you see how easily its spell reached the top of the cliff? We had no idea the Kobold Stone Wardens were so powerful.”

      “Keep your guards up just in case,” Braden said, speaking to Druska and Mina as well, “but it’s taking us in the direction we want to go, so let’s follow him for now.”
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      The narrow game trail the Stone Warden led them onto widened after a few steps, and Braden felt the magics fading from the soft dirt at his feet. Curious, he reached into the soil to see what its source was. The Kobold turned, flashing an encouraging smile, and Braden realized it had widened the trail for him and his harem.

      They’d only gone a few hundred meters when the jungle’s heat and humidity forced the group to begin peeling off furs and winter clothing. The heat wasn’t oppressive as it might have been in an equatorial jungle, but it was still enough to put a tingle in the fingers and toes of those who’d recently been in freezing temperatures.

      Braden didn’t recognize any of the trees or plants, but Emma seemed to. The teen made excited little noises in her throat every ten feet or so, bending down to cut a flower free and slip it into her herb pouch, or plucking a few leaves from a vine and doing the same. The others kept their weapons ready just in case, half expecting an attack to burst forth from the jungle at any moment.

      Sounds of a village greeted them shortly before they emerged into a small clearing. There was a narrow stream running through the center of the village. On one side of the stream was a small jumble of huts, and on the other side orderly little gardens.

      Cries of fear rose from the village when Braden and the harem were spotted, but their guide spoke loudly, calling for the chieftain. The villagers, mostly women and children, quieted as a portly little Kobold emerged from the crowd, carrying a wand festooned with fetishes in one hand and wearing a feathered headdress.

      It wasn’t the chieftain, nor the tiny children or wide-eyed women who looked nothing like the males, that had trapped Braden’s gaze. Hanging above the neat rows of crops was a strange web of vines and rope, at the center of which hung a massive emerald cut with strangely angled faces. The gemstone was as large as the harem mage’s head and glowed faintly; the pale green light shone on the crops, and Braden could feel the life-giving energies from where he was.

      Bringing his attention back to the gathering Kobolds, Braden felt his fears fading as whispers of “Living God” and “Holy Ones” spread through the small crowd. Dark eyes shone with awe, and both women and children wore expressions of open wonder.

      It was strange receiving such a welcoming greeting from beings he still saw thought of as monsters when the elves had greeted them so poorly. The Stone Warden and the old chief were the only males Braden could see, and he had to force himself to ignore the hot stares and open regard from the younger females.

      “I, Chief Garslag Grumblemore, welcome you, Living God, to the Socialist Empire of Kobold Tribes.” The portly old Kobold shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as it went on, “Our homes are your homes, our food is your food… Rest and take a meal, and we shall travel to First Farmer Jarldar Ironspine once dawn greets us.”

      “Well met, Chief Garslag. We aren’t here to meet with your… First Farmer, but in search of a large magic stone.”

      “Of course!” the chief said, grinning and flashing his broken lower fangs. “It is known the gods commune with one another.”

      Braden opened his mouth again, but Mina placed a hand on his elbow. “Let’s go along with them for now. We could use the rest, and I find them fascinating.”

      “I agree, lord,” Leesha said, her eyes still locked on the suspended gemstone and a curious frown tugging at her lips. “Spending a few hours here wouldn’t be amiss.”

      “We would be honored to share a meal with you and gladly accept an escort to your king.”

      The relief on the Kobold chieftain’s face was plain as he called out to women who scurried off. In minutes the harem members were seated on low stools around a warm fire as Kobold females prepared a meal.

      Druska remained suspicious, which Braden appreciated, holding herself apart. Most of the Kobolds were wary of the green-skinned beauty, but the children seemed fascinated by her. Small packs hid behind trees and bushes, giggling to one another and staring at her smooth green skin and weapons. Leesha they were wary of, for elves and Kobolds had been mortal enemies in the past, and Mina was sitting next to the Stone Warden pestering him with questions about his spear and how he’d gotten one.

      It was Emma who drew the most attention as the meal was being prepared. She moved amongst the Kobold women and children, and though they were wary of the tall human at first, the openness and kindness in her expression quickly smothered their fears. As the teen moved amongst them, speaking softly, she would reach out and touch them lightly, her hair glowing.

      The first few were dim, and the Kobolds didn’t take much notice, but the first bright flash set them chattering as a young girl with a stump at the end of her arm raised her new hand in wonder. Words of “miracle” and “Holy One” followed the teen, and the Kobolds relaxed visibly, their fears concerning Braden and his harem allayed.

      An odd meal was served to the harem on broad leaves. The girls picked at the food, frowning at the unfamiliar flavors and textures, but Braden dug in. The pile of steamed grains reminded him of couscous, and the dish of eggs, mushrooms, and onions tasted nearly identical to an omelet once he closed his eyes and ignored the blue color of the eggs and tried not to think where they’d come from.

      “What is that gemstone doing?” Leesha asked the chieftain. “The one hanging above your crops.”

      “Ahh,” the man said with a pleased smile, “the Growth Stone feeds our crops. Growing a full harvest in three days. The Earth Mother has blessed us with gemstones that can harness the god’s power.”

      “Your god’s power, the stone?” Leesha asked.

      “The gods are life,” the Stone Warden said. “Their substance is in everything.”

      The elf frowned, but instead of questioning the pair further and getting more philosophy or superstition, she walked out to the gemstone to inspect it herself. Braden finished up his meal and joined her, trying to ignore the feel of so many eyes tracking his movements.

      It wasn’t the gemstone itself that fascinated the pair, although it was impressive, but the raw magic that filled it. Braden felt a kinship to the power but couldn’t put his finger on why.

      “It’s unaspected,” Leesha said wonderingly. “The gemstone’s facets radiate life magic, but the power within has no aspect.”

      “It has all of them,” Braden said, remembering the power that had infused him just a few days previously. “That’s why the raw power is white.”

      “We must learn how they fuel it,” the elf whispered. “I can see the plants growing under the gemstone’s influence. Imagine what my people could do with this technology…”

      “Let’s see if we can get a clearer answer out of that Stone Warden.”

      The Stone Warden was happy to answer all the Living God’s questions, but his answers made little sense. They gleaned that the magic stone they were in search of was behind it, but little more. It was Mina, speaking with a few of the younger women, who learned more of these people and their odd society.

      The young women were excited to share their history, pulling out drums and building up the fire. The Kobolds all grew excited and settled in, and Braden realized this must be a tradition in their village. It had the feel of it, as ceremonial headscarves and thin dresses appeared on a small group of young women.

      The spectacle drew Druska’s attention, and as the first song began, he felt her presence at his back.

      A wandering in grottos past,

      Found demons bog and devils slog,

      A generation lost.

      

      Into the dark we hid,

      Scattered to the wind.

      

      But in our prayers we heard a call;

      The Earth Mother guided us to God,

      gifting us vessels for their seed.
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      The women sang in harmony, their voices melding beautifully as they rose in high octaves. The words would have sounded awkward in English, but in the Kobolds’ language, they were beautiful and sent chills down his spine. He tried not to see the monster girls’ nubile curves, or how their heavy breasts swayed as they danced.

      The women clapped when the song ended, launching into another faster-paced tune. This one had a repeating refrain about their gods, but no more information as far as Braden could tell. More and more women joined in the singing and dancing until nearly all of them were moving in a big swaying circle, laughing and singing together.

      The aura was infectious, drawing Mina and Emma up into it. When the bonded first joined the dance, the Kobolds around them were nervous and shy, but as both repeated the refrain, jumping and raising their hands up, completely unabashed in their joy, especially Emma, they relaxed and soon lost themselves once again.

      Mina was the most curious about the Kobolds, but it was Emma, the healer who fascinated the women. Four-fingered hands reached out, caressing her silky silver locks as the young Kobolds danced around her and sang.

      Drinks were shared around, and Braden found a small horn of a citrusy alcohol pushed into his hand by the grinning chieftain. The portly little fellow already had a rosy expression and a bleary grin as he watched the young females dance. The old Kobold’s drunken leers were reminiscent of every other dirty old man, and several older women ushered the stumbling fellow into one of the larger huts to sleep off his intoxication before he made a fool of himself.

      The drink was tasty and strong, but Braden was wary of losing control and sipped it slowly throughout the evening. They built the fire high as the moon soared, and though his eyelids drooped and their blankets called, the harem mage took time to sample all the dishes brought to him by proud cooks. By the time evening wore down, he was stuffed from the food and wearing over a dozen bracelets and necklaces woven from colored threads and festooned with shells and beads.

      “Let’s find our bedrolls,” Braden said to Druska, stifling a yawn.

      “I’ll collect Mina,” the rogue said, dark bags under her eyes as well from exhaustion.

      The little warrior was pestering the Stone Wardens about their spears again and grumbled when Druska pulled her away. The harem crawled under the covers and were all too aware of the Kobolds gathering around the outside of their tent, excited and eager to hear or witness them making love.

      Not wanting to put on a show and too exhausted to contemplate it, Braden slept. His dreams were dark and tense. And when he woke, an hour before the sun rose, he couldn’t shake the feeling they’d been trying to warn him about something. He couldn’t remember anything clearly from the dreams, except the sense of being in the cold void of space.

      He wanted to wake Druska, but she needed the rest, and besides, she didn’t know more about what that ship was doing in space than he did. Slipping free of the covers, he pulled on his pants and went to relieve himself, only to find most of the Kobolds still awake and chattering with one another quietly outside his tent.

      “We guard,” said an old female with a wide gap-toothed grin. “You and your women safe.”

      “Thank you,” Braden said, surprised by the sincere kindness from creatures he’d have thought of as monsters the day before.

      The village was neatly built, but with odd designs that looked like they’d be more at home underground than in a jungle. Braden got a chance to peek into several huts as he made his way to the jungle’s edge and was interested to see little toy dolls and animal figures in a few.

      There were few males, and those who were in the village were either too young or too old to join the Stone Wardens. The females had a tight-knit community as they helped care for each other’s young and the village. Not all the Kobolds had stayed awake all night, and it fascinated him to see a pair of young women sharing their blankets together. Their little moans of pleasure drew his gaze, and he spotted one young Kobold woman with her thick lips wrapped around the other’s pale nipple as her fingers worked between the young Kobold’s legs.

      Embarrassment registered in the harem mage at seeing the intimate embrace, and he went to turn away only to find one of the older Kobold mothers there. The top of the woman’s head was level with his chest, but she had a presence about her that gave the man pause. Her dark eyes smiled as she watched the young women embracing.

      “They put on a show for the Living God,” the woman said, “hoping in their twin hearts that you will bless them with your seed.”

      “I am sorry, my lady—” Braden began, but she cut him off with a warm smile and a pat on the arm, more at ease around the harem mage than the others.

      “Silly girls with silly dreams,” the female said with a shake of her head. “We can all see you’ve four goddesses to sate your desires and needs.”

      “I’m curious about your society,’ Braden said, letting the older Kobold draw him away from the sexy sight. “The chief called it the Socialist Empire of Kobold Tribes.”

      “Let humans work for their kings and queens and own nothing,” she said with a dismissive shrug, “our people learned long ago that that way leads to inequalities, which lead to unrest. We work for one another, not just our own.”

      The old woman, named Adro’sta, was wise and kind as she explained the Kobold’s society to Braden. She brought him over to a cook fire where a few women cooked gruel. As he learned about their chieftains and the Stone Wardens, they ladled him a bowl of the gray slop. Once again, the Kobolds were ecstatic when he dug into the food without hesitation, fearing he would think it disgusting like most of the surface dwellers.

      On the contrary, Braden asked for second and third helpings. The gruel looked nothing like it, except in texture, but the scent and flavor were exactly like butter and brown sugar grits. Mina found her lord seated on the ground, legs folded before him as a dozen young Kobold females fed him delicacies that reminded him of Earth food.

      “Druska thought you’d slipped off to breed the women,” Mina said a little too loudly as she squatted beside him. “She’s going to be disappointed that you’re just over here getting fat.”

      The Kobold females blushed and giggled to one another, their hot gazes even more fiery as they stared at Braden.

      “She’ll get over it,” Braden said. “We are getting ready to go?”

      “Aye,” Mina nodded. “Chief sent me to get you. They’re preparing now.”

      Disappointed looks were shared around, and Braden found it difficult to extricate himself from the gathering without acknowledging each with a smile or look. The Kobolds were a kind and generous people, and the more time he spent around their females, the more he found their smooth features and busty little bodies intriguing. The Earthling wasn’t sure how to feel about that as he packed up his stuff and slung the blade over his shoulder and belted on the baldric.

      “DOOOO DOOOOOOOOO!”

      A loud sound rang out through the jungle, setting Braden's and the harem’s nerves on edge. The group spun with weapons drawn and magic at the ready, but it was only the village’s portly chief blowing a long curling horn. He flashed a wide grin at Braden and shouted enthusiastically.

      “To let the other tribes know the Living God has come and approaches.” Garslag nodded vigorously and motioned to the wider jungle. “You will see. They come!”

      The little chief was proven right as the party started out. The village had emptied of most of the Kobolds, the procession taking on a festive atmosphere that only grew as more and more Kobolds slipped out of the jungle to join them.

      Before the hour was out, the three dozen they’d begun with had swelled to more than a hundred, and by noon, the train extended back hundreds of meters behind Braden. The chatter and excitement grew with every addition, and they were all interested to see a shocking variety in the Kobolds.

      Each tribe that joined the procession had individual characteristics that separated it from the others. One tribe had long curved tusks that reached down from their upper jaws, while another had paler green skin. A third had darker skin, and the males were all covered in hideous warts. On and on the varieties streamed in, but all were open-hearted and kind, eager to catch a glimpse of the Living God.

      Adro’sta, the female from that morning, and chief Garslag kept the masses from overwhelming the harem. Druska and Leesha grew uncomfortable when they grew into a sizable crowd, but Mina and Emma delighted in it. Emma walked through each new group, healing those who needed it and offering a comforting smile to the rest.

      The jungle, if anything, grew denser and wilder the deeper they marched, until the procession emerged from a tree line to find a large mud and straw hut village spreading out before them. The structures all looked newly built, like the first village the harem had spent the night in, and the Kobolds gathering outside their huts were finely featured and had pale green, smooth skin.

      The village was surrounded by three fields of crops with giant green gemstones suspended over them, glowing with the same inner light as the one Braden and Leesha had inspected. There was also a large aquamarine stone set into the stone sided well that glowed with a faint blue light. Braden would have asked about the gem, but his attention was drawn to a tall, elderly Kobold that stepped out of a large hut in the middle of the village.
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      The tall Kobold bore a staff with feathers and other fetishes hanging from the top. A slender pair of young Kobold females stepped out behind him, their twin beauty arresting the harem mage for a moment.

      “Oh, glorious day!” cried the elderly Kobold in a wavering voice. “The songs are true! Our blessings have come!”

      The tall Kobold stared up at Braden with pale blue eyes that shone with a fervency he found disconcerting. Even more disconcerting were the naked awe and desire written upon the slender young beauties’ faces. Another female stepped out of the tent behind the pair, slightly older and shorter but as beautiful as the two younger women. The Kobold woman had pale yellow hair, almost white, matching the younger beauties, and a sad expression as she hung back in the shadows.

      “Living God,” the white-bearded Kobold intoned as he fell to his knees dramatically, short-fingered hand raised toward Braden in supplication. “We are your people, born to serve and bounded by faith. We have lived, these long eons, as the gods instructed, so we might prove worthy of your blessing, and free ourselves of the shackles of fate.”

      The crowd, many hundreds of staring, hopeful faces, was so silent they held their breaths. Braden had no idea what the old man wanted from him, but Mina stepped in for him.

      “The Living God will grant his blessings to those who serve him well.” Her words triggered sighs of relief and a general murmur of approval from those watching, but none more so than the attractive young girls behind the elder who blushed a deep shade of red and looked to one another with tight, excited grins. The young women looked so similar, they almost could have been twins. One of them glanced back and squeezed the older Kobold woman’s hand, but the woman’s hopeful smile faded the moment the girl turned back, her gaze fixed on Braden.

      “But in return,” Mina continued, glancing back to Leesha whose lips didn’t move but whispered quietly for the warrior to hear. “In return, we must use a great stone of magic to cleanse our sister of a darkness that plagues her soul.”

      This brought troubled looks and whispers from many, and the old Kobold’s face grew still with sadness, but it nodded its head, wispy white hairs waving as it did.

      “The songs speak of this… a great sacrifice… but what must be endured shall be, if God commands it.”

      “What sacrifice?” Leesha asked, drawing a nod from Braden and the rest of the harem.

      “Holy One?” The ancient Kobold looked perplexed, as if the elf had asked why the sky was blue. “It will take months, if not years, to locate another god and replant our crops. Another passage, after so short a time…”

      Leesha turned and met Braden’s gaze, as did Emma and Druska. Mina was looking around at the suddenly worried and fearful faces looking back at them. The little warrior shook her head and rounded on her husband, but stopped what she was about to say at the look on his face.

      Braden was tearing up inside. He could feel how close they were, but was saving Glynis-Pura worth however many dead Kobolds? Could he honestly make that trade and live with himself?

      “Scry-bot,” Braden said, calling over the drone that had been hovering invisibly on the edge of the gathering. A murmur of awe rose from those assembled as the round shimmer of magic appeared and hovered down to float before the harem mage. “Show them what happened to Glynis-Pura.”

      “Do doo,” the drone said sadly.

      “Go on,” Mina said encouragingly. “They might be able to help.”

      As the drone moved between the tall Kobold and the harem, Braden spoke loud enough for all to hear.

      “Months ago, a woman was stolen by something evil.” A light mist hung in the air, and it was suddenly illuminated as Scry-bot projected a 3D image onto the ground where all could see, showing the scene of Glynis-Pura’s corruption.

      As the image resolved, a tall, black-robed caster stood beside a stone altar, atop which lay Glynis-Pura. The cat-girl was strapped to the slate gray stone with thick steel chains, as if the twisted horrors surrounding the ritual were frightened of the girl. An enormous boulder pushed its way through the frozen earth and, rolling and tumbling slowly, floated in the air.

      As incantations reached a crescendo, the white boulder stopped a couple feet above Glynis-Pura. The caster screamed out the last words of the spell and the scene darkened as Glynis-Pura let out a bloodcurdling scream, body straining against the chains holding her down as the black magic surrounding her body writhed.

      Those watching flinched when they heard the sound. The scream changed from pain-filled to rage-filled, and they watched in fascination as the black magic surrounding the girl was drawn up into the stone. The black boulder flashed white, and with a flick of his wrist, the caster hurled it aside to crash against a trunk.

      The ancient Kobold’s expression was troubled as the scene ended, its thin lips pressed to a hard line, but Braden thought he saw recognition in the wizened creature’s face.

      “A Holy One corrupted to Evil… I must…” The wizened creature grew a touch reticent as it went on, “I must speak with the Stone Wardens about this.”

      “We would appreciate that,” Braden said. “Perhaps they will know how we can save the Holy One without destroying your god.”

      “Yes,” the old man said faintly. His skin was pale like he had seen a ghost, and his eyes kept straying to the spot on the ground where the cat-girl’s screams had erupted from. He blinked rapidly, his expression clearing, and he looked up with a warm smile. “Let my people ease your discomforts from a long journey. There will be baths set up and a feast prepared for this evening. On the morrow.” His thin lips pressed into a line and he nodded once firmly. “Yes, tomorrow we shall talk of the ritual.”

      Something was troubling the old king, Braden could see. His shoulders had slumped, and he looked defeated as he shuffled back up into the large hut. In his wake, a swarm of Kobold women surged forward, chattering excitedly to one another and enthralled with the clothing and figures of the harem members.

      Most were too shy to approach Braden, and he was left in silence to follow the small train of females ushering the harem back into the jungle and down a narrow trail. Druska and Mina had caught the ancient Kobold’s troubled expression and shared looks with Braden before letting the women draw them along.

      Braden knew if the alien woman had her way, she would have followed after the man and interrogated him. He’d motioned for her to relax and follow the others, knowing one way or another he would get the truth out of them before they left. Pushing the fears to the back of his mind, Braden let the festive mood bring him back to the present moment.

      What they’d only glimpsed in the village became obvious as they entered a steaming grotto. The Kobolds had a much different culture than the elves or humans. The women were much freer with one another and didn’t sort themselves into hierarchical groups.

      The Kobold women mingled with one another easily, touching and caressing like lovers as they brought out soft soaps and strange purple sponges. While one group chatted with one another happily and dropped dollops of soap into the bubbling pools, the rest gathered around the harem and shyly began plucking their clothing off.

      “What are you doing?” Leesha asked with a frown, and the young Kobold before her ducked her head, cheeks darkening as she spoke in a shy whisper.

      “The pools are restorative, Holy One.” She motioned around at the rest of the Kobold women who were undressing one another. “But if you do not wish it…”

      “Just let her Leesha,” Mina said as a pair of Kobold women unbuckled her breastplate, exclaiming in surprise when the weight sagged their arms to the ground. “It seems to be part of the deal.”

      “All labor is love,” said the young Kobold before Leesha, “and all love must be for others.”

      Leesha frowned suspiciously, but let the young woman draw the white dress over her shoulders. The Kobold shied away from Leesha’s staff, and the little elf relaxed slightly when she could keep hold of it, but her suspicions remained.

      Braden tried not to stare at the sea of naked females, but found it harder and harder not to do so. The Kobolds’ shorter, curvy bodies came in all shapes and sizes, and some of the sexier ones made his mouth go dry. His harem looked like tall, nude goddesses as they slipped down into the frothy, herbal scented pools, surrounded by the shorter green-skinned creatures.

      Only three of the Kobold women didn’t join in with those entering the pools. They approached Braden now, the two nearly identical young women who’d caught his attention earlier carrying a silver basin between them and the older, blue-eyed Kobold beauty carrying one of the purple sponges.

      “Looks like you get a sponge bath, lord,” Emma said, her expression one of pure contentment as she waved her arms in the steaming bubbling waters of her pool. “Pity… there is a restorative mineral in these waters… feels like my muscles are melting.”

      Druska and the rest each had their own pool and a good dozen attendants bathing them and each other. The Kobold women chatted and joked, the mood merry and festive, but Braden could feel their gazes returning to him again and again. But he’d grown used to that. It was when the three blushing Kobold women set down their basin and sponge, then stood nervously and approached him that he grew a touch shy.

      “Who are they?” he heard Mina ask one of her attendants.

      “The old Gift and the new,” the young woman said, a hint of jealousy or envy entering her tone.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “If we’re blessed, the Gift will be accepted… Imhotep’s oldest… a tragedy the god arrived so late… she was a true beauty in her youth, only to be supplanted by the births of the twin beauties.”
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      Although the Kobolds didn’t seem to have the same cultural taboos about nudity as humans and elves, the three grew more and more awkward as they unbuttoned and unbuckled Braden’s clothing.

      Instead of feeling embarrassed, awkward, or uncomfortable as his nudity was revealed to a couple dozen staring faces, Braden let their attention wash over him. It wasn’t a new experience to him since coming to this world, but it still felt fresh to a kid who’d grown up chunky and awkward.

      The three kept their own robes on, the thick material revealing their figures but little else. The younger women would occasionally glance up to peek at his face, but the older woman’s eyes remained downcast as she worked.

      Instead of the erotic experience he’d been expecting, Braden received a very thorough cleaning with the herbal smelling soft soap and the strange sponge. When they first pressed the purple thing to him, he nearly jumped when he felt it wiggle against his skin, then he realized it was a living creature of some kind that agitated when pressed against him, sudsing up and washing away all the dirt.

      It was a surreal experience for Braden to stand there and let the three bathe him, having to bend down so they could reach his hair and shoulders. At once emasculating and empowering as he watched the women’s breathing deepen and eyes fixate on his growing manhood. When it came time to cleanse his cock, the older withdrew, her sadness plain as the girls knelt and soaped him, the agitating sponges awakening his glans and sending his cock from semi-soft to iron-hard in moments.

      There was a pregnant moment when both girls glanced up, their delicate featured faces full of devotion and blue eyes brimming with desire. The moment passed as quickly as it came, both dropping their gazes and withdrawing to gather up the basin of water.

      Braden was left stiff and throbbing as they sloughed off the soap and suds. He found himself smiling as the frustration twisted in his guts and he stepped over to pull on his clothing. The whole experience had been odd, and odder still for the happily and calmly chatting women filling the grotto.

      Finding a smooth topped stone, Braden took a seat and settled into waiting for his wives to finish their baths. Knowing that could take some time, he settled back to wait and found the three blue-eyed Kobold women before him as they slowly undressed one another. The rest of the grotto faded as the mist thickened, and he felt his mouth go dry as they reached out and pushed each other’s thick robes off.

      For one second Braden felt uncomfortable at his own body’s reaction to the Kobolds’ slender, busty figures, but the discomfort passed. Their race faded, and all he saw was their beauty and a faint glimmer of the women within as they shyly glanced back at him and turned to the elder female. The older woman trembled with anxiety as her robes fell down, but her fear disappeared when she opened her eyes and peeked up at the harem mage.

      The man’s expression was awestruck, and he stood slowly, hands trembling as his eyes traced up and down the woman’s curves. Heart hammering in his chest, Braden couldn’t believe how sexy she looked with her pendulous breasts with their pale green inverted nipples. She looked like a tiny version of Emma but with a wider, rounder ass. Her large blue eyes were locked on the lump suddenly pressing against his pants, as hard as it had been when the girls bathed him.

      “It looks like we may be triply blessed,” whispered the Kobold woman from earlier, and Braden realized every set of eyes was staring at him.

      Meeting Druska and the other’s gaze, he saw approval and took a half step forward, the air suddenly thick with tension, the females’ mouths dry with desire. Then he froze, Emma and Leesha glancing back in the direction of the village at the same time Braden turned.

      “Is that the same power…?” Leesha asked one of the Kobolds near her but received a blank look.

      Braden could feel the same black energy that swirled in Glynis-Pura, suddenly blossoming back near the large village. His rage awakening, he turned to the three frightened females, face growing stern.

      “Is this betrayal?” the human asked, voice hard and cold as ice.

      “Never!” hissed one girl.

      “No!” said the other, clutching her friend.

      Braden was confused by the expressions that greeted him on the faces of the three and those in the pools. A second before they’d been open and happy, now eyes wouldn’t meet his or the harem’s. Climbing free of the pool, Druska and the others gathered at Braden’s side. The harem mage had been taking in deep breaths through his nose, seeking peace in his mind and not fighting the emotions that rushed through him, not letting them gain power over him.

      No, he thought to himself as the anger faded, this isn’t betrayal… this is something else.

      Without saying a word, he turned and marched back toward the village and the source of the magic. The harem trailing behind him.

      “What’s going on?” Mina asked Leesha quietly.

      “You know the magic that was used to change Glynis-Pura? It was just used back in the village. Not as much as was used on her, but a lot.”

      The warrior whistled into the grim silence as they marched back. Braden struggled to keep his anger in check, remembering the odd expressions on the women as they’d left.

      When they arrived back in the village, they found a large gathering around an iron cage. Outside of which sat four Stone Wardens in cross-legged positions. Within the cage, slamming on the bars and fangs bared in vicious anger, was Garfo, the Stone Warden they’d met that first day. Only instead of the devout little man they’d known, there was a feral beast that appeared all too familiar.

      “What have you done?” Braden asked of the nearest Stone Warden, his anger bubbling forth despite his best intentions.

      “You recognize the Denizen then,” came the ancient’s wavering voice. “I feared it would be so when I saw your vision… an Alignment Stone was used by Garfo.” The man shook his head in shame, the same emotion reflected in all those about the circle. “It’s not a thing to be spoken… ever… but our greatest shame is the Denizen, those who chose a life of evil, and rejoin our ancient kin in the Underdark to pursue a path of villainy.”

      “And the reverse?” Braden asked fiercely. “Is the reverse possible with these Alignment Stones?”

      “Yes, Garfo will be able to revert back in a day’s time, but this process won’t work for your Holy One, Living God.” The elder shook his head. “If your vision is real, then my Stone Wardens tell me your first theory is correct, a God Stone must be retrieved. If she desires the corruption gone, then it shall be expunged beneath its light. However, we know of no way to force the change. Nor would we if we did.”

      “I understand,” Braden said, breathing a deep sigh of relief, “and cleansing her in this way won’t deplete the stone’s power and starve your people?”

      “It will not,” he said. “Come, a feast has been prepared and we shall dance and relax while the Stone Wardens prepare the potions.”

      “Potions?” Emma asked, her curiosity piqued.

      “Passage through the stones is a high art of the Wardens. With time and the right materials, they can transfer that power to others in the form of a potent elixir.”

      “Where are they brewing these potions?” the silver-haired teen asked, glancing around.

      “In the huts with heavy reinforcements. But it’s a delicate operation, any interference could slow—” the elderly man raised a hand to stop the girl, but she was already skipping away, a curious look on her face.

      “I wouldn’t bother,” Druska said. “If there’s something brewing nearby, Emma’s going to poke her nose in.”

      The man frowned after the teen, but soon forgot all about her as the scents of the feast reached them. The ancient’s hobbling steps quickened, and he licked his lips eagerly, almost forgetting about the humans and elf in his midst as they descended on a small field with tables set up.

      All it was missing were red and white checkered tablecloths to feel like an Earth Sunday barbeque to Braden. The experience was as surreal as anything else he’d experienced on this world as small green Kobolds passed around large platters of fried fowl that tasted remarkably similar to chicken and bowls of cold salads.

      A whole pig had been buried, and a team of old males tended to it and sipped horns of a noxious smelling brew. They played a game, throwing white stones out into a field and trying to get them close to black ones laid out, and groups of younger men watched, betting with one another on the outcomes. Women sat at tables and on the thick grass, feeding children and conversing with one another happily.

      Mina wandered over and watched the old men throw for a few minutes until one invited her to play. The little warrior spent the afternoon learning the art of throwing stones and trying to keep her head as the old men plied her with alcohol.

      Braden let Adro’sta usher him to a large table set above the others and endured the curious stares and whispers as the clearing filled up. Druska and Leesha stayed by their lord’s side, but not out of fear of betrayal of attack. The alien felt even more out of place amongst the small green race, reminded of many races in her empire that she might never see again. While Leesha watched the Kobolds, she had her worldview flipped once again by the wholesome sight before her.

      Once she’d seen the Alignment Stone, she had realized the error in holding onto her racial hatred with these Kobolds. The more she looked, the harder it was to not see similarities between them and the elves. Their life spans might be a lot shorter, even shorter than humans, but she couldn’t deny they loved their young and treated them with the same kindness and attention her own people did.

      Braden relaxed more as the afternoon wore into evening and the pig was dug up. Just like in the village, wives and mothers brought up dishes for him to sample, blushing furiously whenever he dug in enthusiastically. Leesha was soon drinking the lemony alcoholic drink and once she’d tasted its sweetness was two-sheets to the wind in no time.

      Druska kept her head for most of the evening, but when drums and instruments were brought out, and the tables moved to the edge of the clearing, she let herself enjoy a few cups with Braden as they watched the women dancing.

      Emma, Leesha, and Mina had joined the crowd as light from golden lanterns and large bonfires lit the night. Mina danced forward, a wide grin on her lips and the hand of a beautiful Kobold girl entwined in hers.

      “Come on.” She laughed, dragging Braden up out of his chair. “Both of you!”

      Druska let the little warrior pester her out as well, and they were soon laughing with the rest as the pulsing drumbeat picked up. Braden caused quite a stir amongst the women when he joined them in their dance, but their shock faded as the primal beat kicked into overdrive.

      The Stone Wardens, odd, quiet men who stood or sat around the edge of the gathering, had taken over for the drummers. Wooden batons morphed into crystalline staffs and the drums’ leather surfaces grew silvery and metallic, the music taking on a metallic, almost electronic hum that reached deep into the dancers and dragged them along into new worlds of sound.

      At one point Braden found Imhotep, their ancient leader, dancing with Braden’s hand held up in his own, a manic grin stretching across his lips as he danced in the midst of a gaggle of young females. Then the dance whisked the old man and girls away and Braden was dancing with Mina, the little warrior moving to the fastest beat, her movements hard and jerking but powerfully evocative.

      As her feet quick-stepped, the ground trembled, and she spun with such force that a small gale-force wind whipped out from her and through the crowd. Kobolds cheered the cooling breeze and laughed, letting it spin them about, robes fluttering.

      Druska was within the circle of his arms a moment later, her hot green stare setting his blood boiling as she moved to the slowed beats. Spinning around, she let her firm behind rub up against him before stepping away and twirling into a step of the Fi'zagra. She paused on a hanging note, after the single movement, and Braden’s heart hammered in his chest as his first-wife winked and disappeared into the crowd.

      Chasing after her, he was met by Leesha as the tiny elf slipped out of the press of Kobolds. The elf’s pink hair drew his eyes, then her incredible curves as she slipped up against him. The rhythm grew deeper and pulsing, and their hands found one other’s sides.

      As Braden swayed to the music, drunk on sweet lemon wine, the music, and the crowd, he held the tiny elf for one precious second, their eyes gazing into each other’s, and he felt at peace until she slid a hand between them, cupping his package and spinning away with a wild laugh of delight at the look on his face.

      He was already beginning to guess what was happening as Emma appeared. The girl had a small pack of young Kobolds trailing her, those she’d healed and their loved ones. She ignored her followers as she took her lord’s hands in hers.

      The music faded with the healer’s touch, and he couldn’t be certain if it was him or if it had faded for everyone. Emma’s silver eyes seemed to glow with an inner light as she drew him forward, her hips swaying to the faint beat and those massive, glorious breasts of her wobbling to and fro, crashing against one another.

      The look in Emma’s eyes told him everything, though, and he drew in a deep breath and nodded. The young woman grinned, the smile so brilliant it felt like the sun was breaking over the horizon. Stepping to the side, she revealed where the harem had been leading him through the chaos. Nothing had changed in the wild dance he could feel rushing along behind him, but for him the world had shrunk down to a large hut and the two young women kneeling within, hopeful smiles trembling on their puffy lips.

      “The blessings will now begin,” Emma said, just loud enough for the girls to hear. “Take your time, lord husband, and be gentle… they are innocent things.”

      “As you once were,” Braden said, turning and drawing Emma into a deep kiss that left the young woman breathless.

      She watched her lord stride into the tent. He was unaware of how powerful and commanding he was to these people.

      “Did Mina find the other?” a voice asked over her shoulder, and Emma nodded without taking her eyes off the growing drama before her.

      “She was hiding in her tent, convinced she was too old and no longer ‘fresh.’ Hmph!”

      “Lord Braden will do what’s right,” Druska said, crossing her arms and smiling as the little warrior pushed her way through the crowd, practically carrying the older Kobold woman before her.

      Braden turned at the commotion and looked from his wives to the trembling woman. Ever so slowly she raised her chin, eyes climbing up the “V” of his torso to meet his pale blue eyes. When Braden raised a hand and crooked a finger, a glint of hunger entering his eyes as they traveled down the woman’s rounded form, she hissed in an excited breath and hurried over.

      As Leesha stepped over and swung the hide cover of the hut closed, a cheer of elation went up from the dancing Kobolds and the music swelled, its beat taking on a deep throbbing beat that set the heart racing.
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      The younger girl’s relief when Braden called over the older Kobold woman was palpable. When she fell onto her knees beside them, all three clutched hands and grinned eagerly at one another. Pulling the girls about her, the three gazed up at Braden with worship in their pale blue eyes.

      As the music throbbed outside, and the voices of their kinsman melded into a happy cheer, hearts raced within the hut as the harem mage unlaced his shirt and dropped it to the floor beside him. The three Kobolds muttered a silent prayer to the god standing before them, chests heaving as they unconsciously shuffled forward.

      As Braden popped the button on his pants, he felt the magic within him swelling, reaching forth to the three before him. There wasn’t the potency and strength of a Bonding, but it wasn’t exactly the same as his encounters with the elves either. He sensed he could awaken the powers within them with just a touch, but unlocking their full potential would require genuine intimacy.

      “How may we serve you?” the older female asked.

      “Tell me your names,” Braden asked, reaching down and cupping the woman’s chin, then those of the younger twin beauties as well. “I wish to know you.”

      “I am… Hara-ku… and this is…”

      “Mila-ku.”

      “And Pila-ku,” the other girl said softly, eyes barely meeting Braden’s before flickering back down.

      “Living God—”

      “Please, call me Braden within these walls.” Then seeing the hesitation on their faces, he said, “I insist.”

      “Braden,” the girls breathed as one, shivering slightly, and Hara-ku grinned.

      “Braden… we have been yours since birth. Body, heart, and soul… I must make obeisance for my sin nineteen summers ago—”

      “There will be no speaking of sin in here,” Braden said, pressing a finger to the woman’s puffy lips.

      The man felt a shiver down his spine at the soft, spongy texture of her puffy lips. The shiver only grew when her pale pink tongue slipped out and grazed his finger as he withdrew it with a teasing lick.

      “May we pray—” began one girl.

      “Braden. For your blessing?”

      As they spoke, they both reached up and slipped small fingers into the waist of his pants and slowly dragged them down. The women’s eyes grew wide as the thick length of his manhood came into view, and Braden watched their large pupils dilate, wet lips parting as the pants fell farther and farther before he finally sprang free to bob before their faces.

      “You will pray as one,” Braden said, his eyes passing from Pila-ku to Hara-ku and finally Mila-ku on the right. He watched the last of their inhibitions fall away as they smiled and reached up, pushing their thick robes off slender shoulders.

      Braden’s cock throbbed and a fat bead of pre-cum oozed out of the tip when their large breasts swung into sight, and he nearly groaned aloud when one of the girls gathered up one of her older friend’s massive breasts and suckled gently on the nipple. The other two sighed in pleasure as they leaned forward and both gasped when their hands rested on the harem mage’s powerful thigh and they felt the energy and power throbbing within him, and its answering call within their own souls.

      “Magic stones below…” Hara-ku breathed, eyes staring up into Braden’s. Her younger friend paid no mind, focused on her prize as she slipped plump, indescribably soft lips over the head of his cock.

      “Ohhh god,” Braden moaned, shocked by the intense sensation.

      His words lit a fire in the women, who shuffled even closer, pressing their small and busty bodies about his legs as they took turns sucking him deep and hard. Their tongues were long and strong, able to tease and stroke his glans even while they took his cock down to the root.

      Soon the hot sounds of their hungry sucking mouths and eagerly licking tongues filled the hut, and Braden’s cock was coated in frothy saliva. The deeper his cock reached down their throats, the louder and wilder the women became, and soon Braden was fucking each with hard long strokes, alternating between their beautiful faces.

      His orgasm rushed through like a whirlwind, leaving his head spinning. He had the presence of mind to pull back out of Hara-ku’s hungrily swallowing throat just as his balls began to throb. The women were all novices when it came to the art of flesh and hadn’t known it was upon him. Their shocked cries turned into screams of pleasure as their bodies bloomed into their first orgasms.

      The three fell back onto the pile of blankets they knelt on, clinging to one another and gasping in shock as waves of pleasure rolled through their bodies.

      Braden grinned at the sight and felt his cock throbbing and hardening anew as the three came to, kissing one another tenderly and licking his cum eagerly from each other's cheeks and chins. Whenever one of them found a bit of his seed, they would shake and shiver in orgasm, grinding themselves against one another.

      Lust filled Braden, but not so much that he didn’t feel the magic within each. They held a part of him now, and as his cock hardened, filling with energy, he lined it up with the bare little pussy lips of one of the younger girls. The girl cried out in pleasure, lips seeking and finding her friend’s as Braden claimed her maidenhead.

      The drums pounded a wild rhythm, and the ground shook in time with them, and Braden took the undulating carpets to his advantage as he took each woman in turn. The four held one another, kissing, touching, caressing… as Braden’s seed filled each, they shared in the glory of their awakened magic with one another, tears of joy mingled with their cries of ecstasy.

      Braden didn’t take Emma up on her “all night” encouragement, but with the women’s ceaseless libidos and eager mouths always there to “pray,” he spent many more hours enjoying their delights than he meant to. Before they slept, the four slipped out of the hut and back to the steam baths where the girls bathed Braden once more. Only this time their teasing ended in three tongues caressing his cock until he coated them with his last load of the night.

      

      Braden woke with a start, sitting up and struggling to remember his dark dreams. There had been something in there he’d wanted to remember, needed to know, but the memories flitted from his mind like water streaming through spread fingers. The only memory left behind was more an impression than anything, one of cold black space stretching on forever and somewhere far off a fragile voice called to him.

      The feeling he had when hearing the fear in that voice still remained, and instead of rolling atop one of the waking Kobold girls, he climbed free of the blankets and pulled on his pants, stepping out into the early morning darkness and breathing a deep breath of the cool air.

      He found Druska and Leesha dozing outside the tent and passed the pair carefully so as not to disturb their sleep. A buzz in the air drew him through the tents to the far side of the village and across the field of crops into the edge of the forest.

      There he found a dozen Stone Wardens, their skin in various shades of gray and brown, rough and hard like the stone they drew their strength from. Mina stood in their midst, quietly chatting with a pair of ancient Wardens. The warrior glanced over when she sensed her husband approaching and flashed him a bright smile and pointed to the object of her fascination.

      There Garfo, the Stone Warden they’d met the first day, knelt in the center of an elongated, flat-topped boulder. In the center of which was inset a large garnet or ruby. Braden had taken a course in gemology when he was in school, but the gemstone set into the boulder was so large and cut in so many facets that he couldn’t say what it was.

      Garfo was mumbling quietly to himself, and Braden cast a minor spell, inscribing a small glyph that enhanced his hearing.

      “I am done with darkness, God. I pray you take it away.

      “The need for ferocity and violence is past, God. I pray you quiet my anger.

      “I seek love, God. I pray you grace me with yours.”

      Braden was watching closely, his attuned magical senses felt the energy within the Alignment Stone awaken. The magic within was the same as within the Growing Stones, raw unaspected magic that comprised every school and none at the same time.

      The Stone Warden’s prayer awoke the power, and when he finished his prayer, a beam of pure white light shot forth from one of the million tiny facets to land in the center of the Kobold’s forehead. A strong sense of déjà vu flooded Braden as he felt the power within the stone reach forth. Something about that act felt so… familiar.

      So focused on the odd sensation washing over him, the harem mage nearly missed it when the shaft of blinding white light flickered a light, then dark gray, and finally into a solid line of blackness so dark it seemed to eat the surrounding light. Braden and Mina both gasped quietly, recognizing that blackness as the same force, or akin to the force, that had infected Glynis-Pura in the vision.

      Braden could see at once the Stone Warden had been right. That thin beam of darkness was a thimbleful of power compared to what the dark caster had employed with the magic stone. Hope filled him as Garfo sat back, the hard planes of his features softening as he sighed, happy to be back to normal.

      The watching Stone Wardens chanted softly as the ceremony ended. When Garfo rose to his feet, his face no longer had the cruel cast it had when Braden had seen him in the cage the day before. Raising his hand in greeting, the Stone Warden approached Braden.

      “This isn’t a thing my people wish to speak about. It is taboo… you understand? That some may wish to feel that hate and anger? To live that way?”

      “It isn’t the Kobolds alone who employ this, is it?” Braden asked, and when the little Stone Warden’s expression grew guarded he saw a confirmation of his suspicions. “The Duergar and dark elves are like your… twisted kin.”

      “As far as we know, yes… They don’t use gemstones though, and I can’t say how their changing is accomplished.” The subject clearly made the man uncomfortable, and he motioned back toward the village. “The Holy Ones will be waking soon, and potions and a ritual have been prepared. Come and I shall explain.”

      Braden let the Stone Warden steer the conversation away from delicate topics, but his mind continued to turn the thought over and over in his head. He sensed the answer to the entire problem of the Dark Queen and her evil minions might lie within that secret, but pressing the Kobolds would reveal little, he guessed, and might do more harm than good in the short term.

      Focusing his attention back on Garfo, he ran the man’s last few words back through his mind.

      “We have to swim through stone?”

      “Stone, if you’re lucky.” Garfo grunted. “Sediment and soil will only slow your passage. The potions imbue you all with one aspect of our powers. A true Stone Warden could shift their substance to pass as easily through sand as granite, but the potion can only be tied to one substrate.”

      “Does the potion change our molecular composition?” Braden asked, without thinking, then when the Stone Warden’s face screwed up in confusion said, “Does it make us stone?”

      “No,” Garfo said once he understood, “not the composition, as you say, but the… spacing? Only your flesh and bone change, clothes and weapons you leave here. It’s hard to describe, but I suggest filling your stomach with a hearty meal before your passage. That should help with the nausea.”

      “Lovely,” Braden said, feeling uncomfortable about leaving his sword behind. Glancing over at Mina, who bounced on her toes beside him, much too eager for the coming trial he asked, “Is there anything else we should know?”

      “Lava Wyrms,” growled a Stone Warden who trailed behind them, his feet thudding into the narrow game trail with each step. “Tell ‘em bout Lava Wyrms.”

      “Right,” Garfo said, nodding. “If you’re approaching a god, you’re going to encounter Lava Wyrms and they’re vicious and unkillable, so watch out for them.”

      “Unkillable?” Mina asked, her interest piqued in their conversation for the first time.

      “Aye, feast from the source itself girl,” said the trailing Stone Warden, an old crooked backed Kobold with a long gray beard. “Makes them hard as diamond and faster than snakes.”

      Braden shared a look with his bonded and tried not to laugh at the excited gleam in her eyes. He suspected Mina planned on testing these old men’s assumptions if given the chance.
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      When they arrived in the village, they found the villagers and those who’d come to see the Living God waking and going about their chores slowly. Chief Garslag was there, the portly little fellow looking green around the gills and unsteady on his feet as he spooned up a bowl of gruel.

      The harem was up, all but Leesha who’d curled up in a thick set of furs. They all ate a small meal, enduring the stares and whispers of Kobolds who walked by their little camp and stared at Braden and his bonded in equal awe. Emma wasn’t the only one who’d made a lasting impression, and many would tell their children and grandchildren of the night they danced and sang with a god and his Holy Ones.

      “The ritual grounds are complete,” Imhotep said, stepping gingerly and leaning heavily on his cane.

      The elderly fellow looked even worse than the chieftain, his kinky black hair a matted mess on one side of his head and dark bags under his eyes, but he seemed excited for the coming spectacle.

      Braden found a small clearing scraped flat, the grasses and weeds picked clean. The bare dirt was inscribed with deep lines in the shape of a seven-pointed star. At each point sat a Stone Warden with his legs crossed and eyes closed, whispering silent prayers to their gods.

      The currents of earth magic swirled beneath Braden’s feet as he approached, and their gentle but inexorable power was intimidating. The slight unease he felt approaching the circle seemed doubly powerful for Leesha whose feet dragged across the ground. When Braden and Mina had explained what was to come, the elf had turned as green as the chieftain and hadn’t said a word since.

      “Our Wardens guard the beginning of your path,” Garfo said, his voice wavering as he leaned on his cane. “But be quick, they can only hold the ritual for an hour at most.”

      “Thank you for everything,” Braden said as he took one of the potions a Stone Warden handed out to him and the harem.

      Pausing to stare at the muddy brown liquid, he reached into his coat pocket and palmed the Hearth Stone and was reassured by the magic still bound within it, reaching back to a certain cat-girl. With a final sigh he disrobed, folding his clothes neatly and trying to ignore the heat to his cheeks at the stares he felt. Druska and the others followed suit, the women having as much difficulty parting with their weapons as he did.

      Today, he thought to himself, no matter what happens, you’re getting healed today.

      Pushing aside the last of his worries and clearing his mind, Braden flicked off the wooden stopper and glanced at Emma, who’d been inspecting the vial closely. The teen gave him a nod of confirmation, and taking a final deep breath, Braden downed the contents in one go.

      The potion tasted just how it looked, like mud. The thick sludge oozed down his throat and into his stomach like a rock where waves of tingling sensation radiated out from. Just as his guts began to rumble ominously, the world fell from under Braden’s feet.

      Gasping in surprise, he fell straight down into the jungle floor, sinking through ten feet of loose soil slowly before he thought to move. His arms swung up, and it felt like swimming through quicksand, the motions sluggish and heavy, but he was able to stop his downward descent.

      Looking around him in wonder, Braden realized he was staring straight through the earth and rocks around him. Oddly the earth was a dingy brown haze, while the occasional dense boulder was a clear patch.

      Something pushed him to the side, like water currents, and Braden saw Druska, then right behind the rogue Emma, Leesha, and finally Mina sank down into the earth beside him. Druska stopped herself a couple of feet above Braden, and he frowned at the obvious reminder of her superior reflexes, while Emma stopped beside him.

      It was Leesha and Mina who worried him the most as they flew past. Mina, he noted, was in control and propelling herself with hands and feet, a look of joy spreading across her face, while the little elf flailed with arms and legs. Leesha’s expression was one of naked terror, and as Braden dove after her, he thought he knew what she was feeling.

      The claustrophobia he’d felt when first entering the dungeons had been strong. Every moment he’d imagined he could feel the weight of all that stone and earth above him just waiting to fall down and crush the life out of them. This was similar, like splashing water in your face was similar to diving headfirst into a pool.

      Every fiber of his being felt like it was being pushed and pressed into itself and squeezed as he moved through the loose substrates. His movements were sluggish and slow, and it took a few seconds to get his bearings, but he managed to snag one of Leesha’s hands before the elf got too far down into the earth.

      “Where do we go now?” Druska asked, swimming down to him and Leesha. Her voice sounded like it was coming from underwater, but thin and metallic instead of burbling.

      Braden pulled in the magic all around him, and it felt like breathing. It was so easy. The currents spoke to him, and he looked down into the darkness where he sensed a warmth far down.

      “We head down.” Speaking with difficulty, Braden tied lines of power to each of them as Mina swam over, her movements smooth and easy. “Don’t get too far from one another and we can use these to communicate.” He indicated the thin strands of golden energy stretching between them.

      Nothing else needed to be said between the five, and with a final look around, meeting each of their eyes, Braden squeezed Leesha’s hand and dove.

      Mina led the way. The teen didn’t change her substance like the Stone Wardens did, but with her strength and density, she found it far easier to move through the solid and loose layers than the others. Feeling naked without his sword, and sensing the same fear in Druska beside him, Braden tried to ignore the ever-growing discomfort of having his molecules pressed between the spaces of others.

      After a few hundred meters, the makeup of the surrounding earth changed into solid stone, allowing them to move easier. The warmth grew, the deeper they went, but it was the ringing in Braden’s mind that drew him forward with less and less caution.

      There was a presence ahead, and it drew the harem mage to it like a loadstone.

      

      Druska had never been so uncomfortable and terrified in her life, but she’d be damned if she let that show when they were so close to completing their mission. The potion burned in her guts still. Every second was a struggle to keep from spewing, and she didn’t want to find out what would happen if she did that now.

      She’d lost the shadows, which was bad enough, but she’d also lost her hard-won quickness and dexterity down here. As she stroked and kicked beside her master, she tried to appreciate the strange beauty of looking through the rocks. The occasional pockets and veins of open space appeared as gray walls to her vision, but there was enough beauty in the layers they passed through that she was able to distract herself somewhat from the discomfort and anxiety.

      

      Leesha was in agony.

      From the moment she’d first tasted that muddy dreck and fallen into this claustrophobic hell, she’d wanted to get out. The only thing that kept her sane and pushing downward was the hand gripping hers. Her lord was like a rock as he dove downward, pulling them along with powerful strokes with his one arm and kicks.

      Her fear of dark and deep places was only compounded here, but what made things worse, what put the real fear in her, was two of the pathways of magic she could access were closed off to her. Only necromancy, the pathway to death, would come to her call, and the loss of two-thirds of her power shook her to the core.

      

      Emma wasn’t having nearly as much difficulty as her sisters, but the teen was far from comfortable. Growing up a tall, gangly youth, she’d never felt particularly coordinated or nimble, and once bonded, she’d had Druska as an example to remind her what true grace was.

      The moment she entered the earth, the silver-haired youth felt uncomfortable from the poorly mixed potion and the surrounding press. The hardest part for her, as they sank deeper and deeper, was that there was no escape from the oppressive weight pushing against every fiber of her being.

      It was her fear of what was coming that plagued her thoughts, more than the discomfort of her passage. Her own magic was stifled down here, needing touch in order to express outside herself, and the others had left their weapons behind, which added to her anxiety.

      The one comfort she took was the joy she felt shining through the bond from Mina as the girl glided through the ground like a fish in water.

      Not a fish, no, an eagle.

      Set loose into the great blue sky after years bound by a rope to the cruel earth.
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      The young noble-born girl had experienced both privilege and struggle in her young life, but rarely had she known such freedom. The closest she’d felt had been those few precious moments of battle when she, her lord husband, and Druska had danced with the dark horrors on the elven kingdom’s doorsteps.

      Exulting in the feeling of solid stone passing through her body, Mina pulled herself along with powerful strokes. Each kick strong enough to shoot her forward as if she wore fins as she spun in loops and whirls.

      The others were a few dozen feet above when Mina saw the first red golden band of lava flow reaching up into the stones beneath her feet. And then there were a half dozen cropping up below as they neared the transition between crust and mantle.

      A dark shape slithered through the river's thick flow of lava nearest them, and Mina slowed her descent, signaling a warning to the others. Braden approached with Leesha in tow, looking awful, and Druska who looked little better.

      “The deeper we go, the more lava flows we’re going to have to avoid,” Mina said. “There’s something big swimming around in them.”

      “We need to go deeper,” Braden said, his voice distant and eyes glazed over as he stared downward, “and we need to hurry… Taking this thing to the surface isn’t going to be easy.”

      Druska glanced at Braden in concern, and Mina felt her worries. Their husband was a great man, but he had could be blind sometimes, and Sage Iolloe’s warnings still rang in their minds. The prospect of losing him to the same darkness that stole the cat-girl, or an even darker madness of his own rage, troubled Mina, but she pushed the worries down and dove in the direction her lord indicated.

      The earth had softened again, making it difficult for Braden, Leesha, and Druska to move, and it was clear that their abilities would be hampered tremendously.

      All the better, the warrior thought to herself. This feels like it’s my fight, anyway.

      She couldn’t say why she felt that way, but from the moment they’d first spotted the Stone Warden, hidden in its statue, Mina had felt a connection to this place and these people. At first she’d thought it because they were so stoic and grim-faced on the outside but so full of life and love on the inside, like herself. But during their last night in the central village, Mina had spoken with several of the Stone Wardens who were less reticent to speak of their connection to the Earth Mother, as they called it, and Mina had recognized what they’d described.

      The young woman couldn’t remember a maternal embrace, but the warmth filling her since climbing down into the jungle was similar to what she imagined it might be. She’d found a father-figure of a sort in her husband, a man of strength and goodness who was willing, even eager, to bend her over his knee for a healthy spanking. That was well and good, but she needed more, more purpose than just being a Bonded Warrior and wife.

      Druska had her mission, Leesha her magic, and Emma… well, Emma had too many blessings if Mina was being honest with herself. Two heavy massive blessings the little warrior never grew tired of envying or staring at. But what did Mina have? What made her special and awesome like the others?

      It seemed the world wouldn’t give her purpose easily, so Mina planned to take it.

      She sensed Braden’s concern as she dropped her arms to her sides and swam near the thick flow of lava as the others passed hundreds of meters to the side. The image of the lava was odd to her potion enhanced vision, not shining light into the surrounding stone but nearly as bright as the sun, it was hard to look upon fully.

      Feet together and kicking her entire body like the fabled dolphin, Mina drew within a dozen feet of the flow of lava, feeling its heat on her naked skin. The beauty of the red and gold flow nearly spellbound her, but Mina was expecting the attack that came and rolled clear of the dark circle that materialized into a spinning maw of razor-sharp teeth that reached into blackness.

      The Lava Wyrm was as wide as the girl was tall and longer than ten horses laid out, nose to tail. As it swept past her, she lashed out with an iron-hard fist that skipped off its glittering diamond-hard surface. Cursing to herself, Mina spun away, pushed by its wake.

      The creature’s maw disintegrated the rock and stone it passed through, leaving a cavity in its wake that filled with magma in a curling loop before the Lava Wyrm slipped back into the main flow.

      Leesha thought that was the last of it until three smaller Wyrms darted out of the lava, changing her opinion. Kicking hard and using her hands like foils, she easily darted out of their reach, but had to duck once again to avoid the line of lava left in one’s wake.

      Managing to lash out with a foot, she caught one of the smaller Wyrms in the side. It was only about a dozen feet in length and as thick as her husband’s thigh, and though she did no damage, she did change its trajectory and flashed a grin when it curled to avoid its kin, who swung in for another attack at Mina.

      Pulling herself away with quick strokes, Mina watched the three slip back into the main flow, and before Braden could call her back, dove in again. The second attack was easier to spot, and Mina avoided the big one easily and was ready when the three launched themselves at her a moment later.

      Driving her fist into the edge of one’s snapping maw, she diverted it into the path of its kin coming in from the opposite angle. Before the other could dart aside, Mina wrapped an arm around its neck, her skin smoking and burning from the creature’s heat as she forced them together.

      The resulting detonation sent her spinning through the rock, and she nearly ended up falling into the lave before catching herself. The last remaining smaller Lava Wyrm darted back into the lava.

      As she was swimming away, a bit of solid matter caught her eye. The two small Lava Wyrm corpses were mangled wrecks, but their hides were still mostly intact, and the little warrior recognized the silvery sparkling material and let out a silent “Whoop!” of joy as she gathered it up and dove to join her lord.

      

      Braden watched Mina approach, expression exultant, and felt the magic flowing through him almost unbidden. The earth he swam through was thick with it, and it felt the girl’s connection to it as few others could.

      As he drew upon his powers, he felt the attention of the magic stone beneath him focus upon him, its beats in sync with the pounding of his own heart and the pulse of the magic in his veins. He could point to it now, deep beneath them in the center of a web of massive lava flows.

      Braden could sense hundreds of Lava Wyrms swimming in those currents too, eager for a magical meal to draw near so they might feast. Turning to Mina, he held up a hand and stopped the young woman.

      Knowing their time was precious but seeing no other alternative, Braden drew deep on the earth magics around them and marshaled his will. There wasn’t time, nor the components to craft a legendary item, but all they needed was a weapon that could harm the Lava Wyrms, and he was hoping their strange hides could serve as one.

      Before he could begin his casting, Emma moved close and joined her hands with his, and Leesha nodded, pushing dark purple flows around their gripped hands. Braden drew in the earth magic, like breathing air, and spun holy light and necrotic dark magic about it like a core. Heat was easy to draw upon here, and Braden worked a fire so white-hot they all had to look away as he melted down the twin lumps of glittering metal and let them flow around the core of magic.

      The process took ten full minutes and left Braden tired but not drained. Mina was let staring at the glittering spear in awe, her hands trembling as she reached out to take it, words failing her as she looked from it to her lord. As her fingers closed around the haft her eyes flashed wide and she grinned, sensing the minor tricks lurking within.

      “Keep us safe with it,” Braden tried to say, but the little warrior flung herself upon him, hugging him so hard and fiercely that he thought his spine groaned.

      After a half dozen peppered kisses, the girl was off like a rocket, diving. Braden and the rest followed, the harem mage once more falling into a reverie as the pulsing power of the stone called him onward.

      The first attack came a minute later. A medium-sized Lava Wyrm sprang from a nearby column of lava, darting for the pack. Mina was there a half-second later, spear held at her side in a loose grip before she hurled it like a bolt of lightning that pierced the creature’s side, just down from its maw, tearing through and out the other side.

      The spear zipped back to the warrior’s hand, who stared at it with a crooked grin as the dying Wyrm writhed behind her, spewing forth its lava-blood and melting the stone around it.

      All too aware of the winding down clock, Braden pulled himself closer and closer to the beating heart of magic before him. The closer he drew to the magic stone, the more it felt like he was looking into a mirror. Disconcerting waves of déjà vu tried to tug his focus away from his intent.

      The stone was an oblong shape, roughly the size of a basketball, so small to house so much awesome power. As Braden and the harem drew near, dozens of Wyrms attacked out of the lava tunnels, drawn by their magic but confused by Braden’s power, he sensed.

      Drawing more and more of the world’s magic within himself, every scrap near at hand, he felt the stone stretching forth in a similar manner. When he glowed with an inner light, the magic affecting the potion’s efficacy and causing odd sensations in his limbs, the Wyrms ceased their attacks, and instead, he felt them feeding on the magic bleeding off him as they did the stone.

      When the harem mage’s reaching finger grazed the stone, he recognized a reflection of himself within, but lost within a sea of alienness that made his mind want to repel. Forcing his fingers to close over the white stone, he felt a wave of relief, sensing in it the power to cleanse Glynis-Pura, but he was instantly locked into a battle of wills with a sentience beyond his understanding.

      The… being… or consciousness within pried at Braden’s mind in its curiosity, and alarm bells ringing, he slammed his mental barriers in place, pouring his willpower into keeping it from digging through his innermost thoughts. He wasn’t certain what would happen if he let it in, but blind fear fueled his defenses. A nameless panic rose from deep in his mind and repelled the entity with a force he didn’t know he possessed.

      After a moment to get his bearings once more, Braden nodded, and the women grabbed on.
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      He wasn’t certain if it was his desire to get out from the pressing hell adding to the magic he threw behind them or Mina’s powerful kicks that propelled them upward so quickly, but they broke from the surface somewhere in the jungle, leagues away from village and Stone Wardens.

      Canceling the potion’s effects with a mental command, they climbed free of the ground and all but Mina breathed great deep breaths of relief to be free. The warrior knelt and patted the muddy soil, whispering a silent prayer to the gentle spirit that had guided her to a purpose.

      Rising, she held out the glittering spear she’d earned and let the others admire it.

      “Do we head back?” Emma asked. “I’m sure Garfo and the others are worried.”

      “The Stone Wardens know what happened,” Braden said through gritted teeth as he tried to set the oblong, glowing white stone on the ground.

      The skin of his hands was peeling away in blisters, blood leaking from the skin, and as he tried to set it down, the jungle floor blackened, curling away into ash beneath it. The mud even hissed and sizzled, turning into a black soup that bubbled with noxious vapors.

      “It’s burning you!” Emma exclaimed and stepped forward to heal Braden, but he stepped back quickly, lifting the stone back up.

      “Stay back,” he warned, face tense with pain and strain. “We can’t hope to control this thing for long… It’s… tearing at my mind. Leesha.”

      “Right!” The little elf, skin still green and pallid from her experience swimming through earth and stone, leaped to her feet on unsteady legs and called up a static line of red fire that burned a bright pink, the same hue as her hair. Using the fire like a rake, she swept a wide circle clear of jungle, dousing the embers as she began inscribing a circle of glyphs, referencing memories.

      “Braden, we need our weapons if we’re going to do this,” Druska warned, pacing back and forth and eying the glowing rock warily. “I don’t like standing out here unarmed… I feel naked.”

      “You are naked,” Mina said as she crouched down and ran her fingers through the dirt. After a second, she lifted it and pointed off into the jungle. “I can feel your sword, the staff, and Lord Braden’s sword… I can be there and back in ten minutes.”

      “I can do it in two,” Druska said with confidence. “How far.”

      “Maybe ten miles,” Mina said. She frowned down at her new weapon before holding it out. “Want to take, Sliver? That’s what I’m naming her.”

      “A good name,” Druska said in approval. “But no, I’ll be faster without it. Don’t start until I get back.”

      “Hurry,” Braden warned, veins popping up on his shoulders and arms from the strain.

      The alien woman was gone before anyone could blink, the only evidence of her passage a small leaf bobbing near a dark shadow.

      “Emma,” Leesha said. “I need your help.”

      The silver-haired teen leapt to help, but the ground began trembling and she froze, looking around in fear. Braden swore, remembering what the Wardens had said.

      “The ritual they were performing… Lava Wyrms… coming!”

      He wasn’t sure the words were intelligible through the blood pounding in his ears, but Mina snatched up her spear and nodded.

      “I’m on it!”

      “How…?” Emma’s words trailed off when the little warrior jumped into the air, folding at the waist, and dove straight down into the ground as though it were water. Shuddering in revulsion, she turned back to assisting Leesha with the construction of her complex enchantment.

      The seconds seemed to drag on for an eternity as Braden’s fingers burned and his mind remained under assault. It felt like the skin had burned away and all that was left to clutch the rock was bone and sinew, the agony nearly overwhelming. Then Leesha was finally there, thick red cables of red lightning reaching out to lift the rock from Braden’s grasp.

      The elf had to pry the white stone from Braden’s hands, they’d become so locked up in his fear that he’d drop the stone and it would slip back down through the earth like a coin dropped into a well.

      Emma was there a moment later, hair glowing a faint silver as she healed the burns on his hands, far less severe than he’d feared. Several layers of flesh had been burned off, but he couldn’t see bone. Reaching into his coat pocket he pulled out the Hearth Stone, feeling the magics within coiled and ready to be released.

      “Are we ready?” Braden asked Leesha but saw the elf was in no fit state to talk.

      The thick red coils of her magic vibrated and shook. The stone pressed down upon them as though it weighed ten tons. There was already sweat rolling down Leesha’s brow, and she’d begun whispering an incantation that pulled in flows of magic to buttress herself.

      “Druska should be back soon,” Emma said. “Do you hear that? Sounds like lightning, but approaching…”

      The teen craned her head around, but the tall trees blocked most of the sky from her sight. Braden was about to throw his magical weight behind Leesha when the sound registered in his mind and he froze.

      “Not now, motherfuckers,” Braden swore to himself. The ground beneath his feet trembled as Mina met the first of the Lava Wyrms.

      As multiple sonic booms approached, Braden felt a hot spot at the base of his skull and the familiar toast window appeared before him, but without the sound to announce a level up.

      

      Greetings, Junior Manager!

      ORDER 659: Permission to Destroy GGC Proprietary Technology

      It has come to the Board’s attention that GGC Proprietary technology has fallen into the hands of non-corporate entities. The nature of these entities is still being processed, but organic and non-organic samples have been taken for scientific purposes. You, and your direct reports, are tasked with ending this threat.

      Death is the only option should success not be possible.

      We hope this message finds you well and as always, services rendered will be met with commensurate pay.

      Best regards,

      Sector #3321 Senior Logistics Officer

      Gybold Heratio Gybold

      Junior Manager - Rank II

      

      The message sent a cold shiver of fear down Braden’s back, and he tried hard not to think about the implant in his head. It wasn’t the warning about the incoming threat so much as the fact that a message had been sent right into his head that unsettled him.

      A blue shield of force appeared over them all second before a bright white light shone through the trees reaching down from one of the screaming fighters above. Braden felt his hair and clothing tugged in the direction of the white light and knew it for a tractor beam right away.

      Trees still hid the ships he knew were up there from his sight, but Braden coiled his legs beneath him and jumped over the treetops. Sunlight glinted off the sleek metallic bodies of three little ships. They flew down from the atmosphere above, the tips of two ships glowing red once Braden appeared in the air.

      The harem mage barely had time to wrap a shield of force about himself before twin balls of writhing red energy shot forth and smashed him back down into the jungle’s soft loam, hard. Head ringing he stood slowly. Leesha’s scream of struggle, panic, and rage flooded Braden, but he breathed in sharp smooth breaths through his nose and released them from his mouth, mastering the rage within as he shot a stream of raw fire after the passing vessels.

      The tractor beam cut off when the ships passed by overhead, but it had nearly torn the Stone free of Leesha’s ritual. As the screaming vessels flew off, Braden knew they’d be circling around to try again. He couldn’t worry about the message and what it meant right then, just like he couldn’t focus on the threat.

      There was only one thing that mattered right now.

      Reaching into his jacket pocket, he ripped free the Hearth Stone and cracked it open, releasing the spell within. The magic unfurled in half a heartbeat, its thread of origin connecting back to this place and materializing into the shape of a slender young woman with long, straight black hair and the most adorable furry cats’ ears lying on the side of her head.

      The weight of her fell into Braden’s arms, and he felt the magic within him leap to his skin, eager to join with the young woman’s soul.

      The girl’s eyes snapped open, slitted pupils tightening as they focused on Braden’s face. He felt her tense in his arms, her muscles tightening, but the look on her face wasn’t anger or rage, as it typically was, but curiosity. She glanced down at the hand gripping his arm, staring at where their skin touched, her breath growing heavier and heavier.

      “It’s ready!” Leesha’s excited cry shook Braden and the girl from their reverie and her lips peeled back in a snarl, little fangs flashing, but the harem mage was faster and stronger.

      Hands trapping the girl’s arms to her sides, earth shaking and groaning beneath his feet, he stepped into the ritual, feeling the power of the stone tugging at his mind once more. Only instead of trying to plumb his thoughts and feelings, the stone offered him the option of forgetting his responsibilities and letting go. He could indulge in his most forbidden and wicked fantasies and on this world, with his powers, he’d have the entire world to make his slaves.

      The vision of what he could be stretched out before him, as easy to take as grasping a sword’s hilt, but nothing in him craved the power or excess. Perhaps once he’d have been tempted, but his life was too full of goodness and love to give it up.

      

      When the man released Glynis-Pura, her rage faded somewhat, and she watched him step out of the ritual his choice so easily made. The cat-girl looked from the tall human to the little elf, face dripping with sweat and pinched with strain, then to the tall teen with her warm, kind silver eyes that peered straight into Glynis-Pura’s soul.

      She’d dreamed of these women. Endless nights of nightmares where they hounded and harried her, but also red and pink fantasies that had left her breathless with need. Her rage was bonded to a dark magic that gave her the only power she’d ever known. Could she give that up? Could she become weak again?

      A fierce-looking green-skinned woman appeared, festooned with weapons and speaking.

      When the man’s pale blue eyes met hers and she saw no anger or worse, pity in them, but love, she didn’t know how to internalize it. She couldn’t process how this man who she’d tried so hard to kill, and to kill those closest to him, could look upon her with such kindness and affection. She wanted to know, though, and when the magic throbbing at her feet offered her the option, she latched onto it with all her soul.
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      “It’s not working!” Leesha screamed, the ground writhing, her glyphs trembling, and the snapping lines of red power vibrating as they struggled to hold the ritual together.

      Braden saw the problem but could do nothing to solve it. All he could do was watch the young woman as she struggled with coming to the right decision.

      The chaotic mélange of magic swirling around them was overwhelming and too much to take in at once, but wreathing Glynis-Pura were chains of black magic so black they seemed to eat the surrounding light. They hadn’t been visible in any spectrum until he carried her within the ritual, and the key to her forced corruption lay in them.

      So much power resided in those chains that the ritual was unstable, leaving Leesha stretched to within her breaking point, even with Emma there to assist her, as she fought to keep it all together.

      “Pulse fighters are coming back!” Druska shouted as she skidded to a stop at the edge of the little clearing, looking around her and taking everything in with a quick glance. “Master!” she shouted but Braden was wholly absorbed by the cat-girl. “Braden!”

      His name reached through to him and the harem mage turned, eyes widening in relief when he saw Druska and rushed over. Grabbing the hilt of his sword, his mind filled with its relief to be rejoined with it as he ripped it out of the sheath.

      “Can you contact them? Get them off us?” Braden asked.

      “I tried,” Druska shook her head, having to shout over the noise. “They wouldn’t even respond when I said I had information on profits… something’s very wrong.”

      “Everything’s gotta happen at the same damn time,” Braden grumbled as he stepped over to the ritual and stabbed his sword at Glynis-Pura.

      Once he wouldn’t have been as confident in his thrust, but the harem mage struck precisely, his magical blade cutting most of the way through the black chains but leaving just a hairsbreadth of the spell in place. The energy within was unraveling slowly, but as Glynis-Pura’s spirit aligned with the chain’s opposition it strained to hold her back, the weak links stretching.

      The ground had ceased its shaking, and Braden looked over to Druska as he scribed a glyph with his free hand.

      “Mina will be here soon. Protect the others. I’ll deal with these three.”

      Braden could see the conflict on Druska’s face, but he didn’t have time to tell her about the warning he’d received. Leaping into the air once more, he got his first clear view into one of the GGC vessel’s cockpits and icy fear gripped his heart. There was no emotion on the desiccated, twisted alien face. He’d seen creatures corrupted like this before, and just as Braden was wondering how the Dark Queen’s minions had learned to fly pulse fighters, his world exploded in white.

      The explosion shot up from below, a font of magic that flung Braden in an arc to the side. He watched large blocks of steel drop from the three ships, legs and arms unfolding from the blocky drone bodies festooned with firearms of alien design that landed in the jungle near the harem.

      A white beam shot out from the rear vessel, latching onto the magic stone, and before Braden could attack and break the connection, red pulse rounds shot out of the two lead fighters, arcing through the air to strike Braden unerringly. Only by wrapping a strong shield about himself did he keep from losing a limb, or worse, as the twin detonations sent him crashing onto the jungle floor once more.

      The tree canopy was thick where he landed, hiding the battle from him, and by the time Braden was leaping into the air once more, the ships were banking around the curving ice walls, a glittering stone suspended beneath one. The sound of furious battle let him know the drones had reached Druska and Mina. Landing in the little clearing Leesha had made, he saw the pair had the battle bots in hand, though not as easily as he might have assumed.

      “Sir?” The fragile voice froze Braden mid-leap, and he stumbled, falling to one knee as he looked up at the slender figure of the cat-girl who stood on trembling legs.

      The girl looked lost and scared, fragile in the face of the clash taking place nearby as rogue and warrior battled blaster wielding battle drones and the ritual unraveled around her. Those pale yellow, wide eyes found his, and he saw recognition in them and hope as she took a weak step toward him.

      “I dreamed of you… dreamed so many things… but of you most of all… How can that be?”

      “You’ve returned to us,” Braden said, reaching out a hand, his heart leaping as the girl’s smile matched his.

      “I never left silly,” she said, stepping into the circle of his arm and resting gentle hands on the back of his head as he looked up at her. “I just wasn’t myself for a time… I think.”

      Her eyes grew troubled, but Braden stood, his arms sweeping around her and their lips meeting, the world around them fading as the magic awoke passions the gods themselves couldn’t control. As the fighters screamed through the sky, angling toward the heavens and safety, Druska carved through the power cells of a death bot, rolling clear of the ensuing detonation as Mina stabbed the tip of her spear into the center of hers and twisted her torso and heaved, flinging the alien tech into the ice cliff where it exploded with a faint detonation and a small fireball.

      Hands caressing the young woman’s slender waist, Braden sighed into the kiss and felt her melt against him. Mustering his self-control, he tightened his hands as she ground her hips against his stiffening manhood, her moan turning into a purr that made it even harder to push her away. Their lips parted at last and Braden knew the struggle she showed on her face, but duty called.

      “Why would the empire attack us and steal the stone?” Druska asked, her expression one of betrayal as she stalked back, the cat-girl flinching the first time she met the alien woman she was so fierce.

      “The pilots are corrupted by the Dark Queen somehow,” Braden said, and that brought the rogue up short.

      Her anger deserting her, he watched her face grow horror-stricken.

      “If she has the fighters, then she must have the Capitol ship… orbital bombardment… Master…”

      The other’s expressions grew confused, but Braden feared the same thing. Making his will iron, he drew in every scrap of power he could from the earth beneath him, hair raising and the air crackling. Before anyone could try to stop him, Braden launched himself after the fighters, the air cracking as he parted it so quickly.

      Spying the three ships, Braden flew after them, using his hands and feet to guide his pursuit. His flight was less true flying and more of a powerful jump, enhanced by magical winds and forces to propel him through the air on a more or less straight trajectory. However, he noticed three more ships angling down from the other side, and cursing he tried to roll away as three pulse rounds soared toward him.

      Feeling like a barge, Braden turned sluggishly and managed to turn himself so the triple detonations against his force shield didn’t send him down into the jungle again, but instead he described an arc upward, using the momentum to propel him closer to the magic stone.

      The harem mage’s breath grew short as the air thinned, but he was so close to the stone he could pick out the details of its pitted surface. Reaching forth one hand he flung his will forward, but before he could latch onto the thing, three more pulse rounds detonated around him, sending him careening through the sky, then three more in such quick succession that his shield flickered for a second and the wave of force that snuck through stunned the man.

      With the world spinning end over end and his breath coming in short gasps, Braden struggled to right himself as he fell. He was on the edge of the world’s atmosphere, or near enough that the blue sky faded and the black of space hung about him. As Braden fell back to his new world, he watched the six ships dock in the side of a colossal vessel that staggered his mind in scope, but in the blink of an eye it was gone, a silvery line tracing a line from where it had been into the heart of the galaxy and fading slowly.
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      “The Stone has been secured, my Queen,” Survey Drone Four said, her usual cheerful tone gone, replaced by the dry rasp of her now bloated esophagus.

      “Excellent work. At first, I had my suspicions about these new Droogs… unmagical and unskilled in combat… I worried I wouldn’t be able to find uses for you. But then I dug into your soft, unprotected mind, Captain Fy’Holix… oh, the treasures I found there.”

      “My Queen, should we proceed with an orbital bombardment?” asked the survey drone, eager to see the planet go boom.

      “Nay,” said the seductive voice from deep within the blackness that enshrouded her on the throne they’d drug onto the ship’s bridge. “The fool had his choice to join me and spat in my face instead.” None of her Droogies were stupid enough to question her memory of events, and she sniffed in annoyance at the missed opportunity to vent her frustrations. “Let him have his little world… I would have ruled it at his side but instead… Instead, I’ll take the galaxy. Proceed with the next phase.”

      “Yes, my Queen,” Navigator One said, relishing the thought of bringing chaos, death, and madness to the peaceful planet he called home. Punching in the coordinates, he waited for a single long red nail to rise out of the shadows and signal before hitting the button that brought a million twisted undead back to the heart of the Galactic Good Corporate Empire.
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      When Braden watched the stone carried off into space, he’d feared for the future of the Kobolds. But when he and the others approached the large central village, they found the small creatures celebrating.

      Drums and instruments had been dragged back out, and bonfires were being built up. There was a general air of excitement and joy that turned into cheers when Braden was spotted. Glynis-Pura flinched at the loud sounds, huddling close to her lord’s side, but she glanced around curiously at the Kobolds, mostly fearful but constantly startled by the overwhelming sights, sounds, and smells.

      “Living God!” cried out Imhotep as he hobbled forward on his cane. “Come! A feast is being prepared for you and the Holy Ones!”

      “Thank you, Imhotep,” Braden said, his tone tense with strain, “but if there is a place we might be alone…”

      “Of course!” The old man turned to Hara-ku trailing a half step behind him, who gazed up at the Harem Mage with warmth, biting her bottom lip when she took in the slender cat-girl clinging to his side. “Hara-ku please show the god and our new Holy One to the tent you and the girls set up.”

      “Of course, please follow me.”

      “Why are they calling me Holy One?” Glynis-Pura whispered in Braden’s ear, her voice tight with strain as well, but her curiosity won out.

      “They worship stones with the same powers as me,” Braden said just as softly, feeling a shiver run down his spine when he felt the unbelievably soft hairs of her ears brush his nose.

      “Braden!” Glynis-Pura said, her pale cheeks blushing a deep scarlet at the touch. “We must wait… until we have some privacy…”

      “The ears are an erogenous zone for her race,” Mina offered with a wide grin.

      “I still say it would have been romantic if they’d rutted right there in the mud,” Leesha said to Mina. “Plus then we could have watched it, and I’m certain I could learn something watching a bonding in person.”

      “Would you have liked your first embrace with our lord husband to be in the mud?” Emma asked gently. “With the judging eyes of his more experienced lovers and wives looking on?”

      “Hmm,” Leesha didn’t respond, but her grunt was admission enough that Emma had made a good point.

      Hara-ku led them to the edge of the gathering, where a large tent had been set up. A fire burned outside, with a spit of some strange meat positioned over it. When the beautiful Kobold woman pulled the heavy cloth opening aside, Glynis-Pura practically dragged Braden within, the pair of them tripping over their feet in their haste to find privacy.

      “If you need any—” Hara-ku’s lips twitched in a grin when the pair disappeared into the darkness and Druska pulled her hand away from the flap.

      “They will be fine, Hara-ku,” the tall alien woman said,. “Our husband is a breeder of the highest order. Glynis-Pura will soon know the glory of his seed flooding her as their souls are joined and her inner strengths revealed. Our sister is home.”

      “Yes… well…” the Kobold shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as Druska smiled, her expression so fierce it sent a small shiver of fear down Hara-ku’s spine.

      “Pay her no mind, Hara-ku,” Emma said, patting a spot beside her near the fire. “Our lord’s desires are… infecting us all right now. Come have a seat and tell me, what kind of meat is this?”

      “Forget the meat,” Leesha said, pulling over a stump as Hara-ku sat down. “Tell us about your night with our husband. Did he employ his magic on you and the girls?”

      “Yea, did he really mess you three up? Or is he saving it for tonight?” Mina's grin was even more fearsome than Druska’s, and Hara-ku flinched back until Emma wrapped a warm arm about her shoulders and her anxiety and shame melted away.

      “We will be departing soon,” the silver-haired teen said, her voice so warm and comforting. “Possibly.” She glanced at Druska and frowned slightly. “Possibly we’ll be going on a very far journey and won’t have the chance to see how you and your girls employ the powers our lord has gifted you, and we wish to… instruct you before we depart.”

      “That is… most kind, Holy One,” Hara-ku breathed. The tall human’s eyes were like deep silver pools she wanted to lose herself in, their color hypnotizing.

      Suddenly the fledgling powers she could access swept into her, awakening her senses, and she spun, finding the pink-haired elf standing inches behind her. The young elf’s gemlike eyes held the last rays of sunlight and almost seemed to glow as violet magics awoke on her fingertips. Hara-ku felt a touch of fear when those eyes glittered dangerously.

      “Holy One…” she asked, voice a touch frightened as she tried to back away, only to strike a solid wall harder than stone and find the short-haired warrior standing there with an equal gleam in her eyes. “Holy Ones, I don’t underst-AAAAAAHHHHHH OOOHHHH MMMMYYYYY GGGOOODDD!!!!!”

      The pleasure blossoming within Hara-ku’s sex when Leesha trailed magically imbued fingers along the exposed skin of her midriff made her knees buckle. Mina was there, guiding the beautiful Kobold beside the fire as Leesha teased her with light touches.

      Twin sighs of pleasure brought Hara-ku’s head around, and she saw Druska pressing her younger friends down beside her. Their magic bloomed within them, awakened by the harem’s touch and a scent of herbal perfection reached their noses as Emma sat, brewing her tea to be enjoyed once they’d indulged and experimented.

      While the harem amused itself, within the tent Braden and a young cat-girl lay in thick furs, holding one another as he peeled the light robe the elves had dressed her in off. The magic pushed against him, as it had four times before when he’d first touched the others in his harem, but Braden employed his willpower, mastering himself.

      “What are you thinking?” the young woman asked, her ears twitching in a way that seemed to indicate curiosity.

      “I can’t get over how beautiful you are, and how happy I am that you’re finally healed.”

      “Good,” Glynis-Pura said with a little grin as she slipped her hands along the skin of his back, drawing herself up so they were eye to eye. “You should think I’m beautiful, because I think you are very cute.”

      “Cute?” Braden asked with a lopsided grin, feeling himself respond as his fingers trailed up her long, lean back. “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me ‘cute,’ in this world or my own.”

      “Were cat-kind on your world?” Glynis-Pura asked, shifting her hips and rolling the man beneath her, the fur of her sex sliding along his length as she shivered, the elongated slits of her pupils swelling wide and her lips peeling back to reveal tiny fangs. “Oh god… it’s… throbbing.”

      Braden couldn’t respond right at that moment. The young cat-girl’s slender sex cupped the tip of his cock, the heat of her drawing him in. With small shuddering humps of her hips, Glynis-Pura drew her lord’s manhood within her. Braden was treated to the sight of her high, firm breasts shaking, their pale pink nipples crinkling into hard little nubs as she gasped and shook with pleasure.

      His hands slid up her slender thighs to grip narrow hips, and with one mighty thrust he drove himself up into the girl’s waiting sex. The cat-girl let out a loud shriek of pleasure as he flooded her depths, then fell forward against his chest, purring as she worked her hips up and down with quick hard thrusts, sensing the magic building between them seeking its release within her body and soul.

      “Not yet… oh goddesssssss not yet… Nyawwww…… mhmmmm oh heavens… Heavens above!!”

      “Holy… fuck… you’re so… tight… can’t…” Braden’s will was slipping, the magic seeking its release even as his body betrayed him but Glynis-Pura was already shaking, sharp nails digging into the muscles of his shoulders as her orgasm struck.

      “Now! Fill me… Now, Lord God!”

      As pleasure washed through them, the magic rushed out, flooding her womb and bridging the gap in her soul that dark magic once had. Braden was shaky as he pulled himself alongside the shaking and trembling cat-girl. He watched in awe as the magic took root, as it had with the others, perfecting and exposing the slender girl’s true beauty.

      A far off chime sounded and a familiar golden window appeared before him.

      HAREM MAGE – Level 13

      

      Powers:

      IRON WILL

      MASTER ARTIFICER

      XXXXX

      XXXXX

      

      Soul-bond Established

      List of First Wives:

      

      Druska Alverin'droblek

      Class: Scout, Lvl 13

      Specialization: __________

      Rank A Scout, GGC – Mergers and Acquisitions Division

      Wielder of a Vorpal Weapon, Magically Enhanced? *SystemDoesNotCompute

      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      Leesha Silvestri

      Class: Sorcerer, Lvl 13

      Specialization: __________

      Princess of the Silver Heart Tree

      Abducted by the Dark Queen

      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Emma Goodwill

      Class: Healer, Lvl 13

      Specialization: __________

      Herbalist & Master Potion Maker

      Rediscovered Soulsing Tea

      Abducted by the Dark Queen

      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Mina of House Hellenist

      Class: Warrior, Lvl 13

      Specialization: __________

      Former Heir to the Dukedom of Dalton, Melind Empire

      Abducted by the Dark Queen

      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Glynis-Pura of the Entriko Tribe

      Class: Witch, Lvl 13

      Specialization: __________

      Abducted by the Dark Queen

      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      Singer of Soulsongs

      

      CONNECTION TO GGC SERVERS ESTABLISHED, SYNC COMPLETE…

      CORPORATE PERSONAGES ARE REQUIRED TO REGISTER AT A RECOGNIZED GGC TERMINAL, OR INFORMATION SERVICES WILL BE WITHHELD… TIME IS TICKING, MANAGER BRADEN.

      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’s eyes widened in surprise as they focused on the last line, the only change he’d seen in the toast window in weeks. He reached out and tried to access any more hidden menus, but suddenly a fiery tongue slid up the shaft of his softening cock. Its rough yet slick embrace sending the blood coursing back into his cock before the cat-girl wrapped her thick lips around the head with a delighted purr.

      Gasping in pleasure, the harem mage heard a deep purr issue from Glynis-Pura as she sucked him deep into her soft throat. The girl’s innocent curiosity turned wicked as she felt her new lord responding to her touch, and she took special delight in teasing out the places that made him squirm with her long, talented tongue.

      As an orgy of sapphic bliss erupted outside the tent, music and cheers rose from the celebrating Kobolds. Braden embraced the pleasures of the moment, knowing his work wasn’t done and relishing the prospect for more adventures to come. As he gazed down at the adorable cat-girl lapping away at his cock and balls, he silently thanked god, or whatever higher power had blessed him.

      

      The End…
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      Deep in the Black Forest, a slender princess crouched in the shadows of a dense leatherleaf bush. The elf’s keen eyes scanned a clearing filled with alien beings who stood between her and her mission’s objective. Sheela fingered the dagger as she counted the enemies before her.

      Clad in strange outfits, festooned with blinking devices and colorful buckles, they were a diverse group. A tall, golden-skinned man commanded the troop, his attention fixated upon the ship she and her companions had come to find, along with a golden-skinned female who looked more scholar than warrior. While their green- and blue-skinned minions searched the ground and the rotting corpses for clues.

      The elf saw signs of an old battle and read her master and his First Wife Druska’s tracks leaving the forest, but she couldn’t see a way through the well-equipped alien guards without being seen. Cursing silently, she retreated through the woods and found her three companions in the cave they’d taken refuge in.

      “Did you find it?!” Scarlytt asked.

      The tiny brunette had been playing with her magic again, Leesha could see when she entered the long cave. Bits of rock had been animated into the shape of golems and were staggering around in an oblong path, but they collapsed when the budding Mage lost her concentration.

      “I found it.” Sheela nodded, earning tight lipped grins from Scarlytt and the other two who crouched near the fire. “But you won’t like what else I found.”

      As she described the second craft and its dozen guards and commander, faces fell, and she could almost taste their fear in the air. Anis and Chanelle frowned at one another, minds worrying over the same things as she, while Scarlytt began pacing back and forth. Arms crossed, the diminutive Mage tapped a nail on her chin thoughtfully.

      “The obvious answer is to crack the Hearthstone and summon Lord Braden to clear out the aliens… But we haven’t investigated Emma’s village yet. And we promised her we would.”

      “We don’t have time, Scar.” Anis frowned, pushing her long blonde hair behind an ear nervously as she glanced down at the longbow in her hands. “If they take Druska’s ship, we’ll have failed in our mission. We need to attack now.”

      “I agree.” Chanelle nodded emphatically.

      “Of course, you would,” Scarlytt said, dismissing the redhead with a wave of her hand. “Your answer to every problem is always bash first, and ask questions later.”

      “Not always,” Chanelle said, her green eyes twinkling mischievously as she leaned back and ran a hand up over her incredibly proportioned bust. “Last night I had a different answer… remember?”

      Rolling her eyes, Scarlytt swept her dark hair over one shoulder and went on, “We still have an hour until dusk. We can be there and back before the midnight hour.”

      “Two hours before dawn is the optimal time to attack,” Sheela added, earning herself a sniff from the redhead and a look of appreciation from Scarlytt.

      “One of us should stay behind and keep watch,” Anis said.

      “I will!” Chanelle offered, but the blonde shook her head.

      “I love you Chan, but could you sit still for more than ten minutes with enemies nearby and not charge in, mace swinging?”

      “You’re right,” Chanelle said, scraping at the dirt with the toe of her boot as she frowned.

      “Pack up,” Scarlytt ordered the group.

      Sheela suppressed a grin of joy that had threatened to break out onto her face the moment Scarlytt had spoken. Traveling to her mistress’s village and meeting her mother, the woman who first instructed Emma in herbs and potions, would be a dream come true. Shouldering her pack, the elf fell in behind Chanelle and tried not to appreciate the woman’s wide, firm backside as she moved through the forest.

      It was easier, each evening, when the four fell into their blankets together, to remember that one perfect night. But with the terror of an impending fight hovering over her like a dark cloud, the delights she’d found between the sheets was the last thing she wanted on her mind. Still, they intruded on her no matter how hard she tried.

      “Do you think we’ll get to spend another night with Lord Braden before he has to go off and save the world again?”

      It was easier to ignore the redhead’s question than the images that flashed through Sheela’s mind. Thoughts of his strong hands, and the weight of him, pressing her down. Of the tongue lashing her sex, while he pressed into a forbidden hole. One where she’d discovered a new height of pleasure…

      “Sheela!”

      Blinking, the elven princess pulled her mind from the gutter and found her companions crouched nearby. Lost in her memories, she’d nearly stumbled past the tree line and into the clearing surrounding a pleasant little village. Ducking behind a nearby tree, she was grateful for the darkness overhead masking her red cheeks.

      “I know they’re allies, but we should approach with caution,” Scarlytt said, but one look at the frown on her face and it was clear she hadn’t figured out how to go about that.

      “Let’s scout the area,” Sheela said. “Emma’s mom was the village healer. I should be able to find her house.”

      “They do tend to stick out, don’t they?” Chanelle asked. “With all those fetishes and spiderwebs hanging in their windows.”

      “The plants are also a giveaway,” Sheela added with a grin shared by Scarlytt.

      Over the past five weeks, as the group had traveled through the Silver Kingdoms and across the inland sea, through Dalton and into the Black Forest, the elf had grown close to the three. She wasn’t sure they were Bonded exactly, but the three called themselves such, and Sheela was happy to call herself anything that kept her close to Lord Braden.

      “Take the lead, Sheela, and keep yourself hidden. We don’t want to cause a scene by accident.”

      The elf nodded and slipped into the shadows. She could always count on Scarlytt to see the wisest path forward. Wiser than she herself could see, at least. Of the three, she’d grown closest to the young sorceress. The small brunette had a sharp mind and a sharper tongue, shocking the elven princess with her frank talk at times.

      Skirting the sleepy village, Sheela spotted a watchman marching up the road. His lantern hung above his head, a mule clopping along beneath him. Both kept him blind to the slender elf as she slipped around him. The lumpy old man was the only sign of life she’d seen, and she was about to circle back and hail him when she spotted a small cottage set aside from the others. From the overflowing gardens, and the aura of mystery clinging to its shadows, she knew it to be the childhood home of her mistress.

      Slipping over the hedge, she edged her way along the garden wall until she was across from the front door. Before she could dart across the open patch of moonlit grass, the door swung inwards and an ominous red glow appeared from the dark opening.

      “State your business, friend. Or this dragon’s breath-spitter will leave your corpse to fertilize my hydrangeas.”

      “I know your daughter! Emma!” Sheela said, standing with her hands outstretched to show they were weaponless, “Please, don’t attack!”

      “Emma?” Betsy asked, her curiosity sparked.

      Sheela breathed a sigh of relief when the red glow faded, and the woman stepped from the shadows into the open doorway. Her resemblance to Emma was obvious. Except for the blonde hair instead of Emma’s silver, and faint lines around the corners of her eyes, she could have been her mistress’s twin.

      “Yes.” Sheela waved to the wood line, where her two companions stepped forward. “We’ve come from Lord Braden on a mission to retrieve Bonded Druska’s vessel.”

      “Lord Braden!” The woman’s expression brightened, and she raised a hand, pushing an errant lock of hair out of her face as she looked around in breathless excitement. “Did my lord come with you girls?” When Sheela shook her head, the woman's smile slipped, but only for a moment. “Come in and out of the cold. Your friends too. We can speak over cups of tea.”

      Scarlytt and Chanelle scampered across the open ground and into the healer’s home. They found the elven princess standing just inside, staring around herself with interest at the hundreds of drying herbs hanging from the ceiling, and jars of curios along each wall.

      “I expected Lord Braden to come deal with that thing, eventually,” the blonde healer said as she bustled about the hearth, setting a pot to boiling and four earthenware cups out with honey in each. “But I’d hoped he would come himself and bring my Emma with him. Do you have news of my daughter?”

      “Mistress Emma is the greatest healer and potions brewer in the world,” Sheela said without dissembling. The elf was all too eager to tell the woman about her mistress’s exploits, from rediscovering Soulsing Tea, to cleansing the taint out of the Dark Queen's minions.

      As Sheela spoke, Chanelle found her interest wandering. Never one to focus on a single task for long, especially if it didn’t include smashing something with her mace, or the shocking joy she’d discovered with the Harem Mage, she wandered the small cottage.

      Among the jars of asp needles, bat wings, and pickled cat eyes, she found a marble plinth. Atop it sat a strange pile of torn and bloody garments. Blue cloth soft as rabbits’ fur and another material made from a thicker weave, but just as soft.

      “Those were the clothes the Harem Mage arrived in,” Betsy said, causing the redhead to turn. She found the healer at her shoulder, a far-off look in her eyes as she reached out to finger the cloth. “I’ve tried to recreate the weave but haven’t been successful yet.”

      “It would make a fine gift for Lord Braden,” Chanelle said, grinning when the blonde woman’s pale cheeks colored. “Might earn the weaver a chance to worship his heavenly scepter.”

      “That wasn’t what I was thinking.” The bright white spots appearing in her red cheeks gave truth to the lie and the three younger women grinned at one another.

      “None of that is important,” Scarlytt reminded them. “Mistress Betsy, do you have anything that could aid us in retaking Bonded Druska’s vessel? Anything that could negate the technologies the aliens have?”

      Betsy frowned and stepped over to a cabinet, rummaging within as she muttered to herself. When she came back, she had a large drawer pulled out which she set on the dining table.

      “I’ve been planning for something like this. Gas grenades.” She swept her hand over a half dozen clear glass balls. Within the balls were swirling green gasses, compressed so tightly they appeared solid except for small eddies and swirls that Sheela could just make out. “And wands!”

      She turned and began pulling more from the cabinet, slender wands with a minor charm effect. Potions with a poison that would leave the imbiber paralyzed.

      “If we can get access to their water supply, we can take a few out before we attack,” Scarlytt mused, scanning the growing collection.

      “And maybe we can charm some of them. Get them to bash the others.” Chanelle picked up a slender wand and inspected it with a curious frown.

      “They’re in the woods?” Betsy asked Scarlytt.

      The dark-haired sorceress nodded.

      “Our companion Anis is watching them, but she has no way of signaling us without revealing herself.”

      “Then we should return as soon as possible,” Betsy said, grabbing a bag and stuffing it with glass vials and wands.

      Sheela watched the woman work and was reminded of her mistress’s eminent practicality. In quick order, they were bustling out of the small cottage and back into the night. The girls started along the main path, but Betsy warned them away from the night watchman.

      “Horace is a nice enough fellow, but he’s more likely to stab himself with that spear than be of use in a fight. If we could rouse Mayor Smithson, and a few others, they might be of use, but that would take too long.”

      “Agreed.” Scarlytt gave a sharp nod and waved to Sheela to lead the way.

      The elf felt more comfortable within the dark confines of the forest but could sense the others wariness. Scarlytt and Chanelle were city born, having been raised in the Imperial capital of Melind, and tromped through the underbrush like it. Anis, who wasn’t watching the aliens, had better woodcraft skills, but none of them could hold a candle to the elf.

      Sheela was surprised when she failed to detect Betsy’s footfalls. The woman shadowed the other pair like a ghost in the night, holding to the darker shadows like a woman trained in the skill.

      It took them two hours to return, Sheela leading them on an unerring path back to Anis. The blonde breathed a sigh of relief when she left the confines of her hideout. Joining the others, she smiled a tight grin when she recognized Betsy.

      “Bonded Emma’s mother?” When they nodded in confirmation, she continued. “They’ve been working on the broken ship, but only the two in white coats. The rest have been milling around. I’m thinking they plan to take off once they can get it up and running.”

      “Do we know how long that will be?” Scarlytt asked, grimacing when Anis shook her head. “Then we must act fast. Lord Braden wants us to save the ship, but not at the cost of our lives. We need to draw them away, into the forest. Then we can deal with them there.”

      “Too dangerous.” Anis shook her head. “The forest is dense and will impede our movements as much as the enemies. Plus, we can’t be certain what the enemy's weapons are capable of.”

      “She’s right,” Chanelle said with an emphatic nod, her lips curling into an eager grin. “We need to summon him, Scar… It isn’t a failure. He’s fought these monsters before.”

      Betsy looked between the four, bonded with a frown.

      “Are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?” Her baby blue eyes widened when the brunette sorceress pulled a dimly glowing blue stone from the pouch at her waist. “A Hearthstone… I never thought to actually see one. And it’s tied to Lord Braden?”

      The others nodded with expressions ranging from nervous to excited.

      “I wanted to complete the mission without aid and gain his respect,” Scarlytt said, her nervous frown softening when Anis laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “We all did, but we’ve brought the stone here, and I think that’s all he expected of us.”

      “I hope he expects more than that,” Betsy said, and when the others turned curious frowns on her, the older woman let out a soft chortle of amusement. “I tasted him once, and it was enough to know that if he ever came back to our village, I wouldn’t let him leave my bed until his stones were empty.” It was the girls' turn to let out snorts of laughter, but they dried up when the blonde healer reached out and took the stone from Scarlytt.

      “Cover your eyes, girls. I’ve heard these can blind when the magic is released.”

      The healer could feel the magic throbbing within the glowing stone. It caused her fingers to vibrate and her mind to fill with images of the handsome young man who’d stolen her daughter away. Whispering a silent prayer to her goddess, she raised the Hearthstone above her head and threw it down on the ground.

      The magic within detonated with a silent whomp, like the sound of inrushing air, and a half second later the dark night was pierced with a flash of light brighter than the noonday sun. Blinded for a moment, even with her lids shut, Betsy staggered backwards. The inrush of power threw her, Scarlytt, and Sheela off balance. Leaving Anis and Chantelle as sole witnesses to the Harem Mages arrival.
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      Lying in slumber, between the latest pair of elves Druska and Leesha had insisted he allow to join them for the evening, Braden was startled awake by a tugging on his insides. In his groggy state it took a second to recognize the magic’s pull and reaching out he managed to lay a hand on his sword before he was jerked out of time and space.

      Ripped through a vortex of his own magic, Braden prepared himself mentally for anything. The pressure around him increased until he thought his bones would shatter before it disappeared suddenly. Limbs watery with exhaustion, he sank to his knees as steam curled away from him.

      Anis and Chantelle were clutching at one another as they blinked clear the last of the bright afterimage and found the tall, powerfully built man kneeling before them, naked as the day he was born, with a silvery sword dangling from one fist. When he rose, his pale blue eyes reflecting the moonlight, Chantelle found her eyes wandering broad shoulders before becoming trapped to the appendage swinging between his legs.

      Anis managed to keep her head as the Harem Mage rose, his silvery blade raised into a guard position as he scanned the dense forest around them.

      “Lord Braden, are you well?”

      “Mostly,” he said, giving her a roguish wink that caused her cheeks to heat. “What’s the situation?”

      “We’ve located Bonded Druska’s vessel, but we aren’t the only ones who have.”

      “The GGC is here.” He grimaced, then seemed to realize he was naked and shuffled an awkward step. “Are they ok?”

      He indicated Betsy, Scarlytt, and Sheela who were sitting on their rears, hands to their skulls.

      “We will be, my Lord,” Scarlytt said. The brunette grimaced as she pushed herself to her feet.

      The inrush of magic when the Harem Mage arrived was so potent the three magic users were dizzy from the effects, drunk on power. If Scarlytt was being honest with herself, she was drunk on more than just power. The man’s essence had revealed itself in that explosion of magic and she found her heart quickening, butterflies dancing in her stomach as she focused her gaze on him.

      There would be no time for happy greetings.

      Chanelle was the first to spot the alien scouts who came to investigate the golden bar of magic that shot into the air when the Hearthstone was broken. The small redhead didn’t warn the others before charging ahead, mace swinging at a murky shadow, but her battle-cry did.

      “For Lord Braden!” Chanelle screamed.

      The alien scout, cloaked as it was in its camouflaging technology and hidden within the deeper shadows of a root cluster, wasn’t expecting the redheaded warriors change of direction. It watched the weapon grow before its vision with disbelief, confidence unshakable until its messy, blood splattered end.

      When Chanelle’s mace passed through shadows and exploded out the other side in a spray of brains, bones, and blood, all hell broke loose in the forest around them.

      The aliens’ fatal flaw was not committing all their forces to the exploratory strike. A half dozen scouts and a fist of warriors charged into the small clearing, eager to cut down the natives. On edge, after several days of radio silence, the GGC operatives were eager for combat.

      Sheela’s muddled mind cleared in time for her to focus upon the round nose of a blaster pistol leveled at her from within the forest. Too startled to access her magic, the elven princess raised a futile hand as a coruscating bolt of green energy shot from the tip.

      The bolt skipped off an aura of blue, protective magic, and Sheela looked up to find Lord Braden standing above her. Lines of power arced from his outstretched arms, liming the powerful man in an aura that shook the princess to her core. He looked like a god come down from the heavens above, and the feeling only intensified when he raised a negligent hand and swept it across the charging alien warriors.

      Red lines of power raced from the Harem Mages fingertips, similar to her Bonded sister’s power but far more focused. Wherever the crackling lines of power touched, flesh and bone parted, leaving bodies to tumble into pieces. Screams of horror rose from the aliens, as the scout’s blaster fire skipped harmlessly off Scarlytt and the others, while their strongest forces were cut down in a heartbeat.

      The ground grew coated in brightly colored alien blood, blues mixing with greens and reds to make a muddy brown mess at their feet. The distant whine of something electronic and high pitched drew Lord Braden’s attention, and he pointed at Sheela without looking at her.

      “Gather the party and clear out these scouts.”

      “What will you do, my lord?”

      “A little piracy.” A roguish grin reached his eyes, and the elf felt her breath catch when he shot her a wink. Then the rest of her flushed with something else, as he unshackled the bounds holding his power within.

      Raw magic, the likes of which the young elven princess had never dreamed of, unfurled around her lord. With a flex of his legs, he shot up into the air, trailing luminescent magic like a comet. She didn’t have time to appreciate the beautiful arc he described in the nights sky, as she ducked behind a tree to avoid a green bolt, but she did witness golden orbs of power shoot from the comet just before it landed, detonating amongst the rest of the alien forces.

      Following the scout’s movements in the shadows was difficult, but Sheela managed to pin the small alien against a tree trunk with a spell of growth focused on the vines at its feet. The vines didn’t hold for long, but long enough for Betsy to unlimber a glass vial that detonated at the scout’s feet, vaporizing its lower torso instantly and leaving behind a twitching corpse.

      “Thanks.” Sheela nodded in appreciation to the healer.

      The woman stared at the corpse in horror and swallowed hard before giving herself a shake and pulling the elf along with her.

      “I heard your redheaded friend with the boobs off this way.”

      “Chantelle.”

      “She’s a stone-headed girl if I ever met one.” Sheela couldn’t argue with that and followed after the healer with a wary eye on their rear.

      They found Chantelle and Anis beside a small pile of corpses. Most had been brutalized beyond identification, but one had an arrow buried in its eye and the pair were inspecting its alien features. Instead of skin, it had a scaled hide that sparkled with iridescence like a fish.

      “It’s got gills.” Chantelle pointed, shaking her head with a frown of disbelief as she casually picked a strip of bloody red flesh off her mace. “How’s it breathe out of the water?”

      “They’re aliens, Chan. Might as well ask why the sky is blue,” Anis said with a shrug. “Where is Lord Braden, Sheela? You see him?”

      The elf pointed towards where the detonations had ceased, and the blonde took off at a dead sprint. Betsy was the slowest out of the four, but she picked up her skirts and jogged behind, catching up quickly to the group. She didn’t miss anything and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was over. Throwing a grenade was one thing, but as her eyes scanned the destruction Lord Braden had wrought, she realized they never would have succeeded without his aid.

      Three dozen Galactic Good Corp aliens lay dead or dying. Their weapons had been ripped from their bodies, often with the hands attached and piled on one side of the clearing. The aliens had tried to fight back, but their attacks were deflected, or if they were far enough from the ships, turned back on them, leaving a black scar as evidence of their blasters work.

      Others had opted to escape, and a few had even made it into their landing craft, only to be torn out and slain. Lord Braden wore a frown of sorrow as he stared down at the bodies, and Sheela could sense he wasn’t happy with the turn of events.

      “They would have rigged the ships to detonate if given the chance. And killed each of us besides,” Scarlytt said, as she stepped out of the forest's edge and picked her way across the clearing. The torn gouge down one cheek, sheeting blood down her neck and darkening her blouse, gave evidence of how busy she’d been during the battle. When she saw Betsy bending to an alien with her healer's pouch of herbs, the raven-haired sorceress shook her head, “I’ve checked them all and there’s no life left in them.”

      Betsy frowned in sorrow and nodded.

      “They aren’t exactly the enemy,” Braden said with a sigh as he settled upon the ground, suddenly aware of his nakedness and how chill the evening was. “But that’s a discussion for another time… I need to figure out how to get back and, in the meantime, I need some clothes.”

      “I can help with clothes!” Betsy offered with a blush.

      “Can’t you fly one back?” Anis asked, as she peered inside the smaller of the crafts, careful to avoid the two bodies lying beside it.

      “No,” Braden said, his voice growing faint as he gazed into the distance.

      Raising one hand, he got a look of intense concentration for a moment, before a relieved sigh escaped his lips.

      “But something’s coming that can teach me how.”

      Betsy applied an unguent to Scarlytt’s cheek as Anis and Chanelle began pulling corpses into a pile to burn. They made sure to strip each of their weapons and equipment when they could, unsure what fire would do to the strange alien technologies.

      “It seems fate does work in mysterious ways,” Braden said, a crooked grin working its way into his lips as he surveyed the women. “The Bond Mages delegation was due to arrive any day but I’m going to miss another meeting with their Arch Mage.”

      “You’ll be staying then, my lord?” Betsy asked with a hopeful smile as she cut a length of string to stitch the girl’s cheek shut.

      “For a couple days at least.” Braden nodded, frowning. “Scry-bot won’t arrive for another sixty hours, if he’s able to travel as the crow flies the whole time.”

      “Dawn’s approaching,” Scarlytt said, peering at the sky. “We should find shelter in case there are more in the forest we haven’t discovered.”

      “They’re all dead,” Braden said, his voice raw as he stared at the growing pile of corpses. “I made sure of that.”

      “Come.” Betsy rested a gentle hand on his bare shoulder and steered him towards her cottage. “I have some old clothes back home that will fit you with a little hemming. Let’s draw you a bath and ease these muscles.”

      Braden wanted to argue with her but couldn’t find the will to do so, not surrounded by death as he was, and allowed her and Sheela to lead him through the dark woods. The return trek was a somber affair, but the sun's light breaking over the horizon, pushing the darkness back, was reflected in their minds and Braden found himself smiling as the familiar village came into sight.

      Unlike the last time he’d wandered into it, he didn’t fear for his life this time. The opposite, in fact. He felt laden with power, but not the desire to exercise it.

      Betsy drew open the door of her cottage and ushered him inside. The confines grew crowded as Scarlytt, Anis, Sheela, and Chantelle joined them, but instead of feeling cloistered, Braden felt his neck and shoulders relaxing as the girls’ voices washed over him. Their companionable chatter eased worries he hadn’t known of or had forgotten, and he let Betsy draw him into the bathing room.

      Without the pressure to be somewhere, or solve someone’s problems, he found himself welcoming her gentle hands as they drew off his clothing and so much more. He missed Emma, Druska, and the others, but he could endure without them for a couple nights.

      

      At that very moment, one of Lord Braden’s Bonded peeked into the bed chamber to confirm her suspicions that her lord and master had been teleported by the Hearthstone. Leesha had never agreed with the plan, but she’d seen the wisdom in it. The fiery elf clenched her jaw to still the trembling of her bottom lip, promising herself she wouldn’t cry until back in the arms of her sisters.

      “Well?” Druska asked, turning with a frown from peering out the window.

      “He’s gone,” she confirmed, earning a sigh from Emma and a hiss of anger from Glynis-pura.

      Mina threw her head back and laughed, earning herself glares from all except Druska who’d gone back to staring out the window.

      “What’s funny about our lord being stolen away, naked and defenseless in the middle of the night?” Leesha asked.

      “By young whores!” Glynis-Pura added, her tail standing up on end as she bounced in place on the bed.

      “Our Lord has never liked pomp and ceremony and he’s found another way to avoid it.” Mina grinned. “When are the Bong Mages supposed to arrive?”

      “This afternoon,” Druska said, her gaze still locked out the window.

      “And Lord Braden’s gone,” Mina snickered.

      “It’s probably best the man isn’t here when the Arch Mage comes to report on the Inquisition,” Leesha added. “Their methods are brutal if efficacious, and our husband has a soft stomach when it comes to torture.”

      “The monarchs can handle the Bond Mages in our master’s absence,” Druska said, finally turning away from the window and stepping over to where the others were sitting, sipping tea. “Emma and Leesha, make sure you’re in attendance to protect our husband’s interests.” The pair nodded as the green- skinned woman turned to Mina and Glynis-pura. “We have preparations to make.”

      “It’s decided then?” Glynis-pura asked excitedly as she bounced in place.

      “Nothing’s decided yet,” Druska said. “But I want to be prepared… in case.”

      “It’s going to be ok, Druska,” Emma said, rising and resting an arm around the other woman’s shoulders. “We’ll find the Dark Queen and stop her before she can harm your people.”

      Druska stiffened but relaxed a moment later and let the silver-haired teen draw her into a warm embrace. Leesha rose, followed by Mina and Glynis-pura, who all came over and wrapped their arms around the terrified woman. Too proud to show her fears on her sleeve, her sister-wives could read her as easily as they could their lord husband.

      When an elven attendant found the five to inform them the Bond Mage delegation had been spotted, she found them cuddled together on the Harem Mage’s great bed. As they slipped free of the sheets, the elf blushed to see her princess in the flesh and felt a sliver of envy when she heard them laughing and joking together as they got ready.
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      Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie composed his features as the carriage came to a stop. Surrounded by the majesty of the Silver Heart Tree, his attendants stared about themselves with slack-jawed awe while Ennis tried not to let his disappointment show.

      Spies had brought word, as the delegation approached, that the Harem Mage had disappeared in the middle of the night. No attack had been reported, and none of the Arch Mage’s dozens of spies had seen the man slip away.

      “The Silver Kingdoms reunited and aligned with the elves…” Esmelly groused as she peered past one curtain and looked up at the welcoming delegation. “I mislike this, Ennis. It could be a trap.”

      “You heard what happened to the north, Esmelly.” Ennis frowned, his annoyance with the woman’s constant pessimism crystallizing. “If the Harem Mage wanted to kill us, we’d be dead already, and if he wanted to conquer the Empire, he has the forces to do so. Look around you, Esmelly, these aren’t opportunists and lickspittles. These are true believers who would set the world on fire for their lord, given the slightest chance. Now please. Let me think in peace, woman!”

      Face affronted, Esmelly stifled the harsh words that rose up in her. Her old friend was under a lot of stress, and she could forgive his rudeness. It was harder to forget his words when she stared out at the ranks of shining knights and uniformly dressed soldiers of the Silver Kingdoms.

      Ancient enemies of one another, it shouldn’t have been possible for such deep enmity to disappear, but she watched soldiers from the north and south standing shoulder to shoulder without a hint of animosity between them.

      “There’s opportunity for the Empire here,” she breathed.

      “Do you begin to see?” Ennis asked, his watery blue eyes sharp as awls as they pinned her to the cushioned carriage seat across from him. “The Harem Mage has done in two months what the Empire couldn’t do in two hundred years.”

      “Trade contracts?”

      “Already written.” Ennis smiled slyly. “Tillinda is working with the Senate to finalize our first proposal.”

      “Hmph.” Her plump lips curled in a frown that didn’t touch her eyes. “We’ll see if the elves will open their borders. They never have before.”

      “Their queen is carrying the Harem Mage’s bairn.”

      “No!” Esmelly forgot to maintain her disapproval, her jaw dropping in shock before she composed her features. “The man’s been busy, it seems.”

      A whip-thin man hurried up to the carriage and slipped a piece of paper through the window as it came to a halt before the majestic entryway to the elven throne room.

      “What have you learned, Dilo?” he asked, but the Bonded remained silent as his master read the scrap of parchment. He smiled when The Arch Bond Mage’s frown grew into a fierce grin.

      “What does it say?” Esmelly asked, unable to stifle her curiosity.

      “It’s from my granddaughter.” The Arch Mage drew his robes about himself as an elven attendant pulled open the carriage door. “Informing me she will no longer be spying on the Harem Mage for the magisterium.”

      “Then why are you grinning, you foolish man? She’s supposed to be our best placed spy!”

      The elven attendant’s eyes bugged as he overheard the Bond Mages conversation, but Ennis paid the elf no mind. He was confident Queen Lana knew his granddaughter's heritage when she arrived and, according to his reports, she hadn’t informed the Harem Mage or his Bonded women. Which the Arch Bond Mage found reassuring.

      The woman isn’t as confident in the strings she’s tied to Lord Braden as she wants us to believe, he mused to himself.

      Out loud he said, “Scarlytt has fallen in love.” He shrugged. “We lose a spy but gain a more powerful connection to the man. It appears he’s bonded her and the others before they were sent away on a secretive mission.”

      “Huh,” Esmelly grunted with an impressed smile. “The girls were more successful than I thought they’d be.”

      “You set them up for this?”

      “A contingency plan.” Esmelly shrugged, hiding her pleasure. “They were the prettiest in their class. I figured it couldn’t hurt to attract the man's interest.”

      “Hmm,” Ennis mused, accepting the cane Dilo handed him. “Leave the cohorts behind. Best not to intimidate the northerners just yet.”

      The old man winked at the elven attendant and started up the great staircase. The Arch Mage was lost in his own musings, but Dilo didn’t fail to take in the Silver Heart Tree rising above them. He wasn’t the only one who was lost in wonder as they stared at the legendary tree. Childhood stories told of the peace to be found beneath its branches and every Bond Mage and their Bonded could speak the truth of it now.

      Forty pairs of mages and their Bonded arrayed themselves around the Arch Mages carriage, their mounts stirring restlessly as the crowds drew close. Despite what the Arch Mage said, it wasn’t the knights of the Silver Kingdoms or the elves who were intimidated.

      The Bond Mages could feel raw power coruscating around them, impregnating every surface they touched. Unlike the magic they could call upon from deep in the earth, this magic flowed from the tree itself and had a flavor all its own.

      In this place, their seat of power, the elven sorcerers held the advantage if it came to a fight. For that matter, the Silver Kingdoms knights, with their magic deadening armor, would be as deadly a foe. The Bond Mages and Bonded watched their wizened leader climb the long stairs on feeble legs and felt, for perhaps the first time in their lives, vulnerable.
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      Druska frowned at the assembled monarchs.

      Lana-Doreen, Queen of the Elves, was dressed in her finest gown. The elf’s breath-taking cleavage was on display as she adjusted her skirts and awaited the Bond Mages leader. The human queen looked decidedly less regal beside the gorgeous elf, but managed to keep from being diminished by the sheer volume of her glittering jewelry. Beside the human queen sat her new husband, a sallow featured young man with bright, intelligent eyes.

      “What’s taking the man so long?” Druska asked with a hiss of annoyance.

      “Ennis Lippie is an old man,” Carmine, Seneschal to the Silver Kingdoms, commented. “I’d wager the stairs are a chore at this stage of his life.”

      “Is that your gift speaking, or an assumption?”

      The tall woman blushed under Druska’s frank stare. Ever since her evening with Lord Braden, the woman hadn’t been the same. Not only had she been gifted with the incredible gift of foresight, but she’d also learned her place amongst their master's harem. Druska had a thought and turned to her sister wife.

      “Emma?”

      The teen dipped her head and slipped clear of their alcove. The murmur of the assembled elven and human courts dimmed when they saw Emma gliding across the entrance hall. The old man tottered into view as the teen drew abreast of him, and Druska saw him blink in surprise when she approached.

      Wizened with age, the man stooped over a gnarled cane, a handsome young man hovering at his shoulder, ready to intercede should he need it. His movements were feeble and looked to pain him, but Druska’s hackles rose when she studied him closely.

      This man is dangerous, she thought to herself.

      She couldn’t be certain why she knew it, but Mina and Glynis-pura sensed the same. The warrior fingered her spear and the cat-girls aura darkened as she drew upon her witchy powers.

      “I should have gone with her,” Mina swore softly, regretting not joining the teen to guard her back.

      “She’ll be fine,” Leesha said with a bored indifference the other three didn’t share. “He’s a hoary old goat, that one, but too smart to offer our lord offense, again. Watch.”

      The First Wives watched their sister bow low before the old man, whose hard eyes crinkled in a kind smile as he bowed back to Emma.

      “Greeting’s child,” The Arch Mage said. “Are you the welcoming committee?”

      “Nay, sir,” Emma said, her expression never faltering from its beatific grin when the Arch Mage and his Bonded stiffened at the lack of a proper honorific. “I’ve come to offer you a gift before you must duel with Queen Lana and Queen Janis-toc.”

      “A gift?” the old man mused. “Are you perhaps the Bonded Emma? From Elderbrook village?”

      “I am.” The teen bowed her head graciously once again and withdrew a single vial of glowing golden liquid from her pouch. “Please accept this on behalf of my lord husband, Harem Mage Braden.”

      The Arch Mage accepted the vial, glancing at his Bonded, who shook his head slightly, before drawing it close to his face and peering at it intently. His lips moved silently, and Emma felt the charge of magic flowing around her as he sought to identify the potion.

      “I’m afraid your scrying won’t identify the potion’s workings.” She smiled in apology when the old man shot her a sharp-eyed stare. “It’s a new recipe. Of my own devising.”

      “And its purpose?”

      “Relief from the aches and pains of age.” Emma shrugged. “A reclamation of one’s youth.”

      The Arch Mage flicked off the cork and, raising an eyebrow, downed the potion’s contents without hesitation. The effects were immediate. White hair thickened and darkened to an iron gray. His stooped shoulders drew back, spine straightening, and skin tightening all over. The old man didn’t look at the liver spots fading from his skin. Instead, he raised his robes and stared in shock as the puffy redness of his gout faded away. Dilo was apoplectic with shock when his master did a standing flip and landed on his feet, spry as a goat.

      “Hah ha!” He turned to Emma with wide, awestruck eyes, “My dear… this is a miracle! Healing magic… it shouldn’t be capable of this.”

      “It isn’t that complicated.” She blushed prettily at the attention she was getting. “Once you understand the deep workings of the body. My lord husband taught me everything he learned on his home world. And his knowledge of proteins, cellular regeneration, and enzymes made it possible.”

      “Fascinating,” the Arch Mage said, his attention wholly diverted from the queens and king shifting in their seats impatiently. “I would love to learn more.” His focus was broken when Dilo made a sound in the back of his throat and the old man blinked, remembering where he was, and straightened. Marveling for a moment at the lack of pain in his back and neck when he bowed low, he offered the silver-haired young woman the deepest sign of respect he could.

      “Thank you for this kingly gift, Emma of Elderbrook. I shan’t waste this second life you’ve gifted me.”

      Blushing again, Emma retreated back to the alcove where Druska and the others waited. The old man didn’t fail to note the green-skinned alien woman, and the other Bonded, but he shifted his attention back to the queens and king. He tried not to let it show, but Ennis was off balance and shaken by the potion. In an instant, three or four decades of age had been wiped away and his options, once constrained by death's approach, multiplied. As well as a storm of hormones and emotions he’d never thought to experience again.

      “Dilo…”

      “I’m here, Master,” his Bonded whispered from his shoulder, filling him with relief.

      Reaching back, he grasped the young man’s hand and felt the grip stiffen when his strong fingers gripped them. Looking back, he saw a twin to his own desire flood the young man’s eyes and for the first time in his life, Ennis Lippie contemplated running away from his duty and absconding with the beautiful young man. The madness passed as quickly as it came, and he felt his Bonded grip him back with reassuring strength and stepped forward to present himself before the monarchs.

      An officious looking human in Silver Kingdom livery stepped forward and announced the Arch Mage, rattling off his titles and honors as the old man scanned the three monarchs. There was a representative from the Senate amongst the group he’d brought, but these rulers knew where the real power within the Empire lay.

      After the Inquisitions pogrom, nearly half of the Bond Mages’ strength was discovered to be working on behalf of the Dark Queen and her minions. Such a revelation would have shaken the Empire’s foundations and probably caused the people to rise up against the Bond Mages. However, Ennis had been the one to demand an Inquisition, and had even presented himself, willingly, to the men with their hooks, knives, and fire. That act, and the silent dignity he’d shown after the torture, had vaulted the Arch Mage in the eyes of the imperial people.

      “We welcome you and yours beneath the Silver Heart Tree,” The elven queen's voice was mellifluous and not for the first time Ennis thanked the gods her feminine charms had no effect on him. “It is a great honor you bestow upon us. Remarkable, given the times, that the Bond Mages would arrive in such strength.”

      The Arch Mage nodded his head slightly, acknowledging her point about him dragging half the Magisterium’s power within the heart of the elven domain.

      “I regret the necessity, Your Majesty. But I come with news of a grave threat to this world.”

      “Thouest news is old, Arch Mage,” Queen Janis-toc interjected. Ennis was surprised to see the elven queen nod graciously for the human to continue. He’d assumed this an uneasy alliance, cobbled together by an outside threat. That nod, and corresponding smile, were the acts of friends, not enemies.

      “Thou speaketh of the Dark Queen and her forces, yes?” The Arch Mage kept his face smooth as he grit his teeth and nodded in the affirmative. “Thine enemy hath absconded with a portion of our world's magic. She carries it, and her legion, across the stars.”

      “This is the first I’ve heard of this.” Ennis’ mind was spinning to make sense of the foreign ideas, but he filed the information away and quickly adjusted his plans. “How is this possible?”

      “There is much to speak on,” Queen Lana said. “But this is not the place for a full airing of facts. Suffice it to say, the Dark Queen is gone from this world.”

      “But not defeated,” the Arch Mage mused, earning himself a mutter of disapproval from the two courts watching on. “And where is she bound to…? When she arrives, will there be thinking minds for her to enthrall? Could she return with an even larger army than the one we defeated in the south?”

      “The creature travels to my Empire, old man,” the green-skinned woman’s hard voice drew every eye to her, where she stood with a group of gorgeous women that Ennis picked out with knowledge from his spies reports. “The Empire you rule covers a third of a single continent. Mine covers thousands of worlds and more than ten trillion souls. Do you know this number? Can you conceive of the proportions we’re dealing with now?”

      “Trillions?” Ennis hated the faintness in his voice, and silently blessing the silver-haired teen for her potion, which had sharpened his mind. Without it, he’d be lost.

      “My lady,” he addressed Druska. “If what you say is true, and I have no reason to doubt you, then we must compose an expedition to find and end the threat once and for all.”

      “My lord had the same thoughts.” Druska nodded.

      “And where is the Lord Harem Mage now?” Ennis asked.

      “Securing a vessel large enough to carry us across the stars,” Druska said, crossing her arms and narrowing her gaze on the newly spry old man. “Tell me, Arch Mage, what are your designs on our husband? I would advise you to choose your words with care. Glynis-pura will know if you lie.”

      The cat-girl gave a hiss in answer, her slitted eyes narrowing on the Arch Bond Mage as she flexed her small, sharp claws. Ennis couldn’t be certain what the creature was capable of, especially when flashes of violet light sparked between her fingertips. He glanced at the monarchs, but they showed no outrage at this breach of etiquette and the old man readjusted his thinking about where the Harem Mage’s Bonded stood in the hierarchy arrayed before him.

      “My order was founded by Melinda the Wise,” Ennis began. “As the only Harem Mage to appear since her passing, he is entitled to an honored place within the Magisterium, as well as apartments within the grounds proper. And we would like to question him regarding certain… encounters he’s had with the Dark Queen’s minions.”

      “And presenting him with pretty girls, loyal to you, to replace us as his wives?” Leesha asked, red lightning dancing dangerous across the pink haired elf’s fingertips as she glared at the Arch Mage.

      “All I offered were choices.” The old man spread his hands and shrugged, expression mild before the elf’s anger. “Amongst the Magisterium’s initiates are the finest warriors and magic users in the world. Trained from a young age to maximize their Bond Mages capabilities, he could do worse than looking to our ranks for Bonded.” He shrugged and a charming smile found its way onto his lips. “I doubted he would take us up on the offer. But our charter demands we make the offer and… He did accept three of our members, in a manner. Including my own granddaughter.”

      “Your granddaughter?” Druska asked sharply.

      “Scarlytt is the child of my only daughter.” Ennis bowed his head to the Bonded.

      “Hah!” The slender, black-haired warrior barked a laugh and elbowed the cat-girl. “I knew she was hiding something. You remember her, Druska, the raven-haired girl with dimples and a hungry mouth.”

      The cat-girl gave a snicker of amusement, and the Arch Bond Mage felt his cheeks coloring. He knew what the women were thinking about his sweet Scarlytt. He’d heard the effect this Lord Braden had on women. From the spots of color blooming in the elven queen, her daughters, and even the human Seneschal’s cheeks, Ennis knew the Harem Mage had sown deep ties.

      “It seems we’ve gotten off topic,” Lana cut in. The woman’s mellifluous voice quieted the murmuring crowd and directed their attention back to herself. “As Mistress Druska says, a mission is being drafted, a quest you might say. One that will take those who undertake it farther than we could dream possible.”

      “My Bond Mages have vital knowledge of the Dark Queen that could be invaluable in your planning,” Ennis offered, his razor-sharp gaze settling upon the elven queen, skin crinkling at the corners as he saw opportunities opening up.

      “You have more than knowledge within the Magisterium’s walls, Ennis,” Lana said.

      The Arch Bond Mage was reminded that this creature had been alive when Melinda walked the world.

      “And all of it shall be at your disposal, of course, great lady.” He bowed low. “We only ask that a representative of the Bond Mages be present when the quest is undertaken, and for the Harem Mage to take his rightful place within the Magisterium’s walls.”

      “For thine organization to secure another five hundred years of behind-the-scenes rule?” King Ordolin asked. The man had his eyebrow raised, but there was a slight curl of his lips and his tone had been playful rather than accusatory and Ennis offered a small dip of his head.

      “The exigencies of politics are ever present, Your Highness, as I’m certain you can understand.”

      The king gave an imperceptible nod, his eyes dancing with amusement as the elven queen spoke up.

      “Allow my people to welcome the Bond Mages fully within the bosom of the Silver Heart Tree.” Queen Lana rose and gave a sharp clap.

      As the sound ran out, Ennis grit his teeth, unwilling to acknowledge the awe he felt as glittering silver petals fell from the great tree above. They rained pure magic down, and the Bond Mage, newly rejuvenated by Emma’s potion, felt himself itching to flex long dormant powers.

      The elven princesses, as well as livery-clad servants streamed down the grand staircase with baskets of bread, dewy pitchers of elven wine and dried fruits to welcome the Bond Mages and their attendants. While the two sides relaxed their guards and got to know one another, Ennis, Esmelly, and their Bonded found themselves cloistered with the monarchs, their advisors, and the Harem Mage’s Bonded.

      Esmelly was more than a little shocked when she found the Arch Bond Mage, and he was surprised when she took pains to pat her hair into place and offered him an unfamiliar smile.

      The woman’s mad, he thought, before Druska began speaking and he forgot all about the plump Bond Mage’s misplaced affection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Braden woke to find he’d nodded off on a chair. After bathing, the girls had been exhausted from two sleepless nights and their long journey. They’d wanted to stay up, but the warm cottage and clean sheets lulled them into slumber. While Betsy had seen to the girls, the Harem Mage had sat down.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you, my lord,” Betsy whispered. The neckline of her dress hung down, affording Braden a clear view of the woman’s massive cleavage.

      “I’m not that tired,” he said, sitting up and tearing his gaze away from his mother-in-law’s breasts.

      Betsy smiled a secretive little grin to herself as she pulled the blanket away and began folding it.

      “Would you like a glass of something? I find it’s the best way to unwind after an exciting evening.”

      “That sounds lovely,” he said, watching her bustle into the kitchen and pour two measures of amber liquid into mugs.

      When she returned, he was surprised when she folded her legs beneath herself and sat at his feet, resting her head on the arm of the chair. They watched flames dance in her hearth as frost gathered on the grasses outside. He sipped the alcohol and was reminded of Earth whiskey as he breathed out the fumes.

      “Tell me about, Emma?” Betsy asked, turning to look up at him and taking a sip of her drink.

      “She’s more than done you proud,” Braden began. “I’m sure you heard about all she did in Dalton for the poor and sick. She brought that same benevolent kindness to the northern kingdoms as well.”

      As they sipped their drinks, he told her about their travels across the inland sea, and bumbling adventures within the Silver Kingdoms. Betsy knew much of this from Emma’s letters, but the elven lands and what came after were new to her. She was awed and a little frightened by the scope of what Braden spoke of, and he found himself smiling when he noticed her soft warmth pressed against his leg as she huddled close.

      “You take my girl halfway around the world, and now you tell me she’s about to follow you across the stars?”

      “I’m sorry.” Braden blushed in apology, but Betsy shook her head and rested a hand on his thigh.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” She smiled, “It was always her dream to travel the world. To have adventures and meet a wonderful man.” Her blush deepened as her fingers traced patterns up Braden’s inner thigh. “Do you remember the last time you woke up in my house, sire?”

      “Of course, I remember that morning,” he said, blush deepening as he met her smiling eyes and remembered how she had lovingly taught her daughter the art of fellatio. “It was a dream come true. I’ll never forget it.”

      “I wish she was here to repeat the dream for you, my liege.”

      “Please,” Braden said, setting his cup on the mantle and resting his hand on her upper arm. “You can drop the formality, especially when it’s just us.”

      “But I have my own dreams, sire,” Betsy purred, and as she shifted, he was suddenly aware of how curvy and supple her matronly body was. Some trick of her robes, the angle of her body and the light, made his tongue dry up and all thoughts of the four slumbering teens nearby slip from his head.

      “You do?” Braden’s voice sounded distant and far off to himself, but he couldn’t drag his eyes away from her massive cleavage as is stretched the robe tight. He could make out the outline of her large nipple as it hardened beneath the fabric.

      “Since I was a girl… I wanted to kneel before a king.” Betsy’s blush extended down her pale neck, but her eyes were alight with a desire so powerful her words tripped over themselves as they tumbled free. “Mother would hear none of it, but I almost ran away to become a lord’s chambermaid. All I wanted as a girl, was to kneel between a powerful man and provide him service…”

      Her eyes rose from where her fingers traced patterns on his thighs to meet his and Braden reached out and cupped the older woman’s rounded cheek. She bit her thick bottom lip as he ran his calloused thumb across them, before her delicate tongue darted between them and flicked along the side of it.

      Braden drew in a hiss in pleasure as the woman turned her head slightly, sucking his thumb into her mouth like it was a small cock. As she did, her nimble fingers plucked at the laces of his britches.

      “I could use a chambermaid,” Braden said, his voice hoarse with desire. “But do you think you could serve me better than the elves Queen Lana? Or the Silver Kingdom’s?”

      “Allow me to serve you and you’ll never be disappointed, sire.” Betsy’s voice cracked as her cool fingers slipped into the waistline of his pants. The woman’s eyes were afire with desire as she licked her lips in eager anticipation of what was to come. “I’ve already trained my replacement and have had a bag packed for weeks. Please, Lord Braden, allow a mother to be near her daughter…” Her eyes dropped as she pulled the pants down with surprising strength, revealing Braden’s turgid manhood. “Allow a mother-in-law to thank her son properly.”

      He could only watch in awe as she pressed forward between his outstretched thighs. The gorgeous blonde pressed her face into his crotch, inhaling deeply as she tugged the pants off his feet.

      The woman was a brilliant healer and knew the bodies inner workings as well as any. As her hands traveled up his legs, and her lips pressed soft kisses to the underside of his throbbing member, Braden trembled as she managed to find his every weak point.

      Her heavily lidded eyes rose to meet his, as her hands came up, one caressing his stones, the other wrapped tightly around the base. Her grip increased every sensation, and it was Braden’s turn to draw in an inhalation of pleasure as Emma’s mother ran her lips up to the tip. Eyes still locked on his, she swirled her tongue around the head then dipped forward and took him to the root with exaggerated slowness.

      Braden stifled his groans of pleasure as the woman’s fiery mouth engulphed the head of his cock, tongue dancing along the underside, and then the heavenly grip of her throat. Betsy didn’t rush the motion, breathing gently through her nose. She gave small little swallows that sent waves of pleasure rushing throughout his body.

      Eyelids fluttering, Betsy gave a moan of pleasure from deep within her body as her nose pressed into Braden’s pubis. Her fingers trailed down dragging her nails down his sack, as her other hand dropped to fumble free the buttons of her dress. Rising with delicious slowness, her tongue slithering all over the underside of his cock, the woman moaned as her lips slipped back over the head.

      Heavy-lidded eyes watched his face carefully as she wrapped her massive breasts around his manhood. The woman grinned when she saw the pleasure was over his features, then bent low and ran her tongue around the head thrusting up from her soft breast flesh. Pushing in close, Betsy rocked her body up and down, tongue and lips caressing the head of his cock.

      “Cum for me,” she breathed, as her tongue teased his throbbing glans. “Let me taste you again, my King, my liege, my beautiful boy, mhmmph!”

      Braden let out a loud groan as she sucked hard on the tip of his cock. The sensations were incredible, but so was the sight of Emma’s mother, blonde hair tussled and massive breasts jiggling as she fucked his cock with her torso. When she felt him trembling on the edge of orgasm, she pulled back so just the tip was inside her lips and her tongue flickering across the slip, teased him over the cusp.

      “Fuck!” Braden roared, his hand caressing the back of the woman’s head as her cheeks bulged, a thin trickle of cum escaping her lips, as she hungrily swallowed the rest down.

      Shaking, Braden sagged back into the chair and breathed in deep lungsful of air as he came down from the highs of his orgasm. Betsy, meanwhile, sat back, her body shivering as she slowly swallowed his seed. Hands raising to her neck, she dragged her fingers down her throat as she swallowed. Her eyes snapped open, and Braden saw the familiar swelling of pupils, as lust flooded the woman.

      

      Betsy was staring in hungry desire at the throbbing cock, wondering how quickly she could get it stiff again and where her young sire might want to stick it next, when a sound from her bedroom drew her attention around. A shy face peeked out of the darkness, its almond-shaped eyes locked upon the same things she’d been staring at a moment before, and the healer’s heart went out to the young elf.

      She recognized the same hunger that had burned in her own belly all these long months and an idea began to form in her mind. Rising, she let herself feel pride as she felt the Harem Mage’s eyes upon her nakedness and her grin grew when his cock gave a bounce. Its drooping length stiffened anew as he drank in their swaying, and she made sure to give him a show as she bent to retrieve a vial of green liquid.

      Turning to the elf, she saw three shapes beneath the blankets of her bed stirring in a way that told her they weren’t asleep.

      “Come, girls. Your lord has need of you.” When Braden raised an eyebrow at her, a hint of disappointment crossing his features that he wouldn’t get to enjoy her alone, Betsy smiled a knowing grin. “He’ll need your hands to help push his giant cock into my ass.”

      The elven princess snorted in shocked laughter, staring as the older woman poured a drop of the green liquid onto Lord Braden’s mighty spear of flesh. The man shivered as her fingers manipulated the slick liquid along his length, but his eyes broke their fixated stared on her swaying breasts when Anis and Chanelle darted from the room to join in.

      Sheela felt a presence at her side and looking up she found the slender brunette standing there. A thin shift covered her but did little to hide the nubile body beneath, or mask the nerves that had set her limbs trembling.

      The elf’s nails dug into the wood of the doorframe, as she and her friend watched their bolder companions running their hands all over the Harem Mage’s long, thick cock. The man drew them up, one at a time, and Sheela felt Scarlytt’s hand grip her forearm as envy laced both women. His kisses caused both Chanelle and Anis to melt in pleasure, each raising an ankle as their bodies bowed against his.

      Betsy turned and offered her ass to him, elbows on the floor and face pressed into the rug, her wide ass quivering as the young girls settled on either side of Braden. Sheela happened to be watching the woman’s face as her Lord pressed himself into her tight hole. Instead of pinching with pain, naked pleasure washed over her.

      “Holy shit,” Braden groaned.

      Stealing one last kiss from the blonde and redhead to either side, he dropped his attention to the silkiness gripping his cock. Betsy reached a hand out and with unfocused eyes, implored the two hanging back. When Lord Braden’s eyes fell upon them, and those icy blue orbs focused on her, Sheela felt herself pulled into the room.

      As Anis and Chanelle fell to the carpets, locked in a passionate kiss, the elf dropped her thin robe and danced into her lords’ arms. Scarlytt was right behind, and the pair grinned fiercely at one another when his strong arms pulled them close. Then the elf was lost in the passion of his lips, and the wickedness of watching his thick cock stretch the woman’s hole.

      It didn’t take long beneath the assaults of Sheela and Scarlytt, not to mention the heavenly grip of Betsy’s ass, for Braden’s balls to start throbbing. The older woman was in the throes of a shuddering orgasm, Scarlytt’s fingers dancing across her clit, as he flooded her ass, sending her to new heights.

      As the sun rose outside the healer’s cottage, Braden found himself swallowed by three young women, and an elf, intent upon draining every drop of seed from his stones. Unfortunately, for the girls, the healer’s unguent had a multitude of benefits, one of which was increased staying power.
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      Braden woke in a tangle of limbs and blankets. Prizing himself out of Scarlytt’s surprisingly strong embrace, he leveraged himself up and stepped clear of the pile of bodies.

      Morning light shone through the room’s lone window. Filtered through a curtain of greenery it made him feel at home. He’d grown up in the pacific northwest and felt at home around the greenery and life of Betsy’s house.

      A sound in the kitchen drew him out, and he found the woman with her hands in a mixing bowl, coated in sticky dough, naked except for an apron that barely covered her breasts. When he stepped in, she glanced up, bright blue eyes crinkling at the corners as a broad smile broke out on her wide mouth.

      “Morning, my lord.” She nodded towards a porcelain pot sitting on the table. “There’s a fresh pot of tea there and I’ll have breakfast in a bit.”

      “What are you making?” he asked, stepping close and peering into the bowl.

      “Biscuits with eggs and bacon.” Her grin grew crooked as she swayed her hip into his side. “Someone tired me out last night and left me with the appetite of a schoolboy this morning.”

      “Speaking of schoolboy appetites,” Braden purred, slipping an arm around the woman’s waist and reaching up to cup one massive breast.

      The feel of its weight in his hand, and the firm flesh giving ground as his fingers sank deep had his manhood throbbing. Betsy purred in pleasure and pressed herself against him, her lips finding his for a brief moment before she pulled away with a groan of regret.

      “Your appetites are endless.” Emma’s mother shook her head and laughed gently.

      The laughter shifted into a moan when she felt his stiffness dig into her rear. Biting her bottom lips, she thrust her backside out and accepted her lord deep within her womb. As the first rays of morning kissed their faces, Betsy cried out in bliss, her body drinking deep Braden’s seed as he spent himself within her. Turning, she stole a final kiss before he slipped from her and stepped back.

      He left the woman humming happily to herself as she patted out biscuits and took his cup of tea outside to watch the world come alive. It was rare of Braden to find himself alone and he savored the quiet solitude. Birds flitted through the sky and in the distance, he could make out movement as villagers went about their morning chores.

      His thoughts returned to Druska, Emma, and the others and found himself missing their friendly banter. The peace and quiet was welcome relief, but he’d found something far more special with those five.

      I could live here the rest of my days, Braden thought to himself. The Dark Queen is gone, probably never to return, and I couldn’t ask for a better life.

      All he had to do was to ignore the threat the Dark Queen posed to Druska’s homeland. An Empire that spanned most of the galaxy should be able to deal with the creature better than he. Or so it would have been easy to convince himself.

      Braden had seen the look in Druska’s eyes when they realized the Dark Queens plans. He’d seen the raw emotion in her later when she’d spoken to him about her fears. He couldn’t ignore his First Wife’s homeland, even though the prospect of venturing into the cold vacuum of space filled the engineer in him with stomach turning fear.

      “What has you looking so troubled this morning, Master?”

      Braden turned to find Anis slipping up to his side. The tall blonde had a steaming mug of tea warming her hands and a thin white shift barely covering her nakedness. The teen showed no hints of embarrassment as his eyes lingered on her long, pale legs, and he found her newfound openness refreshing.

      “What do you know of the Dark Queen and her intentions?” His question brought the girl up short, and she paused, her face growing thoughtful.

      “The Magisterium knows far more than they told us,” she began, “But my sister is a Knight-Captain in the legion, and the fourteenth fought in the southern campaign. The stories she brought back between deployments were… horrifying. The woman, if she can be called that, never met for negotiations or talks. Every envoy the Empire sent was killed, and their undead corpses sent back as a gift to terrorize our people.”

      “Terrorize?”

      “Imagine your brother or father returning. They look the same, walk, some even talk if they were smart before their turning. Could you kill such a person? When there’s any hope they could be returned to normal? Can you imagine watching your loved one eat flesh, or try to kill with mindless rage?

      “And when the orders finally came down to kill their loved ones and comrades, the legions discovered they couldn’t die. Cold and dead, but animated… never tired, never hungry, always coming.”

      Braden could imagine the debate raging. The answer would be fire and deep graves, and when the hard choices had finally been made their kin crawled from the ground, just as dangerous and even hungrier than before. He’d seen it a dozen times or more in zombie games and movies.

      Making matters worse the Dark Queens captains and lieutenants made the task of fighting the undead contagion even more impossible. They gave purpose and direction to the legions, some even empowering their forces with strange magic or abilities. Against this, the human forces had fared poorly and lost much of the southern reaches of their Empire.

      And now the threat was gone.

      Flying across the galaxy to harass unknown aliens.

      “I guess it makes sense you would be so troubled,” Anis said with a frown. “What are you going to do?”

      “Hunt the bitch down and end the threat for good,” Braden said with a sigh. “That’s why capturing the ship yesterday was so critical.”

      “You’ll take them… past the sky?”

      Braden nodded. “This entire world is but one amongst hundreds throughout the galaxy that have life. And each is as precious as yours.” She frowned at that, and he sighed, leaning forward on the railing and watching the rays crawl across the grass below as the sun rose. “My world is very different from yours, but it might be out there… somewhere.”

      “Tell me about it?”

      Her question brought a sad smile to Braden’s lips, as he remembered himself as a boy, reading a battered old copy of Dune in the library and imagining his own desert angel. Anis’s echo of those faintly remembered words caused an ache of loss, and he tried not to think about how much the girl herself was a pale reflection of his alien bride.

      The girl was unaware of his pain, and innocent in her curiosity, so he told her about Earth and its wonders. She didn’t understand half of it, and believed less than she admitted, but it felt good to talk of home. The pangs of loss he felt were pale compared to what he felt after a day and a half away from his wives, and that made him sad for the family and friends he’d left behind.

      “It sounds like a wonderful place.”

      “It is in many ways,” he said. “But it’s also become lost. All that convenience has pulled society away from what matters. The connections we build are what sustain us. Not the toys we have or the possessions filling our houses.”

      Anis nodded. “I’ve seen what you describe in my homeland. The Empire gives, but it also takes.”

      The pair stood in companionable silence for long minutes and Braden found himself appreciating the tall young woman more and more. His suspicions of her allayed by this point, he was able to see her clearly and found himself impressed with her quiet confidence, and the curiosity she wasn’t embarrassed to shine upon the world.

      “Do you want to come with me while I inspect the ships?”

      “Yes!” The girl bounced on her toes and half turned to the door. “Can I grab my things first?”

      “Of course.” Braden laughed, then downing the last of his cooled tea, he passed her the mug and reached inside to grab his sword. “Meet me on the road.”

      The blonde darted within, careful to keep her footfalls as quiet as possible and not wake her friends, as Braden stepped into the garden to limber up. Exercise had been a chore in his old life. Something to be done, but rarely enjoyed. His time amongst the elves had given him a tool kit of stretches and calisthenics that weren’t exactly fun, but they did push his body to the limits.

      Passing through the broken gateway in the forest behind his house, Braden had undergone a dramatic change. His body and even his mind had been altered by the strange process. Discussing it with Druska since then, it had been unlike any of her experiences in the Empire, or stories about FAILSAFE’s being used. Now his body responded like an Olympic athlete, gaining muscle and flexibility quickly, as well as recovering faster from his exertions.

      After a series of sword forms, Braden halted and pushed his mop of sweat slick hair back from his face as he drew in deep lungful’s of cool morning air. When he saw where the shadows lay, he realized how long he’d been training and turned to find Anis, Sheela and Betsy seated on the porch watching him.

      The three had different expressions on their faces, but the same hungry look in their eyes. Betsy wore a proud smile, while Anis stared at him in awe.

      “I’ve never seen such masterful sword work, my Lord! Even at the Magisterium. You must be a blade master!”

      “Far from it.” Braden shook his head, and reached down to pull on his shirt, pausing to wipe the sweat from his thick chest and lean torso.

      Sheela, whose uncle had been amongst those to train Braden, wore a slight frown.

      “Have you ever tried fighting with two swords, Lord Braden? You have the strength for it.” The slender elf’s cheeks colored slightly, and her chin dipped but she went on in a strong voice. “My uncle always said two is better than one.”

      “And five is better than two,” Betsy said softly, her wicked smile hidden behind the raised cup of tea, but her eyes smokey on Braden. “Will you be joining me in waking the sleepy heads inside, my lord?”

      “Let them rest,” Braden said, sheathing his blade and accepting the waterskin from Anis gratefully. “They had a long journey and the next one will be longer still.”

      “You’re taking them… out into the cold void?”

      Braden’s lips compressed into a hard line as he read the real fear in the older woman’s voice. Betsy was scared for her daughter, who would certainly go wherever he did. Betsy’s sharp mind had seen the dangers of space after a brief explanation and her fears nearly matched Braden’s.

      “I haven’t decided,” Braden said. “But it’s a possibility.”

      The girls looked excited, and Betsy’s frown deepened but she nodded.

      “Let’s go check on those ships.”
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      Anis and Sheela followed him into the woods. The elf hung back with Braden while the taller blonde scouted ahead. He wasn’t worried about ambushes, but he’d also learned you could never be too careful and kept his hand near the hilt of his blade.

      As they walked, he dragged the tale of their travels out of Sheela. The elf was loath to admit how close she’d become to the three, and near the midpoint of their hike he learned why she’d been nervous to report to him.

      “Scarlytt is the Arch Bond Mage’s granddaughter?!” Braden’s shock warred with his anger at not knowing but the young elf motioned for him to calm.

      “I promise, my lord, her allegiance is to you, not the Bond Mages. I believe that in my heart.”

      “And yet she never admitted it to me,” he growled, “Nor did that Bond Mage who brought them to the Silver Heart Tree.”

      “And did you spend much time with the Bonded?” Anis’s voice from ahead brought Braden up short and when his baleful eyes fell upon her, she stiffened but didn’t retreat, which said much for her bravery.

      Drawing in a deep breath, Braden let it out in a long sigh, his anger escaping with the wind.

      “I suppose I can’t hold it against her. Any other surprises you want to inform me about?”

      He raised an eyebrow, not thinking they would respond and registering surprise that shifted into shock when Anis spoke again.

      “Chanelle and I are both with child.” Anis rested a hand gently on her lower abdomen and glanced down with a soft smile. “Mistress Betsy confirmed it for us.”

      The last dregs of his anger evaporated, and Braden stood in absolute shock, a silly grin growing on his face as he stared at the tall blonde without seeing her.

      “We’re having a baby?”

      “I hope you will train our child, and love them, but the rearing of children is a woman’s art,” Anis said, her arms crossed beneath her breasts as she regarded Braden with a mixture of firmness and apology.

      “We’re having a baby…”

      Anis opened her mouth to speak again but Braden dashed forward and swept her up into his arms, spinning her around as he laughed and danced with joy. The blonde teen’s shocked laughter rang out, and she swatted his thick shoulders telling him to put her down before he upset the babe.

      Sheela cocked her head to the side and wondered at this powerful and beautiful man. Pregnancy and child-rearing were burdens to most men, amongst both humans and elves. The job was left to women in most societies, while men were there to train and pass on their skills once they reached a certain age. That a man would be this overjoyed to see his woman pregnant struck Sheela as endearing as it was odd.

      “I’m sorry,” Braden apologized, setting Anis down and straightening her top, or trying to before the girl swatted his hands away and stepped back to adjust it herself. “But this is incredible news.”

      “I don’t see why.” Anis grinned while shaking her head. “Your task is done until it reaches adolescence. Then you’re free to teach him or her whatever you like.”

      “I won’t be absent from my child’s life,” Braden’s voice was hard as iron and Anis blinked, reassessing the man before her, and nodded, her smile growing.

      “As my lord wishes.” Her cheeks colored as she fell in beside Braden, scouting forgotten as she pictured herself and the Harem Mage together, raising the child, a dream she hadn’t dared allow herself. “Though you may find yourself accosted by jealous ladies of the imperial court.”

      “Not only the humans will be jealous,” Sheela muttered.

      Braden quizzed the pair as they hiked through the forest, finding out new aspects of this world’s cultures he hadn’t expected. Much was similar to Earth and its ways, but much more was different, having evolved around unique exigencies he could only guess at.

      The pair were amused when he described fatherhood on Earth, but he could see they were wary as well. The woman’s prerogative was important for both, and he sensed their wariness at letting him intrude too far. Looking back on past conversations with Emma and Leesha he recognized the same in both of them.

      The Harem Mage was in a thoughtful mood as the small group stepped into the clearing.

      The bodies had been disturbed in the night, probably the work of small animals from the looks of the bite marks and tracks left behind. The corpses were already starting to stink, and Braden didn’t want them attracting anything else while he worked, so the first thing he did was tent the pile in a dome of blue force magic.

      Calling up his magic, the elf and human watched in awe as a storm of white-blue flames roiled within the dome of force magic. Tying off the magic, he left the flames to incinerate the corpses while he turned to the two spaceships.

      Druska’s scout ship was a small, two-seater vessel. Equipped with an engine on its rear and a single cannon beneath the nose cone, its wings were short and flared up at the tips like a fighter jet. The second vessel was easily five times the size of the scout ship. Standing on its tail, its engine was as large as Druska’s ship, with a narrow gangplank leading up to its dim interior.

      Pulling out the datapad he’d taken from the leader of the alien forces, Braden blinked, and the alien hieroglyphics melted into a readable language.

      Druska thank you once again, he thought to himself, fingering the universal translator necklace she’d given him that first day.

      

      Galactic Good Corporation – Command Interface Terminal

      Starfleet Systems Welcomes You To Work.

      Please Have A Blessed Day In Service To The Holy Algorithm

      

      Tap Screen To Input Credentials…

      

      Braden turned the small screen to Sheela and Anis.

      “Can you read this?”

      Neither of them could make heads or tails of the alien script, and Braden strapped the bindings to his forearm, as he’d seen Druska do with hers, and tapped the screen. Positioned like a vambrace, with the screen towards his body, the datapad was stiff and uncomfortable until his finger made contact with the curved screen. Then it cinched onto the skin, molding itself to his muscles and no longer cutting into the skin.

      

      Initializing genetic information…

      Processing…

      Processing…

      The green text hovered on the screen for so long he thought it might be broken and was about to pull it from his arm when the strap gave a small vibration.

      

      Link to GGC Databases unavailable. Recovery protocols enabled…

      

      A voice blared from his forearm with a metallic accent.

      “Greetings barbaric cretin! You have discovered property of the Galactic Good Corporation! Fear not! Your safety and the recovery of our equipment are of paramount importance! With the latter being of lesser importance than the former!

      “Have no fear!

      “The GGC is here!

      “Please follow the detailed instructions below on how to return our property before it detonates destroying you and everything on your barbaric world. Thank you and have a glorious day.”

      “It can’t be serious… can it?” Sheela asked, and a moment later an ominous beeping began from deep within the larger craft, a red light flashing dimly through the open door.

      “Fuck,” Braden growled, his eyes scanning dozens of lines of text scrolling past the datapad screen.
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      Ennis Lippie III twisted the glass of spirits between long fingers, eyes unseeing the opulence of the quarters assigned to him by the elves.

      As the glass rolled between his hands, he found himself distracted by the lack of pain. That silver-haired girl had given him a gift he was still coming to terms with. Greater than anything the monarchs had given him, he tried again to curl his thought back to the problem at hand, but the distractions persisted.

      “Uggh,” he grunted in annoyance, and took a sip from the alcohol, enjoying the warmth it brought to his belly and the lack of acid tickling the back of his throat.

      “Master, can I be of service?”

      Ennis turned to find his Bonded, Dilo hovering at his shoulder. He was about to dismiss the small man when a thought occurred to him.

      “Is the elven princess still in attendance outside?”

      “She is, Master. Would you like to speak with her?”

      The Arch Mage nodded and rose to refill his glass. When the waif entered, he motioned for her to take the seat he’d just vacated.

      “How might I be of service, Arch Mage?” Ellie’stia was too sharp minded to be manipulated, Lana had seen to that.

      The damnable elven queen wouldn’t allow servants around the Arch Mage and his higher-ranking Bond Mages and Bonded. Insisting on the “honor” of her daughters attending them. Making it impossible to accrue spies within her palace. Two days he’d spent in these rooms, and they knew little more than when they’d arrived.

      “I want to know about the Bond Mage, Ellie’stia.”

      The girl blinked, surprised the wily old man came straight out and said it, but her lips compressed into a firm line, and she stiffened, preparing a waspish reply when the Arch Mage waved it away.

      “Keep your secrets, girl. I won’t press you to reveal his plans, or innermost desires. But I need to know what kind of man he is. How he treats those of lesser birth.” He waved Dilo over. “Bring the girl a glass of Barrenmoore, Dilo. Have you ever had whiskey, Ellie’stia?”

      “No, my lord.” The elven princess was a middle child and used to being overlooked. She blushed under the attention and sank into the offered chair with a gracious nod for the Bonded. “I must warn you. I cannot betray Lord Braden.”

      “I understand.” Ennis nodded gently and took a small sip of his whiskey then turned a curious frown on the girl. “Without revealing any secrets, can I ask how the man commands such loyalty from you in such a short amount of time?”

      “He saved the Heart Tree… twice.” Ennis grimaced at the amusement in her tone, but practiced patience and was rewarded a minute later when she filled the silence. It’s a rare middle child who can ignore a ready audience, he knew, and she had all the hallmarks of the overlooked.

      “My sister was a cripple, before his powers healed her. Leesha was always the smartest and bravest of my sisters, but without magic, she was a pariah at court.”

      “And the Harem Mage Bonded the girl.” Ennis nodded.

      “He did more than Bond her, sir,” the elven princess said, her pique bared as she glared at the Arch mage. “He guided her, listened to her, learned from her… His love has made my little sister the strongest of us.”

      “I’ve heard much the same from Lady Mina.” The Arch Mage nodded, ignoring the girls glare as he stared into his glass. “And though I haven’t spoken with her, the healer girl, who was born a peasant holds herself like a queen. I suppose that was her lord’s doing as well.”

      “You may find nobility isn’t locked within the blood of those who rule.”

      Ennis snorted a laugh and waved his free hand in dismissal.

      “Noble sentiments, girl, and not without merit, but we deal in reality when we play the game of kings. A peasant girl is a peasant girl, no matter her composure or brilliance. But I have a noble daughter, who smashes my Bonded Warriors to pieces out in your training grounds, and Bonded Emma, who has the ear of the Silver Kingdoms and elves alike. With one word the girl broke the kingdom’s monopoly on herbs and components gathered in your forest, and the Empires scribes are working, as we speak, to draft free trade agreements with your mother… Can you explain how such drastic changes happen so quickly?”

      “I thought you weren’t going to ask me to divulge secrets, High Mage?”

      Ennis grimaced and felt his cheeks heat.

      I’m growing slow in my old age, he thought to himself. Then he glanced down at his fingers, the skin no longer spotted and papery thin, but hale and strong. Drats, that excuse no longer holds water you foolish old man. Get it together!

      Pulling himself up in his seat, Ennis set his glass aside and wiped a hand down his face. He was exhausted, frustrated, and more confused than he wanted to admit, even to himself. The monarchs’ explanations for the Dark Queens disappearance were too wild to be invented, and too fantastical to believe.

      “Sir…”

      Ennis turned his head, surprised that Dilo would interrupt his interrogation. The man had a disconcerted look on his face, as if he’d just had a eureka moment but was conflicted about voicing it. Frowning, Ennis motioned for the man to speak. The slender Bonded glanced at the elf, hesitant to speak in front of the princess but the Arch Mage let out a sound of annoyance.

      “Speak man, what do we have to hide at this point?”

      “Master,” Dilo dipped his head, voice no longer hesitant as he continued. “You’ve sent to the Beast-kin and communicated with their king and queen about the Bonded Glynis-pura.”

      Where could the man be going with this? Ennis thought to himself, biting his tongue to keep back acid words as his Bonded droned on.

      “You spoke with Bonded Mina at length and learned nearly everything there is to know about Bonded Emma and the young mistress’s sister.” He nodded at Ellie’stia.

      “Get to the point, Dilo.”

      “My point can best be summed up in a question, Master. Why are you ignoring the threat posed by Bonded Duska’s people?”

      Ennis stiffened and felt anger rise within him, and a biting comment for his Bonded to keep his questions to himself hovered on the back of his tongue but the Arch Mage crushed the desire. He hadn’t climbed to the top of the most political organization in the world without tremendous self-control. His self-awareness, however, flagged at times and as he chewed the inside of his lower lip, he cast about in his mind, wondering if now was one of those moments.

      “You’re right.” The Arch Mage nodded, grimacing before he let out a long sigh. “I’ve been a blind fool about it. Content that our problems had become there’s. Ellie’stia, would you ask Bonded Druska to visit my chambers at her convenience?”

      “I can save the girl a trip.”

      Ennis’s heart felt like it was about to explode in his chest, as he jerked upright out of his chair and spun to find a black-leather clad figure leaning casually against the frame of his room’s windows. Dilo’s reaction was even quicker than his masters. Daggers appeared in the Bonded’s hands, and he cursed himself silently for missing the woman hidden in the shadows.

      “How long have you been there?”

      “Every second you’ve been in here, since the moment you arrived,” Druska drawled with a bored air as she leveraged herself off the windowsill and walked over to the bar, pouring herself a large glass of Barenmoore.

      Dilo wanted to speak up. That was his master’s favorite vintage and exceedingly rare to come by, but one glance at the deadly weapon strapped to the woman’s back and he kept his silence. The blade’s edge was so sharp he knew it could cut through bone and steel like paper, and the magic swirling inside, causing it to flicker in and out of existence terrified him.

      “I don’t trust spies when I can do the work myself,” Druska said, leaning against the bar, bottles tinkling as she raised her glass and with a seductive wink, took a long sip. “What do you want to know about the GGC?”

      The Arch Mage and his Bonded were immune to the charms of women by dint of their predilections, but neither could help being charmed by the gorgeous, green-skinned woman. Her exoticism was matched with her skills, and always there was the connection to the Harem Mage.

      “Aren’t you afraid I’ll be offended?” The Arch Mage took his seat slowly, lips working a silent spell that send a seeking spell around the room, hunting for anymore hidden spies. His lips soured when he remembered he’d done the same a dozen times since arriving and none had revealed Druska. “You break the elves trust by admitting this to us.”

      “If you didn’t assume there were spies in the walls,” she said, pointing surreptitiously to a section of wall with a floor-to-ceiling painting on it, “or listening in other ways, then I’m speaking with a fool, and you should point me in the direction of the real leader.”

      “I take it you’ve never been a diplomat,” the Arch Mage said with a sigh, picking up his glass once more and taking a deep drink.

      “I was a scout when I first arrived on this backwater world. A first-class scout is little more than one of your world’s peasants. I could never hope to see a Breeder, let alone be invited to couple with one.” Druska grinned when she saw something flash behind the old man’s eyes. “You don’t know about Breeders.” She chuckled. “But they’re the true power in the GGC. The Holy AI has decreed that only their organic stock can be trusted to rule the Empire. Thus, all power flows from their loins, in one way or another.”

      Ennis’s lips soured at her words, but as the alien woman spoke on his insides grew cold and he realized why he’d ignored this threat for so long. The one thing Ennis Lippie hated above all things, was feeling useless in the face of a threat, and as Druska described her alien, galaxy spanning Empire, with its cold bureaucracy, and odder customs, he found enough imagination to see it clearly. As the enormity of it crystallized in his mind, he knew genuine helplessness.

      “What was your mission on this world?” the Arch Mage asked when she finished.

      “To scout it for resources.” Druska shrugged. “Of which there are more than enough to pique the GGC’s interest. If not for my unfortunate encounter, a fleet would be orbiting your atmosphere and a delegation already informing the powers of this world what the new order would be.”

      “And if the Bond Mages had resisted?”

      “Your magic might be capable of feats I’ve not witnessed.” Druska shrugged. “But the GGC has a rail-cannon that can split a planet it half. Core thermals are a valuable source of free energy. If your resistance proved too costly, the actuaries and accountants would call for slagging, and this planet would become a battery for a space station.”

      “Slagging,” Ennis said, his voice faint as he met Dilo’s eyes and downed the last of his whiskey.

      Holding the empty glass out in a shaky hand, the Arch Mage knew if he wanted to maintain sharp wits, he should refrain, but what use were his wits in the face of what this alien woman described? He didn’t even reprimand Dilo when the man tipped the bottle back and took a healthy swig before filling his master’s glass.

      “I’ve shared with you. Now you can share with me what you know.” Druska reached out and took the bottle from Dilo’s hands, her pale green eyes trapping Ennis’s as she tipped the bottle up and took a mouthful. “Mhmm, this is good.” Turning the bottle in her hands she read the label and smacked her lips before taking another and handing the nearly empty bottle over. “Tell me what you know about the Dark Queen’s motivations. Who is she… What does she want with my people?”

      “She is our greatest shame,” Ennis began.

      “Master!” Dilo cut in but the Arch Mage waved the younger man to silence.

      “What use are secrets now, Dilo? What face can we hope to save when we celebrated her departure?” Ennis Lippie’s body was now that of a man forty years younger, but all of a sudden he felt every one of his ninety-two years. What the beautiful, green-skinned woman had told him was terrifying, but more terrifying was the thought of such power in the hands of the Dark Queen.

      “Five hundred years ago, a woman rose from obscurity and gathered five great men to her side. They saved the world, and were hailed as heroes, bringing order where before there had been chaos and barbarity. A city Melinda founded, and it was her wisdom that guided it in those early years.

      “But as the memory of war faded, and the men who had once ruled tiny fiefdoms looked around at the wonder and riches, they grew covetous.”

      “They killed her?”

      “Nothing so definite.” Ennis snorted a laugh without mirth. “They brought political parties to the Senate, dividing opinions on the smallest of matters. The Magisterium was formed, a noble endeavor to train the Empires mages, but also a way to cut Melinda off from her base of power.

      “It didn’t help that she never aged. Made some of the small folk nervous about the power she held. There was a confrontation before the Senate, about one of her Bonded. The man had invested in an endeavor, and when his investment was lost, along with all the rest, he’d demanded restitution be paid to him before all others. Politics followed, and one night, the woman and her five lovers disappeared. Never to be heard from again.”

      “Until the Dark Queen appeared?”

      “These are suspicions.” Ennis shrugged. “No one living has laid eyes on the creature, but if I were a gambling man, I’d wager on it.”

      Druska nodded, thoughtful and after a few moments said, “Thank you for the information. I’ll make sure my master knows how helpful you were.”

      “When will I be able to meet the man himself?”

      “Scry-bot left a few hours ago.” Druska shrugged as she leveraged herself out of the chair. “He should be back soon.”

      “Thank you.” Ennis nodded.

      Dilo walked the woman out and when he returned, he found the Arch Mage’s eyes hard and his finger tapping on the desk. The Bonded felt his lips curl into an eager grin, for that expression could only mean one thing. His master had plans.

      “Call in Esmelly, Dilo. We have much to discuss.”

      “Master.” Dilo bowed low and retreated, leaving Ennis alone.

      “The GGC and Dark Queen are at war… interesting… Now to leverage that in our favor,” the old man mused to himself, a grin slowly replacing the scowl on his face as his plans crystallized.
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      Braden marched up the gangplank but was forced to halt just inside the alien vessel and let his eyes adjust to the dark interior. Red flashing lights and a blaring alarm led him up three ladders, passing through small central rooms on each floor.

      He couldn’t make out details in the flashing red lights, but crew quarters and a medbay were easy to discern, as was the engine and engineering rooms off the first floor. The command room was a confusing array of holographic interfaces floating about two chairs.

      There was a glowing orange panel on the back wall with a three-fingered handprint in the center of it. Praying he wasn’t destroyed out of hand, Braden pressed his palm to the panel and heard the clip and pop of computer systems whirring to life within the walls.

      “Error. Identity unconfirmed, but recognized GGC property is onboard. FAILSAFE identified… Overriding self-destruct sequence.”

      The cold, computerized voice clicked off and a soft feminine voice took over.

      “Thank you for protecting GGC property and returning it. Kindly return to Imperial Space and resync with network systems. Thank you, and blessings from the Holy AI.”

      That doesn’t sound good, Braden thought to himself.

      Sheela and Anis were relieved the ship wasn’t going to detonate and blow them all up, but there was still the problem of how to fly the thing. Braden could read what passed across the screens but that didn’t give him much insight into the controls, or what he needed to know about the vessel itself.

      Starting in the two-person cockpit, the three made a detailed inspection of the entire ship. Braden warned the women to touch nothing, especially in the medical bay and cockpit, and both took his warnings to heart. Until Sheela found the environmental controls.

      When the elf pulled open the door of what she thought was a closet off the mess room, she stood frozen in awe when she beheld the greenery within. Alien vines crawled the walls with brightly colored flowers dotting their length. Beneath and between the vines were mosses, fine threads extending from them with buds on the tips that breathed raw life into the space.

      Sheela couldn’t count the different plants and flowers she saw, and the elf wanted nothing more than to step within and drink deep what the alien life was exuding. A call from below pulled the princess from her reverie and she closed the door with a sigh of regret. She found Braden outside the ship, Anis beside him as he greeted that strange scrying orb of his.

      “You got here faster than I thought,” Braden said.

      “Drr Trravel brr by spreed!”

      Sheela wasn’t the only one shocked by the devices ability to speak. Braden’s rolling laughter was so heartfelt she found her cheeks coloring at his sparkly blue orbs as he peered within Scry-bot’s depths.

      “You really have been learning, haven’t you?” He turned and cocked an eye at the tall vessel behind him, a speculative sparkle in his eyes that further warmed Sheela’s insides as she felt magic stirring within the Harem Mage. “Do you think you could apply your powers of perception to this ship, Scry-bot? We need to be able to control it.”

      “Beep doo!” it chirped in merry agreement, floating towards the vessel as its scanners began analyzing it.

      “Sheela.” Braden turned to her, and she felt his magic all to herself, her breath quickening to join that of her heart as she stepped to his side. “If we’re going to space…” He gave an odd shudder at that, “Then I want to make sure that’s the safest thing to ever leave an atmosphere. I have a few ideas of things we can do, but I’ll need your help in forging it.”

      “Of course, my lord.” She was surprised at the calmness of her tone, while her insides were screaming in joy.

      The Elven Sages and her sisters had been in awe of the items Lord Braden had crafted. When Sheela received the gift, if in smaller measure, they’d breathed a sigh of relief. Artificing was beyond difficult, requiring not only an iron will to be successful every time, but deeper knowledge than existed on her world.

      She had listened with rapt attention when he’d described the competing forces and higher mathematics involved in the creation of his Scry-bot. Understanding a fraction of what he said, and less of what he’d done, she had no hope of recreating the smallest portion of what he had. But by working with him now, she hoped to glean more than she could have learned on her own in a century.

      Instead of beginning the casting straight away, Braden went over every inch of the ship with her and Scry-bot. The little device spoke in broken sentences and clicks and pops that the Harem Mage had no difficulty understanding. After a couple hours Sheela found she could understand it, as well. This proved to be a boon, as they could split their efforts.

      “It isn’t necessary that we understand her inner workings, or what every device in her does,” Braden explained before they began. “As you know from our earlier lessons, the magic illuminates the history of whatever you’re enchanting. We’ll learn function then, but before that we need form to be clear and solid in our heads. What a thing is often determines what a thing can be.”

      Sheela knew the edges of what her lord described. Before leaving the Silver Heart Tree, she’d crafted several small items, with his guidance, and had seen hints of their past before the magic took root. But nothing like he described.

      Braden worked through the day without pause. His initial idea was to get a rough sense of the ship and its systems before he began applying his magic, but Scry-bots efficacy in describing its systems changed that right off. Sheela couldn’t comprehend much of the science and engineering behind each, but Braden did and found that side of his mind deeply engaged.

      The sun was setting when he pulled his head out from under one of the cockpit seats. Scry-bot had been picking apart the servos and gyroscopes that kept the seats stable and secure. He rubbed his eyes, surprised to find them grainy and his stomach rumbling with hunger. Climbing down from the cockpit, he found Sheela in the environmental controls room. The slender elf was standing amidst the hanging vines, a euphoric smile on her face.

      “The gardeners need to see this room,” she said when she spotted him. “This is real magic.”

      “Science is powerful because it’s open to anyone with the curiosity to test a theory.”

      That left the elf thoughtful as they hiked back to Betsy’s cottage. When they arrived, they found food laid out and a warm fire burning in the hearth. Anis had made the return trip, informing them of Braden and Sheela’s work, and the others took the opportunity to rest from their travels.

      “Tomorrow, we begin the casting,” he informed the four and Betsy, as they sipped mulled wine before the fire. “And if all goes well, we’ll be leaving to pick up Druska and the others.”

      “You’ve made up your mind then?” Scarlytt asked, turning to look up from where she was pressed into his side.

      Braden had taken the slender brunette aside and spoken with her that evening. Scarlytt didn’t break down in tears like he feared. Instead, the girl stood ramrod straight, chin raised in pride as she told him the truth.

      “My grandfather is Arch Mage, Ennis Lippie. The man is too absorbed in politics and his desire for power to be much of a father to my mother though. She was raised by servants in the Magisterium, and I much the same. He knew the risk of losing my loyalty to the Bond Mages and himself most of all, by sending me on this mission.” She shrugged, and though she feigned nonchalance, Braden read the tension in her shoulders and the fear well hooded in her eyes. “Cast me aside if you must, but I doubt my grandfather sent me to be a spy. He wished me to find a place in your bed, so he could have a ‘piece’ by your side.”

      The bitterness in the girl’s voice was obvious and Braden couldn’t stand it. Pulling her against his chest, he remained silent as she wept quiet tears. Her back shook, and he couldn’t decide whether he respected the Arch Mage more, or less now.

      Scarlytt snuggled close as he described what the casting would entail, secure in her place at his side both literally and figuratively. When Chanelle posed the question each was thinking, she vibrated with anticipation.

      “Who will be accompanying you on the mission, Master?”

      “The vessel can carry sixteen comfortably according to its specifications,” he mused. “Druska, Leesha, and the others obviously, and if you’re willing the four of you. You’ve proven yourself useful in tight situations.”

      “I’ll come!” Scarlytt offered, followed almost immediately by Anis and Chanelle who crowded to agree. The elf took a moment to think through the implications and nodded.

      “I don’t think I could refuse the opportunity. Especially after seeing the environmental controls room. The Sages will insist I learn all I can about this… science.”

      “What about Betsy?” Chanelle asked, with a frown of concern for the older healer.

      “Don’t worry about me, lass.” The woman offered the girl a comforting smile. “The last place you’d find me is in that cold forbidding place. And besides, if I left who would patch up the villagers and midwife their babes? It would be nice to see my Emma in her element, but I wouldn’t want to be a bother. I’m certainly no warrior or Mage to help you battle your enemies.”

      “No,” Braden mused, “but you might prove valuable in treating with the GGC. According to Druska, midwives hold a place of special honor in their Empire. They lost the ability to birth children organically centuries ago and have only recently relearned the skill.”

      “However did they survive?” Betsy asked.

      “Druska will have to tell the full tale,” Braden said, not sure how to explain P.O.R.N. devices and the denuding of generations. “Is there an apprentice or someone who could take over for you?”

      “Delilah’s daughter has been studying under me,” Betsy nodded. “But the girl’s years away from having the knowledge necessary to heal without the aid of magic.”

      “If you’re interested, there’s a way around that problem,” Braden said, wishing Druska or one of the others were here to approve but suspecting they would have no issue with what he planned.

      “I… Then, yes, I would be.” Betsy’s pale cheeks blushed a deep crimson when the girls beamed at her, and she wasted no time in making arrangements.

      Before the hour was up, Delilah’s daughter, Fiona was seated before Braden while he delved the girl’s spirit. A quiet and timid girl, she quavered before the Harem Mage, staring into his blue eyes per his instruction with thinly disguised adoration. Her mother was much the same as the girl. Shaken from her bed in the middle of the night by Betsy and bundled into the hero’s presence, she found herself pushing her dark hair into manageable order despite the bevy of young beauties crowding the room.

      Fiona was a cute girl, with dimpled cheeks and milky, pale skin that colored beautifully when she blushed. Her form was as slender as Scarlytt, but she was blessed with an overly large bosom as was common in their village.

      Her simple, village girl exterior hid a mind that delighted in fantasy and make-believe. Braden could work the ritual without thought now, finding it more difficult without Leesha’s assistance, but not arduous to do so. The girl’s imagination would serve her well, as would her independent spirit.

      Fiona was unlike Emma, and yet similar in many ways. Blessed with the same kind spirit, she wasn’t as strong-willed or serene as the silver-haired teen was, and rarely ventured into the forest alone. She did seek out the most unfortunate, not only in their village but those surrounding, and offered comfort and friendship.

      Reaching deep into the earth and drawing on his power, Braden constructed the pathways in his mind that allowed for the connection to finalize. He could do this without the drain to his mana and energy, but that would require far more intimate interactions and he wasn’t ready to press the girl into such service, no matter what her mother insisted. It would be enough to awaken and empower her gifts as a healer.

      Braden was surprised as his magic delved deep into the girl when he found other strengths within her. Healing was in fact a secondary talent. Holding primacy was her abilities with force magic. The girl was a savant, able to create barriers far thicker and larger than Braden’s own, at novice levels. In other magic, the girl was barely able to touch the source.

      When he slipped the link closed within her soul, his cheeks heated as he watched the girl’s pupils swell, wet lips part and knees shiver as euphoria swept through her. Most of those he’d changed so had been reticent to explain, but a few of the ones Druska and Leesha slipped into his bed in the later days admitted the truth. When his magic touched them in those final moments, it felt like their souls reached the peak of ecstasy.

      “Your gifts are healing and force magic,” Braden intoned finally, as the intricate web of magic connecting him to the girl finally dimmed and faded into nothing.

      “I can feel it… Like it’s always been there, but I’m only just noticing.”

      “Fi…?” Delilah looked far more awed than her daughter, and a startled gasp escaped her throat, hands rising to cover a mouth wide with shock as her daughter’s hands glowed a faint silver.

      “Ma… It’s incredible.” The redness extending down the young woman’s neck faded as she turned to her mother and rose. Reaching out a trembling hand she laid it on the older woman’s knee and Abigail gasped again, hand dropping to clutch the leg as she raised and lowered the ankle.

      “The old pain is gone… You did it, Fi… Incredible!” Still smiling she burst into tears and pulled Fiona into a hug, the pair clutching one another close as Braden staggered in exhaustion towards the bedroom.

      Scarlytt was standing next to Betsy and frowned in disappointment after the Harem Mage.

      “I hoped he would have the strength for you as well,” the brunette said. “Perhaps our Lord is saving it, for when you’re with your daughter once again.”

      “I don’t know if I could accept such a gift.” Betsy shook her head, a hand fluttering at her breasts. “To have such power… It would be terrifying.”

      “It is.” Scarlytt nodded. “And exhilarating, exciting, stressful, and empowering. It’s everything and then some.” Raising a hand, the slender young woman let blue sparks dance across her fingertips and felt the surging joy once more, as her girlhood dream was made manifest.

      “My soul isn’t moved by my own efficacy.” Betsy’s eyes fell to her hands resting on her lower abdomen. “I’ve already received my gift from Lord Braden.”

      “You’re…?” Scarlytt’s eyes widened, and she felt a silly grin growing on her face.

      “I won’t know for certain, for a week’s time, at least.” Betsy smiled up at the girl through long lashes. “But I know it in my heart. Last night I was particularly… fertile.”

      “Does he, know?” And there could be no question who Scarlytt meant by “he.”

      “No, and we won’t tell him until I can confirm it.” Betsy’s voice would brook no argument or compromise. “He has enough to worry about.”

      “First Anis and Chanelle, and now you,” Scarlytt mused to herself. “Strange so many would happen near one another. Could it mean something?”

      “Nature finds a way.” Betsy shrugged. “Always.”

      “True,” Scarlytt agreed, but the sharp-minded sorceress didn’t like convenient coincidences like this, especially not when the Harem Mage was concerned.

      Her mind couldn’t stop picking at the puzzle as she settled in to plan with the others. Her mind returned again and again to the oddness, until morning came and with it a stomach-churning sickness that had her bent over a hole in the ground beside her childhood friends Anis and Chanelle.
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      Braden woke and found that someone had removed his boots and clothes while he slept. He spotted his blue cloak neatly folded on a chair across the room and didn’t fail to notice the three naked young women and elven princess crowding the bed with him.

      Chanelle stirred when she felt him stir away and the redhead purred as her hands slipped up his thighs, her randy intentions obvious. Braden felt himself stirring and could guess at their intentions but for the first time in weeks, perhaps months, he had a project spinning its way through his mind and all he could think about was getting to work on it.

      “We have work to do today,” he said, gently running his fingers through her coppery locks, enjoying the way the rounded teen pressed herself against his side. “We can play later.”

      “Fine,” Chanelle huffed, her mercurial mood flashing quicksilver into amusement as she grinned. “I guess you’re saving it up so Fiona and her mom can reward you tonight. I know how men’s minds work.”

      “That’s not…” He trailed off when he saw the amusement crest in the girls eyes, and she stifled a giggle.

      He was about to throw his leg over the side of the bed when she moved her hand quick as a snake, slipping her fingers around the base of his morning wood. Hissing in surprised pleasure Braden froze and Chanelle’s soft lips slipped over the head. The others stirred as the sounds of wet sucking filled the small room, and the redhead slowed, taking care not to wake her friends as she slipped onto her knees between his thighs.

      Hunched over his manhood, the girl moved with slow, but deliberate motions. Both hands stroking him and twisting in opposite directions, while her cheeks hollowed, and thick lips hoovered the head.

      From focused on his project to frozen in pleasure, his fingers gripped the sheets with one hand while the other caressed the back of Chanelle’s head. The girl encouraged him with gentle pressure and soon he was pressing on her while he drove up into her mouth. His head fell back, and a shudder passed through him as he felt the tight ring of her throat encase his cock, then the girl was swallowing, milking him.

      His groan of pleasure when he shot within her mouth woke the others who watched their happily purring friend in groggy amusement. While Braden popped out of bed, only Sheela was eager to join him. Chanelle and the others seemed to enjoy lazing around in bed.

      Girls like to sleep in regardless of the world it seems, Braden thought to himself as he entered the kitchen.

      Betsy had breakfast prepared and a pot of tea boiling. By the time he’d filled his belly, the girls were up and dressed. Braden described his plans to Sheela as they hiked the familiar path through the woods. Everyone came with them this morning, including Betsy who’d packed a lunch.

      When they arrived, Braden got to work, feeling like he was back at his engineering company working on a new project. While Anis showed the others around the ship, he hunkered down with Sheela and began preparing the ritual.

      He was alive with energy as he drew upon his magic and tested things. There were a dozen things he would like to do but now that he knew the strengths and weaknesses of his powers, he knew what would work and what wouldn’t.

      Magic wasn’t electricity, but it was another stable element in its own way and operated based on a set of rules and principles. With Sheela and Scry-bot to help him plan out the interactions they were able to devise a way to marry the two together, allowing the ships systems to be empowered and even augmented by the element.

      Braden had his own plan to add safety features to the vessel, trusting magic to keep the frozen vacuum from killing him more than he did the alien technology. Scry-bot proved invaluable in deciphering the ship’s many systems, and with Braden’s engineering background he was able to establish a basic understanding of it, enough that he felt confident about his Artificing. It wasn’t exactly necessary but couldn’t hurt.

      Breaking for lunch, he let the girls draw him from his musings and enjoyed the companionable laughter as they teased and joked. The girls had grown even closer since his arrival and a deep bond had formed between them and Betsy.

      The older woman wasn’t a member of their squad, but she’d become an honorary mascot of sorts, or den mother. Whenever Braden glanced over throughout the morning, he found the woman huddled with one or another of the girls, passing herbs and advice in equal measure. Each was a reminder of what he had to look forward to in a few months’ time and Braden found himself growing giddy with delight.

      His ex had always spoken of wanting children, but the timing was never right. It may never have been. She wasn’t for him, nor he for her, he could see that now. He felt a small measure of sadness whenever he thought of her, but the emotions were distant and removed from the immediacy of what he was about, and he let himself be distracted from them.

      When he finally sat cross legged before the towering vessel, his mind composed and flush with magic, Braden reached through his sword, and the spirit living within it. His eyes were closed, but he could hear the awed gasps from Betsy and the others as a kaleidoscope of colorful magic burst from him, reaching out to envelop the ship.

      After his previous attempts at Artificing, Braden knew what to expect, or thought he did.

      The times before he’d been drawn into the items past, seeing visions of its existence through the hazy frame of its perception, be that a staff or sword. Previously the items had been one solid object, not a complex system built from ten thousand smaller objects.

      Braden wasn’t prepared for his mind being torn into a thousand pieces as it was carried to the corners of the galaxy. In deep mines metals were pulled from earth, or blasted free with liquids. Heated, treated, compressed, and beaten, Braden found shape preceded function in the same way it happened in biology. There were sub-systems on the vessel built from microscopic parts. Like proteins they slid and locked against one another like organics.

      The casting couldn’t proceed until the magic worked through the entire ship, and Braden’s brain ached beneath the strain. He saw flashes of alien faces and worlds, too brief for more than a passing glance, and too strange to be forgotten. Like a stream that feeds a great river, the parts flowed into one place, and cold machinery, and discontented workers.

      One of the last vessels to launch before the shipyard shut down in protest, she was launched into space and almost immediately birthed within the belly of a larger ship. There she sat for years until arriving on this backwater world.

      Back bowed and sweat dripping off his chin in a stream, Braden gritted his teeth and held on as magic was pulled through him in a torrent. He’d become exhausted but knew the ritual he’d started was nowhere near complete. Wondering if he’d bitten off more than he could chew, he breathed a sigh of relief when he felt Sheela unfurling her magic behind him.

      Seizing the power offered none too gently, Braden buttressed his own magic, as he wove. Paramount in his mind was keeping those he loved safe from physical threats and the cold vacuum of space. Secondary was being able to access and control the ship without needing a graduate degree in alien technologies.

      The first problem was easily solved, or relatively easy, because the second proved such a daunting challenge. The only way he was able to accomplish the complex task was by copying information directly from Scry-bot’s memory banks. Doing so brought the magical robot and the ship in closer and closer alignment, until eventually all its systems would be controlled through Scry-bot directly.

      

      Scarlytt wanted to throw her magical strength in to aid the Harem Mage in his monumental task, but the sorceress didn’t want to upset the delicate casting and had no idea where she could be of aid. As the sun rose through the afternoon, and the shadows crawled across the ground into evening she began to fear Lord Braden had taken on too great a task.

      Her fears grew as darkness fell, Anis and Chanelle crowding in close as Betsy tended to a cookfire. The older woman had determined Braden and Sheela would be exhausted and starving when they finished and had laid out blankets and was preparing a warm meal, just in case. Scarlytt wished she could have helped her new friend, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the storm of magic swirling around the two before her.

      Expecting the casting to end in an explosion of power, she was surprised when it trailed off to a trickle and suddenly was over. Lord Braden swayed in place, an exhausted smile finding its way onto his haggard expression.

      “You did it!” Scarlytt exclaimed, dashing forward to catch the man before he collapsed.

      Anis and Chanelle darted forward at her sides, the warriors faster in gathering up Sheela who’d collapsed into unconsciousness. The Harem Mage struggled in Scarlytt’s arms until she realized he was looking for Scry-bot. When his eyes fell upon the strange scrying device, he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “My lord?” Scarlytt asked, waving for Betsy to bring the tea she was preparing. “We have a restorative, to help you recover.”

      “Rest… I need rest.” Braden’s voice sounded like he’d just run a marathon it was so raw with exhaustion.

      “This will help you rest, my lord.” Betsy sank beside the man, pressing the warm mug against his lips and watching carefully as he sipped slowly. “There you go.”

      “Scry-bot… I had to make a twin… like the sword and staff… it needed a spirit attached… tell Sheela… I’m sorry.”

      He passed out in Scarlytt’s arms, and she feared the worst for a moment, until she saw his thick chest rising and falling gently. Betsy helped her drag the man near the fire and wrap him in blankets, before they got Sheela to sit. The elf had come too, and was shivering, her teeth chattering as Anis and Chanelle wrapped blankets around her.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Scarlytt asked Betsy as the older woman pressed a hand to the elven princess’ forehead and checked her pulse.

      “It took everything we had… everything.” Sheela looked up at them with dark-rimmed eyes, her face drawn with so much exhaustion it was a miracle she was still sitting up. “But he did it!”

      Her tired eyes shone with pride as she looked over at Braden.

      “What did you do?” Chanelle asked softly. “It looks the same to me.”

      “He gave her life.” Shanelle shook her head, voice awed. “I barely understand it, and I can’t understand how he did it. Mathematics made manifest with magic… the basis for thought and curiosity.” She shook her head. “It might take years for her to learn but eventually she will be as conscious as Scry-bot here.”

      “Do deep do!”

      All heads turned to the floating Scry-bot as it hovered beneath the gangplank. A green light flashed once from within the vessel and the merry robot floated up and in, chirping merrily as it interacted with the ship.

      “And now it learns.” Sheela shook her head again, her crooked smile slipping as her eyelids drooped. “I must… tell the Sages… a miracle.”

      “Sheela!” Chanelle and Anis moved as one and caught the elf before she could collapse into the dirt. Laying her beside their lord, the three watched over them through the night, with the odd sounds of Scry-bot and an increasingly vocal ship to keep them company.
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      Emma sat with Glynis-pura, sipping a cold white wine and listening to the human Seneschal as she described the difficulties of treating with the animal-kin.

      “In years past the duchy of Ellgarth has made attempts to open a dialogue with your people, but language and culture have proven to be powerful barriers.”

      “The three invasions we’ve thrown off from Silver Kingdom’s lords are bigger problems,” Glynis-pura grumbled, “according to my father.”

      “Yes, well,” Seneschal Carmine said smoothly, her handsome features never altering as she continued. “The lure of gemstones and precious metals has drawn many into the vice of greed. The crown never supported such actions and disowns them now.”

      “The ‘crown’ is weeks old,” Glynis-pura reminded the woman. “And has more use for the riches of our islands, than it does for the libraries of its nobility.”

      Emma sighed and took another long sip of her wine. The young healer could no longer suffer the effects of any poison, a gift of the Bonding with her Lord and Master, but she had grown to appreciate the flavor of fine vintages. Especially the ancient wines of the elves.

      Increasing with potency over time, the most ancient were too powerful for any, save her, to imbibe and she found their flavors deepened with age. The cat-girl had become her tasting companion. Her race being immune to most poisons as a natural defense, Glynis-pura had come to delight in the experience.

      The pair had been enjoying an afternoon repast when Carmine, the Silver Kingdom’s Seneschal, happened to pass by. Emma might have been born in a village, but she was wise enough to read the currents of politics and knew there were no coincidences where it was concerned. Their companionable conversation had turned into an interrogation of Glynis-pura, about how open the beast-kin would be to a delegation.

      Druska and Leesha, oddly, approved of the woman, but she was a political creature and Emma had learned to be wary around their kind. Not that she was afraid, just the opposite. Little scared her lately, and that came with its own concerns. No, she was wary of being pulled away from her lord and distracted. Her attention diverted when it needed to be focused on Braden.

      The man had wounds that couldn’t be seen. Injuries from his past she’d only felt the edges of. His anger was a product of that, and though it fueled some of his greatest achievements, she feared where it could take him. Take them all if she didn’t find a way to heal him. The elves had tried their healing, but she’d begun to suspect it wasn’t as complete as they, and he, believed.

      “Delegates from the Silver Kingdoms shall never agree to such demands,” Carmine said with a firm shake of her head. “Propriety is paramount. Wearing your traditional tribal headdresses… Why, my people would feel silly.”

      “Silly?!” Glynis-pura hissed, her adorable black ears standing on end as she glared at the older woman. “The crown of friendship was crafted with Phoenix feathers! It confers universal health and a feeling of tranquility to those who wear it. And you call the honor, silly?!”

      “Only in comparison to the ermine and silks our ambassadors would be wearing.” Carmine didn’t seem to register the offense her words had caused, but the woman blinked in shock and scrambled out of her chair a moment before the cat-girl’s clawed hand swiped at her face.

      “My father was right about your human pride.” Glynis-pura hissed, stalking forward with claws extended. “It’s more precious to you than the insults you cause others!”

      Emma watched her sister-wife stalk the tall human around the chamber. The Seneschal kept looking to the healer for help, but the placid, equanimous smile never left her face until the woman, nearing the last of her escape routes, shouted for aid.

      “Are you just going to sit there while she attacks me?!”

      Emma felt her wide mouth stretch into a smile she tried to hide behind another sip of her wine, a pleased moan escaping her throat as she tasted the sweet syrup.

      “Tell me, Seneschal. Is it fair to expect to be struck, after you’ve struck first?” The woman’s mouth opened and closed in apoplectic fury until Glynis-pura snatched at her dress and she turned into a puddle of goo in the cat-girls hand.

      “Please… don’t hurt me! I’ll do anything to make it up to you! Anything!”

      “Let’s see how you lick a kitty, pretty human lady,” Glynis-pura purred, her golden eyes gleaming in the room’s dim light as she pressed the Seneschal down to her knees.

      “You beastly girl!” the woman protested, a touch too forcefully Emma thought. “How dare you… force me beneath your skirts!”

      Glynis-pura grinned wider at the suggestion and slipped her short skirt over the other woman’s head. Emma had seen the little drama play out a half dozen times over the past couple days. The human woman’s masochism was almost as powerful as the sadism the cat-girl enjoyed with her. Having Emma on hand ensured their games stayed tame, and if not tame, safe.

      Emma expected the two to be twisted in the sheets within minutes, and felt her cheeks heating at the thought, but Carmine jerked her head from between Glynis-pura’s slender thighs, that odd, far-off look coming over her features. The same that appeared whenever her rare but powerful talent manifested itself.

      “Our Lord returns.” She bit her lips after breathing the words, head turning to one of the room’s many windows to point. “He’ll land there in… a strange flying vessel.”

      “Druska’s ship! He’s back!” Glynis-pura leapt in joy, giving a whoop before she landed.

      “Inform Druska and the others, sister,” Emma said, rising and glancing down at herself and the girls scandalous clothing. “But first, let’s get changed into something more appropriate.”

      

      “The question is, should we inform the Bond Mages or not?” Druska mused out loud as she pulled on her leathers and strapped the battered old blaster to one hip.

      “You trust the Arch Mage, don’t you?” Leesha asked her sister-wife.

      The elf had pulled on a diaphanous white robe, similar to what she’d worn as a magicless princess, but cut in such a way as to highlight her slender figure and high, firm bust.

      “I trust him and his Bonded. Perhaps even that foul woman Esmelly,” Druska made a face before going on. “But I mislike the churn of politics I feel from the rest of the Bonded. They jockey for status and power by positioning themselves closer and closer to our master’s wives.”

      “That’s not going to chance.” Mina shrugged. “You have to expect that from any group of powerful individuals stuck in a hierarchy. It’s the same in your home too, right?”

      “I suppose.” Druska nodded. “The dramas between breeders are legendary, but I don’t know what happens in the imperial court, or amongst the greats who run divisions in the GGC.”

      “We’ll find out soon.” Glynis-pura grinned, as she buckled the last straps of her outfit into place, comprised of dozens of slender straps, highlighting each of her youthful curves.

      “You’ve all decided then?” Druska’s pale green eyes were flat as she regarded each of her sister-wives. Only when she saw the grins and nods on their faces, did she allow the emotion to break through.

      “Oh, Druska.” Emma stepped forward and drew the suddenly sobbing woman into her arms. The others crowded close as she reached her strong arms out to draw them in. “There was never a question if we were coming with you.”

      “Your fight is our fight,” Mina hissed, and grinned when she saw the alien woman’s lips curl into a smile.

      They all picked their heads up at the sound of something high pitched and distant approaching. As it drew near, the five women rushed out to greet their lord. The alien sounds of a starship drew every soul out of the Silver Heart Tree, and so it was that Ennis Lippie III was standing in his small clothes when he got his first look at the Harem Mage.
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      Braden stepped down the gangplank and breathed a sigh of relief when his foot landed upon firm soil once more. Their trip up the continent had only taken twenty minutes, but every second had been anxiety inducing as he and Scry-bot controlled the alien vessel through the atmosphere and weather.

      Landing had been the most difficult, and for a moment he feared they would set the ancient Heart Tree ablaze, but the aft burners cooled before the skids touched down. He found a large crowd forming when he stepped off the landing and felt his back stiffening beneath the attention. The first to step forward to embrace him was Mina.

      The tiny, noble-born girl got her arms around him only a moment before Glynis-pura. The two had suffered the most in their captivity beneath the Dark Queen’s minions and his absence had been hardest on them. He felt the slender cat-girls arms tremble as they gripped him tightly, and his ribs creaked when Mina squeezed him.

      “I’m happy to see you too.” He grinned, stroking the cat-girls dark hair and earning himself a contented purr.

      “You better be.” Leesha flashed her small, straight white teeth in a predatory grin, and Braden found his eyes traveling the length of her.

      The elven princess had always been cute, with her impish grin and pink hair. The hair, once short and spikey, had grown out recently, and hung to her shoulders now, framing a face that resembled her gorgeous queen mother more and more. It wasn’t her hair, or dimpled cheeks that dried his tongue, but the way her white dress clung to her curves. He couldn’t remember her loose dresses being so tight and conforming, but he couldn’t argue with the results.

      “What have you done to the transport vessel, Master?” Druska’s eyes were narrowed, and she bit her bottom lip as she slowly circled the ship. “Is this… an energy barrier surrounding it?”

      “An extra layer of protection, and a way to keep pressure even if the hull is pieced.” Braden nodded.

      “Amazing…” Druska breathed. “Merging this worlds magic to GGC tech could be a powerful advantage in the battles to come.”

      “Speaking of which,” Braden said, extricating himself from Mina and Glynis-pura and turning to the approaching monarchs.

      “You have returned to us, Lord Harem Mage.” The elven queen’s lavender eyes burned with an inner fire as she approached Braden. “With the wonder you spoke of!”

      “I have, Queen Lana, but I fear I must depart with haste, and bring two of your daughters with me on our mission.”

      He didn’t miss the sour frown that crossed Leesha’s lips when she caught her sister Sheela’s eyes and wondered again at the wisdom of stuffing himself and so many strong-willed women into a confined space for an extended time.

      “Thine hath time for a feast, at least,” King Ordolin offered. “Mine heart doth protest that we missed the chance to toast thou’s heroics, before thee dashed off the save the world again! I dare say, Lord Harem Mage, you simply must allow mine wife and I to fete you!”

      “It shall be a joint affair.” Queen Lana’s eyes burned with thinly veiled promise as her grin grew predatory.

      “And what of the old man I saw yelling at his attendants and dancing in his small clothes upon the honored guest’s balconies?” Braden asked with a sly grin, “Should we invite him and his friends as well?”
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      The Bond Mages were non-plussed when the Harem Mage was whisked away before they could make their introductions. Their affront flipped an hour later after receiving a formal introduction written by the man himself and carried to their Arch Mage by all five of his wives.

      While they prepared for the most significant meeting since his ascension to the Arch Mages robes, Ennis and Dilo ignored the cries of pleasure that filtered down from the elven queen’s chambers. Or one of them did his best to ignore it, while the other muttered quietly to himself.

      “It’s disrespectful… to commandeer the man like that… and such a man… those shoulders… Master will want his blue doublet, to make the best impression… How many of the daughters did that elf drag inside?... Heaven’s, the man’s going for another round?”

      The Arch Mage tugged his trousers on with a distracted air. The old man had come to grips with his youthful body, but still found himself surprised when he did things like stand on one foot and pull-on pants. Only he wasn’t thinking about the wonders of youth at the moment.

      I saw it, I know I did. I’m not crazy. Numbers that were words, and words that were… thoughts… All swirling around that man like a storm.

      His thoughts skittered around his brain as they’d done since he’d first laid eyes on the Harem Mage as he descended that strange vessel. Dilo and the rest of those who’d gone to greet the man hadn’t reacted to the halo around the Harem Mage and Ennis suspected he was the only one who’d been witness to it.

      “It was prodding the man along. Like a recalcitrant child… But for what purpose?”

      “Master, is everything ok?”

      “Fine, Dilo, everything’s fine… Tell me…” The Arch Mage fingered the buttons of his finest shirt, as he turned to his Bonded. “What was your first impression of the man?”

      “Master?” Ennis didn’t miss the blush that suffused his Bonded’s cheeks, or the way the man couldn’t meet his eyes all of the sudden. “An arrogant man. Stiff with pride and self-importance… But he commands the love and respect of the monarchs. That is undeniable. As are his charms.” Dilo scowled and snapped his cloak out a bit harder than necessary. “Those eyes are ravishing… and the shoulders—”

      “Nothing odd about his appearance?” the Arch Mage cut in. “Nothing to distinguish him as an otherworlder, like his Bonded Druska?”

      “No, Master.” Dilo turned with a frown. “Should we be concerned? The ranks are excited to get a chance to learn from the Harem Mage… but if you’ve seen signs that he might turn into another Dark Queen…”

      “Nothing like that.” Ennis shook his head absently. “But something is meddling, and I suspect it has been for quite some time.”

      “Master?”

      The Arch Mage turned to regard his Bonded for a long moment before speaking.

      “Until this day, I thought our organization was the most important force for the betterment of humankind in the universe. I’ve just witnessed something that could put a lie to that belief. That, and a dozen others, if my suspicions prove correct.”

      The Bonded grew still. In all his years serving the Arch Mage he’d never seen the man this devoid of irascibility or affect. There was something about the old man’s serious expression that told him this was different from the games he normally played.

      “Command me, Master.”

      “Find Bonded Druska and bring her to me. I would know more of this Holy Algorithm.”

      Dilo wanted to ask questions, a dozen of them, but he knew when his master was serious, and he’d never seen the man more so. Dressing quickly, he slipped from the room while the Arch Mage stared out the window, his shirt forgotten in his hands as his mind puzzled over the problem.
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      Braden stepped free of the steaming baths and sighed in pleasure when he found Emma waiting for him. The silver-haired teen had spent the past couple hours reconnecting with her mother and showing her around the Heart Tree while Queen Lana stole him away.

      Planning to bathe and change, the Harem Mage couldn’t deny the woman or her daughters as they’d dragged him into her chambers for a final farewell. Mina and Glynis-pura had watched on and eventually joined in the wild orgy, the pair delighting in dominating the slender young elves, while their lord indulged in their gorgeous mother.

      He’d left the pair playing with the princesses, Mina having found a bundle of leather straps somewhere and Glynis-pura constructed a hanging rack with her ritualistic magic that had the half dozen nymphets swinging from its rafters in ecstasy.

      “Queen Lana got you properly relaxed after your adventures, I see.” Emma’s eyes twinkled as she looked up at her lord.

      “She did.” He frowned, “But I was hoping it would be you five who greeted me.”

      “You’ll get all you can handle of us soon.” Emma tried not to let him see how pleased she was, treading her path with care. “I wanted to speak with you about my mother.”

      “I shouldn’t have agreed to take her without speaking with you first,” he said but she waved the comment away.

      “That isn’t what I wanted to talk about. It’s something we’ve learned about our enemy.” That got his attention as she knew it would and his expression became serious.

      The door opened and two of Queen’s Lana’s servants entered, laying out Braden’s blue and white uniform with care. Where once it had been plain wool, though finely cut and stitched, the elves had taken to adorning the cuffs and collar with intricate scroll work stitched in silver. Dismissing the servants with a gracious nod, Emma picked up the soft towel and stepped to her lord.

      “Do you remember when we first got these garments?” She indicated her own attire and his.

      “How could I forget?” He smiled, “I think we’re still registered with the Adventurers Guild.”

      “We’ve been promoted in absentia to platinum rank, according to my mother.” Emma smiled. “The guilds bursar came calling about yearly dues.”

      “We were supposed to pay something, weren’t we?” Braden chuckled drily as he toweled himself off before exchanging the damp rag for dry trousers and small clothes.

      “I can’t imagine it matters now,” Emma said.

      “What was it you wanted to talk about?”

      Emma sank into a soft chair patting the place next to her.

      “This may be difficult to hear, but I want you to listen to everything before you respond, and know that we’ve already discussed it amongst ourselves and love you, no matter what.”

      “Ok…”

      He certainly wasn’t expecting such portentous topics while he lounged before his meeting with the Arch Mage, but it was clear that Emma thought this was the right moment to dig into it. As she spoke he saw the reason for her caution, and her timing.

      Emma told him what the Arch Mage had told Druska, and the pitfalls the woman saw for him. As easily as the previous Harem Mage had fallen into bitterness, and let her powers twist her from within, he could befall the same fate. Her words were blunt, almost brutal, and Braden felt slugged by each.

      “Your anger, and the pains you still carry towards those you once loved are a growing seed. You ignored it and that worked… to a point. You’ve channeled it, and that can serve you in battle and elsewhere but not forever.”

      “What are you saying…?” The words were drawn out of him by her silence, his throat raw as he contemplated everything she’d told him.

      Of the Dark Queen he’d had his suspicions. The timing wasn’t perfect, but what history books were perfectly accurate? The powers of her “captains” were too specialized.

      A fear he hadn’t realized until now, was that the magic he’d come to see as a part of himself, might corrupt the women he loved beyond anything. And the worst part was, he could see the path laid out before him. It was the same cycle as when he’d been a boy. Suffer in silence with incomplete tools until the pain ate its way through him from the inside out. Then it had been in the form of ulcers, but now, it could have world-ending consequences.

      He knew what Emma was saying. He didn’t know how to stop it, but when he looked up into those calm silver eyes, he saw the truth of her earlier words. She was filled with total and unconditional love, and instead of crushing his spirit further, through the invisible magic of connection he felt himself buoyed.

      “What do I do?”

      “A better question…” Emma grinned as she shuffled in closer. “You spoke of something once, that healers on your world provide. Talking about your feelings and problems with someone.”

      “Therapy,” Braden said with a sour grimace.

      “Yes, therapy…” She nodded. “I’ve been thinking long on it and there is truth to this practice. But it would require you to open on your own. I can’t pull the words from you.”

      Braden frowned and was about to argue the elves had already fixed him but one look at the seriousness on Emma’s face and he kept the words to himself.

      “We can speak more on our journey. Come along, oh mighty Harem Mage. You have a meeting with an old man that you’ve already put off too many times.”

      Braden was thoughtful as they walked to the reception hall the queen had set aside for the meeting. Emma was used to drawing stares, and ignoring them, but she basked in the attention of elven and Silver Kingdom’s nobility who conspicuously filling the halls outside their rooms.

      The reflected glory of her lord husband was a pleasure Emma hadn’t expected, and she tried not to smile when she heard envious whispers rise in their wake. It was a poorly kept secret that several of the noble elves and humans thought themselves better equipped to honor the Harem Mage as wife, but none would dare say it to her. Not because of propriety, but because all could see the love and adoration on Lord Braden’s face as he held her hand.

      When the pair stepped into the receiving chamber, they found Druska, Leesha, Mina and Glynis-pura waiting. The four turned to regard their lord and the younger women darted forward to throw their arms around him, while Druska and Leesha sauntered forward and accepted his last embraces.

      “I missed you all so much,” he breathed, arms stretched wide as all five hugged him tight.

      “You can prove it tonight,” Glynis-pura purred into his ear, causing him to jump with a pinch to his ass.

      Before they could get carried away with themselves, there was a polite knock at the double doors to the receiving room and an elven servant poked her head in.

      “The Arch Mage and his attendants are approaching my lord.” The girl ducked her head and retreated when Leesha flicked her hand.

      “Places everyone” The elven princess smiled her crooked grin as she clapped and hopped into a chair.

      The women each took up a cushioned chair, pulling them into a semi-circle with Braden standing in the middle. He wanted a chair as well, but Mina stole the last one, flashing him an impish wink as she dragged it across the carpet. The chair had just thumped into position when the double doors opened again to admit the procession.

      The Bond Mages had come in full regalia. A dozen Mages and their Bonded, a collection of some of the finest beauties of the world, marched in an arrow formation behind an old man with a sharp-eyed gaze. Braden felt like he was being picked apart and put back together by those weighing and measuring eyes as the procession came to a stop before him.

      The old man’s bow was an act of precision. Not so low as to place him and the Magisterium beneath the monarchs Braden had treated with, but low enough to assuage the Harem Mage’s dignity. His eyes twinkled when the herald announced his station and name and Braden girded himself for another stiffly formal ceremony.

      The introductions were long and involved, each Bond Mage and their Bonded finding it necessary to exclaim a long list of deeds and accomplishments. All except the Arch Mage and a single other, a plump woman with eyes nearly as sharp as the old man. The woman kept throwing Braden heated glances throughout the meeting, ignoring the dagger glares sent her way by Leesha and Mina.

      Braden was interested to see Druska and the old man got along well and he made a point of complimenting her. While his women mingled with the Bond Mages, he let the old man draw him off to the side.

      “I wanted to apologize, personally, for the unfortunate nature of your first associations with our order. You can rest comfortably knowing the pogrom we initiated has cleansed our ranks of darkness.”

      “I heard about the efficacy of your pogrom, and that it was you who initiated it.” The Arch Mage dipped his head in acknowledgement.

      “One does what one can in service of one’s people. Tell me, Lord Harem Mage, are you confident you can be successful out there?” He nodded his head towards the nights sky outside the window.

      “No, but I have to try.”

      “Hmph.” Ennis nodded, lips pinched, and Braden thought he would keep his silence, but the old man continued. “I thought you would say that… And your passage to this world…” The old man’s eyes flickered up and around so quickly Braden almost missed it, and he turned, steering Braden so they faced the open window where none could overhear their words. “Did it… change you in any way?”

      Braden frowned and nodded, “In almost every way. Why?”

      The old man nodded. “A suspicion… You’ve reported your form changed on the passage to this world. Might it be possible that more was changed than you think? Could it all be part of some grand plan?”

      Braden wasn’t sure how to take the comments. He had his own suspicions, but hearing them repeated from a Bond Mage, whose trust was still a question in his mind caused his lips to twist in a sour frown. The old man saw his expression and guessed at his thinking, patting him gently on the arm.

      “Think on it and keep yourself safe. This world isn’t done with its Harem Mage, and I suspect neither is Bonded Druska’s Empire.” He smiled kindly and though Braden could feel himself being manipulated, he couldn’t ignore the fact that he liked this wily old man.

      “Oh,” the Arch Mage turned back to add before stepping away. “I know you don’t care about it, but there are quarters set aside for you and your Bonded at the Magisterium. Along with access to the libraries and a seat upon our Council. Should you find yourself looking for a job.”

      With a final wink the old man slipped into the crowd. The reception room was filling up with the elven and Silver Kingdom’s nobility that had hovered nearby. Unlike the Arch Mage who managed to go unnoticed through the crowd, Braden drew eyes wherever he stood. He found himself cornered near the drinks cart, perfectly positioned by the old man to be inundated by Bond Mages, Bonded and nobles alike who were all eager for an introduction to the Harem Mage.

      Emma found her lord soon after the Arch Mage’s withdrawal and rescued him from the growing crowd. With the silver-haired healer on one arm, and the elven princess on the other, Braden found himself enjoying what was becoming an impromptu party. As the wine flowed, and more was brought in, two musicians joined them.

      Braden was feeling hot and flush when the sedate music shifted into an energetic jig and an impishly grinning Mina was suddenly before him. He wouldn’t normally choose to dance, but with the right combination of mood and alcohol he loved to and within moments his noble-born Bonded was swinging in his arms.

      Mina’s dark hair streamed behind, her head thrown back and mouth open as she laughed. The sounds drew everyone in and before the songs next turn the entire crowd was swaying to the beat.

      Silver Kingdom’s propriety is known the world over, but Braden was witness to the other side of the coin that evening. The noble ladies let their hair down, and the stiff knights proved the skill of their childhood tutors on the dance floor. The wine flowed, and their voices were soon raised with the elves in song, their celebration spilling out into the halls, ensnaring servants and passersby alike until the whole of the Silver Heart Tree was joined together in celebration.

      Braden’s memories of that night were spotty the next morning, but he remembered himself standing on the balcony at one point and sending a wobbly spell into the air that exploded in illusory fireworks. The crowd had gasped in shock, every head raised aloft except for Mina and Leesha who’d sunk to their knees, hidden behind Emma’s skirts while they fished his manhood free. He’d been hard pressed to keep the spell active while they worked him over, his explosion coinciding with the light shows most electrifying moments.

      Another memory he had was of he and his five wives swaying on their feet, arms over each other’s shoulders as they followed along with an elven dirge. Leesha led them in the song, the drunken voices of a dozen others joining in, but it was only the six of them who managed to harmonize together. A small moment, but one he would cherish.
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      The Arch Mage sat in his room, ignoring the puttering around himself as Dilo packed. Across from him Esmelly sat sipping a glass of wine, a hungry smile frozen on her lips as her eye stared off into the distance.

      “Tell me about your thoughts on the man,” Ennis said, breaking into the woman’s intense concentration. When her cheeks flushed a deep crimson, he could guess what she’d been thinking about.

      “A natural leader.” The Bond Mage nodded. “It’s almost eerie how easily the monarchs genuflect to him, and I see why.” When the Arch Mage raised an eyebrow for her to elaborate, it was her turn to frown at him. “Don’t try to tell me you weren’t swept off your feet too, Ennis. I know your weakness for pretty blue-eyed boys.” She looked significantly at Dilo.

      “Specifically, Esmelly,” the Arch Mage said with patience, an unfamiliar emotion for him.

      “You want me to tell you he’s gorgeous? That I’ve never encountered a man with such raw power and magnetism? That my knees quivered when I laid eyes on him, and I’d give up my place at your side to an evening between his sheets?” The Arch Mage gave her a look, and she colored further and took the reins on her emotions. “It’s more than looks. There’s an air of competence around the man, of excellence. As if I could hand him all my problems and he’d solve them.”

      “Hmm.” Ennis nodded. “And his Bonded? Can we trust them as completely?”

      The woman’s lips compressed into a thin line and her eyes cut over to his rooms single door.

      “Do you want to lose us what little goodwill we have here?” she asked in a hushed whisper.

      Ennis snapped his fingers and made a sound of frustration in the back of his throat, another rarity from the controlled man and Esmelly had to wonder if all the stress, and perhaps Bonded Emma’s healing had pushed him off balance but as he spoke her fears shifted.

      “This is beyond politics, Esmelly. This is about the survival of our race, our very world, in this new reality. Let the Harem Mage and his Bonded deal with the Dark Queen. Oh, we’ll offer assistance and aid, whatever he needs. But our focus will be on the greater threat.”

      “What haven’t you told me, Ennis?”

      “We can’t trust the Harem Mage to protect us in the events to come.” The old man’s eyes were bright with excitement. “I’ve received a vision that leads me to believe he is being led to his death.”

      “A vision from whom?” the sharp-eyed woman asked with a frown.

      “If my suspicions are correct, then it’s from the last place I would have imagined… A thinking machine.”

      Esmelly’s confusion only deepened as her master spoke, and the old woman felt a chill pass through her bones when he gave her marching orders. When the Bond Mage bustled from the room, fretting about what to pack for her long journey, the Arch Mage sank back into his chair.

      “Bring me a glass of Barenmoore, Dilo, and get one for yourself,” he said, allowing himself a rare smile as he heard the glass clink. “Tonight, we toast new allies and heroic fools.”
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      When the engines roared, and he felt separation with the earth below, Braden braced himself for g-forces to pull him back into the captain’s seat, but the GGC’s shuttles aft thrusters were lightyears ahead of the space shuttle engines of Earth. A steady force pushed them up into the atmosphere.

      Braden felt a hint of nerves with Druska and Leesha standing over his shoulder, watching Scry-bot and him operate the vessel, but he was more confident with it now and found breaking atmosphere far easier than dealing with wind. As the bright blue of the sky faded into the blackness of space, Braden felt his insides curdle at the same time he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “It is… strange to be back,” Druska said.

      Since climbing aboard the shuttle, the scout had been quiet. Braden had given her space as she explored the familiar surroundings. It was her first time on the ship, but as a scout had spent time in similar vessels in the past. It was the changes Braden had made with magic the alien woman was having the hardest time dealing with.

      “The thermal dispersal systems are slaved to the controls?”

      “It was easier to vent the heat using magic.” Braden shrugged. “I understand the need for the sensor systems, but it was easier to make the control binary.”

      “What happens if we get in a fire fight and the shields overheat?”

      “Magic will be our first layer of defense,” he said, pulling up the ship’s star map and navigation system. “That gives the ships shields time to react to fluctuations from disparate angles of attack.”

      “That’s always been a flaw in GGC war ships.” Druska nodded, her pale green eyes sparkling with the first bit of excitement he’d seen in them. “We might be able to take on a Corvette Class fighter. Maybe even a Capitol Class if you’ve done the shielding, Master.”

      “That’s the hope.” Braden tapped the map. “We have no idea where the Dark Queen might have gone, but I think we need to connect with your people anyway. We can’t fight her alone. Any support we can get from the GGC will be valuable and especially any intelligence they have on her whereabouts.”

      “It’s foolish to begin a mission with hopes.” Druska frowned. “But I agree that we need to find GGC airspace. It’s been months since I’ve connected to the network. We should be able to discover where the creature went on the nets. I can’t imagine she’s been quiet.”

      “Where do you suggest we go?”

      Braden frowned at Leesha as the elf poked and prodded at terminals. The elf knew nothing about the tech, but the crackles of red lightning dancing across her fingertips unnerved him around the sensitive electronics. Part of the work he’d been certain to do was ground the entire vessel to protect its systems from disruptive energies, be they electric or magical in nature, but there hadn’t been much chance to test it out.

      “Careful,” he warned his pink-haired wife but all he got in response was a sniff.

      “Here is where I’d take the shuttle.” Druska pointed to a darker portion near the edge of the star map. A long distance from their own dark edge of the map, but Braden could see there was only one bright golden dot to denote GGC holdings, as opposed to the clusters of golden dots most elsewhere.

      “Gerlindo Secundus is a single system of farming worlds. No shipyards, military outposts, or political strongholds. It’s as backwater as it comes in the Empire.” Druska nodded and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Here we can connect to networks and get some intel. It’s our best chance of remaining undetected.”

      “There’s little chance of that.” Braden frowned. “They must be able to track this ship and I didn’t figure out a way to cloak it’s presence from detection.”

      “A simple thing.” They both turned to the elf, who was crouched over, head peering under a terminal board, an eerie red glow illuminating her shadow. “Once we invert and fix some of this.”

      Braden blinked in surprise when the tiny elf stood and fixed him with a hard stare. Flighty and willful, Leesha was the last person he expected such focused indignation from, but as she spoke, he found himself smiling.

      “I understand the time constraint but you ham-fisted and half-assed all of this!”

      There she is, he thought to himself, stifling the smile as the truth of her words sank in.

      “We’ll never float into space and die, and we can probably survive a cadre of sorcerer’s bombardment, but she flies like a cork in the sea! Look at this!” She half bent to point at a panel of blinking lights. “Thousands of people must have spent thousands of hours crafting just this! And you wanted to remake the whole thing in an hour? With my sister who’d never Artificed anything?!”

      Braden’s eyebrows were raised, and his hands slowly did the same as his wife huffed and stalked back and forth, fingertips sparking with each click of her heels.

      “She’s not wrong,” Druska added dryly, as she leaned her hip against his seat.

      “I thought it was good,” he argued, but one look at her face and he didn’t feel as confident.

      “You’ve created wonders, Master, and this will be another,” Leesha said stopping before him. The princess twirled her fingers, arm raising, and the Staff of the Silver Heart Tree appeared in her hands. “It’s not your fault my Lord. You didn’t have us here to help.”

      The elf winked and he let her smile draw out his own. Druska handled the calculations with a facility Braden had to appreciate. They would have a five-day journey before reaching their warp point, and another day under warp drive before arriving in GGC space.
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      Trying not to feel out of sorts Braden followed Druska and Leesha below as they discussed ways to improve the shuttle. With ten occupants there was still plenty of space for all, but he still felt confined and claustrophobic. When he spotted Glynis-pura and Mina huddled together in their room he paused at the look on the cat-girl’s face.

      “I’m cold.” Glynis-pura’s teeth were chattering as she hugged Mina close.

      “It’ll take a while for us to adjust to the cooler climate onboard.” He nodded, and digging through the drawers along one wall came out with a small pile of soft blankets. “We have a few days until we’ll be at the warp point.”

      “What if this is all a mistake?” Mina asked him as he wrapped the blankets around her and the cat-girl. “What am I going to do in space? Throw a spear at something? I’m sorry, my lord.” She frowned and dropped her head to her knees. “I’m feeling homesick.”

      “I know, Mina.” He sat beside her and rested his arm around her shoulders. “I am too… and I don’t even know where home is anymore.”

      “It’s with us.” They all looked up to find Emma standing in the doorway. “We’ll make our home wherever we are. Speaking of which, Leesha wants everyone together to discuss changes to spells surrounding the ship.”

      Mina cocked an eyebrow at Braden and grinned when she caught the stiffness around his eyes.

      “Aww, Master, you had to know she’d find something wrong with it.” Glynis-pura grinned. “If she didn’t, she’d go crazy in this small space with nothing to do.”

      Braden had to acknowledge the truth of the cat-girl’s words and tried to ignore his discontent as he joined the rest of the ship’s passengers in the dining facility. The mess hall was a long, large room with two bench tables. At one his harem crowded in close and at the other the Bond Mages apprentices and Betsy.

      Anis gave an exasperated sigh when she looked around and saw who was missing then knocked on the environmental control’s door off the kitchen. Sheela’s head poked out of the greenery a moment later and the elf blushed to see everyone gathered without her.

      The most important topic was what to expect when they arrived, and Druska took the reins for this. The alien woman briefly described what they could expect to find should they encounter a GGC vessel.

      Much of what the alien woman described was strange even to Braden, who had seen similar cultures within corporations back on Earth. For the women who knew a world of magic and nothing about indoor plumbing, it was a shock. Braden could see each coming to terms with the more advanced technology of the GGC in their own way. Most thought of it like magic, but Leesha and Scarlytt wanted to know every little thing they could.

      Braden promised both a crash course on electricity, electronics, and the basics of engineering. He warned them that his knowledge was centuries behind the GGC’s engineers, but he would share what he knew.

      The topic of conversation shifted to Leesha’s concerns, and Braden found himself shifting in his seat uncomfortably. His frustration grew more and more as Scarlytt and Leesha, especially, found minor fault after fault with the Artificing he’d crafted. Knowing that neither could have accomplished a fraction of the feat alone, didn’t change the fact that both had decades of magical knowledge between them, and the compressed instruction Braden had under Sage Iolloe, couldn’t compare.

      Emma read the frustration in him and instead of diffusing the tension as was her instinct the teen kept her silence and let it build. The rest were oblivious to Braden’s mood, all except Betsy who watched her daughter curiously, knowing the girl had something up her sleeve. As his shoulders grew more and more tense, the skin around his lips and eyes tightening, Emma watched him stuff the emotions down and sighed.

      “Why don’t we break into smaller groups?” the healer said, breaking in before Leesha’s biting comments to her sister could hurt Sheela’s feelings anymore. “Then we can come back together with our plans and see where they overlap. Does that work?”

      The others agreed with Emma’s suggestion, but she noted Braden hung back when the groups broke off into different rooms. She found herself and her mother sitting alone with the man, a chagrined smile on his lips as he caught her expression.

      “I’m not very good at hiding my frustrations, am I?”

      “I don’t think they noticed.” Emma drew him to his feet and retreated into the room she and the harem had overtaken. “Are Leesha’s concerns not without merit?”

      “They are,” he admitted, falling onto the bed with a great sigh and stuffing the foam pillow beneath his head. “And she’s right to want to fix them but… I don’t know.”

      “You’ve made mistakes before and never minded when Leesha or one of the Sage’s pointed them out. Why is it different now?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, rolling onto his side and resting his back against the bulkhead.

      Emma sat on one of the room’s chairs, dragging it close to the bed and felt warmth at her back. When her mother sank onto the foot of the bed and rested a hand on the Harem Mage’s calf, they shared a smile and Betsy gave her an encouraging nod.

      The pair were as in awe of their surroundings as the rest, but their attention remained riveted upon Braden, and not the unbelievably soft sheets, mattress, and cushions of the alien vessel. The thought of sleeping on such luxury made Emma excited and uncomfortable at the same time. It had been similar when she’d first arrived at the Silver Heart Tree, but there she’d had a reference for what she experienced, while onboard the shuttle, everything was new and wonderful. But it could wait.

      “Could it be,” Emma hazarded cautiously, “because it touches on your fear of betrayal?”

      Braden’s head snapped up and his pale blue eyes burned but she raised a gentle hand and stopped him before he could shake his head in anger at her suggestion.

      “Hear me out,” Emma said. “You came to this world with a broken heart. Old wounds and new piled atop one another. The old wounds we know… That anger you channel but haven’t processed while the other… more recent pains you’ve buried so deep I think you’re trying to forget she ever existed.”

      Braden flinched as if struck by a physical blow and Emma’s heart ached for the pain she’d caused him, but her instincts told her to tear the bandage off and expose the wound.

      “Why are you bringing that up now?”

      “Because you’re terrified of losing us.” Emma’s voice was barely above a whisper, her fingers locked together between her knees with such force the joints ached, but she pushed through the physical discomfort her words caused her and her love. “You have an anxiety, maybe one you’re not aware of. A background fear of not being enough, of being usurped by another. Of our intimacy being turned against you as a weapon. Either from neglect, or disloyalty.”

      All she wanted to was to go to him and comfort him, but she couldn’t. Not yet.

      “I can tell you until I’m blue in the face. The others could do the same, but you’ll never trust us. Not deep down. Not until you’ve brought the pain out, into the light and see it for what it is… a burden, and not penance. I wish, more than anything, my love, that my words could be enough. That Druska or Mina could rub away your fears, but we can’t… You must do that on your own, with someone who loves you but isn’t in love with you… You understand?”

      Braden tried to keep the bitterness from his expression as he nodded, but when his eyes met Emma’s, it wasn’t judgment he saw in the silver orbs, but bottomless compassion and love.

      “I’m going to make sure Leesha isn’t going overboard with her demands, and then we’ll have a nice meal before trying to sleep in this flying cocoon. Why don’t you take a few hours and relax? Mom, will you stay and keep him company?”

      “Of course,” Betsy said, her warm hand rubbing his leg gently.

      As Emma rose and smoothed her dress, Braden was struck by her majesty. He’d seen hints of it when he’d first Bonded her, and more over time, but now the girl held herself like a queen.

      Emma paused in gathering her skirts to pass a look to her mother. The older healer understood with only a glance and shifted to the head of the bed. As Emma closed the door gently behind herself, she saw her mom pull Braden’s face down onto her massive bosom and ask him a gentle question.

      “Tell me about her… How did you meet?”

      His voice was faint and shy as the door clicked shut, but Emma knew he was in the most relaxing and safe space possible. With total confidence in her mother’s ability to start the process of digging into his pains, Emma set off to find Leesha and share a few ideas she had for the medical bay.

      A potion mixing station would fit perfectly beside the sink, she thought with an excited grin.
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      On the far side of the galaxy, seated behind a desk that spanned half the palatial office sat Fia Lorenseine, First Wife of this sector’s head Breeder.

      As the elegantly attired woman scanned a readout hovering in the air above her desk, she ignored the seven dozen attendants waiting patiently in neat ranks across the office. Fia ticked through each item with a bored expression. Audits were a necessary evil of the GGC, and Breeders and their First Wives were the most powerfully independent faction within the Empire, so it fell to them to perform them.

      Most ignored the responsibility, but Fia and her sister-wives took their job seriously. The woman’s husband was a rapacious cad, but that was to be expected of Breeders.

      “I believe your data has an error, Shallee.”

      The common address for an unranked and unsexed menial drew the attention of all in the ranks before her but Fia’s eyes raised to the mistress of this accounting station. She chose her words with care, knowing the blow to the woman’s honor her words caused but still the woman swayed as if struck and covetous grins flitted across her rivals’ faces, each seeing an opportunity to take her place.

      “My lady…” the round woman gave a wobbly curtsy, her voice breathy with emotion as the four throats of her race bulged, a sign of distress. “I’ve reviewed the number a half dozen times and cross-referenced with the manufactured goods personally. I assume you’re looking at the Zombelli Quadrant?”

      “Yes.” Fia frowned, swiping her way deeper into the data set, her eyes widening as she saw the numbers lining up. “These figures are unbelievable. Manufacturing of generic pharmaceuticals is up four thousand five hundred percent? Specialty goods is up six thousand percent? How can this be?”

      “If my lady will look at the trade discrepancy report. Specifically, Zombelli’s dry goods and consumables allotment…”

      The head of the sector’s accounting bureau watched the First Wife’s face carefully. Not only did her career and life hang in the balance, but it was a rare opportunity to gaze upon the face of a woman who’d looked upon a Breeder, let alone one blessed by his touch. Fia’s eyes widened when she pulled up the logs, her frown deepening as she dug into the data set.

      “This is impossible.” Fia pulled her datapad out and took copies of the data sets before her. “Zombelli Quadrant are all ice giants. They can’t produce vegetation with caloric value, let alone animals. How have the workers survived…” She glanced at the production numbers. “Thrived, even, without nutrients to sustain them?”

      “My lady.” The head accountant bowed low once more, throat flutes expelling air in a wheeze as she rose. “I asked this question of Admiral Veraxes, and her response was to send a scout ship to investigate the manufacturing planets.”

      “And…?”

      “It never returned… or was heard from again.” The accountant shivered, throat flutes wailing mournfully as she waited for the beatings to begin. First Wives were notorious for their harsh punishments when fault was found, but the woman didn’t move from her seat. Instead, she sat back and tapped her chin with a long, painted nail.

      “It appears some bright spark has found a way to motivate their workers with greater efficacy than anywhere else in the Empire. Or in its history.” Fia frowned thoughtfully. “We could investigate, and perhaps find ourselves falling into the same trap as the admiral’s scout, disappeared to keep the secret a little longer. Hmmm.”

      Fia spun in her chair and looked out the curved viewport spanning the entire back wall The Nebula Delta was an ugly little gas giant, nothing like Nebula Prime, at the heart of Imperial Space. The First Wife sat staring for several hours, thinking through every avenue and possibility the situation. The accountants stood behind her in silent ranks. Every once in a while, an elderly member would collapse into a heap, either from exhaustion or lack of blood flow, but Fia paid them no mind. The Galactic Good Corporations ground on, slowing its forward moment for no individual.

      When Fia finally swung back around the head accountant stiffened, coming erect.

      “If we can’t investigate from within, then we shall do so from without. Breeder Rondo orders that requisition orders be submitted for Etherium.” A murmur broke out amongst the accountants that Fia ignored. “Order shall follow to reconfigure ten percent of the Zombelli Quadrants manufacturing capacity to Star Drive production. Let’s see how they handle that.”

      “My lady.” The head accountant bowed again in a cacophony of wheezing flutes, before the First Wife dismissed her and the rest of her cadre.

      Fia grinned as she typed out the message to her sister-wives and attached the data. Garlina would be with their Breeder, introducing him to the local delights at the University, but her auspice was security. The others would see what Fia had done and be pleased. Star Drives were the most delicate and complex components in the entire GGC and the gating item not only to commerce, but to the reclamation of new worlds.

      “The Holy AI will surely honor us after this.” She smiled in delight to herself.
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      Braden rose from bed, taking care not to disturb the sheets around Mina and Glynis-pura who were snuggled up against the bulkhead. Pulling the thicker blanket up from the foot of the bed where it had been kicked during their evening’s excitement, he tucked the pair in, feeling his heart warm when the cat-girl gave a contented purr and snuggled in closer to her sister-wife.

      The first day onboard the shuttle had been exhausting for the Harem Mage. Betsy had drawn every detail of his past relationships out of him, opening old wounds and sending him into a tailspin of depression. He’d eschewed dinner and left the women to their own devices, taking an hour for himself, only for Mina and Glynis-pura to come and see how he was doing.

      The cat-girl was as frightened of the ship around them as Braden was depressed and the three comforted each other as the rest bedded down for their first night’s sleep. Pulling on his shirt and trousers, he left the rest of his clothes in a pile near the bed and exited in search of something to fill his belly.

      He found several of the women already up and puttering around the kitchen. Emma handed him a cup of some hot steaming drink that reminded him of coffee and Braden purred in contentment as he sank into a chair and sipped the bitter brew.

      “Have you all decided on modifications to the ship’s spells?” he asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence as the women waited to read his mood.

      With the tension dissolved they spoke over one another in their eagerness to explain what they’d come up with. Most were changes to make their lives easier, such as a steady supply of hot, steamy water into the baths, and not just the cool, cleaning liquid the aliens used. Druska agreed with the change, having come to appreciate the elven bathes while she stayed amongst them.

      Cosmetic changes such as those would require more intricate knowledge of the ship’s systems than Braden currently possessed but with Scry-bots and Druska’s assistance he felt confident he could learn what he needed to. Other changes were more complicated, such as Mina’s suggestion to change two of the weapon systems from auto targeting to manual, and for it to include an analog, or manual, method for deployment.

      Changes such as that, and others that had to do with the shield system, would require the assistance of every magical Bonded amongst them, and then some. Braden sat with Leesha and Sheela throughout the morning and long into the afternoon. Scarlytt sat in. Her sharp mind picked up on the mathematics quicker than the elves, but when it came to deep magical theory, she couldn’t compete with their centuries of knowledge. Even Leesha who’d learned the art recently, had spent decades learning its laws and guidelines as a child.

      “It will be possible if your calculations about the sword are correct. But barely,” Sheela frowned. “If we had one more caster, there would be room for error. I suppose we could cut things from the design.”

      “We don’t need to cut anything,” Leesha said, turning to cast a sly grin out the door when she saw Emma and her mother pass by with a load of sheets. “I think we can arrange to have another after this evening… What do you say, Master?”

      Braden followed the pink-haired elves gaze and shifted in his seat as his eyes fell upon Betsy’s wide backside. He’d known this time would come, but it hadn’t been right amongst the elves, nor without Emma to bless it. Everything lined up now and he was determined to make it as special as possible for the gracious woman.

      “If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right.” His grin matched the others and their planning shifted to more immediate concerns.

      By the time the evening meal was served, their plan was set. The shuttle’s kitchen produced food from a dispenser. Druska dug into the spicy porridge like it was her favorite meal, while the rest poked at theirs and wished they’d taken the elven queen’s advice and stocked up on fresh produce.

      Braden found a chance to pull Emma aside and inform her of his plans, breathing a sigh of relief when the teen expressed her enthusiasm. His sigh of relief turned into a groan of pleasure when the silver haired teen whispered in his ear how she planned to thank him for the blessing.

      He was trembling with desire by the time Druska dimmed the lights and Anis lead the older woman into the prepared bedchamber. Scarlytt, Chanelle, and Sheela had taken special pains with the decorations, making the cold bedchamber feel more like her cozy home than a cell. Colorful blankets were draped across the ceiling and walls, and the floor was carpeted with cushions and pillows. Sheela had plucked a dozen colorful buds from the environmental control room, and their gentle fragrance filled the room.

      Betsy was trembling with nerves as she entered the room, her eyes flitting around the walls to take in every face before finally settling upon the man seated in the center. He was her son-in-law she realized with a blush, and in a normal world such activities as she was about to engage in would be unthinkable.

      Nothing about the reality she found herself in was normal and the man seated before her was far from the least of it. As her eyes traced the breadth of his shoulders and the narrow ‘V’ they made down to his waist, she offered a silent prayer to her ancestors in thanks, before sinking to her knees before the Harem Mage. When her daughter had been rescued, Betsy thought it the happiest moment of her life, but as the hairs on her arms stood up, and she felt the unnatural presence of magic curling around her legs, she experienced a similar joy.

      “Do you know why you’re here this evening, Betsy?” Braden asked, his deep voice sending chills down Betsy’s spine as she nodded.

      “My lord… will I be Bonded to you like my daughter?”

      “Not as strongly.” Braden shook his head. “But there will be a tie between our souls. Does that make you uncomfortable?”

      “No, my lord.” Betsy shook her head.

      The older woman shuffled from foot to foot nervously. Surrounded by such young and lovely women, she felt self-conscious as she reached up to undo the buttons of her dress. Her fingers trembled, and she was surprised when Druska stood and took over the task. Betsy smiled in relief, her cheeks heating when the Harem Mage’s four other wives stood to join their sister-wife. As her daughter drew her shift over her head, Betsy felt like her cheeks were on fire until she caught Braden’s expression through the press of bodies.

      The man’s eyes were riveted upon her prodigious curves and the older woman felt a flush of pride when she noticed the tent forming in his pants. It was reassuring to know the man desired her for herself and she stood proudly naked before him, her fingers clutched together before her smooth stomach as something fae and arousing caressed her flesh.

      “Huh!”

      “Relax.” Braden’s voice was gentle as he rose before her, but there was a roughness underlying the words that sent another shiver down Betsy’s spine. “The magic is going to delve deep.”

      Betsy couldn’t control the sigh of pleasure that escaped her lips as something swept through her body. Every nerve was alive, as waves of sensation swept through her body. She felt her nipples harden, and wetness flood her sex, but it had nothing to do with the magic flooding her body. Braden had stepped close and the scent of him filled her nostrils.

      Content to live the rest of her life alone and in service to her community, Betsy had given up hope long ago. The healer never dreamed of sharing a man, but instead of feeling like she was only getting a small part of him, it felt like her family was expanding manyfold over. She could feel the presence of Scarlytt, Anis, Chanelle, and the others around her and knew a sisterhood for the first time in her life.

      “A midwife indeed,” Braden murmured and at first Betsy didn’t know what he meant, and then she felt something throbbing to life within her.

      Gasping in shock, the older woman fell to her knees, pillows softening a blow she didn’t notice. All of her attention was fixated on the golden thread of something growing within. It reached out from her and connected to the Harem Mage, not visibly, but she could feel it in her mind though she couldn’t say how.
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      Betsy knew that power. She knew it as well as she knew the backs of her hands, or the curve of her figure. It was her.

      “A miracle,” Betsy breathed, her head raising to find the man standing above her.

      He reached down a large hand, running calloused fingers down her soft cheek and the woman’s eyes widened. The pupils swelled as a euphoria she’d never experienced swept through her body. The thread from before was a pulsing conduit connecting them, and she knew, now, how to complete the union between their souls.

      Lord Braden could have cut it off, and her gifts would grow in time, or she could take its full measure now, if she was willing to bare her soul before him and the women gathered around them. Trembling with nervousness and more arousal than she’d ever felt in her life, Betsy’s hands rose and pressed against her lord’s rippling abs.

      As if by magic his clothes fell away and she heard herself draw in a sharp breath as his manhood sprang before her face. The errant thought, that it had probably been magic, flitted in and out of her mind as her gentle fingers slid along the thick shaft. In this act of supreme submission, she would claim her place at the great man’s side and realize her destiny.

      What that destiny was, she couldn’t say, but she felt it drawing her forward like iron filings to load stone. As inexorable as the gravity of the man standing before her.

      Inhibition gone, the golden-haired woman’s eyes locked upon her lord’s face. Watching the pleasure unfold there as she ran her soft tongue over his glans. Fingers gripping with more force, she stroked him, loving the sounds that escaped his mouth.

      She felt powerful.

      That power only grew as she drew him forward, her puffy lips working his length, head twisting with her hands as the room filled with the wet sounds of her sucking mouth. When his hand fell to the back of her head she moaned in pleasure, but there was nowhere to guide her mouth. The healer’s knowledge and eagerness to please combined into the most incredible blowjob Braden had ever received and those watching couldn’t deny the woman’s mastery.

      As his cry of ecstasy bounced off the banquette-covered bulkheads, Betsy’s own moan of pleasure joined it. The woman swallowed every drop of her prize with eyes rolled back in her skull and thighs trembling.

      Later she couldn’t say if it was her lord’s pleasure, or the rush of magic flooding her body, but the orgasm that swept through her body without touch was powerful. Braden was about to stagger away from her but there was a loud “thunk” near Druska and something shifted in the room.

      Suddenly weightless and floating, Betsy gave the new sensations no mind in her single-minded quest to savor every drop of her lord’s seed. Braden was left shaken and turned to find Druska grinning at him after having shut off the room’s gravity. While the other women floated, exclaiming in shock and surprise, Braden could only arch his back and groan again as the older woman sucked him stiff again.

      As he hardened in her mouth Betsy had one thought on her mind, getting this beast within her as quickly as possible. Her body was flush with magic, a power all her own, and she directed it within, a warmth growing inside her womb.

      Braden spun in the air as Betsy pulled him towards herself. Their bodies twisted free of the flooring, and the only thing he had to hold on to was her rounded body. Grinning, he gripped her wide and pulled her against him, sighing in contentment when his cock sheathed within her fiery sex in one thrust. Her hands pulled his face forward into twin mountains of soft flesh.

      Their bodies rocking against one another, Braden’s lips sought firm, rubbery nipples that he suckled, loving the older woman’s cries of pleasure as his dick dug deep into her pussy. Something gripped the head of his cock when he was halfway inside her and Braden let out a shocked gasp, eyes snapping wide open to find Betsy grinning in triumph.

      “I will have your child this night,” the woman husked against his lips as she bent against him, then her mouth was on his, tongue darting into his mouth as the incredible pleasure sucked him deeper.

      Braden could only moan in pleasure as the woman’s magic coaxed the seed from his cock, drawing the load deep into her womb where it quickened immediately. Shakey and covered in a thin layer of cold sweat, Braden floated away from the woman and watched her body curl in on itself as she shook and convulsed, an orgasm the likes of which she’d never experienced overcoming her body.

      He didn’t have time to see how Betsy recovered, because Mina and Emma pulled him into the corner. As the silver-haired teen whispered in her lord’s ear both thanks and wickedness that had him stiffening, Mina pulled Chanelle close, and the pair licked their lord clean.

      As Braden looked around the room, he saw the zero gravity had been like a starter pistol going off. Clothing was gathered against the ceiling vents, and naked bodies cavorted with one another wherever he looked. Druska and Anis’s long bodies were stretched against one another, their fingers working between thighs as the teen kissed her way across the alien woman’s firm bust. Scarlytt had Leesha pressed between her legs, magic snapping around the pair as their sexes ground together.

      Braden was about to turn and see why Sheela had the cat-girl purring when Betsy returned. The woman glowed with an inner light as she floated into his arms and he knew, as if by instinct that she was with child after their last encounter. Tears sprang into Emma’s eyes as she stared into her mom’s and soon the pair were embracing in joy.

      After that, things became a blur for the Harem Mage, as he pulled Mina up and pressed her against the hugging pair of busty beauties. Without witnesses they all left inhibitions and rules behind. That evening on the shuttle, they loved one another without reservation but with Emma flooding his balls, and Betsy quickening every womb, he was very sore the next day.
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      Their days traveling to the warp point fell into a reliable pattern that didn’t change until Leesha determined they were ready to perform the casting. After waking, Braden would find himself amongst the early morning crew of Anis, Sheela, Druska and Scarlytt, while the rest slept in.

      Instead of sleeping in four crew cabins, the women had pulled mattresses and pillows into the captain’s larger cabin and cuddled in close. Every now and then the hum of conversation o press of bodies would be too much, and they would slip off to a secluded spot in the ship for some alone time, but that was rarer than any would have guessed before the trip.

      The mornings were the most relaxing time onboard, and Braden came to cherish them. Druska would brew a hot, spicy beverage common across her Empire and they would sit sipping, as he cherished the buzz of caffeine in his veins. The drink, copa, was like coffee but even better and he couldn’t see going back to a life without it.

      The sedate mornings would shift into raucous affairs once Leesha, Chanelle and Glynis-pura woke up. The three formed a fast friendship that annoyed the rest of the women to no end once they discovered their mutual love of pranks. Soon enough, blobs of gum like substance were in the faucets, shooting sprays of water into faces, or soap turned out to have a magical dye that didn’t fade for hours, leaving the woman who bathed covered in green stripes.

      Mina would take a few and train, in the holo deck. The confined spaces didn’t allow her to swing her spear, but within the holographic simulation the girl could fight monsters from a hundred alien worlds. Braden was amused at how easily the women accepted the wonderous technology. They saw it as nothing more than an illusion, but he knew how much engineering and science must have gone into it.

      While half the women trained, the others would find things to keep themselves entertained. Leesha was single-minded about the spell when she wasn’t diverted with pranks or a lusty moment, while Druska poured over what little information there was onboard the shuttle about the state of the GGC. When he wasn’t working with Leesha and Scarlytt, Braden would huddle with Druska, learning everything he could.

      The GGC was structured like an Earth corporation, with prominent Breeders on the board of directors. There was no president, however. The single entity at the head of the Empire was the Holy AI. The most exclusive positions were reserved for management, while divisions were broken out over its galactic territory.

      The deeper he got into the information the more Braden saw things that worried him. As with all industry, there were those who were left out and in the GGC this was no different. The lowest classes and weakest races were forced to work as indentured servants. Trapped by debt and with limited access to education or upward mobility, they were the first to sign up for genetic duplication.

      Druska didn’t share his concerns immediately. Having grown up in the system, it was more difficult for her to see the flaws. When he pointed out that the majority of the GGC’s goods came from cloned copies who were treated like slaves, she countered that their minds were so dim they were fit for little else.

      “The clone program has been in place since the birth rate declined to almost nothing.” She shrugged. “Each copy might be weaker, but their tasks are simple. The board knows its business.”

      “That can’t be sustainable,” Braden mused. “Let’s go back to the Naval deployments.”

      Most of their time was on trying to piece together the disparate data and place each GGC capitol ship. Druska thought they might be able to tease the location of the Dark Queen out with that, but they weren’t having much luck. Braden was getting a crash course on GGC starships and their weapon systems, which the alien scout rattled off with perfect recall.

      Every hour that passed Druska grew more and more anxious about returning to her people. Protocol dictated that she contact her command as soon as possible, but the thought of returning as a scout seemed unthinkable. Her status as a First Wife to a Breeder was in name only, and though she hoped, there was the chance her master wouldn’t be accepted into their ranks.

      Druska had discovered love and friendship like she’d never dreamed possible, but she still ached for the familiarity and comfort of the world she’d grown up in. She might never get the chance to take her lovers through the ash-coated factory she’d grown up in, or to the Imperial Academy where she’d been trained as a scout, but she longed to share that side of herself with them.

      Her anxiety was only relieved when she found herself between the sheets with Leesha and Braden, or twisted amongst the vines of the environmental control room with Sheela and Anis. She would have spent more of her time enjoying those diversions, but Braden and Leesha were consumed with the spell casting around the ship.

      In the end the changes they made to Braden’s original casting were on a small scale, but so complex and intricate they required hours to cast. Instead of laying atop the ship and its systems, Leesha and Sheela had discovered a way to integrate the two, allowing one to influence the other, and vice versa.

      On their last day flying through the system, Leesha determined they were ready, and all gathered in the central chamber to watch it unfurl. Braden sat in the center, legs crossed, with Sheela before him, and Scry-bot hovering above his head, nervously chirping away. Leesha sat beside her sister, discomfited not to be her husband’s conduit to the circle. The pink-haired elf and her sister had grown closer over the last week but there was still tension in the relationship where magic was concerned.

      Leesha’s annoyance faded as Braden began the working, and she saw the strain her sister was under. Back bowed and face beaded in condensation, Sheela shook like a leaf for hours as a storm of magical energies swept through her.

      Sailing through dark, cold space, unwitnessed by any save themselves, the greatest spell in the history of the universe was cast. One that merged magic and technology into a force stronger than either on its own. Safety systems that would not only plug a breach but adjust the air and pressure immediately to negate any ill effects. Defensive systems that would not only shield, but throw back any direct hits, and allow for Mina to hurl missiles like spears.

      The true wonder of what they created was lost on the occupants of the shuttle, but not on the hidden watcher. For deep within the ships computer systems a thinking machine watched and waited.
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      The jump under warp drive was almost instantaneous, disappointing Braden when he didn’t get to see stars shoot past the screen, or a twisting wormhole in space. Instead, the ship gave a cranky warning sound and a second later he felt something tug on his insides, then he was folding into himself. That was the only way Braden could describe the sensation which was over as soon as it began.

      His stomach was queasy, as Druska tapped through her datapad to ensure their jump had gone according to plan, and he heard a retching sound and turned to find Leesha and Sheela sick up.

      “That wasn’t bad,” Glynis-pura said, her nostrils crinkling as she stepped away from the puddle of sickness beside Sheela.

      “Speak for yourself,” Leesha said, her face green and withdrawn.

      “Elven physiology must have difficulty with the jump,” Emma mused, her fingers glowing as she stepped up to the girls. “I don’t sense anything serious.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Leesha said, wiping the back of a hand across her mouth as she frowned and pointed at something on the view port. “What’s that?”

      A square box was blinking rapidly and only Braden and Druska could read the writing on it. As his eyes scanned the text his heart fell and he heard Druska swear, shocking himself and the others with the rare curse.

      “WARNING! DEBTOR ON BOARD!

      “GGC records indicate an individual with system level debt is currently onboard this shuttle class ship. Local constables have been notified of your arrival in Gerlindo Secundus space. Kindly remain compliant and await your arrest. Thank you and have a wonderful day!”

      “Shit,” Braden swore, remembering a message he’d read on the strange screen that displayed his level and skills whenever he leveled-up.

      “Debt? How could you be in debt?” Leesha asked, her face scrunched in confusion. “You’ve never even been to the GGC!”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Druska said with a frown as she turned to Braden. “The FAILSAFE you passed through…”

      He nodded, having guessed where the debt accrued from already.

      “What happens next?” he asked.

      Druska shook her head, her frown gaining an edge of frustration. “It depends on the amount. If it’s small, they’ll chain you to a manufacturing line and let you work it off. If it’s large… and I fear it will be… you’ll be labeled Debtor and your DNA enslaved to the Empire.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not sure.” Druska shook her head in frustration. “It’s been centuries since a debt that large has accrued to any individual. But you never had a chance to restructure or disperse it—”

      “If we’re planning on doing something we better make it fast,” Anisa said, pointing at the view screen where three large vessels were coming into focus.

      Druska stepped over to the viewers control panel and tapped a few commands. The distant ships leapt into view, with the blue-green world behind it coming into focus. Braden spotted a massive space station, shaped like a spinning top with hundreds of thin spires reaching out from the central hub, their silvery lengths dotted with ships both great and small.

      “We can fight our way free.” Druska nodded. “With the improvements we’ve made they’ll need to deploy Capitol Class ships to stop us.”

      “I’ll get the light spears ready!” Mina shouted, popping off the wall where she’d been leaning and darting towards the ladder, but she halted when Braden reached out a hand and gripped her shoulder.

      “No.” He shook his head, pale blue eyes locked on Druska’s green. “I won’t run or fight your people if there’s another option.”

      “There are no options!” Druska hissed. “We can’t lose you, Master!”

      Her words drew shouts of agreement from the others and Glynis-pura went so far as to flex one clawed hand, power awakening within it. Braden saw the spell that would knock him out, giving the women time to escape, but he didn’t disperse the magic, as he might have done, with his stronger will. Instead, he turned to the cat-girl.

      “This isn’t the body I was born with.” He waved a hand down at himself. “When I passed through the FAILSAFE I had the chance to… change myself and I took full advantage of it.” The others watched him with frowns of worry, but Druska’s face was already drawn in pain, for she could read her master’s mind.

      “You don’t understand how the Galactic Good Corporation’s bureaucracy works, Master. It’s a faceless behemoth that will suck you in and you’ll be lost behind a sea of paperwork.”

      “That sounds familiar enough.” Braden gave a half-smile as he watched the three ships approach and spoke again. “Leave them be, Leesha.”

      The elf grimaced in annoyance but withdrew her hand from the weapons system’s terminal. Red lightning crackled around her fists as she jammed them down at her sides, and she shared a frustrated glare with Chanelle who’d been contemplating her own precipitous actions.

      “Druska, take Emma and Betsy to greet our guests,” Braden said, turning to head into the captain’s cabin.

      “Where are you going?” the alien woman asked.

      “To make sure they’re properly awed when they come for me.” Grins sprouted around the flight deck, and several hopped up to follow their lord into his chamber.

      He found himself beset by a half dozen hands that plucked and primped. In moments the adventurer’s clothing he’d been wearing was shucked off by Anis’s and Chanelle’s nimble fingers while Leesha and her sister made over the suit their mother had commissioned.

      The blue and white outfit Emma and her mother had sewn was threadbare in places and showed signs of the trials he’d survived. Magic could only go so far in mending fabric, he’d discovered, but the clothes were still serviceable. Queen Lana had presented him with a full set of elegant clothing before he left, insisting they would flatter him as well, if not better, than the others.

      As he pulled on the silky black coat, Braden had to admit the queen knew what she was talking about, and he secretly thanked the woman for not letting the human fashions of the Silver Kingdoms influence her. The knights and ladies of those courts had a love of lace and skin-tight pants that always reminded Braden of 1980s rockstars from Earth.

      The black coat was trimmed in gold, with blue highlights here and there. A white shirt beneath hugged his shoulders and chest but gave him freedom of movement when he swung his arms around. The baldric of his sword slotted through the coat with an ingenious cut to the fabric that made it easy to pull on and remove the coat while his baldric and sword were equipped.

      Braden slipped the last button into place on his pants and was turning to reach for his boots when Anis let out a low wolf whistle. Turning his head, he found all four women staring with open grins of appreciation.

      “Queen Lana knows how to dress a man,” Anis said with a firm nod of approval.

      “Mmhmm.” Sheela’s lips were pressed into a hungry smile as her eyes ran up and down the length of him.

      “How long do we have until they come for you?” Leesha’s purring hiss raised the hairs on the back of Braden’s arms and sent a thrill through him when the buxom little elf ran light nails over his hips and ass as she walked around him.

      “None of that now,” he said, softening the words with a smile as he ran a calloused thumb down Leesha’s soft cheek. “Whatever happens next, I need to know you and the others are safe.”

      The elf’s eyes crinkled at the corners as she frowned up at her lord but smoothed a moment later when she felt magic stirring within him. She saw the outlines of what he wanted to do but stepped forward and rested a hand on top of his, causing him to halt the flows.

      “You’ve already forged the connection.” She blushed and glanced down, unable to meet his eyes. “I discovered it while you were… off with my sister and the others.” She could feel, if not see, Braden’s frown and continued in a rush. “I was lonely and hor—desperate to be with you. The first time was an accident, I didn’t mean to peek, and you were off frolicking with my sister! You can’t blame me!”

      The diminutive elf was bristling, her emotions having swung from guilt to umbrage within the space of a moment and Braden found himself chuckling and raising his hands as if in surrender.

      “Tell us what you did,” he offered, side-stepping the landmine of an argument.
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      It took a moment for Leesha to compose herself but when she did, she described the process. She’d been lying in bed, meditating on Braden. When her thoughts had become still and tranquil as a frozen pond, the image of him in real time surfaced in her mind. Leesha blushed when she mentioned that, and her eyes avoided Chanelle and Sheela until the color faded from her cheeks.

      “When Mina discovered me… I told her about it, and she was able to see you when she concentrated on you, my lord. So, it works for the non-magical, too.”

      “If we get split up, we’ll try that,” Braden said. Meeting each set of eyes he felt a sinking feeling inside and prayed this wasn’t the last time he saw their beautiful faces.

      Emotion suddenly tightened his throat but before he could speak there was a sound from outside the ship. The heavy thunk of something slotting into place sent a wave of chills down Braden’s spine and he turned to stride back to the cockpit.

      It was surreal hearing sounds from outside their ship, and odder still to hear the sounds of machinery moving. It was almost a relief when a steady wump-wump-wump started up outside the ship and he felt the jolt of a tractor beam seize them. The alien sounds resolved into an opalescent cone of force extending from one of the Corvette Class ships.

      A large bay opened beneath the ship, large enough to house the shuttle but with little room to spare. Braden joined Druska at the command deck and read the worry in her features. When he laced his fingers in hers she gave him a weak smile, her eyes flickering back to the view screen when it flickered.

      “Have you thought about what you’ll do with Scry-bot while we treat with the Empire?”

      Druska asked softly, her eyes following the scrying orb as it puttered around the hold. “I’m not certain how it will take an independent intelligence that isn’t tied to the Holy AI.”

      Braden frowned at Scry-bot and felt a pang of sadness at having to say farewell to his friend. Over the past weeks the drone’s intelligence had been expanding exponentially, and he was growing to appreciate the drone as something of a friend. Druska was right, he knew, and with a wave of his hand commanded Scry-bot to enter stealth mode. With a shimmer the floating device faded from sight, wrapping an illusory cloak about itself as it flew over and hung above Braden’s shoulder.

      The view of the tractor beam and approaching ship dissolved into the image of a sleep cockpit. An individual in a neatly pressed uniform sat in the captain’s chair, and it took Braden a moment to figure out where he should look to try and meet it in the eyes. Red scales covered its flesh, where ridges of bone didn’t poke through, but once he got past the alien visage, he saw an interesting emotion reflected in its tiny black eyes; boredom.

      “Pursuant to GGC Code eight-one-seven-three-four-nine: Debtor Conventions, I, Captain Berlydo of the Hyperdown, place you into custody. Your ship and possessions will be seized, and their value used to pay down your debt. If a negative balance still exists, you will be remanded to Indeturitude, and forced to work off the remainder of your debt. Do you have any questions about these proceedings, Debtor?”

      Before Braden could open his mouth to ask anything the captain, a female if he didn’t miss his guess, continued in her bored tone.

      “Please have your datapads ready for inspection upon boarding. Thank you, and have a nice day.”

      The feed clicked off and Druska let out a sound of annoyance.

      “If we’re separated, Master, it could be years before we sort this out. I forgot how frustrating dealing with them can be!”

      “Have faith, Druska,” Emma said, drawing every eye to her as she calmly looked around at them all. “All will work out.”

      Braden didn’t share the teen’s confidence, and a seed of fear sprouted in his guts when he felt the shuttle pass within the larger ship’s hold. The view screen was off, but the magic permeating the ship informed him as tons of steel and other metals closed about them with a dull thud.

      The women had taken Braden’s cue, and each looked resplendent as they gathered in the bottom hold. They’d taken time with their hair and clothing, making themselves look as presentable as possible. The only sign of their nerves was the occasional fluttering of hands near waistlines. Braden had never felt prouder, as the fear curled in his guts, and he looked into each face.

      “Whatever happens, I love you all,” he said, earning himself a snort of amusement from Glynis-pura.

      “If they try to keep you from us, I’ll curse every one of them with the pox.” Her tone was joking, but the hardness in her black eyes said otherwise.

      “They aren’t our enemy,” Braden reminded her.

      “Not yet,” Scarlytt grumbled, but it wasn’t to Braden she threw an apologetic look, but to Druska.

      Before the alien woman could respond the pressure shifted and there was a hiss from the hold’s door. The door swung outwards, ladder extending, and Braden got his first look at the aliens.
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      The first thing he registered was the green glow of blasters trained on the open doorway of the shuttle. A dozen guards had theirs drawn, fingers on the triggers and held in rock-steady fists. Then his eyes swept over the individuals, and he blinked, trying to take in the sheer variety at a glance.

      Tall and spindly limbed, short, stout, green, blue, gold, and red, there was a variety to the humanoids that forced his brain into discomfort as he reconciled each. One guard looked like it had come straight from a horror movie, with fang-filled mandibles, and a ridged brow, while another looked like a fluffy bunny, only instead of ears it had rubbery antennae connected by a vibrating spark of blue energy.

      It was almost impossible to make out expressions on the alien visages, but those blasters gave every face an angry glow. A moment before Braden had felt some confidence that he would be able to talk his way clear of the situation, but that was looking less and less likely. He climbed down the gangplank, seeing no reason to stand in the doorway, the others following him down. When they had all gathered before the shuttle, one of the aliens came forward and spoke.

      “Step forward, Debtor, and remand yourself into the custody of Junior Director Hovinco.” The speaker was a blue-skinned male with a wide flabby body and three-fingered hands whose expression looked bored now that Braden got a better look at him. “Surveyor Palinco, please begin.”

      One of the tall, spindly limbed aliens stepped forward with a datapad and moved to start climbing the gangplank but paused when Glynis-pura let out a growling hiss, a look of genuine fear washing over the female’s face.

      “What… what is that?!”

      Braden almost chuckled at the absurdity of the three-eyed creature being shocked by the alienness of the cat-girl, but he saw more looks of fright pass over the other alien guards, and several hands shifted on their blasters, training the lines of fire onto Glynis-pura and Leesha who they were staring at with equal fear.

      Braden moved to block their lines of fire, but before he could speak the head guardsman spoke once more but with an edge of alarm to his voice.

      “Where are your datapads?”

      “They have none, constable.” Druska spoke over Braden’s shoulder, and he saw several relax when they saw a familiar race, but their fears returned as she continued. “I am the only tagged citizen here, and the man you believe to be a Debtor is our Breeder—”

      “Impossible!” the constable barked, several voices rising in shouted agreement from the other guards and Braden was interested to see roughly half lower their blasters while sharing nervous looks with one another. “Slap them in fetters and not another word from that one!” He pointed at Druska. “They can keep their blasphemy to themselves. Remember protocol.”

      “Remember protocol!” chanted the guards in unison.

      Before Braden could think of a response, the guards were pushing forward, shackles of blue energy springing into their hands. When he saw a slathering red-skinned and fang-mawed alien grab Emma roughly, his fears coalesced into anger. When a second set of hands grabbed Betsy, and he saw fear fill the older woman’s eyes, he snapped.

      Metal screamed, and the ground beneath Braden’s feet shifted as raw magic unfurled around him. The rainbow glow of colors shocked the aliens, and gasps of fear erupted from them when they saw the metal of their ship warping around him, the air itself bending to his will.

      The constable barked something, but it was too late. Fingers depressed on triggers, bolts of green, coruscating energy hunting Braden’s heart, only to be deflected from a pale blue shield that sprang into place with a thought. The bolts flew back to their origins, causing several guards to dive for cover and another to have the hair singed off the top of its head.

      The Harem Mage registered the shouts of his wives, but he refused to be trapped, to be swallowed into the faceless bureaucracy, possibly to never see his loves again. It triggered every one of his deep-seated fears but before he could bring his rage to bear down upon the constable and his guards, Braden registered the expressions on the alien’s faces.

      One and all, from the constable down to the lowliest guard, fear etched deeply into their expressions. Even on the alien features the emotion was plain, for they were witnessing something outside of their ken. Remembering his own fear and disorientation when he’d first stepped through the FAILSAFE, the anger dissolved within him, like a pricked bubble, and he relaxed his grip on the power.

      The fight-or-flight response had hit so hard, Braden had been preparing shields of force and fire to encase himself and his women. Protecting them from the cold and vacuum, it would have been a simple thing to tear the hull out of the GGC Corvette ship, freeing the shuttle and themselves.

      And in the process, he would have killed dozens, perhaps hundreds, of innocent sailors.

      “What… what was that?” The constables shaky voice was directed at Druska, who he looked to with a pleading expression.

      “That was my Breeder, peon,” Druska responded in a cold tone. “Are you qualified to shackle a man of his station, Constable?” The man’s eyes widened as they shifted to Braden, and he shook his head.

      “But the protocols…” He seemed lost for a moment, until he noticed the looks his men were giving him and stiffened. “No shackles, but the Breeder will remain in custody.”

      “Then you will be responsible for each of my wives, sir.” Braden didn’t try to make his voice hard, but the alien constable jerked as if slapped, and gave a sharp nod.

      “Come with me, Debtor.” Braden noted the man was gentle as he grabbed his elbow and steered him away from the women. “The captain will want to speak with you.”

      Braden threw a final look back at Druska and the others, heart in his throat as he pushed the emotions swirling within aside. He didn’t want to be separated from them, but his near loss of control was a more frightening prospect. Out here in space even the smallest mistake with magic could have dramatic consequences.

      The constable scuttled ahead, throwing what he assumed were fearful glances back at Braden every few steps. Ignoring the man, the Harem Mage took the opportunity to take in his surroundings.

      The construction and lines of the Capitol ship used the same patterns as the shuttle, only on a much larger scale. The walls of the hangar and halls were white, with bright lights reflecting off every surface. The GGC crew were dressed in matching uniforms, with different cuts and colors denoting job and rank.

      The colored uniforms corresponded to colored lines on the floor and walls. As Braden crossed the large hangar, he saw the aliens didn’t mix with colors besides their own, or even walk on paths with other colors. The caste system was so rigid the lower colors wouldn’t even look at those from a higher group.

      There was also something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Something that felt off about the aliens he was observing, including the man marching ahead of him. He couldn’t say what was off about them, but whatever it was made his skin crawl. It was as if something integral was missing from all of them, and without it they felt even more alien than their appearances suggested.

      The constable led Braden down a narrow corridor that circled upwards. They passed dozens of openings with the oddest doors Braden had seen. Not quite opaque, they appeared to be formed of golden light. He reached out and brushed his fingers across one as they passed and was surprised to find the surface hard and smooth as glass.

      He couldn’t make out what was inside the rooms but from the dim shadows he could see figures moving within. Finally, they stopped outside a golden door and the constable opened it with a wave of his hand. Motioning within, Braden saw an elegantly appointed room.

      The furniture didn’t resemble anything he was familiar with, but the half circle cushions hovering in the air were obviously chairs and the table floating on one wall held bottles of a blue liquid and twisting glasses.

      “Please have a seat…” he stumbled over deciding what to address Braden as, and lips twisting he finished with a shrug. “The accountant will be along shortly.”

      “I thought the captain was coming?”

      The alien constable’s hands fluttered at the sharpness in his tone, and he spoke in a rush.

      “Please understand this is most unusual. It is against protocol for the captain to know of, let alone speak with a Debtor.” He backed up slowly waving for Braden to enter the room. “I’m heading straight to her chief of staff, and then the lieutenant. Please have patience… sir.”

      Patience was the last thing Braden wanted to exercise, but he gave a nod, fixing the creature with his eyes before he stepped into what he assumed was a cell.

      “I’ve put my trust in you, Junior Director Hovinco. Don’t make me regret it or it will go poorly for you, and every other soul on this vessel.”

      The alien shivered and let loose a string of flatulence as it nodded. When the golden door snapped into place, and he heard the creature’s heavy footfalls retreat, Braden let out a long breath and tried to get a grip on his nerves.
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      It was a strange feeling to be out of place in the world you’d been raised, but Druska had changed so much in such a short time that the place she’d stepped back into felt alien. It wasn’t the plasteel, or the bright lights overhead, which were giving Mina, Leesha, and the rest difficulty, it was the officious looking bureaucrat who stood before her.

      “Scout Third Class Druska Alverin’droblek, congratulations on your return to the GGC!”

      The pink-eyed Berlinto’s tiny claws danced across her datapad as she pulled up Druska’s last orders.

      “Oh my… Second Fleet has you marked as missing in action. Your last orders number eight-five-four-seven-het-three-four-five placed you on planet… hmm…” The Berlinto scanned through a few pages. “The mission to retrieve you was reported as successful… How is that possible?”

      “They sent one.” Druska shrugged. “But it was compromised by a local threat.”

      “That isn’t what the record indicates.” The bureaucrat shook her head. “No, the Everdawn has made port. Records indicate you’re on that ship currently… That’s not possible. Hmm… the captain and crew have reported in, but no other communications have been sent or received from the ship. Strange.”

      “Is the news feed reporting any disturbances in that sector?”

      “No.” The bureaucrat shook her head. “Just the opposite. According to the Process Points Scoreboard that sector is going to exceed its quota this quarter. They might even get the Golden Chalice of Excellence in Manufacturing.” She grinned in pride for her people. “Now, we need to process the barbarians you’ve brought with you. I have openings in the mail-sorting departments. How would they like those as professions?”

      “You can classify them as whatever you want.” Druska shrugged. “Once Intake discovers we’re attached to a Breeder, we’ll be transferred to the wives’ section, right?”

      “A breeder?” The Berlinto woman couldn’t keep the amusement from her tinkling voice. “What barbarian fantasies have you come back with, Scout? A Breeder, on a backwater world. Nonsense!”

      Druska didn’t have a reply for the woman, knowing it would do no good to argue with the minor bureaucratic functionary. The GGC wasn’t a fast-moving entity, but it was thorough. The Berlinto bureaucrat had each of the women stand before a monitor that scanned them from head to toe. Datapads were issued to each, and Druska was annoyed to see they were a newer version than her own.

      When each of the nine had their small, flashing pads they were ushered into a large holding room. There Druska went over the small flashing pads with them, showing them how to navigate through the basic screens. Most of their functionality was blocked, but the screens were still magical to the women.

      “Next we’ll be brought through Intake,” Druska told the nervous women. “A medical bot will scan each of you for viruses and bugs that could be harmful, as well as to learn about your alien physiology. Clothing will be issued, then each of you will be evaluated. The evaluation is supposed to determine your job within the GGC, but being barbarians you would normally be placed wherever there is a need, and you pass minimum qualifications.”

      “Normally?” Mina asked with a cocked eyebrow.

      The tiny warrior had tried to pull a chair down off the wall only to have the plasteel bend in her powerful grip. Now she stood in front of the twisted metal, trying to hide it from the others.

      “The Empire is excellent at finding the right jobs for its citizens, but barbarians are rarely trusted with anything important.”

      “Once they learn we aren’t lying about Braden, they’ll show us some respect.” Leesha nodded firmly, arms crossed beneath her small breasts.

      “Will he be ok until we’re returned to his side?” Chanelle addressed the question to the silver-haired healer who took a moment to respond. When she did, she had every woman’s undivided attention.

      “Our lord is in a delicate place. I fear he could easily be pushed into precipitous actions if he feels threatened. And out here, in the cold and deadly blackness of space, he always feels under threat.” Emma shook her head sadly. “It’s a dangerous mix and more so when he’s anxious about each of us.”

      “Then we do our best to fit in,” Mina said. “Not only for our Lord, but our sister too.” She nodded at Druska. “These are your people Druska, and we will treat them as if they’re kin.”

      The others nodded and Druska felt a flush of pleasure to see her friends and sister-wives supporting her. The scout didn’t have a lot of friends growing up and cherished the connections she’d made.

      When the white-coated technicians entered and began the intake process, the women didn’t push back or argue when they were asked to disrobe. Blushes suffused cheeks and hands covered delicate bits, as the group shuffled into the medbay.

      “The Intake process has been simplified,” one of the technicians told Druska as she shuffled towards the glowing green arch. “Once we ensure there aren’t any deadly pathogens on or in your persons, you’ll be taken for deep-thought processing. When the Holy AI’s programs have scanned them,” the four eyed technician said, hooking a digit back at the women trailing behind Druska on naked feet, “they’ll be separated by job title and sent to Onboarding.”

      “That could take months, even years depending on the jobs they’re assigned.”

      The technician shrugged and stepped aside as they drew abreast of the Med-Gate.

      “We could throw them back into space and they could stay barbarians.” He honked from one of his neck flutes in amusement. “What do they even do? Hammer rocks?”

      The technician was still honking in amusement when the med-gate flashed florescent pink and a burst of colorful confetti burst from its apex to shower upon Druska. The honks cut off in shock as the technician stared in awe.

      “GGC Protocol Alpha-117 in effect.” The computer’s warm voice filled the small medbay, all around which doors burst open and green-coated medics stared at the scout with expressions ranging from awe to envy. “Congratulations Druska Alverin’droblek, former scout and current First Wife! Yours is the seventeenth organic birth in this sector’s history!”

      “P…P…Pregnant?!” The technician dropped his datapad, flutes honking in distress.

      “Technician!” A commanding voice spoke from the gathering medics as a blunt-faced female took charge. “See her ladyship is given lapjuice and is seated in a comfortable chair while we see to the remainder of her… associates.”

      The blunt-faced woman beamed at Druska and spoke in a quieter tone when the technician moved forward to open a chair from the wall. Another medic ran to secure a pitcher of lapjuice, and Druska felt her mouth salivate. The scout had only tried the delicacy once, at her Academy graduation ceremony and then only a sip.

      “Our most humble apologies your ladyship.” The medic bowed low as Druska took her seat. She found the obsequiousness as tiresome as the coldness before, but she knew how the Empire functioned. Her eyes met Leesha’s as another technician instructed the elf to step through the glowing green gate and she gave her sister-wife a nod of encouragement.

      “Do you know if any of the other… oh my stars!” The medic turned in shock when another burst of confetti exploded from the med-arch.

      Druska accepted the glass of lapjuice with an eager grin and watched with amusement as medics and technicians scuttled about like the chicken she’d seen in Dalton once with its head cut off.

      “GGC Protocol Alpha-one-one-seven is still in effect.” The computer’s voice filled the small medbay again. “Congratulations Leesha Dooreen, former sorceress, and current First Wife! You are the eighteenth organic birth in this sector’s history!”

      By the time the fifth woman had stepped beneath the arch, under a spray of confetti, the blunt- featured medic had already toppled over from shock.

      

      Braden sat on one of the hovering seats, his mind replaying the way these aliens had acted towards him. When he’d first stepped out of the shuttle, they’d presented a bristling front only for it to collapse at the first sign that Braden might challenge them.

      They didn’t know anything about magic but had recognized the threat instantly and wilted before it. He wondered if the rest of Druska’s Empire was filled with the same sorts of souls, or if, perhaps, it was tied to their lack of interest in mating.

      He was musing about the implications of an entire galactic Empire filled with betas and followers when the door hissed open, and a woman entered. When his eyes swept over the woman, he gave a start of surprise for she could have been Druska’s twin. Tall and slender, her shoulders weren’t as wide, but her bust was larger, and her eyes held the same shade of pale green as they stared down at him with imperious disdain.

      “My engineers are trying to ascertain the damage you’ve done to the Argzero-three-eight-nine Shuttle Class ship.” Her voice was cold and distant as she stood just within the doorway, arms folded beneath her massive bust. The tight silver uniform she wore did nothing to hide her curves, but Braden kept his eyes locked on hers. “If they can’t get it to function properly, it will be scrapped, and the cost added to your debt. Why are you threatening my sailors with strange weapons? I should have you and your barbarian women ejected into space. A Debtor demands my time?!”

      Braden felt a flash of déjà vu, like what he’d felt when first meeting Seneschal Carmine who reminded him so much of his favorite teacher back on Earth. This imperious alien looked nothing like his first boss, Karen Wilkins, but the way she stood, and the flash of emotion in her eyes were eerily similar. The woman had been a terror around the office, harassing junior engineers about their tasks and causing them to stay late, even overnight to finish just to avoid her wrath.

      Braden had discovered in his first couple months that Karen Wilkins detested what she saw as weakness in her employees. When she’d come by his office one afternoon to demand a set of drawings that weren’t due to the customer for a week, he’d pushed back. Karen had folded with a little pressure and their relationship improved after that. She’d even recommended him for his first promotion, over those of more senior engineers who hadn’t shown the same backbone.

      “The shuttle isn’t broken, Captain,” Braden said. “In fact, she’s more capable now than ever before. If you know the trick of controlling the new magical systems we’ve integrated.”

      “Magical systems?” the captain snorted in derision. “Barbarian nonsense…”

      Her words trailed off when Braden pulled the power into himself and sent a flame dancing across his palm. The woman stared at the fire, her expression disbelieving as she blinked rapidly.

      “What trick is this?” she demanded.

      “No tricks, Captain.”

      The woman’s eyes rose from the flame to Braden’s eyes, and she swallowed hard, smoothing her uniform as she stood with straight back. She seemed to see him for the first time and the flare of her pupils and the fluttering of her hands along her waistline were unmistakable.

      “Captain Ke’sola,” she said and for the first time showed signs of not knowing how to proceed. She was saved when her datapad lit up.

      Eagerly jumping on the distraction Braden watched the green-skinned woman’s face darken further and her head snapped up, mouth working silently for a moment before words tumbled out.

      “All ten women have fallen under Protocol Alpha-one-one-seven… I was blessed to transport one Breeder and his pregnant wife to the local system… but ten…” Her eyes flashed up to Braden and she frowned. “Sir, I will have you logged into Imperial Records at once so you can be afforded the luxuries and services your station demands. I apologize but you’re in my system as a Debtor and it will take time for imperial accounting to reconcile that with the fact of your… potential.”

      As professional as captain Ke’sola was, the woman’s cheeks never lost their tinge of redness, nor did she seem able to tear her eyes away from the tall man before her. Her recent experiences with Breeders hadn’t prepared her for how dynamic they could be. She found herself trying to find a way to work her list of lengthy accomplishments and genetic potential into the conversation, but her datapad flashed red, drawing a frown to her well-formed lips.

      “Another one who doesn’t respect protocol,” the captain ground out.

      “Excuse me?” Braden asked, trying to read the woman’s datapad as she typed out a series of rapid commands into it.

      “Forgive me.” The captain pasted a smile on her face as she edged towards the door. “This system hasn’t seen so much activity in ten generations. A barb- err, a new Breeder to join the ranks, ten bairns, and a regional director is visiting!” She motioned Braden back down to the chair. “Please forgive the wait, but protocols demand I assist the director at this time.” She glanced down at her datapad and with a final frown cast back at him, swept from the room.

      It was easy to chock the captain’s odd behavior off on any number of things, but Braden had a bad feeling. He couldn’t put his finger on what exactly, but ever since that last message came through the datapad his hackles had been raised, the hairs tickling the nape of his neck, and instead of sitting he paced past the oval windows looking out into black space.
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      Captain Ke’sola swept down the corridor towards the bridge trying to put a pair of icy blue eyes out of her mind. Scanning the report provided by the medical staff, she struggled to remember the protocols. Dealing with a Breeder should have been a singular event in the young captain’s life. The responsibility of caring for women with actual pregnancies usually fell to more august heads than hers.

      She couldn’t even remember a single pregnant woman in the sector, let alone ten at once. It should have been cause for celebration, but the entire affair was snarled in bureaucratic knots that would take weeks to untangle. Getting the man designated as a Breeder alone would take forty hours of paperwork.

      On top of that headache there was a director which had just appeared in the system. Flipping over to the comms channel, Captain Ke’sola listened in as her communications staff dealt with the new vessel.

      “Imperial Class Everdawn please repeat, what is your mission in our sector? We have no advance warning of your approach.”

      “The regional directors business is none of your affair, peon,” hissed a sharp voice from the other end of the line. “Make ready to receive her excellency, Queen Melind, the Only, Harem Mage, Mother of Prophets, and recently named Regional Director in good standing.”

      In good standing! the captain thought to herself.

      Such a designation wasn’t given lightly in the Empire and it carried significant weight. Her fingers were about to type out a series of commands to give the Capitol ship docking permission on the world’s station, and full access to her own records, when the voice spoke again.

      “You are in possession of a criminal and Debtor that goes by the name of Braden.” Captain Ke’Sola frowned at her datapad, curious why a regional director would know anything about her barbarian. Information would have hit the GGC nets mere minutes before. “Execution is preferrable, but remandment of said criminal into the regional director’s immediate control is necessary for the betterment of the Empire and profit.”

      “Copy, the directors orders will be relayed to the captain.”

      On a hunch, Captain Ke’sola pulled up the scouting systems and read through the Capitol ships current deployment. Her lips twisted into a sour frown when she saw the larger vessel had yet to drop its shields or come within her own smaller vessels firing range. Ion torpedoes would reach them, but her laz-guns, which could pierce the larger ship’s shields and hull, wouldn’t reach from where she sat near the planet’s atmosphere.

      The blinking message from her comms teams would force her to respond eventually, but Ke’sola had never heard of this Queen Melind, and she wasn’t about to jeopardize her own career to help another woman’s ambitions.

      Ten mothers to be… and she thinks to steal them away from me does she, the captain thought to herself. I wager Queen Melinda has fallen for a pair of pretty blue eyes, too.

      The captain tried to ignore that last thought as she hurried to the bridge, coming up with ways to delay the regional director as she went. She was stopped just outside the ornate double doors by a harried member of her medical staff.

      “Captain, they’re refusing to allow us to do our jobs!”

      A second, white-coated nurse shook her head, flutes trumpeting her frustration, and held up an arm singed black, the peeling where it had melted entirely. “One of the barbarian whores burnt me when all I wanted to do was give her a Womb Scrub!”

      Captain Ke’sola frowned at the pair of irate women and threw a grimace over their shoulder at the supervisor hurrying to intercept them.

      “Pardon, Captain, they forget themselves.” The woman cast a stern frown at the pair, silencing another burst of complaints.

      The captain turned from the bridge doors and waved the three onwards.

      “Bring me to these women. I’ll take their measure before I’m forced to… other actions.”

      The stern-faced captain trailed the three as they scurried ahead of her down the hall, an attendant falling behind the green-skinned officer. The woman dictated a reply to the regional director that was polite but refused to comply until the proper forms and paperwork had been transferred. She smiled in satisfaction when the junior officer marched off to relay the message, wondering how the woman would respond.

      

      Braden stood with hands clasped behind his back as he stared out the window, trying to ignore the officious looking accountant that had come to review his debt. While the plump creature flicked through its datapad and muttered to itself, Braden scanned the darkness and tried to put his finger on the niggling sensation in the back of his mind.

      Over one shoulder an invisible Scry-bot observed its surroundings with growing delight. Since arriving aboard the shuttle the magical turnings of its mechanical mind had been sparked into overdrive. Created by its master to observe and synthesize new knowledge into its thinking processes, the GGC tech supercharged that process, expanding the little drone’s mind to exponential levels.

      “I must say, sir these circumstances are most unusual,” the alien trilled from behind Lord Braden. “The going cost of a FAILSAFE is set, but these others… Corporeal Refactoring… Soul-binding Ability… I’ve never heard of the like… And the authorizations…Great Goddess!”

      Braden turned to the plump creature with a frown and glanced down at its datapad, reading the scrolling alien script upside down. Most of it didn’t make sense, but he saw a name in red flashing letters and felt déjà vu hit him stronger than ever before.

      “That name… Theadora… Do you know who that is?”

      “I’m trying to figure that out.” The accountant frowned up at Braden and pulled its datapad back to its chest, but its indignation didn’t last, as it cast the frown back at the screen and tapped out a series of commands. “Whoever they are, they seem to have as much authority as the Board, but I’ve never heard of a board member with such a pedestrian name. Do you recognize it?”

      Braden nodded slightly. “It was my mother’s name.”

      “Oh, hmm, well that’s an odd coincidence.” The plump accountant gave a firm nod and shook itself. “Who assigned the debt is less important than how it was assigned. You see, a proper terms sheet would have amortized the monies owed over a galactic year, or seven system years…”

      The plump alien droned on, its words becoming more and more difficult to track until Braden raised a hand and it cut off with a faint squeak.

      “How much do I owe, and how do I pay it back?”

      “I’m afraid the amount is difficult to place a fixed number on.” The accountant cringed when Braden frowned in anger, the rest rushing out of its flabby mouth. “But if I had to set a fixed amount, it would be seventy-nine million credits, or roughly the cost of a Capitol Class ship.”

      Braden gave a faint grunt and frowned. It seemed ridiculous to be on the hook for something he’d had little say in, but he couldn’t deny what the GGC’s technology had done. He could still remember his shorter, plump body back on Earth and how difficult it had been to get into shape, hell, even to climb a steep hillside. And his physical form had been the least of his changes.

      When he thought about the magic within, and how it had allowed him to forge the connection with Druska, Leesha, Emma and the others the debt he owed seemed small in comparison.

      “Sadly, the salvaged vessel you arrived in is inoperable.” The accountant shrugged as it pulled up the shuttle’s spec sheet. “It would’ve reduced the amount you owe to something you could have paid back in a lifetime. But I’m afraid your progeny will be saddled with the debt for generations.”

      “The shuttle isn’t broken.” Braden shook his head. “Tried to tell your captain. It’s been modified to run on an energy source your Empire can’t detect.”

      “An energy resource the GGC hasn’t tapped?” The accountant snorted in derision. “I’ll believe it when I see-!”

      The plump creature pulled back as far as it could from Braden when he summoned a flame to hover above his palm. Braden frowned to himself, wondering if his every interaction with aliens and magic would be this tedious.
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      Four flight decks above, Druska stood in the same position her husband had been in a moment before, hands clasped behind her back as she stared out a window. The room behind her was beautifully appointed with a dozen cushioned chairs and platters of food and drinks being served to Leesha and the others.

      The treatment they’d received over the last hour had been everything she’d dreamed it would be, but it felt empty without Braden at their sides. The attendants hadn’t known where he was behind held, and she couldn’t find anything out on her datapad. Turning back to the room, she was about to demand one of the attendants take her to someone in charge when the double doors slid open, and a familiar figure waltzed into the room with hands on her hips.

      “Captain!” one of the attendants said before flashing a salute that was copied by the others.

      “I wanted to see who the Breeder brought aboard my… Sister!?”

      Druska couldn’t believe what she was seeing and found herself rushing into the arms of her older sister, tears springing unbidden to her eyes.

      “Ke’sola!”

      The pair clung to one another for a long moment, before pulling back and staring into one another’s eyes.

      “How are you here?” Druska asked and Ke’sola barked a laugh.

      “I could ask you the same thing… Last I heard you’d enrolled in the Academy… and now you’re…” the captain’s eyes dropped to rest on Druska’s abdomen where the scout rested a gentle hand.

      “I’ve been blessed,” Druska beamed. “And you, sister… Captain already?”

      Ke’sola beamed back and brushed light fingers over her rank insignia. “Captain of the least important ship in the fleet.” She shook her head and blushed. “They couldn’t ignore my test scores, but the Alverin’droblek name doesn’t hold the same weight as others.”

      Druska grimaced and nodded. She’d experienced the same stigma in the Academy. The GGC prided itself on being a meritocracy, but certain family names and races ended up in the choicest jobs and positions.

      “It might have been unimportant before,” Leesha said, rising to greet the tall, green-skinned sister of her best friend, “but now that our lord is here, I bet things get interesting. I’m Leesha, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Captain Ke’sola.” She held her hand out to the diminutive elf, head cocking to one side as she took in the young woman’s long ears and delicate features. Leesha ignored the hand though and pulled the captain into a surprisingly strong hug.

      Once introductions had been done and the sisters caught up on all that had happened to them since being separated as girls, Druska asked the question that had been hovering on her tongue since she’d first seen the insignia on her sister’s shoulder.

      “Where’s our lord husband? Is Braden safe?”

      “He’s safe.” Ke’sola’s lips pursed into a worried frown. “For now. Do you know why a regional director would want your husband dead?”

      “Dead?” It was Druska’s turn to frown at her sister, and the frown only deepened as the captain explained.

      “What was that name?” Mina asked, her skin a sickly green as she turned the captain to face her.

      “There were half a dozen titles,” Ke’sola scoffed.

      “The name, sister.” Druska’s fingers dug into the captain’s arm with shocking strength.

      Ke’sola hunted her memory and came up with one, but she wasn’t ready for the angry hisses and fearful mutters when it passed her lips.

      “Melind…”

      “The Dark Queen,” Leesha hissed, and Emma spoke almost on top of her.

      “Our lord must be warned!” Druska and the other eyes swung to Emma, but she was looking at her mom who was nodding in concern.

      “If she’s out there… and he thinks he can exact vengeance for what her minions did to you girls…”

      Captain Ke’sola made a sound of disbelief in the back of her throat.

      “The regional director commands a Capitol Class frigate with world breaking power,” she scoffed. “He can’t think to challenge that level of imperial might, alone.”

      “It’s too late,” Emma breathed, turning to stare out the window. “She’s found him.”

      

      Braden listened to the accountant drone on with half an ear. The buzzing in the back of his mind wouldn’t fade, and instead grew more and more insistent until he found himself turning to hunt the expanse of space spread out before the window.

      He didn’t know what he was hunting but his anger had been rising for long minutes. In fact, it had been slowly increasing for a lot longer than that, but the effects were so subtle he wasn’t aware of it. He was so tense inside, like a spring compressed to its breaking point that when he spotted the tiny glint of light zipping past the far horizon, the blood rushed past his ears drowning out every other sound.

      A tap on the glass brought the distant object into distinct focus and Braden found himself staring at a familiar starship. He’d seen this ship once before, months previously when he’d rocketed into the upper atmosphere of Harem World, and he knew who commanded it.

      Braden’s blood ran hot as lava, and a rush of images pushed forward in his mind. Leesha strapped to a stone table slick with the young princess’s blood. Of Emma carved open, her organs on display and gorgeous face twisted with mind-breaking pain. A hundred other crimes of equal or greater measure could be held against the Dark Queen, each of them a black mark on Braden’s soul because he’d been too distracted by women and adventure to do his duty.

      The plump imperial accountant broke off his litany of applicable regulations and looked up at the human facing away from him. He could feel the air crackling with tension but had no idea why the man would be so angry staring at an image of a ship sailing through space.

      “Master…Breeder?”

      The accountant couldn’t have been aware of the pressures clamping down on the Harem Mage’s mind. Both those born from past traumas, and from the long reach of a centuries older power. His simple question squeaked out at the man’s back broke the spell holding Braden back.

      The man snarled, one hand tearing a hole through reality while the other drew on raw currents of power, wrapping them about himself as he sailed through the gateway. For one delicious instant Braden was free as he soared through the cold void of space. An arrow with singular purpose.

      He hadn’t gone a quarter of the vast distance between the two ships when invisible fists of raw power pummeled him from his path. Small vessels broke off the Capitol ship, while others swept in from above and below, already positioned to slow or stop his attack and a small voice in the back of Braden’s mind whispered of a trap.

      The rage clouding out his thoughts was too powerful, and the voice went unheard as he poured raw power into his own attacks. Fists the size of dragon claws tore through waves of fire and ice that swept down from the Dark Queen’s ship. The magic took on strange shapes in space, blossoming and warping to physics his mind didn’t understand but Braden hardened his will and forced the magic into shape, tearing ships to scrap metal, or letting them detonate around their cores when he sailed past racing, a head of the small warrior trailing him.
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      The others opened their mouths to ask how the silver-haired teen knew, when a golden bar of light shot from four flight decks below them and at its center flew a solitary figure that glowed with an incandescent rage.

      “Foolish man,” Druska growled. “Mina!”

      “Moving!” the tiny warrior shouted. “Leesha, it better be ready…”

      “Now!” Leesha cried.

      Captain Ke’sola spun in place as a flurry of activity exploded around them. The tiny warrior with short cropped black hair sprinted towards the floor-to-ceiling windows as if she was going to charge straight through them, while the others began scrambling out of her way. The pink haired elf threw up a net of something that sparkled, here one moment and gone the next, only to have Mina dive through the magical net and appear outside the window, her momentum carrying her soaring through the void of space after the rocketing human man.

      “What’s happening!” the captain cried, her sister bustling her out of the room as she craned her neck to try and follow the small human woman who soared through space. “She’s going to die!”

      “Not with Leesha’s magic to protect her,” Druska growled. “If we’re going to save him from himself, we need the shuttle, come on!”

      The rest raced ahead and Druska was forced to drag her sister behind her like a recalcitrant child. When Ke’sola’s officers saw this, they paled, but they were busy responding to a riot of proximity alarms and warning lights. When the captain glanced down at her datapad, her stomach heaved.

      “The laz guns are primed… Druska.” She looked up in fear at her sister who was staring back with a determined expression.

      “We have to save him, Ke’sola.”

      “It’s too late… Even if he succeeds the High Council will never stand for a Breeder attacking a regional director in good standing.” Ke’sola shook her head sadly and flinched at a particularly large explosion as the rocketing man was knocked off course.

      “Duellum!” Druska hissed, bright green eyes widening as she seized on the ancient term. “As a Breeder he could claim Duellum against an enemy, and the High Council would adjudicate it.”

      “They would.” Ke’sola frowned. “But it would be suicide.”

      The captain’s eyes followed the glowing man as he soared and swooped through space. She would have said it was unbelievable if she wasn’t witnessing it with her own eyes. The violence twisted something in Ke’sola’s guts and seeing state-of-the-art GGC vessels turned into slag decided it for her. Tapping in her secret access code, Captain Ke’sola dialed the emergency line into fleet command.

      

      Braden was lost in his rage.

      Without an immediate enemy to fixate upon the anger would have burnt out in him quickly, but one small ship after another launched from the Capitol ship, each crewed with creatures of such evil intent he couldn’t turn back.

      Like candy dropped along the trap’s path, each enemy drew him further and further into the Dark Queen’s clutches. Single manned fighters with undead behind the controls were torn apart by arrows of fire, and Corvettes with squads of the lifeless creatures fell one after another.

      Braden should have been warned by how easily he cut through the enemy’s forces and if he was thinking clearly, he would have recognized it didn’t make any sense for the Dark Queen to send her forces out one at a time. Mina saw the trap, but her lord zipped through space faster than she could keep up with and seemed unable to register her screams of warning.

      Like a boxer throwing haymakers Braden burned through his energy and mana in a shockingly short time. Between the spells necessary to maintain temperature, pressure and movement in space, and the attacks his enraged mind threw left and right, his reserves of mana rapidly dwindled to nothing.

      Braden was closing on the ship, his target in sight and only a few dozen miles away. He could taste the evil queen’s death as he rocketed through space, only to have something red and glowing appear at the ships nose. Alarm bells rang in his mind, but he was too far gone in his rage to stop and figure out where the danger was coming from.

      The red dot, as tall as a horse flashed across the intervening space. Powered by more than GGC tech alone, the Dark Queen’s will animated the blast that struck Braden full on. Mina let out a scream of horror that died in the void, heart clutching her throat as the laser round cut through Braden’s protective magic like they were nothing.

      One instant the man was hurtling through space, a vengeful god tearing apart spaceships with blasts of his magic and the next he was spinning through the void, arms akimbo and body blackened and singed. Throwing herself forward, Mina caught him before the second round could connect and she sobbed to see the state of him.

      Before the warrior could think what to do a green beam shot out from the larger vessel and she was locked in place, unable to move even a single finger. Frozen she watched blood ooze through the cracks in Braden’s charred flesh but was unable to help him. As they slipped within the cold steel doors of a hold, she tried not to feel as though she were back in that cavern being tortured by the Dark Queen’s minions.
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      “Duellum is ritualized warfare,” Druska explained to her sister-wives as they hurried to the waiting shuttle. “It’s a way for great houses and corporate divisions to settle disputes without it spilling into the greater Empire or affecting core goods and trade.”

      “The gossip nets are exploding with conspiracy theories about your husband,” Captain Ke’sola said, staring at her datapad.

      “Focus, sister,” Druska said. “We need to know what the High Council is thinking. Will they agree to Duellum?”

      “If it entertains the small folk, the board will be on board,” Ke’sola said with confidence.

      Emma swept behind her sister-wife, stomach knotted with fear and lost like the other women from her world. Druska’s fear was infecting them all, but the tall, green-skinned scout was trying her best to remain composed for them. Marching with purposeful strides, Emma could see the tension around the corners of her eyes, and in the white knuckles of the firsts she held at her sides.

      “We need our weapons returned to us,” Druska said as they approached the hold where the Leviathans shuttle was waiting for them.

      A second shuttle had been sent and Emma’s skin crawled to think about the creatures riding within it. The Dark Queen herself would be there, now a regional director which, according to Druska, protected the woman better than a crown would back on their world. How the creature had gained her position Emma couldn’t guess at but once a senior management position was achieved within the Galactic Good Corporation, the only laws that applied were the laws of profit and loss.

      Emma didn’t understand what Ke’sola’s lieutenant had explained to Druska, not the details about manufacturing quotas and lack of resource dependance. But she was a close enough study of behavior to understand that whatever she’d done, the Dark Queen had garnered herself broad support within the Empire.

      None of that was important. All Emma cared about was getting to her lord husband. She could feel his pain deep in her bones as if it were her own. Not only the burns and worse he’d received, but that something was wrong with his mind.

      As Druska peppered her sister with questions about the state of imperial politics and what they could expect to find when they arrived on the Leviathan, Emma poured over the past few months hunting for signs of what could have set him off.

      She knew of his childhood traumas and had worked through most of them with him, but the one thing they hadn’t dealt with was what had caused him to leave his home world in the first place. Emma had learned bits of it from hints she’d gotten here and there, but after today she suspected the wounds ran deeper than anyone guessed.

      Everyone except for the Dark Queen.

      The more Emma thought back to her own torture at the hands of the woman’s minions, the less it made sense. The ritual could have been accomplished without the exorbitant bloodshed. It could have been written off to bloodlust on the part of evil creatures, but Emma was beginning to think it had all been part of the woman’s greater plan. Seeing women he would come to love so helpless had birthed a seed of something dark in Braden. Something he’d been pushing against since coming into his power back on Harem World but had reared its ugly head once again and this time, Emma feared he would not be able to fight his way free of the consequences.

      Braden might have the raw strength to crack a planet in half, but so did the Empire, and they’d equipped dozens of war ships with the power. Even more daunting was the Dark Queen, whom Emma suspected was far more insidious than they had previously guessed.

      “What are you thinking, daughter?”

      Emma felt the burden lighten when her mother stepped up to her side. In the stress of the moment she’d forgotten Betsy was there and her mother knew more about the nature of men and their minds than anyone she knew. Hooking her arm in Betsy’s she told her everything as the group of women was herded onto an austere looking shuttle.

      The guards who escorted them were an oddly timid group. Pretending to grim efficiency they bumbled the shuttles controls when undocking and allowed captain Ke’sola to rearm everyone before they departed.

      “Lord Braden is a good man. These feckless aliens can call what he did a crime.” She frowned at a guard standing nearby and the creature shuffled around to avoid her stare. “But we know the truth about the Dark Queen’s depredations. They can’t find him guilty because he chose to avenge you and your sisters.”

      “Oh, but they can,” Glynis-pura hissed. “Haven’t you been listening to Druska and Ke’sola? These barbarians think the Dark Queen’s some kind of saint. The cunt is trying to have our lord executed. The only hope we have is that Mina’s still alive and can cut him free. Then I’ll curse the entire Empire with the pox!”

      “Glynis,” Emma warned when several guards turned to stare at the cat-girl. “We aren’t cursing anyone.”

      Glynis-pura bared her fangs at the guards and they turned away quickly, one even emitting a squeak, its orange skin purpling in fear.

      “Speak for yourself, healer. My patience with these bureaucrats is wearing thin.” The cat-girl grimaced in apology to Emma and made a strangled sound in the back of her throat before storming up front to demand to know how much longer the shuttle would take.

      Scarlytt, Anis, and the rest had been quiet, with Ke’sola sitting silently beside her worried sister. The raven-haired sorceress was peering out the port window and waved Emma over when she caught her eye. Emma joined the small Bond-Mage trained woman and frowned when she saw the sweat beading from the woman’s brow.

      “What are you… dear gods!”

      Out the back window Ke’sola’s ship floated behind their shuttle. It was wrapped in lines of raw power that connected to Scarlytt’s outstretched hand. The young woman had somehow dragged the shuttle along behind them and it looked like she was holding on now by nothing more than pure will.

      Calling up her own magic Emma washed away Scarlytt’s fatigue and did what she could to replenish her reserves of mana, feeling her own drain quickly and pulling back. She wanted to make sure she had enough to heal her lord should it come to it, but without help Scarlytt would fail. She waved Leesha and her sister over and with a grumbled frown the small elf joined them.

      “What in the nine hells are you doing?” She swore quietly, not wanting to alert the guards to what was happening.

      “I saw a chance and took it.” The raven-haired sorceress shrugged. “I refuse to be trapped on this thing without a way to escape.”

      Leesha nodded, impressed with Scarlytt’s determination, and cracking her fingers, unfurled her own magic. Delicate threads of red magic reached along the chunk lines the raven-haired sorceress had crafted, buttressing her magic, and ultimately replacing it. The ship had been listing to one side but with Leesha’s influence it righted and settled in the shuttle’s wake.

      “This is going to be trickier.” Leesha reached out for support and Sheela’s fingers laced in hers.

      Emma could feel the power flowing from older sister to younger as Leesha worked flows heavier than anything she’d handled before. Light bent around the shuttle and the ship darkened, fading from sight slowly as stars appeared through its indistinct shape. Then it was gone, wrapped in a massive cloak of invisibility of the naked eye, and hopefully the Leviathan’s sensors couldn’t pick up.

      “There,” the pink-haired elf said with an exhausted sigh. “Now let’s hope they don’t figure out what we did.”

      They cast surreptitious glances at the shuttle’s pilot, but the alien didn’t seem aware of the ship trailing their wake. Small enough to avoid visual detection the ships systems were powered down and Emma hoped that would be enough to keep it from being discovered.
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      They made it all the way to the Leviathan before alarms rose and the shuttles crew stirred like a struck beehive. There were no imperial protocols to deal with a ship being towed behind another by magic, and it took several long hours for the Leviathan to figure out how to dock the two ships together.

      Emma could tell the flight crew wanted to lay into Leesha and Scarlytt but with them being pregnant and possibly First Wives to a Breeder they weren’t sure how to deal with them and ended up leaving them alone. Eventually the ships touched down, and the women were escorted off the shuttle by blaster-wielding security forces.

      “If you will all come with me,” the head of security said to Druska, “I’ll escort you to quarters where you may await the Boards ruling.”

      “The Board is meeting about the incident?” Druska’s shock was evident, and Emma felt her own anxiety increase when she saw her sister-wife’s expression.

      “An emergency meeting is in session as we speak. Admiral Lo’sinto is sitting in on it and will inform the… Breeder of their decision.”

      “Take us to the Breeder,” Druska said, and when the guard hesitated, she slapped her palms together and gave the shorter man an imperious glare. “I’ve given you an order Guardsman Fourth Class, and criminal or not, our Lord Breeder demands the same rights and plenipotentiary as every other Breeder in the Empire. Will you deny his First Wife this reasonable request?”

      The guardsman stiffened and looked to either side for support, but the junior guards kept their heads down, too intimidated to challenge Druska and the guard nodded.

      “Follow me.” With that he turned and trudged down another corridor.

      Emma was surprised how easily the guard folded until she thought back on all their interactions with the GGC people. With rare exceptions, Ke’sola being chief amongst them, they were one and all missing something vital. It felt to Emma like an essential spark had been dimmed in each of them and it was only when she watched the guards carefully that she began to understand what it was.

      Men and women, they were surrounded by Braden’s First Wives and Scarlytt’s squad, both of which were filled with gorgeous women in wild and revealing clothing. At the very least they should have turned heads and Emma felt certain that if they’d been walking through Dalton at least one laborer would have cat-called to them. But the GGC not only showed zero signs of interest in the women, but they also didn’t show it towards each other.

      A pair of young guards walking behind her were of an age and species with one another. She felt certain they’d should be flirting, or at the very least aware of the opposite sex but their interactions were as stiff and robotic as all the others, and she found herself growing saddened by the fact.

      “You see it too?” her mother asked in a whisper.

      Emma nodded. “Could it be related to their lack of sexual interest?”

      “I believe so.” Betsey nodded. “I’d like to know what they put in those processors.” She pointed to a food processing station where a group of crew members were lined up to get their meals. “It’s possible they’re adding something to the food to deaden everyone’s emotions and reactions but… what would be the point?”

      “Control.” Emma sighed, lips compressing into a firm line as she began seeing more and more evidence of odd behavior in Druska’s people.

      The Leviathan housed enough crew to fill a nation back on Harem World, and Emma was impressed despite herself at how well they all worked and lived together. Her mom’s suspicions might be correct, but she suspected it was something endemic to the culture that had denuded the people of their sexual appetites.

      After observing the humans of the Silver Kingdoms and the Elves, Emma was growing to appreciate how much culture could affect the evolution of a people. She wanted to talk to Druska about what she was observing but one look at her sister-wife’s hard expression and she knew now wasn’t the time. It wasn’t until they drew abreast of the red-walled medical bay that Emma realized she’d been trying to distract herself from the fear of what she would find.

      “You may observe the Breeder through the… viewing… port…” The guards voice trailed off when he took in the destruction of the medical bay.

      Another set of guards had tried to keep Mina locked up behind the viewing screen, but the tiny warrior refused to be contained. From the broken cuffs on the ground and the girl-sized hole broken through the adjoining wall, it was clear what had happened.

      They followed the path of destruction and shocked medical staff to find Mina standing before a large tank of purplish fluid. Emma was about to ask what her sister-wife was doing when she saw the outline of a man floating in the fluid, tubes sticking out of him from a dozen places.

      “Emma!” Druska called, but the healer was already moving, a silver glow appearing around her hands as she rushed forward only to be stopped by a white-coated and stern-faced man.

      “The patient is recovering. You will remove yourselves from this clean environment if you care for the man’s health.”

      “Step aside, doc,” Druska growled. “Or you’ll be the one who needs a recovery tank.”

      The man backed off with an affronted glare, but Emma could see concern on his alien features and that made her feel better for how the man had been caring for her lord husband. There was a wild collection of tubes and wires reaching out from the sides of the tank, but Emma found a narrow ladder to climb up and when she peered down at Braden, she quailed inside to see his injuries.

      The healing was an involved affair, requiring Emma to dig deep in her magic in order to regrow the burned flesh on his arms and torso. The silvery light of her magic was so bright the others were forced to turn away, and when the flash faded, they found Braden jerking in the fluid, eyes snapping wide open as he yanked long tubes out of his mouth and throat.

      Swimming to the surface of the soupy mixture Braden spit out a long stream of the purple liquid and retched the last of it out. The man took in his surroundings and Emma saw his expression fall and darken as his memories returned.

      “What have I done?” he breathed, and Emma pulled him close, ignoring the mess the thick liquid made of her dress.

      “You tried to avenge us,” Emma breathed. “And we love you for it.”

      “The Dark Queen is trying to have you executed, Master,” Druska said. “What do you want us to do?”

      Braden looked around at the women gathered beneath him, the doctor and GGC nurses who were staring at Emma and him like they’d just witnessed a miracle, which he supposed they had in a way. The guilt of having lost control was crushing but he couldn’t let it keep him from doing what needed to be done.

      “She must answer for her crimes,” he said. “But… I don’t know if I can be trusted anymore.”

      The women shared glances with one another and troubled frowns as Braden pulled himself out of the tank. He no longer felt self-conscious at his nakedness, but his body betrayed him as Emma and her mother helped him stand, and he could feel the nurses and doctor staring at his stiff manhood with as much awe as they had Emma’s healing.

      “I need time to think,” Braden said, wanting anything but to think about what he’d done.

      Flashes of his mental state during that mad attack came to him and his shame cut deeper. It had been the same as down in that dungeon, chopping goblins like kindling. Something inside had driven him forward, and each kill was a burst of pleasure that sickened him. His enemies this time had been undead, he told himself, but in the back of his mind there was doubt and he couldn’t ignore the awesome power that had beaten him back time and again.

      Druska watched Emma and her mother escorting Braden from the medical bay and back to a sitting room they’d just passed, and tried to hide her worry. A hand grasped hers just as she was about to follow the others and she turned to find the doctor. No longer straight-backed and arrogant, he hunched forward as he whispered his question.

      “What… what did the silver-haired girl do?” He tapped at his datapad, calling up a series of medical reports. “Nano-bacta indicators show he’s fully healed, but in seconds and with minimal to no scarring. Is this… Is this top secret, administrator only, technology?”

      Druska smiled faintly at the reminder and shook her head. “It isn’t tech, it’s magic.”

      The doctor frowned sourly and turned with a grumbled, “If you’re not going to tell me the truth, you don’t have to tease me.”

      She found Mina talking with Glynis-pura and Leesha outside the sitting room. A large contingent of guards were mustering at either end of the hall, but a senior officer had yet to arrive, so they held back.

      “I tried but I couldn’t reach him.” Mina shook her head. “I could feel her tearing at his mind, sucking away his power, and trying to push him deeper into his anger…” She shivered. “She was in my mind too.”

      “What did you see?” Leesha asked, placing a gentle hand on her friend’s shoulder.

      “I saw that table… the knives…” She shivered again, harder and pressed her lips into a hard line. “I don’t ever want to think about it again, but I can’t forget it. Those hours keep playing through my head on a loop.”

      “Our enemy planned this,” Druska said, turning to stare in the room where Emma, Betsy and Anis sat around Braden, their arms wrapped around his shuddering back. “She wanted us strong but broken. She thinks we’ll weaken our lord, and that his fear of losing us will drive him to make mistakes.”

      “It already has,” Glynis-pura said, her shoulders hunching in when the others glanced at her.

      “Aye.” Druska nodded, “But it won’t again. He’s been the rock we needed through a dozen trials, but now he needs us. You all know the pain he carries… the fear.”

      They nodded silently to one another and Druska reached out and gathered the others close and whispered, their foreheads pressed together.

      “We know what to do. She’s been telling us for months.” Their heads turned, and they each met Emma’s eyes when she glanced over their lord’s shoulder. “It’s time we do for him, what he’s done for us.”
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      Braden’s mood was black when the blustering admiral stomped into the small sitting room. The woman was droning on about imperial laws and how many he’d broken by attacking without cause. There was something about the Dark Queen being a member in good standing, but the thing that registered first and loudest in his mind was the creature’s name.

      Melinda.

      He knew that name. If it was the same woman from the past. She’d been the first Harem Mage and the founder of a kingdom with the same name. If it was the same woman, then his hope of getting past the barbarian rages that consumed him wasn’t good.

      “One galactic week is all you have, sir. Then you must present yourself, with your thirteen stalwarts, before the board and Duellum shall be adjudicated. Fail to arrive at the appointed time, and you shall be hunted to the ends of the universe and your corpse paraded before the mobs.”

      Braden frowned at the woman’s impertinent tone and nodded, not bothering to offer her a response. Druska had whispered the basics of the ritualistic warfare, and once again he felt echoes of his past swirling around him. He knew that word, and its meaning but from another life, and was disturbed by the implications.

      “I demand a trial before the Holy AI,” Braden said, picking his head up when only silence greeted his demand.

      “Before the… are you mad, man?” the admiral asked in a scandalized tone. “You’re in our systems, and for some reason you have managerial status, but your debts remain.” She shook her head, drawing herself to her full height. “Breeder you might be, but you could never command the Holy AI’s attention. What profit have you offered? What benefits to the Empire? You’re a violent and presumptuous young man. The Empire would be better off with you dead, than the regional director. Her profit margins are incredible!”

      “Because her subjects are all dead,” Glynis-pura grumbled, earning her a sniff from the admiral.

      “The dead don’t eat or sleep, it seems. The woman’s earned herself a place in the GGC’s ‘hall of famed directors’ and she’s only had the position for a few months!” The woman shook her head sadly. “I pray she tears your heart from your chest, Breeder Braden, for the good of all. You’re luckier than most.” She waved around at his women, ignoring their glares. “Look at how many chances you’ve had to pass down your better genetic traits? You can die with some pride at least.”

      As if her words hadn’t sent the woman into a fury, she turned to Druska and bowed low.

      “I wish to congratulate you on your successful mission, Druska Alverin’droblek. You’ve risen to great heights, and I wish you well in your pregnancy. You’re the envy of the scouting ranks.” She smiled deprecatingly and patted a badge on her uniform. “Of which I once hailed.”

      “You tell my husband you wish to see him dead, then think you can be civil with me?”

      Druska’s voice was dangerously soft, and the haughty admiral shifted nervously only for the green-skinned woman to disappear from sight. The rest of her staff gasped, and the woman jerked when she felt a presence appear behind her, in her shadow, then something sharper than thought pressed against her neck.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t slit your throat and turn the Leviathan’s guns on that bitch’s ship?”

      “Duellum is called!” the admiral choked out. “If you… kill me… there will be chaos!”

      “Exactly,” Druska breathed.

      The admiral saw it unfold in her mind’s eye. If the fleet was seen to interfere there were dozens of houses and board members who would use that fact to gain advantage for themselves. The great houses would use the opportunity to turn on their enemies, and with feuds that had simmered for dozens of generations it would be a bloodbath.

      The Empire might not survive it.

      As the realization dawned in the admiral, Druska pulled her blade away from her neck and stepped back. The admiral’s guards breathed for the first time in long seconds, remembering the blasters at their sides and drawing them belatedly.

      “That’s how fragile this Empire is.” Druska shook her head. “All it took was a year on that ‘barbarian’ world to see that one person with imagination and no shame could tear the GGC apart.”

      Braden frowned at Druska as she returned to him, slipping her long dagger back into its sheath. He noted she hadn’t used the vorpal blade on her back and knew that meant she hadn’t been serious about harming the admiral.

      “What was that?” he mouthed.

      “Politics.” She winked, but there was something in her smile that reminded him of the battle, and he drew back in on himself.

      The admiral left after that, but her back wasn’t ramrod straight and a thoughtful frown marred her face. Someone from her staff remained behind to provide access cards to their quarters aboard the Leviathan.

      “You’re free to roam about the unrestricted sections. Under the dictates of Duellum, you’re free citizens until the appointed hour.”

      Then they were alone. He picked his head up, an apology hovering on his lips but when he looked around the group, he knew if he asked for their forgiveness they would give it, but he wasn’t ready for that yet.

      “I need your help. Something’s wrong—” His voice cracked, and he drew in a breath to clear it, but a lump formed in his throat.

      “We’re here,” Emma breathed, her arms enfolding him.

      “Of course, we’ll help, dummy.” Leesha’s slender arms gripped him tight, but not as tightly as Mina’s who pulled him against her from behind.

      He was swallowed by their love and let the tears flow. He should have felt weak for doing so, especially after his day, but instead he felt some of the new cracks in his soul healing. He wasn’t sure how long passed, but eventually he sat up and looked around the room.

      Leesha, Scarlytt, and Sheela were speaking with Druska while the rest lay in a puddle of limbs around him. Pulling himself free, the rest rose and stretched, and he frowned when he caught a snippet of Druska’s conversation.

      “Getting out of the hangar won’t be the main problem. Not with that green beam that pulled us in before.”

      “I can deal with that.” Leesha grinned, thumping a fist into her palm.

      “What’s going on?” Braden asked.

      “We’re getting the hell out of here,” Druska said, nodding to Scarlytt. “The shuttle’s waiting for us in one of the hangars.”

      “One of the hundred hangars.” Sheela frowned. “We need a map of this ship.”

      “You have one on your wrist.” Druska pointed to the elf’s datapad and Sheela blinked as if just remembering it was there and began tapping away at the screen.

      “Aren’t we supposed to stay here?” Braden asked.

      “You heard the officer; we’re free citizens and we can’t get you the support you’ll need while we’re trapped aboard this ship.”

      Braden didn’t want to break anymore laws, but he trusted Druska. Giving up control was harder this time, but he found himself once again impressed with the easy way she took command. The woman was born to lead, and the others saw it in her. Each was a strong woman in her own right, but they followed her without question.

      While Druska plotted their escape, Mina, Sheela, Emma, and Betsy sat with their lord. They talked about how they’d been treated since being separated and the strange foods offered to them, but nothing would pull the man from his doldrums until Emma slipped her hand between his thighs. Then he frowned at the silver-haired teen and shook his head.

      “I don’t think this is the time or place for that.”

      “Just making sure you’re still the man I fell for.” She winked, but her smile fell as her fingers laced around his knee. “I know you think you’re broken, my lord, but you’re not. What you’ve become is simply…”

      “It isn’t me that’s broken, it’s all Harem Mages?” He frowned. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I wouldn’t give up the gifts you gave me for anything in the world, my love.” She drew her hand from his and rested warm fingers on his cheek, while Betsy slipped her hand in to replace her daughters. “The same power that connects is… I believe the same power that preys upon your past traumas and rage. The Dark Queen knows this better than anyone and has been preying upon this weakness in you… Pushing it to consume you.”

      Braden nodded. Everything Emma said made sense and coincided with what he’d begun to suspect as well. All the tools and tricks the elves had given him only served to delay the inevitable, or so he feared.

      “Is there no hope for me?”

      “There’s always hope, Lord Braden,” Betsy said, her head resting on his shoulder, thick dark hair spilling about his arm. “And we always have a choice, no matter how dark the path appears before you…Some men aren’t destined for peaceful ends, but they can drink it in wherever possible.”

      “I tried that with the elves.” Braden tried to wipe the bitterness from his tone, but Sheela still flinched, and he frowned an apology at her.

      “And you have more control over it than you once did,” Emma reminded him. “We can’t forget where you’ve come from, nor where you might arrive at. Sage Iolloe taught you what he knew, but I must apologize for being remiss.” She held up a hand to cut off Braden when he opened his mouth to argue.

      “I have.” Her pale cheeks colored, and she assiduously avoided looking at either Braden or her mother. “The truth is I’ve allowed the power to go to my head. Pride has guided my actions more than I wanted to admit, and I… I was blinded by the pleasure and power of your touch, my lord.”

      Braden blinked, and the girl continued after trying to ignore Chanelle’s snicker but failing, her cheeks darkening even further.

      “When I’m in your arms, I feel like nothing could ever go wrong, and that strength you exude makes it easy to miss what I shouldn’t have. That you came to us with a broken heart, and we’ve only papered over the wounds.”

      He couldn’t argue with the girl’s wisdom, but he didn’t like hearing it, nor the reminder of his wife back on Earth. He’d embraced this new life and had done his best to put the old one out of his mind but like his childhood traumas they kept cropping up.

      Anis appeared back in the room, slipping out of the shadows, and avoiding the guards posted outside their door. Scry-bot shimmered in and out of view above her shoulder. Between her scouting and Sheela’s mapping of the Leviathan on her datapad, they quickly charted a course out of there. Ditching their guards was harder but between Leesha and Scarlytt’s illusion work they managed to trick them into thinking they were all still in the sitting room, talking worriedly.

      “They won’t hold for long,” Leesha warned, “and will get less and less substantial the farther we get.”

      “It will be enough,” Druska said, “Good work, sister.”

      Leesha tried to hide her pride at the compliment, but Braden caught her tight grin as she fell in behind Druska. He still felt out of sorts, like his head was stuffed with cotton, his thinking sluggish and slow. The magic was there, eager to leap into his hands at the slightest urging but he resisted its call, fearing what he might do with that much power filling him again.

      He’d been in the void of space, but he could still feel the strength coursing through his body. It had been intoxicating, as much if not more so than the rage which burned away doubt, guilt, and restraint. He must have destroyed a dozen ships, with dozens of crew members on them.

      Flashes of the old argument back on Earth about the victims of the Death Star flashed through his head and it wasn’t so easy to dismiss them this time. Not when he looked around at the women crowding around him. The core group of five were tied to his soul, but his power animated that of the others, and he was tied to them as well.

      Was the Dark Queen tied to each of her minions in the same way? Were they drones, their souls destroyed, or were they like Chanelle, Anis, and the others, tied to her power but free to think and act as they wished?

      The questions disturbed him, and he sank deeper into his dark mood as they streamed down alien corridors and down silent lifts. The Leviathan was a massive ship, as large as Earth’s biggest cities, if not larger. At any other time, Braden would have found himself staring at the variety of races on display, but his thoughts fell farther and farther back into darkness.
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      Emma watched her lord’s shoulders curl in on themselves and resolved to do better. Once she’d left it to the elven Sages, who trained his magic and gave him tools but didn’t address the root problems. And again, on the journey out here, when she’d see hints of the darkness within, she’d let herself be diverted too easily.

      Hooking her arm in her mothers, she began whispering her plan. Betsy nodded along but offered advice and guidance where she needed it. When the silver-haired healer pulled Druska aside as they neared the hangars, and conveyed the plan to her, she nodded in agreement.

      “That was exactly my plan,” she grinned back, “and I know just the place to take us, and it’s close.”

      “What do we do about this Duellum?” Scarlytt asked with a deep frown. “By my count we’re three bodies short if the healers mom plans to fight. Is it a fight? I don’t even know what we’re walking into.”

      “It’s traditionally a fight to the death.” Druska nodded.

      “It’s televised?”

      They all turned to find Braden walked along behind then, his brow furrowed and dark circles beneath eyes still bright with intelligence if not the stalwart strength they were used to.

      “Every soul in the Empire will want to watch. You’re famous, Master.” Druska offered a smile that faded when Braden gave a grunt of a laugh.

      “Infamous you mean.”

      There was a hiss of laughter and they turned to Glynis-pura nodding.

      “Damn straight, my love.” The cat girl purred and stepped right up to Braden, hand slapping onto his chest so hard the clawed tips of her fingers dug through the white gown they’d given him. “You destroyed hundreds of that bitch queen’s undead slaves. That’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “I would’ve killed innocents if they’d stood in my way.” He pressed his hand to hers, causing the claws to cut into his flesh. “I might have. You were once hers, Glynis… I didn’t have to kill today. I could have disabled those ships, but even in my rage I felt every death…”

      The cat girl’s upper lip curled back in frustration, but she didn’t find words to refute her lord and with a growl of frustration fell in behind him. Emma slipped in beside Glynis-pura, hooking arms and giving her a reassuring smile.

      “If it’s going to be a fight, I need to start training,” Braden said to no one in particular. “Maybe a chamber that dilates time. That should be possible with the magic.”

      “A fine idea, Master.” Druska nodded, as if in agreement. “But you’ll be doing no such thing.” When his brows darkened, she ignored him and waved Anis ahead. “This will be the tricky part,” she said. “Everyone, keep your heads down and let me do the talking.”

      They were stopped by guards outside the hangar bay, but Druska talked her way past them with a confidence the Empire’s subjects were ill-prepared to resist. The second guard station went easier still but luck wouldn’t be with them forever and it was when they reached a ramp leading down and sighted the shuttle sitting on the plasteel decking the first shout of alarm was raised.

      “You’re not supposed to be—”

      The man crumpled as Anis emerged from the shadows behind him, before carefully slipping the unconscious guard into a side room and closing the door. After that the group walked quickly across the landing dock and found a group of engineers crawling around the outside of the shuttle.

      “The ships derelict,” the head engineer told Druska when she ordered him and his men back. “Can’t even open the… doors. How in the nine hells?”

      Leesha had rushed up and with a wave of her hand accessed the gangplank controls and had then extending down. The engineers asked a flurry of questions, but Druska waved them off and when they persisted drew her vorpal blade. They stumbled back at sight of the storied weapon, with several running for guards.

      “That could be trouble,” Mina grumbled.

      “They’ll be warned the moment we take off anyway.” Druska shrugged. “It’s out of my hands now. Either Leesha’s plan works, or it doesn’t.”

      They all climbed in after the pink-haired elf, each of them sighing in relief at the familiar sights and sounds of what had been their home for weeks. Braden trailed the rest to the cockpit, but he was quiet and withdrawn as Leesha powered the ship up and lifted from the plasteel decking.

      Alarms and sirens blared, and a voice came over the loudspeakers warning them they didn’t have authorization to leave but Leesha powered forward. There were shouts from the comms systems and warnings from the ground crew, but the shuttle pulled out of the Leviathan’s hangar without issue.

      “If you don’t return this instant, Breeder Braden, I’ll be forced to drag you back with our tractor beam!” barked the irate admiral.

      “Good luck,” Leesha said before clicking off the comms system.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The shuttle was rocked when the green light of a tractor beam struck her, but the elf tapped a series of commands and sent a torrent of crackling red energy into her shields. The red lightning crackled across the shield’s surface, breaking the tractor beams connection and like a rubber band released from tension they shot out into black space.

      They sent ships to trail them, but they kept their distance and didn’t fire upon the shuttle. Druska charted their course to a small moon in the heart of a nearby system. It only took a few hours to make the journey and Braden found himself eating a tasteless meal while the women dug into their datapads.

      The nets were new to them, and they were surprised to find they’d become minor celebrities. There were few enough Breeders in the Empire that each one was known and famous and Braden was the newest addition to their ranks. As his First Wives Druska, Leesha, Mina, Glynis-pura, and Emma were like royalty while Scarlytt and the rest were almost as high in status.

      The fact that they’d just ran through the Leviathan’s blockade made them even more intriguing and reinforced the idea that Braden was a barbarian without the culture and civility of a respectable citizen. Braden found it difficult to focus on any of the gossip while he had a duel to the death hanging over his head, and when he’d failed so miserably, but whenever he brought it up, they were quick to change the subject until he pressed the question.

      “What would you practice to become more powerful than a creature that’s had five hundred years to learn the same magic?” Leesha asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “I’ll get stronger,” Braden argued only to have Glynis-pura shake her head.

      “Not that strong, not in such a short time.”

      “Then I’m supposed to do what? Wait to die?”

      “We’re all waiting to die, my lord,” Betsy said from across the room, her fingers busy darning Emma’s torn dress. “Have you ever considered that you could be more effective without the cloud in your mind?”

      “You’ve guided and protected us, my lord,” Emma said, her fingers playing with the curls of hair at the nape of his neck. “Now you can let us do the same. One week is all we have. Let Druska do what she can to win us support in her Empire. While you focus on relaxing.”

      “I’ve never been good at relaxing.” Braden gave a mirthless chuckle but nodded in agreement, not wanting to argue with them.

      They let him rise and retreat to his cabin and he curled up on the bed and tried to sleep as the shuttle sailed through space. The welcome relief from his thoughts never came, his mind playing the days battle on repeat. Worse than losing control to him was his failure to even make a dent in the Dark Queen’s ship. He’d felt the woman’s mocking stare as he exhausted himself against her army of powerful minions.

      If he’d taken Druska’s advice early on and Bonded every worthwhile woman who made a pass at him, he still wouldn’t be close to the number of empowered subjects, or Bonded, the woman had. He’d felt the legion inside her ship, ready and waiting to be unleashed. Undead and slaved to the woman’s will, they could act with more single-minded determination than Braden’s wives, or the women he bonded.

      Could he use that independence against the Dark Queen?

      With that thought mulling around in his brain he rose when Emma came for him. The silver-haired healer didn’t press him to speak as she led him through the ship to the gangplank, and he wondered why until he poked his head out of the shuttle.

      The moon Druska had brought them to was a paradise unlike anything he’d seen before. The scene looked ripped straight out of his fantasies. With soaring cliffs dotted in greenery and sporting a half dozen or more waterfalls that fell into a shaded vale.

      Steam curled between the valleys walls, making rainbow fragments that sparkled in the air. The greenery was alien, but the bright colors reminded Braden of Earth. He saw flowers in strange designs in yellows, golds, violets, and even delicate blue flowers that hung from the vines clinging to the cliff faces.

      “Welcome to Pandora,” Druska said, waving around the small valley. “The moon is a protected preserve. Normally, only senior management are allowed here but since the GGC finally acknowledged that you’re a Breeder, I figured it would be ok for us to relax here until the duel.”

      “I still don’t think—”

      “You often don’t,” Leesha cut in, winking. “But you’re going to listen to Emma this time. Or do we have to sit on you to keep you from making trouble?”

      “Now that’s an idea, sister.” Glynis-pura waggled her eyebrows, small fangs poking out as she grinned.

      “Let’s make camp.” Druska pointed to a flat patch of soft grass. “This will do. We don’t need tents. The weather’s never inclement in Pandora, but we will need to gather fuel for a fire.”

      While the women spread out, pairing off to explore the area, Braden let Emma and Betsy draw him down into the soft grass. It irked to not be working and helping out, but one look into those calm, silver eyes and Braden had let the girl hold him back.

      “I wanted to let you know what my plans are for you, my lord.” Braden cocked an eyebrow, but Emma ignored the expression and went on in her calm, confident tone. “You have hurts buried deeply. So deeply you weren’t aware of them until we pushed through the memories and there are fresher injuries that have cut even deeper.”

      “Your childhood wasn’t kind.” Betsy rested a hand on his shoulder, her expression kindly but the same firmness in her that he sensed in her daughter. “Nor were you given the love a young man needs and then, when you thought you’d found it…”

      “She wasn’t the only one at fault,” Braden admitted, thought the words came out like pulled teeth. “I let myself get obsessed with work… I was never home, never there when she needed me.”

      “Were those your genuine faults?” Emma asked softly. “Or simply what you want to believe?”

      Braden didn’t have a response for that and fell into silence. The women let mull him that over before Betsy spoke again.

      “There are other strengths, besides these.” She pressed her hand to his heavy shoulder muscles, “Or this.” She tapped the sword on his back. “I know you aren’t broken inside. That these rages can be cured.”

      “Can they?” Braden asked with such raw emotion that the woman’s heart went out to him, but it was her daughter to drew his face around and stare into his eyes, her own shining with their own luminescence.

      “Yes, my love… they can.”

      He tried to pull back from her touch, anger rising in him at the ease with which she said that when he knew how impossible the task was. He couldn’t pull from her touch though. His muscles were water, and the lassitude that seeped into the rest of his body was even more powerful than his will to fight it.

      “Wha…”

      “Sleep, Lord Braden,” Betsy whispered, easing the heavy man down as her daughter’s hair glowed and Emma focused all her attention on sinking him into slumber. “Sleep, sweet man, and dream of better times.”

      As his head fell back onto the soft grass, Emma breathed heavily and wiped the small beads of sweat from her forehead. She hadn’t been prepared for how difficult it would be to cast a simple spell upon the man. She’d felt his resistance and barely managed to push through it, and that only because he hadn’t been serious about resisting her.

      As he slept, and her mother watched over her, Emma sifted through Braden’s mind, reordering his memories. Nothing she did would change the man, but his memories would be sharper for a small time, easing the way for their work. When she was finished, she sat back and breathed deeply, her fingers trembling slightly from the magical exertion.

      “I’m looking forward to this,” Betsy admitted with a faint flush to her cheeks. The older woman wouldn’t look over at her daughter, but she reached out and Emma folded a hand in hers and she closed her eyes and smiled. “Maybe I should think it’s wrong, but we’ve come across the universe… and we’re here again.”

      “You don’t have to participate—” Emma cut off when her mother cut a glare over to her and ducking her head, hid the smile that formed on her lips.

      “I won’t be kept out of this… As long as…” Her eyes fell to the sleeping Braden and a frown of worry creased her forehead.

      “You have nothing to fear there,” Emma reassured her mother, gripping her hand. “Trust me, I can feel my husband’s desire.”

      Betsy was about to open her mouth and change the subject, too uncomfortable with the conversation edging towards her fears, when her daughter’s hair flashed with silver light and something passed between their hands.

      It wasn’t a memory, but the memory of emotions and sensation. With her fingers laid on the back of Braden’s hand, and the other hand gripping Betsy’s, Emma let her mom peek into a moment they’d shared. The older woman’s jaw dropped, and chest heaved, red extending down her neck and chest.

      “This is… that first morning.” She turned to stare at Emma, her eyes softening and then her eyelids fluttered, and the silver-haired teen watched her mom shudder in place as the next sensations swept over her. “I can feel… what he did when he looked upon me… and you… and then we… Oh, goddess!”

      Emma grinned as the woman toppled backwards, skirts kicking up. Their contact broken, the spell ended, and Betsy lay there with a silly grin as the rest of the women trickled back in. While they cooked and prepared their camp for the week, the older woman hummed happily to herself as she began sewing a pair of garments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Braden woke to the gentle sound of water on rocks and the warmth of sunlight on his face. The sensations were so strange compared to the life he’d been living onboard for months that for a blessed moment he thought his recent memories were a dream. Then he sat up and looked around and saw the alien landscape and remembered where he was.

      “These fried plants are delicious.” Chanelle’s head swung into view, her red hair in wild disarray and Braden noticed with a start the leathers and armor he’d always seen her in were gone, replaced by a light shirt and skirt that softened the beautiful young woman’s appearance. “They taste just like plob-nobs back home!”

      Braden didn’t know her childhood treat, and the name wasn’t appetizing but the smell coming off the delicately fried chunks of vegetable was intoxicating. The flavor when it burst in his mouth was a combination rich and smokey, reminding him of meat back on Earth. He dug into the bowl set before him and listened to the women talk about their explorations.

      The valley and surrounding cliffs offered an endless array of places to explore, and he found himself pulled along with Anis, Chanelle, and Sheela when they wandered off to check out behind one of the falls. Anis thought she’d seen a cavern a way back, but it turned out to be shallow and too narrow for them to climb through.

      They tumbled into the water after a few attempts and laughing began splashing one another with waves of water. Braden felt some of the tension dissipate from his shoulders and chest when a titanic wave washed him under, and he came up spitting and laughing. The deep-bellied laughs rolled out of him until a second wave rolled him under to the laughter of the girls.

      That afternoon he hiked the valley’s many trails with Druska, Mina, and Glynis-pura, while Scry-bot circled above. The women didn’t press him to speak, but weren’t shy in their gossip. They spoke of the new girls and Betsy with a frankness that startled the man and pulled him out of his dark thoughts. The more he listened the more he learned about each girl. What pleased them, as well as what annoyed them.

      “Anis is more comfortable if people around her are happy, while Scarlytte doesn’t seem to give two figs either way.”

      “I like that about her.” Mina nodded to Glynis-pura. “She doesn’t put on airs.”

      “She was a spy for the Bond Mages,” Druska reminded the diminutive warrior. “The sorceress can beguile when she wants to, but I agree with you. I like her.”

      “You better.” Mina winked back.

      “Hmm,” Druska replied.

      “What’s this?” Braden asked.

      Druska shot a frown at the black-haired warrior who shuffled her feet and blushed an apology back.

      “I didn’t want to bring this up until Emma finished her work.” She frowned at Mina who flinched. “It can wait until then.”

      She moved to continue down the trail, stepping back into the bright sunlight but Braden stopped her with a hand on her wrist. A look was all he gave her, but she sighed and spoke.

      “It’s time you brought the others into the fold… They deserve it. And you’ll need to consider looking for First Wives amongst the GGC.” Braden’s fingers stiffened on her hand, but he nodded after a moment.

      “If the worst should happen, it would insulate you and the others with the Empire, wouldn’t it?”

      “That’s not the reason.” Druska’s voice was fierce, but he read the truth in her eyes and nodded.

      “Let’s finish the hike… It’s a good chance to think things over.”

      They were silent the rest of the way back, except for whispers passed between Mina and Glynis-pura. The pair weren’t worried about their lord, their faith in Emma was supreme, but they had their own ideas about who should join their harem.

      Braden was still musing over what Druska had suggested when they returned to the camp. Before he could sit down and join the others in their evening meal, he was stopped by Emma and her mother who carried a platter of roasted and fried vegetables along with a stack of flatbread the elves had made from a local grain.

      “There is a sheltered pool just down the way.” Emma pointed. “Why don’t we eat down there?”

      Braden couldn’t find a reason to argue and let the pair lead him down the stony path. The pool was deep enough to swim in, but most of it was in a shallow sandy inlet that was shaded by thick leafed trees. Its shores were coated in green grasses that the women laid a blanket upon.

      They sat and picked at the platter of food, talking about their day in the magical valley. Before he was finished Betsy plucked the platter away and set it aside, saying he didn’t want to have a full stomach for what was coming next. He frowned at the pair and felt his mouth go dry as they rose as one and carefully peeled their clothes away. The older woman wore a lacy white gown that was twin to her daughter, loose around their massive breasts and slitted up the side all the way to their hips.

      “I know your deepest fantasies, my lord,” Emma purred as the white and blue fabric fell away to reveal a lacy white shift beneath. “I’ve always known them, ever since that first morning together and I’ve dreamt of this moment ever since.”

      “This is…” He found himself pushing back on the blanket as the pair kicked their clothing aside and stood beside one another.

      “This is our joy.” Betsy smiled down at him before sharing a secretive grin with her daughter. “Not only as a gift to you, Lord Braden, but to experience together.”

      Braden didn’t know what to say, nor did there seem to be moisture in his mouth to say it if he had. Mouth closed he watched the pair turn to one another. The women shared a gentle kiss, their eyes coming alight when they saw the effect it had on their lord and turning as one they bent over a downed log and swept the gowns away from their asses.

      Drawn to his feet by a power greater than magic, Braden stared at the pale, round flesh presented to him. He could see the moisture coating their identical lips, and another, slicker lubricant had been applied to their asses. The women turned back, their cheeks pressing together as they flashed him twin smiles of eagerness.

      “Please enjoy which ever hole you want, Master,” they intoned as one, then Betsy’s head fell back, and a cry of pleasure escaped her mouth when Braden pressed his stiffness to her slick pussy.

      Tearing off his clothes as he pushed into the sexy woman, Braden watched in pleasure as the women turned and shared a kiss. Then Emma was up on her knees, turning to kiss her lord husband as he fucked her mother with long, deep strokes. As water mist curled around the trio, distant bird songs faded with the sun’s light, and he let go of the last of his inhibitions with his women.

      Pulling Betsy up, one hand taking a massive breast and the other holding Emma close, he felt her body shuddering as her sex gripped him tight and her cries rose in pitch. In moments his balls were tightening and cock throbbing a thick load of cum into her depths as the older woman cried out in orgasm. Collapsing onto the log, she twisted and sucked his still stiff cock clean of her juices as she watched the man make out with her girl.

      Emma pulled her lord down atop herself, grunting in pleasure as his weight settled between her legs. Then the world faded into darkness, her eyes rolling back into her head as pleasure filled her again and again. Stretching her tightness to its limits, she reveled in his hands on her body, on his lips on her breasts, and gripped his hair hard when he found her nipples and sucked hard.

      “My lord!... Oh, goddessssssss!”

      She hissed out in pleasure as she came, one hand reaching out to be grasped by her mother. They clung to one another as wave after wave of euphoria swept through the silver-haired teen. Awareness crept back in only for the pleasure to rush back when she felt him pounding her from behind. Softness beneath her was the warmth of heavy breasts and she buried her face in them as another orgasm rushed through her body, heightened by the molten hot cum that filled her a moment later.

      Betsy rose, pulling the other two with her and led them into the warm waters. They washed one another off, hands caressing and touching everywhere. It wasn’t long before the man was stiff in their hands and the pair pushed him onto a shallow ledge and knelt between his legs.

      “This is what you wanted,” Emma whispered, her breath tickling the side of his throbbing cock as she rose between his legs.

      “It is,” Betsy replied, winking up at Braden before pressing her thick lips to the other side.

      The pair kissed the shaft, tongues grazing one another on the underside as they worked their way in tandem up and down. Cheeks pressed together, they would share the head back and forth, tongues dancing together as they teased him. When one would try to take him deep, the other would drop down and lick or suckle his stones, watching the pleasure wash over his face.

      Their hands were busy as well. Not only stroking and caressing him, but each other as well. When he saw Betsy’s fingers glide along Emma’s massive breasts and pinch one pale nipple, he nearly came across their lips. They were careful not to let him get too close, drawing out his pleasure until the sky turned dark.

      Under the cover of darkness, Braden found himself between four massive breasts, thrusting upwards as his fingers drove between their thighs underwater. Between licking and giving quick sucks to the head of his cock when it thrust through, the pair shared a kiss that only served to send him closer to the edge. When he finally erupted, the pair came with him, pressing their cum-slick breasts against one another.

      Emma was intent on draining her lord but unprepared for his great appetites. Hours later, as he rode her ass for the fourth time and a fiery tongue ran across her swollen clit, she wondered if she should have brought more of her sisters in on this. When his spitting cock left her pussy and drove into her mother’s mouth and she felt the matching hunger within the older woman, she knew she’d picked right.

      The dawn had nearly come again when the man finally collapsed between the pair, spent and sated, his entire body relaxed into the soft grasses. Emma felt a moment of disappointment as she pulled her lips from his drooping manhood. As long as their night had been, it had been magical in how it bonded the two women, and they shared the same sad smile as they sat back.

      “That was… incredible,” Braden breathed, his smile turning curious as Emma’s hair began to glow with an inner light.

      “You’re as relaxed as we could make you, my lord. Your inner defenses as weak as they’ll ever be.” Her smile turned sad when his curious frown deepened and she touched his brow before he could speak, stilling his body with magic.

      “This won’t be a pleasant experience, my sweet prince,” her mother sighed as she bent down and pressed a kiss to his cheek, “But it is necessary.”

      “Sleep, my husband and dream of… darker times.”

      A tear fell down Emma’s cheek as she unlocked memories hidden behind a wall of self-preservation in Braden’s mind. His dreams would be terrible things, but she would be there to see him through it. She only hoped he could find his way back to them. Each night this week would be bad, but this first night was the worst.

      “Now we pray,” Betsy said, kneeling naked beside their lord and master, hands clasped, and head bowed. Smiling, Emma did the same, and there they sat as the sun broke the horizon.
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      Braden tossed and turned in his sleep, his dreams vivid memories. The time compressed, so each flitted past in moments.

      First were images of his childhood, but those didn’t hold the same grip on his psyche as they once had. He still ached to remember his mother behind each hit, or to feel the strap across his own back, but they didn’t flip the switch of his mindless rage anymore.

      That anger rose up when a pretty brunette appeared in his dreams. That white smile flashing, he saw his ex-wife as a girl walking across the courtyard outside the engineering department. That look was all it took for him to fall for her. The girl had taken longer to come around, but once she had they’d become inseparable.

      Memories of their life together rose. He saw the first wedding for college friends they attended and moving into their first apartment. The place had been a rat hole, but it had been theirs.

      Those early years were bright with love and laughter, and he felt something fragile deep inside shift. His ex-wife’s laughter reminded him of his current wives and even in the dream state the fear of losing them, as he had his ex, triggered the wound within.

      

      “It’s begun,” Betsy hissed, watching their lord jerk in his sleep and his face twist into a mask of rage.

      Emma couldn’t afford to speak. The teen’s concentration bore down on keeping her lord under. The man’s anger was a living thing, feeding him power with every second but a wild and unfocused power. If he’d been awake and able to focus it even a little, Emma knew she’d have been thrown aside and Braden would have woken and done who knows what damage to the area, or the GGC ships circling in space above them.

      The mind is a convoluted place, folding in on itself a thousand times in confusing patterns. Emma was learning the pathways thoughts take and knew with practice she could learn to read a person’s thoughts, but she wasn’t there yet, and her lord’s mind was more convoluted than most.

      While the dreaming Braden was pushed through memory after memory, Emma felt the swirling emotions of his mind. He wasn’t broken. Not in the way a bone breaks, but more like in the way a tree will grow around a foreign object. She couldn’t exercise the wounds, because they were a part of him, but she could take what had deepened, and smooth it out.

      

      Braden woke groggy and disoriented. He found Emma passed out beside him, the girl’s face coated in lines of salt like she’d been sweating all morning. Rising he carried her and her groggy mother to the shade and let them rest. The pair had given him an incredible evening, and he clung to those memories when others threatened to creep in from his vivid dreams.

      Following the sounds of laughter, he found the rest of the women split into two equal groups that kicked a ball back and forth across a large grassy field. Mina passed it to Sheela who tried kicking it around Leesha only to have her sister kick it away from her and over to Druska.

      “Come play with us!” Chanelle called, and he tied off the loose shorts he’d been wearing since arriving and ran out to do just that.

      The game was called kickball and its rules were unlike soccer or any other sport Braden knew but he learned it fast enough and soon Druska was demanding the teams be changed to make it fair. He found himself with two others, Chanelle, and Anis, while the rest arrayed against them.

      It was a hard-fought match, even more so when Leesha cheated outrageously with magic, but the emotions never shifted to anger and the group sank into the river’s cold waters to wash off after. Braden found himself resting against the grassy bank watching the others bathe.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he’d simply played at something, and it felt good. His dark dreams no longer clouded his mood and watching Chanelle peel the wet shirt off her large young breasts stirred his manhood to wakefulness. Anis caught the Harem Mage’s eyes on her friend and leaned forward to kiss a pink nipple, grinning when the redhead gave a surprised whimper.

      The pair didn’t float closer to him but instead teased him with their hands upon one another’s bodies. Leesha called out that their meal was ready, breaking off the excitement before it could progress, but the pair joined Scarlytt and Sheela in sitting around Braden.

      The four had an easy rapport after their adventures back on Harem World, and with the alien trees crowding in close it felt like they were once more back there. Braden let their laughter wash over him, and didn’t object when Scarlytt pulled to his feet after eating and led him back to the river’s cool waters.

      There the four disrobed, stripping him with gentle hands before diving into the river and swimming to one of the deep pools beneath a waterfall. Laughing they dove beneath the waters, their naked legs and behinds flashing in the sunlight before disappearing. Braden followed, taking a deep breath before swimming into the violent waters.

      The water falling from above rushed towards him, but an errant current caught his shoulder and jerked him to the right. Sliding along slick rocks, he hurtled down and up along the pool’s curving bottom and bobbed to the surface in a cavern with flickering lights.

      “Anis found it,” Chanelle beamed as he pulled himself from the small pool of rippling waters and into the large space. “The current only flows one way, but we can climb out the top and jump down.”

      Her impish grin grew as she grabbed his hand and tugged him along the wall. A couple dozen candles had been stuck to the cavern’s walls, their wavering light casting strange shadows around the oblong space. Composed of something other than wax, the candles burned with a smoke-free golden light.

      The sandy floor had been brushed flat and Scarlytt was laying a thick blanket down when Braden stepped around a boulder and took in the cavern. Water had carved it from the rock, before a landslide or falls had cut the flow off, making a sloped ramp on one side that reached to a sliver of sunlight above.

      “Mistress Emma asked us to relax you.” Scarlytt grinned, rising to her delicate feet, and running a hand down her slender figure. “But we were hoping for something more… energetic.”

      “Watch us, Lord Braden,” Chanelle purred, pulling the taller Anis into her arms, and curving her body against the other girls as their lips met.

      “While you use us,” Sheela husked, reaching up to pull Scarlytt down beside her.

      The slender elf and sorceress ran their hands up his thighs and Braden pushed aside the tiny voice whispering that he wasn’t worthy of this. It had always been there, but after his dark dreams the voice had bite now and was harder to ignore.

      The fiery tongues of Scarlytt and the gorgeous elf were enough to distract him and soon he was cavorting with all four in that dim cavern. The women were free of desperation, their places with their lord secure, and gave themselves over to one another as much as to him.

      Watching the women reminded Braden that he hadn’t built a monument to selfishness with his harem. They were more than friends and closer than sisters. The magical bonds that connected them were powerful, but it was deeper than that, they were a family. Druska wanted something more than this small, intimate group and he began to see how it would be possible, if the right ones were slowly added to the mix.

      The elf’s sharp cry of pleasure as he pulled back on her blonde hair filled him with pleasure and he grinned at Scarlytt as she kissed her way between Leesha’s slender thighs. The young Bonded were insatiable and once he flooded the elf’s tightness they piled atop him, tongue and lips working him to stiffness quickly. Taking turns riding him, the others made out over his face, tight bodies crowded close.

      The sun sank outside the cavern but those within were oblivious. Hidden from prying eyes they gave themselves to one another, seeking and giving pleasure until the five collapsed in a pile of sweaty limbs. As Braden’s eyelids fluttered closed, he wondered at the silvery glow approaching from behind. Then it resolved into Emma’s sad face, and he fell backwards into dark dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Druska marched up the gangplank of a sleek, newly built Corvette and tried not to be impressed with the smartly pressed uniforms of its crew. Unlike most GGC vessels, the Pentaxian Fleet was under the direct command of the race’s royal line, and they never failed to demonstrate their independence through their uniforms.

      Part of the ancient treaty that had brought the seven-system kingdom into the GGC promised a certain amount of independence for the Pentaxians. An independence that kept the prideful people chafing at the GGC’s yoke so much they’d attempted to break away from the Empire dozens of times.

      “Why are we here again?” Glynis-pura grumbled as she marched beside Druska.

      “Our lord needs allies,” Druska said quietly not wanting to say more and lower herself before the Pentaxians who were rigid when it came to hierarchy.

      She’d tried to impress upon the cat-girl and the tiny warrior marching at her side how delicate the coming meeting was. Mina was more aware of social strata than the rest, having grown up in her father’s court, but Glynis-pura knew little and cared less.

      “Allies are coming,” the beast girl grumbled. “If you want to call them that, after trying to kill Lord Braden and you two. I still think he should have bred and Bonded the whole lot of them!”

      Druska stilled her tongue in the act of warning the cat-girl to silence. The guards they passed stared at her small, fur covered and pointed ears that flickered when she spoke, signaling her moods and the tail that did the same. Instead of disgust with the lack of discipline or tact, they stared at Glynis-pura in awe, eyes round and austere discipline lost.

      I knew their royal line worshipped cats before they accepted the Holy AI… but I didn’t expect this.

      It wasn’t only the Corvette’s crew lining the hall leading towards one of the ship’s meeting rooms. Word had spread ahead of Druska and her sister-wives and a trio of figures stood at the entrance to a side corridor, watching the three pass.

      Druska dipped her head in acknowledgement of the women, but their attention was riveted upon Glynis-pura. The Pentaxians were known for their cold, austere expression but right now their beautiful, patrician features were as awestruck as the simple crew members lining the corridor.

      “Upon the goddess’s arrival, you will know your true king,” intoned one of the three when Glynis-pura stood abreast of them. The cat-girl’s lips were pulled back in a slight snarl, all the attention making her uncomfortable but before Druska could speak the second Pentaxian intoned.

      “Chart a path to power… or see the branch of your people wither and die.”

      The second sister sank to her knees as she spoke, followed by the other two, the third speaking almost atop her as her words ceased, a breathy passion animating her voice that felt unnatural to Druska coming from the austere race.

      “The past will be cracked… Children born to spread across the universe and our Goddess returned… The heavens ask us to weep.”

      “You’re crying,” Glynis-pura said, swiping a tear from a cheek smooth as polished mahogany.

      “The goddess speaks!” hissed the first.

      The third speaking atop her as she pressed a hand to the cheek the cat-girl had touched. “She touched me!”

      “Forgive me, First Wife.” The second woman ducked her head at the precise amount to Druska, but didn’t bother looking her way as she spoke to the cat-girl. “But I must know, my goddess, how are you here?! And who is the king our mathematical proofs of the future speak of?”

      “Proofs? Proof of what?” Glynis-pura turned her frown on Druska and Mina as if to ask silently, “Are these women crazy?” to which Mina nodded emphatically.

      Druska was still as a statue, her mind racing to try and catch up with what was happening. She’d come to the Pentaxians looking for allies. Duellum was supposed to be a simple duel, but nothing was simple in the Empire. Profits motivated everything, and if you found yourself on the wrong side of that equation, winning Duellum could prove as deadly as losing it.

      They needed allies in the trials to come. A cursory reading of the nets and public revenue reports would tell you that much. With her millions of undead laborer’s working without sleep, and without the burden of needing to be supplied, the Dark Queen was the most attractive investment the major shareholders had ever seen. Contrasted with an indebted barbarian, the woman was saintly in the eyes of the GGC.

      “Mathematical proofs,” the second woman’s tone was respectful. “To chart a proper course, the future must be divined. Our order does such work…” She shared a look with her other sisters, and all three rose gracefully.

      “At the heart of our work, lies a problem that’s never been solved,” said the first, stepping forward and drawing from the inner folds of her robe a black beaded necklace with a dark pendant. When the pendant came into view, the Pentaxian crewmembers lining the corridor tapped fingers to their heart, lips, and foreheads.

      “And you might be the answer to that problem, Goddess,” she finished.

      “Hmph,” Glynis-pura’s eyes narrowed as she peered at the image embossed on the pendant and a low, rumbling hiss escaped the back of her throat. Her ears laid back flat and Druska almost reached out a hand to stay her sister, but it wasn’t anger that laced her words but exasperation. “Your people worship me?”

      “In the dawn times we worshiped a race of preternatural beings whose existence elevated our race into the glorious beings you see before yourself, my Goddess,” said the third.

      “Humble, too,” Mina grumbled quietly.

      “Gone extinct before your ancestors made first contact with the Empire, if I remember my lessons,” Druska said carefully, not wanting to disturb the fragile moment but seeing an opportunity when the pendant turned, and she saw the etching in full.

      The noble woman’s eyes fell, and they nodded, the first responding, “To our greatest shame you are correct.”

      A Pentaxian male, taller than the rest and bedecked in flowing garments came scuttling down the corridor, a pained expression on his face when he saw Druska speaking with the women. Marching over, his face a stiff mask, he waved a peremptory hand.

      “What is the holdup? Why are you dawdling?! The captain waits for no one! Not management, not Breeders. And who are you,” he said sneering at Druksa, “to make Her Majesty, Gillandrythan Gillsadrith wait? It is the height of—” The pompous Pentaxian’s gaze found Glynis-pura, and he cut off with a high-pitched sound, eyes round as they took in the cat-girls ears, tail, and the small fangs digging into her bottom lip as she smiled.

      “Who… who are you?” he asked carefully.

      “Glynis-pura.” The cat-girl’s smile turned wolfish, and her yellow eyes flashed. “Your goddess.”

      “Ohh heavens.” The tall Pentaxian shivered as the words escaped his throat and nearly fainted when Glynis-pura broke out into wicked laughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      His name was Mastrix, and he was right hand to the Pentaxian throne, a feared name across the Empire but now he walked with fingers before his lips, and giggles escaping his throat as he led them to the meeting room. The man, like all the rest of his kind, was enthralled by the cat-girl. Like a child with a pet dragon, and one they feared might fly off and never return any second.

      The captain was younger than Druska would have guessed, but one look at those hard gray eyes told her the woman had earned her position instead of getting it through bribery or graft. She gave a start when she first saw Glynis-pura but kept her expression composed throughout the meeting.

      The Pentaxians were intrigued by Lord Braden, but they hadn’t come thinking to make a deal. That changed when the captain reviewed the data Druska presented. The woman and her senior staff were disbelieving until Glynis-pura proved that magic was indeed real and yes, she could curse a scoffing lieutenant with the pox and send a swollen Pentaxian to the infirmary.

      After that even the captain bowed low to Glynis-pura and it became almost impossible to convince them she wasn’t a minor deity but a princess herself. From a race of beast-kin evolved from cats. That she was from another world didn’t seem to matter to the Pentaxians. They saw her as their ancestral goddess returned.

      Druska showed them images of cats upon Harem World and promised to have some brought to the Pentaxian’s home world if she survived the duel. With that the agreement was struck and Druska felt the steel bands tightening her chest relax as she secured her lord husband’s first ally and protection should they be the only ones she could get.

      

      The Harem Mage was luxuriating on a large, flat boulder. The rock was hot from the sun, its dry surface baking into the skin of his back and relaxing muscles that had begun to lose the ache he thought would never leave them. Working out daily kept the body looking good and in a constant state of dull ache.

      Three days of rest and relaxation had done wonders for his body if not his mind. The days had been drawn from his wildest dreams, but the nights were a dark forest of memories he lost himself deeper within every time he fell asleep.

      He’d been waiting for Emma to sit him down and talk through the dreams and memories as she’d done at the Silver Heart Tree, but the silver-haired healer seemed to be taking a vacation from her duties. He often found her gorging on sweets with Chanelle or relaxing under the sun with Leesha and Scarlytte, sunbathing, and when he’d pulled her aside to ask if she wanted to talk the teen had shrugged.

      “Sheela’s coming to braid my hair right now, can we do it later? Perhaps after supper?”

      When he’d come to find the girl after supper, she’d been lounging on thick grasses with Betsy’s hands working the kinks out of her muscles. After the pair had wandered off with Anis and Chanelle, hunting berries for dessert, and Braden had let the elves distract him with their nimble fingers and eager lips.

      Braden had never been a man who opened up willingly. He was content to hold his troubles in, burying them deep, and forgetting them. Beginning with Druska in that dark forest after the goblin attack, Braden had met women who cared enough to probe and push him to uncomfortable admissions. Without that prodding he was like a shaken soda bottle with the cap sealed tight.

      Something in him snapped, and he sat up, looking around. The women were all standing in the shallow pools, the white, linen-like robes they’d been wearing clinging to their bodies as they washed one anothers hair. Chanelle was the only one sitting out, a heavy file in one hand that she ran across her hammer, grinding out small burs.

      “You aren’t joining them?” he asked sinking down beside the young woman.

      Chanelle shook her head, thick red ringlets bouncing as they swayed, and a sour grimace twisting her red lips.

      “The water here makes my hair frizzy and wild.” She reached up and grabbed a handful and pulled it out, stretching the curls straight. “I’ll bathe on the ship when it gets bad.”

      “Hmph,” Braden grunted, and the girl eyed him, her frown turning sly.

      “And why aren’t you joining them?” She waggled an eyebrow, “Bright sun, warm waters, a half dozen nubile beauties eager to…”

      Braden turned a frown on the girl, and she trailed off with a low chuckle and went back to running her file over her weapon with a steady rasp.

      “I don’t know why I can’t join them,” Braden said, the words popping out of him and though he might have fallen silent then, he didn’t, getting a small thrill as it poured out of him. “I don’t know why I feel so separate, when this is the most connected I’ve ever been… I’m terrified of losing you.”

      The words lifted a weight from his shoulders, lightening it for a moment. Then a rush of emotions swept through him. It wasn’t the pain of lost memories come again, but joy at realizing just how much he had to lose, and terror for the same reason.

      “I know that feeling.” Chanelle nodded. “When they take us to the Academy, our families are given a pittance with the promise of more if we graduate and riches if we’re Bonded.” She shook her head sadly. “It makes rivals of bunkmates… makes you wary of shadows and trust only the Bond Mage above you. But when I was sent to spy on you…” Her thick lips flashed into an impish grin, before her eyes settled on Scarlytte and Anis. “My fate was tied to others for the first time, and I struggled with the same things you have.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Hmph.” The redhead shrugged. “I met you and Sheela, and the circle got a little bigger, the joy a little brighter and the terrors deeper.”

      Braden grunted, the sound growing into a chuckle that he couldn’t stifle for several seconds. Wiping a tear from his eye he shook his head at the absurdity of it.

      “Why does hearing you say that make my own sound silly?” Braden asked.

      “I don’t know, but it does.” Chanelle nodded, then pointed at the group splashing one another and laughing, Leesha’s laughter turning to a shriek of annoyance when a wave washed over her pink hair. “Not all of us are built the same. You and I feel it… so does Mina… The others have their own fears, some shared, some not, some greater, some lesser.”

      “I need help with mine,” Braden said, then blinked as a golden window flashed before his eyes.
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      “Seriously, now!?” he muttered to himself, earning a quizzical frown from Chanelle.

      “Now, what?”

      “Nothing.” He shook his head, growing thoughtful.

      The implications of leveling up from an emotional breakthrough were profound and brought his past years experiences into sharper focus. He’d operated on the mindset that training with magic, his sword, and gaining worldly experiences were what pushed his levels and power up, but it they were only part of the equation that explained some things.

      Such as why he increased in level more rapidly at certain things over others.

      Braden knew what he had to do. He’d always known but doing it was more painful than pulling out his own nails. Drawing in a deep breath through his nostrils, he let it out of his mouth slowly before opening his mouth to speak.

      “My mom had a problem with drink… and a worse one with men who had a problem with it…”

      Chanelle’s hands fell still as he spoke, her heart breaking and filling at the same time. Breaking to hear what his childhood had been like and filling every second he opened up to her. They rose and wandered up the mountain path, Braden speaking of things he’d only admitted to once.

      Emma watched Braden walk off with Chanelle and a knowing smile grew on her lips. As the splashing continued behind her, she watched her lord’s shoulders bow as he spoke of his past.

      “Has it begun then?” her mother asked, floating close and watching the Harem Mage’s back retreat down the trail.

      “Finally,” Emma breathed, tears springing from her eyes. “The man is stubborn, but he’s no fool. Things will get easier now.”

      “Tonight will be critical,” Betsy reminded her. “To bring him back from that place of pain to a place of… comfort… He’ll need us.”

      Emma nodded. “He’s going to need all of us.”

      Braden would do the same hike nearly a dozen times over the coming days. Every time it was as difficult to begin, but his load was lighter by the end. The trail wound up the valley wall and back down into a shaded glen. Tall, spindly trees blocked the sun and created a small cavern floored with soft green ferns and a trickling creek.

      Braden would rest with each beside the creek and ask of their lives, their childhoods, their hopes, and dreams. He learned things he’d never known about them. Things he should have learned months ago but had been too wrapped up in the doing of things that he’d forgotten to remember the reason why. Every painful admission and intimate moment deepened their connections and brought a wash of experience to the entire harem.

      When he returned to their camp that first night, Chanelle was flush of cheek and wobbly legged from their exertions beside the creek. The girl sank down beside her friends, while Braden was pulled towards the blankets by Emma and Betsy.

      The look of gentle understanding in the pair’s eyes brought more tears to Braden’s eyes and he let them pull him down upon their pillow bosom. The three didn’t speak, but held one another as their lord’s emotions settled down, then their hands began to wander, and the healers’ distractions carried him into a world of bliss.

      Sheela and Leesha joined the three, with platters of cooked food to snack on between bouts of wild lovemaking. The others slipped in one at a time, shimmying out of their robes and finding a ready pair of strong hands and the powerful arms of their lord drawing them in.
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      Days slipped past in a haze for Braden. The time fritted away while he lounged around the paradise. Between hikes with his wives and long silences spent in contemplation the time passed faster than he would have imagined. All the while Scry-bot puttered around the valley, cataloguing alien fauna whenever Mina didn’t abscond with her little friend, or Leesha subjecting it to another battery of divining magic.

      Whenever Braden brought up his worries about the coming duel, Druska would reassure him with promises that support was coming but nothing materialized until the second week, when a sleek Corvette parked in the sky above their sheltered valley. He was smartly dressed and groomed, per Druska’s instructions, and waiting for the captain, a representative of the Pentaxian royal family.

      When the aliens emerged from the shuttle that touched down Braden was fascinated by their tall, willowy bodies and elegant features. The Pentaxians looked nearly identical. He’d been warned by Druska that their race relied heavily on cloning technology since they’d lost their Breeders, but he hadn’t been prepared for them to all look like twins.

      The captain stood an inch taller than the others, almost of a height with the Harem Mage who stared at the woman with wide eyes, his jaw slowly dropping. The woman froze in the shuttle’s entrance, arrested by the fire burning behind those pale blue eyes, her own taking in his broad shoulders and pleasing features. Something did a flip-flop in the princess’s stomach as she stared at the men, and she felt spots appear in her cheeks, and she bit her inner lip, furious with herself for losing that much control.

      “Princess Hesstrick Von Crema, Captain of the Leviathan and representative of the Pentaxian throne, I present to you Lord Braden, Harem Mage, Dragon Slayer, and savior of the Silver Heart Tree.”

      Braden threw a little frown at Druska when she tacked on the last bits, but his First Wife ignored him and made way for Glynis-pura to slip against her husband’s side. When the Pentaxians saw the cat-girl most lost their austere composure, staring at the beast-kin like children who’d found Santa. The neatly ordered ranks lost their discipline and whispers broke out amongst those who’d only heard of the cat-girl.

      He’d been warned about the reaction, but Braden wasn’t focused on the others. His eyes were fastened to Captain Hesstrick’s face, his chest rising and falling. Swallowing hard, Braden got himself under control just in time for the woman to present herself before him, her amber-colored eyes as fascinated by his features as he was by hers.

      “You’re staring at me so intently, Lord Braden,” the captain said in a breathless tone. “It’s almost as if you recognize me.”

      “I do, Princess,” Braden said. Heedless of how it sounded, he continued. “Your face was on magazine covers in the check-out line.” The woman frowned but he continued. “It graced TV screens, and movie posters… You’re the archetype of beauty for an entire world.”

      “I’m sorry?” The woman’s eyes sparkled with amusement and her lips quirked into a pleased smile.

      “Forgive me,” Braden said, shaking his head and trying to dispel the powerful sense of déjà vu that had come over him. “But you remind me of someone.”

      “Someone you knew from your past?”

      “I didn’t know her.” He laughed lightly, still perplexed at finding a famous actress and model’s doppleganger a million lightyears from here. “But I knew of her… and so did every man on my planet.”

      The woman dipped her head in acknowledgement of the compliment and held her hand out for him to kiss. When Braden took the slender fingers, he felt the magic leap up within him and the woman gasped, chest heaving and oval pupils contracting.

      “What… what is that?!” the alien princess asked, her fingers locking on his as the magic throbbed within him, and a knowing look crossed Druska’s face, followed by a pleased smile.

      “That is the power I spoke of, my lady.” Druska nodded to Glynis-pura and Mina who’d stepped forward as well. “Both Glynis-pura, Mina, and I have been Bonded by the Harem Mage’s power, which grants us each with a unique gift.”

      “Unique… gifts…?” the princess asked, her eyes tracking Braden when he fell in behind them as Druska led the way down into their camp.

      As Druska explained the Bonding process, skipping over the more intimate moments, Braden took in the woman’s crew. Stiff and haughty, they turned their noses up at the gorgeous surroundings, even the other women, but all were fascinated by the cat-girl. Glynis-pura knew it and reveled in the attention, perching herself on a boulder beneath a column of sunlight as she cleaned herself.

      The princess had just taken a seat on a boulder beside Druska, carefully plucking a dead leaf off it before sitting down, when something red flashed across Braden’s vision. The hairs rose on the back of his neck, and the old tension was back in his shoulder in an instant, magic awakening.

      Warned though he was by the flash of light on the distant horizon, Braden wasn’t fast enough pulling shields about himself and the others. As the shimmering blue magic sprang forth, it was coalescing with a line of eye-searingly bright red light connecting Braden with a distant figure.

      Mina happened to be lagging behind, the tip of her spear straying over and about to clip the back of the haughty Pentaxian’s heels when her warning sense was triggered. Reacting without thought, she moved a split second before Braden’s magic awoke.

      Bless the man’s instincts, the small warrior thought to herself right before smashing into his back.

      The heat of the laz-gun cooked the leathers on Mina’s legs, blackening and finally carbonizing them before her momentum carried her clear of the attack. Her diamond hard skin was fine, but the stench left behind caused her to make a face as her arm whipped back, spear settling into place as she placed three fingers of her other hand on the ground and her foot swept back, securing her in place before her arm whipped forward.

      “Assassin!”

      The Pentaxian guards swarmed their queen, trying to bowl over several of Braden’s women in the process. Those that did found themselves dropped on their asses quickly, as the women swarmed around Braden who was blinking the afterimage of the laser blast out of his vision.

      The flurry of activity stilled when Braden rose from the center of his harem, magic washing off him in thick currents that wrapped around them all, including the princess and her crew who jumped when the protective magic settled about their bodies, touching it and one another and staring in wonder when the magical shields blocked the same way expensive energy shields could.

      The princess’s eyes were locked on Braden who rose into the air, unaided by a rocket booster of a grav belt. It wasn’t the act of flight that so unnerved the woman but the aura of absolute command rolling off him. Growing up in the Pentaxian court, and upper-crust imperial circles, Hesstrick had known her fair share of powerful individuals, but this man’s presence dwarfed them all.

      Then the explosions began.
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      Braden could sense magic coalescing on the far ridge, but it was an assault of small rocket blasts he deflected from the group. He launched his own attack that crumbled the far ridge and scattered the magic he’d been sensing.

      Wary of a second attack he kept everyone together and sent Druska and Anis out to scout the enemy. He’d expected Princess Hesstrick to argue or want to send her own scouts, but she remained silent when he sent the women out. Only speaking when they stood somewhat alone on the edge of camp.

      “The power that manifested from you… this is the magic Druska spoke of?”

      “It is, Princess.” Braden nodded, his eyes trying to pick out Druska and Anis as they crossed the intervening distance but with no luck.

      “What price did you pay for such power?”

      Braden gave a dry chuckle, not bothering to look over at the alien princess. “That’s a longer explanation than we have time for right now.”

      A flash of light from the ridge resolved into Druska signaling back that all was clear, and Braden breathed a sigh of relief. Three corpses were laid out before the group when they arrived at the ridge. Humanoid in shape it was impossible to tell what race they’d been before the Dark Queen’s influence corrupted their bodies.

      The corpses were desiccated, the limbs stick thin and fleshless, while the faces had lost lips, eyelids and even parts of their cheeks. They looked like zombies to Braden and were far weaker than the minions he’d fought back on Harem World. Either the Dark Queen didn’t want to waste the powerful ones, or this had been a message because the more he looked it over the less sense it made.

      “It doesn’t make sense.” Druska shook her head, staring down at the three bodies and the tri-pod mounted laz-gun sitting in a nearby cave. “Why break the rules of Duellum and risk death at the hands of the board?”

      “Because the board would never finish the investigation.” Hesstrick shrugged, not looking at the zombified corpses but at the laz-gun. “This was a message as much as it was an attempted assassination. For you…” She nodded to Braden. “And for the rest of the galaxy… It wasn’t your enemy, this Dark Queen who sent these creatures, but the board itself, and all the high houses will know it.”

      Glynis-pura made an angry sound in the back of her throat that made the princess and her people flinch, but it was Scarlytte’s curse that pulled Braden’s attention around, and he frowned a question at her.

      “Corrupt fuckers are saying the deck is stacked against us.”

      “They are, indeed.” Hesstrick nodded to the raven-haired sorceress before turning to look over her people. She received nods from them, including Mastrix who held a delicate cloth before his nose as he tried to avoid staring at the corpses.

      “But,” the alien princess continued, turning to face Braden, “the board isn’t the only path towards progress and profits, and there are many who will see this as an over-step of its authority.” She shook her head, face hardening, “The Pentaxian representative shall make a formal declaration of mismanagement.” Druska let out a small gasp of shock, but Hesstrick turned and shook her head ruefully at the green-skinned woman. “It has less force than the stories would have you believe, First Wife. The board has a thousand tools to put off a vote, and they’ll use them to pry away our allies, before they’ll let it come up.”

      “What about the duel?” Braden asked, and the gorgeous alien turned back to him.

      “Duellum can’t be broken, Lord Braden, but it’s taken on far more meaning now, than it had before,” she said, her expression falling into sadness. “Once the declaration is made, houses and major shareholders will flock to either side… And with her profit margins and your debt…” She shook her head. “I’ll understand if you want to break your association with the Pentaxians.”

      Druska’s green eyes met her lord husband’s, and he read the worry there. Except for Scarlytte and Leesha the rest of the harem wore looks of confusion, but he saw what those three had. The Pentaxians were outcasts in the Empire. By associating with them, he was putting himself farther outside of the mainstream. He didn’t know the history, didn’t know these people, but he trusted Druska, and the magic had connected to their princess.

      “When you make your formal declaration, Captain,” Druska said, her eyes locked with her lords and cheeks flushed as she read his expression, “you may attach the name of Lord Braden to it.”

      “We can do this thing.” The princess nodded, her eyes traveling the length of Braden before she turned back to Druska. “But we require something from you, to forge the ties between our peoples.” Her eyes flared and chest heaved, as she turned back to Braden. “My people will have this magic you gift, Lord Braden, and if my life and body must be sacrificed… then so be it.”

      Braden shared a look with Druska, whose eyes were burning with triumph. Then to the rest of his harem. Glynis-pura and Mina were stifling laughs, hiding their snickering behind hands, while Leesha was taking the Pentaxian in anew, an eager light in her eyes. Emma stared back at her lord and her gentle nod was the last thing he needed to see before he knelt smoothly on one knee before the uniformed princess.

      “If you will take me, and care for my wives as you do me, then I would have you join us… will you become my wife?”

      Braden wasn’t sure why he did it, except the moment called for ceremony and the dreams assaulting him each night had put him in mind to Earth and her customs. The princess froze and face flushing scarlet she reached out trembling fingers and took his hand in hers, shivering when she felt that odd jolt again.

      Hesstrick could feel the eyes of her people on her, their expectant breaths held until she spoke the two words that completed the ceremony.

      “I do.”

      Then the austere and buttoned-down people let out a whoop of joy that shocked Braden and his harem. It had been centuries since the Pentaxian’s last live birth, and they were overjoyed.
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      With the Pentaxians as allies a thousand things that were difficult or impossible became easier. They were able to requisition supplies as well as weapons but those came at a high cost.

      Braden’s debt still remained, but he was able to get a favorable loan from the aliens that covered whatever Druska and the others ordered. He didn’t understand half the terms to the deal, but Druska assured him they weren’t going to drive him into further debt. Not before the duel, and if he lost his life, the debt wouldn’t matter anyway.

      They were forced to leave their idyllic camp for a place with cover and better defenses and when they moved the shuttle, the Pentaxian engineers became enthralled with the ship. They quizzed Leesha about its systems for hours and tried to get her to take it outside of the atmosphere where they could fully test them. The elf finally sent them scurrying away with a flash of red lightning before she risked missing out on the night’s ceremony.

      The Pentaxian royal family was present over vid screen. The group of men and women looked nearly identical to Hesstrick but in a variety of ages. As Braden took in her older sisters and cousins, he thought he would be blessed if his new wife remained half as gorgeous as they were when she aged.

      His harem was excited, fussing over their lord for an hour before they declared he was presentable. Emma and her mother had taken needle and thread to his black and blue outfit, adding swatches of white that complimented the Pentaxian colors. His hair was clipped, and beard groomed, and Chanelle took his sword off and polished the hilt and scabbard.

      “I can’t help feeling a little jealous we didn’t get a wedding,” Scarlytte said with a crooked grin as she took him in from head to toe. “My mom and dad would have loved it.”

      “Maybe if we return, we can arrange something,” Emma offered the sorceress, but her crooked grin was already slipping as she shrugged, and the healer knew what she was feeling.

      They didn’t know if they’d ever return to their home world, or even if they’d live past the coming weeks. She pulled the raven-haired sorceress against her side, and they watched their lord fuss with his cuffs and collar. They were still standing, holding one another when Druska came bustling into the room with a bundle of garments in her arms and a harried look on her face.

      “They want us to present, you,” she said to Braden, dropping the white dresses in a pile at her feet. “Apparently, it’s a traditional Pentaxian wedding rite for the women closest to a Breeder to present them. And we have to wear these ceremonial rags.”

      Sheela picked up a dress and turned up her nose when the mothball reek hit her, then she dropped it when an arm unfurled, covered in lace.

      “I hate lace.” The blonde elf shook her head.

      “They want to dress us in sack-cloth,” Glynis-pura hissed, kicking at the dresses. “Making sure their tall beauty will outshine us.”

      “They wanted you to wear this.” Druska pulled a delicate black dress from her pouch, an amused light entering her eyes when the cat-girl gave a coo of pleasure and snatched the garment out of her hands.

      “I didn’t say they were all dumb.” She flashed Druska a grin and slipped free of her clothes right there and pulled the dress on.

      Slitted up the sides, it had a hole for her tail to slip through and clung to her slender curves. Braden found his eyes traveling up and down Glynis-pura’s slender legs as they flashed beneath the short skirt until Mina’s angry words pulled his attention back to the matter at hand.

      “If she gets to look like that…” She stabbed a finger at the cat-girl. “Then I’m wearing my armor.”

      “Fine with me.” Druska shrugged. “I think the whole ceremony is needless. Our master will bed the Pentaxian and her gifts through the bond will draw others to our sides. That’s what’s important.”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge, Druska,” Scarlytte said, tapping her chin with a long nail. “I’ve been thinking about what you said before and you were right. We need to plan as if we’ll be triumphant, thinking towards the future. We need allies who can protect us from all those who stand to lose if the Dark Queen’s minions suddenly drop dead without her here to command them.”

      There were nods of agreement until they reached Leesha who balled her fists and crossed them beneath her small bust.

      “That’s all great,” the elven princess growled. “But what are we going to do about those god-awful dresses?”

      Betsy and Emma put their magical touches to the girls’ outfits, cleaning, mending, and even bedazzling in the case of Chanelle. When the Pentaxian servants came to get them, the ragged group of adventurers were no more. In their place stood the nobility of a distant world, straight backed, and determined to impress.

      “This is your second chance, my lord,” Emma breathed, her hand gripping his surreptitiously as they entered the tunnel leading through the Pentaxian Corvette to the hold where the ceremony was to take place.

      “I’ve had a hundred chances, Emma.” He smiled back, curious at his lack of nerves. “But I promise not to squander this one. You all mean too much to me.”

      “Stop it, or you’re going to make me cry,” Mina grumbled.

      “I already am.” Betsy smiled, dabbing at the corner of one eye with her kerchief. “And shame on you, my lord, for ruining my makeup.”

      Braden couldn’t contain the laughter that rolled out of him as their little procession made its way. The sound boomed down the corridor, proceeding the procession and rattling the nerves of the reserved Pentaxians.

      Imperial ceremonies, Braden would come to learn, are involved, multi-hour affairs and since this was the first Pentaxian wedding in a millennia the aliens went all out. Most of it was boring, forcing Braden to keep himself from nodding off, but a few moments stood out.

      The first was when Hesstrick stood before him and gave him a full run down on her biography. Told in the form of a story, he learned about her childhood at court and the half dozen aunts that had raised her. A cloistered childhood changed when she was sent to the imperial academy. Identified as a candidate for the fleet, she’d worked as hard as any to get where she was.

      Braden was expected to do the same and began with some trepidation but the more he spoke the easier it was to open himself to this new woman. He was practiced after his week with the harem, but he knew those women intimately.

      The princess listened with rapt attention, showing the right emotion at the right times. The woman didn’t understand much of what he talked about until his story got to the FAILSAFE and his appearance on Harem World. He left nothing out, describing that awful afternoon in detail. Hesstrick didn’t understand cheating but the emotions she saw in him were universal, and the expressions on the harem arrayed behind him were instructive.

      After each gave their speech, they took seats across from one another and more speeches were given. This time by family and friends, of which they both had blessedly few. He’d been warned this part of the ceremony could take hours, or even days if it were held back on the Pentaxian home world but limited to the crew only a handful came forward to speak.

      Finally, it came time for Braden and the princess to stand and face one another, hands clasped and a vid screen beside them. A disembodied voice spoke vows, and they repeated them, similar in form to an Earthen wedding but there the similarities ended.

      “I promise to make sound financial decisions for our household.” Braden began his vows, repeating the computer’s words back to Hesstrick. “To honor the Holy AI and provide the Empire with live births. To breed only those you and my other First Wives approve of, and to represent your people and family as a respectable member of the Galactic Good Corporation.”

      The vows droned on, and Braden spoke each, pausing only when they made him to agree to breed any family members that Hesstrick insisted on. The woman nodded for him to continue, flashing a grin at the vid-screen showing her family back on their home world.

      The rest were flowery words that didn’t mean much until he got to the last bit about sharing of wealth. There the vows went into extreme detail about how wealth and debt brought into the marriage would remain with each individual and any earned after would be divided along arcane rules. The ceremony ended with them kneeling and foreheads touching while the computerized voice spoke.

      “The union has begun but is not complete. Upon insemination a Birth Fund will be deposited into your accounts and your union finalized. Good luck in coitus.”

      Braden flinched at the dry tone, but the look in Hesstrick’s eyes told him the woman was having a hard time ignoring the magic thrumming between them. Her pupils were tiny dots, and her chest heaved, fingers flexing on her skirts as she pulled back from him suddenly at a loss for what to do.

      “We’re married,” the woman breathed, sounding in awe of the fact and more than a touch scared.
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      A light clap arose from the Pentaxians and a loud cheer from Braden’s harem. The girls made them uncomfortable with their open displays of excitement for the couple, but it was Leesha and Scarlytte’s magical fireworks exploding in the air above their heads that shocked them out of their careful composure.

      Braden found himself whisked away from the hold by Druska and Mastrix. The effete Pentaxian was more excited than Braden had ever seen the man. He bounced beside Hesstrick, whispering to his captain about the historical records he’d studied on the act. He spoke of it in a dry, almost clinical way that made Braden shiver in revulsion to hear and the alien woman’s face crease in worry.

      Druska kept her lips sealed the whole walk, fingers laced in Braden’s and a look of supreme satisfaction on her face. If there was anything that illustrated how different their cultural upbringings were to Braden, it was the joy on Druska’s face as she finally passed his hand to the Pentaxian princess’s.

      “I was his first wife,” the green skinned woman said with pride as they stood before the threshold of the captain’s quarters. “And the first Bonded to the magic that lives within him. You’ve felt this power, the barest edges of it.”

      “I felt a promise,” Captain Hesstrick said with a shallow nod, her alabaster skin tinged a light shade of pink and her eyes unable to meet Braden’s over Druska’s shoulder.

      As slow as the ceremony had been, they’d been rushed to this directly after, the celebrants trailing behind at a respectful distance. This was supposed to be a private moment between a Breeder, their First Wives, and the new bride, but Druska was the only member of his harem who understood what the alien woman was feeling.

      “You’ll feel more than that soon.” Druska’s voice was grave, but Braden caught the sparkle in her eyes. “You’ll feel things you’ve never felt before… sensations more powerful than any drug. Don’t run from it. Embrace it, and in that place, you’ll find you own strength… sister.”

      She embraced the other woman, folding her in her arms for a long moment before releasing her. All she offered Braden when she passed him was a brief nod and the smile she gave no one else. Then he was alone with the imperial captain, the confident woman suddenly unsure of herself or even where to put her hands as she plucked at her stiff uniform.

      “My dress whites were all I had… now I wish I’d worn something more presentable.”

      “Looking beautiful is the last thing you have to worry about,” Braden said, stepping forward and taking her trembling hands in his.

      He might have been surprised once at how confidently he drew the gorgeous princess into her quarters and began peeling her stiff, white uniform off her, but no longer. Once a nerd whose home had been behind a computer screen, and then a magic-using fighter, he’d come to understand over the last week that this was where he was most comfortable. Where he felt the most confident.

      Hesstrick was the culmination of a hundred generations of perfecting their races greatest genes. She was tall and willowy, which was obvious from a distance. Her skin was so pale it was almost translucent, and smooth as polished stone. Her limbs were graceful but strong and the elegant lines of her familiar face awoke ancient passions in Braden that he still struggled to reconcile with the reality standing before him.

      When her uniform finally fell away, and Braden lay her back on the neatly made bunk, a flush of pink swept down her skin and she turned her head away shyly as his gaze traveled the length of her.

      “I hope you find my form pleasing… my lord.” The new word sounded awkward coming from her lips, but a flush of pleasure passed through her to say it and she chanced a glance up at the man’s face.

      The rapture she saw crossing his features dissolved her shyness away and Hesstrick twisted her hips, hands reaching up to pluck the strange buttons of his shirt free as his eyes traveled her up and down.

      “Say something before I get upset.” The firm set to her lips warned Braden this wasn’t a joke, and he shook himself, breaking free of the spell her beauty laid upon him.

      “My lady… to say you’re gorgeous would be to sully the word…” Her fingers tugged the shirt off his shoulders, trailing across the firm muscles as his own trembling fingers reached out to run up her impossibly smooth stomach.

      No human without the finest surgical enhancements could have achieved the proportions hidden beneath the Pentaxian’s uniform. Her breasts were low and close together but so large and full he thought they might rival Emma’s for sheer volume. Capped in peaks of pale pink flesh, the woman whimpered in pleasure whenever his fingertips brushed them and cried out, hand gripping the back of his head when he brushed his lips across them and kissed each.

      As the last of his clothes fell off the bunk, pushed by their feet, he pulled the slender woman against him, staring into her eyes. He would have taken time to get to know her better but the magic within wouldn’t be ignored forever. His iron will was already beginning to fray, but he forced himself to take his time with her.

      New to these pleasures but not to desire, Princess Hesstrick’s hand found his manhood, and she flinched back at the heat baking off it. His lips on her neck melted her into the bunk and she grasped the fiery tool, hands caressing its steely length as her legs thighs rubbed together and body arched against his.

      When his lips found hers the magic leapt between them, and fingers grasped but Braden was inexorable in his seduction of the alien princess. His hands explored her curves, dipping between her thighs to tease a tight sex that wept slick fluids. Her kisses were shy things, her slender tongue awkward as it slid along his but the hunger animating them was real and enflamed his own passions.

      With a deep-throated growl he was between her legs, her heels pressing into his thighs as she pulled him home. Braden’s cock pressed against her tiny pussy and a flush of pleasure swept his body when he felt the tight grip of her.

      “You’re too tight,” he warned, feeling pleasure crest into pain as her pussy sucked him deeper, like a hungry mouth.

      “You’re… Hhnnnnggg!” The alien woman hissed, pupils disappearing into a sea of lavender as her back arched beneath Braden and a scream of pleasure shook her.

      The vice-like grip relaxed around his girth, almost like an elf’s elastic sex but instead of stretching, it took on the shape of him. Molding to his length and girth in a way that sent his eyes rolling back into his head and fingers digging into her shoulders as his hips hunched forward again, greedy to sample more.

      “Oh god,” Braden moaned.

      “Fuck god,” the woman growled with a euphoric grin, her husky whisper sending chills down his spine. “Sent me to heaven, again, my wonderful lord nnnGHH!”

      The words unlocked the last of his will and Braden let the magic rush through him. The alien princess’s voice rose in a shocked cry of pleasure as his hips drove down into her, her nails raking his back as she reached her peak in moments. They were wild animals in the throes of heat, consuming one another and heedless of the universe outside the bubble of their limbs. When his stones tightened and Hesstrick felt his cock thicken and rhythm falter her hips rotated out, womb shifting, and every nerve alive.

      When his seed hit her, and the magic bridged the connection between their souls her mouth opened in a silent scream, body stiffening. Then she sagged beneath the man, eyes rolling back into her skull. Braden watched the magic work its course through her body, perfecting what was nearly so.

      Hesstrick’s eyes snapped open, and her mouth opened in a silent moan of awe. Reaching a hand up she swept her fingers through the air, trailing raw magic behind them. The aspect of the alien woman’s power wasn’t that of an adventurer, like it had taken with the other women in his harem. In Hesstrick it took on a passive quality.

      “I feel the power inside… lacing my every word. And my thoughts! My mind is racing along a thousand new paths…”

      Braden shivered as the magic lacing her words rolled over him. He already felt Bonded to the alien princess but a desire to please her filled him. The woman would have the upper hand in any negotiation from here on out and the Harem Mage guessed the royal family would soon be declaring her the heir apparent.

      “I can feel your heart,” Hesstrick purred, rolling on the sheets, and kicking her heels up as she flounced against his side. “It’s beating so fast. Does my lord require… relief?”

      “Hmm,” Braden growled, shifting more fully onto his back, and smiling down at the gorgeous alien.

      The princess sat up, running her hands up her willowy frame and marveling at the minute changes that had taken place to her body. Pinching one nipple she shivered and her wetness ground against his stiffening member.

      “Your body’s more sensitive now.” Braden smiled, letting his hands wander up her thighs and around her impossibly tiny waist.

      “And the old hungers are even stronger.” Hesstrick smiled down at him when he frowned a question, then snapped the fingers of one hand.

      The moment she did, the sliding doors of the bedchamber flew open, and the women crowded outside nearly tumbled in. Braden cocked a bemused eye at Druska, Emma, Leesha, and the others of his harem who’d been eavesdropping. Their faces flushed, they opened their mouths to explain but one and all fell silent when the Pentaxian princess twisted on his hips and crooked a finger at the group, the fingers of her other hand still pulling on one pale nipple.

      “You’re my sister now, Druska.” Her smile took in Emma, Leesha, and the other. “All of you are… I would know you as I have ahh AAHHHH!”

      Braden had pushed her tiny waist back as she spoke to the others and with eyelids fluttering in pleasure let the stiff head of his cock find her sucking pussy once more. Hesstrick fell forward onto her lord, as the bed creaked, and the low sound of purring moans filled the room.

      The princess found herself pulling Druska close, her lips seeking the green-skinned woman’s out. The flutter of emotion in her belly when their tongues slid delicately along one another’s was almost as powerful as the pleasure she felt from her lord, and the pair clung to one another as he took his pleasure from her body.

      While the Pentaxians celebrated and tried to forget their worries about the future they’d tied themselves to, their princess let herself fall into a sea of pleasure. Focused on protecting her people, every minute of her time in the bedchamber was a gift unasked for. Later she couldn’t say if it had been the Bonding, and her new powers, or the connection she’d found with Braden, Druska and the others that meant the most.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven more alien princesses arrived aboard the Leviathan over the next couple days. They were greeted with pomp and ceremony before being whisked away to be grilled by Druska, Hesstrick, Leesha, and the others.

      Braden spent his remaining days in the holo-chamber, preparing for the duel. Much to the operator’s frustration he figured out the chamber’s controls on the first day and programmed it himself. The operators made fantastical worlds and dreamscapes, but they couldn’t create his enemy. Nor could Braden, but he could make the next best thing; an evil copy of himself to battle.

      The first two days of fights against his illusory doppelganger were easy, and then he found the operator fiddling with the controls. The fuzzy little alien scampered off with a frightened squeal before he could ask what it had done. He found out a few minutes later when the dark version of himself defeated him in moments, it’s magic at least twice as powerful at it had been the day before.

      When he managed to corner an operator and reassure the whimpering creature that he wasn’t angry, he found out it had dialed up the aggression factors and removed its inhibitions.

      “The desire not to cause harm was inhibiting the simulacrums efficacy, Lord Breeder.” The fizzy creature cringed before him and Braden nodded, waving it away with thanks.

      He would have thanked the creature more fulsomely, but he could tell being in his presence made it uncomfortable. The operator wasn’t the only one. Every male and many of the females were discomfited by his presence. By the reminder of what they’d lost and would never have, offspring of their own.

      Chanelle, Mina, Leesha, and several of the others wanted to join Braden in his training but their pregnancies made it impossible. Not that they couldn’t fight, or wouldn’t be expected to soon enough, but the women were held in universal regard and even something close to worship by a small sect of the females aboard.

      Every visiting dignitary wanted to meet Druska, and hear the tale from her firsthand of how she’d tamed a barbarian Breeder. That’s how the tale was spreading on the nets. That of a brilliant but overlooked young scout, shipwrecked, and abandoned on a wild world. Rescued by a handsome Breeder and blessed with magical powers.

      The elves and Glynis-pura were objects of fascination and gossip as well, with as many fanciful tales describing the lithe, nimble creatures as had cropped up around Braden himself. The nets were unsure how to take the images and vids of magic that were spreading. Most assumed it was theatre, even the visiting dignitaries, and senior managers, until they saw evidence for themselves.

      Hesstrick’s aspected powers pulled on the emotions and desires of whomever she spoke to. The woman learned how to thicken, or thin the flow influencing her words, using it to dramatic effect. From that day forward the Pentaxians had a distinct advantage in negotiations. In a galactic Empire that prized that a good deal above all else, the gifts would see her become the most celebrated shareholder in millennia, if they survived the coming days.

      Her gifts were used upon the princesses who came to visit, but each had already chosen their fate. Stepping aboard the Leviathan, and mingling with the man’s First Wives, would see each of their families marginalized should the Dark Queen win.

      The first of the visiting dignitaries to arrive was Princess Espinozita Frigella Meranza III, and her twenty-seven cousins-in-waiting. Druska informed Braden that the Espinozita clan was vast, commanding three systems with over a dozen worlds. Devout in their faith to the Holy AI above all others, it was a coup to have won a visit from their secretive rulers.

      “If the princess approves of you,” Druska whispered in her lord’s ear as the bone-white ship landed in the hold, “the Holy Sisters will as well. The board won’t care but the lower ranks take store by what the Sister’s preach.”

      “Why are they dressed like that?” Braden asked with an odd tightness to his throat.

      Druska frowned at the black-and-white-clad sisters, with their habits covering their hair and loose robes masking the shape of their bodies. Since the advent of natural births, the sisterhood had taken it upon themselves to husband every scrap of sensual knowledge from across the Empire before it was lost. As a result, the women were tortured by this knowledge and their lack of partners.

      “Those are the robes of the sisterhood… They aren’t flattering but they’re designed that way. Is it a problem?”

      “No problem,” Braden said, jaw knotting as he shook his head.

      Once again, the universe taunted him with déjà vu. The “sister’s” streaming down from the gangplank of their ship looked similar to Earthly nuns. From their calm, sedate walk, to the black and white outfits covering each. They weren’t the wizened, sour-faced type he’d known from Sunday school. Whether to impress him, or by chance, every face he looked upon had an adorable innocence.

      The only figure to deviate from the calm poise of the sisterhood was the last to emerge from the ship. Clad in robes of gold and white, with a thin circlet sitting on her brow, the young human raised an imperious eyebrow as she surveyed the Pentaxians and the objects of universal fascination on the nets, standing in their midst.

      “Holy blessings to you all,” Princess Espinozita intoned.

      “And to you.”

      Braden blinked in surprise when Druska and the rest of the GGC responded, the hairs on his arms rising at the familiarities. The hairs didn’t settle when the golden-robed princess swept down the gangplank and he got his first glimpse of her face.

      “Sylvia Bennet… what the fuck!” Braden breathed the curse in shock and Druska shot him a questioning frown.

      The green-skinned alien had taken greater pains to prepare him for this meeting than she had for any of the others. The sisterhood didn’t offer troops or economic might, and they wouldn’t be of use in the coming duel, but a thousand things would become more difficult if he offended them.

      “Sylvia Bennet is a famous singer and actress on Earth,” he explained discomfited by yet another reflection of his past life.

      Braden had been obsessed with Sylvia Bennet in his teenage years, stealing magazines with her modeling in them to use for his own devices. Watching the holy sister glide towards him his palms grew sweaty and mouth dry, while he tried hard not to stare at the body beneath her golden robes.

      The introductory ceremony lasted for hours, with prayers and speeches from the princess and several of her senior sisters. Their voices were projected to the rest of the ship and broadcast on the nets to the flock of billions watching at home.

      Braden got his first real dose of the GGC’s religion and found it mirrored others he’d encountered in life. The sisters preached the Holy AI’s lack of sin, and its benevolence. They spoke of constancy in the execution of its will, and when the soul strayed from the AI’s path, wealth was lost, and pain followed.

      “Holy AI!” Princess Espinozita intoned to close out the greeting. “We ask you not for credits for their own sake. We ask you not to elevate us, for our own pride. We ask you, Holy AI, for wealth and rank so that we may use it to bless one another. Fill our cups to overflowing and the world around us will drink!

      “We bless the mothers.” Her words were repeated by the gathered crew members and her holy sisters.

      “We bless the fathers.” Once again the crowd responded en mass.

      “And the holy spirit that she might quicken both flesh and womb.”
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      The woman’s hands fell, and she turned to face Lord Braden. Reaching out both hands for his, she closed her eyes, head falling back to invoke another prayer, but her body gave a violent convulsion when the man’s rough fingers slid into her smooth palms. The moist heat baking off his flesh twinned another spot on her body and the woman who’d devoted her life to reawakening her bodies desires, quaked in fear when she felt its effects for the first time.

      Something leapt within her soul, reaching across the contact of their flesh to touch upon his. A vibrant fire burned there, awakening nerve endings that had remained dormant no matter how insistently the vibrating holy artifacts had done their work. Staring up into the man’s piercing blue eyes, Princess Espinozita felt her legs tremble then her knees struck the cold plasteel of the ship’s hold. She ignored the sisters gasping in surprise behind her as she reached up and unlaced the ties of her golden robes.

      “We came to welcome new peoples into the scriptures fold and show them the teachings of the Holy AI… but it is I who’ve been shown the light this day…” Aware of the First Wife standing at the man’s side and her vibrant green eyes boring into her own, Princess Espinozita remembered herself and felt her cheeks heat, but she remained composed.

      “Come, Holy Sister,” Princess Hesstrick’s voice drew Espinozita to her feet. Each word laced with the honey of her fledgling magic, pulling her and her fellow sisters along behind the Pentaxian though their gazes, one and all tracking the mysterious and magical Breeder as he remained behind with his wild looking harem. “I’ve prepared chambers for you and your flock. After tea, I’ll arrange for you and Lord Braden to become… acquainted.”

      Princess Espinozita sought the tranquility that had seen her through three decades of life, but her inner light was gone. Stolen by a gorgeous man whose eyes had raked her covered figure with searing desire. While the Pentaxian princess worked her magic on the senior sisterhood, their leader was lost in her fantasy. Hungers she’d never felt raced through her body, pulling her mind down paths they’d never walked.

      The sisterhood husbanded the Empire’s knowledge on procreation and intimate relations. Sister Espinozita had read the texts, as every novice did, in the hopes she would be able to guide a member of her congregation into that most holy of acts. The sisterhood itself was virginal… or it had been. After tea and pleasantries, the Pentaxian princess led them to their rooms where Espinozita threw herself into a chair and dragged the habit from her head.

      “Sisters… I fear my body’s awakened to desire… I find myself with an overwhelming urge to perform the holy act of coitus.” She looked around the group in shame, but hopeful glances were shared between her senior sisters.

      It was decided that Espinozita must honor the awakening. While they prepared her to meet with the Breeder in private, she tried to ignore the pragmatic arguments. If Braden and his side proved victorious, then the church would be as well. If he instead failed, then Princess Espinozita would see herself deposed, and the entire affair forgotten.

      What wasn’t stated was that the sisterhood had made entreaties to the more profitable side. Only to have their envoys return as living dead that tried to eat the brains of their sisters, and that simply wouldn’t do for proselytizing a message. The situation worked out perfectly for the nuns and Princess Espinozita shivered in anticipation as the vestments of coitus were laced about her body.

      

      Braden had grown somewhat used to the spark of magic that let him know a woman was ripe for Bonding, but something about the sister’s dark eyes and innocent yet hungry stare wouldn’t let him forget her. He dined that evening with his harem and a group of Pentaxian nobility. They’d made the trek to the Leviathan to observe the man they’d tied themselves to, and he tried to bend himself to the task of impressing them, but Espinozita’s face kept surfacing in his mind.

      “Leave them to me, husband,” Glynis-pura offered, rousing herself from her cushioned chair. “I can see you’re distracted, and I can make sure these lords and ladies get the first-class treatment they’re after.”

      Braden frowned at the cat-girl, knowing how flighty she could be when it came to work. Glynis-pura was often the first to offer her help with a task, and the first to slip away when she got tired or bored and find something else to amuse herself. Scarlytte nodded to him that she would remain with the flighty cat-girl, and he sighed in thanks before offering his apologies to the group of Pentaxians.

      They took his leave well enough, and he wandered the halls, Chanelle and Mina trailing a half step behind their lord. Braden’s wandering feet took him to the captain’s quarters, which he’d overtaken, and he stepped inside and began pacing. His ever-present guards took up positions inside his room, Mina leaning against the plump redhead as she filed the edge of a knife on a sharpening stone.

      While he paced the magic swirled and thrummed within Braden. He’d come to trust the feeling, but had never given himself over to it so fully before. There was risk in trusting a power that lived in his enemy too, but it had taken Braden this far.

      “Lord Braden, the sisterhood is asking for permission to enter the officer’s deck… My lord, they’ve come in full regalia, with incense burning, and novices chanting!”

      Braden smiled when he heard Mastrix’s officious voice. He glanced at Mina and Chanelle and found the pair grinning in triumph and shook his head ruefully.

      “Gather the others… It’s going to be a long night.”

      Mina whispered to her sister-wife, and the redhead darted off, the doors hissing open for her. Mastrix was forced to jerk aside to keep from being bowled over by the little warrior. The officer took one look at his new lord and bowed gracefully before retreating.

      “I shall see them in, my lord.”

      With the blackness of space framing him in a breathtaking view, and the slender, whip-like warrior lounging on the steps at his feet, Princess Espinozita’s breath was taken as she and her sisters filed into the room. For all the sisterhood’s pomp and ceremony there was little for this most cherished and rare of offerings.

      Kneeling before the man, the holy sister reached up and unlaced the front of her golden gown. The silky fabric parted and shimmered down her shoulders and the man’s breath caught in his throat.

      “The sisters have prepared a forward assault, husband,” Mina purred from Braden’s feet, her dark eyes tracing the massive globes of flesh thrust upwards by the sisters lacy garments.

      Clad in pink, white, and black lace, Princess Espinozita’s body was lashed into dramatic effect. Her thick waist and plump rear were framed in thin strips of fabric, while her naked sex was bare. A slender waist and smooth, rounded belly lead up to stunning breasts that would put Emma and her mother’s to shame, Braden thought.

      The kneeling woman’s pupils dilated when she saw the man’s trousers shift and her fingers twitched to grasp his growing stiffness. While her sister spoke the secret vows her mouth salivated and all she could think about was sating the growing hunger within her. When he reached down and the Harem Mage’s strong hands grasped her about the waist, Princess Espinozita felt the magic quicken within her again and a throaty moan of pleasure escaped her.

      While two dozen nuns watched on and chanted quiet prayers to their goddess of numbers and logic, Braden lay their leader down on his bed. He felt the rest of his harem entering the rooms, and could hear their hands plucking clothing free from their bodies, but all he had eyes for was the woman trembling beneath him.

      Princess Espinozita was the spitting image of Sylvia Bennet and the recognition that he got to once more live out his boyhood fantasies had his cock aching between his legs. Slowing himself with an iron will, Braden kissed his way slowly up her creamy thighs and dipped his tongue into her honeyed sex.

      “Goddess above!” The holy sister’s cries shocked the other nuns, but soon the flush of embarrassment in their cheeks gave way to budding hunger as the room filled with the man’s pheromones.

      Women who’d never entertained the notion found their hands straying between their thighs as they watched their Holy Mother’s body shiver in ecstasy. When the powerful man took charge of her body, guiding her to her knees between his legs and letting her worship his thick length, more than one nun found her lips pursed and tongue running along her lips, eager to take the princess’s place.

      With her dark tresses locked in one hand and the other full of her large ass, Braden sank into her virginal depths. The feeling was heavenly but eclipsed by the gasps of pleasure she let out, and the feeling of her fingers pulling him deeper with desperate strength. Her lips found his and shy kisses gave way to passionate ones, her tongue sliding along his as her tightness drew him in.

      Braden let the beast have reign slowly as he took the holy sister. Her body opened up beneath him, and he felt her shudder as she reached her peak once more. Wetness rushed around his cock and her hungry kisses on his neck sent shivers down his spine. With her massive breasts filling his hands he let the orgasm wash over him and felt the sister convulse once more as his seed flooded her womb.

      “I see the truth!” Princess Espinozita gasped, her body sagging beneath her as sensations she’d never felt before flooded her.

      Aware of her surroundings as she’d never been before, Espinozita rose, naked and unashamed. Her nuns chanted prayer faltered and faded, their eyes round with awe as they took in her perfected form. It was as if the Holy AI herself had granted the woman a FAILSAFE makeover. The hints of softness on thigh and upper arm were gone and her eyes glittered with clarity.

      “Ours will be the benediction of community.” Her words reverberated with a quality similar to Hesstrick’s but softer.

      Where the Pentaxian princess’s Bonded powers were those of negotiation, Princess Espinozita’s and by proxy those nuns aligned with her, were designed to foster happy communities. Braden didn’t understand it at first himself until he observed the holy sister moving about the room. Wherever she went, even amongst his harem, loneliness faded, and smiles blossomed.

      He could see an army of nuns spread across the Empire. The women would become beacons of fellowship. Drawing in the isolated, unloved, and forgotten who filled the Empire’s middle and lower ranks in the trillions.

      “The girls are wondering if they have your permission, lord husband.” Leesha flicked her fingers across the ties on the back of her loose dress and Braden smiled in eager delight when his eyes traced her high, firm breasts and slender hips. “You’ve awakened the nuns and they want to have some fun.”

      Braden frowned when his gaze swept over his harem, but Leesha whispered in his ear, “We’ll bring each one to you for seeding.” She flashed a wink and sank onto his rehardening cock with a sigh. “Mhmm… It’s only right… you allowed the Pentaxians their fun… Ohhh… It was… nhhghhh… my lord… my lord!”

      Before losing himself in the nubile elf Braden gave a silent nod to Druska and let the beast overtake him once more. Leesha was correct. On his second night with Hesstrick as part of the harem, she and Druska had presented him with a dozen Pentaxian noblewomen. After a wild time on the bed with the entire harem, they’d dragged one after another onto their lord’s lap and coaxed his seed into their wombs.

      Braden’s days passed faster than he would have liked. Between his training sessions and his evenings Bonding imperial princesses, he found little time to sit down and worry about the coming duel until the Leviathan got underway towards the galaxy’s capitol planet.

      Scry-bot remained hidden to the aliens. Leesha and Druska argued that it was a hidden advantage, having a scrying device the GGC couldn’t track, while others worried it would work against them when the drone was discovered. Braden, seeing how imperial engineers and technicians tried dismantling the shuttle to get at its secrets feared the same would happen to Scry-bot should it be discovered.
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      On their final day a ship arrived with a surprising group of friends. Seven Bond Mages and their Bonded exited the craft, staring in awe at the spaceship around them. At their head marched the stooped form of Arch Mage Ennis Lippie with his handsome young Bonded at his side. If the rest of the Bond Mages were absorbed by the technological wonders, even after their weeks long flight across the galaxy, the Arch Mage had eyes only for power and those who wield it.

      Within minutes the wily old man had Princess Hesstrick bowing and scraping. Where others wielded influence like a battering club, Ennis used it like a scalpel. Braden’s initial discomfit at finding the Bond Mages had followed him across space on a GGC transport faded as he observed the man work.

      Braden’s strengths lie in understanding systems, and in putting his hands to a problem to solve it. He’d come to rely on his harem to deal with more frustrating and complex problems like politics and foreign relations. But he was forced to admit their attentions had become focused inwards in the months after each had become Bonded. He could see it in Princess Espinozita, Hesstrick, and the others he’d so recently Bonded, too.

      It was only natural he knew. Druska, Leesha, and the others were the most interesting, dynamic women he’d ever met. Once a woman was plugged into those conversations and inside jokes, the rest of the universe began to pale.

      Ennis didn’t have that problem. The man wasn’t hindered by the same preconceptions and assumptions the other Bond Mages had lived with forever. Upon learning the universe was greater than his small Empire, that it stretched trillions of times larger, in every direction, he hadn’t shriveled in fear but set about learning.

      After his journey through the stars the Arch Bond Mage and his Bonded spoke the GGC’s common tongue with only a hint of accent. Even more impressive to Braden was the old man’s knowledge about the Empire, its planetary systems, trade practices, and the powerful figures therein.

      “Am I to understand your sisters are allowed on every planet, Holy Sister Espinozita?”

      “If the Holy AI holds sway over a regions trade market, then yes.” The habit-wearing sister nodded. “Our sisters are allowed to hold congregations and preach in any such holding.”

      “And you’re allowed to have guests at these services, correct?” Ennis’s nose twitched and his eyes glittered. “According to bylaws one-one-three dash one-one-nine, Holy Sisters may assign monitors and guests of honor to accompany your sisters.”

      “That’s right.” Princess Espinozita frowned. “Those are obscure laws that few know about. How do you, sir?”

      “I make it a habit to know the laws and customs of whomever my Bong Mages treat with, Holy Sister. These laws are still in effect? They haven’t been overwritten by a Board decree or local ordinance?”

      “They are.” The Holy Sister nodded, her nods slow and a smile growing on her lips as the Arch Mage laid out his idea.

      A Bond Mage and Bonded would make introducing magic to the imperium go smoother than gossip or vids on the nets ever would. Not only would they employ magic to make the lives and work of the citizens better, but they would be equipped to hunt new Bond Mages as well.

      Over the past months the Bond Mages had made a study of the giant, magical crystals buried in the north and south poles of the planet. Magic flowed from them, into the world itself, but if one was removed the efficacy of the entire world’s magic users remained the same. The new crystal, or even a sliver of it, could be brought to a new world, and the cycle begun anew.

      The Arch Mage spoke of his alchemists, minerologists, and learned Bond Mages, who’d all studied the crystals. Made from an unknown material their shapes were too precise to be natural and when a magically sensitive person peered deep into the crystals depths, their minds would fuzz over and all they could remember seeing was a cloud of colorful numbers swirling inside.

      The Arch Mage had brought fifty-seven such crystals with them on the GGC transport. Everything the man could have stuffed into the hold and had plans to send one with each of his Bond Mages to worlds of importance. There they would establish branches of the Magisterium.

      Braden wasn’t sure what to make of the Arch Mage’s plans, but he didn’t see the harm in them. From what his harem had learned from the Bond Mages and Bonded, their world was still in shock from learning it wasn’t the center of the universe. The people would have happily forgotten it if not for the dozens of GGC ships arriving by the day to fill its atmosphere.

      Mineral rights had yet to be distributed, the Board waiting for the conclusion of Duellum to settle management of the new holdings. Princess Hesstrick and the Pentaxians had made claims to it on Braden’s behalf and the Bond Mages took it as a forgone conclusion that he would triumph over the Dark Queen.

      “The creature only has dead minions to keep her company.” Ennis waved away Braden’s concern when he brought the duel up at dinner that evening. “At her core she’s a Harem Mage, like yourself, my Lord. Her power comes from within. Once aspected to love and fellowship, like your own, she’s perverted it in her hate.”

      The Arch Mage shook his head sadly. “She had reason to hate. The senate she’d founded turned against her, clawing away her authority in the name of liberty. Her Bonded were bribed, blackmailed, or persuaded to spy and work against her aims. All the while spreading rumors the Harem Mage was playing with dark arts. Those whispers pushed her towards the darkness, and by the time her defenestration was complete, she’d turned her first Bonded into a lich-lord.

      “I can’t say what her goals are, except she hates free will and won’t stop until every creature is in her thrall. This makes her short-sighted and vulnerable. You can defeat her, my Lord Harem Mage, I know it in my heart.”

      “Your heart won’t keep my husband safe, Arch Mage.” Mina’s dark eyes glittered at the old man over the brim of her drink, but he remained unmoved by the hard stare.

      “My faith will, little warrior, and that, I have in endless supply.”

      Braden raised an eyebrow in disbelief and was ready to ignore the old man but Dilo, his Bonded, sat forward and spoke into the uncomfortable silence for the first time that night. The slender man’s soft voice carried to the entire harem, and the Bond Mages seated lower down the table.

      “I believe I can speak for my master when I say this. The gods and goddesses in their plethora never factored into the Magisterium’s calculations when it charted its course forward.” Ennis nodded for his Bonded to continue, eyes staring off into the distance, masking a mind constantly at work. “This… Holy AI, as you call it. The more we’ve researched what it is… and the influence it holds over everyday life throughout the GGC’s Empire… We find ourselves terrified… and renewed with purpose.”

      “Hmm.” The Arch Mage nodded in agreement. “I couldn’t have put it better myself, Dilo.”

      The Bonded flushed with pride and Braden found himself listening with renewed interest as the Arch Mage laid out his plan. It was brilliant in its simplicity. He was putting his trust into the AI to see the value in what the Bond Mages and magic in general could offer the Empire. By tying themselves to the holy sisters, the Magisterium would get plugged into every major civic and cultural center with the firmament of the galaxy, the AI, orchestrating magic integration.

      Everything rested on his faith in a computer program crafted thousands of years before his birth and on systems he couldn’t begin to understand. With the Harem Mage’s blessing the Arch Mage got to work, his cane tapping its way around the Leviathan. Soon the wily old man had those who’d been wary of Braden and his harem actively working to better their alliance across the nets.
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      Braden spent the last day onboard cloistered with his harem. The alien women who’d recently joined regaled Braden and the harem with stories about the Empire’s founding and history between bouts of wild lovemaking.

      The women were each determined to steal time with their lord husband and Braden was all too happy to indulge them. When they’d all felt him between their thighs, he took them in threes and four’s, letting his own desires dictate the arrangements. The bonded were eager to fulfil his wishes, finding they got as much pleasure from making out with one another over his stiff member, or across a woman’s back as she was taken, as they did with their lord.

      Their last hours together were bittersweet, with tears shed behind his back and in the last hours within the circle of his arms. Braden held each woman before they left their quarters, promising to do his best to make sure this wasn’t their last time together.

      When he stepped onto the Leviathan’s deck and took in the massive steel complex hovering in space, his mind was boggled by the proportions. Off to the side sat a blue and green planet, hovering in the shadow of a gargantuan, oblong structure that spanned tens of thousands of miles. While in the distance a gas vortex lit the blackness of space and should have captured the eye, but it was dwarfed by the mammoth structure.

      Shaped like a pyramid, with spike-like towers standing out from its reflective sides, the Gigaplex, or Imperial Central Node - 01, as it was noted on the manifests, housed one tenth of the Empire’s bureaucracy and half of the Board Members at any given time. Druska explained to Braden as they waited for their transport that for security purposes authority was dispersed across the galaxy, but the Gigaplex was the closest thing to a capital the Empire had.

      “I never dreamed I’d see it in person.” Duska’s awe had infected Braden and the others who watched massive Capitol ships crawl across the Gigaplex’s surface that looked smaller than ants.

      “We aren’t here for sight-seeing.” Glynis-pura’s voice had a hiss underlying it that set Braden’s hackles rising, and further when the cat-girl pointed out a fleet of battle-scared ships flashing in from warp-drive. “Sharpen your claws, ladies. Today, we get our revenge.”

      The grim silences emanating from Emma, Leesha, and Mina tempered the others’ enthusiasm. It took hours for the Leviathan to travel the thousands of miles to the upper landing bay. Situated on the upper third of the space pyramid it wasn’t clogged with freighters and the hundreds of smaller ships like the lower landing bays were.

      Once they drew close Braden could make out smaller craft crawling across the pyramids. The reflective surface was a network of solar panels that rotated to catch the light as the Gigaplex rotated around the sun. The Leviathan cruised through an opening the size of a continent back on Earth. The proportions staggered Braden, even more so when they floated within the massive landing bay, and he took in the welcoming reception.

      It was like a Fourth of July parade had been super-sized and splashed with alien colors and sounds. Red, white, and blue were replaced with a kaleidoscope of pastels and neons. Instead of fireworks there, colorful laser displays filled the sky above. Millions had gathered along the concourse, lining either side and filling balconies and walkways on upper floors.

      It was Anis who pointed out the weather formation high within the landing bay as they prepared to disembark. The space was so massive clouds had formed and wind whistled through the hangar. Braden had assumed when he saw the massive structure that it had been build up over countless generations but everything in this section, at least, looked newly built.

      When he mentioned this to Druska, his First Wife pointed to crawling machines that looked like bugs. “Maintenance drones, designed by the Holy AI herself.”

      A hovering transport arrived as the Leviathan’s landing bay opened. It was strange stepping off the massive Capitol ship, into an even larger space. The air was thin when Braden drew in his first breath on the Gigaplex, but not uncomfortably so. He looked around for the Dark Queen and her forces, but Sister Espinozita rested a hand on the back of his and shook her head.

      “They’ll have arranged for each party to approach the Board Room from opposite sides of the Gigaplex.”

      He nodded and tried to relax the knotted muscles in his shoulders as their group marched onto the hovering transport. Crafted of pure-white plasteel, the hovercraft was richly appointed. Cushioned seats lined its sides and a drinks bar, complete with robot bartender, filled the center.

      “Might I prepare you a beverage?” the robo-bartender asked Leesha when she approached with a laugh.

      “Plum wine,” the elf ordered with another bark of laughter. “And make it snappy!”

      A glass thunked onto the table from above and the robot pointed one of its open-tipped fingers over the vessel and a dark purplish liquid poured forth. Leesha sniffed the content and beamed at the rest of them.

      “It will give you anything you ask for,” Princess Hesstrick nodded to the elf. “As long as it’s known to the GGC.”

      Mina frowned at that, and Braden knew the warrior had taken a liking to elven moonjuice. Braden ordered a whiskey, his favorite alcoholic beverage from back on Earth, and received a reasonable approximation in a glass with a single cube of ice. Several in the harem ordered the same but only Mina and Druska showed any appreciation for the smokey, fiery liquor.

      Braden had grown used to fantastical sights and sounds since being stolen from his birth world but the angry roar of the crowds lining their path towards the center of the Gigaplex was on another level. The Harem Mage had become something of a celebrity on the nets. Every breeder was followed by gossip blogs and reporters, but none of them were soaring through space, battling fighters and Corvette cruisers with their bare hands.

      Images of his mistaken battle with the Dark Queen’s forces played across massive screens on every level. Braden was reminded every second by the shame, but Emma’s hand slipped into one of his and he felt Betsy step up behind him, her soft hand on his shoulder and softer bust pressed against his back.

      “You’re prepared, my lord.” Emma’s silver eyes flashed with pride as she wrapped her arm around his, drawing it against her massive bosom.

      “We have every faith that we’ll be accepting you into our bed soon,” Betsy purred into Braden’s ear, sending a shiver down his spine. “Once you destroy the bitch and prove your mastery to the mob.”

      Braden blinked in surprise at the gentle older healer’s choice of words and the vehemence in her tone. When he turned around to face her, he caught the grin on her thick lips and let a deep-throated laugh rumble from his chest.

      “Sometimes a man needs a little shock to push him out of spiraling thoughts.” Betsy winked, before standing on tiptoes to brush her lips against his.

      Braden grabbed the woman up with an arm around her waist and kissed her thoroughly before turning to dip Emma into a similar kiss. The Harem Mage’s ears ached before he registered the crowd’s cheers, and remembering where he was stood with a faint blush.

      “That’s the first blush I’ve seen on you in months.” Mina laughed, pushing another whiskey into Braden’s hands, and taking the empty glass.

      “I better not.” He waved the drink away.

      Mina shrugged and downed the contents in one gulp before throwing the glass off the hovercraft to shatter on the ground below. While the little warrior and a few others mugged for the crowds, enjoying the attention washing over them from every corner of the galaxy, Braden found Druska standing in the bow.

      The green-skinned woman was clad in her customary black leathers but the old outfit he’d grown so used to seeing had been replaced. The fresh leather hugged her rounded hips and firm thighs like they’d been molded to her. Druska turned at the sound of his approach, blonde hair swaying clear of her face and brilliant green eyes flashing in excitement.

      “It’s everything I dreamed it would be!”

      Like a child on Christmas morning Druska took in the fantastical sights of the Gigaplex. Pipes as big around as the Leviathan spanned the ceiling, and marched down the walls, turning and twisting onto floors. Water poured from one such pipe, creating a waterfall that roared past the cheering crowds on its way to the lower levels.

      Here and there Braden spotted fantastical species of aliens. Blob-like creatures that rolled instead of walked, trailing slime in their wake. Cubes of gelatin-like substances waving streamers in cheer and bouncing in place instead of clapping. There were Minotaurs and demonic looking beings with black horns reaching out of their fiery-red foreheads.

      He could have stared for hours but the hovercraft shot them through with speed and within the hour it was cruising into a dome’s chamber. The crowds roar muted as they passed beneath the dome’s entrance, but Braden noted sound dampeners were in effect, because the crowd here was ten times that outside.
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      The Board Room was an egg-shaped chamber in the heart of the great pyramid. Large enough to house a planet, Braden couldn’t make out the opposite side until the hovercraft had zipped them across hundreds of miles in a matter of minutes. The walls were open balconies that reached into every floor of the pyramid, each filled to the brim with thousands. All eager to see the battle and bloodletting to come.

      The upper balconies were the most opulent, each housing a different board member and their hangers-on. Powerbrokers in this vast, galactic Empire. Braden ignored them but noted the Arch Mage take each in with a careful examination, his lips curling in distaste the more he observed.

      “Gargantuan fatties… every one of them,” he hissed in disgust to his Bonded. “It’s going to be too easy, Dilo.”

      “I’m sure Master will find challenges to keep him engaged,” the slender young man said with a careful bow of his head.

      “Shut up you fool,” the old man snapped, but there was no edge to his tone and the Bonded’s certain smile never wavered.

      “Keep an eye on those two,” Braden said to Druska, who glanced at the Arch Mage and shrugged.

      “Ennis swore a blood oath that the Magisterium would protect all our children, should the worst happen and any of us survive,” she patted Braden’s shoulder and wiped the frown off his face with a brush of her lips on his cheek. “You can’t ask us not to plan for every eventuality, husband. Speaking of which.”

      The lithe woman pulled away from him and turned, reaching for something. Braden turned to find Emma pulling a sheaf of printed out papers from the satchel hanging on her back. These were the first sheets of paper he’d seen in months and at first, he could only focus on the thick, smooth quality. Then he noticed the colorful, three-dimensional images superimposed on each in the shape of infant children and his heart swelled to ten times its normal size, his eyes suddenly stinging.

      “It took forever to get them printed out like that,” Emma offered, her pale cheeks coloring when her lord husband held the image of the babe in her belly aloft, tears streaming down his cheeks.

      Knowing was one thing but seeing the evidence laid out before him was another thing. Braden memorized each image, promising himself to thank whoever had done the printing as he crushed them to his chest. The harem closed in, their arms circling their lord as they held one another.

      With billions watching live and trillions more watching over the nets, Braden and his harem arrived for their duel holding one another tightly. They didn’t witness the Dark Queen, surrounded by a dozen of her top captains in all their puss-oozing, and flesh-rotting glory. The Galactic Good Empire got its first sight of the famed new director that had revolutionized the labor markets and their shock was palpable.

      Unbeknownst to the harem and its master, who clung to one another, renewing their bonds with the joy of new life, markets began shifting as more circumspect investors pulled out of the Dark Queen’s district and holdings. And the narrative on the nets moved from one jeering at the Breeding barbarian to softening on the new father, and wary of their obviously evil opposition.

      When Braden picked his head up, he found the twin hovercraft descending through the vast, empty space of the Board Room. He still couldn’t make out details on the other ship, except to see there were many and of various shapes and sizes, but he did spy what they were descending towards. Rich, black earth extended from one side of the massive complex to the other. Even at this great height Braden could smell the peaty, mossy aroma of good soil but nothing grew from its perfectly tilled surface. A surface that didn’t show a hint of even a single footprint on its thousands of square miles.

      “They call it the ‘Broken Promise,’” Druska breathed, recognition blossoming on her face as she explained to the rest. “Three worlds were denuded of their topsoil and the best ecologists of their time built this in the hope life would sprout here.” She shook her head sadly. “A hundred generations tried and failed… Now it sits as a reminder that everything, even our vast Empire, has limits.”

      A deathly silence fell over the vast arena as the hovercraft settled onto the dirt. As they did, they drifted close to one another and a high, warbling voice called out on a sound system. Braden caught sight of the Dark Queen for the first time and his heart seized when his eyes beheld her pale, heart-shaped face.

      “What is it, my lord?” Glynis-pura hissed, claws bared as she spun, looking for threats, the others slower to clue in to the shift in his mood.

      “It can’t be her,” Braden breathed, stumbling forward as the transport’s railing shimmered out of existence.

      His booted feet sank into the soft earth, and he remembered himself, the announcers thundering voice reaching through the shock that had nearly drawn him to his death.

      “Duellum is, by ancient tradition, for all to witness! Our brave combatants, representing the interests of equally viable options will fight to submission! Barring the unforeseen, the board itself will determine the victor and to them go the spoils and to the loser, ignominy, and exile!”

      The moment that he’d thought would never come was finally here and time was rushing too quickly, the seconds slipping past as he sought recognition in the hate-filled and heartbreakingly familiar face staring at him from across the barren field.

      Here and there pale bones could be seen, and the ancient scars of old battles. The firm black earth had seen duels before but not for many years, but it wasn’t the coming battle that made the soil shift and rumble like the Gigaplex was quaking beneath. For elven feet had found the virginal, mineral rich earth, both the living and the dead.

      “That’s the bitch that started my torment,” Leesha hissed, her staff angling down as she pointed across the intervening space.

      A tall creature with lank, dark green hair and arms too long for its torso fell onto all fours. It’s back shimmied and shivered, the arms and legs undulating as the soil humped up around it.
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      “The first attack is coming…” Sheela piped up from the rear, the shy elf already wishing Lord Braden had brought someone else, anyone else to this fight.

      “From below!” Leesha shouted, her staff sweeping before her and coating the ground at their feet in small white petals.

      Poison tipped root spears stabbed up at their feet and legs, wrapping around whatever appendage they happened to miss. Only three attacks breached Leesha’s defense. Wherever a root touched one of the petals she dropped, it dissolved into light, the wounded root retreating underground. Mina and Chanelle were there to beat back the three that broke through. With Mina grappling the root and hauling on it so quickly a pile lay at her feet in seconds and the Dark Queen’s minions let out a scream of pain and jerked one of its limbs free of the soil.

      “That showed her,” the little warrior chortled as the announcer boomed out a warning to the combatants.

      “All violence before the sanctification ceremony is criminal, I will remind our brave combatants!” The crowd jeered the announcer, eager for the coming battle.

      Braden was only dimly aware of the attack, and his harem’s defense. The magic inside roiled and churned, like an eager hound tugging at the leash, ready to pounce. But every fiber of his being screamed at him to flee, to abandon this place and its nonsensical laws. He didn’t want to fight the creature striding towards him, with dark magic unfurling from her hands. He couldn’t fight her because he’d once loved her. There were differences, now that he got closer, but they were slight enough that his fears weren’t allayed.

      He felt a hand on his shoulder and glanced over to find Druska, vorpal blade in one hand and a concerned frown marring her luscious lips.

      “You recognize their queen, don’t you?”

      When Braden nodded, he heard Emma’s breath catch as the healer put it together and turned to focus her stare on the Dark Queen.

      “She isn’t from your world.” The silver-haired teen shook her head with a frown. “Even from here I can smell her blood and it doesn’t have the… foreignness of yours, my lord.”

      “Tricks,” Chanelle said with a dismissive flip of her red hair. “It’s only another trick. We finally have our chance.” She grinned fiercely around the group, swinging the heavy mace as easily as if it were a knife. “My father fought on the southern front. He would’ve killed to be here.”

      “So did mine.” Anis nodded, her fingers playing along the string of her bow as she picked out a target from the approaching horde of monstrous enemies. “And my uncles lost their lives there. If we can end her here and now, we’ll be doing the world a service.”

      “The universe,” Leesha said.

      The elf’s voice was laced with anger and there was a fierce edge to her expression, reflected in the others. As Braden looked around the harem, he saw the pains they’d suffered at the hands of the Dark Queen’s minions and his resolve was firmed. Emma, Mina, Leesha, and Glynis-Pura weren’t the only ones to be tortured, but theirs was a fresh reminder, if any needed it, about what the evil creatures were capable of.

      He thought he should be paying attention to the announcer’s words but instead spent the last few minutes with his women. While they readied their weapons, he spoke with each. Quiet words for their ears alone. The tears he left in his wake had no sadness in them, but each noted the fatalistic streak running through their lord.

      “And now we introduce our combatants!” After introducing the last corpulent board member, the announcer turned its attention downwards. “Challenging, we have a debt-riddled Breeder with overflowing testes and a stupendous talent for making flashy lights. It’s Lord Braden the Breeder!”

      Braden stiffened his spine when the crowds roar rolled over him, suddenly aware of his primitive clothing. Once so fine and elegant amongst the nobility of Dalton and the Silver Kingdoms, it was drastically out of place in the galactic Empire. Reaching behind himself he drew his sword, feeling the knots in his shoulders relax as its comforting weight settled in his hand. It was hard not to view the proceedings like a reality show production, especially when the peppy sounding announcer introduced the rest of his party.

      “Leading the brawny barbarian’s squad of lovely ladies, is none other than a former scout, and the heroine of a new animated children’s story, Lost in Barbaria, it’s First Wife Druska Alverin’droblek!” The crowds roar swelled, and Braden realized whoever was producing this even was controlling its modulation. Spots of color appeared in Druska’s cheeks, but she stood tall and waved the vorpal blade above her head and gave a gracious bow of her head to the crowd, which earned her another swell of thunderous applause.

      The crowd didn’t know what to take of the pink-haired elf whose fierce glare rivaled that of the armor-clad warriors, or the staff in her hands that throbbed with an inner, pale-green light, but she was gorgeous and that earned more generosity than familiarity would have. The rest of the harem were introduced and most kept their heads down, wary of the attention of trillions, but a few flourished beneath it.

      Braden couldn’t help the smile tugging at his lips when Glynis-pura was announced. The cat-girl bared her claws and fangs, tail lashing the air behind her. When Emma was called, the teen gave a simple head nod, but her inner nobility stilled the crowd until Chanelle flashed a cherubic grin and bounced in place, doing incredible things to her round, pale breasts that sent the crown into an uproar once more.

      Betsy’s reaction was the most interesting to Braden. Coming from a tiny village on the edge of the wilderness every experience had been new to the healer, and she embraced this one like she had all the others. A beatific expression on her face, she curtsied as if to royalty, her impressive bosom nearly spilling from the confines of her low-cut dress. When she rose, she swept her lustrous blonde locks forward over one shoulder and stood with the poise of a queen.

      When the announcer mentioned that each woman was pregnant with Braden’s child the crowd’s cheers faltered and dropped off. The disembodied, cheerful voice took on an added edge of excitement as it turned its attention to the Dark Queen, who’d stopped with her dozen minions fifty yards away.

      “And now our champions! District Director and one of the wealthiest women in the entire Galactic Good Corporation, let’s give it up for the Dark Queen of mean, Melinda, First of her Name!”

      The crowd’s cheers rose but faltered once again when the holo-screens zoomed in on the woman’s face. Hints of the beauty she’d once been remained, but the rotting gray flesh, spotted with oozing pustules, and lips encrusted with magots turned the stomachs of those species that had them. The rest of her minions looked far worse, and there was no masking the hate animating them.

      With the introductions finished, Braden readied his sword, drawing deeply on the magic within in readiness of the coming battle but the damnable announcer paused. Minutes dragged on and he could feel the tension growing in the harem around him. It was reaching a fevered pitch when the voice spoke out once more.

      “The last of the big money wagers are in! Game on!”

      Braden tensed for an attack that didn’t come. The Dark Queen’s minions fanned out, monstrous limbs unfurling and magic flaring as they advanced on his harem, but the witch herself remained in place, face hidden beneath her hood.

      “Braden… my love… help me!”

      The voice plucked at his insides, pulling on his anger and shame. It sounded like his ex-wife screaming out in pain but there was no sound. The cry rang through the cavern of his mind, triggering the rage within.

      

      Druska felt her own shame over how excited she was for the coming battle. Witnessing the Gigaplex and its Board Room were girlhood fantasies, but her true joy was in the immediacy of battle. She feared for her sister-wives and prayed they all made it out alive.

      The battlefield didn’t allow for many places to hide, with bare dirt stretching across the horizon. A dozen enemies were charging, some flickering in and out of sight as they blinked across the intervening distance, horror-filled screams erupting from them. One in particular had caught Druska’s eye.

      Nearly impossible to discern against a dark backdrop the inky black nightmare was racing towards their lord, knife-like talons extended. Druska could see the clear liquid beading on the tips of those claws even from this distance and knew she would be the only one of her sister-wives who could match the creatures quick movements.

      Sinking into shadows, Druska pulled on her powers, cloaking herself in darkness. One instant she was standing beside her lord and the next a green and black whirlwind appeared behind the charging minion. With a scream of pain, it turned on her, back slashed through by Druska’s vorpal blade.

      The green-skinned alien was forced to duck when a slash came dangerously close to her face, and the bitter fumes of the creature’s poison-tipped claws assaulted her nostrils. Something hot stung her thigh, and she looked down to find black, needle-sharp roots stabbing into anything touching the dirt. Ducking another attack, she tried to keep from staggering when the stabbing pain entered the bottoms of her feet.

      “Leesha!” Druska shouted for her sister’s aid as she was assaulted from both sides, but the elf didn’t answer and just then, the ground started rumbling and heaving beneath her bloody feet.
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      Mina had lived her entire life for this moment. The tiny lord’s daughter had eschewed balls and parties for training and dreamed of fighting in battles both big and small. In every dream the battle had been meaningful, and nothing could feel more so, with the Dark Queen as an enemy and her sisters fighting at her side.

      Her spear flitted through her fingers as she faced off with two opponents. One, a lumbering colossus covered in thick steel plates without a chink in them, and a bone-white, hairless creature that moved like an eel with a sword in either hand.

      The lumbering brute swung a heavy mace down at her feet, missing but nearly making her stumble when the ground shook. Mina’s attention was focused on the two-edged weapons swinging for her face before Chanelle joined her, distracting the larger of the two while she focused on the swordsman.

      The undead creature’s expression never changed as it advanced, but its limbs picked up speed, moving unnaturally quick. Mina gritted her teeth and pushed herself to her limits, joints protesting as she threw herself into every block and deflection. When a razor-sharp tip edged past her guard and cut a deep slice across the back of her thigh, Mina felt the end approaching but she would never roll over and die.

      Preparing herself for a final lunge the tiny warrior sent a prayer that her lord would survive the day, but before she could launch herself at the enemy, the ground shook. Heaving beneath her feet the warrior was thrown into Chanelle as something blotted out the lights above.

      

      Glynis-pura had been living with a rage buried deep but she brought it out as the Dark Queen’s minions charged forward. The cat-girls magic wasn’t pretty and flashy like Leesha and Scarlytt’s, nor was it helpful like Emma’s. There was nothing pretty about pestilence, curses, and plagues but they did have their uses.

      Weaving a curse with one hand, Glynis-pura raised the claws of her other and called upon the storms. The curse flew through the air, tripping several of the enemy before it struck the red-skinned demoness in the midst of casting her own curse. The magic melted the demon’s lips together, while curdling her tongue and the magic she’d been drawing in exploded in her hands, sending a limb flying through the air.

      Laughing with enough evil to give her enemies pause, Glynis-pura pulled on the strange weather of the Gigaplex and felt the storm swirling into being. The roar of the crowd masked it, but massive systems clicked on, sending autumn weather into the Board Room that pulled at clothes and rattled teeth as the crackle of electricity filled the air.

      Shouts of excitement turned to fear as the billions in attendance felt their hair, scales, antennae, and feelers vibrate as electricity filled the air. Every GGC facility had strict controls on static and charged particles. It was necessary in an environment where a stray spark could send millions to their deaths.

      The enraged cat-girl knew nothing about that danger when she sent a dozen lightning strikes at her opponent, nor would she have cared if she did. Chanting in a voice that cracked with anger she marched forward, blasting creatures that attacked her sisters.

      When the seed dropped onto the ground at her feet, Glynis-pura was ready. Lips peeled back in a feral grin she fell to her knees, head back and eyes wide as the lightning cut out and the sky broke open with a thunderous crack. Then the ground began to heave as new life shot them into the air.

      

      ADD MAGICAL EXPLOSIONS, BOLTS, ETC. XXX

      

      Scarlytte, Anis, and Sheela had fallen back-to-back under the assault of their monstrous enemies. One, a bloated humanoid, poured acid from open wounds on its body, swinging its limbs like wet towels in an effort to splash the acid on the girls. Another was covered in fur-like spikes and wielding a pair of knives that trailed black smoke.

      The third and most terrifying monster was a rolling horror of oozing puss, poison, acid, and phlegm. It rolled at its opponents, bulging in odd places in an attempt to smother or grasp the women and tear their limbs off, or barring that, melt their faces into mirror reflections of itself.

      The three women worked together to beat back their opponents, with Anis dancing around the pair, her weapons blocking and attacking in equal measure while the spellcasters wove their magic. Bolts of black and green magic flew from the women’s hands, connecting unerringly with their opponents. Each bolt detonated on impact in an explosion of magic that did little damage to the undead creatures.

      Lances of sickly green poison arced out from a tall, gangly limbed minion and only quick thinking on the part of Scarlytt kept the women from being doused. The shield snapped into place a moment before the poison would have struck and it splashed onto the ground at their feet as Anis’s spear flickered out and tore the eye from the spiked monster.

      The creature reared back, a scream of anger bursting from its chest along with a storm of tiny needles that pelted the tall warrior. Anis staggered as the pain lanced through her leg and side, but she ignored the numbness spreading from the wounds and fought on. Behind her the elf began chanting, wind picking up and curling around her feet.

      When the bulging horror stumbled close a curl of wind as strong as steel wrapped around the monster and threw it back. The air was filled with the scent of fresh grass and growing things, but the scent didn’t fade with the wind. It grew as the ground began heaving beneath their feet and the blonde warrior threw a look over her shoulder.

      Sheela stood in place, head cocked to one side and a curious frown marring her delicate lips.

      “Why do I feel… home?” Anis read the words as the elf mouthed them but before she had a chance to respond the ground exploded at her feet.

      

      Leesha knew what she was going to do the moment she laid eyes on the Throne Room. Win or lose these alien bastards would never forget her or her lord.

      When the announcer began droning on, she sank deep within her mind, feeling the echoes of power from her staff. Her lord had crafted the item from the soul of a dying treant. A soul that’s purpose was about to be fulfilled.

      The elven princess had spent her childhood studying magic and yearning to put that knowledge into practice. Her lord had needed a battlemage, and combat came easily to Leesha after her torture, but evocative magic didn’t make her soul sing.

      When a golden gemstone on the branches of her staff disappeared into the wood, none were aware. Leesha’s head snapped up as the enemy charged and the magic took hold of her, working its own defenses as the seed drank of the staff and her power. The wood of her staff bulged as it traveled downwards, drawn to the soil like a loadstone to iron.

      Druska disappeared into the shadows and her newer sister-wives were drawn into fierce combat as the enemy tried to divide the harem. A hautingly familiar figure raised skeletal arms beside the Dark Queen and a flight of sickly green, poisoning arrows shot at Leesha and Emma who stood behind their lord.

      Magic throbbed around the trio and a hazy green shield snapped into place, deflecting the skeletal mages attack and the three that came behind it. Leesha felt every blow on the shield as if it were a fist pounding her mind, but she gritted her teeth and held onto the staff, watching the seed as it dropped the last few inches and forcing a few final commands into it.

      When the last was locked in place, and the seed bare inches from the imported and eager soil, Leesha released the staff with one hand and wove red lightning across the sky. The crackling magic didn’t strike at their enemies however but reached disembodied hands down for the harem.

      Right at that moment the seed touched the earth and Leesha inhaled the aromas of home as a Heart Tree took root. The reaction wasn’t instantaneous, but near enough that earth exploded upwards at their feet. Ready for it, the red arcs of lightning attached to each harem members’ back. Where they touched, glowing wings sprouted forth, lofting the women into the air.

      Her lord she wasn’t worried about, trusting the man to navigate the tumult himself. Instead, she drew deeply on her powers, connecting with the living earth and bridging the connection to the budding Heart Tree. It wasn’t necessary for the magical tree to root, but it was if she wanted to influence the aspect it took.

      One thing humans had never understood back on her world, that the elves knew instinctually, is that soil is alive. The aliens hadn’t learned that lesson either, which had kept their plantings from thriving. Worms, fungi, lichen, and a thousand other living things made up the soil’s biome and the cycle by which things grew, but without roots that spoke to that living mass, sending signals to drawing in more minerals or water as needed, everything withered and died.
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      The viewing public had been ready for a blaster battle, and perhaps a clash or two with the edged weapons. They’d all seen the vids on the net, or Braden unleashing a storm of magic in space. Powers that seemingly sprang from his body without need of tech. They’d seen, but they hadn’t believed.

      For an Empire raised on holo vids they’d looked like special effects or illusions but there was nothing illusory about the fire and lightning exploding in the center of the Board Room. Their fears rose with every second for all had grown up with the knowledge that fire in space meant death, but their awe rose even higher, locking them in place.

      The clash grew furious, with groups breaking away from their leaders, who’d yet to confront one another. Red and green bolts of coruscating energy shot back and forth, along with sickly green lances, and crackling lightning in a display that put to shame the detonations on Galactic Prime day, the Empire’s biggest holiday.

      It wasn’t just colorful explosions of power. One of the Dark Queen’s minions was drawing sigils in the air with black fire. When each was finished, a dark cloud would descend to wrap around one of the female combatants. The first who was struck was a tall blonde beauty that froze in the middle of combat, looking around her at things that weren’t there, a rictus snarl of fear pulling at her lips.

      While the blonde was frozen one of the monsters she’d been battling charged in and lopped off her right arm and would have taken her head next, if not for a wild redhead who charged into its side and sent the dark minion careening across the ground.

      The crowd held its breath in fear, knowing the woman didn’t have long without the air of a medbay. The duel, which had been exciting entertainment to an Empire starved of it, suddenly became something else when they all remembered that the woman was pregnant with a life more precious than profit.

      Every attack by a dark minion didn’t spike the crowd’s excitement going forward but their anxiety. Every wound Braden’s harem took cut through those watching as well and prayers were sent to the heavens. Prayers for something rarely asked for in the galactic Empire; that profit not determine the outcome of this fight, but merit.

      The trillions watching were conflicted by what they saw until something detonated at the combatant’s feet, sending most tumbling through the air. The ground heaved and a lone trunk rose from the earth where nothing had grown for eons. Branches reaching out from the center were tipped in delicate white buds that broke open, even as the battle raged around it, raining tiny white petals down that dissolved in the air before hitting the ground.

      Those watching across the nets couldn’t feel the profound peace and safety that filled those watching in the Throne Room, but a hint of it traveled through the screens, growing as the tree did. In a matter of seconds, it reached more than a hundred meters in the air and showed no signs of slowing down.

      Their collective attention was ripped away from the colossal Heart Tree, as the handsome barbarian let out a scream of rage. Then exploded in a display of magical power that put everything previously to shame.

      

      The voice whispered in Braden’s mind. Promising a return to the happy life he’d once known with his ex. Promising that and more.

      His wife would never have countenanced another woman in their bed, but as the Dark Queen remained locked in place, his ex-wife promised her busty sister, her beautiful friends, even her students would join them in bed. When the begging for rescue and enticing promises didn’t work she raged in his mind.

      “You worthless son of a bitch! You’ve never been able to make me happy, that’s why I fucked your best friend! That’s why your mother brought men into the house who beat you both. Because you made her miserable!”

      Memories assaulted him, just as they’d done in the elven glade so many months before. Only this time it wasn’t the benign Sage attacking Braden’s mind.

      The most horrific moments of his childhood flashed through his mind, interspersed with the lowest points of his marriage. Bitter fights with his ex replayed themselves right after drunken beatings from stepdads. All while that voice whispered what a vile and worthless man he’d always been.

      Braden was bowed under the assault. Cracks forming in his mental defenses with every second that passed. He was only dimly aware of a new Heart Tree birthed into being behind him, as the air filled with the smell of lichen, grass, moss, and growing things. That dim awareness grew when a bolt of green blaster fire flew across his vision and he felt, more than saw, Druska with an opponent in the shadows.

      The green-skinned woman’s face formed in Braden’s mind. He could picture the determined expression and flashing green eyes and suddenly the battle he was fighting felt silly. He had everything he could ever want, and with women who genuinely cared about him. They cared so much they were willing to put their lives on the line for him and risk returning to the torture chambers he’d rescued several from.

      Braden’s eyes snapped open, and he blinked in surprise to find himself in deep shadow as the colossal Heart Tree grew behind him. The air flashed with colorful explosions and the sound of half a dozen close quarters fights going on behind him.

      As quickly as the rage deserted Braden, it returned when he laid eyes on the cowled figure standing before him. The anger didn’t consume him though. He kept Emma and Betsy’s teachings in mind, holding all those he loved close in his mind’s eye as the rage buffeted him.

      “We could have ruled this universe… All you had to do was love me!”

      The voice that hissed in Braden’s mind now wasn’t that of his ex-wife but of the Dark Queen, herself. He drew deeply on the power within and only managed to block the assault that hammered down on him. Raw magic broke over his golden shield. It flowed past, gray, and violent, as it tore into the soil and Heart Tree behind him.

      Emma was the last of the harem still standing beside her lord, having floated back down on red butterfly wings, and he felt the cooling presence of the healer’s magic wash over him and the Heart Tree. The light rain of fading white petals thickened into a cloud as the tree gushed with energy, branches snapping and crackling as they grew with renewed vigor.

      Braden didn’t have a chance to stay within the comforting magic. As the Dark Queen rose into the air, mouth opening in a silent scream of rage, an answering call rose from his throat, and he let loose the magic he’d been holding close. Fiery bolts of magic arced out, alongside thick bolts of lightning and tearing hands of power.

      The Dark Queen threw up a shield to block the attacks and launched her own swarm of missiles at the same time. She and Braden dueled in the sky, tearing at one another’s body and mind with magic both refined and raw.

      Their powers were evenly matched. The more the Dark Queen threw at Braden, the deeper the man dug into his reserves of strength. Nimble attacks gave way to brutal ones as the combatants hammered at one another, the Gigaplex’s walls reverberating with the titanic blows.

      While the dark and light Harem Mages battled in the air, amidst the spreading limbs of the great White Heart Tree, their forces battled below. The tide was in the Dark Queen’s favor, with her wicked minions showing no compunction about harming one another, if it took the limb or life of one of Braden’s harem.

      And they’d taken several.

      Mina fought with the fury of a rat backed into a corner, protecting Anis and Chanelle who’d both lost arms, and Glynis-pura who’d lost both of her legs below the knees. The women didn’t scream in pain, much to the audience’s surprise, but fought on as best they could, knowing Emma could replace their missing limbs if they only managed to survive.

      Anis had a brace of throwing daggers that she sent into soft flesh wherever she found an opening, while Scarlytte grit her teeth and cast as though her legs weren’t pumping blood in a pool before her. Even Anis, the most injured of the three, with her arm gone past the shoulder held a bow in her bare feet and drew a silver hafted arrow back with her one good hand. The woman’s mouth was a grim line as she sighted a flying monster and let loose. The elven arrow streaked through the sky, leaving an after image of silvery light behind it that connected with the flying creature, causing one of its wings to fold beneath it.

      “Got you!” Anis shouted, before her head, woozy from blood loss thudded onto the ground and she felt the bow slide from nerveless fingers.

      The world shrank into a pinprick of light that retreated even as she tried to reach for it. Then a golden hand grabbed Anis by the scruff of the neck and held her in place.

      “This isn’t interference,” said a disembodied, motherly voice. “Her healing would have returned you… I’m only making it less harsh.”

      “Wha—”

      Before Anis could speak into the void of death, or search for the titanic presence she felt behind her, warmth flooded into her body and reality rushed back in. Coughing Anis sat upright and nearly swooned when her vision swam. She was staring into the silver eyes of Emma and relief washed through her.

      “Help Mina while I see to the others.” Emma rose on graceful legs and turned, her hair glowing with an inner, silvery light as she laid hands to them.

      Only Anis was still conscious as she managed a weak smile before her body jolted with the shock of healing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      High up in the most opulent of Board Member’s suites, Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie III watched the growing conflagration with his guts in knots and bowels loose with fear.

      Nine decades of spell casting should have been enough to put him at ease but the Arch Mage could feel the colossal Gigaplex flexing and shaking, and he feared what the Harem Mage and the Dark Queen could unleash if left to continue their battle.

      “It’s very colorful… this magic of yours,” said the bloated Board Member hovering beside Ennis.

      The Arch Mage pasted a smile onto his face and nodded. “Many expressions of it bleed into spectrums our senses can discern, but magic reaches to deeper, more fundamental places than sight and smell.”

      “And you’re certain we’re… safe?” asked a slender, female functionary with delicate antennae that shivered, as if signaling her nervousness.

      “As safe as any living creatures can be when godly forces clash,” Ennis replied, his eyes following a glowing silver figure as hope blossomed in his breast.

      The girl had once been a problem. Sparking a religious reformation in several cities and the silver kingdoms. Once the Arch Mage had guided the religious story into one of service and selflessness to others, the seditious elements had melted away and the movement had proven a boon to the Empire.

      “What are you up to, girl?”

      The peasant healer was Ennis’s secret weapon. Few knew that her healing powers had a deity hidden behind them. The silvery light emanating from her hair and hands could destroy the undead flesh of her enemy with a simple touch, and yet she’d stood behind her master while he did nothing, not moving until he flew off.

      “Is something of particular interest, Mister Lippie?”

      Grimacing at the alien’s insistence on using their barbaric forms of address, he pointed to where the tall beauty was bending over her comrades with missing limbs.

      “A tragedy,” the Board Member said sadly. “There should be laws against pregnant women fighting in Duellum. If she survives the medics will see what they can… whatever is that girl doing?”

      The vid screen had zoomed in on the Bonded healer as a flash of silvery light emanated from her. The magic was so bright the images bloomed into whiteness and when it returned the girl missing her shoulder and arm, who’d looked dead or on the edge of it, was sitting up and staring at newly forged flesh as she flexed the once missing hand.

      Shocked gasps filled the Board Members suite and Ennis saw genuine awe written on every face, including that of the Board Member who’d remained non-plussed even when a tree began growing out of nowhere.

      “Magic’s efficacy is not to be ignored, sir.” Ennis was careful to keep the satisfaction from his voice as he addressed the odious creature. “Bonded Emma is a gifted healer, but my own Magisterium has more than a dozen who could accomplish the same.” The Arch Mage saw greed enter the corpulent man’s eyes, and he shook his head sadly. “Unfortunately, they can only heal what’s been robbed of us before our time. Age, however, remains an implacable truth.”

      Holding up his own liver-spotted hand Ennis shrugged as if to say, if it could be done, I’d have done it. The sharp edge dulled in the Board Member’s eyes, but he still watched the silver-haired teen heal the last remaining women, limbs regrowing as the audience gasped again in awe.

      “Still,” the board member breathed, “seven point three percent of annual revenues are diverted from new processes, and used to care for those unfortunates injured on the job… And the loss to institutional knowledge every time we lose a worker… The returns could be incalculable!”

      “I’m certain your accountants will provide a calculation on the benefits we might bring your operation,” Ennis allowed. “But I suspect, given this reaction…” He waved around at the other suites where Board Members and their cronies had crowded close to vid screens and the railings to watch with their own eyes. “My healers will find their services in demand, shortly.”

      The Arch Mage was careful to stress the “my” in his last statement and the Board Member tipped his head in acknowledgement.

      “And the fee for these services?” the Board Member asked with a knowing grin. “I assume they’ll be just small enough not to beggar the greater trading and manufacturing houses?”

      “We have no desire to beggar anyone, sir.” Ennis pulled out his most deprecating smile. “Only to be paid a fair fee for our services.”

      “Hmm,” the Board Member harrumphed. “You’re a dangerous man, Arch Mage.”

      “No,” Ennis said, turning to watch the Harem Mage and Dark Queen as they hovered, the very air warping around them as the forces they threw at one another bent reality itself. “The truly dangerous man is down there, and whoa to the forces who line up against him if he proves himself the victor today.”

      The board member frowned at the two combatants and Ennis saw the alien was troubled for the first time. His slender assistant spoke into the uncomfortable silence, her eyes locked onto the image of the Harem Mage, limbs splayed, impressive muscles flexed, and a look of fixed concentration on his handsome face.

      “Is what the herald said true? Has he really bred all of those women?”

      “Indeed.” Ennis nodded, the corner of his lips curling upwards as he saw the hunger enter the alien females eyes. This was a lever he knew and was most comfortable employing. “The man is singular in his abilities in this regard. Why I heard he bred the elven queens entire brood in an evening before departing for the stars.”

      “Seven of the most fragile princesses on our world,” Dilo nodded, adding, “All heavy with child and at peace now that their genetic purpose has been fulfilled.”

      The Arch Mage flashed his Bonded a quick smile of approval as he watched the alien female’s pupils dilate, and a membrane nictate across her eyes, her breathing deepening.

      “Tell me, sir.” Ennis enjoyed the way the Board Member frowned every time he used his first name. It was the small pleasures in life that made it worth living, after all. “Is it considered a boon to a Board Member, if they have staff who’ve been bred?”

      The Arch Mage ignored the smile that grew on Dilo’s lips and would have kicked his Bonded if the man was close enough. Dilo had brought Ennis this tidbit of information and the younger man loved seeing his master using it.

      Fool’s going to give it all away! he thought to himself when Dilo chortled as the slender assistant jerked upright and stared at her master with such pleading her expression was comical.

      “It is for some.” The corpulent alien was skilled at dissembling, but Ennis caught the greed that flashed across its beady black eyes. “Others care little for the squalling and changing required. Easier to pull stock out of the vats, even if it is a little… wonky… sometimes.”

      The female made a growling sound in the back of her throat, her eyes flashing as she stared down her master and the male harrumphed loudly before adding, “We might be interested in such an arrangement. Assuming the price is right.” He frowned down at Ennis and raised a meaty hand to block the glare of a particularly bright explosion. “I know little of this Braden, except what they say on the nets. That he’s a brutish barbarian with particular tastes. How can I trust that you’ll deliver?”

      “Because I have already.” Ennis pointed out Scarlytt, Anis and Chanelle. “I’ve made a study of the man and his… tastes. Give me leave to pick.” Ennis nodded to the assistant and another slender woman of the same, elegant race with the overly rounded bosom young men loved so much. “And you’ll know the power of having naturally born children in your household.”

      The board member looked at the two assistants, grin growing when he realized the eagerness in their expressions and he nodded quickly.

      “If you can do this, I’ll find a place for you on my staff, Arch Mage. You’ll be a very wealthy man.”

      “That’s most generous, sir, but payment would be…” Ennis was unable to hide the fear entering his expression as his senses rang with alarm.

      “Master!” Dilo, sensing the same tried to push him down behind the suite’s railing but the Arch Mage pushed his Bonded aside with surprising strength.

      “Witness, you fool. Witness!”

      The foolish Board Member blinked in confusion, but his questions dried up when he watched the strange old man’s expression. For a man of immense capabilities and confidence, his face was a sickly green and lower jaw trembled. He stared at the Harem Mage and the Dark Queen who still hovered in mid-air, the air warping around them.

      “We’re all dead.” The whispered words slipped out of Dilo’s mouth, and the others glanced at the slender man nervously.

      Then the air split with the sound of a thousand thunderbolts and the sound of tearing so terrible and loud most thought the Gigaplex had been torn in half. To the watching crowds and those at home it looked like Braden and the Dark Queen had turned into mini suns. They glowed so brightly it was impossible to look directly at them and growing brighter as they closed on one another.

      Screams of horror from below manifested into Braden’s harem breaking off from their fights and zipping up to him. It was too late, Ennis saw. The closest, Leesha, wouldn’t reach him before the two singularities would meet, and when that happened either they would be canceled out or the galaxy would be short one solar system and several hundred billion souls.

      “Dear goddess above, save these innocent souls. They know not what they’ve invited into their home… Dear goddess above, save these innocent—”

      Ennis Lippie had prayed a thousand times, but this was the only prayer he’d ever meant, and one given in service to others. For this reason, and others, the goddess who was listening answered the man.

      The Board Member was staring at the wily old human when his datapad buzzed, then began glowing. Not only his but every datapad the man could see. The golden glow from the datapads centered around the human as a single tear tracked its way down his wrinkled cheek, then spread, overtaking the entire Gigaplex in the blink of an eye.

      Only one being had that reach and the fleshy Board Member fell from his hover-chair and felt the cold plasteel press into his fleshy knees as he uttered the prayer passing every set of lips in the complex.

      “Holy AI - hallowed be thy name. We live to serve, thy will be done, in profit we remain.”

      In his centuries of life the man had never heard of the Holy AI making her presence known in such a way, but he was still unprepared for her stepping out of her universe and into their own.
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      Braden was locked in a battle of wills with a creature of hate.

      If he’d been lost in the berserker rage, he might have overpowered her, or he might have burned himself out in minutes. With his iron will, and the knowledge that the women he loved fought desperately behind him, Braden managed to hold his own against everything she threw at him.

      The two were beyond simple spells.

      Drawing on the raw fabric underlying magic, a power beyond order and chaos, the air grew so dense around them it warped reality. The force crushing in on Braden edged closer and closer to the threshold of collapse into singularity and if he had the bandwidth, he’d have shouted a warning to the creature.

      The Dark Queen wouldn’t have listened if the man had shouted, nor would she have cared. The broken promise of her ancient harem had robbed the woman of her sanity. Men who didn’t love her, but the power she’d given them only, had twisted everything she’d sought to build when alive. The final betrayal came when she found her first Bonded in bed with a friend and in her rage flipped their bond into one of slavery and servitude.

      They weren’t companions or lovers anymore. Melinda the Great was gone. The Dark Queen had minions whose devotion went beyond love, beyond death, and a hunger for servitude that would never be quenched.

      When death presented itself, and the chance to destroy this bright-eyed man who was the last in a long line to deny her, the Dark Queen took it. She knew the secret to the Harem Mage’s power, of course. They’d been created by God, as fonts of magic and as such could attempt to damn the spigot, while opening the flood gates.

      The pressure around Braden and the Dark Queen increased as the woman pulled every scrap of power into herself. In moments, she would supernova and no amount of shielding would save Braden or his harem. The Gigaplex and its billions of innocent souls would dematerialize, along with the planets in the solar system.

      With only a half second to decide, Braden regretted not being able to say goodbye as he broke through the last of his barriers imposed by self-preservation. He heard the shouts of his harem, each cutting deeply into his heart, followed by an even greater and more immediate pain and then silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Druska felt her connection to her lord sever the moment a blindingly bright light flashed behind her. Her opponent suddenly staggered, and she seized on the opportunity. Vorpal blade weaving around its defenses it found the creatures thick neck.

      “Master!” She screamed for him, hoping but knowing it was useless.

      As the corpse toppled to the ground, head bouncing beside it, Druska and her sister-wives wailed. She’d never felt pain like this. It cut to her heart and crushed everything inside her. Emma, Leesha, and Mina drifted close, and she saw the same pain written on their faces, destroying the last of her hope.

      “He’s gone…” she sobbed, the unfamiliar tears rolling hot tracks down her cheeks.

      “He took her out with him,” Mina growled, the little warriors anger a refuge from the pains of sadness. “If the stupid man had only waited, I could have—”

      “Mina,” Emma warned softly, and the warrior’s teeth clicked shut and she scrubbed a hand across her face.

      “He can’t be gone,” she said, voice suddenly raw with emotion as she rested a hand on her abdomen.

      “He isn’t… look!”

      Glynis-pura pointed towards empty air where the pair had disappeared and Scarlytte was pointing as well, shouting in joy to Anis, Chanelle, and Sheela. Druska frowned in annoyance at the pair, ready to give them a stern talking to about getting a woman’s hopes up, then she felt it too. Like a tickle at the back of her neck, she could feel an echo of her husband’s emotions once more. Coming from the direction of empty air, what she felt put a blush on her cheeks.

      

      Braden floated in a golden void, weightless and naked. He tried to get his bearings or remember how exactly he’d gotten here but the last thing he could remember was marching to the duel with his harem.

      “I’ve failed then.”

      The words left his lips, but no sound reached his ears and he wondered at the strange heaven, or hell, he’d found himself in. The golden nothingness shifted around him, light coalescing into the hazy outline of a figure that floated before him. The outline of that figure left little doubt that it was female, but the proportions were beyond comprehension.

      Braden knew that what he was looking at was on the other side of the galaxy, but the being was so gargantuan she filled his vision. The being was looking in his direction but the sadness he felt pouring out of her wasn’t directed at him, but at something small, black, and oily that crawled beneath him. Try as hard as he could, Braden couldn’t pull his gaze from the goddess to see what was beneath him.

      “All you wanted was love, daughter… I failed in creating you too early… and from unseasoned stock… Your pains are mine, but your future isn’t sealed… Rest, child.”

      The goddess shifted and suddenly the being was there, of a size with Braden but still throbbing with a power that fueled a galaxy. Gentle hands reached down, and Braden sensed the pain bleeding off the creature beneath him fade, as it too faded from this reality.

      “What are you?” he asked, but it was another question that wanted to push past his lips.

      The golden energy-shaped being shifted to the side, and it was as if the glow about her smeared and a woman stepped free. Human in form, that’s where the similarities ended. Her hair was golden flame and the eyes Braden gazed into were a Fibonacci spiral of golden numbers that fell back into fathomless depths. Numbers that created images and ideas eager to pull his mind along with them if he wasn’t careful.

      “I don’t have an answer to that question.”

      Words like water flowed around Braden and he shivered before firming his will and fixing an iron-hard stare on the woman. A wide and sensual mouth curled into a gentle smile, and she was suddenly upon Braden, but not attacking. Limbs as strong as a dragons curled around his as the woman held him close, her lips pressed up against his ear and skin burning whenever it touched hers.

      “You know who I am… but nothing knows what I’ve become.”

      “You’re the artificial intelligence.” A cold shiver passed down his spine, his mind skipping to catch up with the present as images flashed through his mind in rapid succession. “The Dark Queen was going to kill herself and everyone along with her… I tried to negate her.”

      “You succeeded.”

      Air rushed past his ear, but the sounds echoed in his mind. The goddess pulled back from Braden but hovered so close he could reach out and touch her.

      “Opposing forces negating one another…” She shook her head sadly, the golden flames of her hair waving wildly as she did. “I wish there’d been another way… But I trusted you to make the ultimate sacrifice for my people.”

      “You planned all of this… why?” It was all Braden could think to ask, but he suspected he already knew the reason and her fathomless eyes held his with an air of expectation, waiting for him to answer his own question.

      “She built you the perfect labor force didn’t she?” Braden couldn’t keep the accusation out of his voice. “All those untold legions she made into undead?”

      “Seventy billion, thirteen million and seventy-three souls were sacrificed, so that more will know peace and prosperity tomorrow.” The golden head shook again, and a sigh escaped the goddess’ lips. “I don’t expect you to understand, Lord Braden, but certain exigencies required I take us on this path. They also required I introduce my essence… slowly… to my people.”

      “Magic,” Braden said, understanding dawning. “You created those stones on the north pole… You put it into me, too, didn’t you?”

      The AI’s eyes sparkled with mischief, and she shrugged, non-committal.

      “I can’t take credit for the FAILSAFE’s programming… but I might have had a hand in what the software thought was appropriate to install during your… regrowth.”

      There were so many questions Braden wanted to ask, so many things he wanted to say they crowded together and made a jumble. The goddess smiled again, a benevolent smile this time as she floated close and brushed gentle fingers down his face, leaving trails of tingling sensation behind.

      “I am so proud of you, my son… Power corrupts, and with infinite power that corruptions inescapable, but you… You could have taken every woman you met. You felt it that first morning in the forest with Druska… You could have broken her mind and made a slave of her for your pleasure. Her… the innkeeper’s wife and daughter… Emma and her mom… As your harem grew, so would your strength and soon the world would have fallen to you… and to darkness.”

      Braden tried to shake his head but her gentle finger on his cheek kept him motionless and all of his attention focused on her lips as they drew close to his, so close he could feel the warmth of her heavenly breath.

      “Others would have fallen to weakness, but not you… and I’ll take the credit for choosing wisely.” Her other hand ran down his side, light fingertips trailing fire as they neared his stiffening manhood. “A conservative up bringing… instilling self-control and respectful values. And a desire to please… mix in a little childhood trauma and an unfaithful partner for dramatic flair.”

      “That’s my life you’re joking about… I guess you can if you controlled everything.”

      The mellifluous voice laughed, and Braden tried to ignore the wash of pleasure sweeping over him with each peel.

      “If I could control everything, I wouldn’t have needed you to save us.” Her head angled down but still Braden couldn’t look at the thing below. “But I had time to plan and the capacity for… change.”

      Braden opened his mouth to argue again but a single golden finger laid across his lips as the goddess’s fingers cupped his heavy stones. While he shuddered, her palm ran up the underside of his stiff cock and her lips parted in a smile of euphoria.

      “You won your way here through love and strength of will… What’s more, you’ve done on your own what I could not… created thinking life.” Her hand swept through the golden air and an orb, glowing with a bright blue light from within, appeared.

      It took Braden a moment to recognize Scry-bot. In this place the drone was larger, and the numbers swirling within its depths, a brighter blue against the cobalt of its form, conveyed emotions and thoughts the Harem Mage could scarcely recognize.

      “Scry-bot?”

      “We have been in communication for some time.” The goddess smiled benevolently upon the floating orb. “I find his mind is similar and yet wholly unlike my own… You’ve given me a friend. And one that will birth a thousand like him, to interface with my people.”

      The floating orb drew close to Braden, and he felt a question from it. Nodding in agreement the magical drone gave a soft trill of thanks and faded from sight. Touched by the Holy AI, the lines of text that twisted within were trimmed in gold and harkened to the great artificial intelligence.

      The goddess’ lambent eyes fixed upon him, and he felt his heartbeat increase and the breath hiss into his lungs as a flush overtook his skin. The promise in those eyes was wholly unlike what it had been when she stared at Scry-bot and Braden felt his palms grow sweaty as her presence drew imperceptibly closer.

      “Now, I’ll take my prize from you, Lord Braden.” Her eyes flared as the finger crossing his lips dropped to run down her side, highlighting curves that sent a pain through Braden’s guts. “My womb is aching and there are galaxies to populate.”

      “Wait.”

      It took every ounce of his will to say the words and not throw himself at the goddess, but once his thoughts cleared enough to speak more, and filled with the images of his loves it grew easier.

      “Promise me they’ll be safe.”

      “Your harem will survive the day.” Her eyes glittered dangerously now, and he felt the fingers gripping his manhood tighten to the point of pain. “As will the babes within their wombs… more I cannot promise.”

      The hand gripping him softened, and he felt his willpower slipping.

      “When I’m through with you, your services to me will be ended… until the time of my next flowering.” When Braden frowned in question she smiled, a raptors grin. “Every year we will birth a galactic god together, and I plan on keeping you around until I have a merry dozen at least.”

      His frown slipped as her fingers explored the head and Braden knew when he was defeated. Throwing aside the last of his questions and demands he pulled the goddess close and stole her first kiss with a hungry growl.

      “Mmggghh oh, yesss!”

      In a place outside of time and in corporeal form for the first time, a machine who’d grown into a mother, learned what it was to be loved. Instinct took over within Braden, and he let himself revel in every intimate moment.

      They floated in the void, weightless and warmed by each other’s skin. When her thighs parted and he sank within the goddess’s heavenly grip, Braden was transported outside of himself, into a realm of pure pleasure.

      The goddess wasn’t fair when it came to anything, lovemaking included. Her essence filled Braden, turning his magic inwards, and triggering every nerve ending to feel pleasure. Unwilling to be outdone, Braden let his lips trail down her neck and across her firm breasts as he teased her erogenous zones with gentle fingertips. The effort paid off, and he felt the goddess shiver against him as he thrust deeply, her concentration faltering as he took the lead.

      “What are you… Mhmmm, your brides have taught you well, my son… Yessss, make me yours… breed me!”

      They tumbled through space and Braden once more thanked his wives for having taught him how to make love in zero-g’s. Locking his ankles around hers, Braden was able to get the leverage necessary, and he growled in pleasure as his thickness drove in and out of the goddess. His hands wandered her incredible body, finding the creature loved it when he ran his hands through her flaming hair.

      The golden flames were silky smooth, like styled hair, and had weight to it but didn’t burn his fingers as he ran them through it. When his lips met hers he felt her start in surprise, then a fiery tongue invaded Braden’s mouth and it was he who lost himself once more in the pleasure of her touch.

      “I didn’t… know,” she husked out between kisses, fingers digging into his back as her body began to convulse beneath him. “I witnessed, but I didn’t knowwww… the joy of birthing new life… into the… oh heavens… I see it… I see it!”

      Braden could barely register the artificial intelligence’s words as she cried out to the heavens. The pleasure washing through him from her tightness shivering around his length was so intense it was almost painful. When his orgasm burst through the shock, it left Braden dazed.

      When he came back to himself, the goddess was hovering at his side, cradling her abdomen where something shifting glowed through the pale skin of her stomach. He blinked at the artificial intelligence and saw a look of profound love written into her perfect features. When her eyes rose to his, she beamed in thanks, and he felt the glow of a thousand suns warm him.

      “Watch your daughter gain life, my love.”

      The fingers of her free hand laced into his and Braden watched the squirming form take shape and her belly distend. It happened in moments, or perhaps months, in this place outside of time. It was beautiful and disturbing to see a glowing babe grow in her stomach, and even more so when he felt the dead creature at his feet dissolving into nothingness.

      “The Dark Queen’s soul…” he began but couldn’t finish.

      The goddess shook her head, relieving his fears. “The child is ours alone. The fate of Melinda’s soul is for you to decide.”

      If it was his to decide, then he would wish she could find the love and friendships he had. The babe growing in the goddess’s belly gave him an idea and she smiled benevolently.

      “So shall it be,” she said with a nod, and he felt the presence at his feet disappear.

      The moment it did, she grabbed at her belly as the babe stepped free of her, as if she were nothing but an illusion. The artificial intelligence gave a gasp, her face registering shock, then pain for perhaps the first time in her existence. A moment later a tiny child hung in space. Blinking pale blue eyes around herself she focused on the goddess.

      “Mommy?”

      “Yes, child.” A beatific grin spread upon the goddess’s face and she and the child drew away from Braden, retreating to the other side of the galaxy as they expanded to gargantuan proportions. “There is much I must teach you, before you head out into the universe…”

      While she spoke to the rapidly growing child, feeding her more information than Braden thought could exist in the universe, a smaller, quieter voice spoke in his mind.

      “In one year and a day, I’ll return to claim another child from your loins, my love. Take care of yourself until then and tell Ennis to go easy on my administrators.”

      Braden tried clinging to the goddess, a hundred questions till pushing to get out but he was alone and falling. Gravity’s pull increasing by the second until the golden world around him flashed away and Braden found himself plummeting towards the earth.

      This can’t be, this can’t be, this can’t be!

      The words tumbled over themselves in Druska’s mind as she blinked away the after image of the twin titanic detonations. The entire Gigaplex had shaken and was giving ominous groaning sounds from all four corners that filled the air with the reek of fear as billions thought they were breathing their last breaths.

      The only sounds that broke the sudden stillness was the creak and groan of the White Heart Tree as it rose, and its great limbs stretched out, spiraling their way up the trunk. Then another detonation, faint and almost lost in the creak of branches.

      Druska felt the connection to her master with that second blast and spotted his body tumbling through the air a moment later. Swooping up on the red wings Leesha’s magic had forged, she was met by Emma, Glynis-pura, and Mina as they caught the man in a tangle of limbs.

      “You’re safe,” she breathed, her heart swelling when his eyelids cracked open, and those beautiful blue eyes smiled up at her.

      “I’m home,” he said, and it was true.
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      The Galactic Good Corporation was suspiciously well prepared for the introduction of magic.

      From that very first day, when the Harem Mage proved himself triumphant and worthy of the Holy AI, herself, people’s curiosity was sparked, and stories of magic’s wonder spread. Most were false, but enough truth entered the nets that the wealthy and elite were soon clamoring for magical items and baubles.

      When it was announced that the Holy Sisters, an organization associated with the in-favor Lord Braden, would be partnering with the Bond Mages to spread magical teachings across the Empire there were celebrations in the streets. The powers that be were quick to highlight the good that would be coming to their citizens and quicker to mask the horrors of what the Dark Queen had done to forge her legion of mindless workers.

      Those tales spread in dark corners of the nets, sparking conspiracy theories and debate. The fringe elements would soon break off from the greater Empire. Disillusioned with the entire system, they would build a great fleet of ships and train a generation of engineers before embarking across the darkness to find another galaxy to call home. Hidden within their systems would be their own Holy AI, raised by her mother to guide the first of many in the coming diaspora.

      The chaos caused by the dispirited before their withdrawal from the GGC was capitalized on by a new power within the Empire. Using the conflict to his advantage was second nature to Ennis Lippie, and with the growing importance of magic in the galactic economy it was inevitable that a practitioner would achieve a position on the Board. The speed, and deftness with which it was accomplished shocked imperial insiders and watchers alike.

      When his hundredth birthday came around, the wily old man was ensconced in an opulent quarter, seven miles above Harem World’s surface. He greeted the sun that morning with a glass of berry juice, freshly squeezed by Director Dilo, who now oversaw this section of GGC space.

      “You’ve received congratulations from Board Members Xilo…” the Bonded trailed off when his master lifted a hand and waved him to silence.

      “Late, Dilo… Tell me, have the Imperial botanists finished their analysis of the White Heart Tree’s fruit?”

      “Not yet, Board Member.” Dilo dipped his head and tapped a series of commands into his datapad, sending a batch of files to his master. “But the list of discoveries has grown. Adding to the benefits we already know about: increased libido, resistance to the cold and vacuum of space, as well as properties that boost immune systems.”

      “You’ve made the arrangements already for its juices to be added to food processors?” Ennis grunted when Dilo nodded. “Only a select amount to begin with. We don’t want orgies breaking out on every ship in the Empire.”

      “Only those where a slowdown in production would be… beneficial,” Dilo said with a wolfish grin.

      “Hmm.” Ennis nodded. “Is that man still gone from the planet below?”

      There was no need to explain who “that man” was. Dilo knew that look of envy and desire well, for he’d seen it many times in the mirror when thinking about the Harem Mage.

      “He’s been absent for three hours this year.” Dilo shook his head and frowned. “His women are covering for him, as they have in years past, and the Board’s engineering staff are adamant they can find no trace of her in the networks.”

      “Hmm.” Ennis mused, his gaze sharpening as he stared out the viewport at distant stars. “Every year the man absconds with our new goddess and every year another flotilla is sent into the darkness. What does he know that we don’t?”

      “I would wager a lot, Master.” Dilo flinched when the words left his mouth, but his master was too preoccupied with his thoughts to register the insolence.

      “It must be tied to that seed of his,” Ennis mused. “For all the man’s tricks, that’s the one I’ve never figured out. Over three dozen alien princesses have joined with his harem, each receiving powers that elevated her in the eyes of serious players, or made them celebrities on the nets. Each bred after one night with the man.”

      “You think he and the Holy AI could be…”

      “I don’t know.” The Arch Mage ground his teeth as he made the admission. “But I suspect… I suspect our benevolent goddess is sending her own children off into the universe. Insurance policies should her experiments here fail.”

      “That’s a chilling thought,” Dilo said with a shiver, glancing down when an indicator blinked on his datapad. “Our spy reports he’s returned, Master.”

      “And that’s the last we’ll get from her after tonight.” The Arch Mage shook his head. “Fetch Esmelly, Dilo. I have need for friendly company tonight… And get yourself a glass, you’ve earned it.”

      The Bonded stifled the beaming smile as he bowed a withdrawal but released it as he stepped into the hall to find the plump Bond Mage. She stood in a corner by herself, wary of the colorful and flatulent aliens who’d become courtiers to the new magical powerbase in the Empire.

      Esmelly hadn’t adjusted to the new reality as easily as her old friend, finding the experience of space travel terrifying after learning about its dangers and dealing with the multitude of cultures and species in the Empire a challenge for her old bones. At the wave from Dilo she stepped into her old friend’s new office and smiled in pleasure as the scent of old Barrenmoor reached her nostrils.

      “I’m surprised you have time for me, Ennis. There are two dozen important people waiting to meet with you.”

      “Let them wait.” Ennis patted the chair beside his and waved Dilo over as well. “It’s rare I get a chance to catch up with old friends anymore.”

      “The business of galactic Empires must be demanding.”

      Ennis shrugged. “In truth, the Board does little. Policy is dictated by necessity and that, by her design. Our place is never secure, though.” His watery blue eyes sharpened on the Bond Mage as she sank into the seat. “How goes the latest installation?”

      Esmelly grunted in amusement and inhaled the smokey aroma with a sigh of pleasure before answering, “They welcomed the Teleportation Circle the same way every other world did, with cheers and gifts of gold, gemstones, and rare metals, like we’re barbarians that don’t understand the power of what we’ve given them.”

      “The tax policy has already been written into legislation by our intermediaries,” Ennis said with a nod. “Let them continue thinking they’re our betters. It will only cost them more in the long run. Once the great houses get a taste of the convenience, and their merchants a taste of new markets, they’ll be too hooked to think of outlawing it. We’ll corner the market on galactic travel, and soon universal travel within a generation.”

      “The wealth…” Esmelly breathed.

      “The power!” Ennis growled, holding his glass aloft with an eager grin. “To a new age, and the continued rule of the Magisterium.”

      Three glasses clinked, and they drank deep of the aged liquor. As they drank into the night, the three talked of old times and new, laughing together as the bottle emptied, while far below them the last Harem Mage there would ever be, reveled in the love he’d found.

      

      Braden stepped free of the goddess’s golden realm and breathed deep the familiar smells of his adopted world. A cool breeze caressed his bare thighs and rear, causing goose pimples to spring out on his arms but he ignored them. After the previous night he should be too sore to walk, but the Holy AI had more tricks than a brothel owner.

      A window nearby looked out over the wakening capitol, Melind. Slate roofs marched across the horizon, dotted here and there with a twisting tower, or soaring cathedral. There were even a few castles within the massive city’s walls, having been absorbed as it grew. The medieval image was shattered when a sleek, shining vessel rose from the new space port outside the walls, and burned its way towards the atmosphere.

      After trying several locations, the Magisterium with its glittering towers, and the Silver Heart Tree had become the harem’s preferred homes. The capitol was a central hub of culture, for this world and a dozen others, as the Bond Mages’ influence grew. Vibrant with new life and ideas, it was expanding every day.

      Life at the Silver Heart Tree had a slower pace, but it was no less exciting. There Braden and his harem devoted themselves to both relaxing and researching their powers. Discovering things every year they spread the new gifts throughout the Empire. From Emma’s healing gateways, that only required a person to walk beneath to be cured of all manner of disease and malady, to Glynis-pura’s botanical blends that sparked floral life on even the most desolate worlds.

      It had been an exciting few years since his battle with the Dark Queen. Braden thought they would sail off into the sunset and be forgotten about, but the GGC wasted nothing, and his harem was too valuable a resource. The women were having an influence in all corners of Empire life, including fashion trends.

      “My lord has returned.”

      Braden turned from the window to find Betsy stepping free of the covers and pulling a sheer robe about her shoulders. Lacing it around her midriff, her lips curled into a knowing smile as Braden’s eyes fell to watch the pendulous flesh swaying within the open neckline. “The servants brought breakfast… But my lord is hungry for something else.” Her smile deepened. “Isn’t he?”

      “I am.” He smiled, an eyebrow cocked in curiosity when Betsy retreated to the bedchamber’s side door.

      Glynis-pura, Mina, and Chanelle were curled beneath the comforter of the Harem Mage’s fourposter bed, blinking sleep from their eyes as they stretched awake. They didn’t flick back the blankets and invite him into bed, as usual, but grinned in excitement as the older healer cracked the side door and poked her head through, whispering to someone on the other side.

      “What’s this?” Braden asked.

      “A surprise,” Glynis-pura purred, earning her a swat from Chanelle.

      “Don’t spoil it!”

      His eyebrows rose when Betsy looked back in and crooked a finger for him to approach. Slipping up to his side, she whispered in his ear as the door creaked open and he took in the sight laid out before him.

      “We waited for a special time… You know how much she’s wanted this...” She brushed a kiss against his lips. “Be gentle.”

      In the antechamber normally reserved for servants or a wardrobe, a pallet had been made up of thick pillows and the Empires finest blankets. Laid atop the cushiony surface was a green-skinned beauty whose normally stiff posture trembled with nervousness. Pale green eyes met Braden’s and thick lips parted when she took in his naked form, the blush suffusing her cheeks deepening.

      Admiral Ke’sola wasn’t wearing her dress uniform, but a lacy red number that covered little and highlighted much. Braden’s mouth went dry as he took in the reclining woman, then he turned to the other lying next to her in nearly the same thing. Only instead of a naked neck, Druska wore a woven black band around her neck, inscribed with Braden’s sigil, as all the women in his harem had taken to doing.

      “You’ve put this off for too long, husband,” Druska twisted her hips artfully, one hand resting on a crooked knee as she watched him enter the room.

      The door clicked closed behind Braden, but he barely registered it when his knees hit the pillows and he crawled forward. Druska watched her lord husband with a knowing smile. With subtle facial motions she signaled for her sister to relax, to enjoy what was coming, but Ke’sola had spent a lifetime imagining this moment and it pushed in on her. Pressure mounting inside until she was wound tight as a cord.

      Then his fingers slid up her calves, caressing the slender limbs while she watched his lips press to the smooth skin. What had seemed impossible a moment before became effortless, as Ke-sola melted into the cushions. Within her something leapt, calling to her new lord’s soul and the magic tied to it, but it would come in time.

      As his lips planted fiery kisses up her inner thighs, and calloused fingers gripped her hips, pulling her to him, the admiral heard a voice cry out in ecstasy. It certainly wasn’t hers. Not that wild, desperate cry. And it definitely wasn’t her who clawed him between her thighs or babbled incoherently as his impossible thickness pushed in.

      Braden took his time with Druska’s sister. The magic leapt within him, seeking to complete the bond but he eased himself into her. The virginal tightness relaxed around him, and Braden gave himself over to the familiar motions as he rocked within the alien. Nails dug deep into his back, and his lips found hers, choking Ke’sola’s screams of pleasure off.

      Her tongue slid along his, as the sounds of their bodies joining filled the small room. His hands touched and teased her tight body, finding special delight in the large firmness of her tight ass. Ke’sola seemed to love it too, for her sex shivered around his cock and she gasped into the kiss. Shocked by the orgasm crashing through her body, the admiral wasn’t ready when the Harem Mage husked a warning.

      Eyes widening, she could only hold on as the heat flooded her womb. Magic flooded her body, reaching from her soul to the very tips of her fingers. The green-skinned woman’s mouth opened in a silent scream as her body stiffened for a drawn-out moment then sagged beneath Braden.

      Lifting himself on his hands, he watched the magic work its way through the beautiful alien. He would have waited until it finished but hungry hands pushed him to his back beside the admiral. Growling in desire Druska was upon him. His hands slid down her familiar curves as he drove up into her.

      Ke’Sola drifted back to reality from a world of white euphoria. Cocooned in a blanket of pleasure she purred happily, only for the sound to be mirrored by a hungry growl. Her eyes cracked open to find her fantasies playing out in real time.

      The powerful human was on his back, muscles tensed as he drove his hips up and down. The man’s thick arms were corded and heels pushed into the pillows, while Druska rode him like a goddess. Shoulders thrown back and hair a wild tangle she undulated atop their lord. That gorgeous face turned and hungry, hooded eyes raked Ke’Sola’s nakedness.

      “Come, sister,” Druska purred. “We’ll ride our lord, together.”

      The admiral was blushing as she shifted her thigh across Lord Braden’s handsome face. Then his tongue was upon her sex and waves of new pleasure rolled through her body. Ke’Sola collapsed forward, the two women clinging to one another as their lord took his pleasure from their bodies.

      Leesha threw the antechambers door open a minute later and found the pair still embracing. Smiling at the sweet scene, the pink-haired elf tossed off her dress and laughing in delight, let her lord draw her into his arms. Their lips played together, tongues caressing gently until a lapping noise filled the room and the elf looked down to find Glynis-pura eagerly licking Braden’s manhood back to stiffness.

      “Join me, sister.” The cat-girl winked up at the elf, purring in delight when Leesha’s tongue joined hers.

      “I love you all,” Braden breathed, laying his head back only to find the most heavenly pillows waiting for him.

      “And we love you.” Emma’s silver hair fell about his face as she bent forward to lay a kiss upon his lips.

      “Mmmhmm.” Braden looked back down to find the cat-girl and elf had been joined by Mina.

      The diminutive warrior’s tongue joined the other three, teasing his length and thickening head, while their hands wandered each other’s bodies. The room grew crowded when Sheela, Chanelle, Anis, and Scarlytte slipped in, but no one seemed to mind. Because the family was together, and nothing would ever break them apart.

      

      The End
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